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My husband is the one who said, “Never send a guy to the store without a list. If you do, you’ll end up with a bunch of stuff you don’t want, and missing the stuff you really need.”
Having “The List” when you’re looking for your Soulmate sprang from this concept. Years before we met each other, my husband and I each decided not to bond with anyone who didn’t posses the essential qualities we were looking for.
It’s a soul-probing process (making a list of what sort of person you’re looking for). The questions have to be hard and specific. For instance,
What about children: Having? Raising someone else’s?
What are my values relating to money?
What interests must we have in common?
What are my non-negotiable beliefs about God or Church?
It took a lot of effort to define what we were looking for, but the end result was that we had a picture of the person who suited us best. The whole point was to avoid the pain and frustration of emotionally bonding with someone you couldn’t really spend the rest of your life with.
We suggested this approach to some of our divorced friends. They embraced the process of making their own “List.” In doing so, it became obvious that their previous marriage partners were just not suited for them.
From the outside looking in, everyone who knew and cared about them could see the inevitable marital frustration looming, but they themselves were oblivious.
Having those broken relationships in their past, these friends discovered what many others have: the problem isn’t that divorce is too easy --- it’s that marriage is too easy!
People get married because they have strong feelings for each other. They get caught in emotional and sexual bonding that makes them blind to the other important components of relationships. When you’re young, you believe “those magical tingly feelings will last forever.” But as we mature, we have to deal with the truth.
Feelings change.
There has to be something else to keep people glued together when the magical tingly feelings go away.
Whenever I talk to singles and single-agains, Making the List produces two common reactions. The first example is a friend I’ll call Cole (not his real name). He had a specific pattern to his dating life. When he was attracted to a woman, Cole would share everything about himself. His justification for doing this early in the relationship was: “If I’m going to be rejected, I want it to happen before I have any serious emotional investment.” Once he had laid it all out on the table, if the woman was still interested, then Cole would mainly focus on developing a sex-based intimacy.
Culturally that’s the norm, of course. In today’s society, if you’re not having sex after a few dates, then the relationship’s really not going anywhere.
The formula as it relates to sex goes like this
Sex feels great >>> I have sex with this person >>> It makes me feel great >>> Therefore, we have a great relationship It’s not rational but it is logical.
But Cole is the type of person who routinely evaluates his life and behavior. And what people like Cole have come to recognize is Sex makes people stupid! It totally interferes with your ability to see the strengths and weaknesses of your Love Interest.
What Cole realizes now, is that in moving toward sex as early as possible in relationship, he put almost no effort into finding out if he was having sex with someone he could be committed to. Eventually the hours he was with his partners out of bed would reveal other aspects of their personalities and preferences. He would see things that didn’t suit his life or beliefs, and then the drawn out painful process of breaking-up would begin.
Making The List forced Cole to decide what he really wants in a relationship. Deciding what truly suits his interests, beliefs and passions, was eye-opening for him. Today, he can quickly recognize a woman who will ultimately frustrate him. He shakes his head at how obvious it is now that his previous marriage didn’t work out.
Now, the other common reaction to making The List, would be what happened with a different friend, let’s call him, “Stan.”
Stan is in his early forties and never-married. He doesn’t do much soul-searching. He isn’t nearly as comfortable reviewing his life or behavior. He strongly objects to the whole concept of Making the List. He subscribes to the belief that “if it’s meant to be, it will just happen.” He believes his True Love will just show up. They will both instantly know they’re right for each other. They’ll fall into one another’s arms and stay happily, effortlessly in love until they die.
OK, in all fairness to Stan, that’s an exaggeration, but the fantasy isn’t too far from there. He has used the same dating strategy that Cole has, with similar disappointing results. He gets annoyed with me when I ask him, “Howzat working for you?”
Stan suffers from a common problem among older singles and single-agains. They are most concerned about FINDING someone to date. Their complaint is where do you go to meet someone?
Their general thinking is, if there are multiple dating targets in an environment, surely one person among many will be interested in you. Then all you have to do is focus on persuading that person to fall in love with you --- using any means necessary. Sometimes you have to develop an interest in what they like, or you turn up the sexual energy, but eventually, you got yourself a relationship!
Stan resists the concept of The List, because it restricts his dating field. For him, there are too few targets in the first place. He reasons, if you decide in advance you’re not going to pursue a relationship with someone who doesn’t fit a certain profile, especially in a target-poor environment, you’ll never get a date!
So Stan just keeps his eyes open for someone he finds attractive, who might actually return his interest and then hopes it will go somewhere.
It is this belief which drives most online dating: If there are a lot of targets, then surely someone will be interested in YOU.
But being successful in marriage (that is, happily, faithfully going the distance) requires as much, if not more effort than developing the skills needed to succeed in a specific career.
Unfortunately, most people don’t see it that way. I’m convinced that’s the reason so many marriages fail. People don’t take the time to develop relationship skills.
Culturally, singles and single-agains are bombarded with messages that imply all you need is Great Sex and everything else will follow. What’s unbearably sad is, if those singles paid attention to the couples around them, they might notice that successful relationships take a lot of work! Certainly much more than just Great Sex. But what they still tell themselves is, “It won’t be like that for me. When I find my True Love, it’ll be easy.”
Even more self-deceptive, are the dating couples in relationships that aren’t working, who think getting married will make it better. They believe as long as they’re both committed to fixing it up as they go, eventually it will be a relationship they can live with.
I call this Marriage Remodeling.
Many people in poor-quality, unfulfilling relationships realize too late that Marriage Remodeling is a lot harder than starting with something that meets your basic needs, and adding to it as you grow.
Marriage Remodeling is a painful experience. It’s far worse than living in a house while trying to remodel the kitchen and the bathroom. (Ask anyone who’s done it --- it’s a nightmare!)
Because marriages are not houses.
A good marriage requires advanced skills to negotiate needs, resolve issues, build goals and support dreams. If those foundational skills are not there to begin with, over time, the disappointments and miscommunications build massive walls of frustration.
