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Author’s Note

Names and identifying characteristics of some people mentioned in this book have been changed to protect privacy and so my close friends and relatives will still speak to me.



Introduction

That winter evening the stars aligned. My husband, Aaron, looked handsome as he introduced me around the holiday party for his TV/film colleagues, held at the infamous Friar’s Club in midtown Manhattan. A male film director told me, “Aaron always speaks of you so lovingly.” Two female sitcom producers praised the sparkling diamond on my finger. A few sketch comedy friends asked, “So, what are you working on?” When I mentioned my new project about being a fix-up fanatic, everyone seemed intrigued. Members of this crowd had wildly impressive careers on award-winning movies and television shows I was hot to hear the inside scoop on. Yet suddenly they were all dying to know the details of how I’d fixed up twelve marriages and had been matched up with my mate.

As I mingled, subtly stalking the waiters serving the shrimp and mini hot dog appetizers, word spread about my expertise and I soon became a magnet for the single guests in attendance. They came by to share their romantic stories, setups that went from bad to worse, breakup blues, and frustrating stats. At one point there were seven smart, great-looking unmarried men and women surrounding me, handing me their business cards and asking me questions, as if I possessed essential hidden wisdom and had the power to unlock the world’s most potent mysteries and magic.

Okay, so in reality my spouse hated parties and what he was whispering in my ear all night was not, “I love you, gorgeous,” but, “When the hell can we get out of here?” He accused me of breaking one of our major marriage vows—that I could go to any social gathering I wanted, provided he didn’t have to go with me. I had argued that I couldn’t exactly crash the festivities he was invited to “with guest” without him. He’d only reluctantly agreed to take me to the event under duress and guilt, because he thought he might have to cancel a trip we’d planned to California for my upcoming birthday, due to a last-minute change in his erratic work schedule.

A discreet and shy person by nature, Aaron cringed when his associates poured out the intimacies of their depressing dates and divorces to me right in front of him, in public. He still hadn’t recovered from the time I’d relayed the remarks my protégée, Pam, had made about his buddy Carl’s private parts, after their first sleepover date.

“What are you so upset about?” I’d asked. “She gave him a rave review.”

“Oh God,” he moaned. “Now I’ll never be able to get the picture of a naked, well-endowed Carl out of my head. Will you please stay away from my friends?”

Nevertheless, it was a fun, fabulous fete, and I was proud to be on the arm of my cranky, antisocial, workaholic other half. It wasn’t always this way…
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“So when are you getting married already? You’re not getting any younger,” my uncle Bruce bellowed when he saw me at his youngest son’s winter wedding. Who got married in December, anyway? As if spending the holidays alone wasn’t depressing enough, I couldn’t look good in freezing weather when my dress was all staticky and hats and scarves made my hair frizz. But there I self-consciously was, in my midthirties, the oldest person at the singles table, pretending to be joyously celebrating the nuptials of a cousin fourteen years my junior. Once again, I was dateless and heartbroken, having just been unceremoniously dumped by yet another long-term boyfriend for unfair reasons I did not even understand. Worse, I had to be related to this insensitive moron who was loudly calling attention to my unattached status.

Sometimes singing solo in a world filled with duets totally sucked. I used to wonder what was wrong with me, fearing I’d wind up lonely forever, or settling for a partner I didn’t adore—just to avoid dying alone. So I understand the anger, anxiety, and annoyance that’s caused my unwed pals to tell their meddling parents, “Enough already! You’re not getting any grandkids from me. Go buy a puppy.” I get why it’s easier to stay home wearing sweats, eating chocolate chip ice cream from the pint, and watching reruns of Sex and the City, giving up on the whole mess of mixing, mating, and matrimony.

I felt that way too. I had no idea that finding love could be so natural, easy, and comforting. But then I discovered the trick move that transformed everything: I asked for help from a few close friends. Yes, instead of speed dating, barhopping, text messaging former lovers for late-night booty calls, or cruising cyberspace for airbrushed pictures of deceptive strangers across the country, I did something so retro it was revolutionary. I actually inquired if two nice human beings in my life, whom I knew well and trusted, would fix me up. These two sympathetic souls became my love mentors. They led me directly to my smart, witty, and wonderful spouse, spun me around every time I almost screwed up the relationship, and then danced at my wedding.

I bet that you too are already connected to important, kind, cool people who care about you and your future. Chances are they’re staring you in the face every day and, quite frankly, they’re getting tired of hearing you kvetch that all the good ones are taken, complain that online daters keep lying to you about their age, looks, salary, and marital status, and list all the new reasons you have to hate your psycho ex. You call these patient listeners your workmates, classmates, teammates, and roommates. (Notice they have the word mate in their names!) There’s also your best pals, understanding bosses, regular clients, favorite teachers, friendly neighbors, and caring family members. (After you weed through the insensitive monsters, most clans have a few sweet cousins, siblings, aunts, or uncles who’ll be on your side.) You don’t realize it yet, but one of these nurturing individuals, whom you already like, see, and socialize with, is the ideal matchmaker to set you up with your match.

I know this because as a fix-up fanatic, I’ve set up most of my single relatives, cohorts, and colleagues. Aside from the dozen marriages under my belt, I have two current cohabitations, seven serious liaisons lurking, and a few flings still flinging. One well-wisher insists I now have a condominium complex reserved for me in heaven. My couples have so far produced fifteen offspring, including four Michigan munchkins who belong to my brother Brian and his wife, Monica, my former coworker and confidante. So perhaps, like the fertility doctor in Milan Kundera’s novel The Farewell Party, who secretly injects childless women with his own sperm, I have been diabolically trying to exert my influence over the universe. Or at least, thanks to my brother’s four adorable kids, I have found a roundabout way to quiet my folks’ requests for grandchildren.

