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INTRODUCTION

I can trace the origins of this book back to one night—the night I went on a date with Mark, a man I’d met online.

There were omens that could have predicted that the evening, with a razor-sharp breeze in the dead of January, would end the way it did.

Omen #1: Mark was shirtless in one of his profile pictures. He had a hunky chest, but the fact that he needed to show it to the world right off the bat smacked of overcompensation.

Omen #2: On the way to our rendezvous point, I ran into a guy I’d broken up with in a heated email exchange a few months before. Actually, I saw the ex-whatever-he-was (what’s the name for the emotionally unavailable guy you date for a few months but can never quite call your boyfriend?) coming toward me, pulled my wool cap low over my eyes, nipped my chin with the zipper on my puffer jacket, and feigned preoccupation with my  cell phone so I wouldn’t have to face him as he walked by not five feet away.

Omen #3: I was damaged goods. I forged into the bitter unknown and away from the harmony of my life, which includes a persistent orange cat called Bart and a studio apartment where I can survey my entire domain from every single corner and there are never any surprises. I was getting myself back out there after having my hopes of love and commitment shredded a few weeks before by yet another Ex-Whatever. He lived thousands of miles away, but had still managed to sequester a large percentage of my heart in the years we’d been friends. After four years of intermittent phone calls, somehow, I got the idea that maybe it would work out between us. I was almost relying on it, perhaps because even though there were just phone calls, he was the most consistent man in my life. My first and last visit to see him, which included a wretched night spent in hostel bunk beds, solidified the fact that it actually wasn’t going to work out. You have to wonder about someone who’s willing to haphazardly toss her love and commitment eggs into a single basket 3,000 miles away, like I did. I was a clueless romantic, and after this experience, I toughened up and decided I would only date men in my area code.

That’s where Mark came in. Despite the omens, it should have been a perfect date. We met at L’Enfant, a small and dark café at the far end of Adams Morgan, the Washington, D.C., neighborhood where I live. It has exposed brick and the type of lighting that makes everyone’s complexion glow, and it’s a safe haven away from the short nightlife strip that’s an odd conglomeration of hookah lounges, sports bars, and coffee shops.

Maybe it was first-date jitters, but Mark was a tough customer. Like a circus lackey, I jumped through hoops trying to get him to show a little teeth, or even curl up the corners of his mouth into a mere hint of a smile. And for two hours, I watched Mark’s face vacillate between a sour-grapes grimace and a deer-in-headlights freeze. I worked through two drinks, a salad, and a bowl of soup, and by the end of it, he made it painfully clear that he did not like me or my sideshow. He expressed this without uttering a single word. Instead, he ceremoniously opened the bill and set it between us so we both could see—and pay.

I’ve found that not picking up the tab is a universal sign men use to express that there won’t be a second date, though I was pretty sure Mark’s email said, “Can I buy you a drink?” So I let him struggle over the math of who owed what, we each paid for exactly what we consumed, and left.

That bit at the café was the cakewalk, and it was the next ten minutes trudging home together that tested the boundaries of excruciating pain. Trying to get Mark to pull his conversational weight was like yanking wisdom teeth without an ounce of Novocain. By the time we reached my street corner, I’d expended all of my energy and felt as deflated as a four-day-old Mylar balloon. I’d tried with this man, and I’d failed. But people are people, and we’re all trying to get by in this cold, harsh world, so I stopped to shake hands, hug, and offer a proper good-bye. Mark didn’t stop. He picked up his pace into a trot, barely turning his head as his “Nice to meet you” was diced apart by the shards of ice blowing in the winter wind.

I’d been dealing with mostly passive rejection up until then, so this was a sharp, stinging slap across my already frostbitten cheek.

Men were now, quite literally, running away from me.

I walked myself to my own door, plopped down on my floor-model Ikea couch, and downed half a bottle of three-dollar merlot while Bart headbutted my cheek with his wet nose. Frustration, confusion, and anger that needed avenging coursed through my veins. They funneled up to my heart, and by the time the emotions reached my brain, they had mixed themselves into a productive email to an editor pitching a story about dating that turned into an article reviewing dating self-help books that turned into an idea to write a book about dating. Not a dating-advice book, though. An investigation—an experiment—to see what happens when you use all the resources you possibly can to meet and date the opposite sex.

 

 

 

I’ve always recognized dating as a necessary evil in life, even during my serial-monogamist phase back in high school and through my early twenties when I sashayed from one long-term relationship to the next, barely blinking an eye. I thank my mom for this wisdom. Just as my dad ingrained in me that a car’s oil needs to be changed every three months or three thousand miles, she pounded into my head how important it is to see what and who’s out there before committing to marriage—lest I settle for someone out of convenience, I suppose. The problem has always been that I’ve never thrived on meeting new people or making small talk with strangers, and this has made connecting with the opposite sex, let alone dating, about as compelling as getting a tetanus shot. So mostly, over the last seven years that I’ve been without  a boyfriend, I’d taken to holing up in my apartment on Saturday nights, eating whole pans of chocolate chip cookies, never lifting a finger to find a date, and then complaining to my friends how there are no good guys left and how I hated dating. It’s so hard, I’d say. But I didn’t have a clue.

Despite my laissez-faire approach, I would land a date here and there. A friend of a friend, a man I’d met online when I’d finally conjured some moxie to try the Internet, or someone I dated way back when who squirmed his way back into the picture. I was probably averaging four dates a year, and one of those would inevitably turn into a half-baked relationship that ended at the two- or three-month mark and exactly when I started to want and expect more than the bread crumbs of emotion and intimacy that were being tossed at my feet.