I often talk to singles or single-agains about my own radically different courtship process, and some of the relational studies I know they have never heard of. Again and again, I see either Cole’s or Stan’s reactions.
People who respond like Cole are totally fed up with being frustrated and they will try anything. What I’m suggesting resonates deep in their soul. They nod ruefully, and they want to begin right away.
But some will react like Stan. “I’m not making The List. If it’s meant to be it will just happen.”
If you are a Cole, let’s get started. If you are a Stan, please give this book to someone else.
~~~
Chapter 1: The Sixties, When the Whole World Lost Its Mind
In my experience, very few singles and single-agains have the skills to make a relationship work. I know I didn’t.
When I was 31, I decided I was “ready to be married.” But that just meant that I was tired of serial dating. I had no idea I didn’t have what it takes to be a Wife. I count it as a blessing every day that I didn’t find The Man of My Dreams (TMOMD) for 10 more years. If we had gotten married when I had decided the timing was right, I’m certain we would have gotten divorced a short time later.
During those 10 years between my decision and my marriage, I learned a lot about being a Spouse. It wasn’t just the cooking and household management I needed to learn. I had to look at relationships in an entirely new way. And I had to reject a lot of what the culture had been selling me.
I was born in 1960, just as everything in America turned upside down. By the time I finished high school and college, I had been indoctrinated to believe that men and women are basically the same, except for our reproductive plumbing.
In my affluent, progressive community, we viewed sex as a “social sport,” where responsible people protected themselves from unpleasant consequences, like babies. We believed sex with multiple partners was good for relationships, in the same way that playing tennis with a variety of other competitors would improve your game.
We were horrified by the idea of having sex with just ONE person for the rest of your life. It seemed utterly boring, and virtually guaranteed to make you cheat on your partner.
We were convinced that living together was like a trial marriage. If you could handle that, then you might be able to stick it out for a long time.
As we evaluate the chaos now, it becomes horrifyingly clear: things are broken because we Baby Boomers broke it.
In the late 1990’s, a few well-meaning adults, myself included, went into high school classrooms to show teens the benefits of delaying sex until marriage.
It seemed so obvious:
If teens aren’t having sex, they aren’t making babies and dropping out of school.
If they aren’t having sex, they aren’t contracting or spreading STDs.
If they aren’t having sex, they aren’t obsessing about who else their partner might be sleeping with.
If they aren’t having sex then they aren’t lying to people who love them about what they’re doing.
Duh.
The teens were totally open to what we were saying about developing sexual self-control, and not settling for low quality relationships. The kids thought it would probably be hard to do, but they bought into the potential benefits. They were up for the challenge.
But I was not prepared for the reaction from adults.
Teachers, administrators, and even some parents, put every obstacle imaginable in our path. They did NOT want children to be told a) that it was even possible to harness their powerful sexual desires and energy. And b) that developing sexual self-control would have positive relational benefits.
My initial reaction was disbelief. What adult wouldn’t want teens and pre-teens to develop the ability to delay gratification? Who wouldn’t want them to learn to re-direct their energy toward achieving goals and be able to avoid the emotional drama of adolescent relationships?
I was so naïve.
I was looking at it from a health perspective. We tell teens don’t drink and drive. We tell teens not to smoke or do drugs. So, I thought, Of course, we have to set the same health standard for sex. After all, it is potentially dangerous. The consequences can be life-threatening and life-long. Their chances of a negative health outcome are much more likely than with smoking or drunk driving. Who wouldn’t agree with that standard?
Boy, was I wrong. Adults in authority are fiercely committed to telling teens Sex is OK as long as they “get tested and use protection.”
Research how inadequately “protection” really protects sometime. Once you know, no one continues to subscribe to it. Sexually transmitted infections are at epidemic levels --- more than 19 million new cases reported every year, more than 50 million people in the U.S. live with an incurable STD. (1)
In spite of the FACTS, we ran up against an army of administrators, teachers, healthcare professionals, parent groups, special interest groups --- you name it --- who emphatically did NOT want children to be taught how to develop sexual self control.
They tossed around words like “harmful” and “discriminatory” and “homophobic.”
Harmful, discriminatory and homophobic to tell a teenager that sex is so powerful and wonderful it can make you stupid?
Harmful, discriminatory and homophobic to teach adolescents its best to avoid sexual activity until they develop the Relational Skills to go along with sex?
Harmful, discriminatory and homophobic to suggest they delay one part of their life until they have achieved the basic benchmarks necessary to reach their Life Goals?
It baffled me… until I realized these people were emotionally invested in their position. My adversaries were basically the same age as me. They had been indoctrinated with the same wrong beliefs I mentioned before, and they truly didn’t want to accept what they had fallen for --- and were now perpetuating --- was a pack of LIES!
For instance, these adults want to believe, “Having sex with just one person for the rest of your life would be utterly boring, and guaranteed to make you cheat on your partner.”
The Truth is: Multiple sexual partners before marriage INCREASES the risk of unfaithfulness. (2)
It makes sense if you think about it. Even after marriage, a person still continues to have sexual thoughts, feelings and fantasies about other people. It doesn’t mean you’re not in love with the person you married. It means we’re sexual beings. Those thoughts continue for the rest of your life. But if you don’t practice controlling those impulses BEFORE marriage, how can you possibly know how to manage them AFTER marriage?
Sexual urges are incredibly powerful. It takes a lot of discipline not to act on them whenever the opportunity arises. A person who spends several years flitting from partner to partner, casually hooking up, isn’t suddenly going to be capable of reining in those compelling impulses just because they put a little band of metal on their ring finger. It’s not a force field, for cryin’ out loud!
My adversaries also wanted to believe that “Sex without commitment and lots of variety is the best sex.”