My preoccupation with the passion of others is partially payback to the cosmic wedding gods. I owe them big ever since Valerie, my former boss, set me up with Aaron, the sardonic TV/film writer who, for the last decade, I have been very happy to call my husband. Before I coerced a reluctant Aaron to pledge “I do,” Emma, a kind women’s-magazine editor I freelanced for, fixed me up with Joshua. He was a charming psychoanalyst who made the procrastinating, commitment-phobic Aaron jealous enough to propose. Upon hearing my newly engaged status, Joshua sweetly asked, “Can I be your second husband?” Joshua has since married too, and we have remained each other’s fans and e-mail allies, with no need for seconds on anything.

That connection came full circle when Emma and I recently cohosted a press reception for Joshua’s new nonfiction book. There Emma’s older brother Barry, a professor who happened to be Joshua’s best friend, clicked with Cara, my architect crony. Barry and Cara went from looking like tired, middle-aged divorcés to starry-eyed sweethearts in what seemed like seconds. “I waited forty-nine years to meet the love of my life,” Barry recently shared.

Are you getting the picture of how to find that special someone yet? Hint: turn off your computer, fax, iPod, Game Boy, cell phone, and BlackBerry, and invite your friends and siblings over.

Trying to meet somebody on my own in the big city for fifteen years before I wed, at age thirty-five, was rough. It involved fits, starts, and losing at love so often that certain oafs in my inner circle expressed their sexist opinion that I would be an “old maid” or “spinster” forever (while single older men were annoyingly referred to as “eligible bachelors” and “good catches”). Still, my humiliating breakups were good for something—they provided lots of raw material to bring to the weekly writing workshop I held at my apartment. While we ate popcorn and critiqued each other’s lines of lust and longing, some of my fellow scribes were more into flirting than fixing stanzas. Three couples wound up combining quicker than you could craft couplets in iambic pentameter. Along with food and wine to feed the group, I subsequently had to purchase a trio of wedding presents—and three baby gifts.

Luckily, my loveless exploits led to a book where I chronicled going back to revisit the biggest heartbreaks from my past. Performing exit interviews with five former boyfriends I’d deemed immature, unready, and unfaithful, I ended up pinpointing the moment where I myself had screwed up each long-term liaison! This taught me that it took two not to tango, and that there were three sides to every story: his, hers, and the right one. Although it’s easier to blame someone else than to examine your own failures, I learned that challenging and questioning yourself gets you much farther than playing victim. Then I set up my book editor Dina with Ted, a comedy protégé of Aaron’s. I got a second book out of the deal; she got a good-humored husband.

So unlike all those “relationship experts” out there who are incapable of having a real relationship, or who married in their twenties, and then again in their thirties, and maybe even had a third go-round in their forties, I have witnessed—and scored—on all sides of the setup spectrum. I have learned how to charm a blind date or two, end an almost ideal match with amity, close the deal with my personal Mr. Perfect, keep my first (and I hope only) union rapturous, and expertly hook up other sets.

I’ve also regularly shared my sharp-tongued, politically incorrect, provocative, and sometimes downright subversive suggestions on every stage of dating and domestic relations. This has led to more than one confidante screaming, “What, are you insane? That is simply ridiculous! Nobody ever told me that before,” then showing up three weeks later with flowers, whispering, “Thanks, our sex life has never been better.”

Aaron abhors when I steal all of his single confreres for fodder. Nor does he like it when I’m preoccupied and busy, offering others free cyberadvice at all hours of the day and night. He fears that my sideline is a borderline erotic obsession, worried it reveals that some part of me still wants to be out there and available. It’s the exact opposite, I constantly argue. I’m a die-hard romantic optimist who feels so lucky to have him that it compels me to keep connecting other couples. Aaron, a cynical misanthrope who thinks we marry our dark side, insists there must be more sinister motives lurking. Okay, so maybe I am a control freak who digs the perks of pairing people off. In my social milieu, when you fix up a duo that winds up dancing down the aisle, you are showered with flowers, invitations, lovely gifts, and gratitude, and become part of the legacy passed down from children to grandchildren. Matchmaking makes me feel special—the center of all mystical forces, the love guru.

It has been suggested that I start my own business and become a professional marriage broker. Yet I have no interest whatsoever in joining any Romeos and Juliets for financial remuneration. I have turned down multiple offers for cash, cars, and apartments on Fifth Avenue. I said no to my pal Lloyd, a Long Island plastic surgeon, when he offered any free cosmetic procedure I wanted if I located a mate for Ivy, his forty-year-old sister. He was even willing to throw in a touch-up for every child produced by the potential union. While hosting a singles-only dinner, I introduced Ivy to Rich, who became her groom and the father of her baby son. Yet the desire to be the go-between was stirred by sincere sentiment for Ivy. Also, Ivy and Lloyd’s mother, Selma, and my mother, Miriam, were best buddies growing up on the Lower East Side of New York. So introducing Ivy to her other half had nothing to do with free goods or liposuction (tempting though it was), and more to do with the aura of fate and ancient family lore.

Promoting legal partnership for people I care about feels natural and fun. After all, being in a strong marriage is the healthiest, safest, most joyous way to exist. Staying hitched even gives you a wedlock bonus, increasing your life expectancy by as much as nine years, according to the National Center for Health Statistics. Betting there’s a fix-up boon too, I’m convinced that the more loving couples I help create, the longer my own connubial and career bliss will continue. As my mother’s proverb goes, “A good deed always returns to you—but not if that’s the reason you do it.” When you’ve been lucky enough to get everything you’ve wanted from the world, you have to give back to keep up the good karma.

