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Heterosexual romance and marriage are institutionalized ideals in our society, set 

forth, in part, through the portrayal of stereotyped gender roles in fairy tales, such as 

Cinderella, and by the mainstream media. This thesis explores the cultural messages 

aimed at women, which impose the necessity of altering oneself to achieve marriage, and 

offers feminist viewpoints. 

Using the form of the personal essay, I discuss the ideals of Cinderella, Prince 

Charming, marriage, and Happily Ever After as unrealistic, though still prevalent, given 

the popularity of books like The Rules: Time-tested Secrets for Capturing the Heart of 

Mr. Right, and Princess Diana as Cinderella icon. Essays on my own experience of 

marriage and divorce supplement the cultural issues, juxtaposing the personal and 

political toward a new paradigm for relationships. 
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INTRODUCTION 

One of the most important statements to come out of the feminist movement in 

recent decades is "the personal is political." A slogan largely associated with the second 

wave of feminism during the 1960's and 70's, the statement remains powerful and 

relevant. Robin Morgan explains in her introduction to Sisterhood is Powerful, published 

in 1970, that 

Women's liberation is the first radical movement to base its politics—in 

fact, create its politics—out of concrete personal experiences. We've 

learned that those experiences are not our private hang-ups. They are 

shared by every woman, and are therefore political. The theory, then, 

comes out of human feeling, not out of textbook rhetoric. That's truly 

revolutionary.. .(xvii-xviii) 

Therefore, the issues and experiences of individual women are connected to the greater 

political context of society, with change beginning in the self, in experience, though 

relating to and affecting a larger scope. 

In searching for my place and my voice in Women's Studies, in the feminist 

movement, and in the world, in general, I have learned tremendously from my own 

thoughts and experience. Much of this awareness came from reading what other women 

had to say: Adrienne Rich, Katha Pollitt, Susan Griffin, Nancy Mairs, Alice Walker, Kate 

Chopin. I saw my life reflected in theirs. What I read in Women's Studies exposed me to 



a new manner of writing, to a new context. Not only did I read scholarly arguments 

written from a different perspective—a feminist perspective—showing me an 

interdisciplinary, boundary-crossing mode of thought, but as a reader, I also read 

differently. There were stories of personal experiences, reflections on what it meant to 

live in the world as a female. This writing moved me. It had power, the power that comes 

from experiencing what life has to offer—what life hurls at you—and striving to define 

oneself, to maintain, and to make sense of it all. Theory and political awareness balance 

and enhance my own experience, giving what was once remote and theoretical a deep, 

personal meaning, while at the same time, providing a sound, new foundation for 

confronting and affecting both personal and social change. 

In light of this connection of the "public" to the "private," and because I believe 

that our individual lives and experiences come together to make up our society that, in 

turn, provides the context for our experience, I am unwilling to set apart what is personal 

from the political. Therefore, the words that I write—whether political, social, or 

scholarly, are inextricable from my personal experience. I considered writing a more 

scholarly paper, but I have found it limited the ways in which I could use my voice. I 

wanted to be more accessible, more informal and conversational than a more traditional 

academic essay would allow. I did not really want to write a collection of fictional stories 

either, as I feel they require things being "made up," or invented, and I have been trying 

to make sense of the truth, of what has really happened. Besides, all the fiction I have 

ever written started with a true story, and I found myself holding back as I wrote. It seems 

that the truth is often stranger than fiction, and if I'm supposed to be making this up, then 



I worry that people will wonder about me, questioning, where the hell did that idea come 

from? It seems that readers often look for autobiographical information in the work of 

writers, and generally, I would just rather admit to the weird and wonderful pieces of my 

life. I like to think that I have many interesting, strange, and painful stories, and I do not 

like having to cover that up—I feel like a liar, and I am a horrible liar, I'm not very 

convincing—but then it is not easy to be completely open and truthful. My real baptism 

by fire to that has come from writing this thesis. 

* * * 

"We worry our truths will kill. If we are mute, and bottle them up, perhaps they will kill 
only us." 

Bonnie Friedman 

* * * 

This is one of the hardest things I have ever done. The process of writing my 

Master's thesis has occupied my thoughts for over a year, and I hate to admit how 

difficult the process of writing it has been. This is not your typical scholarly paper. It is 

creative nonfiction, a collection of personal essays, as I have come to describe my 

vision—stories that relate personal experience to a greater context of meaning, such as 

my own experience of being married and divorced, in terms of societal attitudes on 

relationships and the family. Consequently, the traditional, prescribed rules of form for a 

thesis don't seem to apply. I get to break the rules, maybe even make up a few of my own. 

How liberating! How terrifying! Not to mention the fact that, regardless of form or genre, 

what I want to do is examine and challenge the institutions of marriage, heterosexuality, 

and gender roles as encouraged and enforced by popular culture. (What am I thinking?) 



I think I know why this is so difficult; I'm afraid of what people will think of it— 

of me. Obviously, the personal essay implies the personal, so in choosing to use it, one 

might assume that I'm comfortable with revealing myself. But just what might I reveal 

for others—professors, friends, my parents- to read, and critique? To judge? One of my 

best friends wisely tells me just to write it for myself: "Just say what needs to be said— 

what you need to say, as if no one were going to see it." 

Okay . . . Important things in life are rarely easy. 

* * * 

Fiction or Nonfiction: Truth Has Consequences 

A classmate in my personal essay class once said that she preferred writing 

fiction, because "Even if it is true, no one can prove it." That certainly has its appeal— 

you don't leave yourself as exposed if you can say, "Oh, that's not about me (or you). It's 

fiction." On the other hand, in my only "fictional" short story ever to be published (in a 

university publication, the North Texas Review), there was one character inspired directly 

from a real person, whose name I did not change. I liked his name, plus, it made for good 

play on words in one particular scene, but I also thought that he would be the last person 

to find the story and actually read it. Well, he found it, he read it, and we ran into each 

other one day and I was caught. He teased me mildly about making him look bad— like a 

junkie rock star—not that I had really said anything that was untrue, and "he" was still a 

sympathetic character in the story. I just stammered an apology and explanation, and tried 

to hide how mortified I was that he must have also read the sex scene his "character" was 

in—he and I had actually had several sexual "encounters," if you will. So perhaps I either 



should have disguised him better in my fiction, or just 'fessed up and written it as 

nonfiction. Or is that just a casualty of having touched the life of a writer? 

I enjoy the issue that seems to inevitably come up in any discussion of creative 

nonfiction—what is fiction and what is true, or nonfiction—where does one draw the 

line, and who knows if one can ever really write one without the other. I think it was 

Kenzaburo Oe who said that true nonfiction cannot be written, because we always write 

fiction; yet through writing fiction, sometimes we are able to arrive at the truth. I agree to 

the extent that whatever is "true" to me is affected by my perception, my memory, my 

beliefs, etc., and because some memories that I have used in my fiction are now difficult 

to distinguish from what really happened. I can only remember it the way I wrote it. This 

is not to say that I am a great fiction writer—I don't think I am, and it is not very 

comfortable to me—but I can relate to what Philip Gerard says in Creative Nonfiction 

about memory: "If you write fiction well enough, you don't remember which parts really 

happened and which ones you made up" (147). 

In my effort to explore the truths of experience, though technical and creative 

elements of fiction writing still apply, I have chosen creative nonfiction, specifically the 

personal essay, as the genre to express my personal, political self. Its form seems most 

suited to what I hope to accomplish, to recount my own experience in a meaningful, 

creative way, and to place it in a greater, more public context. After having written for the 

majority of my academic life in a traditional scholarly, or objective voice, it is important 

for me to finally write in my own voice. It took a long, difficult time to find it and I am 

not putting it away. I realize that blurring the lines between personal and political, 



between what is lived, emotional experience and rational "hard facts", and blending 

creative expression with scholarly writing challenges the values and "acceptable" modes 

of thought within our patriarchal society—that which is based on a hierarchical system 

that values "power-over" (Tong 98)—but that is exactly what I am trying to do. God/dess 

help me. I need a change from the separated-but-not-equal, divided-and-conquered 

mindset. I think we all do. 

On Creative Nonfiction and the Personal Essay 

At its most basic, broadest level, the personal essay connects the'T' with the 

"world," which in our Western culture, combines two separately constructed things. 

These are things between which the essayist, trying to make sense out of life, can see the 

connection, lines of distinction are blurred, boundaries are crossed. However, this 

connection is not necessarily easy to make, nor is it comfortable to accept. Yet, this state 

of discomfort, of being "at odds" with oneself and the world, seems a natural 

consequence of our "either/or" cultural construction of thought and being. We are male or 

female, active or passive, black or white, powerful or powerless, rational or emotional 

(emotions being "irrational/hysterical," thanks to, Descartes and Freud, among others.) To 

attempt to reconcile these differences consciously within oneself and in the world is to 

construct a new paradigm in which to exist. I agree with Anne Lamott's statement in Bird 

by Bird that "Becoming a writer is about becoming conscious... .Tell the truth as you 

understand it. And it is a revolutionary act—truth is always subversive" (225-226). I 

consider the act of writing the personal essay, with its inherently, personal struggles 



between inner truth and outer acceptance—between what one knows versus what one has 

been taught to accept as truth, this "divided self'—to be revolutionary. 

As a genre itself, the personal essay is part of the broader umbrella of creative 

nonfiction, which Philip Gerard points out is defined by what it is not—not fiction (3). He 

goes on to say, "the term nonfiction doesn't make much sense. No other genre suffers 

under this metaphysical definition by negation" (4). Gerard continues that while it has 

elements and techniques of fiction, poetry, drama, it is not these things, and "Strictly 

speaking, creative nonfiction is a literary genre distinct from poetry, fiction and drama... 

. every really good piece of nonfiction will stretch the boundaries of whatever genre it 

falls into" (90-91). I especially like that statement, because, like Women's Studies, 

creative nonfiction is interdisciplinary in nature and seeks to go beyond established 

paradigms. It is also reflective. John Steinbeck has compared nonfiction to a "voyage of 

discovery" (qtd. in Gerard 8), which is a good way to explain my own writing process. 

Creative nonfiction contains what Gerard describes as, 

The ironic tension between the urgency of the event and the timelessness 

of its meaning . . . .[There is] a sense of reflection on the part of the author. 

The underlying subject has been percolating through the writer's 

imagination for some time, waiting for the right outlet. It is a finished 

thought. (8,10) 

Thus, creative nonfiction is an anomaly—it defies a label, maintains its freedom. Except 

it must tell the truth about something (Gerard 5). The question then, is what is the truth 

and how do we know it? How do we believe it when we see it? Our memories are fallible, 



and our ideas of what should be true are shaped by who we are, such as male or female, 

by the culture we live in and what has happened to us. Writing this thesis is like an 

account of my own voyage of discovery, thus far, in terms of who I was when I returned 

to school three and a half years ago, who I am now, and who/what I want to be. I was in 

search of something to do with my life, and in search of myself, after losing my sense of 

who I was in a psychologically abusive, drug-infested marriage. I have felt the "ironic 

tension" Gerard describes, with thoughts and feelings simmering in my head, urgently 

trying to make sense and construct meaning; creative nonfiction is my chosen conduit to 

let it out. 

No "voyage of discovery" can truly follow one set plan; discovery comes in a 

variety of forms. There are also many forms or subgenres within creative nonfiction — 

evolving categories of form, that still pay serious attention to the craft of writing (Gerard 

11,90). There are still choices to be made regarding point of view, structure, 

characterization, detail, and language; the genre lines are blurred, smeared like an 

inkblot—what do you see? What is revealed to you? There is a story, a narrative, about 

an apparent subject and a deeper subject (9). There are long and short forms, books, 

articles, essays—personal essays, memoirs, and autobiographies (90). Gerard defines the 

personal essay as "a piece that offers one or more firsthand experiences from the writer's 

own life, then endows that experience with a meaning that transcends the reader's 

personal interest in the author's life" (105). He says that the memoir is "memory in 

words, and very closely related to the personal essay, although the meaning may be 



implicit in the memory—or from a glimpse of a famous personality in an intimate 

moment" (105). I particularly like what Bill Atwill says about it: 

The memoir, the highly personal essay, becomes a representative anecdote 

for a larger issue in the culture that might not involve as much research but 

more meditative thought. You read it and you're interested in the author's 

story, but you're also thinking, what's my story? How would I tell my 

story? (qtd. in Gerard 102) 

Although I choose to define my own writing as personal essay, given Atwill's 

comment, I guess I may also blur the line to memoir. I move in and out of various genres; 

I move in and out of myself. The essay seems the perfect experimental form. In her 

introduction to The Beacon Book of Essays by Contemporary American Women, Wendy 

Martin says, 

An essay is a trial effort, an attempt at a proof which is imperfect and is 

partial, experimental, and subject to change. It presents a point of view, an 

individual perspective. By its nature, the essay form is suited to capturing 

the openness, complexity, and flux of the American experience, (xiii) 

Robert Atwan also discusses the flexibility and versatility of the personal essay—a form 

which can incorporate a wide range of subjects and styles—in which the essayist can 

"fuse within a single style both personal experience and public issues" (7). 

So we return to the feminist notion that "the personal is political," and the 

complexity of interpreting one's experience. As Rosemarie Tong examines in Feminist 

Thought, feminists have sought for meaning and an explanation of their own experiences 
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and the larger context of women's oppression (8). We are in need of a new paradigm for 

gender. In terms of the aforementioned "divided self'—the conflict between selfhood 

and imposed ideals—women have long tried to reconcile who they are and their desired 

roles in the world with those aspects of woman/femaleness/femininity, which have been 

defined for us. Simone de Beauvoir has said that woman is oppressed by her "otherness." 

She is Other in the sense of not-man, described by what she is not (Tong 6). Radical 

feminists assert that the entire male patriarchal system and its control over women's 

biology, intellectual and physical freedoms are to blame for oppressing women, defining 

and enforcing their existence (Tong 2). Thus, feminist theorists and activists must 

negotiate a new path of definition for women—where one's desires and potential can 

develop fully and are no longer in conflict with, or punishable by, the established social 

structure. 

Given women's lack of a historical tradition of female agency—not because it 

does not exist, but has been left out of history—as part of the institution of patriarchy 

with its perpetuation of male power, compulsory heterosexuality and idealized marriage 

that Rich discusses, changing the ideals of our society is no easy task, but necessary. 

Feminists continue to work to challenge the legal and social constraints of our culture's 

"policy of exclusion" toward women (Tong 2), as well as that of our own language, 

which is sexist, verbally, in terms of generic "man" words, the traditional loss of a 

woman's name upon marriage (to Mrs. "his name"), and even that our nonverbal 

interactions are affected by our unequal positions (Pearson 118). With these factors— 

powerful forces added to more subtle means of socialization to our gendered selves, 
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where beauty and passivity are a woman's most important characteristics (Leiberman 

188)—is it any wonder that as individuals we are at odds with ourselves? As writers, 

especially as women writers, I think, the two "sides" within the self have a lot to 

reconcile. But as Anne Lamott says, "Good writing is about telling the truth" (3), and 

"Remember that you own what has happened to you" (6). She encourages "if you are no 

longer wracked or in bondage to a person or way of life, tell your story" (emphasis added, 

193). Now, no longer "in bondage," I am sharing the story of my marriage that ended four 

years ago. I am trying to figure out how to tell my story and relate it to larger cultural 

issues regarding weddings, marriage, and relationships. I want to make people think about 

their own stories, and to shine a light of consciousness on part of women's struggling 

inner dialogue. I think that is in accord with what Gerard and Atwill say about putting 

yourself on the line (102, 140) and bringing together what second wave feminists worked 

so hard to make us realize—"the personal is political." We all have our own truths and 

our own voices within us. 

On Writing 

I have a rather dysfunctional relationship with writing. I like to do it, but I have 

the hardest time making myself sit down and actually write. I think about it a lot—okay, 

maybe it's more of an obsessive relationship, perhaps like some of my romantic 

relationships. I think about it and think about it and think about it. What I will say and 

how I will say it and what other people might think of it—which is where I always get 

into the most trouble. I censor myself before I have even said anything. Though I "know" 

I am just supposed to write and not worry about what other people think, I'm still afraid. 
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It requires turning and facing all those things that maybe I m not so proud of or am not 

really sure that I want people to know about me. But writing does help me make sense of 

things—if I just put it down. I am my own personal paradox, I want to know what to write 

before I do anything, but I need to write in order to find out what it is I want to say. So 

despite my crazy fear of what will come out of my head, because I don't really know what 

will come out (or maybe the problem is that I do know), it's exactly what I need to do 

most to overcome my fears. 

What I feel most compelled to write about is what I am most fearful of sharing 

with the world. Airing dirty laundry—my own, perhaps my family's, friends', lovers'; 

what will they think of me if I tell the world their stories? If I talk about the good times 

and the bad, those things of which they may not be proud or willing to share. Anne 

Lamott advises, "write as if your parents are dead.. . not reading over your shoulder, 

[sic] being the voice of censorship" (199). There is still that little inside voice of the 

"good girl," the one who likes to make everybody happy, who used to avoid conflict at 

any cost. She tells me, "Don't stir things up, people might get mad, or hurt . . . Keep it to 

yourself, who cares? . . . The whole world doesn't need to know about your/our 

problems." Don't they? What if my problem is the same as or close to somebody else's? 

If we do not share information then we each stay isolated with our troubles and have to 

reinvent the wheel again and again. Bonnie Friedman sums up this conflict by saying, 

simply, "The best stories I know I must not tell" (37). She then discusses the deep-rooted 

nature of taboo, 
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[Which is] to some extent, implicit in being civilized. As we learn to talk 

we learn not to say what we see if it might cause hurt. 'Do not stare, 

darling.'... At home, too, certain silences prevail. We have learned not to 

ask. It is as if the unsaid had not occurred, and the less it's referred to, the 

more invisible it becomes. (42) 

If more people just talked about the problems, the "unspeakable," maybe those 

problems would no longer flourish in silence; women have a long history of being 

silenced, made invisible. Even as strides are made socially and politically to loosen the 

strictures upon women's lives and voices, we often silence ourselves. Susan Griffin 

comments on this burden of silence: 

Silences. Not the silences between notes of music, or the silences of a 

sleeping animal, or the calm of a glassy surfaced river witnessing the 

outstretched wings of a heron. Not the silence of ain emptied mind. But this 

other silence. That silence which can feel like a scream, in which there is 

no peace. The grim silence between two lovers who are quarreling. The 

painful silence of the one with tears in her eyes who will not cry. The 

silence of the child who knows she will not be heard. The silence of a 

whole people who have been massacred. Of a whole sex made mute, or 

not educated to speech. The silence of a mind afraid to admit truth to 

itself. This is the silence the poet dreads. (117) 

Silence may be dreaded by writers, but it is broken by the act of writing. Friedman 

continues, "And now the page beckons . . . Set down here what you saw, and you will see 
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it as never before. And so will all the world" (42). That is powerful and true, but no less 

scary, though I take reassurance from Anne Lamott's words. "There is still something to 

be said for painting portraits of the people we have loved, for trying to express those 

moments that seem so inexpressibly beautiful, the ones that change us and deepen us" 

(192). My stories heed the words of Griffin, Friedman and Lamott—they consist of that 

which would be silenced, those things that are difficult, that are beautiful, all that has 

changed and deepened me. So I will attempt to free and forgive myself and "write what's 

most true—what's so often both the ugliest and the most beautiful" (Friedman 56). 

Though my writing was initially for myself in order to make sense of my life, it 

also has the potential to challenge others, perhaps to echo something within their 

experience. That is what happens for me when I read women's writing, when they expose 

the truth as they see it. To tell one's story is to empower oneself and others. "In the telling 

of her story, a woman can strengthen her understanding of what happened, identify her 

capacities, solidify her determination to create a different future, and offer other women a 

new story that they may use to transform their life" (Chang 144-145). 