But the Truth is: Married couples report greater sexual satisfaction then singles or cohabiters. (3)
This is so counter-cultural! Virtually every sit-com for the last 20 years has routinely portrayed husbands constantly begging for sex. While singles hop from bed to bed in blissful bisexual ecstasy and no consequences.
But the reality is: the people having the Best Sex There Is are married, church-going and heterosexual.
Again, it makes sense when you think about it. Great sex requires deep trust to build intimacy. If you’re having sex with a virtual stranger, it isn’t very likely that you’ll enjoy more than physical intimacy. You certainly aren’t going to achieve emotional intimacy or spiritual intimacy, because both of those require shared experiences over TIME.
As you get older, you start to realize it’s not very difficult to sexually satisfy a partner for one night. Just the newness of the experience gets you half-way there. However, a truly great lover is someone who can satisfy the same person for a lifetime. That experience takes deep trust, which is only built over time.
I have told young people this for many years: when you’re single, you only have Sex-Plus-Fear. And by the way, I do mean single literally, as in NOT MARRIED. If you’re “exclusive” but it’s not Lifetime and Legal, then you’re still single.
Sex-Plus-Fear. You can’t get away from it. First, there’s the fear of pregnancy. No pill, shot, cream, foam or condom guarantees to get rid of the whisper that goes, “Did we just make a baby…?”
Second, these days, anyone who’s sexually active with multiple partners ought to have a fear of sexually transmitted diseases. With the number of reported infections every year hovering about 20 million --- and that’s just in the States --- you better have a respectful fear.
Mind you, that’s just reported. It doesn’t include people walking around with no idea they’re infected… the Centers for Disease Control says 80% of the time infected people have NO symptoms. (4)
But then there are other fears too. Performance anxiety is the reason Viagra® and Cialis® sales are sky-high. A lot of people are making money off the belief that “size matters.” Just between you and me, gentlemen, if she can’t share what’s going in her life with you, size won’t make up for it.
And I have never, ever met an unmarried sexually active woman who didn’t have sex sometimes when she didn’t feel like it. She wasn’t in the mood. She didn’t want to do it, but she does it anyway because she’s afraid if she says “No,” her guy might leave her for someone who always says “Yes.” And she doesn’t want to know that he loves sex more than her.
I don’t care how hot you think you are, mister, we’ve all done it. And that’s not the best sex there is.
The Best Sex There Is doesn’t have any fear. You’re not afraid to say what you want. You’re not afraid to try new things. You’re not afraid of the potential outcomes --- like babies. You enjoy each other physically, emotionally, and spiritually in ways that simply don’t happen when you’re thinking, This might not last. That kind of freedom doesn’t happen until you know forever is settled, legally and publicly.
But my favorite of the Big Fat Lies held by my adult adversaries was, “Living together is like a trial marriage.”
The Truth is: Living together INCREASES the risk of divorce.(5)
Before the 1970s, people didn’t live together. It was called “shacking up” in those days, and it was frowned on in polite society. But then people started believing that marriage is just a piece of paper. And they said, “You don’t need a piece of paper to prove you’re in love!” Suddenly, everyone was moving in together.
The principle behind it was, if you live together first, you’d find out all the little quirks and irritating habits the other person has in advance. And, armed with that information, you’d be much less likely to divorce.
The problem is Attitude is Everything. When you move in with someone, you say something like, “Let’s split the bills fifty-fifty, and if it works out, we’ll get married.”
What neither one of you will say out loud, but both of you are thinking somewhere in the back of your mind is: I’m not sure I want to be stuck with you for the rest of my life. And if this gets too hard, I want to get out.
The problem is relationships ARE hard. Couples routinely drive each other crazy. Sometimes what you need to stick it out (or work it out) are the legal and social ties that you get from that little “piece of paper.”
Living together doesn’t even lead to marriage most of the time. The majority of cohabiting couples break up BEFORE they ever get married!(6) And often after living together an average of 3 years.
All of these enlightened beliefs from the 1960’s were supposed to revolutionize relationships. Divorce rates were going to go way down. People could finally get in the Sexual Buffet Line and sample many dishes before they made their final selection. And the end result would be that nobody ends up married to the wrong person.
But none of those prophesied results materialized. Divorce rates didn’t go down. As a matter of fact, they shot way up! In The Case for Marriage (Doubleday 2004), authors Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher noted that
Cohabiters make less money.
Cohabiters save less money.
Cohabiters have sex less frequently.
Cohabiters are less emotionally satisfied with their sex life than married couples.
Heavily footnoted and covering multi-cultural research spanning more than five decades, this book provides the evidence that living together and having multiple sexual partners decreases your chances of relationship success.
But that’s not what you see in the movies.
Despite all these indicators, proving all these beliefs from the Sixties have failed miserably, adults in charge of educating our youth simply refused to accept it.
Finally, it dawned on me: my adversaries were very likely engaging in this behavior themselves! They didn’t appreciate having facts to the contrary brought up by their students… or worse, by their own children!
It was completely irrelevant to them that avoiding sexual activity and deciding against living together was a Healthier Choice. They did NOT want to abandon their own behavior and cherished beliefs.
At first, I was shocked by that. It seemed so self-absorbed. But then, I realized some of these people had defined their entire lives by the Sexual Revolution.
They were emotionally invested in “Free Love.” For those of you under 40, “free love” means Sex with any consenting person, in any conceivable manner, available at any age, without restriction --- as long as you get consent and use protection.
I saw an interview once with Hugh Hefner, the founder of the Playboy Empire, saying he wanted to be remembered for “changing the socio-sexual mores of the country.” (7)
But a little voice kept whispering to me, What if we were wrong?
~~~
Chapter 2: Keep Trying The Same Thing Over and Over… See If You Get Different Results
I once had an enlightening conversation with my husband. We were discussing dating “back-in-the-day.” I asked him, “Where do guys come up with their pick-up lines?” He claimed someone, somewhere, told him that statistically, a guy has a one in twenty chance of walking up to a girl in a bar and asking her if she would like to go have sex, and having her say “Sure.”