I’ll never forget my own misconceptions about who was marriage material and how they were corrected. Right after my wise, wonderful fixer-upper Valerie set me up with Aaron, I’d stopped by to thank her but said, “He’s very smart and sweet, but I don’t think he’s my type.” Valerie, who was ten years my senior and happily wed herself, smiled and patted my head. Then she yelled in my face, “Don’t be insane! Your last two boyfriends were selfish morons who screwed around on you! Aaron is gorgeous, brilliant, and a good, honest person who could actually take care of you. He’s not your type? Are you crazy? If you have half a brain, you’ll marry this one before someone smarter steals him from right under you!”

That’s what’s so great about finding the right matchmaker. Sycophants are useless. You need a romantic guidance counselor who will candidly clue you in if you’re doing something wrong and show you how to amend your attitude to get what you want. In my case, being open to Valerie’s point of view led me to a ring, real romance, and (so far) a decade of domestic harmony that I didn’t believe could ever happen to me.

I bet you’re beginning to think that true love isn’t in the stars for you, and that your single status might somehow involve eternal bad luck, loner DNA, or destiny. But forget the metaphysics and metaphors and face facts. If you’ve tried to find a partner on your own for years and have not succeeded, do something different! You just need a little help and a fresh perspective. So give up complete control and let go of the close-minded opinion that only you can possibly know what’s going to be good for you in the future. Instead, put your heart in the hands of an honest, caring, outspoken, strong-minded setter-upper. This will be especially useful if, like me, you have a tendency to be strong, independent, pigheaded, self-sufficient, and a tiny bit afraid of what you deserve and desire most: true intimacy.
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THE ARGUMENT FOR POSTMODERN MATCHMAKING
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There are many different methods for making love connections and I offer no value judgments—except to say that being fixed up by someone you know is the best way to meet your mate. Having a comrade, coworker, or cousin you love set you up for free is the oldest, cheapest, fastest, safest, and nicest route to landing a different kind of love. You get to bypass the usual complex weeding-out process and sidestep the awkward ways that singles usually intersect. These are often so uncomfortable and agonizing that there’s a cottage industry of magazine articles, books, sitcoms, movies, and reality shows chronicling the annals of disastrous dates. By choosing and using a matchmaker you know, you can:

         

• Avoid bars, concerts, raves, clubs, and other meat markets—the most obvious places to connect with drunks and creeps who could be trying to seduce, drug, manipulate, rob, molest, date-rape, or take advantage of you.

• Never again have to approach a stranger of the opposite sex whom you’ve never met with a pickup line (like “Come here often?”) or silly ploy (like “Can you tell me what time it is?”). Instead, the person you meet for coffee has already agreed in advance to give you a shot. Your date knows all about you; you know all about your date. You have an intrusive matchmaker in common to comfortably gossip about, which will break the ice.

• Steer clear of the Internet, which can sometimes offer the quickest, most impatient path to unwittingly picking up pedophiles, ex-cons, losers, and liars from different states and countries who post ten-year-old pictures of themselves with all kinds of other deceptive misinformation.

• Remember how liberating it feels to detach from your laptop, cell phone, video games, TiVo, and all your other high-tech gadgets, take a shower, and get dressed up to socialize with warm people you already like and whomever they choose for your ready-made date.

• Save yourself the agony of placing personal ads, the easiest approach to becoming a confused and insecure liar yourself. Has anyone in history ever offered a résumé or recent photograph that honestly reflects true appearance, age, height, weight, profession, salary, original hair color, or reason for past breakups?

• Give up trying to brand, market, sell, package, and repackage yourself—as if you were a product like cream cheese, or a movie that could be summed up in cute sound bites (rather than a whole, complicated, interesting, real person worthy of an entire conversation).

• Stop wasting your time and throwing away your hard-earned cash on expensive matchmaking services, the clearest gateway to lose your savings to businessmen and women (who are usually miserably single) to do the superficial sorting for you. I only recommend amateur setter-uppers like me, where no money changes hands.

• Skip attending all generic singles events you have to pay for that are given by fly-by-night organizations you’ve never heard of before. Thus you can cease the painful practice that erodes the confidence, spunk, and great energy you’ll need to connect with nice, normal, fun suitors in your own social realm.

         

Many people still harbor old-fashioned and negative notions of matchmaking. But nobody is suggesting that you allow family members to force you down the aisle with somebody of your faith, ethnic background, or social strata, for purposes of parent pleasing, political diplomacy, or procreation. I’m a huge advocate of staying single for as long as that makes you happy, and dating around until you feel good and ready to settle down. I’m also a champion of feminism, gay rights, and every kind of mixed marriage there is—as long as your mate mixes in love and kindness. Being fixed up by someone you know, trust, and have picked yourself creates a totally different aura than the menacing mood of Fiddler on the Roof ’s Yenta. In the postmodern matchmaking arena, you are always in total control of your dates and your destiny. You get to say yes or no to potential get-togethers on a day-to-day basis. (Though please note that answering “Okay, I’ll give it a shot,” will lead you to “I do” much faster than saying, “I have a zit in the middle of my face, so I can’t meet someone new tonight,” “I need to watch the basketball game,” or “I’m not going out in the rain now ’cause it’ll frizz my hair.”)

If there is nobody in your life whom you know, like, and trust enough to let set you up, we may have just pinpointed exactly what’s been stopping you from finding the right partner. Future chapters will help you combat social isolation and teach you how to cultivate a crowd to care about and connect you. More often the issue is that you’re too embarrassed to admit you’re feeling sad, stuck, or lonely when it comes to the love department. I’ll also discuss in detail the best, fastest, and least painful ways to ask for and get a little romantic assistance.