Even Toni Morrison has said, "The function of freedom is to free someone else" 

(qtd. in Lamott 193). But who do I think I am anyway? I do not think that I necessarily 

"speak" for anyone but myself, but I do know that much of what I have read, particularly 

by women, has made something click within me. In voice lessons, Nancy Mairs echoes 

my experience: "I discovered women writers and began writing a woman's life myself' 

(27), and says that she found her own voice "by listening to the voices around me" (25). 

But I do not want to make "the mistake of thinking that everything that has happened to 
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[me] is interesting" (Lamott 193). However, since other writers have had the willingness 

to "go there," maybe that's part of what challenges me to write about the hard stuff. It is 

my attempt toward freedom, for others and myself. Besides, when I have tried to write 

less personally, it is not as meaningful to me in the end. Meaningfulness is something I 

search for in my life. I want to make the most of my life, and to get as much out of it as I 

can. I want to learn from my experiences, so I don't have to do it all over again, as if 

stuck in a bad karma loop, stumbling over the same shit, running into the same self-built 

brick walls. What I write must have meaning for me or I really don't want to bother. Of 

course, that gets in my way sometimes, because I keep it in my head till I think I have 

something "worth" writing down. (Maybe I should start an Over-editors Anonymous for 

those of us with a constant editing voice that gets in the way of writing in the first place. 

"Hi, my name's Julie, and I over-edit myself.") 

I have read over and over, in Writing Yourself Home and in Bird by Bird (the 

chapter titled, "Shitty First Drafts") that you have to write a whole lot of shit sometimes 

so you can just get it out of the way, and find the wonderful nugget of "worth" in the first 

place (Lamott 22). By censoring myself and sitting on it until it is perfect enough, I am 

proliferating the oppression of my own voice, and "perfectionism is the voice of the 

oppressor... Perfectionism means that you try desperately not to leave so much mess to 

clean up. But clutter and mess show us that life is being lived" (Lamott 28). Besides, no 

matter how hard I try, I cannot force what would be most desirable to happen. Real life is 

not a fairy tale. 

* * * 
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As I have straggled to make sense of my experience and worked just as hard at 

writing about it, I find that certain questions recur. Where did my ideas of who I should 

be, come from? Why do I feel the desperate need to be "perfect?" How did I end up in 

such a destructive relationship, "this bottomless pit of unmet needs we called a marriage" 

(Beattie 13)? How shall I define myself, and what keeps getting in the way? In an 

attempt to answer these questions, I have done what Philip Gerard refers to as "personal 

archaeology"—digging through the accumulated layers of life (148), what Nancy Mairs 

describes as an "archaeology of voice" (26). I have gone back and dug around. This 

journey into the Self so I may embark on the expedition of writing relates to what John 

Steinbeck has said of physical journeys, "We find that after years of struggle that we do 

not take a trip; a trip takes us . . . In this a journey is like marriage. The certain way to be 

wrong is to think you control it" (qtd. in Gerard 87). 

Socialization is like a "trip that takes us," first as children, to various gender-

defined points of interest. While this unchosen journey continues through life, one may 

not even be aware of it, or what they learned along the way, but we learn a lot—what 

behavior is expected, rewarded or punished, and much of what is deemed appropriate 

varies according to one's sex—becoming our gender. Childhood lessons from fairy tales 

prescribe certain fictional gender roles that are internalized and help form the people we 

become. The fairy tale ideal of being the "fairest of them all" in order to be chosen by 

Prince Charming and live Happily Ever After in heterosexual marriage is one that popular 

culture encourages, even forces upon, girls and women. Pick up any women's magazine, 

Cosmopolitan, Vogue, Allure, or read The Rules: Time-Tested Secrets for Capturing the 
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Heart of Mr. Right. They're brimming with "Godmotherly" advice on how to form and 

alter your identity to attract your very own Prince Charming, and fit the glass slipper he 

brings to your foot. Hopefully, then you can make it to the altar and walk through life 

without the whole thing shattering—walk softly, quietly, and tell yourself how great your 

foot looks in it. This construction of self is aimed toward the goal of becoming "Mrs. 

Prince Charming," a tradition implying the loss of the individual woman's previous 

identity, along with the pronouncement of "man and wife," rendering the woman a 

dependent. Simone de Beauvoir says of woman as wife, "She is defined and differentiated 

with reference to man and not he with reference to her; she is the incidental, the 

inessential as opposed to the essential. He is the Subject, he is the Absolute—she is the 

Other" (xvi). Though many ceremonies now end with the pronouncement of "husband 

and wife," as opposed to "man and wife," which is significant, the basic institutional 

tradition of marriage and cultural beliefs about it remain the same. 

In her essay, "Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence," originally 

published in 1980, Adrienne Rich describes how women's identities have been 

shortchanged by the political institution of marriage, compulsory, or inevitable 

heterosexuality, and by women's primary identification with men. She posits the idea of a 

lesbian continuum of female experience, sexual and non-sexual, and emphasizes the 

importance of women's relationships with women. Rich questions the traditional 

assumption that women are innately sexually oriented toward men, points out the erasure 

of lesbian existence from much feminist scholarship, and encourages heterosexual 

feminists to take a "critical stance toward the ideology which demands heterosexuality" 
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(159). She also points out that "lesbians cannot assume that we are untouched by that 

ideology and the institutions founded upon it" (159). Rich asserts that this ideology has 

been maintained by a "pervasive cluster of forces" (163) ranging from physical brutality 

to control of consciousness—which includes the idealization of heterosexual romance 

and marriage, "beamed at her from childhood out of fairy tales, television, films, 

advertising, popular songs, [and] wedding pageantry" (166). She asks that heterosexual 

feminists examine their experience of heterosexuality critically and antagonistically, and 

urges a position from which to analyze and challenge the relationship of heterosexuality 

to male supremacy (175). 

The concept for this thesis arose out of an assignment in my first Women's 

Studies class, when I was required to make a presentation examining some aspect of 

gender and popular culture. When I read "Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian 

Existence," my views on marriage and sexuality underwent a radical introspection. My 

BFA in fashion design and past work experience in the bridal industry combined with my 

recent marriage and divorce to lead me to examine the ways women are socialized to 

heterosexuality and marriage, specifically the Cinderella ideal of "happily-ever-after." I 

began exploring the role of print advertising and articles in fashion and bridal magazines 

as reinforcement of the fairy tale ideal, and the limits that ideal imposes upon females in 

our society. 

Rather than reading a long, scholarly paper to the class, I wanted to present 

different vignettes that were informal and light, yet full of information that would explain, 

as well as entertain those who read or heard it read aloud. I intend to keep with that mode 
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of presentation here. I will continue my examination of our acculturation toward 

heterosexual romance and marriage, which is based upon a 500 year old fairy tale—or 

myth—that we are expected to seek and live as truth. While this fairy tale ideal seems to 

have left its mark on all areas pop culture, the most obvious source of learning is from the 

Disney movie, Cinderella. Some adult manifestations of Cinderella include the best-

selling phenomenon, The Rules: Time-Tested Secrets for Capturing the Heart of Mr. 

Right, as well as advertising and articles in mainstream women's magazines. I shall 

discuss our fascination with the "family values" of the fairy tale ideal, and how women's 

identities—including my own—are shaped by it and how we shape ourselves to it, in 

order to assess the difficulties of redefining one's self. I will challenge that ideal and 

begin to seek alternative interpretations of marriage and selfhood by employing the 

feminist critiques of Adrienne Rich and other feminist thinkers, including Martha 

Leiberman, Naomi Wolf, Robin Morgan, and Elizabeth Wurtzel. 

My analysis begins with "On the Pursuit of Prince Charming," an essay which 

critiques the methods by which society and our culture encourages and enforces 

heterosexuality as the only acceptable option for women. I refer to Adrienne Rich's 

"Compulsory Heterosexuality" essay and then deconstruct advertisements in women's 

magazines that perpetuate the ideal of heterosexuality. These images play upon the 

pressures on women to be beautiful and perfect—"the fairest of them all"—in order to be 

attractive to men, which implies that all women are in competition for the potential Prince 

Charmings of the world, and that our most valuable assets are physical beauty and the 

passive, dependent behavior of Cinderella. 
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In addition to the images and information presented in magazines, this essay also 

discusses Ellen Fein and Sherrie Schneider's recent best-selling books, The Rules: Time-

tested Secrets for Capturing the Heart of Mr. Right (1995) and The Rules II: More Rules 

to Live and Love By (1997). These books are for the sole purpose of getting women 

married. By maintaining this goal as something that all women should want, and the 

methods prescribed "to make Mr. Right obsessed with having you as his by making 

yourself seem unattainable" (5-6), the authors are perpetuating the fairy tale ideas of 

beauty, inevitable heterosexual marriage, and wicked step-sister-like female competition. 

After a century of women writing about the institution of marriage as undesirable and 

oppressive to women, and working to expand our options, the fact that millions still buy 

into the ideas of old-fashioned rules of female behavior because men like them, raises 

questions as to how little our cultural ideals have changed. 

"On Becoming Cinderella" reflects on the wedding as the only ritual celebrated in 

our culture for women. This rite of passage that bestows recognition to a woman, only 

when she is chosen by a man, who is always recognized by society, contributes to the 

marginalization of all women. Once engaged, a woman enters a sort of "Brideland," 

where she is the center of attention in the Cinderella-like atmosphere in the bridal 

industry, which presents itself as providing the means to the fairy tale wedding. By 

attempting to achieve the fairy tale in reality this way, one can easily presume that the 

unattainable, and vague Happily Ever After will inevitably follow. 

There are five sections of "The Anti-Fairy Tale," essays specifically devoted to 

my own experience of those ideals of courtship and marriage, which was far from being 
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Happily Ever After. In "The Anti-Fairy Tale (Part I)," I discuss the idea that marriage is 

the logical, final stage of a relationship, relate the story of meeting my ex-husband, 

showing and examining some of the early warning signs that I did not see, and describe 

how my fairy tale-like ideas prevented any action on my part. My broken and reconciled 

engagement is described in Part II, further illustrating my passivity in a psychologically 

abusive relationship, because I did not want to lose my "Prince." Parts HI and IV discuss 

my experience with wedding planning and getting married, twice, once in a small 

"elopement," and then in a church—the real attempt to make the fairy tale apply to the 

relationship. The "Anti-Fairy Tale (Part V)" chronicles the final demise of the 

relationship and my eventual awakening to my situation: what I had put up with in hopes 

of making things right myself, hoping to be the perfect woman, when all that I did was 

cause my Self to disappear. Part V reveals how I came back to myself and removed 

myself from the myth. 

The final essay, "The Modern Fairy Tale," looks at the world-wide hopes that 

were placed on the fairy tale incarnation of Princess Diana and the hopes that dwindled, 

but did not end with her divorce. The world still loved her—the former Princess of Wales 

remained the "queen of people's hearts"—with the opinion that perhaps her Prince 

Charming was not that charming after all, but our idealistic hopes died with her in 1997. 

The Fairy Princess is dead, and where do we go from here? I question the notion of 

Happily Ever After, describe what it is like to fail in that mythical quest of happiness and 

love, and examine that perhaps it is the "quest" itself that propels many toward doomed 

marriages, rather than growing as individuals and as couples, evolving in a truthful way. 
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* * * 

Again, I find strength in Bonnie Friedman's words: "This is what I see. This is 

what I hear. And this is how I say it. Listen: I say it like this" (57). 



ON THE PURSUIT OF PRINCE CHARMING 

Growing up, I always had crushes on boys, eventually acquired a few boyfriends, 

and wanted to have a big, beautiful wedding and live happily-ever-after. Didn't 

everyone? But one day about three years ago, I actually made myself stop and think about 

it for a while—just to be sure—was I really attracted to men, or was it just because I was 

supposed to be? I mean, what about women? I had never really thought about it, but then, 

I had only recently begun to question everything previously taken for granted. 

This question surfaced after reading Adrienne Rich's "Compulsory 

Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence" for my Women's Studies class. She describes 

heterosexuality as a political institution that disempowers women, assumes that women 

are innately sexually oriented toward men, turns women into competitive adversaries, and 

negates women's choice of women (158,159). Rich points to the many ways in which we 

are socialized to this compulsory, or "inevitable" heterosexuality, and questions how real 

that inevitability is. I cannot deny Rich's arguments of enforced heterosexuality and the 

institution of marriage, through a cluster of forces that range from physical brutality to 

control of consciousness, and various institutions she describes as controlling women: 

patriarchal motherhood, economic exploitation, the nuclear family, compulsory 

heterosexuality, all strengthened by legislation, religion, media imagery, and efforts at 

censorship (158). Nor can I discount the influence of my parents, the religion in which I 

was raised (Lutheran), my education, and the influences (white, middle-class) 

11 
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around me. Like many girls, I had dreams of becoming Cinderella, the fairest of them all, 

chosen by my Prince to live happily ever after with him. So now that I'm aware of the 

patriarchal tactics, mentioned above, I am angry... but I still like men (not all of them, 

of course, there are some who have my well-deserved disdain). I am a heterosexual 

woman and a feminist; what's a girl to do? Challenge the institutions of marriage, 

heterosexuality, and gender roles prescribed by popular culture? The very institutions and 

assumptions that have defined Western culture for almost two thousand years? 

We learn when very young that boys and girls are different, but that we're 

supposed to end up together when we "grow up." Cinderella is probably one of the most 

powerful forces of childhood to instill the dream of Prince Charming and the Fairy Tale 

Romance, but it doesn't end there. We continue to learn from society and the media the 

behavior that is supposed to get the attention of a prince to marry us so we may live 

happily-ever-after. Much of the love advice available to women today has a long 

tradition. Generally, the advice of Dorothy Dix—the "Dear Abby" of our great-

grandmother's generation, who wrote a newspaper column and published How to Win 

and Hold a Husband, in 1939, is not far from what is currently written. Emphasis is 

placed on beauty and becoming the woman he desires, essentially constructing oneself for 

male attention. 

The girl who wants to catch a man dangles before him the charms which 

he prefers and at which he is most likely to bite. Of course she makes 

herself as good-looking as nature and the style shops permit. Then she 
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proceeds to make herself agreeable and to cultivate a line that will appeal 

to the particular man on whom she has an eye. (qtd. in Coltrane 27-28) 

A glance at any of the huge array of women's magazines, such as Cosmopolitan, 

Vogue, Allure, Bazaar, and Glamour will show you that appearance and image are 

essential to attracting a man. Where would the multi-billion dollar fashion and beauty 

industries be without society's heterosexual romantic mandate? Not to mention the lack 

of fairy godmothers; you've got to transform yourself. There are products to make you 

slimmer, bustier, and sexier, or at least make you appear that way via diet aids, "control" 

garments, the ever-popular Wonder Bra, and an entire cosmetic surgery industry. There 

are fake fingernails, hair dyes, colored contact lenses, lipstick that won't "kiss off on 

him." All these products promise increased attractiveness and desirability to men—in 

essence saying, "With this product I will be more perfect, more beautiful, and good 

enough to be chosen by a Prince." A recent ad for the Nike Air Contagious spinning shoe 

("spinning" is basically riding a stationary bike really fast) plays into this fairy tale notion 

of self-improvement, while poking fun at it at the same time: "It will help you fulfill your 

hopes, your wishes and your dreams. It's a spinning shoe. Not a Fairy Godmother." 

The childhood fairy tale further permeates the world of women with images of 

happy heterosexual couples, Cinderella-like scenes of romance, Happily Ever After, and 

female competition. Consider these perfume ads: Alfred Sung's Forever, features a dark-

haired woman in a long, white, sleek wedding dress standing alone on a rock in the desert 

(ironically, it looks like the Badlands); "Longing—Make a Man Remember," portrays a 

beautiful, blond woman in a ball gown looking back up as she descends a grand staircase, 
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like Cinderella leaving the ball at the castle; Elizabeth Arden's True Love, presents 

obvious marriage connotations in the central image of two linked gold rings surrounded 

by pink roses; Calvin Klein's Eternity, presents another way of saying "Happily Ever 

After," with a close up of a beautiful couple entwined and seemingly asleep. Then there is 

"Ciara Femme Fatale—Because the female of the species is more dangerous than the 

male." The ad is a glamorous black-and-white photo of a beautiful, mysterious-looking 

woman in a tight black, low-cut, sequined gown seductively posed in a doorway. I find 

the Femme Fatale ad particularly interesting, because of the messages in it. First, a 

femme fatale is a seductress that no man can resist. Second, by saying that females are 

more dangerous, it seems to enforce the ideas that female sexuality is something to be 

feared, that women are in competition and dangerous to each other, especially when 

beautiful. Every woman is a potential "other woman"—how divisive. This distrust and 

competitiveness among women is the premise for an advertisement for a new type of laser 

technology for facials and hair removal at Spa Thira. (This particular ad recently appeared 

on the "No Comment" page of Ms., a section devoted to exposing sexist ads.) Let me also 

point out that this is a two page ad with the left page being a photo of two women looking 

suspiciously at the reader, one woman with her hand at her mouth as if whispering to the 

woman next to her. They are like Cinderella's jealous stepsisters. All the copy is on the 

right. "There is no Flattery like another woman's Scrutiny," is in large print on the page. 

Some of the smaller copy reads as follows, 

Sharpen your claws and let the catfights begin... A safe way to 

dramatically improve your skin's appearance . . . And then meet the girls 
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for lunch right after. . . an outrageously innovative skin treatment with 

enviable result... Really, it's just one more reason for them to despise 

you. 

Furthermore, most women portrayed in these ads are white, and the women of 

color who do appear are often light-skinned for their race and have European features, 

though still often presented as exotic. Thus, not only is there competition between all 

women, but racial bias and distrust as well. These ads prey upon our psychological fears, 

which Leiberman describes in "Some Day My Prince Will Come," "that as children, and 

as women, girls fear homeliness (even attractive girls are frequently convinced that they 

are plain), and this fear is a major source of anxiety, diffidence, and convictions of 

inadequacy and inferiority among women" (188). 

In addition to the reconstruction of physical appearance, the media is full of 

stories, advice, "secrets," and how-to's for finding, keeping, and even winning back the 

man you want. "Oops! You Blew Him Off; Now You Want Him Back. Is There Hope? 

Here's Help!" "Lust Lessons: Teach Them Tonight," "Is He Sleeping With Someone 

Else?" "How to Seduce Any Man," " Sexy? Classy? Stuck Up? Is Your Hairstyle Sending 

the Right Message?", "What Men Really Want," and "Make Him Commit 100%." While 

having knowledge about relationships and acquiring interpersonal skills are important 

things that benefit everyone, we are getting biased information. Of course, what is 

acceptable and desirable behavior for women has a long history of being dictated to them. 

Women are told how to "act" in order to attract the love they desire. An excellent 

(and scary) modern example of this is the New York Times bestseller (meaning A LOT of 
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women appear to be willing to take a proverbial step back thirty to forty years to make 

themselves more marriageable), The Rules: Time-tested Secrets to Capturing the Heart 

of Mr. Right by Ellen Fein and Sherrie Schneider. The success of this book, published in 

1995, followed by its sequel, The Rules II: More Rules to Live and Love By, in 1997, 

makes me question how much women have really gained over the last thirty years. Does 

the word "Backlash" come to anyone else's mind? 

My feminist critique of Happily Ever After would not be complete without 

looking into such modern examples of the books' promotion. Thus, I was forced to buy 

copies of The Rules and The Rules II—I try not to think about the fact that I contributed to 

the sales statistics and royalties, and I felt strangely embarrassed and humiliated doing it, 

but I had to buy them. I had to know, but the moment took me back, like the first time 

you buy your own tampons or condoms in a crowded check-out line. You just know 

everyone is looking at you, presuming to know intimate details of your life, judging you. 

"It's for research," I said over and over in my head, biting my tongue so I didn't 

draw any more attention to what I was buying. I felt the blood of embarrassment swell to 

my face as I preoccupied myself with a spot on the floor. 

"Yeah, sure it is... Desperate," I imagined the cashier's response to my 

unspoken justification. 