So no, dating has never been my forte, though I don’t think I’m a special case in this regard. I think it’s tough for lots of people, judging from the conversations I’ve had with single men and women alike. Perhaps part of this reason is historical. In the United States, dating didn’t exist until the Victorian era, when, for the first time, love became a prerequisite to marriage. (Prior to this, men based their marriage criteria on the fecundity of women, who could pop out kids to help on the farm. There’s no reason to date and get to know someone if you’re not worried about an actual emotional connection and are simply looking for free labor.) For the wealthy folks, a man showed a woman that he liked her by giving her his card, and if she gave him her card, it jump-started a stuffy courting ritual that took place at the girl’s house, in the parlor, with parental supervision.

Lower- and middle-class families didn’t have the proper home for this sort of thing, so couples met out in public. The rich kids soon followed suit because courting in public was considered “exciting.” And here we have dating.

The process shifted with the Great Depression and then again during World War II, when dating was put on hold due to lack of funds or because men went off to battle. By the late 1940s, it was back to the formal rituals. Hand-scripted cards were traded in for pins and letter jackets, and couples married much younger (the median age for first marriages was, in 1950, 20.3 for women and 22.8 for men). People went steady with their future mates in high school, and if that didn’t work out, there was always college.

Then came the Pill and women’s liberation, and a woman needed a man like a fish needed a bicycle. Women embraced their choices and more and more weren’t choosing marriage right away. Instead they pursued their career, uninterrupted by pregnancy and wedlock.

Since then, the median age for first marriages continues to rise (in 2007, it was 26 for women and 27.7 for men), and there now are more single people than ever—in fact, according to the 2006 Census Bureau report, there are 92 million single adults roaming the U.S. with nary a clue (or desire, in some cases) of how to change that. That’s 42 percent of all U.S. residents. This makes me wonder why, if there are so many single people, it is so hard to find a date.

It’s actually not, I discovered during this experiment—as long as you’re putting yourself out there. It’s a scary thing, though,  being “out there.” Menacing, in fact. I like my friends’ homes in the suburbs, with their comfortable couches that have end tables where I can place my glass of merlot while watching a frothy movie about Hollywood love that always works out, no matter what. It’s welcoming and cozy and I know what to expect. Being “out there” does not sound like this. It sounds more like walking into the middle of a treeless field with the singleton cross I’ve been bearing all these years, dead grass crunching under bare feet, and staking said cross in the barren terra firma. With the cross firmly planted, I climb up and tie myself to it, spread-eagle and not un-biblical-like. Soft spots are exposed and I’m defense-less against the prey that begin scary courting rituals and mating dances, similar to that of the Blue Wildebeest, which attracts its mate by rubbing its preorbital gland on a tree and then goring the tree with its horns.

Maybe other single people feel this way, too, and that’s why they’re not bothering to date anymore, which was the surprise discovery of the Pew Internet & American Life Project (hereafter the Pew Project), a 2005 survey of Internet users to see how online dating affected relationships in America. Researchers found that just 16 percent of singles said they’re currently looking for a romantic partner—that’s 7 percent of the adult population. More telling: 55 percent of singles reported no active interest in seeking a romantic partner and 36 percent hadn’t been on a single date in three months. I had no idea I was in such good company.

Despite the Pew Project’s bleak numbers over the single nation’s “muted zest for romance,” the dating and relationships  market is booming. It doesn’t take a bloodhound to sniff out the dollar signs. The National Singles Association reports that, based on U.S. Census Bureau numbers, the number of unmarried men and women in their early thirties has tripled in the last thirty years as a result of delaying marriage and changing societal norms, and that single adults make up half of all U.S. consumer units, frittering away an annual $1.6 trillion on shoes, MP3s, trips to Costa Rica, and cases of wine. As of 2009, the U.S. dating industry was a $1.8 billion business, according to “The U.S. Dating Services Market” report published by Marketdata Enterprises Inc., and there are thousands of resources everywhere for the people who  are looking to date.

I should have been married and divorced twice and holding hands with fiancé number three by now, given all the options, but I’ve tried with all my might to avoid the hoopla of big-business profiteering on my single status. I’m a purist. I want to meet someone naturally, like in a continuing-education class, which is how my parents met, or thumbing through wilted spinach at the Safeway on Columbia Road. I also wouldn’t mind if Mr. Right magically appeared at my doorstep, preferably on a golden day in April, with a bunch of pink peonies and Sam Cooke singing “You Were Made for Me” in the background.

But really, how do couples meet? The methods seem to have changed rather significantly in a short period of time. The 2005 Pew Project found that most couples met at work or school (38 percent), through family or friends (34 percent), or at a nightclub, bar, café, or other social gathering (13 percent). Only 3 percent reported meeting online and even fewer—1 percent—met on a  blind date or through a dating service. However, as the Internet has taken over most areas of our lives, so too has it affected how we meet potential romantic partners.

A 2007 to 2009 Stanford University study (Meeting Online: The Rise of the Internet as a Social Intermediary) by associate professor of sociology Michael Rosenfeld, found that most couples surveyed, regardless of when they met, did so through friends (32 percent), which is in line with the Pew Project results. However, just under 30 percent of the couples who met in the two years preceding the survey met online. A 2010 Match.com survey conducted by the research firm Chadwick Martin Bailey discovered even higher numbers—one in five couples met online. And it’s the people over thirty who are taking to cyberspace more than their twentysomething counterparts as it becomes increasingly more difficult to meet potential partners the further you get from school days; 51 percent of Match.com users are thirty to forty-nine years old, and the fifty-plus age group is their fastest-growing demographic.