The beauty of having someone near and dear set you up is that there’ll be no surprises or shocks about what lies ahead. You probably already know your matchmakers’ marital status, their mates, and whether you trust their stance on sexual matters and methods of socializing. Thus you can feel semicertain that your next suitor will not be a tranny in hiding, a serial adulterer, or an axe murderer. You can also easily find out what your match’s ex looked like and learn all kinds of other important data about your date before you even sit down for drinks or a casual lunch at your local diner. I’ve been known to let slip whether a client is currently looking for fun for the next few years or matrimony within six months; if either side comes with a car, a country house, or a dog or cat or canary; and whether someone is desperate to have offspring tomorrow or is anti-children. Serial monogamists who have a history of never being able to close the deal come with a warning label.

Furthermore, a fair fixer-upper will not mince words when it comes to mismatches, misgivings, or misogyny. My sweet former student Sasha came to a recent party I threw, but ignored the earnest gentlemen I introduced her to. Instead she gravitated toward an alluring teacher I knew to have a reputation as a roué. When Sasha informed me of his interest, I told her plainly: “Fine, go out and have a drink with him, if you must. But do not sleep with him. Ever. For any reason.” Sasha went out to dinner with him twice before he became verbally abusive. She stopped by last week to thank me for the advance advisory. Luckily, most matchmakers have wide word-of-mouth networks, an effective technique that perhaps inspired all the bad-date whistle-blowing blogs and dot-coms that have recently become so popular.

George, a thirty-seven-year-old friend of a friend, contacted me about a month ago. He said he was single and quite eager to go out with Julie, a pretty, well-known thirty-seven-year-old celebrity acquaintance of mine he had a crunch on. He thought that since we knew someone in common, I would quickly provide the intro, or just hand him Julie’s private e-mail address and phone number. Not so fast, buster! First I had a few questions for him. After a blunt back-and-forth online tête-à-tête, I gathered that George already had a spouse whom he had left—and not very long ago. When I pressed for more details, he reluctantly admitted that they weren’t yet divorced, nor even legally separated. I promptly deleted him from Julie’s current date card. If he managed to meet her himself, that was his business. But I would not be the liaison. Had he been straightforward from the start about his status, I might have found him more on the up-and-up. Yet when I was living solo, I wouldn’t be in such a rush to rendezvous with a man three minutes after he ruined his marriage.

“How do you know it was the husband’s fault?” Aaron wanted to know. “What if it was the wife who screwed up the marriage?”

“A guy who has just been dumped would not be feeling confident enough to make a play for a beautiful, famous woman,” I told him. “Plus, people who’ve been screwed over usually play the sympathy card by saying, ‘My wife just left me.’ ”

“What if it was a mutual decision to break up?” Aaron continued to defend all of mankind.

I considered Aaron’s defense of this male he had never even met and conceded it was possible. But even if the demise of George’s domestic scenario wasn’t at all his fault, he had legal entanglements to take care of before he was ready for the kind of full-speed-ahead fix-up Julie said she wanted. Since she was thirty-seven and had never been married, she was focused on finding a mate and having a baby right away. Thus I didn’t want Julie to waste time, money, or energy on someone not as ready or as forthright as she was, not to mention that he was still literally wed to somebody else he owned a home with.

Sorry if I sound prudish, but I figured from experience that if George couldn’t be totally straight with me—a potentially ideal love connector—he could lie or withhold important information from his dates too, perhaps until after they were postcoital. As a married woman who’d been around the block with bad boyfriends, and had learned how to weed through a lot of weasels to find my own rare and honorable hero, I wasn’t playing games here. I was more like the referee calling out-of-bounds.

Still, I wasn’t sending George to the penalty box to punish him for real or imagined transgressions. I was basically just implying, “Come back when you are officially available,” and filed his request in the back of my mind to revisit at a later date, after his divorce papers were filed. I knew somebody who knew George’s soon-to-be-ex-wife, and made a mental note to see if I could get her side of the story. Amazing what a matchmaker’s fact-finding mission sometimes revealed.

So what if George wound up frustrated or annoyed? I didn’t want to court any headaches, and was only in the market for real husband material for my clients. It didn’t matter to me if I won or lost a popularity contest among cads not up to the high standards of my romantic roster. If he turned out to be a decent fellow as a divorcé, I could always call him back to invite him to a singles soiree. If he didn’t come, who cared? How refreshing not to give a damn if he didn’t like me.

The point is that these kind of in-depth, behind-the-scenes interactions are another huge perk of having someone you know matchmaking for you. Since we know who we are setting up personally, we take everything very personal. We have a shared goal, and our reputation as a perceptive, smart, and serious fixer-upper is at stake. One misstep could hurt someone we care about, along with our future prospects. So we apply protective filters and shields, assessing each member of the potential gene pool so you don’t have to second-guess who is not earnest, for real, worthy, or good enough for you. We offer you a divine yin-yang balance to unburden you and keep you sane and serene. We can be a pest, or a pain, or a flaming bitch so you don’t have to be. You can remain shy, retiring, passive, forgiving, and/ or flirtatious while we do the sorting, heavy lifting, research, dirty work, and rejecting.

Yes, there are cynics out there who think a fixer-upper procures partners like a pimp. In actuality, a good matchmaker is part older sibling, part private detective, part shrink, part bully, and part volunteer bodyguard out there to protect you.

If you’re the least bit nervous about trying the matchmaker method, ask yourself one question. Who do you trust more—your sister, boss, and best friend? Or out-of-town companies wanting to make big bucks on your loneliness by linking you to their cyberclients around the country, with no legal motive or ability to check any facts or verify anybody’s posted vital statistics?