So he and his friends would go out in the night looking for that one girl!
I have no idea if the statistic is true, but it’s certainly indicative of the times we grew up in.
But “Finding The One” is totally different now --- for Generations X and Y, and even for Baby Boomers. And it’s complicated by another big disadvantage: there aren’t very many good relationship role models to imitate. Without role models, many singles repeat the pattern of previous generation. They adopt the belief systems they see in the movies.
Even when the beliefs are silly.
For more than a few decades, the greatest act of love was when Humphrey Bogart convinced Katherine Hepburn in Casablanca to stay with her husband and support the French Resistance against the Nazis. Bogart sacrificed his heart for her and for the greater good of the whole world.
But in the 90’s, movies like The English Patient and The Bridges of Madison County celebrated adultery and narcissism over a personal sacrifice for something bigger.
Those attitudes created a ripple effect. One sad, but poignant example is Amber Frey. She was the mistress who testified against Scott Peterson. The convicted murderer who killed his pregnant wife Laci, shortly after beginning an affair with Amber.
When she was a teen, Amber had been pressured into having an abortion. As is true for most women, a pregnancy termination didn’t change her behavior. She continued to be sexually active, so it wasn’t long before she became pregnant a second time. [Author’s Note: David C. Reardon, Ph.D., of the Elliot Institute found 28% of post-abortive women became pregnant again within 6 months.]
Overwhelmed with regret from her first termination, hurt and shocked that she was being pressured to abort again; she chose to become a single mom instead. But even after she gave birth to her daughter, Ayiana, Amber STILL continued to be indiscriminately sexually active. She slept with Scott Peterson on the same night she met him.
It was only seeing the news stories that made her realize every word coming out of Scott Peterson’s mouth was a LIE.
Sex makes people stupid.
I volunteered at a pregnancy center for several years. I was often the first person to talk to a newly-pregnant woman. If she was living with her boyfriend, invariably, she would say something like, “Well, the timing for this baby isn’t right, but I know we’ll keep it. We’ve talked about getting married anyway, so I’m not worried. I know he’ll be supportive.”
It always came as a shock when the boyfriend’s response was, “Forget it. You better have an abortion. I’ve known for a while this relationship wasn’t going to work out.”
Pretty heartless, isn’t it? How could she not know?
I had some insight from a one hotline call I’ll never forget. A young woman implored me to come up with something that would make her boyfriend want to keep their baby.
Here’s the thing… this guy had told her BEFORE they moved in together that he didn’t want kids. He was already paying child support to TWO other women he walked out on when they got pregnant. He specifically told her when she moved in, if she got pregnant he expected her to abort. And she agreed to it.
At least he was upfront about what he expected. As self-centered as he was, you have to give him credit for being true to his word. She, on the other hand, in spite of being given a mountain of evidence to the contrary, really believed that it would be different for HER.
Sex makes people stupid.
I was no exception. I got pregnant as a teen and the baby’s dad left me. Like most young woman at UCLA in the 1970’s, I was a Feminist. I was glad I had the “right” to abort. I was glad the Pill allowed me, afterward, to have sex without consequences. Just like a man.
Sex was part of every relationship I had until I was 31. That’s when I realized, Sex makes me stupid.
Too stupid to realize if a guy is having sex with ME, how will I ever know if he can resist temptation? What more proof do I need to show me he’s willing to risk I might get pregnant or infected? (How do I know where his penis has been?)
Duh.
It’s easy for a guy to say, “I love you,” but I know for a fact, someone who loves me wouldn’t put me at risk.
Sex also made me too stupid to realize I wasn’t even being myself. I was basically “playing a role” so some guy would fall in love with me. I didn’t think it through. If he did fall in love, I would have to keep up the Act. The poor guy wasn’t in love with Real Karen. He was in love with Fake Karen. Eventually, it would just be too exhausting to keep up the Act, and Real Karen would emerge.
All of that changed when I was 31. Since then, I’ve been intensely interested in the decisions people make regarding sex, love and relationships. My curiosity makes me ask people about the choices they’ve made in this very personal area of their life.
I hear from frustrated men about women who were willing to watch football, and go camping or fishing --- when they were dating. But after moving in, or getting married, he discovers she’s not interested in those activities anymore. He doesn’t get that she never understood. For him, fishing was part of the deal!
Sex makes people stupid.
I’ve talked to women about being a Friend-with-Benefits --- meaning she has sex with someone who doesn’t want a romantic relationship. She still hopes it will become something else and just can’t understand why she feels depressed. “I don’t get it,” she says, “didn’t it work out for Jerry and Elaine on Seinfeld?”
So many wrong beliefs perpetrated. And so many people repeating the same pattern year-after-year, and expecting to get different results.
~~~
Chapter 3: Courting the NO-SEX Lady
Several years before I met Jim Kropf, The Man of My Dreams, (TMOMD) I dated a guy who was emotionally abusive. He made me cry every single day for two years. At the end of two years, that was enough. I finally realized our relationship would never get any better, and broke up with him. That was when my three best girlfriends came to me and they said, “Karen, we’re really glad you broke up with that guy. We always thought he was a jerk.”
I said “Thanks a lot. If you thought he was a jerk, why didn’t you tell me that while I was dating him?”
They said, “Well, you’re an adult. We thought you knew what you were doing and we didn’t want to butt in… now we realize, you don’t have a clue! So from now on, any time a guy asks you out, bring him around to meet us first. We’ll tell you if he’s a jerk or not in advance.”
That sounded good to me. So every time I was asked out, I would take the guy to lunch with my gal pals. [Author’s Note: You know how girls all go to the bathroom together? This is what we’re doing! We’re talking about you.]
My gals would tell me the stuff they liked, or the things that didn’t measure up to their standards. Unless all three of my friends said they liked him, I wouldn’t go out with him again. I trusted their judgment more than my own. These gals were good, too. I didn’t date any more jerks after that!