These numbers and the overall shift in meeting people and dating explains quite nicely why I don’t meet men on a regular basis, whether I’m shopping for spinach or driving thirty miles to my editing job at a magazine, where I’m surrounded by women and married men. I missed the shoo-in college-boyfriend-turned-husband love boat. Twice. I let the one who I thought was The One become The Ex. I seem to have exhausted my friends’ single friends, and everyone knows it’s impossible to meet anyone other than drunken guys at a bar—though my friends Craig and Heather met at a sweaty frat club in Georgetown, and I used to  go there hoping that maybe I’d meet someone, too. All I found, though, was herds of scary wildebeests.

I’d done the best I could on my own, but with the trail of Ex-Whatevers clunking behind me like sand-filled milk cartons jerry-rigged to a chain slung around my ankles—a weighty reminder of exactly how many relationships haven’t worked out—drastic measures were in order. I thought if I treated dating like an experiment where I was not only a participant but also an observer, I could discover a better way to date.

I should say right now that I’m no scientist. I don’t have a degree in psychology, sociology, or chemistry, and words like  methodology and structure make my ears bleed from the inside out. The last science experiment I worked on was in seventh grade when I hypothesized the effects of music on plant growth. I tested for three days and came to the astonishing conclusion that the  1812 Overture is like steroids for green things. So, I lied. Sorry, Ms. Leskovar. Nonetheless, I will apply basic scientific methodology to my plan.

MY NOT-SO SCIENTIFIC METHOD

Question: What happens when you use all the resources you possibly can to meet the opposite sex? Are chemistry and love inevitable?

Hypothesis: I’ll be out there. I’ll meet people. Men. Lots of men. I’ll get better at dating. I’ll spend lots of money. But I won’t meet anyone special. (Not to be a downer here. I’m just going with my track record.)

Approach: Meet men online, attend singles events, let the pros and friends set me up, read self-help books, see what dating is like in other cities, and sign up with a dating coach so I can learn to meet men on my own. The idea was to spend a month in each realm, during which time I’d date three or four guys.



Oh, the best laid plans ...

I tried to keep the experiment as authentic as possible and, for the most part, only went out with men I was truly interested in. I didn’t tell most of my dates about the experiment, with the exception of three blind dates and the men I went out with in other cities. (It was too tricky to keep up with a lie about why I was asking to go out with someone thousands of miles away.) To protect innocent and unwitting participants, I’ve used aliases and changed minor details.

The concern everyone seemed to have when I started this experiment was “What if you meet someone?” My original reply: “I haven’t met anyone in seven years. Why would I now?” Then my mom pointed out that anyone who truly understands me, cares about me, and is worth my time would understand. And as bitter as I can be at times, I firmly believe that if it’s meant to work out, it will.

Here’s what happened. (I’ll start from the beginning.)




EXPERIMENT #1

Online Dating

A Lesson in Keeping Great Expectations in Check

 

 

 

There he is, leaning against a pergola, on the rooftop deck at the Reef, awkwardly looking down at his cell phone as you do when you’re waiting by yourself at a bar for someone you met online. He must be hoping to high heaven that:1. I’m not crazy,
2. I posted reliable pictures that werea. of me and
b. not taken before I gained 100 pounds, and

3. I show up.


Scrappy13 (that’s his handle) and I met on Match.com, which, along with the Onion Personals, I’d been browsing for a few weeks. You can become a member of both sites for free, but once  you want to start contacting other members, you have to pay. Generally, it’s about thirty-five dollars for a one-month package, but if you buy in bulk, the monthly fee goes down significantly.

I’d been lying low in the virtual brush, patiently waiting out my first conquest. More hiding than waiting, actually. Even though I’d dated online before, I was skittish about going back into the jungle. The most recent guy I dated broke it off with me because it “wasn’t fun anymore,” which was true. But who wants to hear that? He might as well have told me I looked fat in every single pair of jeans I owned.

The current prospects, while entertaining, were not at all endearing. I’d received emails from men on both sites that went exactly like this, typos, craziness and all:Hello Pretty, is my pleasure to know you and to love you as my arm length, looking through your pic at match.com, i can see the love in your eyes. Am from Nigeria, Lagos city 25yrs and I will want you and i to get really close if you don’t mine were my country is. As the star is far from the moon they love each other and they will want to try and know each other no matter what will want to distract them. i really want to have you and to love cos you make me felt that thelove must come from you, in other for you to contact me this is my email ...

 

and

 

Younger 20s guy is HOT!

and

 

You look like trouble





Scrappy13 was harmless enough—a thirty-five-year-old who, in his profile, discussed properly executing “the most revered of dance moves (the Lawnmower),” referred to his family as a modern-day Brady Bunch, and in general seemed like a fully functioning member of society. And he could spell, which I personally appreciate as much as I appreciate good shoes. (You can tell a lot about a man by his shoes.) He winked at me—there’s a winking emoticon you can click in lieu of sending an email—and, after a week of epic emails, here we are. He doesn’t look like the  best picture from his profile, but at least I recognize him. He is pale, freckly, and wearing square-toed shoes.




It’s just a date. It’s just a date. It’s just a date.