Indeed, when The New York Times “Modern Love” column editor Daniel Jones was asked to share his observations about trends in twenty-first-century dating, he deduced that, “In pursuing love, electronic communication allows us to be more reckless, fake, distracted and isolated than ever before.” Jones, the editor of the popular male essay anthology The Bastard on the Couch, opined that “men and women today are apt to plunge into love affairs via text message, cut them off by PowerPoint, lie about who they are and what they want in forums and blogs and online dating sites, pretend they’re young when they’re old and old when they’re young, ignore the people they’re physically with for those who are a keystroke away, shoo their children off their laps to caress their BlackBerrys, and spend untold hours staring at pixilated porn stars.”

So when you’re finished playing with cyberfire, failing, and paying for services that often disappoint you, then come back down to earth, where your fellow earthlings can lead you to lasting love cost-free. If you’re still skeptical, examine the motives of people you know to set you up. Members of your family want you to go forth and multiply your tribe, which is their tribe. Most friends and colleagues who are amateur setter-uppers want to help you out of the goodness of their heart, a much sweeter motive than profit. Those who are married hope you join their ranks of those bound in holy matrimony, which reinforces their own choices. Single fix-up fanatics, like Alicia Silverstone’s character on the recent TV series Miss Match, often unconsciously feel that by giving you love they will find love themselves. What’s not to love about that?

Plus, all matchmakers relish sharing their own romantic lessons and following up on their pet projects. You know who they are, where they are coming from, and you can hear examples and swap stories often, over the phone and in the flesh. So you will be able to endlessly discuss and dissect the interesting two-hour date you just went on, with the one person on the planet who is almost as emotionally invested in the final outcome as you are.

Furthermore, cultivating a few matchmakers from your inner circle will force you to get out of your house, your head, and your cybersystem. You will have to get over your shyness, timidity, doubts, hesitations, fears, insecurities, shame, and seclusion. You’ll need to take some chances, make decisions, and ask someone you know for exactly what you need—face-to-face, using direct eye contact, putting yourself on the line, and feeling very open and vulnerable. You will need to ask questions, answer them, argue, risk rejection, and otherwise intimately relate to a living, breathing being who cares about you. This important exercise in continual complex social interaction will provide excellent practice for dealing with the living, breathing mate with whom you will soon be spending your future.
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HOW TO FIX UP YOURSELF FIRST
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Do you want to hang out with a screwed-up, depressed, unemployed, broke, insecure, out-of-touch, self-involved, needy mess? No? Guess what? Nobody else does either. The best way to get a good mate is to get yourself together so you can be a good mate.

Fifteen years ago, when I was complaining that my then-boyfriend, Aaron, was not making me happy, my former therapist, Dr. Patricia Gross, stopped me cold when she said: “Love doesn’t make you happy; make yourself happy.” That turned out to be the most helpful, illuminating advice about relationships that I ever received.

Not only were those eight simple words completely on target, but they basically explained to me what had been amiss with all of my former boyfriends. I had scrutinized, analyzed, and blamed each one of them for being selfish, unfair, imperfect, superficial, vain, and/or not ready to commit. It was so much easier to find fault with them than to look inside and acknowledge my own failures and limitations. My biggest block was that I had lingered under the universal yet unhealthy illusion that having the right person by my side would be enough to heal my deep wounds, imperfections, and everything else wrong with me. Thus I was looking to my lover to take care of, please, and entertain me too much, sidestepping the important work I needed to do on myself. I had so overburdened partners from my past that my previous relationships imploded from the weight of my unrealistic expectations.

Are you doing the same thing? Here’s how to tell. When you wonder why your old affairs didn’t last, do you mostly focus on how your partner didn’t make you happy and wasn’t really there for you? If so, you need to refocus, asking new, better, and smarter questions. Why weren’t you making yourself happy? Why weren’t you there for you? Whether your former mate was a good or a bad person isn’t really the issue. Yes, your old lovers might have been immature, idiotic, or inadequate. But it’s not your job to analyze, criticize, or fix them after the fact. It’s your job to understand how and why your own low self-esteem or lack of insight led you to allow someone unworthy of your love into your bed and your head. It’s also your job to determine if this was a decent shot that just didn’t work out, a one-time mistake, or part of a larger pattern and problem.

Petra, a divorced restaurant manager who wanted me to fix her up, argued that sometimes in a breakup only one person deserves the blame. Petra was sure that was the case with her and her ex-husband of twenty years, an engineer who was an abusive alcoholic. She never drank, she was never mean or abusive, and she’d desperately wanted the union to work out. Thus she insisted that the twenty wasted years of their union was all his fault.

“When you met, how long did it take you to figure out he was a problem drinker?” I asked.

“I knew within the first year,” she admitted.

“So forget about him. Let’s talk about why you stayed for the next nineteen years,” I said.

Now, that was a fascinating conversation. It turned out that Petra’s father had been an alcoholic, and her mother had eventually helped him get sober. Petra had it in her head that she had to play the role of her husband’s caretaker, sponsor, and saint, and thus be just like her long-suffering mother. Yet Petra said she didn’t want her mother’s life, and acknowledged that she would have been better off divorcing years sooner. Now that she was free and dating again in her forties, Petra confided that this first guy she’d sparked with—a coworker she’d gone out with a few times—turned out to have a gambling problem. Instead of running the other way, she thought she could help him quit. This didn’t surprise me. We all have inherent patterns, usually stemming from our upbringing, that we have to struggle with and unravel. Until Petra could iron out her own emotional confusions and injuries, I bet that she wouldn’t even be able to feel attracted to somebody not addicted and healthy.