I waited for the books to be scanned, paid cash, and thanked the powers of the 

universe that I didn't see anyone I knew. At home, I keep them hidden, stashed—like 

teenage boys with their porno magazines. People could get the wrong idea 
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I have seen the authors on multiple talk-shows—Oprah, The Gayle King Show, 

and The View—spouting their "rules" for women. With a central picture of a diamond 

engagement ring surrounded by roses, ribbon and lace on the cover of each book, the goal 

of The Rules is not left to the imagination, "[The Rules] are about getting the man of your 

dreams to marry you!" (9) and "Marriage, in the shortest time possible" (back cover). 

Fein and Schneider list off rule after rule, most of them beginning with the word "Don't," 

repeatedly emphasizing that if you want to get married you will follow the Rules—even if 

you don't really like them. Period. 

So, what exactly are the Rules? "They are a simple way of acting around men that 

can help any woman win the heart of the man of her dreams" (emphasis mine, 5), as long 

as it's the man who acts, who pursues. Are they as anti-feminist as they appear? Yes and 

no. The authors claim you can be feminist and still do the Rules; I have my doubts. I want 

to be loved for myself, not my acting abilities, though I am conflicted because I would 

like a long-term relationship with a man, and I'm not quite sure how to have one. They 

say their book came about because, 

Deep inside, if the truth be told, we really wanted to get married—the 

romance, the gown, the flowers, the presents, the honeymoon—the whole 

package. We didn't want to give up our liberation, but neither did we want 

to come home to empty apartments. Who said we couldn't have it all? (2) 

Well, not me, but I don't want to have to be Superwoman. A few pages later they're 

saying, "What we're promising you is 'happily ever after.' A marriage truly made in 

heaven" (6), and "When you do The Rules, you don't have to worry about being 
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abandoned, neglected, or ignored!" (6). Okay, now we're back to trying to achieve the 

myth of Cinderella, Happily Ever After with Prince Charming, versus being incomplete 

and unlovable with out a man (sounds like compulsory heterosexuality, to me). And 

despite a weak, three-page chapter on "Rules for Same-Sex Relationships" in The Rules 

II, emphasizing self-esteem and self-respect, while maintaining the roles of pursuer and 

pursued, it is all about getting a man and getting married—meaning heterosexual 

maniage, thanks to the Defense of Marriage Act, leaving the book(s) more firmly 

grounded in patriarchal ideas. They are perpetuating our socialization to stereotypical 

ideals, playing on the fact that from childhood on, "women learn to fear abandonment and 

separation and to believe that they must defer to men to keep from being abandoned" 

(Chang 113). 

What's the first step they recommend? I must share the title of this chapter, "But 

first the Product—You!" Woman is a commodity, an object to be manipulated and 

refurbished. Look your best! (It seems Fein and Schneider are in cahoots with the 

advertising industry.) The authors continue with messages of self-confidence (i.e. when 

you look good, you feel good) and health surrounded by strong suggestions about diet and 

exercise as self-sacrifice. 

You will have to experience a certain amount of discomfort when you 

can't eat a cookie and you can't call a man. But you want to be fit and you 

want to get married, so you do what you have to do . . . If you are serious 

about finding a husband, then you must change your definition of 

gratification (16) Remember, overweight is not The Rulesl (140) 
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So one must alter those self-serving definitions so that one is pleasing to others. 

(Cinderella was transformed only for a man, too.) "Self-improvement will help you catch 

and keep a man... Men like women who are neat and clean. They also make better 

mothers of children" (16). Yes, the kind who stay in their biologically ordained 

subordinate role. 

That brings me to Fein and Schneider's essentialism. They claim that men are 

different from women, which I agree with to an extent, but then they assert, "in a 

relationship, the man must take charge... We are not making this up—biologically he's 

the aggressor" (9). Throughout the book, there are reminders not to take the active role. 

Regarding Rule #2, Don't Talk to a Man First (and Don't Ask Him to Dance), lest one 

forget, "the premise of The Rules is that we never make anything happen, that we trust in 

the natural order of things—namely, that man pursues woman" (26). There are just so 

many examples: "You have to wait for someone to notice you," (30) and "the man must 

take the lead.. .if you're smart, you'll stay cool and just listen to what he says. Follow his 

lead," (34) and "if he didn't suggest it, then it's not supposed to happen"(69). (Yes, 

Cinderella, life is unfair, but don't worry. Just wait, you have a fairy godmother, the 

Prince will come and make it all better. You'll see.) This element of the books really 

makes me cringe. Once again, popular culture is subordinating women and getting them 

to subordinate themselves in preservation of male power and privilege. 

In case women somehow missed the all-important beauty message from the rest of 

society, there are many rules: 
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Don't leave the house without wearing makeup. Put lipstick on even when 

you go jogging! If you have a bad nose, get a nose job; color gray hair; 

grow your hair long. Men prefer long hair, something to play with and 

caress.. .it doesn't matter what your hairdresser and friends think. You're 

certainly not trying to attract them! (19) 

Of course, now that you have the look, you must "act the part," meaning more passive 

behavior. "Let him open the door. Be feminine. When you're with a man you like, be 

quiet and mysterious, act ladylike, cross your legs and smile. Don't talk so much. Wear 

black sheer pantyhose and hike up your skirt to entice the opposite sex!" (19). The 

authors do expect a strong reaction to these statements and counter them by taking on a 

male authoritative tone, discounting one's protests: "You may feel offended by these 

suggestions and argue that this will suppress your intelligence or vivacious personality. 

You may feel that you won't be able to be yourself, but men will love it!" (20). 

Obviously, what men want is more important. If you still disagree and think yourself too 

smart for this, as I did, Fein and Schneider cleverly play on female internalization of the 

fairy tale marriage and the fear of being alone and unloved: 

In fact, highly educated girls have the hardest time with The Rules. They 

tend to think all this is beneath them. They'll say, 'I went to graduate 

school, I'm not playing these games' or ' . . . I believe in being up front 

with men about my needs, my opinions, and who I really am. I refuse to be 

demure and smile when I don't feel like it.' If you think you're too smart 
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for The Rules, ask yourself, 'Am I married?' If not, why not? Could it be 

that what you're doing isn't working? Think about it. (120) 

Thank you, Ellen and Sherrie, for trying to undermine my feminist consciousness and my 

sense of myself. 

I want to list a few more of their specific rules, each of which is a chapter itself: 

Be a Creature Unlike any Other, Don't Talk to a Man First (and Don't Ask Him to 

Dance), Don't Meet Him Halfway or Go Dutch on a Date, Don't Call Him and Rarely 

Return His Calls, Don't Accept a Saturday Night Date after Wednesday (I don't know 

what world they live in), and most importantly and simply, Don't Break The Rules! In this 

particular chapter they state,"The Rules way is not a hobby, but a religion. We keep 

doing The Rules until the ring is on our finger!" (147). There are some better rules, that 

include common sense and good advice: Don't Expect a Man to Change or Try to Change 

Him, Don't Rush into Sex, Don't Date a Married Man, and Slowly Involve Him in Your 

Family (a chapter for women with children). Take Care of Yourself, which is devoted to 

dating in college offers important warnings about date rape: 

Don't be stupid about safety! Date rape has become quite rampant in 

college these days. Be wary. Study in a lounge or library rather than alone 

with him in his dorm room or off-campus apartment... Rules girls don't 

take chances. Don't take date rape lightly! (139-140) 

I find conflicting messages, though, between the recommended passivity, which 

sometimes sounds like a set up for abuse, and messages of independence. "But don't be 

surprised if the man you're dating gets very angry when you kiss him good night in the 
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lobby at the end of your second date rather than invite him up to your apartment for a 

drink... Anger indicates interest" (80-81). Also, "It's good when men get upset; it 

means they care about you. If they're not angry, they're indifferent," (48) and "You are 

not an empty vessel waiting for him to fill you up, support you, or give you a life... The 

Rules are not about being rescued!" (49). So while Fein and Schneider give advice to 

avoid danger, it's supposed to be good to enrage your man—because then you know he 

cares about you—but have your own life, while acting like Cinderella. "The Rules are a 

selfless way of living and handling a relationship . . . But you must try to be serene and 

unselfish, or you won't be a happy princess" (164). 

Overall, it seems The Rules are about what NOT to do, and how to restrict one's 

own initiative and emotions. The Rules II is written with less of the condescending, we-

know-better-than-you tone of the original, and does address some of the criticisms and 

attempts to clarify issues in The Rules. The Rules II still asserts that it is not 

antifeminist the authors are all for equal pay for equal work and equal opportunity, and 

they acknowledge that women have different definitions—or theories—of feminism, (8) 

which is true (Tong 1). Yet they also state, "with all due respect, feminism has not 

changed men or the nature of romantic relationships," (8) and still maintain that "men are 

biologically the aggressor. They thrive on challenge . . . while women crave security and 

bonding" (9). While the authors claim to be writing for modern times, the whole thing 

reeks of a less liberated era, even the title, Time-tested Secrets for Capturing the Heart of 

Mr. Right— reverberates back to 1939 and How To Win and Hold a Husband. 
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. . .[The] best way to get your man is by flouting him. Be snooty. Show no 

interest in him whatever... Break dates with him... You will put him on 

his mettle to make a conquest of you, and the chances are that while he is 

doing this you will bowl him over. That type of man always hankers after 

the peach that hangs highest on the tree. He never wants the one that is 

ready to fall into his mouth, (qtd. in Coltrane 28) 

Thus, as a heterosexual woman and a feminist, I am still conflicted and have yet to 

find a definition of relationship that suits me. I feel caught between The Rules', part of me 

wants to do them to see if they will help my luck with relationships—I do think men and 

women want and expect different things. On the other hand, I cannot and will not accept 

and follow all of their Rules. I do not like being told what to do, what not to do, or that I 

am supposed to lie and fake that I have other plans when I want to see someone—I want a 

relationship based on honesty and communication. Back to their question of "Are you 

married? If not, why not?" I believe that I am not married because I do not want to be 

with someone who expects me to be so passive. I'll just have to look long and hard for a 

man who has also struggled to redefine himself and his role, as well. Of course, that is no 

easy task. In Bitch: In Praise of Difficult Women, Elizabeth Wurtzel comments on 

relationships, feminism, and why The Rules is so popular: 

[IJt is wrong to see that book as a setback to feminism . . . because the 

book is completely nonideological: feminism is beside the point in a list 

of what is probably fairly sound advice for learning to behave like a 

woman who is about to embark on some serious, goal-oriented dating. It 
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tells women how to act so as to compensate for the fact that while 

feminism has changed the way many of us think and behave, while it has 

made men change diapers and do dishes and spend quality time with 

children while women perform neurosurgery and direct movies and trade 

Eurodollars, it has failed to truly change the way we feel. (27) 

If The Rules are not a setback to feminism, with which I am not in complete 

agreement, I do believe that they are evidence of where feminism has fallen short. 

Wurtzel quotes Ellen Willis saying, "Feminism had transformed women's consciousness 

without, as yet, transforming society, leaving a gap between what many of us demanded 

of a relationship and what most men were willing to give" (27). The proof of this lies in 

the bookstore. Shelves are lined with self-help books on how to deal with love addiction, 

commitment-resistant, impossible men—Smart Women, Foolish Choices, Women Who 

Love Too Much, and so on (even adaptations on The Rules, such as The Sistah's Rules, 

for African-American women), but there are no such books addressed to men and their 

problems with relationships—"how to get over fear of commitment, how to stop running 

from emotional involvement" (Wurtzel 27), they don't exist. Well, maybe Men Are From 

Mars, Women Are From Venus was read by men, too, but it still encourages women to 

adjust and fix the gap. With all the information for women, they don't have to change 

anything, because "we women will learn to behave" (27). 

* * * 

Why is it necessary for women to alter themselves to find a soul-mate, and when 

does the "real" person get to come out? We're told to do things that he likes so he will 
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like us, but what about our interests and needs? Although Prince Charming is the goal, if 

you find yourself attracted to Prince Not-So-Charming, just read the advice columns and 

self-help books, because even if he's a "bad boy"—bad boys have incredible sex 

appeal—all he needs is the love of a good woman. (The fairy tale image shifts slightly 

here—from Cinderella to Beauty and the Beast.) The underlying message is a woman 

needs a prince, any prince, and even a "bad boy" is better than none, and if you know how 

to be a "good woman" you can change him, too. 

The television and film media also play into the Fairy Tale Romance and 

Marriage ideal, as well as the basic heterosexual norms. It sells. The "bad boy" is a hot 

Hollywood commodity—he is a challenge and thus more of a prize for the woman who 

can transform him with her powers of attraction. Marriage is also seen as a goal in film 

and on TV. How many soap opera weddings could there possibly be? Everyday on All 

My Children, One Life to Live, or Days of Our Lives, someone is trying to get married, or 

having the wedding, a jealous woman is trying to stop a wedding, or the woman is trying 

to save her marriage. Weddings are also often the theme for the season finale of many 

prime-time TV shows, such as Friends, The Drew Carey Show, The Nanny, Spin City, 

and even a wedding flashback on Everybody Loves Raymond. These programs encompass 

a broad audience of viewers to witness the typical heterosexual wedding tradition. Ellen, 

the only openly gay or lesbian show ever on prime-time was just canceled. Assuming that 

at least some of these programs will be continuing next season, the story doesn't just end 

with the wedding we will hopefully get to see how things are in the supposed happily-

ever-after. However, it is difficult for shows to maintain an interesting story line and 
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interested audience for long—Mad About You was doing great for a while, then they had 

a baby, and ratings are falling. Dharma and Greg, the story of an unlikely couple of 

"opposites" who got married on their first date, so their courtship and Happily Ever After 

are combined, should be interesting for a while, but it only just finished its first season— 

it has yet to stand the test of time. 

Romance and marriage sell at the box office, too. Look around and there's Four 

Weddings and a Funeral, Muriel's Wedding, Father of the Bride, She's the One, etc. In 

the movie In & Out, Kevin Klein's character, who is about to be married to a woman 

(Joan Cusack), is "outed" as gay on television by a former student. This causes an uproar, 

and everyone is trying to make sure they are still getting married, since that will prove his 

heterosexuality. The necessity of societal expectations and contradictory messages of our 

time are voiced by his mother (Debbie Reynolds), "We'll love you no matter what, 

whatever you do . . . as long as you get married! I need this wedding. I need some beauty, 

some music, some place cards before I die. It's like heroin." Not only the characters that 

they play, but the celebrity actors and their love lives are often elevated to fairy tale 

proportions. Every year (I think it's in the summer), People puts out a celebrity wedding 

issue, as well as a "Most Romantic Couples" issue for Valentine's Day. I can't decide 

whether this is an attempt to bring the myth closer to reality, since they are real people, 

too, or to turn them into larger-than-life modern day fairy tale characters. Either way, the 

myth perpetuates itself. 

Central to the Fairy Tale interpretation of heterosexuality is what Adrienne Rich 

calls "male identification," which is when a girl/woman "turns away from her heretofore 
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primary relationships with girlfriends. They become secondary as her own identity also 

assumes a secondary role" (166). Her identity is contingent on her relationships with 

men, which only serves to divide women from each other. Female friendships and bonds 

are considered less important than relationships with men, and they are often the first to 

be neglected. I have many girlfriends, who upon marriage or even entering a relationship, 

seem to disappear from the world, and I have been guilty of it myself. Time with the man 

takes precedence over that spent with women, and given the attitude of female 

competition, one doesn't want too many women around who might be after her man. 

Thus, there is the lack of community with women, and a lack of support of each 

individual woman, isolated her and making the way easier for male control or abuse. 

These attitudes effectively divide and conquer women, maintaining the male status quo, 

while shifting the blame to women, as pointed out by a woman quoted in I Just Lost 

Myself: 

They want to pit us against each other. That's what they want us to do so 

that we don't unite. Because God forbid if we unite, we might have some 

power. For God sakes, we can't let women do that. We've got to pit them 

against each other so they'll call each other tramps and whores and sluts 

and whatever all so they [men] can have all the power still. They're still in 

control and they didn't do anything wrong. It's those crazy women over 

there that are fighting. It's nothing wrong with us, it's them. (147) 

Because of this, Rich urges women to look to women and build bonds and not to 

participate in our subordination. Women can find strength in other women, and the 
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following sentiment that Rich received in a letter, sums it up beautifully, and the first 

time I read it in her essay, I cried from its power: "I am trying to find my strength 

through women—without my friends, I would not survive" (167). 

After questioning the concept of "compulsory heterosexuality," including my own 

heterosexuality and my participation in it as political institution, I have attempted to 

distance myself from the continuous media barrage of male identification on which our 

society seems to thrive. I have a renewed appreciation for women and disdain for the 

view of women as "other," and for the men who exploit such views for their purposes. 

As a heterosexual woman who no longer expects to live out a Fairy Tale existence, but 

still wants romantic involvement with men, the constructs of my relationships are not 

easily definable. As a feminist, I know that there is still much left to be done. If women 

were truly equal, if all those years of feminist writing had fully achieved its purpose, if 

women's perceptions of themselves, and men's perceptions of women had fundamentally 

transformed, 

So that we were accepted as full-fledged sexual creatures and romantic 

operatives who were free to chase or be chased, and if this expanded 

dimension of women's sexual personae were not frightening or 

overwhelming to them, then we would not need The Rules. We would be 

truly free. (Wurtzel 27) 

Still, the romantic ideal is a hard habit to break, but I do know now that Prince 

Charming—the man, the myth, the legend—is precisely that, a myth, and I'm no 

Cinderella. 



THE ANTI-FAIRY TALE (PART I) 

Once Upon a Time 

Marriage is portrayed in our society by the media, by the Church, and in stories, 

such as fairy tales, as the culmination of love: the ultimate proof of affection that you 

found someone-the Right One to love, the Right One to love you forever, and the two of 

you proclaim it to the world with a wedding. I admit I used to believe in that, too, 

wholeheartedly, and despite everything there is still a small part of me that does, or wants 

to. When you are in love, you grow closer, more serious and intimate, or maybe you move 

m together, and then what do you do? Where does it go from there? How many ways can 

a loving relationship go? The expected path to follow is to have a wedding and get 

married. For better, for worse, from this day forward, till death do us part . . . and if you 

marry the Right One, then good things happen—Happily Ever After. 

I'm not so sure about that anymore. Love and intimacy made into a legal contract 

makes me nervous and unsettled. I know I can only speak from my own experience, and 

looking back now, it seems so obvious that I never should have gotten married in the first 

place. Maybe it works when you actually marry the Right One, a.k.a. Prince Charming, if 

there is such a thing. I continue to hope that there is someone out there meant to be my 

partner m life, that I did not already blow my chances. Or could it be that there is more 

than one Prince Charming? That there are different men, all of whom are Charming in 
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one way or another, depending on where I am in life, what I develop in myself? When I 

think about who I was six years ago when I got married, about four years ago when I got 

divorced, and the person I am now, it seems that in a rather twisted, character-building 

sort of way, my experience may have been one of the best things that's happened to me. 

And one of the worst. 

In 1992,1 thought I was marrying the One. He loved me and wanted to marry me, 

and I loved him and I loved the idea of being married. I was twenty-two, he was twenty-

one—so young, looking back, though we were the exact ages my mother and father were, 

respectively, when they got married in 1966. They've been married ever since. His 

parents are still married, too. We have been divorced for four years now, which is as long 

as our entire relationship (life does go on), and twice as long as our marriage, which was 

the longest two years of my life. I think they aged me beyond my years. Maybe that's 

good—I got some difficult life lessons out of the way fairly early. In searching for the 

fairy tale ideal of Prince Charming and Happily Ever After, I have lived its antithesis 

instead. 