So over the years, the Approval Process got refined. My friends asked me to define what I was looking for. “Heterosexual and available” wasn’t descriptive enough.
I started working on my list of non-negotiables. I knew I didn’t want a smoker. Definitely wanted a booklover. Couldn’t date a Yankee fan. Important stuff like that.
And really high on the list was someone who “gets” my sense of humor. I’m very funny.
There came a point where my committee was “interviewing” a guy I’ll call Paul. He was a really nice guy. We got along great and he treated me like a queen. But he just didn’t think I was funny. He almost never laughed at my jokes.
This was something my committee noticed. They forced me to consider it. They asked me, “You said you wanted to be with someone who gets your humor. Paul obviously does not. Does that mean, it’s no longer an important quality for your partner, or are you lowering your standards?
May I have a little lemon juice for this paper-cut? I was compromising on what I wanted. That’s when I realized: Your friends will always have higher standards than you have for yourself.
In the end, Paul and I called it quits. We might have dragged it out. But I knew I would eventually resent that he didn’t think I was funny. But because I listened to my gal-pals, Paul and I are still friends.
Over years, my committee of 3 girlfriends got bigger. By the time I met TMOMD, I had ten (yes, 10!) people on my committee. Lots of friends wanted to help me make this important decision. There were eight women and two men.
So to get a date with me, TMOMD had to get the approval of all TEN. It took about a month. I couldn’t get them all together at the same time, so there were multiple Committee Meetings.
During the Committee Process, TMOMD and I didn’t “date.” [Author’s Note: For our purposes, a Date was defined as he picks me up at my place, is responsible for my safety and comfort then returns me home in the same condition at the end of an evening.]
We did spend time together, but not alone, and I always drove myself. Not particularly good for conserving gas, but very good for conserving and protecting our emotional health.
Jim was great about the whole Committee Process. He was even good-natured when one of my friends asked him to fill out written questions, like a test. But he passed. In fact, because I had made The List, my friends already knew he was The Man of My Dreams (TMOMD). They knew before I did.
A few months after getting approved, I met one of Jim’s friends. He thought the Committee Process was STUPID. When I went to the bathroom, he practically tried to talk Jim out of seeing me. He said, “Jim, I don’t mean any disrespect, but this woman is 40. Don’t you think she ought to know, by now, who she wants to date?”
Jim’s answer is what made me fall for him. He said, “You could look at that way. But there are two sides to every story and that’s not what I saw. What I saw is a woman ten people love so much, they don’t want her out with the wrong guy. They’re willing to put out their time, money and effort to make sure anyone who’s with her will treat her right. She must be pretty special if ten people love her that much.”
Then he said, “It also told me, not just any guy can get a date with her. And I’m at a point in my life where I want a girl that not just any guy can date.”
In truth, our whole courtship was unofficially supervised. I was already pretty well-known in the community for my teen talks on sexual self-control. So several people, young and old, were watching like hawks to see if we would “practice what we preach.”
Within a very short amount of time, we developed a social network that was emotionally invested in our success. When we announced our engagement, dozens of people came up and “took credit” for putting us together. Several dear friends were convinced it was their prayers and their counsel that were responsible for our perfect match.
Social Superglue is critical because after you marry and you’re driving each other crazy, you need people who can remind you why you fell in love. If you marry someone your friends and family don’t get along with, there’s no one there to help you work it out. Instead you’ll hear stuff like, “I never liked her. Why don’t you get a divorce?”
Social Superglue is just one of the 10 Steps for Choosing a Good Mate. These are the essentials research now proves hold a relationship together. I’ll cover them in detail in Chapter Thirteen. First, I want to lay the groundwork for why you should follow them. That’s a necessary first step, because few people are convinced they really need Social Superglue.
It’s not popular to tell people there are “do’s and don’ts” for successful relationships. Singles want to believe its all chemistry and mystery. Because if that’s what it takes to go the distance, when the relationship doesn’t work out, then it wasn’t because of poor decision-making or a lack of skill. It wasn’t a lack of Social Superglue.
But friend, if you don’t have Social Superglue, prepare yourself. After every family get-together, on the way home, you’ll hear your wife saying, “Did you hear what your mother said to me? She made another crack about my cooking! I can’t believe you didn’t stick up for me! You should have told her…”
I do understand the resistance to following any sort of “pattern.” At first glance, it does seem to take some of the mystery out of romance. But what do you want? A great mystery or a great relationship?
~~~
Chapter 4: Emotional Superglue, Love Drugs in the Brain
There was a time when the only proof I had that sex makes people stupid was the Jerry Springer Show. Fortunately, I don’t have to rely on that anymore. Now I can offer you scientific proof!
Until very recently, the prevailing Learning Theory was that the toddler years are the most critical phase of development because a child’s brain reaches ADULT SIZE around age 6. While that phase is very important for learning, now we know the structures of the brain are not fully complete until around age 25. (8)
The last area of the brain to be completed is the pre-frontal cortex. It’s the part of the brain right behind the forehead. This is the center for planning, organization, complex thinking, and impulse control.
The lack of development explains the moodiness and impulsive behavior we associate with teens. Until the pre-frontal cortex is fully matured, the control center of the brain is the amygdala. The part of the brain responsible for primal instinctive behavior, and emotions, such as fear and arousal.
Teens are responding to emotion-based commands. Their impulsive behavior is a product of the unfinished neural connections between their emotional center and their reasoning center. The immaturity of the teen brain doesn’t mean adolescents are stupid, but it does mean the part of the brain running the show isn’t their reasoning center.
This has far-reaching implications! If you began dating as a teen, the experiences you had THEN are structurally part of how you view relationships now. Those early experiences hard-wired you, or predisposed you, to repeat specific behaviors whenever you’re attracted to somebody.