There is only one person on the planet who can cure you, conquer your conflicts, fully protect you, and make your life fantastic and fulfilling: you. Here is the best rule I have ever heard for romance: the happier, better, and stronger you are by yourself, the happier, better, and stronger the connections you will create. Despite all the cute Hallmark cards and sappy song lyrics, nobody else can finish you, complete you, make you whole, make your life complete, be your everything, or make your life worth living. You have to learn to be whole and complete all by your lonesome before you will be able to bond well with another human being. In fact, this equation is essential before, during, and after you wed. It might even be the determining factor whether you end up living happily ever after or bitterly divorced and alone.

Alissa, a Los Angeles journalist I know, recently called me to complain that her lawyer husband, Joe, wasn’t really making enough money to support her and their three kids the way she wanted. He was spending too much on his fishing and boating hobbies, money she felt should be spent on her and their family. Furthermore, he was selfishly planning a weekend trip to Chicago with his old college buddies, without her. I liked Joe and from what I could tell, he was a faithful, hardworking husband and terrific father. He respected Alissa’s career and never complained when she took business trips. Plus, she wanted lots of kids, and though Joe thought three was enough, Alissa had been pushing for a fourth child. He didn’t say no; he was currently considering it. In lieu of commiserating with Alissa and suggesting ways she should redo her spouse and his finances, I turned the tables on her and examined what was going awry in her life, habits, work, and head.

“If your career were taking off, and you were on your way to Chicago to promote your hot new book on Oprah, how would you feel?” I asked. Alissa admitted she’d be thrilled and excited. On deeper inquiry, she confessed that she’d then have no problem with Joe’s activities. Indeed, she’d be relieved that he had his own interests and passions so she could keep pursuing her dream. Plus she always felt better traveling when she knew he’d be with the kids every night.

Instead of constantly harping on what he wasn’t doing for her, I advised Alissa to try complimenting Joe on the good things he was doing: working hard, remaining a faithful husband, being a good dad—the list was vast. She also needed to uncover exactly why she couldn’t finish the book she wanted to write, make more money with her work, and provide for herself. I suggested she reexamine her priorities. Everything comes at a cost, and you can’t just blindly assume that you can have every single thing you want in the world when you want it. If taking care of her children was getting in the way of her heart’s biggest desire, and that was to publish her book, why did she want another baby so soon? Was trying to get everything at the same time a way to sabotage herself and her success? I suggested she compromise her rigid schedule and time frame, reexamine her expectations, and stop assuming her husband’s task was to satisfy—and pay for—her every whim. That was her own task. Rather than resent Joe’s few forays into making himself happy, she needed to give him space to find himself, be himself, connect with his friends, and reenergize. Two people who are strong separately will be stronger together.

At first she was offended by my harsh assessment. But then Alissa e-mailed a month later to say she’d encouraged Joe to take his trip. He’d come back feeling relaxed and filled with buoyant stories about his friends that made him seem more adventurous and attractive. She’d also started a new writing group she loved, which made her feel more inspired to finish her book project on a day-to-day basis. And yes, she added, her sex life with her husband was spicier too.

It’s much easier to blame our discontent and angst on our mate, rather than solve our own confusions and crises. Yet even if it appears as though someone else’s love can fill, fulfill, or save you, it rarely works out in the long term. Several years ago I read an interview with a beautiful, well-known actress who said that even though she knew you were supposed to love yourself first before falling in love, she did it the other way around. She fell in love with herself through her famous husband falling for her. At the time I remember thinking Oh no! Don’t do it that way! It doesn’t work! Do it the other way! She was rich, successful, thin, witty, and gorgeous. But that was not enough to trick the truth and skip the self-esteem step. When she and her husband broke up, it didn’t shock me. You really have to first learn to love and accept yourself completely before you can eternally bond with another human being. This is not something you can get out of, like gym class, a social obligation, or jury duty. If you try to work around it, it will come back to haunt you later.

I can’t tell you how many single men and women I’ve met who, after asking to be fixed up, have confessed to me that deep down they feel like a lonely, confused, unworthy, self-destructive mess. They are without a career they care about, don’t have a comfortable place to call home, lack special friends, are not in touch with any family members who enhance their world, and don’t take good care of themselves. They admit that they don’t have a game plan—except to find somebody to support them, heal them, and make their world better. I realize that many people want to rush into romance right after a life-changing transition such as a death, divorce, breakup, firing, eviction, graduation, or a big move across country. And I know that people going through major changes can have extreme mood swings. Yet I will not even attempt to set up someone who is in a negative, sad, self-destructive, twisted, or troubled state of mind. Experience has proven to me that someone in an ugly, messy mood will create an ugly, messy entanglement, and I do not want anything to do with that.

I will, however, happily hand over an e-mail address where he or she can apply for a potential internship, an interesting class or seminar, a new job, a flier for a fun upcoming reading, info on a better sublet, the location of an art, theater, or writing workshop, a local AA group, or the phone number of a good nearby therapist. Vulnerability can be endearing, and if someone tells me she’s lonely, I have been known to invite her to my next party right on the spot. Often the difference between a loser going nowhere and someone capable of soon finding love is four words: Can you help me?

Of course, nobody is perfect, and sometimes the one trait missing from an otherwise fantastic person’s universe really is just the right partner. Plus, one recovering from a trauma or transforming experience can feel different insecurities or fears hourly. But before you approach potential matchmakers to hook you up with available dates, you first have to ask yourself if your head and heart are in the right place for a healthy relationship right now. Have you done the hard work of learning who you are and what you need to be happy? If you have the fantasy that finding a lover is going to fix you, you’ll wind up disappointed. Love will not create a life for you, it can only enhance the life you’ve built for yourself.