"won" 

was 

I feel like I have a particularly weird story, and a lot of my friends agree (I 

the Worst Ex-Husband Story, by consensus). If anyone had told me back when I 

eighteen that by the time I was twenty-four, I would not only have a college degree, but 

be married and recently divorced from a lying, cheating, psychologically abusive heroin 

addict, I never would've believed it. I would have laughed in disbelief... or killed 

myself. It's probably for the best that, except maybe for those in the Psychic Friends 

Network, most of us don't know what's going to actually happen in our futures. I no 
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longer believe that "love conquers all." If it did, I would have never gotten divorced, or I 

might have been married again, by now. Love does make for many possibilities, but also I 

think that love can make you do some pretty fucked up things. 

The Courtship 

Carlon (I've changed his name, to hopefully avoid any libel troubles—though 

enough people already know who he really is. Even so, I'm also going to follow Anne 

Lamott's advice on the issue here, and just state for the record that he had a very small 

penis) (227), he and I met in college. We had known each other as acquaintances for 

about four years from our involvement in the local "Animal House'Mike fraternity. 

During that time, I don't really know if I was attracted to him—I can't say I was not 

attracted to him either—we each always just seemed to be in other relationships. I thought 

he was really nice, and we always hugged when we saw each other—he eventually told 

me that he'd always thought I "gave the best hugs." An initial spark was ignited once 

when he pulled me away from a party because he had just broken up with a serious 

girlfriend and wanted to talk about it. We talked for a long time that night, sitting in my 

car in the parking lot, and before he left, Carlon thanked me for listening and gave me the 

sweetest kiss. Hmmm... the next year, an evening early in August of 1990,1 was 

attempting to do a little jogging during one of my many short-lived fitness endeavors. I 

was on my way back home, now walking, flushed and a bit breathless as the sun was 

setting, when we saw each other and that spark was ignited, though I was embarrassed, at 

first. I prefer not to see anyone I know when I'm sweating. We made some small talk 

about exercise and the beautiful sunset, and as I was walking away when he called, 
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Julie!" When I turned around, Carlon was running after me. The sun was going down 

behind his head, making everything glow. 

"Hey, would you like to go out sometime?" 

"Uh," surprised and flustered, "yeah!" I couldn't believe he asked me out, the way 

I looked. Cinderella before the Faiiy Godmother waved her magic wand. 

"I'll call you tomorrow?" 

"Okay," and I gave him my number, remembering our previous kiss. 

I felt his eyes watching me as I tried to casually walk away. I felt something I had not felt 

m a long time. You know that weird little stomach twinge you get when you're suddenly 

"in like" with someone? You're excited and happy, but kind of nauseous at the same 

time? Well, I had it—I found out that we both did, actually, and he called late the 

following afternoon and we went out that night. It was a Sunday, and there weren't many 

restaurants open at 9 p.m., but we found one, had dinner and some drinks, and a gentle 

kiss goodnight. The next night on our second date, we got drunk and stoned at my house 

and ended up having sex. A few days later, we both took some "X" at a party and bonded 

on a new level, me tearing his favorite dashiki in my brain-bubbling frenzy, eventually 

asking, "When does it STOP?!" I was in over my head. And so it began. Suffice it to say 

we basically dove into each other, well, maybe it was more like he dove into me and I 

was pulled in by the rip tide. 

Within three weeks, which was very soon, Carlon was telling me he loved me. I 

was flattered, but I wasn't all that comfortable with the idea right away. I didn't know 

yet-was he the One? He would say, "I love you," and I'd smile and either not say 
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anything or maybe say something like, "I know," or "that's so sweet," and give him a 

kiss. I didn't want to hurt his feelings, and part of me wanted to love him, maybe part of 

me already did, but I still wasn't so sure. Even though I always liked him, I also thought 

previously that he wasn't my type (perhaps placing too much emphasis on the bi-level 

"heavy metal" haircut he had-though he did cut it for me), but I was so surprised and 

overwhelmed by what was happening-and love does seem to appear where you're not 

looking. He got me flustered as he gushed over me, "I love you... Oh, you're so 

beautiful... You feel so good." So I thought about it—we had fun together, good sex 

(though I came to think that he was a rather sloppy kisser), and good conversations—he 

was intelligent, talked about philosophy, and came from an academic family, like mine 

not to mention all the sweet things he said to me. I liked his unusual name, too, although 

the mere fact that his initials were the exact opposite of Prince Charming (CP) is ironic to 

me now. Carlon was intelligent, funny, seemed to respect who I was, and he loved me, 

which seemed the most important thing-Prince Charming has to want 3™. How could I 

not love him, too? I thought maybe he knew better than I did. (My therapist has since 

made me aware that just because one person loves another, the other person doesn't 

necessarily have to love them back—and I have now been on both sides of that equation.) 

We were engaged within four months. Once I came to believe that I loved him, 

too, that since I was his Cinderella, he would be my Prince Charming, we were reeling 

toward the fairy tale. The first time we looked for engagement rings, in early December, 

we bought one on the spot, though Carlon was going to surprise me with the "official" 

proposal and actually giving me the ring. It was all so exciting, even though I already 
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knew it was coming, but when? How? Would it be like those sweet, romantic, or even 

cheesy stories they print in Bride's or the wedding section of the Sunday paper? Maybe it 

would be a treasure hunt for the box, or a romantic dinner with the cooperation of the 

waiter to put the ring in my champagne or dessert, or under the Christmas tree, or even 

the nng hidden in a shoe—in lieu of a glass slipper... there were so many romantic 

possibilities. It ended up being rather unromantic. We were spending a lazy day on the 

couch watching TV, wearing flannels and sweats (I didn't have any makeup on and I 

don't think Carlon had even brushed his teeth, let alone shaved or bathed). It 

Saturday night in mid-December, and I said something about how the ring 

beautiful and I just couldn't wait to be wearing it. Carlon got up and came back with the 

box, sat on the couch next to me and I think he said, "Here you go," as he handed me the 

box, asking, "Will you marry me?" as I opened it to see the ring I had chosen. He didn't 

get down on one knee or anything, but the question had been answered in my mind for a 

while, so of course, I said, "Yes," and put it on. We kissed and lay on the couch some 

more together. I'm sure we had sex later, too. It wasn't really a bad proposal, I know—it 

was still a proposal but it was not the Big Moment I had waited for and dreamed about 

my whole life. I was a bit disappointed by it, but we were getting married, so we had all 

of Happily Ever After to look forward to. Besides, Carlon thought himself an intellectual 

and I believed he thought the same of me, so I rationalized that he must have thought 

those other stories were too hokey or "beneath us" or something, and felt we didn't need 

that. Or he didn't even know or care what my own desires and expectations were for 

being asked to marry him 
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When we arrived at my parents' house for Christmas Eve, it took less than five 

minutes for my mother to ask, "What's that on your finger?" I don't think they were very 

pleased about the quick progression of it all (maybe they were already aware of what 

would take me years to be willing to see), but the smiled and congratulated us, shook 

Carlon's hand and took pictures of us and the ring on my finger. It probably did not help 

matters that we left later that evening to drive the forty miles back, instead of staying . 

as planned, because they wouldn't let us sleep in the same bed in their house. 

"But we're engaged!" I persisted to my parents, relating Carlon's reaction to the 

information. 

over 

"You're not married yet," my father told me. (No premarital sex or cohabitation 

allowed in this house.) 

Let me just say, here, that it was not my idea to leave, but instead of a making a 

big scene arguing in front of, or with my parents—something I just did not do, and since 

respecting my parents' views was so "ridiculous" (Carlon's word of choice), we left. Life 

is easier when conflict is avoided, isn't if! (Sarcastic emphasis mine. Does anyone else 

see the foreshadowing?) 

* * * 

So we were engaged and thought about planning a wedding, romanced by the idea 

of growing old together, in love. Though we weren't really in a huny, even to set a date, 

since both of us were still in school-I had a year left, Carlon, at least that. Also, at this 

point, I don't think either of us knew the drugs would be such a problem, or maybe I 

didn't want to admit it to myself. They were part of the life we lived, and had been from 
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the beginning of our relationship, so what could I say? It all began as strictly 

"recreational," only Carlon kept pushing the envelope. We both smoked pot, which 

wasn't that big of a deal except that he went through it faster than I would have, but I 

really didn't like the fact that he was shooting up heroin and cocaine. He "only" snorted it 

when we started going out, but my roommate's boyfriend showed him how to shoot up— 

'where the real rush is." Since I had known all along that he used such drugs, I didn't 

know how I could object, but once he tried it that way, shooting speedballs (heroin and 

coke at the same time, a virtual invitation for an overdose or a heart attack) was his 

favorite. 

I can't believe I just wrote that! This is all so insane! People say, "Julie, why did 

you put up with that? Why didn't you leave?!" Good question. All I can say in my own 

feeble defense is, I don t know, I loved him, and he would try to quit, and kept saying that 

he wanted to. I had to help him, I had to give him the benefit of the doubt, for a while, 

and believe that he wanted to change as much as I wanted him to. I thought that was just 

the way it was. In my mind, I guess I was already married—for better, for worse, in 

sickness and in health, etc. The one you love the most is most capable of hurting you the 

most. I still believe that, though that person should not persist in hurting you, should 

be indifferent to your needs and desires, and one should not tolerate being treated that 

way. 

not 

* * * 

I have recently come across a powerful book that has shown me a lot. I Just Lost 

Myself: Psychological Abuse of Women in Marriage by Valerie Nash Chang. It was 
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brought to my attention by a Women's Studies student doing a paper on domestic 

violence. Chang defines psychological abuse as, "A nonphysical form of abuse, 

characterized by exploitative or excessive expressions of power and dominance that 

demean, belittle, undermine, control, define, and criticize and individual to create 

submission (12). I knew I had to read that book. In the years since my marriage, as I 

have tried to come to terms with it and to come up with a reason for it all, the only thing I 

can say is, "I loved him, and it seemed like a good idea, at the time." I thought things 

would get better, but they just got worse. This book helped me put it in perspective; I 

have come to believe that Carlon emotionally abused me, and now there is no doubt i 

my mind. Like the demise of my Self and our relationship, "psychological abuse 

evolving process" (4). 

in 

is an 



THE ANTI-FAIRY TALE (PART II) 

The Addictive Glass Slipper 

[Note: Names have been changed to obscure the guilty.] 

March, 1991, was worse than I could have possibly imagined. After being 

engaged for about three months, my visions of wedded bliss blew up in my face. Not only 

was Carlon doing more heroin (and shooting it straight into his veins now, sometimes 

with cocaine, too, making his way on the downward spiral), but he had also made a new 

"friend." From the moment I first saw Melissa, there was something I didn't like about 

her. The weird feeling that came over me was a moment of psychic distress that I didn't 

understand, I'd never had such a strong, unexplainable reaction before—my stomach kind 

of lurched, as if I'd been punched, and it was like I walked into a creepy, black mist; it 

haunted my thoughts. It still does, though now I call it "intuition," and I listen. 

"Don't be silly," he told me when I voiced my discomfort, "She's great! But don't 

worry, we're just friends. You'll like her." I hope so, but something's not right... Itried 

to believe him and not my "silly paranoia." Then Carlon told me not to come over one 

night, which was very unusual, because he was "just going to be up helping her with 

some class and drinking beer," supposedly. That was the first time I really felt that he was 

lying to me. But I stayed home, tiying unsuccessfully to get a good night's sleep. If I 

hadn't been running late for my 8 o'clock class the next morning-and I'd already been 

late to class too many times-I would've gone by his apartment to see if her car had spent 
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the night. I thought about it, but didn't go. I just spent the entire class looking out the 

window, down the street to his shitty little apartment, trying to see something, wanting to 

leave, to know what was going on. Wanting to throw up. Something's wrong, you know it 

is. Shut up, he loves me! So he says.... I had to talk to him, to find out what was going 

on, and I finally did, after he avoided me for a day or two, saying he needed some 

"space." 

* * * 

"Carlon, did you sleep with her?!" Please say No. Oh, God, say No. I can't take 

this. 

"WHAT? What do you mean? . . Julie, don't be silly... I, uh, we just.. ." 

" 'We just' what! Answer me!! DID YOU SLEEP WITH MELISSA!?" I can't 

breathe... I'm freezing.. .I'm sweating. Why won't he look at me? 

"Yes. I did." My heart stopped and I couldn't breathe. I thought of what it must 

feel like to be impaled. He continued, looking at the floor, "It just happened... I don't 

know, we were fucked up . . . I don't know, she's just so much like me—like a soul 

mate." What am I?!... Jesus. And I guess she likes to get fucked up, just like you. 

"How could you do this?! I'm supposed to be your soul mate! We're fucking 

engaged!" No response. I'm so dizzy, sick, the room is spinning. I want to throw up. 

Carlon still wouldn't look at me—Me, the one who was supposed to live Happily-Ever-

After with him! 

"Do you love her?" I held my breath. Please say No, you love me. 
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He looked up for a second and met my eyes, "I don't know." God, I'm going to pass out. 

• • I think I'm going to die... or somebody is. 

* * * 

Life had not prepared me for this. I went into a downward spiral of my own. All 

this happened right before Spring,Break, so I went to my parents' house. I cried so much I 

thought my puffy eyes just might burst; I was nauseous all the time and couldn't eat. I lost 

ten pounds. After that, I came back for more confrontation, more crying, and lots of 

yelling, hearing excuses. His confusion, his desire for us all to "just get along." If looks 

could ki l l . . . two people would be dead. Thank God it's not that simple, but I have 

wished it before. In the painful blur after confronting Carlon about Melissa, I conspired 

and daydreamed, and had nightmares about what I could do. I realized just how much 

anger I was capable of experiencing—that there was a monstrous beast lurking in my 

soul, wanting to make someone hurt as much as I did. The pain and rage were more than I 

thought possible, more than I ever wanted to feel, and I was scared—about what I might 

do, if I could handle it. Scenes played in my mind, scenes where none of this ever 

happened, scenes in which justice was served-people were punished. This couldn 't be 

happening; I couldn't let them get away with this. THIS was NOT O.K. 

* * * 

It's the morning after I've been told not to come over. I take a detour 

instead of going to my 8 o'clock fashion design class. Melissa's new silver 

Ford Escort is in front of Carlon's apartment. My heart pounds faster in 

my ears. My hand stays steady enough to silently slip my key into the lock. 
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No one is around outside. The apartment is messy, the coffee table is 

crowded with beer bottles, a mirror, a burnt, blackened spoon with brown 

heroin residue in it. I tiptoe through the kitchen and stop at the bedroom 

door. It is only halfway closed—I push it open. Clothes are on the floor, 

Carlon and Melissa are naked, sleeping in the rumpled bed—she's on my 

side. I turn around, open a drawer under the counter and pull out the 

carving knife (the same one Carlon stabbed into the pantry door during 

one of our fights). I stand over them, by Melissa, knife in hand. 

"Hey, you fuckers!" My arm is raised. Ready to come down hard. 

That dream really scared the shit out of me. I wanted to kill her. I know my anger 

should have been equally, if not greater, at Carlon, too, but it was aimed primarily at her, 

the Other woman. The person I did not know and did not love, the one it was much easier 

to hate for ruining my life. My angry monster was out to get her, to make her pay for 

deliberately hurting another woman—she knew he was engaged. Part of me regretted not 

meeting her before—I had tried to get together with her once, but something came up 

it's harder to hurt someone you know, so maybe she wouldn't have slept with him. 

The drama dragged on as Carlon bounced back and forth on what he wanted, 

whom he loved. It didn't seem to matter what I wanted. I just had to wait for him to 

decide. For him to choose. My dream of sneaking into his apartment happened again, but 

this time Carlon begged me to spare her life, saying that everything was all his fault. No. 

It takes TWO to tango. Melissa just sneered at me with a smug look of victorious 

satisfaction on her face. In my daydreams, I envisioned other scenarios: I pictured myself 
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throwing my drink in her face at parties; spitting on her; slapping her across the face in 

front of everyone; punching her in the stomach when she claimed she was pregnant. What 

if I did these things? Was I really capable of such acts? I was afraid to believe it. What if I 

got caught? Would she press charges? Who was in charge here? I don't like having 

violence in my head. It scares me. It makes me question just how much separates me from 

violent criminals. Carlon sent Melissa over to my apartment once (after she had told him 

she was pregnant and would get an abortion), so she and I "could talk things out," as if 

then it would be possible for us to be friends or something. Anyway, we were alone, and I 

had an opportunity... but I physically sat on my hands so I wouldn't punch her in the 

uterus and told her to get out. Later, I made the conscious decision that I did not belong in 

prison, and no matter how angry I got, I would not do anything to get myself sent there. 

Carlon and I did get the police called on us once at his apartment, during a 

particularly nasty fight. We were yelling and screaming, and I was crying, too, probably 

from midnight until 2 am, Carlon had gotten hold of the largest knife in the kitchen and 

stabbed the pantry door repeatedly. Luckily, the knife was not involved when our fight 

did get physical. He said something hateful, I don't even remember what, but I delivered 

a hard slap to his face, he returned one, and then I kicked my knee in his groin and went 

outside. He came out and threw me against the wall and "kneed" me back, which, by the 

way, hurts women, too. We went back inside after that, because a neighbor had opened 

their door, and said they were calling the police. To the credit of the police, they arrived 

very quickly and only gave us a warning—I agreed with Carlon when he told them that 

everything was okay, nothing to worry about. 
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* * * 

I ve always been a "good girl." Good girls don't get angry, or mean, they just let it 

go, smile and play along with life. Just be nice. Find a nice man, and don *t get left alone. 

Don't worry your pretty little head about it. I didn't have much experience with anger, as 

it wasn t dealt with openly in my family. Mom and Dad would just go into their bedroom 

and close the door to fight, and my brother and I would seldom hear very much. 

Sometimes I crouched outside their door trying to hear what was going on; maybe they 

knew I was there, because they rarely even raised their voices, or maybe they just had 

serious discussions, or just weren't screamers, but after a while my parents would come 

out. Sometimes Mom looked like she'd been crying (maybe that's where I get my 

propensity to cry). It was obvious that my brother was breaking the unspoken family rules 

when he got visibly angry and yelled at my parents during in his turbulent adolescence. 

That made him the Rebel, the problem child. I, for some reason, was terrified of the idea 

of anyone being mad at me, and would do practically anything to avoid confrontation. 

The thought of making someone angry at me was the absolute worst thing I could 

imagine—I would be awful and unlovable. I learned in Sunday School to "turn the other 

cheek" and forgive. But to my knowledge, adultery was not a problem with my parents' 

marriage, so how the hell was I supposed to handle THAT? 

On TV and in movies, adultery is more or less a normal occurrence, sort of a 

"boys will be boys" thing that women just have to accept or go crazy. The woman/wife 

either "stands by her man" (sugar and spice, and everything nice) and forgives him—it's 

better to have a crappy man than NO man?—or she gets "hysterical" and "crazy" and 
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seeks revenge "The Wrath of a Woman Scorned." Cinderella didn't do or say anything 

back to her wicked stepsisters or stepmother, she didn't stand up for herself or even say 

anything about the injustice and abuse to her father, it just all worked out for her in the 

end. I felt like the evil stepsister. I'd never had such an intense personal reason for 

anger—such total betrayal, but what could I do? Just go back and pretend it never 

happened or become a psychobitch? I didn't want to accept either option, but I didn't 

want to leave. 

I wanted to trust Carlon again, to believe it was just a mistake. He was only 

twenty, and said he was just "confused," that maybe he got scared of getting married. I 

had to give him another chance. I thought he still loved me, deep down, and I still 

believed he was the One, and this was just a test. The one you love the most can hurt you 

the most, but I wanted the love. I wanted to laugh with him, to touch him, to have his 

arms around me, his lips on me, to melt into his deep brown eyes, say "I love you and 

nothing else m the whole world matters." And when someone repeatedly tells you, "I love 

you . . .You're so beautiful... I need you," but also "Oh, you're overreacting . . . Don't 

be si l ly. . . I'm here now, aren't I? . . . Don't be such a bitch . . . Why can't you just get 

over i t . . . I love you," you start to believe it. I believed it all, holding on to the wonderful 

pieces and denying the rest, like in I Just Lost Myself, "I think I was so brainwashed or 

just that was just the way it was supposed to be that it just didn't sink in" (108). I 

accepted the illusion that everything was okay (though he never said that he regretted 

sleeping with her). I essentially just covered the anger u p - I veiled i t - i n other words, 

and thrived on the good times. We got re-engaged within a couple of months or so, 
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believing our love was even stronger—that "love conquered all"—and married the 

following year, though sooner than expected, on February 22,1992. It rained. 