I’m strategically a few minutes late because I hate being the one waiting, looking up at every single person walking by and wondering, “Is that him?” and “Maybe that guy?” As I approach Scrappy13, sweaty from nerves and the three-story climb up to the deck, I feel my smile descend into a constipated grimace. I’ve learned to fake extraversion, but in situations like first dates where I have no control and can’t predict the outcome, I’m grabbing for the panic button at the first hello.

On top of this, I engage in ridiculous expectation-building when it comes to dating because, ultimately, I do want to get married, have kids, and scream bloody murder at the whole family that they will wash their hands before we sit down to dinner, whilst wielding a spatula dripping with spaghetti sauce. Dating is the conduit to this, so it’s almost counterintuitive not to go in with the endgame in mind. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve thought to myself in the mirror when applying a last coat of lip gloss, “This might be the night I meet The One!” I build in an impossible standard with my fantasizing. I’ll visualize a wedding dress—maybe even the flower arrangements—before I even get to the date.

Scrappy13 doesn’t know about my dating neuroses, so he shakes my clammy hand instead of leaping off the edge of the roof deck. As I’d suspected, he’s shorter than me, even though his shoes easily add an extra inch. I knew this because every single guy I’ve ever met online who’s said he’s somewhere between five foot eight and five foot eleven has been two inches shorter. Studies at the University of Chicago and MIT back this up. Researchers found that when dating online, men do lie about height—though only by an inch. They also lie about how educated they are and marital status, while women fudge their weight by shaving off at least ten pounds and lie about their overall physical appearance. And everyone lies about age.

The height issue is my thing, though it probably doesn’t even register on the brain of the average woman who is five foot four. I, however, am four and a half inches taller than that, and those crummy few inches are the difference between expectations met and a deal breaker. This begs the question of why I need to date  someone who is taller than I am. I don’t. And I haven’t always. But there’s something about not wanting to feel like an Amazon. But I can’t cast stones at Scrappy13 though, since I labeled my body type as “slender” rather than the more accurate “about average.” In the spirit of even Steven, I take my height grievances that run deep and heavy through my being and put them off to the side where I can still see them, but so they’re not clouding my judgment.

Bon Jovi blares directly over our table while Scrappy13 and I tiptoe through the getting-to-know-you process and I silently contemplate if I think he’s cute. With online dating, if you’re looking at a screen full of blah guys, the mediocre guy will shine like Adonis in comparison. I wasn’t sure how I felt about him when he winked at me, so I’d called in for a second opinion, which helps temper my propensity for bad decision making fueled by desperation. My reinforcements are coworkers Edie and Donna. They’re my age, smart, and married. Both escaped from small, rural towns where people talk with accents you’d need pliers to pull apart, and this is why I trust their judgment; they’ve seen all kinds and can tell me when I’m being rightfully choosy or just snotty.

“Oooooh, I like him.” Edie leaned over my chair looking at my monitor.

Donna was right behind her. “He’s totally cute.”

Their double positive sealed the deal.

My in-person conclusion right now: He’s not not cute. It’s superficial, but that’s how dating is. If you don’t want to tear the clothes off the person you’re on a date with, buttons flying everywhere, and jump into bed with them, what’s the point? If attraction and sex weren’t an issue, I’d never date; instead, I’d have lots  of good friends and hug them a lot, and life would be easier and neater and uncomplicated.

“Sooooo ... what do you do?” People love talking about their jobs here in D.C. It’s a place where people come to get ahead by doing things like saving the world or taking over the world or writing press releases about saving and taking over the world. They define themselves by their work, which is not my thing. But I have to say something. Scrappy13 and I didn’t connect at first meet, so I was digging for some commonality and the chemistry we found over email. I’ve dated online long enough to know that cyber sparks are unreliable when it comes to predicting in-person sparks, and I shouldn’t be surprised that ours is stuck in my Gmail account, password protected and not going to make a showing.

The career question has the desired effect of getting us into more of a conversation rather than interrogating each other. But immediately following a debriefing of his top-secret job that has something to do with creating weaponry (I only hear a fraction of it above Axl Rose’s growl, which is a good thing, because talk of guns and missiles definitely isn’t making him more attractive to my bleeding-heart liberalism), like a swift hit to the temple with a blunt object, our conversation falls into the first lull.

Music fills up every molecule of space on the roof deck, but the silence between us is suffocating. I don’t know what disaster I think might happen during this unscheduled break in programming. In actuality, conversational lulls rarely last more than ten seconds (I made that number up), which is enough time to sip a beer, refold your napkin over your lap, or reach for your cell phone to make sure that it’s off to prove how polite and conscientious  you are on dates. But on a first date, ten seconds can feel like an eternity. Babies are born and people will die in those few breaths.

Instead of patiently waiting for natural conversation to pick up, the fight-or-flight response kicks in. I have to interject something. I launch into survival mode and start spouting off irrelevant information about my life, something I read or heard, but nothing with a punch line or any point whatsoever. I punctuate this nonsense with guffaws and too-quick, too-loud laughter, and descend quickly and without an ounce of grace into the damning fires of first-date hell.

And then the waiter with the diamond earrings that sparkle in the setting sun rescues me from myself. “You guys gonna get dinner?” The frenzy dies as quickly as it began, and I’m quiet.

“Should we get our dinner on?” Scrappy13 looks at me. I’m surprised he wants to continue this date. Maybe it’s not as bad as I think it is. I’ve had enough to drink to agree, and I mostly keep my anxiety in check as we spend the next hour nervously laughing over interim “huhs?” and “can you repeat thats?” while I jump and skip through topics like a ten-year-old with ADD.