For a long time, the medical community has known that during childbirth and breastfeeding the female brain produces a powerful hormone called Oxytocin. (9) This hormone causes Maternal Bonding. This is the phenomenon when you’re around a new mommy who thinks her baby is the most perfect child ever on the face of the Earth… and if anyone ever said her baby was “average,” she might just rip their face off. That’s because of oxytocin.
But in the last 10 years, new studies, have found small amounts of oxytocin are ALSO released in the female brain during physical contact. Kissing, cuddling and sexual stimulation wash her brain with this bonding hormone.
Oxytocin is what makes an otherwise clever and quick-witted girl confuse a Loser with Mr. Incredible.
I’m referring to girls who fall head over heels for a guy everyone else can see is a Bum. She has no idea every kiss and caress is chemically fooling her into thinking she’s got Mr. Incredible! Within a very short time, her brain will release oxytocin whenever she sees him… and as long as it does, she’ll think she has Mr. Incredible.
Unfortunately for her, the male brain isn’t chemically wired to bond to her in the same way. His brain does release a bonding hormone called vasopressin. But it doesn’t work the same as oxytocin. What happens in the male brain is similar to what happens with ducklings.
When a baby duck hatches, it “imprints” on the first creature it sees. Imprinting triggers the duckling’s instinct to follow. If the first creature it sees is the mommy duck, everything goes according to plan. By following the mommy duck, he learns everything he needs to know about being a healthy happy duck.
But if by chance, the first thing the little duck sees is a dog, he will instinctively follow that dog.
The problem is no dog will teach a duck how to swim!
This is pretty much what can happen to boys.
FIRST-TIME SEX washes the male brain with Dopamine, a hormone that stimulates the brain’s Pleasure Center. The first sexual experience is such an intense event for a boy that it basically IMPRINTS on his psyche. Literally, over the next few days and weeks, he relives, remembers, and replays it again and again. The end result is his brain hard-wires that experience into his Emotional Memory Bank.
That’s the problem. The pleasure connection in his brain becomes solidified with the emotional context of the experience. (10)
Let me illustrate it. Imagine a boy’s first sexual experience is in the back seat of a car. He’s afraid they might get caught. He’s worried she might change her mind. He’s nervous that he isn’t “doing it right.” Then his brain floods with dopamine. The exhilarating feelings of sex are now linked to powerful emotions like fear, danger and risk. Immediately, his brain goes to work constructing the neural pathway associated with this event. The greater the emotional reaction to something, the greater the person’s retention of it. With every subsequent reliving of his “first sex” memory, the neural connections get stronger. He becomes bonded, not to her, but to the emotions surrounding the experience.
Unconsciously, this boy will associate the fulfillment of sex with fear, danger and risk. In perpetuity.
When you stop to think about it, sexual activity during adolescence has HUGE implications, which literally could last for the rest of someone’s life!
However, attitudes and sexual behavior aren’t programmed exclusively by the boy’s first sexual experience. Video games, music video and pornography directed at teenage boys portray women in unrealistic and objectified ways. Adolescent boys watch them again and again. Each time, they get a dopamine reward associated with the thrill of sexual sensations. It’s not unlike what happens with addicts.
If the teen years are filled with these experiences, such a boy grows into an adult who cannot be sexually satisfied unless there is fear, danger and risk. Without consciously understanding why he does it, this is the guy who chooses unprotected sex, sex with multiple or overlapping partners, risky sexual behaviors or unfaithful sex. Unless the neural network associated with sex is reprogrammed, he will continue to pursue dangerous behavior in hopes of repeating that first thrilling experience he burned into his hard-drive.
But imagine another scenario. What if, before they have sex for the first time, those two teens are taught about “emotional superglue,” the love drugs in their brain? They comprehend their sexual feelings are valuable and powerful. Throughout their teen years, they choose not to indulge in sexual gratification of any kind. She controls her production of oxytocin and doesn’t bond to “losers,” and he masters the skill of redirecting his abundant sexual energy.
Their brains are allowed to develop and eventually, the reasoning center takes control. Then, one day, they fall in love and decide to get married. Their coworkers, friends and family approve and come together in one gigantic celebration. Then, in the presence of their God or some other Civil Authority, they commit to be faithful until death.
On their wedding night, with the joyous approval of everyone who matters to them, they go to their honeymoon suite and experience the most wonderful sensation of their lives.
Her brain floods with oxytocin and she wakes up bonded to her husband. He is the Real Mr. Incredible.
He emotionally imprints on the love, approval and celebration which accompanied the magic. Now the reasoning part of his brain associates both the experience and the emotions with HIS WIFE.
Chemically, their brains are now working FOR THEM, keeping them faithful to one another, helping to endure the hardship and sacrifices required to keep a lifetime commitment.
Obviously, it’s imperative to reach teens BEFORE sex can make them stupid. There’s still a minefield to navigate on their way to a successful relationship, but the task is a whole lot easier without chemical bonding hampering the process.
I know what you’re thinking. What if someone’s brain has already been programmed to work against happiness and fulfillment? What if you want to be in faithful, healthy, loving marriage? What if you want to abandon the cultural indoctrination, and stop pretending sex is a just contact sport?
I’m not going to lie to you. There are several steps to reprogramming your brain, and they are all hard.
~~~
Chapter 5: First, Admit There’s Problem
Just like overcoming any other addiction, the first step is admitting what you’ve been doing is not working. For some people it means literally abandoning everything you have ever believed about sex, love and relationships.
In the summer of 2007, VH-1 ran a reality show called Scott Baio is 45… and single. The former teen heartthrob of Happy Days and Charles in Charge, was video-documenting a major change in his life. Scott turned 45 and thought, “Is this is this all there is? If I have it all, why aren’t I happy?”
He didn’t want to end his life alone. He was ready to settle down and get married, maybe have a family. So he hired a Life Coach. The first thing the Life Coach did was insist Scott stop seeing his current girlfriend for 3 months, and not have sex during that time.