THE ANTI-FAIRY TALE (PART IE) 

Here Comes the Bride . . .Has She Been Crying? 

When I think about the fact that I have been married and divorced, I'm a bit 

disgusted by the fact that, not only did I marry the wrong person, but I did it twice. We 

had two weddings; Carlon P. looked straight into my eyes and pledged his undying love 

and faithfulness—for better, for worse, from this day forward, until parted by death— 

twice. 

We were planning the whole big wedding event in May (in a church with lots of 

people, a magnificent white dress, five bridesmaids and five groomsmen, Dad walking 

me down the aisle, the whole bit), and in February we decided to start shopping for 

Carlon's wedding band. I was just going to have my overpriced, marquise diamond 

engagement ring "become" my wedding ring, since we couldn't afford a wedding band 

for each of us. I would get an anniversary band or something later. Valentine's Day was 

coming, so there were good deals on jewelry, especially wedding and engagement rings. 

So we went shopping, "just looking," we said, for a man's wedding band. We should've 

known better, I guess, since when we went "browsing" for an engagement ring in 

December, we spent $1000 on the spot, which was easy to do since Carlon already had a 

credit card with the store, from a previous engagement a year or so earlier, to a woman 

also named Julie, strangely enough. Needless to say, once again, we purchased a ring 

(with a different new store card, readily acquired with his previous credit), and that was 
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okay, one more thing to cross off the too-long list of "wedding-things-to-do." Except that 

he wanted to wear it when we got home. 

My very first thought was "Isn't that sweet? He wants to look married already." 

I smiled, for a second, but then I had another thought. Something wasn't right about 

wearing a wedding ring before being married; the commitment it stood for had not been 

made. 

"But we're not married yet—men don't wear engagement rings," I objected, trying 

to dissuade him. 

"So? I want to wear it," Carlon put the ring on and waved his hand around, 

wiggling his fingers. "I'm going to wear it sooner or later anyway, right? Why not start 

nght now? Don't you want me to look like your husband?" He flashed a quick smile and 

clasped his hands around my waist. 

"Of course I do, when you are my husband... You're not my husband yet. 

People will notice it and want to know when you got married, and you'll have to say 

we're not getting married for three and a half months, that you just felt like wearing it 

now. That sounds weird." He still held me, but I leaned back away from him. 

"I don't care what other people think, it's my hand. And I'm going to be your 

husband." 

I know. But it s a WEDDING ring, and there hasn't been a wedding... We 

NOT married yet!" I removed myself from his grasp. 

Well, he just looked at me for a second with his brown eyes softening, put 

his sweet smile and took my hands. "Then why don't we just get manied?" 

re 

on 
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I didn't know what to say, but I didn't say, "No." I listened to him explain why we 

didn't need to wait for the big wedding: if we loved each other enough to plan a wedding 

at all, then we loved each other enough to get married at any time, such as now, and not 

wait any longer before becoming husband and wife. My Prince had spoken. What were 

we arguing about? It wasn't like he was backing out of the wedding—he couldn't wait to 

marry me—and it would make me look bad to say, "No." I wanted to get married, to start 

a new life together where everything would be secure and wonderful. So I said, "Okay," 

and we started figuring out what to do and what to tell people. My favorite, though a 

rather feeble justification was that my parents would be happy that we were no longer 

living in sin" together—we'd be married now, and the May wedding would simply be a 

celebration for everyone. It seemed we could have it all—the whole wedding gala, and 

sneak into the Happily Ever After a little early. 

The most anticipated day of my life was unexpectedly just around the proverbial 

corner, and I wanted it to be as special as possible. Even though we were going to do it all 

twice, February 22nd, was now going to be my official, legal WEDDING DAY, so the 

week following Valentine's Day was spent throwing a little wedding together. I wanted 

more of a "wedding" than just going to the Justice of the Peace, so there were still a lot of 

the same details as a big wedding-dress, flowers, location, who to invite, getting the 

marriage license, the wedding night. I looked in the phone book and made some calls to 

chapels and wedding officiates, eventually finding a little place that could get us in, and 

that we could afford—Chapel of the Bells. It was a small chapel, permanently decorated 

for the onset of the Fairy Tale, in sea foamy green and pink, with drapey fabric on the 



61 

walls, lots of tulle, and candelabra. It looked like Cinderella's Fairy Godmother got a 

little crazy with her magic wand, but it was better than a courtroom or judge's office. We 

could invite four people, for the frugal package we were getting for $125. So we invited 

two friends who were moving and wouldn't be able to be in our May wedding (I'll just 

call them Laura and Edward), Carlon invited another friend, Mark, and I asked my 

brother, who lived in town at the time, to walk me down the aisle. Since my dad wouldn't 

be there, it meant a lot to me, and to my brother, too, I think, to have him walk me down 

the aisle. 

My mother used to give me a hard time because I wore so much black when I was 

in high school and college. She would say, trying to sound like she was kidding, 

something like, "All you wear is black, but you can't wear black all the time. Remember 

that when you get married, Julie, brides wear white." Well, my gown for the May 

wedding was the whitest of whites, and so beautiful—Mom was pleased, though not with 

the price, and I planned to have the bridesmaids in black. The dress had been ordered at 

the end of Januaxy—it was phenomenal—perfect for a Cinderella wedding, but it 

wouldn t arrive until the end of April. So whatever was I going to wear in a matter of 

days? My fairy tale dress was unavailable for now, so how was I going to look like a 

bride m a matter of days? Since this little soiree was our own affair, our parents weren't 

coming, and my absolute favorite, nicest thing to wear was a Nicole Miller black crepe, 

off-the-shoulder, tailored pants outfit, I would wear black. It's difficult to describe, but it 

was very elegant—you know, pants for evening, very "early 90s"—and the only other 

item of clothing, besides my wedding dress, that was a financial setback. I looked great in 
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it. (I was devastated the following year when that same Nicole Miller was practically 

shredded by a litter of kittens.) We shopped for black pants and a jacket for Carlon, who 

until that point only had one bad, brown tweed suit with elbow patches, that was a little 

small not something to wear to marry a fashion designer. 

I found a nearby florist to make boutonnieres for Carlon, the best man, and my 

brother, and two, single, white calla lilies wrapped with white ribbon for me and the maid 

of honor to carry. I also called around to nice hotels in the area, and made reservations for 

a weekend package at the Omni Hotel (Thank God for-and damn-those credit cards!). 

We got the marriage license, stated our intention to marry and swore that we weren't 

related to each other, which is a standard question in Texas, apparently, paid our $25, and 

proceeded to wait the mandatory 72 hours till Saturday. (It is disproportionately easier to 

get married than it is to end a marriage.) 

This great little idea of Carlon's to have a spontaneous wedding so that the 

symbol of marriage could be on his finger had turned into a rather expensive and very 

stressful event for me, who was basically making it all happen. I was not very happy 

about doing all the work, and weddings are work. I have come to the opinion that 

planning a wedding, for any couple, tests the mettle of your relationship. (Now whose 

idea was this again?) I was only seven weeks into my new job at a local women's apparel 

design company—a lucky break in my field right after graduation—and only in my 

second week as designer for the accessories division. I was promoted when the designer 

that I was hired to replace quit before the bosses were ready to fire her (which was my 

initiation to dirty office politics of the fashion industry, and an awkward position for a 
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novice like me). Because of the stress of this sudden wedding on top of my job, a move 

into a new apartment two weeks earlier, and my parents' extremely unfavorable reaction 

to our news, I called in sick two Mondays in a row: the one prior to the wedding and 

the one immediately following. Come to think of it, I called in sick a lot over the course 

of that relationship—and that job—and I really felt incapable of work. Of course, no one 

at work believed that I was really sick the Monday after everyone knew I had just gotten 

married. What they did not know was that that Saturday was the worst wedding day ever, 

and Carlon and I both ended up sick, although his sickness was from his high dosage of 

methadone. I just couldn't deal with reality until I recovered a bit. 

* * * 

The day of the wedding was quite stormy, in all senses of the word. First of all, it 

was raining, and it kept raining as we packed for our weekend, as I went to pick up the 

flowers, as Carlon had to drive 35 miles each way to pick up Mark, the best man, who 

didn't have a car. When we left to drive to the chapel, it was pouring, and we were late. 

We had to be across town to get married in twenty minutes and it was pouring down rain, 

traffic was bad, I was stressed that I had had to take care of everything, and was trying to 

calm down and appreciate the beautiful flowers that I held in my lap. Then Carlon turned 

and asked me, "You do have the marriage license, don't you?" Shit. 

"No, I thought you had it." 

I don t have it. Goddamnit, Julie, how could you forget the marriage license?" 

"How could / forget! Well, maybe because I've had to remember everything, and 

you've been no help at all!" 



64 

"Yeah, right! What have you had to do?" 

So while we argued back and forth over who did anything and who did not 

remember the marriage license, and how I "wasted" my time worrying about "silly 

things" like flowers, Carlon cut across four lanes of traffic, made an illegal U-turn and 

headed back for the piece of paper on which our names did not belong anyway. We were 

only about a mile from home. It was a long mile in silence, though, as I struggled not to 

cry. So I got out in the rain again to run in and get it, since I knew where it was, and we 

headed out again. 

The tension in the car was stifling, and I really felt awkward once I remembered 

that M. was still in the back seat. He stayed quiet, but looked startled and uncomfortable, 

unprepared for what had been unleashed in that car. (I found out later that he had been 

tripping on acid during the whole thing—he thought it would be fun . . . Surprise.) 

Carlon's erratic driving in the heavy rain was scaring me, which started Round Two when 

I told him to slow down. 

"We have to be there in ten minutes!" He swerved again as he glared at me. 

"I know, but we won't make it if we're dead either!" 

Don t be ridiculous, we're not going to wreck." 

I can t believe you! First, you yell at me because I didn't have any help from you, 

and now you endanger your friend and me so we can get married! THIS is ridiculous, 

we're screaming at each other on the way to our wedding.. .maybe we shouldn't even get 

married!" (What were we doing? If only I had really listened to myself.) 

What? Of course we should. We're getting married. I love you." 
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Carlon grabbed my hand, I yanked mine away, but he took hold of it again and it 

was heavy in my lap most of the way there. I don't really remember what else was said in 

the car, I just know that we both calmed down and I guess I believed that the wedding 

itself was a sort of hurdle we had to clear if we were to be happy. After all, we did love 

each other, we had the marriage license in hand, our fee at the chapel was nonrefundable, 

and besides, people were waiting for us. Cinderella was miserable, too, until she married 

the Prince. Then, everything is wonderful; there are no worries in the Happily Ever After. 

. . Right? 

We almost missed our time slot at the "perma-chapel," but we made it just in 

time. I tried desperately to regain my composure as we arrived, putting eye drops in my 

red, puffy eyes, blowing my nose, and retouching my makeup. I was okay, until we 

walked in, flustered from the car ride and hunying through the rain, with all eyes on us— 

our four guests, the chapel personnel, and the next happy wedding party were all waiting 

and staring. My face has always betrayed my attempts to hide my emotions, and eveiyone 

seemed surprised and unsure of what to make of us. My voice wavered as I attempted a 

"Sony we're late," to them all. When I met eyes with my brother, I lost control and burst 

into tears, going straight to him and hugging tightly. (What the hell is going on here, 

anyway?) I love my brother, but he and I have never been all that close, other than a few 

intense moments in times of personal crisis like this. That day the family connection 

overwhelmed and comforted me, and after my sudden, but brief outburst I felt much 

better. I remember various questions from him and the others, "Are you okay? What's 

wrong? Do you want to do this?" I wiped away my tears and for some reason answered, 
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"Yes," although this delicate situation was not helped by the fact that the coordinator was 

pointing to her watch and telling Carlon that if we did not start the ceremony now, we 

would be bumped out for the next wedding. He put his arms around me as I let go of my 

brother and whispered in my ear, "I love you, Julie... I'm sorry . . . Let's get married, 

okay?" He kissed me and we went into the chapel. Okay, let's do it so the happiness can 

begin. I just wanted to make everything okay. 

I thanked my brother for being there as we stood at the back waiting for the music 

to start. When we heard the static and crackle of the record, "Here Comes the Bride," 

over the speakers, Laura started down the short aisle, followed shortly by my brother and 

me to meet Carlon in front of the minister. With each step toward the altar, I tried to leave 

everything else that had happened that day behind me as I walked with the music. Each 

note of the melody drew me forward. This is it. It was all very surreal. 

For ten or fifteen minutes, the rest of the world fell away, and Carlon and I shared 

a beautiful moment. At first we struggled not to laugh at the minister, who had the voice 

of a cheesy radio announcer, and was trying way too hard to sound genuine and solemn 

while he performed yet another wedding that day. 

One of the great blessings God has given us is marriage and the home. 

There are many reasons which make the relationship of husband and wife 

both desirable and proper. Man and woman should come together for 

friendship . . . Two hearts together can be more cheerful and happy than 

either of them alone. People should marry for a partnership. Man and 

woman were created differently as male and female, one completes the 
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other... The two make one whole. People should enter the marriage 

relationship because they love each other. Marriage is the most intimate of 

all human relationships . . . let me add this oneness does not in any way 

weaken the particular personality which is uniquely each partner's own. 

May you be able to express your feelings, emotions and ideas, your hopes 

and goals to each other... And think not that you can direct the course of 

love . . . for love, if it finds you worthy, will direct your course. 

That was about half of his long-winded introduction on marriage. I find it 

interesting now, as I read over the copy of the entire wedding ceremony that I dug out of 

the tattered box in which I've kept such things. At the time, I was trying so hard to enjoy 

the moment without laughing at the false voice coming out the man, or from raw nerves, 

that I think I tuned out some of what he said. There is an interesting combination of 

sentiments here: I agree with the part about people coming together for friendship and 

that marriage is a partnership, which should be entered because they love each other. That 

is what I was hoping for at the time—an intimate, loving partnership in which each 

partner is valued and free to express their emotions and ideas, though I did not have it. I 

may have been "able" to express my needs and desires, but that does not mean they were 

heard or considered. However, I think my memory of what I was hoping for is somewhat 

clouded by my current thoughts. The partnership I just mentioned is what I'm looking for 

now, in essence, though I disagree with the "proper" definition of marriage as being only 

heterosexual, and this definition belonging to a patriarchal God. I now resent the idea that 

men and women are only complete when they are in a relationship, though that is what I 
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sought until the last few years. It implies that separately, we are each not a full person, 

though I think that really means that while man is a full person with full rights and 

privileges, woman attains her value as a person when chosen to share the life of a man. 

I m sorry, sir, I thought one and one made two; if one and one only maVp one, then 

someone must disappear or be consumed by the other. (Cinderella was nonexistent in any 

meaningful way unseen, unheard, and unvalued until she was transformed into a beauty 

by the fairy godmother and chosen by Prince Charming to become his royal wife. We 

know she makes it to the castle for the wedding and that's the last we see of her.) Watch 

closely, there I g o . . . . 

In a day of many tears, I cried tears of joy as Carlon held my hands, looked in my 

eyes and recited his vows to me. 

I, Carlon, take you Julie, to be my wedded wife and I do promise before 

God and these witnesses, to be your faithful and abiding husband, in 

sickness and in health, in adversity and in prosperity, in sorrow and in joy, 

I pledge myself to you alone, to have and to hold, from this day forward, as 

long as we both shall live. 

I could feel the love in my soul; I could see it in his eyes. Nothing else mattered—not the 

stressful week of planning, nor my job, not the awful fight we had had on the way, or the 

disapproval of my parents that was yet unresolved. This one moment was as it should be, 

and I clung to it desperately, intoxicating myself with joyous expectations as the same 

words came from my mouth. 
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Having pledged your faith in and love to each other, and having sealed 

your solemn vows by giving and receiving rings, as a minister acting in the 

authority given me by the laws of this state, I pronounce you husband and 

wife in the presence of God and these your friends. You may kiss the bride 

. . . May I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Carlon P . 

The first part of our weekend honeymoon began as a threesome, since both my 

brother and Edward had to go to work after the ceremony, though I don't know why 

Laura couldn't have taken Edward to work and then driven Mark back, too. She didn't 

want to drive 35 miles each way to come back by herself, I guess. (But for God's sakes, 

we just got married, can't we be alone now?) So Mark tagged along with us to the Omni 

Hotel, and we all took advantage of the Happy Hour. He hung out with us for a few 

hours, which was a bit awkward at times, especially since I now know he was on acid that 

day—so he probably felt weirder about it than we did, but it worked out eventually. When 

Edward got off work, he and Laura both came by to take Mark back home. 

Alone at last, Mr. and Mrs. P We opened more champagne and ordered room 

service for dinner. What a day. I don't remember what it was that we ordered, but it 

smelled delicious. I was exhausted, and was beginning to finally relax and let the "Just 

Married" sink in, when my plate slipped out of my hand as I picked it up and my dinner 

landed upside down on the floor. I didn't know whether to laugh or cry, so I just stood 

staring at it for a few seconds. 

"Julie—what did you do?" Carlon snapped at me. 

"Nothing, it just slipped out of my hand. The plate was heavier than I thought." 
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"Don't be stupid! Can't you pick up a plate? This is great. Now what are you 

going to do?" That got me crying again. 

"Stop yelling at me! Why are you yelling at me? Do you think I meant to do that? 

I'm sorry! It's been one hell of a day, don't you think? We just got married and I'm 

starving and exhausted! I just want some dinner, okay?" 

I picked up the food from the floor, brushing off the carpet fibers and got most of it back 

on my plate. Carlon didn't help me or offer to share his dinner. We ate in silence as I 

sniffled through our dinner, wondering why I couldn't just do things right. This was not 

in the fairy tale. 

After dinner, it was rather late and Carlon's stomach was; upset, a common side 

effect to high doses of methadone, which he had begun taking to get off heroin again. I 

thought he was taking too much—60 mg was pretty hard-core—but he swore that's what 

he needed not to be sick from withdrawal. He seemed sick from the "treatment," though 

maybe the day had gotten to him, too. In any case, we got in bed to relax and watch TV 

for a while. I was emotionally and physically drained so I was soon asleep. The wedding 

day was over, and where was the happy ending? I awoke the following morning to the 

sound of Carlon throwing up in the bathroom, my head aching. 



ON BECOMING CINDERELLA 

He arrived at my house dressed like a prince—in a carriage drawn by a 

white horse! His friend, dressed and requesting my presence. I came 

outside and saw my 'prince' walking up my red-carpeted driveway 

carrying a lacy heart-shaped pillow that held a glass slipper and the most 

beautiful diamond ring I have ever seen. Scott knelt down on one knee and 

asked me to marry him! Of course I said yes! We then opened a bottle of 

champagne and went for a ride in the carriage. It was magical—something 

you see in a fairy tale! 

That proposal, which appeared in Bride's magazine, actually happened to a Cinderella-to-

be in Pennsylvania. Though even without such a Fairy Tale proposal, once he's popped 

the question and you've answered, "Yes!" with the proverbial ring on your finger, it's 

time to enter a new dimension. It is a realm of bridal shops, wedding planners, and 

Bride's magazines; all a part of the quest for the perfect wedding, and most importantly, it 

seems, the perfect dress. All this is "necessary" for this Most Important Day of your life. 

After all, how can you expect to live Happily Ever After like Cinderella if you don't 

follow her lead? (And those glass slippers of hers leave very distinct foot prints.) 