 

 

 

Standing outside on the sidewalk, Scrappy13 and I do the postdate shuffle.1 Kissing isn’t an option, and I’d been mulling over   whether I even wanted to go out with him again, thinking probably not. I have a knack for getting myself trapped in relationships I’m too afraid to leave for fear of hurting the other person. Instead of breaking up because that’s what people do when they don’t want to date someone anymore, I convince myself that I need to try harder to make things work. There are three years of my life I’d like back based on this frustrating logic of pounding square pegs into round holes, and I now run with the idea that it’s best to nip things in the bud early on.

“Do you want to go out again?”

Curses! Couldn’t he have waited to discuss this over email so it would be easier for me to say no? The spotlight flashes on me and I’m naked in front of a packed house waiting for me to perform the turn-him-down-gently tango. Unlike the subtle postdate shuffle, I haven’t practiced this dance. I don’t know how to say no. Not like this. Not in person. I don’t want to hurt Scrappy13’s feelings, although it’s vain of me to think he would care at all if I didn’t want to see him again after only one date.

I hear the firm voice of my therapist, Judith, in my head, her nasal New York accent instructing me with well-placed questions. “Do you really think you can know if you like someone after one date?” she asks.

“Yes!” I yell back in my head, indignant. Presumably, people aren’t always themselves on first dates and it’s hard to gauge chemistry. I don’t totally buy in to this, but I also know my one-strike-you’re-out method hasn’t worked. And I’m not good at listening to my gut anyway. I have no confidence in it. What if I’m confusing a gut reaction that’s instinctually telling me I  shouldn’t date this person with a knee-jerk reaction to the fear of getting involved with someone? Or maybe I know this really can’t go anywhere because I have many, many more dates to go on for this experiment, so my subconscious is making me less attracted to him.

I peer at Scrappy13 through the foggy lens of overanalysis. My heart is clenched into a “no” and my head is piercing with “just go.” What if Judith is right? What if I say no and miss out on a good thing? And besides, what could one more date hurt?

“Sure!” I use “sure” instead of “yes.” It means, “I will, but I don’t really want to.” I have much to work on in therapy.

 

 

 

“So, hooker, how did it go? Did you have sex?”

I’m postdate recapping over merlot and The Golden Girls with my neighbor Kenneth, who is equal parts crotchety old man and charming queen, and who gets great pleasure in calling me and anyone else who allows him to get away with it “hooker.”

I met Kenneth the first day he moved into my building three years ago with his yippy Italian greyhound, Mick. He came barging up to our dilapidated roof deck while I was having a civilized summer date of chardonnay and cantaloupe with a guy I met online who I was certain was gay, despite his constant sex talk.

Kenneth was upset because he couldn’t find our apartment manager’s office to get the key to his top lock. “Honey, I don’t know this neighborhood. I’m a Dupont girl,” he said, referring to his old neighborhood Dupont Circle and fanning at the heat.

Since then we’ve become close friends, and he’s one of my  only neighbors now because our building management company stopped renting out apartments a year ago, presumably in an attempt to empty out the building and convert to condo. We were the holdouts and we weren’t leaving.

“Noooooo, we didn’t have sex. It was a first date.”

“Well, does he have a big penis?”

This may seem like a ridiculous question after having told him there wasn’t any sex. But then you have to consider the gay dating sites manhunt.net and spandexguys.com, where penis size is a basic stat and there will probably be a picture of it, too.

“Well, he is short, so ... tough to say.” I play along for fun.

“When are you going to get over the height thing?” Kenneth doesn’t approve of my hang-up. He thinks I don’t give people a chance. Which is true. But this also is coming from someone whose friends are mostly thin and pretty. We all have our criteria, and usually it’s pretty shallow.




Spinning your wheels does not create chemistry.

Over the next week, I roll up my sleeves and plow through singleton cyberspace.2 I check my accounts wherever there’s an open   Internet connection: during my lunch break, every five minutes for the rest of the day, and into the wee hours on my couch in my underwear, laptop burning my thighs.

In the midst of a G-rated cyber affair with Scrappy13 that includes epic emails all day long but not a single phone call, another guy on Match, TheKid, winks at me. I seem to be getting a better response on this site, probably because there are more members here than the Onion, which, along with other online magazines including Nerve.com and Salon.com, uses the FastCupid.com database. It’s a niche site hyped as the “eclectic online community for people who already have a life!” Whatever that means. More precisely, Match, with more than 20 million members (according to the website), is like a giant party at a club with all the frat boys, whereas the Onion (with 256,000 members) is like going to an intimate dinner party with intellectuals. The guests might be better, but that dinner party is small, so pickings are slim.3 I want to be at the party where there’s more bang for the buck.

TheKid is twenty-six. He’s too young, but he’s really excited   about me. Actually, he’s excited about everything. His profile is overflowing with emoticons and exclamation points. And then there are the misspellings. It’s so hard not to be judgmental when it comes to spelling. As an editor, it gives me distinct pleasure to find typos just about anywhere. In a sense, that would make this a perfect match. But no one ever wants to see a typo on a resume or cover letter, and that’s what we’re talking about here.

These aren’t misspellings from typing too fast, either. These are words like “excersice” that he butchers repeatedly because he thinks he knows how they’re spelled. But the last book he read was The Grapes of Wrath, and he’s a teacher. With a master’s degree. (This fact did conjure a snotty internal monologue about how anyone  can get a master’s these days.) His favorite things are “Sushi, Traveling, Excersice, Sweating, Love.” Hmmmm. So I don’t connect with what he’s saying or how he’s saying it—at all—but he’s terribly cute. And he wants to meet someone who’s “outgoing, caring, energetic, and intelligent. She also must have a great sense of humor and like to laugh a lot. Enjoying life is also a plus ;).” I like life. I’m caring and intelligent. So I email him.