How do you tell if you’re strong, kind of cranky, but basically ready to connect, or whether you need two years on the couch and a prescription for Zoloft before you sleep with anybody else?

Buy a new notebook reserved for this romantic journey you’re about to embark on. Don’t just answer yes or no to the following questions about the main spheres of your emotional setup. Make specific comments about what you’ve got covered and where improvements are needed. Instead of keeping frustrations and failures vague and hidden, taking notes and writing about where you are in life can make big, complicated, amorphous feelings more real and specific. It’ll jump-start your plan for action.

Take the Ready-for-True-Romance Test

1. Do you reside in a nice house or apartment building? Is there enough space for two people to live there? Do you sleep in a comfortable bed? Is there room for someone to comfortably sleep beside you? If your studio or one-bedroom pad is on the modest or small side, but it’s clean and you could make room for a companion, the answer is yes. Write “living space” and after it put a star. But if you’re thirty-four and crashing indefinitely at your parents’ home or tossing and turning on a broken futon every night amid a pigsty you share with four annoying roommates, you’ve got issues to deal with. Write a list of everything wrong with your living space and why you couldn’t bring a lover home. If you can list more than ten obstacles right off the top of your head, finding a new place to live (and not a new lover) should be your priority.

Yes, there’s a chance you’ll meet someone with a big house and move in, or eventually buy a place together. But like the characters in Tama Janowitz’s amusing insightful novel Slaves of New York, you never want to be stuck in a romantic situation that exists solely for the real estate. Needing a roof over your head is never a good foundation for love, especially because if the love ends, you could find yourself out on the street.

2. Are you content with the direction of your work and financial situation? If you’re trying to make it as a singer/songwriter but are currently debt-free and paying your own rent as a bartender, write about all the progress you’ve been making. If you’re a lawyer and hate it with no plans for an alternative, that’s no. If you’re thirty-four and have $100,000 in unpaid credit card bills, cut up your Visa and American Express cards today and buy Suze Orman’s latest book—with cash. Or better yet, borrow it from the library. If you’re in debt and stuck in a career rut, who would want to be stuck in that professional pit with you? The only thing more boring and depressing than hearing someone complain about how much he hates his job, his company, or his boss, is listening to someone’s excuses for why he can’t find any work at all. And being around someone hiding from his creditors feels downright sleazy. Conversely, there’s nothing more invigorating than spending time with someone who adores what she does. If you’re going somewhere interesting, you’re much more likely to find company on your journey.

3. Do you have family connections that add love or comfort to your universe? If you have normal petty fights with your parents, siblings, children, aunts, or uncles during the holidays every year, and then make up, you can answer yes. If you have not spoken to your mother, father, grandparent, sister, brother, or child for more than one year and you are not currently in some kind of counseling, answer no. Write a list of every member of your clan whom you have avoided for more than six months. Unless these exiled relatives are violent, psychotic, addicted to drugs or alcohol and refusing to get clean, or in jail, consider calling a therapist, clergy member, or other mediator to help you. I’m not implying that you are wrong about the impulse to avoid those who you know will drain you with their abusive words or toxic energy. There are ways to minimize your contact with those related to you who have annoyed or disrespected you, and often that’s a good, self-protecting instinct. Personally, I prefer connecting to certain difficult relatives by phone, fax, e-mail, and snail mail, which I find less invasive and hurtful to me than huge holiday gatherings.

Yet people who cannot forgive slights—and instead blow off loved ones forever—could be extremist, escapist, fragile, intolerant, uncompromising, and/or unaccepting of their pasts. Completely slamming the door on an important relationship is not usually a good method of coping with emotional hardship and should only be used as a last resort. Trying to be tolerant and find a compromise is not a favor you do for someone else, but a gift you give yourself. What if the parent or sibling you’ve cut all contact with dies? Then you are stuck with unresolved guilt, which can complicate grief and threaten your peace of mind. Often someone who can walk away from an old family tie will have trouble walking into—and remaining in—a new one.

4. Are you living where you want to be geographically? If you can only afford to live in a small house in Beruyn or Blue Island, Illinois, but you’re working toward being able to afford a penthouse on the Magnificent Mile in Chicago, you can answer yes, especially if you can list steps you are taking to realize your dream (like saving money, reading the real estate ads, and considering alternatives like getting a roommate). If you’ve always hoped to one day get out of the hellhole you’re stuck in, with no plan or end in sight, write no. Can you write down everything you hate about your location and what’s stopping you from leaving? What are you afraid of? Often realistic issues mirror metaphoric ones. So figuring out how to get unstuck from an unsatisfying state could also liberate you emotionally.

5. Do you have friends and colleagues you socialize with on a regular basis? If you do, even if you don’t have enough time to get together more than once a week, answer yes and write down everyone you consider a friend, an ally, or a close acquaintance. If you don’t have at least five people on this list, you have to figure out why. This issue is very significant and worth solving before you look for a partner. Someone who can’t make or sustain friendships usually can’t make or sustain a marriage. Even if you meet your mate and are able to tie the knot, it’s not good if your spouse is the only person you trust or feel close to. That much pressure and dependency could sink any relationship.

6. Do you have educational/intellectual/cultural stimulation in your day-to-day schedule? Write down twelve recent books, plays, movies, dance recitals, concerts, museums, or lectures you’ve enjoyed in the last year. (Video games, TV sitcoms, instant messaging, pornography, and shopping do not count as cultural stimulation.) Have you always regretted that you never finished high school, college, vocational school, or your graduate degree? Write down what you would have done differently. Then ask yourself what the hell you’re waiting for.