Once engaged, you cross over a strange threshold to a peculiar arena that Naomi 

Wolf has termed, "Brideland," a world where everything revolves around the bride and 

Her Day. For once, she is the center of attention, the center of the universe. This 
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"Brideland" is an extension of what Wolf has named the Beauty Myth of our culture— 

that women's primary social value is her attainment of beauty (14). Our economy 

depends on this beauty myth, in which I am guilty of participating; even though I am 

conscious of it and try not to be too "high maintenance," I still spend frightening amounts 

of money on beauty products. In keeping with the consumerism of beauty, the 

bridal/wedding industry is also an enormous money machine. 

"Brideland" has many rules (traditions) to follow, many details and accoutrements 

are necessary, and since this is the Most Important Day of Your Life, and the beginning of 

the Rest of Your Life (in the Happily Ever After), everything must be perfect. You must 

be perfect, which requires the perfect dress, accessories, flowers, invitations, and make-

up. And what about your new home together—why don't you just get all new stuff for 

your "castle?" You can go to "Bloomingdale's: We're committed to you happily ever 

after," for important household items for your happiness, "Extremely low divorce rate. 

More people are happily married to Hoover vacuum cleaners than any other. Register for 

yours today." That's what bridal registry is for, right? To send you into marital oblivion 

with everything you will ever need in the Ever After. It seems a bit like preparing an 

Egyptian tomb—extravagant clothes, the necessities and luxuries of life, gathered and 

bound for eternity. 

The wedding is really the only ritual, or rite of passage that is available for 

girls/women. Even though my parents encouraged me in school and I did well, I always 

knew that marriage was supposed to be in my future—that that was my big moment. My 

best friend and I used to buy Bride's magazines when we were fifteen, spending hours 
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looking through them and dreaming about getting married, picking out what dresses we 

liked. Of course, we would wait to get married until we were out of college, but we 

wanted to think about it early, so we would know what we wanted when the time came— 

so it would be perfect. The wedding is a woman's moment in the spotlight, her fifteen 

minutes of fame. Like a fairy tale, her world is preoccupied with marriage without seeing 

beyond the wedding. This pinnacle of courtship is magnified into the most important, 

exciting part of her life, which Marcia Lieberman describes as "the part of her life in 

which she most counts as a person herself' (199). The bride is transformed beyond her 

ordinary self, she becomes a princess, the pride of her family and the groom, who is 

strangely treated as a marginal character in the whole wedding process. After the 

proposal, he is a mere accessory to the event—it's not really about him at all, after which 

the woman again becomes a marginal character, as she is no longer Cinderella, but Mrs. 

Prince Charming. 

As in any ritual, appearance and costume have important roles. The bridal gown is 

probably the most important component. It sets the tone for every other aspect in the 

wedding—style, formality, time of day, even the budget, and as the bride is the Most 

Important Person on this Most Important Day, everyone will be looking at her and her 

dress. An ad for Melissa Sweet Bridal House, which appears in Martha Stewart Living, 

Weddings, bears the words, "This is my day This is my dress This is my dream," 

which pretty much sums it all up. It is no surprise, then, that full-skirted Cinderella ball 

gown styles are the most popular, brought into fashion with Queen Victoria's wedding in 

1840, a favorite look again in the fifties with Christian Dior's "New Look," and 
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remaining the height of fashion since Princess Diana's wedding in 1981 (Living 224). 

Various simple and elegant designs, such as the sheath, the A-Line, and the slip dress, 

which recently regained popularity from Carolyn Bessette Kennedy, are also in 

abundance. Though many bridal houses now simply use the designer's name, such as 

Vera Wang (the most recent bridal guru), Christian Dior, Badgley Mischka Bride, Yumi 

Katsura, and Jim Hjelm, many brand names suggest the fairy tale ideal: The Diamond 

Collection, Sweetheart Gowns, Venus, and Mary's—The Fairy Tale Princess. In the 

advertisements for these gowns the absolutely beautiful models in their magnificent 

gowns are photographed in or in front of grand mansions, chateaux, and even the castle at 

Walt Disney World. "And they lived happily ever after. . . There's no better place to 

make your wedding dream come true . . . Walt Disney World is the perfect setting for 

fairy tale magic." The message is that this dress, or this location will make the fairy tale a 

reality, Happily Ever After. It seems impossible to get away from Cinderella promises. 

Now more than ever, is it imperative to be your most beautiful self, as if this were 

your last chance at self-improvement. It is now or never—damn it, it's my Wedding Day! 

We seem to forget the fact that whoever this Prince is, he asked you to marry him the way 

you are—with only your current beauty hang-ups, not just so you could lose ten pounds. 

Hopefully. Nonetheless, the world is watching and every bride wants to be beautiful, the 

Fairest of Them All. She gets a makeover, her hair and nails done, shops for jewelry, 

shoes, and lingerie, all the while getting her butt to the gym and drinking SlimFast. I 

remember a commercial from a couple of years ago, that appears to no longer be running, 

that showed a bridal shower where the bride-to-be turned down a piece of cake because 
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she had to "squeeze into a wedding dress in a month." Of course then she noticed the 

host's NordicTrac. Although it is an advertisement for exercise, implying health, the 

choice of a bride under pressure to "squeeze" into the ultimate dress and therefore, the 

ultimate (smaller) dress size echoes the concerns of many women. Women who want so 

badly to be, or to prove, their perfection will starve and deny themselves, exercise 

compulsively, or go to other extreme measures. 

Women in our society are constantly confronted with the dangling carrot of 

beauty, but it is greatly intensified on the way to the altar. I admit, I did it too. I have 

never felt more beautiful than I did in that magnificent dress; I had the perfect earrings, 

shoes, a new bustier, a fresh haircut, and carefully applied make-up. Then again, the dress 

itself was so incredibly gorgeous it really did not even need me, but it was all a part of the 

ritual—I was caught up in the Fairy Tale. Something surprising to me now is how 

successfully the Fairy Tale ideal of beauty and the marriage ritual has been so deeply 

internalized by women. Although there are so many traditions and expectations associated 

with it, perhaps personal power gets left out, because even women who would otherwise 

have a more individual, or "progressive" style and philosophy, willingly and almost 

automatically embrace the traditional Cinderella vision for their weddings—I certainly 

did. 

* * * 

Back in 1966, my mother made her own wedding dress. It was simple and 

beautiful—long and straight, with short sleeves and an empire waist, a short train, and it 

was made out of really interesting fabric—a sort of flocked floral pattern on ivory crepe, 
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which twenty-six years later, was a creamy yellow. My mother is five inches shorter than 

I am, so the dress stopped at my ankles, and was generally just a bit too small for me to 

wear. Besides, it wasn't really me. I wanted my own dress, a very "Julie" dress, and I was 

surprised by what that turned out to be. 

I had originally planned to make the dress myself so price was not an issue when 

trying dresses on, I was looking for fit and style—though time was running short. The 

dress I essentially fell in love with was the most beautiful, elegant, intricately made, 

Cinderella-style gown. It truly was perfect—the whitest of white, elegant and sparkling. It 

had an off-the-shoulder neckline, a fitted and boned bodice, which ended in pointed 

scallops at the lower hip, and three-quarter sleeves, which I have always loved, all which 

were covered in beaded, appliqued Venice lace over point d'esprit and white satin. The 

skirt was full with a five or six-foot train, and consisted of six layers that were actually all 

gathered to fit each scalloped edge of the bodice. There were three layers of tulle, each 

with a white corded hem, followed underneath with a layer of stiff organdy, of taffeta, 

and then a lining. I had not expected to like such a "poufy" dress—I had tried it on for the 

bodice and was planning to make a long, straight skirt. If I say so myself, it was a vision, 

and I was quite taken aback by the whole thing. 

Once I inspected its complicated construction I knew that there was no way I 

could do that much work in only five months. It was worth $1200. Yes, 1200 dollars-

somebody made a lot of money off of me—and my parents had a fit. "But it's very 

detailed and labor-intensive," I pleaded. I did attempt to price comparable fabrics and lace 

and look at patterns to see about making it, which would have ended up close to $700, but 
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there was absolutely no way I could do it all by myself in less than six months— 

Cinderella had had those mice and birds, and of course, the Fairy Godmother to say, 

"Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Boo!" and make it happen in no time. What eventually worked in my 

favor was that I found the dress at a bridal shop in West Texas, while on a trip visiting my 

parents over the Christmas holidays. So when I found it with my best friend, who was 

from the same town, I went home and brought my mother back to the store to see it. 

"Oh, Julie, it is beautiful," she just stared at me for a moment, tears welling up in 

her eyes. "You're really leaving us, aren't you?" 

"I'm afraid so, Mom," I said through tears of my own, "do you think Dad will cry, 

too?" 

She nodded. 

"Then it's perfect," I said. 

* * sje 

I am sure that because my mother had seen that dress on me—the visible reality of 

the fairy tale style—was the reason that I was able to rearrange the wedding budget to get 

that dress. I did have to sacrifice some on the overall wedding—we had a small reception 

at the church, followed by a party with friends instead of the big hotel reception, so I 

could have my perfect dress. I tried to convince my father that the budget he set was too 

low and unrealistic; however, hindsight being 20/20,1 know that it was plenty and any 

more would have been unnecessary and beyond their limits. It's just too bad that there are 

no money-back guarantees. I want a refund. 
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The wedding itself is often an important symbol of class and status for which 

many parents, brides and grooms go into debt or spend a long time saving. This Most 

Important Day of Your Life is very likely to also be the Most Expensive Day. A recent 

article in a local entertainment paper cited the cost of a November wedding in Dallas with 

200 guests, came to the grand total of $25,190 (16). Ouch. That doesn't even include the 

$29.95 for the Name Change Kit, if you wish to legally change or hyphenate your name. 

It disturbs me that the peak of a woman's status and beauty, even her worth is the 

very occasion in which she ceases to be an autonomous individual and traditionally loses 

her own name. I changed my name—it was tradition and I wanted one that was easier to 

spell—but now that I have it back, I will never give it up. Though it is my father's name 

and my mother obviously changed hers to his, it's who I am, first and foremost. I think 

changing my name when I married contributed to my eventual loss of self—I had literally 

become someone else. More women today are keeping their own last names or simply 

adding to their names, and they are also waiting longer before getting married. Yet, so 

many are still embracing the Fairy Tale of "Brideland," despite steps toward liberation 

and the fact that half of all marriages end in divorce. 

Are we just clinging desperately to an ideal of nostalgic romance? Are we in 

denial, thinking that "divorce won't happen to us?" Have we all been so successfully 

socialized and brainwashed? The increased extravagance of weddings over the last two 

decades seems to correspond with the harsh realities of life on this Earth. El Nino, ethnic 

cleansing, global warming, on-going nuclear tests, abortion protests, clinic bombings, 

female genital mutilation, and children with guns, to name a few. The Fairy Tale 
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Wedding seems to be an escape into the innocent, romantic dreams of childhood, into the 

enchantment that "Someday my prince will come." Women are still believing the 

"alarming prophecy" transmitted to them as girls that Karen Rowe discusses in 

"Feminism and Fairy Tale" (220). Our self-confidence is subtly undermined by the fairy 

tale use of enchantment, "that marriage is an enchantment which will shield her against 

harsh realities outside the domestic realm and guarantee everlasting happiness" (Rowe 

220). Wendy Dennis, author of Hot and Bothered: Sex and love in the Nineties, also 

reiterates that old courtship ideas are still with us in our "liberated" times, "[D]espite all 

of their feminist rhetoric, many women are still waiting for Prince Charming to show up 

at their doors and sweep them off their feet" (qtd. in Coltrane 33). For all of the progress 

in society and in women's lives, in particular, thanks to feminism, the cultural 

transformation is no where near complete. In Bitch: In Praise of Difficult Women, 

Elizabeth Wurtzel comments on the difficulty of changing these deep-rooted, internalized 

ideals: 

Even if we try to make this Cinderella fantasy somehow more feminist and 

modern and all that stuff, it still comes down to the same big bash for what 

is essentially, unsentimentally, the signing of a legal contract... but 

despite perfunctory City Hall possibilities, every little girl grows up 

wanting a wedding at the Waldorf, the persistence of puff cloud dreams of 

a white dress and a train down the aisle is so deep-seated that my guess 

is—no exaggeration—it would be easier to eliminate racism or end 
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poverty or cure illiteracy or oust Fidel Castro than it would be to make 

girls stop wanting to be brides. (385) 

We still want to be Cinderella in the ultimate Fairy Tale Wedding at the castle at 

Walt Disney World, where there will be love, beauty, and magic, Happily Ever After . . . 



THE ANTI-FAIRY TALE (PART IV) 

Waiting for the Fairy Tale 

The first Saturday in June was a beautiful, perfect day. The birds were singing, the 

sky was clear—the bluest I had seen in quite some time—and the weather reporter said 

the temperature was 75 degrees. It was a nice change of pace from the recent pre-summer 

heat wave. What a great day to be outside, or to open all the windows, which is what I did 

(I live in a small, second floor apartment with several trees outside, and it's just like being 

in a tree-house on such a day). It would've been a beautiful day for a wedding. I am sure 

many couples got married—June is a very popular month for weddings, the wedding 

section of the Sunday paper is getting longer, with more portraits of brides. If I ever get 

married again, I want to have the wedding outside and hopefully, it will be a perfect day. 

On a beautiful day it is as if the universe is blessing the event. Conversely, you can guess 

the assumption about rain on your wedding day. I am reminded of Alanis Morissette's 

song, "Ironic," particularly the line, "It's like rain on your wedding d a y . . . " Yes, "isn't it 

ironic, don't you think?" that it rained on both days that Carlon and I exchanged vows? I 

will not be doing that again. 

It does not rain in Cinderella's fairy tale, since everything was "meant" to be, but 

her fairy godmother could just wave her wand to ensure perfection. No such luck here. I 

believe it rained on several of the days I was actively planning my wedding—the day I 

ordered my dress, ordered flowers, picked out our bridal registry—by myself—or maybe 
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it just felt like it rained a lot, except for the day I actually picked up my dress, which I 

remember as a beautiful, sunny day. Many of my wedding memories seem to be tainted 

by the tense, emotional and literal downpour of February 22,1992—the day of our 

"impromptu" wedding (The Anti-Fairy Tale, Part HI). Maybe God/dess and the universe 

were trying to tell me something? They should have struck me with lightning. 

I spent that lovely day for a wedding on a twisted trip down Memory Lane. I was 

engrossed looking at pictures from the last ten years—evidence that I do not have a fairy 

godmother, or if I do, she either must be on Quaaludes or has gone over to the Dark Side. 

I recalled many memories, so many stories that I just might write down some day—my 

very own "Fear and Loathing in Texas." Or perhaps I should write "The Hair Chronicles" 

about the many hairstyles and colors: short and straight, or permed (that's a phase that 

has thankfully passed), then straight again, chin-length, shoulder-length, bangs, no bangs. 

There are variations on my natural brown color, and black—which was a bad choice (and 

speaking of bad choices, my hair was black when I got engaged), eventually it was rather 

long and blonde in the last couple of years, and now, chin-length again and not quite so 

blond. There are lots of friends and boyfriends in those pictures, too, some I had forgotten 

about (and some I would like to forget), and crazy parties of people getting drunk and 

otherwise under the influence of something. I saw some fun times, and others that really 

suck to remember. There are variations in body shape and fashion sense: the crazy stuff I 

wore when I was an aspiring fashion design student, not to mention various toga and 

punk parties, images of myself back when I said I'd never be over 120 pounds, and the 

subsequent years of going over that number to varying degrees. However, I hadn't 
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realized how much smaller my breasts were when I was nineteen, until I saw the pictures. 

I will say that I am much happier with the 28-year-old ones that I have now, even if they 

come with an extra ten to twenty pounds. 

It was very weird looking at our wedding pictures. (Although I couldn't find the 

photos from our "elopement," which is perhaps some sort of unconscious attempt to not 

have to see it again—it's vivid enough in my mind, especially since I have had to dig in 

my brain and remember it all for these essays). God, I look young, and I guess I was— 

only twenty-two—the same age at which my mother married. Carlon was only twenty-

one, just like my father. Whenever I find out that someone I know is that age, I almost 

always tell them, "Whatever you do, don't get married yet!" My parents may still be 

married, but I know it has been difficult, and you certainly don't know as much as you 

think you do at twenty-two. 

On the day we had our "proper" wedding—the one in the church with family and 

many friends present, bridal party properly attired, meaning me, the bride in a white, fairy 

tale gown and groom in a tux, his hair in a respectable ponytail—May 30,1992, it was 

cloudy and drizzling. As I arrived at St. Paul Lutheran Church with Ellinor, my maid of 

honor and best friend of fourteen years, I remember watching the gray mist attempt to 

squelch what was supposed to be a beautiful day. Ellinor told me, "Think positive." So I 

chose to ignore what could be interpreted as a bad omen, like the many other warning 

signs I did not heed, but it did stop raining before guests began arriving. The sun even 

came out for a while and dried up some of the puddles. Overall, it was a good day. The 

wedding itself went just as planned, and I must say, I can plan a hell of a party. That is 
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essentially what it was, a ball, and despite the unrelenting strife of that February day that 

we became legally married, it was nice not to have be nervous about what we were 

actually doing and saying in front of all those people. That part was done; I could focus 

on the aesthetics of it. No wonder brides are such bundles of nerves! Though maybe I had 

just gone numb. 

* * * 

The ninety-eight days between February 22nd and May 30th, were an emotional 

roller-coaster ride for me, though I kept expecting the Happily Ever After part to be a 

gleaming vision, always over the next hill. This dichotomous situation brings to mind the 

opening paragraph of Beverly Jones', "The Dynamics of Marriage and Motherhood," 

which appears in Sisterhood is Powerful: 

No one would think of judging a marriage by its first hundred days. To be 

sure there cases of sexual trauma, of sudden and violent 

misunderstandings, but in general all is happiness; the girl has finally 

made it; the past is but a bad dream. All good things are about to come to 

her. And then reality sets in. It can be held off a little as long as they are 

both students and particularly if they have money, but sooner or later it 

becomes entrenched. The man moves to ensure hi s position of power and 

dominance. (46) 

I cannot believe that I made it through this whole time without giving myself an 

ulcer. As that famous Charles Dicken's line goes, "It was the best of times. It was the 

worst of times," which was true of practically every aspect of my life—Carlon, my 
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parents, my job, even my health and my own state of mind. Planning a wedding in a week 

(wedding #1, that is, February 22nd) only to have it end up as a day of fighting and crying, 

except for those beautiful fifteen minutes where we stopped and pledged our undying 

love for each other, left me physically exhausted and sick. When I got back to work after 

calling in sick the Monday after the wedding, people didn't seem to believe me. They 

were like, "Nudge, nudge, wink, wink. Sure you were sick." Of course everyone thought 

we called in sick so us newlyweds could enjoy one more day of our little honeymoon. I 

tried to explain that really, unfortunately, we both just got sick—must've been early 

spring allergies or colds or something, but I left out the part about how awful the wedding 

day was. How could I explain that? It was supposed to be the happiest day of my life. 

Though it most certainly was not, I clung to the few moments of happiness that day with 

all I had. I attributed the rest of it to an isolated day of extenuating circumstances—I was 

just stressed out from getting it all together, we had a misunderstanding—it would be 

okay. Making it through conflict and tough times strengthened marriages, right? We had 

done it, we were married. 