While at times the show was like reliving bad high school parties, there were several interesting “Aha!” moments. For instance, Scott realized some of his immature, impulsive friends were not a particularly positive addition to his life. Another was the revelation that he had been unfaithful to every girl he ever dated. He had basically used them to meet his needs. Any girl who made a demand, or expected anything, was too much trouble. So he dumped them and moved on.
In the Season One finale, he recognized the emptiness of past relationships and decided to marry his girlfriend after all.
But, having accepted his proposal, his girlfriend whispered, “I’m pregnant!”
Chance of marital success? Practically zero.
Like so many of their generation, Scott and his girlfriend want to believe if they really love each other, they will automatically be happy.
But in the words of a 90’s song, Baby, sometimes love just ain’t enough.
Loving feelings are important, and so is sexual attraction. I’m not saying they’re not. But those things are supposed to be the frosting on the cake… not the whole cake.
If you’ve been thinking falling in love and living happily ever after are the natural result of sexual attraction, you are in Big Trouble. Disappointment has painted a big red bull’s-eye on your back.
Mostly because men and women don’t see sex in the same way, at all. The male and female sexual response systems are very different.
Ladies, let me be real with you for a minute (hang on, guys, I’ll get to you next).
The male sexual response system is involuntary, automatic and operates at maximum capacity practically 24/7. Meaning, he thinks about sex a LOT. Some studies indicate guys have sexual thoughts about every 52 seconds. (11) Whether that’s the true number or not, it’s a lot. But the way he thinks about sex isn’t the way a girl thinks about sex. It’s not all romantic music, candlelight, perfume and flowers. It’s physical, visceral and specific. His thinks about body parts or sexual actions. Because it IS automatic and involuntary, a male is capable of performing sexual acts with someone he can’t stand.
Now most women don’t operate that way at all. Leaving aside porn-stars and prostitutes, women need a relationship (real or imaginary) in order to choose to make tingly things happen. The idea of being intimate with someone she doesn’t even like is sickening and degrading. But just because YOU wouldn’t do it, girlfriend, it’s very important to accept he is wired very differently, and complaining about it won’t change it.
All day long, guys are constantly teased and tempted by female bodies. Think about it. Billboards, scantily dressed waitresses, movies, warm weather… they’re constantly stimulated to think about sex, but prohibited from actually having it!
Few women can relate to this. As far as I know, there’s only one thing in Girl World that vaguely compares to it. Let me try to describe what this is like for a guy.
Ladies, think of a time when you really needed had to go to the bathroom. Imagine you get to the restroom only to discover you’re about sixth in line. So you’re standing there… waiting. Just standing and waiting. OK now, add to that, every time a woman leaves a stall she goes over and turns on the water (this is an auto-pee trigger for a girl.) Just imagine… standing and waiting. Got the picture of how uncomfortable that is?
Ok, you know the thing you do in your head while you’re waiting so you won’t wet your pants? That’s what it’s like for a guy. All day. Every day. Until he’s dead. Only everywhere he goes (because of what he sees), it’s as if he hears running water!
If you really care about that guy, any guy really, you would adjust your behavior knowing how uncomfortable he feels when you tease him. Think what it must feel like when a woman dresses so that he can’t help but look at her chest, her behind or her underwear. But she still gives him a dirty look or accuses him or harassment.
The truth is, most guys are not dogs. They want to treat women with respect and dignity. But all day long, it’s as if he has to go to the bathroom and you keep turning on the faucet.
Ladies, if you really want to be treated with respect, you have to show respect. Playing with a guy’s thoughts and “sexing” him up just for the fun of it, or just for attention, isn’t very respectful. If you don’t want him to treat you like you’re just parts, then check your message… does what you’re wearing say, “Look at my chest,” “Look at my butt,” or “I’m a vagina”?
Guys, I hope that helps. Most men are shocked to know, women as young as 13 and as mature as 50 have very little idea how their appearance affects men. A lot of guys think girls know, but I’m telling you, every time I’ve explained what it’s like, the reality comes as a complete shock to many women.
And the reason is that women have a completely different sexual response system. Women DON’T think about sex all the time. The female sexual response system is totally voluntary. She can turn it on or off whenever she wants to. Seriously. If she doesn’t want to think about sex, she just doesn’t. Women fantasize about romance, affection and relationships a lot, but those fantasies don’t necessarily involve sex.
For most women, sexual experiences are an intimate and vulnerable expression. In some ways, sex is like telling somebody about your most embarrassing moment, having them totally understand --- and then say just the right thing to make you feel better. For women, sex has so many risks --- pregnancy, STDs, emotional consequences --- each with a higher cost for females than males. Sex is so risky, in some ways it’s like volunteering to be the food taster for someone who is at risk for being poisoned.
Sex is often more about proving love through sacrifice. She’s showing you her heart is bigger than her fear.
For guys, sex is usually a great experience. It takes the edge off thinking about it all the time. [Author’s Note: TMOMD says sex is the solution to any problem --- flat tire, computer crashes, fight with the boss --- for a guy, sex is the answer!]
I’m not implying you don’t love your sweetheart. But your drive to have sex is not the same as hers. And if you don’t understand how it’s different, you could end up hurting her really bad.
Every kiss, every caress, every intimate moment, for her, is like a little gift. It’s almost as if she’s saying, “If I give you this, will you care about me more? Will you put yourself between me and danger? Will you comfort me and stay with me no matter what?”
Her heart is attached to every sexual expression and she believes it means something to you. As a matter of fact, she believes it means the SAME THING to you that it does to her.
The guy who’s just playin’, --- the guy who has figured out how to get in her pants --- that guy is a THIEF. Those precious things she is offering are treasures that don’t belong to him. They belong to the One Who Will Love Her Without End, sacrificing what he wants for himself every day to protect her and fulfill her dreams. A guy who’s just playin’ might as well steal money out of her wallet. For most women, it IS the same thing.