Like his profile, TheKid’s emails explode with alpha-numeric excitability. I wonder if maybe he “excersices” too much. Serotonin appears to be shooting out of his fingertips, through the keyboard, and into my apartment. I decide this is a good thing. I’m generally a happy person—with the help of antidepressants, that is—so there’s something to be said for surrounding myself with happy people.

TheKid’s emails are warm and friendly, and when I tell him it’s my birthday that weekend, he “sings” to me in all caps with twelve  exclamation points and three smiley faces. It’s also Memorial Day weekend and he is going out of town. We make a date for the following Sunday, and I go to my family birthday dinner where I receive two cards each from my mom, dad, and sister (and one from the cat), and my mom winces as if red ants were crawling up her legs because there are no candles to blow out on my apple cobbler. The whole biological-clock-ticking business has escaped me thus far, but I think my mom is dying for some grandkids who will truly appreciate the pomp and circumstance that goes along with our familial celebrations. Bart will only tide her over for so long.

I turned thirty-three and had the feeling it would be a special year. I’d been looking forward to it ever since I read an interview on Pitchfork.com with Billy Corgan, who revealed how his early nineties angst subsided after his Saturn Return phase—aka the “early life crisis,” which usually strikes in the late twenties. This period in my own life was darkened with depression because I was accustomed to coasting along and I had no idea what I wanted to do or who I wanted to be. So I took off. I moved to New York for a year, then to an island for a summer, where I lived in a tent and worked in a hut, and finally traveled around Europe because I’d always wanted to. I was searching and escaping at the same time. When I ran out of money and couldn’t justify another expense on my credit card, I moved back to D.C. and hunkered down at my parents’ house, sleeping in my old bedroom for a year and a half while I figured out my life.

I’d spent the last few years stabilizing my existence and my debt, I’d lost the weight I’d gained while trying to fill the vacant  hole of my existence with an Oreo cookie prescription, and I was lighter emotionally than I’d ever been. I wanted to celebrate because I was convinced that, by now, the residual effects of that tumultuous time would have dissipated. That was mostly true. Though by embarking on this experiment, I had unwittingly affected change in my life yet again.

 

 

 

The honeymoon is over. The initial rush of email you get from being fresh meat online has faded. I welcome the silence though, because I can only juggle so many dates and men at once, and after two weeks of fielding emails from guys I didn’t want to go out with and vacillating between TheKid and Scrappy13, I was already burning out.

I tried to date two people simultaneously many years ago. It wasn’t disastrous, but it also wasn’t advisable, mostly because the guys were friends. We were all out at a bar one night, one boyfriend on the main level, the other upstairs. And me running up and down between the two trying to keep them separate. I promised one a date the next weekend, went home with the other, and ditched them both to get back together with The Ex. Then and now, I’ve found that when you’re wrapped up in the process of dating and want so badly to have something work out with someone—anyone—it’s easy to forget that your choices aren’t limited to one person or the other. There’s also the choice I always forget about: To not choose anyone in order to keep myself open to someone who is right for me.

I’ve let things with Scrappy13 cool. I suspect he understands that I’m uncertain. Or maybe he thinks I’m busy, because that’s what I keep telling him. I’ve been more interested in getting to know TheKid, whom I’m more attracted to but have nothing in common with. Our first date was coffee in the park. I decided that, despite some juvenile tendencies (grasping at fireflies, hugging his new Honda Element), it was worth another more formal date. Our second rendezvous was meant to be a grown-up dinner date but felt more like a mom and her son because I’m so much older than him, because I felt like I had to handhold him to plan the date, and because, despite my shameless, wine-induced puckering in the passenger seat when he dropped me off, all I got was a hug. “I’ll call you,” he said.

Afterward, I’d barged into Kenneth’s apartment for a nightcap and another recap.

“So, how tall is he?”

“Barely my height.” I plop down on his couch and hold my glass of wine over my head so it doesn’t spill while Mick jumps up and down on my bladder like he’s on a trampoline.

“He said he’s five foot ten, but he’s not. I know he’s not.” I slug down the wine and look at Kenneth sideways. “What’s wrong with you people? Do you really not know how tall you are?”

Kenneth, with all of the smugness of a queen, cocks his head back at me and asks, “Have you ever thought you, hooker, are the one who’s wrong?”

Well. No. I’ve measured myself a half million times and always come back with the same five feet, eight and a half inches. But  maybe, just maybe, I’d grown. I’d been going to a chiropractor for a year, after all. Maybe I’ve been stretched out an inch—or even two.

Determined to crack the height mystery once and for all, I march across the hall to my apartment and fumble through the everything drawer that’s jammed with kitchen utensils, batteries, talking bottle openers, miniature flashlights, and all other miscellany that doesn’t fit anywhere else, looking for a tape measure. I wind up with seamstress tape, the loosey-goosey kind that you can wrap around your hips and waist; not exactly the best tool for an accurate vertical reading, especially when one has been drinking. I stand against the inside of the archway in my living area looking into my full-length mirror fifteen feet away while aiming a pen at the wall above my head. I come out with almost five foot ten. I make another green squiggly line and measure again. Five foot nine. Another attempt: five feet, nine and a half inches. Despite the variance, it appears that, in fact, I did grow. I immediately update my dating profiles to reflect my new stature to five feet, ten inches. The riddle of the sphinx—solved.