My parents were not at all pleased that we "went off and got married like that." I 

had been worried that they would be very disappointed, if not angry about it, when the 

idea originally came up, but I gave in to Carlon and convinced myself that I could keep 

everybody happy. Of course my parents wanted to be at my wedding; they wanted to be a 

part of their daughter's holy rite of passage. I think they both, though my mother in 

particular, felt somewhat left out of the wedding process anyway, since they lived five 

hours away. I think my mother and I missed out on the bonding that can occur during this 
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female-centered process; we have not connected as women (and I fear that my next great 

opportunity for that won't come until I get pregnant and have a baby, which probably 

won't be anytime soon). Other than finding my wedding dress in the city where they live, 

which enabled my mother to see it, I took care of everything else myself, with only the 

occasional phone call with a progress report and requests for money. The calls and budget 

updates continued until May since there were still details to be taken care of before that 

wedding, which I had to desperately defend to my parents, so I could still have it, and 

they would come. They would say things like, "You've already had a wedding, so why 

should we pay for another one?" My dad was very disappointed and did not want to walk 

me down the aisle—"You've already been there, done that, Julie. I can't do it now." That 

hurt. A lot. I remember several emotional phone calls of rationalizing—why Carlon and I 

had gone ahead and gotten married, why our parents weren't there, why we still ought to 

have this other wedding—for everyone. I explained, I apologized, I pleaded, I cried. 

Didn't they want me to be happy? 

I know they were not thrilled with the idea of my marriage to Carlon. They knew 

about his "past" drug problems, and knew too much about the situation with Melissa, 

since I had gone to their house after the initial breakup the year before, as a complete 

emotional wreck. I tried to convince them that this is what I really wanted, that Carlon 

and I had resolved our differences—that everything was okay now. "Well, Julie, we want 

you to be happy, and if you're happy.. .then I guess we want what you want." However, I 

have always secretly thought that they waged a subtle, nonviolent protest to the marriage 

when they almost missed the entire wedding rehearsal. I don't remember their reason for 
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being late—and maybe it was legitimate—but I recall thinking that it was a weak excuse. 

As parents, I am sure that mine endured a lot over the course of my relationship and 

marriage with Carlon. I hope they know how truly sorry I am for causing them pain, for 

manipulating them, for all of it, the whole mess. Looking back at myself is bad enough, I 

cannot imagine having to watch my child in such a situation. I was too caught up in what 

was "supposed" to be happening, trying to live out the fairy tale scenario that I expected 

and that I thought they expected. I don't blame them—they had subtle ways of 

questioning the health of my relationship with Carlon, but I learned that I was to get 

married when I grew up (only perhaps I was not "grown up" yet), and much of my sex 

education centered around, "Wait until you're married... Save yourself and wait to make 

love with your husband." Even though my sex life had already begun, and their words 

were effective until age nineteen, I knew it would not be approved of until I got married, 

and here was a man who wanted to marry me; they should be happy for me, right? I 

thought so, at least, they should be happy that I didn't run off and marry my high school 

sweetheart in his Mormon temple when I was eighteen; we had talked about marriage a 

lot. Of course, at the time, we both still believed in "wait until you're married," so even 

though we did love each other, we probably talked about marriage because we were 

horny, too. 

A large part of my insistence on still having a traditional wedding, had to do with 

the fact that my dress was ordered. The deposit was made, the policy was "No refunds." It 

was the most beautiful dress I had ever seen. There was no way I was just going to hang it 

up in the closet, with no opportunity to wear it. That dress was the point of no return. It 
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was my ticket to the fairy tale. Maybe I didn't feel like a Happily Ever After Cinderella 

yet because we had not followed all the rules (and there are lots of rules to follow in this 

tradition). I had not had a wedding dress to wear yet, I thought I was being "progressive," 

but I had worn black—maybe it was bad luck? We had not been in a church and my 

father did not give me away. It rained. I needed a "do-over." I needed another chance to 

get it right, the way it's supposed to be. In such a beautiful wedding dress I would look 

like Cinderella, I would be surrounded by my family and friends, everything had to go 

better. Then I could have it all, I thought. I could counteract the negative consequences 

associated with February 22nd, and have a new chance at the Ever After I wanted so 

badly—a new, happy day of memories, and a fresh start on May 30,1992. 

I picked up the dress the second week of May and the length I had specified was 

perfect. Things were falling into place. I still had to do some alterations to the bodice of 

the dress—to take it in, and I made my veil. The yards of black and white silk shantung I 

had ordered for the bridesmaids dresses had arrived, and everyone was getting their 

dresses made. Everything would be beautiful. At least that's what I told myself over and 

over as I sat on the couch two days before the wedding, my dress in my lap and a seam 

ripper in my left hand . . . Deep breath . . . I just sat there for a while with my heart 

pounding and my hands sweating. Carlon wished me luck and went out, leaving me 

buried under a big pink bridal bag so the rest of the dress would stay free of cat hair. It 

was a terrifying moment—putting a seam ripper to this wonderful, hope-filled, expensive 

dress, and removing the lace piece by piece to expose the seam, and I took it apart, taking 

the sleeves off. What if I ruined it? Deep breath. Calm down, you can do it—you have a 
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degree. I cut away at the seams, just a little at a time—snip, snip, snip—a little here, a 

little there, evenly on both sides. I tried on the dissected gown and pinned it where I 

needed. It's difficult to fit yourself, but I did my best and took in the sides, and sewed the 

sleeves back on. I was finishing the re-application of lace, to cover my work, the morning 

of the wedding. Always the procrastinator, but it fit better—it would not be falling off. I 

just couldn't raise my arms beyond about a 45-degree angle from my body. (Like 

Cinderella, I was beautiful, but confined.) 

I remember the wedding itself like the stack of snapshots I have. I have few actual 

detailed memories of it now, perhaps that is why wedding photography is so important. 

There is so much going on, so much happening so fast that one needs the photos to 

capture the moments. Or perhaps as one is being told to pose in various places and with 

various friends and relatives, one loses sight of all the wonderful, or not-so-wonderful, 

little experiences throughout the day. There were fewer pictures taken of wedding #1— 

that I seem to have lost—but I remember much more of that day. It is indelibly etched in 

my brain. We skipped the professional photographer for this wedding to save money, and 

I got a friend of mine to take pictures. Most of the photos also came from relatives— 

Carlon's uncle took a lot of great candid shots, capturing the true moments, the unposed. 

Strangely like my memory, a lot of the photos that were taken in the sanctuary of the 

church are rather blurry. They have an unclear, dreamlike quality to them, not unlike my 

expectations, I guess. Perhaps even the camera was unable to capture a good picture of 

the marriage and this wedding in a holy setting (the Powers That Be were disturbed). The 

best ones don't even have Carlon in them at all, which is not entirely related to my current 
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feelings about him. There are two beautiful, candid photos of my father and I, waiting in 

the foyer for our turn to enter. Outside the sanctuary, which was dark and had awful 

orange carpet, the foyer was lined with windows and flooded with the soft natural light of 

a cloudy day. There are some good ones of me and my beautiful dress, with my 

bridesmaids, but the ones of me posed in front of the altar alone unsettle me now. I look 

really young, scared, almost sad in some, and very alone. I never would have admitted it 

that day, and it was a good day, but my face has always betrayed me—it reveals my true 

feelings even when I try, and apparently, even believe otherwise. 

I walked in on my father's arm to Vivaldi's "Trumpet Voluntary." I absolutely 

love that piece, and even now it brings tears to my eyes. The minister announced that 

Carlon and I had been married earlier in a civil ceremony, and that we were here to affirm 

our vows to our family and friends, which we did. Again I was moved to tears. Wedding 

vows are so full of promise, of hope and love, how could everything said not be true? 

So once again, "for better, for worse . . . from this day forward . . .as long we both shall 

live," we were pronounced "husband and wife," and we sealed it with a kiss, in front of 

God and everyone. 

We had a simple reception in the church hall, complete with punch, hors 

d'oeuvres, and cake. My parents and aunt and uncle had hung up some cheesy 

decorations—you know, those paper wedding bells and skirted candles. I had done so 

much planning for the wedding and the big party we were going to have after the church 

reception, that I did not really know how it was all supposed to go. I figured that between 

various relatives, parents and in-laws someone would know the "order" of a reception. 
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All the guests were staring at us, and I felt very awkward. I wanted everything to flow 

smoothly, and for everyone to have a fun time, but the protocol felt forced—and I hate to 

look like I don't know what I'm doing. (Maybe it was just me, although now I know that I 

was trying, in essence, to force the fairy tale to happen.) I think we cut the cake too soon, 

and I know Carlon thought so, but my mom was telling us to cut the cake. I tried to tell 

her it was too soon, but I also wanted her to feel helpful and needed. So between Carlon 

and me and my mom, there was a tense, whispered exchange in front of everyone. To cut 

it now or not; we cut it—we had to sooner or later, so why not now? Carlon was very 

irritated by the whole thing, and it shows in the photos. There's even a picture that I know 

somebody took while I was listening to my mom. I look like a confused child and Carlon 

is glaring from behind me. Maybe no one noticed. 

We ate our cake and after a while we changed clothes, said goodbye to the 

relatives and headed over to The House (as we referred to the fraternity), for a real party. 

We paid a local band to play in the front room, got a keg of the best beer we could afford, 

and a case of champagne. All of our friends were there. Over and over I was told, "God, 

this is great! This is the best wedding reception I've ever been to." It was fun. Although, 

Carlon and I had our fun separately—I hardly saw him at all the whole party, in large part 

because I hung out with a new exchange student friend from England, that I knew I 

wouldn't be seeing for much longer. Oh well. Over the course of the night, I drank beer, 

too much champagne—which is not hard for me to do, and ended up running down the 

hall to the bathroom to be sick. (I do love champagne, but every time I've ever been sick 

from drinking, champagne has been involved.) I remember staggering downstairs to find 
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Carlon—"We need to go now," and apparently we did. I do not remember, however, 

going to the hotel where we were staying, or having any of the pizza we apparently 

ordered. The first thing out of my mouth when I woke up, quite hungover, was, "Oh, 

somebody had pizza," to which Carlon responded, "We did, Julie, don't you remember? 

You ate two slices." I passed out on my wedding night, no lovemaking this time, either. 

Two days later, we boarded a plane bound to the Happily Ever After in Jamaica. It 

was so beautiful there, so romantic. Although we drank so many tropical rum drinks and 

smoked so much marijuana, some of those details rather blurry, too. Carlon sure must 

have looked like a drug addict (he was only on a low dose of methadone then), because— 

yes, I know it's Jamaica, land of the "spliff," holy sacrament to Rastafari—but everyone 

was trying to sell it to us. We made friends with a taxi driver and arranged to have him 

drive us around all week, and one day he drove us into the hills (where I had a brief 

paranoid vision of being killed and never found again), where he took us to a small field 

full of marijuana plants, and he picked a mango for me from a tree. Ah, all was well. I 

was beginning to think that that wedding had reconciled our marriage with the fairy tale 

version. Then on the last night we were there, I was exhausted and really just wanted to 

go to sleep, but Carlon wasn't sleepy, so he went out for a while. I slept hard, and learned 

the next morning, when we had to pack up and head back home, that he had spent all but 

our last two dollars on cocaine. We had to borrow money from another honeymooning 

couple that we'd met so we could get the car out of the airport. 

Maybe the fairy godmother in my fairy tale was schizophrenic. 

* * * 



93 

I kept believing that there was something I could do, "if only..." I thought I 

could change him, or that if he loved me as much as he said he did, then he would 

change. After all, I was doing everything I could on my part, and each little glimpse of 

happiness I had fueled me on for more. I should be grateful for what I have, I was lucky to 

have married a man who loved me—for better, for worse—if he was happy, I was happy. 

Valerie Chang describes what was happening to me in her chapter on "Becoming His 

Wife." 

The metamorphosis of a woman into a wife involves a redefinition of the 

self and an active reshaping of her personality to conform to the wishes, 

needs, and demands of her husband. She holds no real power, makes more 

concessions and adjustments than her husband, and is often reconciled, not 

happy. (89) 

I undermined myself and my happiness at his expense, I protected myself from 

reality, and altered my perspective to keep hopeful. Even when Carlon confessed to me a 

few months later, on my birthday no less, that before we were married, there had been 

someone else besides Melissa—"just once," but another that I had also suspected but 

discounted my feelings—I told myself it didn't matter now, what mattered was that we 

were together now, that despite all that, he had married me. Carlon had chosen me. I 

focused on the impossible ideal and avoided facing all the pains and gaps in our 

relationship. I avoided seeing the inequality that is built into our patriarchal society and 

reflected in our relationships (Chang 90). I had to believe and give him the benefit of the 
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doubt that Prince Charming was in him somewhere. Even the Beast in Beauty and the 

Beast turned into a prince because she loved him unconditionally for who he was. 

One might say that I had become a damsel in distress, a glamorous sufferer. Karen 

Rowe may say that I had been sufficiently socialized to my own oppression: 

Subconsciously women may transfer from fairy tales into real life cultural 

norms which exalt passivity, dependency, and self-sacrifice as a female's 

cardinal virtues. In short, fairy tales perpetuate the patriarchal status quo 

by making female subordination seem a romantically desirable, indeed and 

inescapable fate. (209) 

I still refused to admit that the fairy tale was unattainable—even in this marriage. 



THE ANTI-FAIRY TALE (PART V) 

The Divorce: This Damn Glass Slipper is Killing Me! 

No matter how hard I tried, and no matter how many times Carlon told me to "Get 

over it," the anger inside me was an unrelenting beast. It would not just go away, it 

merely laid low and then reared its ugly head, ripping the veil of "happy marriage" with 

which I tried to hide it. I felt like Beauty and the Beast. Carlon just could not understand 

why I should still be so upset about his infidelity three years earlier, or about the other 

one that was also before we married, which he'd told me about on my birthday, five 

months after we were married. 'That's in the past," he would say, "Why can't you just 

move on and forget about it?" Instead of growing weaker, the Beast just festered and 

grew, feeding on my repressed anger, gorging itself further on his cyclical game with 

heroin. Every few months he would either be strung out or crying to get off heroin, trying 

to withdraw, getting sick and then going on methadone, again. Then it would start all 

over. How could I be so uncaring when he feels so sick? When he needs me to help? Or to 

drive him to Irving to score more dope, or to the methadone clinic, so he'11 feel better... 

Whatever. That is what it finally came down to, more or less, just, "Whatever." That was 

just easier than to try to argue with him, to make him listen. If I just went along with 

whatever it was, I could at least just live my life without being trivialized, without 

screaming and crying. Without dealing with my anger. 

95 
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I had been disillusioned (any wonder?) and quit my design job in September of 

1993.1 was very unhappy at work and things with Carlon had really gone down hill—it 

was a vicious cycle that never seemed to get better. Although I had gotten a sizable raise 

at work (I was doing well and had increased sales with my designs), I was not enjoying 

it—my bosses seemed to demand more and more of me, like they had purchased my life 

or my soul with the salary. Like my marriage, I guess, the expectations changed kept 

changing until I wasn't sure what they were anymore, let alone how to live up to them. I 

might have stayed at my job longer if I had not had to deal with Carlon, his heroin 

problem, the emotional abuse, and his frequent badgering calls to me at work. I needed 

some time off to figure things out, professionally, I told myself and everyone, but I ended 

up figuring out a whole hell of a lot. I was also quite depressed and very sick during some 

of that time. I ended up unable to get out of bed for the first two days of 1994, because I 

went out with Carlon on New Year's Eve. I was already sick, but there was "No way" that 

I was going to make him spend New Year's Eve at home, so I had better get up and go, or 

"I'm going without you." I pleaded and cried at his selfishness, but I begrudgingly got 

ready to go—I did not want to be home alone on New Year's Eve. The mind can do 

wondrous things, though, because I was able to maintain and feel relatively good through 

the evening—I even had fun—until I woke up the next day and thought I would die. At 

which Carlon promptly left again, because I wasn't any fun and he didn't want to "catch" 

whatever it was that I had. Okay, so this is the beginning of the end, but it gets better, or 

worse, depending on how you look at it. 
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It all went straight into kamikaze mode when after almost two years of marriage, 

he did the one thing that he knew would be IT. He cheated on me again—with Melissa. 

Carlon did not come home for four days, and was full of lame excuses, denying 

everything. Even after he did come home, Melissa would call, in some manipulated crisis; 

she "needed" him. What about what I needed? It obviously did not matter at all. The first 

morning after he did not come home, February 1st, I started a new job. It was a very 

strange day. I was finally doing something positive for myself—a job at a small jewelry 

and belt company, about which I was excited, but my marriage was falling out from under 

me. In the grand scheme, that was not a bad thing considering the end was near, but 

imagine meeting new people on the job, trying to make a good impression and work hard 

when your husband did not come home last night, because supposedly he got too drunk, 

but was really at the titty bar where the one woman in the whole world that you despise, 

works. Everyone wants to get to know you, and notices the diamond ring on your finger. 

"How long have you been married?" Too damn long. 

"What does your husband do?" Oh, he shoots up heroin and I think he's cheating 

on me again. 

"What does he think about your working here?" I don't think if he even knows I 

have a job, he hasn 't been home yet. 

But you smile, and try to say as little as possible and not sound uptight and 

unapproachable. 

Carlon tried to avoid the inevitable—a pattern in all areas of his life—he didn't 

know how to handle anything himself, and seemed completely oblivious to the concept of 
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"consequences." I blame his selfishness (his self-centeredness and belief that he doesn't 

have to do anything) and sense of entitlement ("I deserve to feel good!"), in large part, on 

his parents. They took him out of public school when he was eight, because he was 

getting into trouble and was a "very anxious child," and schooled him at home until he 

went to college—which he got into because his father worked there. They gave us so 

much money, "to help up us," but it always went to what Carlon wanted—CDs or drugs, 

and they were more than ready to bail him out of any situation. Why should he ever do 

anything for himself? How would he ever take responsibility? During the end of our 

marriage and the actual breakup, I tried to make his parents understand that, while we 

were grateful for their help, they needed to stop fixing his messes, so he could do it for 

himself—but that would require them letting him hit "rock bottom," as they say, and I 

doubt they ever will. That's my interpretation of it all—of his behavior, of his 

rationalizations for it, and his expectation for me essentially to be his mother, but with 

whom he could have sex. 

Whenever I tried to talk to Carlon about any of his abusive or destructive 

behavior, his response to me was almost always the same, "Don't be ridiculous, you're so 

paranoid, Julie . . . Why do you try to make me feel bad? I deserve to feel good . . . Look 

what I have to deal wi th . . . Why would I want to be here with you when you're such a 

selfish bitch?" It didn't matter what I wanted, because (this is classic psychological 

abuse) "As long as I did not disagree with him, it was fine. If I had any problems or if I 

was upset about anything, he had something that was always worse than mine" (Chang 

68). 
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He tried to deny and discount what I knew to be the Truth. I had actually known a 

lot of things for a long time, but I did not believe in myself or trust my own instincts, until 

he proved me right again. By the time two of my good friends finally sat me down on 

February 10th' and said, "Look, Julie, you have to know what is going on here, what he is 

doing to you," I did know, but I am eternally grateful for the validation they gave me. I 

was not crazy, I was not being ridiculous, or making something out of nothing. I almost 

didn't even care that he was sleeping with Melissa—I did not want anything to do with 

him, and he just gave me the ticket out. It was the final push, for which I had been waiting 

too damn long. I finally listened to myself—to my Intuition, to the Beast—I knew exactly 

what was going on. I was not "being silly," I was RIGHT. 

That was the last straw; the last vestige of hope or possibility finally crumbled on 

his huge pile of lies and I was leaving. The cycle of his drug addiction, at least the effect 

of it on my life, would be over. No more of the bent and blackened spoons, needles and 

bloody alcohol swabs in the trash, the hundreds of dollars borrowed and spent on heroin, 

cocaine, pot, and all sorts of pills. No more getting up at 5 a.m. to drive thirty minutes to 

the methadone clinic, or waiting for him to come home from scary drug runs, yet dreading 

his return. No more of his heavy body that I couldn't wake up, listening closely for him to 

breathe, or snoring incessantly in his unconscious state. No more his stinking heroin 

breath when he kissed me and wanted sex. All that would be gone—as would his 

criticizing voice, and the unpredictable loving/hateful stares in his glassy eyes . 

* * * 
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"It is on the day that we can conceive of a different state of affairs that a new 

light falls on our troubles ... and we decide that these are unbearable." 