“Yeah, yeah,” guys will say. “But what about girls who are have sex with anyone and everyone? What about girls who say it’s just about having fun, and it doesn’t mean anything to them either? What about them?”
If you took the time, as I have, to talk to those women, they’ll tell you about someone who stole all of their first-times, or the guys who played them. Her love wallet is empty because some guy was just having fun.
Look, I totally respect that sometimes it is hard for a guy to control his thoughts about sex. It’s aggravated by women who don’t understand what teasing does. But it doesn’t justify those behaviors.
I remember having a conversation with a male friend about Kobe Bryant’s infidelity in 2003. He said “Any guy, who has women throwing themselves at him all the time, is eventually going to give in.” (I would like to point out this friend has never been married.)
I had a different opinion. “Let me tell you how I see it. When Jim married me, he swore to God he would be faithful to me until he’s dead. I expect him to keep that promise no matter how hard it is. And he expects me to keep the same promise.”
If you really want to be faithfully committed to someone who is faithful to you, you have to start by controlling your sexual impulses.
You can’t just show up at the altar believing your wedding band will magically erase every sexual attraction you’ll have for any other people in the future. Face it, even after you’re married, you still have desires, fantasies and feelings toward other people.
As I said before, it doesn’t mean you’re not in love with the person you married. It means we’re sexual beings. Those feelings continue for the rest of your life. If you don’t accept that’s the way it is, and train yourself to control those feeling BEFORE you get married, forget about automatically reining them in AFTER you get married.
The sexual behavior you engage in NOW is going to shape the kind of relationship you end up with later. An unwavering, unconditional love that lasts forever takes a lot of hard work. It doesn’t “just happen” the way it does in the movies.
In a successful relationship, you do things you don’t really feel like doing, just because you said you would.
I love TMOMD, but he still drives me crazy when he doesn’t change the empty toilet paper roll, or he sits his dirty glass on the counter above the dishwasher.
I make Jim crazy as well. Ask him about the time I had major PMS. I insisted he drive about 50 miles, as fast as possible, but without using up my gas.
It takes practice to stop thinking about yourself all the time. And it takes effort to stop using people to meet your own needs.
When you’re single, you don’t think about it that way. Dating is mostly about having fun, getting to know someone. In the process, it seems “only natural” to experiment sexually, to see if you’re compatible. Then if you enjoy each other, and the sex is OK, you start testing each other, a little bit at a time, to see how much effort they are willing to put into caring for you.
For instance, if she really cares about you, she might reschedule a Pilate class to watch you play in a city softball league. Or he might change aftershaves because his reminds you of an old boyfriend. A thousand little unconscious tests. Some big and some small.
But those tests don’t really give you the whole picture. If you’re ever home on a weekday afternoon, watch Judge Judy. You’ll see a string of women suing their ex-boyfriend for a thousand dollar “loan” he says was a “gift.” Here’s what she was thinking: He needs to know what kind of sacrifice I’m willing to make to be with him. This loan will PROVE to him how important he is to me. Once he knows, we’ll move to the next level. [Author’s note: I’m not kidding. That’s what she thinks.]
But, Girlfriend, the guy wasn’t reading it that way at all! He just wanted the money --- for his car, for his bail, for his back child support. You get oxytocin poisoning, and he gets a Free Ride!
Reprogramming your dating behavior has to start with recognizing you haven’t been thinking straight. It means paying attention to your motives. You have to become conscious about how you use people to meet your needs (loneliness, insecurity, professional advancement).
You’re NOT a bad person! Your behavior is completely unconscious. It usually is.
I have a friend said he thought was ready to date again. It had been about a year since his divorce. He’d been casually flirting with a single mom in his building and he told me he was considering asking her out. That was a big Red Flag for me! Single moms need special care. They’re trying to do everything on their own. Even if they wouldn’t say it out loud, most of them wish they had someone to share the load. So single moms don’t usually go out just to have fun. They’re looking for a mate.
Now I knew my friend didn’t consider himself “Dad” material, so when he told me he was planning to ask this single mom out for dinner, I cut right to the chase.
“Are you ready to take on the responsibility of a family?”
He said, “No! Good grief, its just dinner!”
“It’s just dinner for you. But if she likes you (and let’s assume she does since she’s been flirting with you, too), then it’s the first step toward a potential love relationship.”
My friend was aghast. All he wanted was not to feel lonely on a Friday night. It was an unpleasant shock to realize he would be using her. My friend is basically a “nice” guy, but this sure didn’t fit his definition of “nice” behavior. In the end, he decided against taking her out, because he IS an honorable man.
But a lot of other guys would say, “I told her it would be just dinner and she said ‘OK.’ ”
In case you haven’t personally experienced it yet, let me explain something. It is very easy for a woman to take your friendly phone call and leap to foreverrrrrrrrr.
The point is, using someone for sex isn’t quite as bad as the guy who sees that “loan” as a “gift,” --- but it’s still using her if you know the two of you have no future together.
By the way, this isn’t just a guy thing either! There are women who will use a guy to take her to Hawaii or the Bahamas. She knows full well she’s going to dump him when they get home. But in her mind, she’s justifies using him because she’s paying her way with sex.
No one likes to be used, but it is inbred behavior. We’re born into the world believing WE are the center of the universe. If you want to be successful in relationship, the first thing you need to figure out is that the world does NOT revolve around you. I’m not kidding about this being the first step. There are a lot of adults who never do.
Actively choosing NOT to use people will make new neural pathways in your brain.
What does it look like in Real Life? My example may or may not work for you, but when I was single and lonely, there were times where I caught myself flirting with someone I knew I could never be serious about. Too young, didn’t share my faith, a Yankee fan. Whatever. But I was feeling invisible and I wanted some male attention. When I finally recognized how disrespectful my flirting was, I stopped doing it. Instead, whenever the temptation to flirt came over me, I would say a simple prayer for him. “Lord, please meet his need for a loving companion. Someone who will see him for the man he is and choose to love him.”
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