My phone beeps five minutes later.You grew?





It’s a text from TheKid.

I’m alone in my apartment except for Bart, who’s spread-eagle on the back of the green armchair, quietly attending to his balls, but my ears burn red anyway. I ignore the text. The next morning, an email awaits me from TheKid:

You grew?

 

This is followed up by a phone call that afternoon. “I’ve never known anyone that grew overnight.”

“Well, you said you’re five foot ten, but we seemed to be the same height, so I measured because I’ve been going to a chiropractor. It seems as though I have grown.” I sound like an idiot.

He laughs. “I thought it was weird that we seemed to be the same height ...”

Later that day, I measured myself again, this time with a sober line and real tape measure. I didn’t grow. I was still the same old five feet, eight and a half inches I’ve always been, though I decided to round up to five foot nine, because apparently, that’s what you do.




Caution in the wind has a nasty backhand.

Into week five of the experiment, there was a flurry of texts and emails with TheKid and Scrappy13 and I warmed again. Additionally, I was prepping for Tuesday drinks with CarrotTop, who winked at me over the Onion the week before. He’s a writer, thirty-nine, six foot three, and says the last great book he read was Forever by Judy Blume.

I didn’t get in touch with CarrotTop at first because I couldn’t tell what he looked like in his profile picture. In his close-up, he wore sunglasses so I could only account for straight teeth. His other pictures reminded me of Carrot Top the comedian before aliens  abducted him and replaced him with a plasticized clone. I spent a good thirty minutes clicking on CarrotTop’s pictures, trying to decide what I thought. Ultimately, I decided to do nothing. I liked his profile, but I couldn’t tell what he looked like. I looked at his pictures again the next day, presumably under the impression that I’d developed superhuman vision overnight that would have allowed me to really see what he looked like behind his shades. Of course, I couldn’t, and so decided that, like the profiles of guys with no shirts on and profiles without pictures (PWPs), profiles with pictures of guys wearing sunglasses are no-nos. Too many unknowns.

But CarrotTop saw that I was stalking his profile through the “Who’s Viewing Me” link, which lets you see everyone who has checked you out, and he sent an email.We should talk already!





Oh, okay. We volleyed funny emails and made a drink date. How bad could it be? If nothing else, he’s tall.

I’ve had plenty of women tell me that they ended up marrying someone they never thought they’d be attracted to. He was so funny, or so caring, or had a personality so superlative that it made up for bald spots, hairy backs, and bad teeth. Once I saw CarrotTop, though, I wanted to duck under the bar or sidle out the back door. He didn’t look like I thought he would look. It wasn’t his face that gave me pause. It was those damn sunglasses—the ones that got me into this mess—dangling from disintegrating Croakies; it was the crumpled black tee clearly swiped out from  under a pile of wet towels in haste and tucked into the checkered pants that made him look like he should be darting around in a clown-car routine.

Based on his stylistic blunders, I’d conjured a vision of CarrotTop’s apartment: a mass of dirty clothes strewn over the bed and chairs, half-empty coffee mugs with floating mold, and a tangy, unidentifiable smell. It was quite possible that CarrotTop had an immaculate, bacteria-free, sensibly furnished place. But first impressions are everything and, hell, I had spent some time applying mascara and coiffing my hair for him. But then, Judith’s calm and cool voice of reason that lingers in my frontal lobe instructed me yet again to overlook the superficial crap. “Those things can be changed,” it reminded me. Croakies can be burned, shirts washed and ironed, pants tailored so they’re not high-waters. So I didn’t run, and instead focused on the positive: Finally, someone had exceeded the height requirement.

“Should we get mojitos?” CarrotTop pronounces it mo-jee-toes, and with this suggestion, an epic three-hour date at Meze, a little Mediterranean joint down the street, ensued.

CarrotTop has been talking nonstop since we sat down at our table on the patio. We got a sweet spot right on the corner by the sidewalk that would have been a lot sweeter if the adjacent table hadn’t been inches away and occupied by a couple who’d been eavesdropping on our conversation. They shot me looks of sympathy as CarrotTop made it evident to everyone within a six-foot radius that this is our first date and, yes, we met online. “Look at me, look at me,” he seemed to shout without even opening his mouth.

Despite the tsunami of craziness around him, I don’t think I’d ever met someone that comfortable in his own skin, and I found that endearing. Unfortunately, he lacked any sense of subtlety.

“What kind of mojito are you getting?” I go for an obvious conversational opener even though with CarrotTop, I don’t need to say a word.

“Eh?” He puts his finger to his right ear.

“What kind ...?” I point to the menu.

“Oh. Sorry. I don’t hear so good. You’re gonna hafta speak up.”

He’s not kidding. He played in a band for years. A lot of loud music he said.

Adrenaline whistles straight out of each and every hair follicle in my head. I don’t know if I can do this. I can’t spout off my life details in a voice that will inevitably engage the two-top next to us, the four-top at our diagonal, and anyone hustling by on the sidewalk. So I make like a clam, which CarrotTop gleefully takes as his cue. He swaggers onto center stage and launches into his comedy routine. (He did say in his profile that he wanted to try stand-up, which I took to be a positive because I adore funny men. I certainly didn’t realize he meant that he wanted to do this on a date.)