Jean Paul Sartre (qtd. in Chang 97) 

* * * 

Now my anger, that Beast, turned into personal power. It seemed to be a power 

that "fit," I could wear it and use it to my advantage. It was no longer something I tried to 

keep in a small, dark place in myself, punching it down when it wanted out. Anger and 

power flowed through me, pumping in my weakened limbs, resuscitating my dead Self. I 

was focused to action, with something to use and work with me, to lift me up and ride 

out of here, leaving the wreckage behind. I felt a little like Xena, the Warrior Princess— 

Battle on! Although my life still sucked and the final battle was not over, I felt relieved. I 

realized that I could laugh, that I could dance, that I could be happy again one morning in 

the shower while listening to Ace of Bass. I'm a little embarrassed to admit to owning 

it—I still have the CD, for "sentimental" reasons, but I had recently received it from 

Carlon. It was my Christmas present and I doubt he ever realized just what an ironically 

perfect gift he gave me. I'll explain. Their CD is entitled, The Sign, and one particular 

morning I had it turned up really loud as I was taking a shower, when the title song came 

on. I was singing the words when I consciously realized what they really were (there isn't 

a lyrics sheet with the CD, so I may miss a word or two, but is basically the chorus): 

I saw the sign, and it opened up my eyes 

I saw the sign 

Life is demanding without understanding 
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I saw the sign and it opened up my eyes 

No one's going to drag you up to get into the life where you belong. 

But where do you belong . . . 

My favorite part is before the last chorus: 

I saw the sign, and it opened up my mind 

And I am happy now living without you 

I've left you! 

Oh, Oh, O-Oh! 

I was crying and laughing out loud all at the same time. That part still gives me 

goosebumps and brings tears to my eyes. What a gift. Thank you, Carlon (you bastard), 

for giving me all the signs yourself, I just had to open my eyes and my mind in order to 

see them. It took a while, but I d id . . . "And I am happy now living without you, I've left 

you!" 

* * * 

That which does not kill me (or cause me to kill others, perhaps), makes me 

stronger. 

* * * 

I confronted Carlon at a party, at the "fraternity alternative"—The House—where 

it had all started. He wouldn't come home to talk to me, so I went to where I knew I 

would find him, which was fine—that was where we met, and that was where we would 

end, and all our friends would be there. I did a walk-through of the party when I got there, 

looking for him. I was on my way to go back downstairs from the second floor, when he 
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came up. My new found strength must have been showing—the power of the Beast 

glowing steadily in my eyes. 

"Hi," he said, trying too hard not to look uncomfortable, "what's up?" 

"Hi, Carlon. Look, I know what's going on with you and Melissa. And if she 

wants you, she can have you. I have had enough. As soon as I find somewhere to live, I'm 

leaving." 

He just stood there for a second with a stupid look on his face. 

"Uh, but . . ." he stammered. How are you going to weasel your way out of this 

one, Asshole? I'm on to you. 

"Shut up. Don't try to lie about this anymore. I know and I'm moving out." That 

actually silenced him for a moment. 

"So do you want a . . .divorce?" He's surprised by this? My friends had told me 

that he actually thought that I wouldn't find out and he could just have his cake and eat it, 

too—a total insult to my intelligence. 

"I don't really see any other alternative. But I'll think about that after I just get the 

hell out of there." We just looked at each other for a moment. It was a combination of 

sorrow, disbelief, and disgust. 

I guess we should take these off," Carlon said as he looked down and twisted his 

wedding ring. He almost looked sad. 

"Yes, we should—not that wearing it ever really made a difference to you." 

He seemed to shrink a little when I said that. I took off my ring, stuck it my 

pocket, and went downstairs. I stood in the crowd looking around for friends, trying to 
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watch the band that was playing and to catch my breath. My heart was pounding, and I 

thought I was going to throw up or pass out. Feb. 11,1994: Oh, my God. I just ended my 

marriage. 

* * * 

Everyone probably knows the saying, "Ignorance is Bliss," and in some ways I 

agree with it. Not that I wish to be ignorant, but what you do not know about, or what you 

are unable or perhaps unwilling to see consciously, can't make you angry or unhappy. 

Nothing is wrong, or maybe something is, but you don't know what. The truths I did not 

want to see in my marriage taught me a lot. I had knowledge that I had not wanted to 

attain, and it made me furious. I was forced to acknowledge what I did not like to think 

about bad things happen to us, to the people we care about, and often, things are not 

what they may seem. But anger and knowledge are power, too. Since I have gone back to 

school my eyes have been opened even further, and I see all the screwed up ways-of-the-

world: the patriarchal privileges that deny women equal access to employment and 

opportunity, the ways in which women are objectified in the media, violated, battered and 

raped—largely by men they know and trust, and the means of discounting and trivializing 

any dispute to their oppression by calling them hysterical, shrill, or hormonal. I am 

outraged and I know that I have to do something. But that is okay now, I'm not afraid of 

the Beast inside me anymore. I have set it free and we understand each other better and 

work together, to "Battle on!" I have the power of myself. 

I do not always like what I see, but I cannot go back to ignorance. I cannot just 

"let it go" or be "sugar and spice, and everything nice" in such a sour world. I am more of 
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a cynic now, and more of a realist, but I'm also much happier than I ever was when all 

was supposed to be Happily-Ever-After. Now I know plenty of other people who are 

divorced. We are right in line with the statistics that half of all marriages fail. So what's 

up with all of this, anyway? Do we do it just because it's "what you do," or that we have 

not really thought of any other options? Is marriage the path that must be taken? I guess I 

used to think so. Those ominous words of warning to the tourists from the rural F-nglish 

locals in the film, "An American Werewolf in London," come to mind: "Don't stray from 

the PATH," implying that you won't survive if you veer off in your own direction. 

However, I have been down that path and that is where I found the werewolf (in Prince 

Charming's clothes) that tried to kill my soul. Now that I have it back, I am seeking a new 

path and I have to believe that I will find the unmarked road to my own happiness. I hope 

I will have a companion for the journey, but they won't be able to take me down the same 

road again. 

I have adapted the old adage, "The truth shall set you free," for my own purposes, 

into my new mantra: The Truth may set you free, but first it will piss you off! 



THE MODERN FAIRY TALE 

The Princess is Dead 

On August 31,1997, the modern day fairy tale as we know it ended with the death 

of Diana, Princess of Wales. Everyone's favorite Cinderella was gone. In a Paris tunnel, 

not only were real people killed—a tragedy in itself—but our cultural romantic idealism 

seems to have crashed just as violently. Perhaps that is part of the intense grief that so 

many experienced. 

On July 29,1981, when the wedding of Prince Charles and Diana was broadcast 

live around the world, I didn't get out of bed at 5 a.m. to watch it live, though I saw it 

broadcast, and was certainly one of the millions of people completely taken with it. I was 

only twelve at that time, young and impressionable, on the verge of adolescent fancy. I 

am sure that the event influenced me as I moved into junior high and high school— 

through the boy-craziness of crushes, whether at school or church or in the quintessential 

teen idol magazine, Tiger Beat, God help me. Eventually, I had a few boyfriends, and was 

full of romantic dreams. The Royal Wedding at St. Paul's Cathedral seemed the 

culmination of love and adulthood. The pretty young woman was asked to marry a real 

Prince, complete with Kensington Palace, no less. Diana was chosen above all others. 

The Cinderella tale seemed to materialize before our very eyes on television, in 

magazines, in newspapers. She had a magnificent dress, with the longest train I had ever 

seen and so many yards of silk that it filled the carriage. Her shy demeanor and the 

105 



106 

tentative, approval-seeking look in her blue eyes won over Prince Charles and all the 

world. Except for an actual glass slipper, this seemed to prove that the fairy tale could 

really happen. 

The Royal Wedding was pivotal in the cultural transition from the social 

consciousness and liberation movements of the 60's and 70's to the conspicuous 

consumption and traditionalism (and backlash) that would become the 1980's. That is my 

opinion, of course, but witnessing that beautiful, romantic spectacle has influenced a 

generation of girls and women, and the entire bridal industry—Princess Diana's wedding 

gown is the most copied by brides. As a real life incarnation of the Cinderella story of 

Happily Ever After, the myth obtained the resurgence to last another generation. 

* * # 

I perceive that perhaps what we heard in our idealized minds as Charles and 

Diana—our Prince Charming and Cinderella—exchanged vows, could be something like 

this: 

"Beautiful ladies and handsome gentlemen, we are gathered here today in 

the sight of God and His company, to join this man and this woman together 

forever in Holy Matrimony.... Prince Charming, do you promise to love, honor, 

cherish, and protect this woman as your lawfully wedded wife? To have and to 

hold, to sweep her off her feet, and to live happily ever after in the castle, from 

this day forward, for as long as you both shall live?" 

"I do." 
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"Cinderella, do you promise to love, honor, cherish, and carry out wifely 

duties for this man as your lawfully wedded husband? To have and to hold, to 

remain beautiful for, and bear children, and to live happily ever after in the castle, 

from this day forward, for as long as you both shall live?" 

"I do." 

"Therefore, by the power invested in me by God and the Fairy Tale 

Marriage, I pronounce you, husband and wife. You may kiss the bride." 

* * * 

There were many similarities between Diana's life and the story of Cinderella. It 

has been said that Diana felt unwanted, being the third daughter born when a son was 

desired. Diana's mother did not die like Cinderella's, but her parents divorced when she 

was young and she and her siblings spent much time with her father, the Viscount, a 

loving, but distant man, and within a few years, her father remarried and Diana did not 

like her stepmother at all. She was very unhappy and troubled by her parents' divorce and 

their hatred for each other, and vowed to her nanny that she would only marry for love. 

Diana was a dreamer, a sufferer, she had low self-esteem, and knew that she was expected 

to marry well. She was quite taken with Prince Charles when she first met him at age 

sixteen, though they did not finally date until she was nineteen. Charles, then 32, was 

under royal pressure to find a suitable queen, and had unsuccessfully dated her older sister 

before wooing young Diana. Apparently, Charles was the first man she dated, and she 

was "very much head over heels in love" (Chua-Eoan 66). Like Cinderella, as Karen 

Rowe describes in "Feminism and Fairy Tales," she was "[a]llowed no opportunity for 
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discriminating selection, the princess makes a blind commitment to the first prince who 

happens down the highway" (217). On the other hand, if the first man to come along that 

you fall in love with, is in fact, a Prince who chooses you to someday be queen—and he 

must choose carefully for someone to fulfill that role, who can blame her? It's what every 

girl dreams of. 

Of course, Diana's Cinderella qualities don't end there. She was already beautiful, 

young, and fit, but under the scrutiny of the media as their relationship became more 

serious, Diana was pressured to improve her image. Her physical appearance gave her a 

sort of power, and fashion designers became like fairy godmothers in her transformation, 

though the pressure of being under the world's microscope and the burden of being the 

bearer of our dreams hit hard. Even in her engagement, Diana battled bulimia and 

depression in her quest for perfection, a struggle that would last years. She was very alone 

and without support, and all the while we were obsessed with her and the ideal she 

represented. She was good, which Wurtzel reminds us, eventually undermined her. 

"Princess Diana behaved with perfect restraint and dignity for years—waving from the 

royal horse coach and giving her head over to millinery madness, all the while her 

husband carried on with Camilla Parker Bowles—and what good did it do her?" (8). All 

the best intentions, all her loving looks and patient suffering did not prevent her husband 

from not loving her, did not protect her or rescue her from pain and humiliation. Only 

when she sought strength within herself, to become a capable woman in her own right did 

Diana rescue herself. 
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In our scandal-obsessed world, with its fickle claim of wanting goodness, we 

cannot get enough of the "bad." Diana's search for love outside of her loveless marriage, 

and her search for personal power made her more intriguing to us, though it was a tough 

tightrope to walk. Coltrane discusses our modern contradictory desires and quotes 

Dennis, saying, 

The old romantic and sexual scripts from the popular culture were never 

realistic for the majority of people, but today they are harder than ever to 

enact... it is difficult for women in the 1990s to perform the delicate 

tightrope act that forces them to balance 'dogma and desire, sexism and 

sexiness, feminism and femininity.' (34) 

Thus Diana seems a model for modern times. Our fairy tale hopes of Happily Ever 

After were disappointed, but not abandoned by the divorce, and she remained our 

sweetheart. It was the Prince who was not worthy of her, so perhaps we could still hold 

on to future possibilities, though our ideals have begun a transformation, than Irs to her. 

Joyce Carol Oates describes Diana's significance for women "that approaches the 

mystical" (58). 

In Diana, the fairy-tale princess who was cruelly awakened to the world of 

hurt, betrayal and humiliation, women of all ages found a mirror image of 

themselves, however magnified and glamorized. In her ordeals, in the 

courage, stubbornness and idealism of her attempt to reinvent herself as an 

independent woman, women have found a model for themselves. It was 
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this Diana, stronger for her own suffering, heroic for all that she was 

vulnerable, with whom women will continue to identify. (58) 

* * * 

I can identify with her, too. I was full of fairy tale dreams and got married young, 

to a man who was not faithful. I felt depressed and alone, all the while maintaining the 

facade of a happy marriage. I was "good," too, for a while, and then transformed. My own 

experience of not living Happily Ever After (it was more like, Unhappily for Quite Long 

Enough), has caused me to question all the assumptions and expectations of romance, 

marriage, and family down to their very foundations—invented foundations built over 

many, many years, which now seem to be crumbling beneath us. Of course, anything 

based on a myth cannot truly endure reality, and sooner or later, one by one we 

experience the dichotomy between the family [marriage] as a structural institution, an 

ideological construct, and the family of lived experience" (Chang 14). 

To willingly see what this "experience" is revealing is to confront ideological 

failure, and the death of hope, which is no less difficult even in this age of many "failed" 

marriages. The very word, "failure," implies that something could have been done, that 

someone is at fault. In I Just Lost Myself, a woman describes this feeling of giving up 

hope on one's marriage, "It's a death. It's worse than somebody dying because it's not 

really over. You feel like a failure. Something that you wanted so badly, you couldn't do. 

Accepting that it s over is very hard" (118). An additional part of overcoming such 

feelings of failure is to define oneself, outside of the expectations within which you have 

lived, "to try to figure out what you want and who you are, because you were always 
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somebody or something that somebody always wanted you to be" (Chang 125). Like 

Diana did, and as I am still trying to do, women must reinvent themselves, to gather and 

offer alternative knowledge to our experience. 

We must learn from our experiences, though if experience builds character, then I 

must chock-full of character by now. Elizabeth Wurtzel describes it: 

'Experience,' which is just a euphemism for heartache and heartbreak, 

failed love and false promises . . . a neutral word that most people know 

only means something good on a resume, a term that in the rest of life is 

more like a criminal rap sheet full of mishaps . . . it is all your own fault, it 

is only you who cannot forget. (410) 

By the same token, I feel as Wurtzel does, "I don't know if I can stand to fuck up one 

more time and have one more, as people politely put it, experience" (410). I don't know 

how much more character I can take. 

* * * 

It may be hard to believe, b u t . . . I still love weddings. Even after all that I have 

said and done, part of my romantic idealism refuses to die. I may have had a "Freedom 

Party" on the day my divorce was final, but I still like to attend them, and since then, I 

have made wedding dresses for two friends. I love it, I think it is a way to vicariously 

enjoy their happiness, since every bride believes it to be the happiest day of her life. 

Before I went back to school and started Women's Studies—before my "feminist 

awakening"—I wanted to open a complete bridal service, with custom dresses, and 

wedding planning; now, I still enjoy planning events and making things happen, and 
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though the idea still appeals—what would I call it, The Feminist Bride? I'd probably ran 

myself out of business, by questioning every bride who dared come in an establishment 

with such a name, about the nature of their relationship—does he respect you? Do you 

feel you have an equal partnership? Are you aware of the historical, patriarchal 

oppression associated with marriage? You don't have to change your name or give up 

your identity. I guess I still have to believe in reciprocated love and companionship, but 

what I am truly ashamed to admit is that I'm secretly addicted to a show on the Learning 

Channel called, "A Wedding Story," and I even dream about another wedding for 

myself—where I get it right this time. 

I stumbled upon "A Wedding Story" quite by accident. One afternoon of watching 

cable, when I should have been writing my thesis, there it was. Between my own interest 

in examining weddings and marriage in society (thereby making it "research"), and the 

fact that one of my best friends was planning her own wedding (I was the dressmaker, she 

is a feminist, so maybe it can all work, somehow), I started watching. Each show 

highlights one couple, recounts their meeting, the proposal, follows along through the 

final details, rehearsal, and ends with the actual wedding and reception. Most couples are 

young and white, but I have been fairly pleased with the diversity of couples: African-

Americans, Asians, Hispanics, mixed race and interfaith couples, older couples, and 

they're not all "beautiful people" of television. They are real people, with different hopes, 

different traditions, and different backgrounds. Some say traditional vows, and others 

some of whose I wish I had written down to give an example right here—are more 
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progressive, outlining their desire to engage in an equal, respectful partnership where they 

could still be individuals, despite the legal document they sign. 

It's funny—well, not really—how many brides mention their dreams of the fairy 

tale wedding, Prince Charming, and the whole Happily Ever After thing, that's "finally 

coming true." Is it? I'm skeptical, but I still hope so, and I get all teary-eyed when I hear 

the vows recited, the exchange of promised love and faithfulness. On one hand, I 

vicariously enjoy their happiness, and on the other, I still feel a profound sense of loss 

from my own wedded "failure." Again, I use the word "failure" for lack of something 

better, though it is not the best description. For there to be failure, there must be potential, 

though I did believe there was potential—I put forth every effort, but my efforts failed. I 

gave it everything I had, and more, but one person cannot make a marriage work, though 

now I know that ours was a union that never should have made it to the altar. As I said 

earlier, "failure" implies blame, though part of me does want to blame my ex-husband. 

Nevertheless, at the time of my wedding, I believed it was right—I had to, I was full of 

dreams and expectations of lifelong love and emotional security. I hope none of the 

couples on the show have to experience the emotional roller-coaster that was my 

experience, the long, painful death of a marriage, and the shattering of dreams. 

Despite my divorce, our cultural tradition of "wedlock" (a word I do not like that 

needs to be stricken from our language), and my feminist consciousness that ought to 

know better, I just can't shake the romantic desire for a lifetime partner, lover, father of 

my children, a soul mate. Idealism dies hard, I know, but does it all have to die? Robin 

Morgan states "[Women] must stop thinking in terms of 'the grand affair,' of the love 
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which overcomes, or substitutes for, everything else, of the perfect moment, the perfect 

relationship, the perfect marriage. In other words, they must reject romanticism" (59). I 

agree with much of what she says, we must see the myth of perfect romantic happiness for 

what it is, but let's not reject the idea of love, let's expand it and move our romantic 

ideals out of their medieval state. Can't we just redefine our ideals? Reject The Rules and 

set a new course? 

I still have a problem with the idea of being legally bound to someone, because 

alternative, equitable ideas of marriage don't change the legal implications of marriage in 

our society, nor do they fully change our internalized ideals of what marriage means, and 

it's a whole lot harder to undo than it is to do. Yet I cannot shake the desire to be so in 

love, to know for sure this time, that it's right, and to make a solid commitment. I 

envision myself on the show, wearing the dress (though most times I would have picked 

something different), reciting the vows, crying tears of joy as I hear the man I love 

reciting them to me. That may sound like I won't be happy without a man, but I dare say, 

that is not it at all. I am happy with myself, I love myself, and for those very reasons I 

think I am now capable of healthy, loving relationships. I want special bonds with 

women that is where I gather strength, and I want to fall in love with, share my strength, 

and make love to a man. I have great hopes for my life, I want to be happy, and if I can 

share all or part of what's left of my life with a happy, healthy, respectful individual, then 

all the better for everyone involved. I don't want Happily Ever After—I know that it is 

not possible outside of a fairy tale, and I no longer want the myth—I just want to be 

Happy As Long As Possible, for real. 
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