7. Are you conquering your bad habits? Write down all of your addictions and vices. Emulate the charming, kooky heroine of Bridget Jones’s Diary and be specific about how much you’re smoking, drinking, and overeating. Being imperfect and human is perfectly acceptable. Using drugs, alcohol, cigarettes, junk food, gambling, pornography, or excessive shopping to soothe yourself and avoid facing difficult feelings on a daily basis isn’t so hot. You don’t realize it, but your negative compulsions could be what’s getting in the way of meeting or meshing with a mate. I learned the hard way that addicts are dependent on substances, not people. It wasn’t until I quit smoking, toking, and drinking that my marriage started thriving. I first had to literally get the smoke out of my eyes.

8. Do you have good health and a decent body image? Write down all the things you like about yourself. In an adjacent column, list what you don’t like about yourself. Wanting to lose ten pounds and get in better shape over the next twelve months is such a common New Year’s resolution that it’s cliché. But being anorexic, bulimic, obese, ill without taking care of your condition, into cutting or otherwise hurting yourself, hating your body, obsessing over your imperfections, or feeling afraid to be naked with the lights on are all significant blockades. Fears and negative feelings could keep you from getting what you want and need. If the list of what you don’t like about yourself is longer than what you do like, it’s time to explore where the self-hatred is coming from. Until you love yourself, ultimately you won’t be able to let anybody else love you either.

9. Do you think you have to be beautiful or perfect-looking to get love? This is not the case. In fact, often it’s just the opposite. In my experience, it’s much easier for healthy people with average looks to meet someone nice, marry a faithful spouse, and have children. Several gorgeous male and female acquaintances of mine are still alone in their forties and fifties, having never married or moved in with anyone. This might have to do with having too many choices, ludicrous expectations, or the fact that beautiful people can often skate by on their looks. Yet beauty, or lack of beauty, does not have to hinder love. You can learn to develop other talents and skills to compensate and surprise people’s expectations.

10. Do you have strong religious, community, career, charity, or psychological advisers? If you’re going through a rough time, write down who you can go to for straight talk, helpful criticism, and honest answers. Is it a parent, sibling, rabbi, priest, reverend, best friend, teacher, confidante, guru, boss, colleague, manager, accountant, doctor, or therapist? The only prerequisites are that you trust and look up to a person who is willing to listen and advise you. Spend as much time as possible with the kind of people you want to be like. Whenever you’re in doubt, emulate those whom you admire. The more mentors you can list, the better. The Psychic Hot Line, the Home Shopping Network, and Seinfeld reruns do not count as spiritual fulfillment.

11. Are you finished with past romantic entanglements? If you feel lonely and daydream about one, two, or three of your exes, write yes. If you feel lonely and still sleep with one, two, or three of your exes, kick them out of your bed and call one of the aforementioned advisers. If you don’t have one, find someone smart and happily married to talk to—quick.

12. Do you know if you want to have children? Responding yes, no, or “I’d like to try at some point” is a good indicator. Answering “I don’t know” or “I have no idea” is a problem, especially for people over thirty-five. If you don’t know, who does? Can you at least write down what the decision is dependent on? (“A stable marriage” is a good answer. “Tons of money and nannies” is not so good.)

13. Do you know exactly what pleases you sexually? Were you and your last partner both capable of having an orgasm? I am constantly astounded by how many intelligent, sophisticated men and women I meet who confide that both sides of their current or previous partnership could not climax. As my late friend the sex therapist Helen Singer Kaplan once told me: “If a female can’t come through masturbation alone, she may not be able to climax with her mate.” Not yet knowing how to pleasure yourself is nothing to be ashamed of or shy about. It’s something that can easily be solved. There are many great sex therapists, erotic toys, videos, and books that can help you.
I myself, the queen of confession, who was proud to publish two brutally honest memoirs my mother hates, had trouble admitting my sexual fantasies to my beloved husband. Luckily my trusted psychoanalyst challenged my reluctance to open up to my spouse. “So are you planning to have affairs or just be sexually unsatisfied for the rest of your life?” he asked. Wow! That semisarcastic question really struck me. Then he took it even further by asking, “How do you think it makes a husband feel when he can’t please his wife?” The thought that my shyness and fear of revealing my fantasies could be hurting my mate’s feelings and his self-esteem, as well as marring my marriage, convinced me to take the plunge. I divulged intimate secrets to my spouse, asking him to play out sexual scenarios that turned me on.

I admit that it was not easy. We were both nervous and uncomfortable at first (all change is difficult), but he agreed to try. That disclosure wound up being downright transformative and it unlocked everything. Since then, our sex life has never been hotter, our marriage has never been stronger, and—an interesting side effect of our newfound closeness—our separate careers have really been heating up too.

Ready-for-True-Romance Test Results

If you could not answer yes to most of these questions, you are probably not yet ready for a matchmaker or a match. Even if a supertalented setter-upper introduces you to Mr. or Ms. Right, and you wind up married to an amazing partner, there’s a good chance you’ll blow it somewhere down the line. That’s because you have major deficiencies in your life that you will unrealistically expect your partner to fill.

I’m not talking about being faultless here. You don’t have to have your issues completely ironed out before you are worthy of being set up on dates. Residences, jobs, luck, friendships, spiritual and psychological needs, weight, habits, and the desire for children can fluctuate anyway. Perhaps just taking the test, questioning yourself, and keeping a journal of your progress will make you think longer and deeper about why you don’t have what you want, and how to get it.

What’s important is not where you are standing this very second, but that you make the decision to go in a better direction tomorrow morning. Small changes can often lead to bigger and better changes. Many times I have witnessed how little moves can reverse someone’s mood and marital status. If you are open-minded and willing to adjust your actions and modify some of your long-term misconceptions, you will be making your matchmaker’s job easier—and maybe even unnecessary.
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