It’s not long before he starts unself-consciously and quite purposefully dropping words like “retard” and “homo.” He has definitely crossed the border from off-color into inappropriate, and that, even for someone like me, who thinks political correctness could stand a good flogging, is deal-breaker territory.

My only escape is my drink, so I drink more. So does CarrotTop, and he gets louder and more absurd. We move from short buses to his tooth retainer, which he shows me by flinging his head  back and pointing to the metal contraption binding the back of his two front teeth. “Hee ... ere it eh. Haight ere.” I don’t seem interested enough so he flings his head back again. The date has become a series of dirty bombs going off every minute like clockwork, yet somehow, instead of running for cover, I stay and absorb every last piece of shrapnel flung my way. I blame the mojeetos. They made me dumb and hungry, and so I say yes to ordering food.

Just as the hummus and pita is set between us, Jeannine walks by. Jeannine is my soul mate. I met her a couple years ago; I was quitting my part-time job working at a hardware store and she was starting. Since then, we’ve dissected every morsel of the male psyche on one couch or another while drinking enormous bottles of chardonnay.

“Hey!” I grab her arm and practically rip it off, I’m so relieved to see her. I introduce her to CarrotTop. She’s smiling a little too widely. I know what she’s thinking: What the fuck? I know what CarrotTop is thinking, too: More audience! I can hear the jackpot bell going off in his head.

“I love Rachel’s hair. Isn’t it pretty?” CarrotTop endears himself to Jeannine with compliments to her friend.

I am indeed having a fabulous hair day, which are few and far between when you’re in the perpetual grow-out stage I linger in.

“Why, yes, it is.” Jeannine cocks her head to the side, bemused, while I smile off into space pretending that this is the most normal date ever. I want Jeannine to whisk me away, but I know that isn’t a possibility, so I’m thankful when she leaves because I can’t take the whole business of worlds colliding. I don’t want CarrotTop infringing on my inner circle. Ever.

“I have to go to the little boy’s room. I’ll understand if you’re not here when I get back.” CarrotTop hops up from his chair. Jesus. Seriously. Save me. Someone. Save me. I sit motionless while he’s gone, allowing the atoms that have been whipping around my head to settle down so I can think clearly. And just as I gather together my discombobulated senses ...

“You’re still here!”

He’s back.

At one point, I did seriously consider hopping the rail and booking it home, though I don’t think I could ever tap into the cowardice it would take to ditch a date.

“Of course I am!”

I suck down the last of mojito number two, and since the hummus is mostly gone, I’m thinking (hoping) this is the end. Then, our waiter drops off a third round. When did we order those? He sets down CarrotTop’s pineapple mojito, leans over him to deliver mine, and exits stage left.

CarrotTop leans over the table and whispers. “Did you smell his armpits?”

“Uh, nooooo.” I brace myself.

“Well.” He leans in closer with a dramatic pause. “I’m probably going to get in trouble for saying this, but ...” He pauses again and slowly glances left, then right. “... his armpits ...” Looks down to pause. “... they smelled like ...” He leans in, cupping his right hand around his mouth, voice lowered to an exaggerated whisper. “... vagina.” He enunciates the word carefully and through his nasal passage so that the gine syllable makes my arm hair stand up and shake.

I’m speechless. But then I lean back in my plastic deck chair and smile with the same satisfaction Bart has after he’s finally broken me down and I get up at 5 a.m. to feed him.

“What?”

The tables have turned. I’ve caught CarrotTop off guard.

“Ohhhh, nothing. It’s just that my coworkers will thank you tomorrow for this story.”

“Really? I’ve made it into your water cooler talk?”

Oh, you have no idea. “Definitely!” We both laugh, though I’m pretty sure for different reasons.

 

 

 

CarrotTop’s follow-up email comes a couple days later:How funny was it that on our first date I said the server smelled like a vagina? I’d love to go out again.





I wait two days to write back, agreeing that the vagina comment was indeed priceless but that I wasn’t feeling it. I never thought I’d be pairing those thoughts together.

 

 

 

On Wednesday, I’m hanging out in Kenneth’s apartment and surfing for men on his laptop because my Internet connection is spotty.

“Can’t you do that in your own apartment?” Kenneth is annoyed, and he should be because I’d walked in without knocking, plopped on his couch, and picked up his laptop.

“No. My Internet sucks.” He doesn’t fight it and goes back to CNN while I click and scroll and click again on Match, cruising by mug shot after mug shot. I pause on Dr.Dreamy, a boyish-looking thirty-nine-year-old internist with dark wavy hair. He’s five foot ten (so he says), vegetarian, Libra, likes using parentheses (me too!), and is interested in someone who’s natural (me), creative  (me), liberal, easygoing, fun (me, me, me!). I almost don’t email him because I’m not sure I can take the rejection from someone so perfect.

“Do you think he’s cute?” I turn the laptop around so Kenneth can see.

“Ooooh. Yes! Love the hair.”

I bashfully wink at Dr.Dreamy, which is ridiculous because according to a study called “What Makes You Click: An Empirical Analysis of Online Dating,” 70 percent of women can expect a response from men when they take the initiative and send out the first email.

He emails me the next morning. Yay! He’s receptive and funny and we set up a date for the following Tuesday because I’ve overbooked myself with plans to go out with Scrappy13 on Friday night and TheKid on Saturday afternoon. The back-to-back dates seemed like a good idea. I could get them out of the way to have more time for friends because over the last four weeks I’d canceled on my book club, craft night, and random weekend nights out, and the only time left between looking for dates, dating, and work seemed to be for sleeping.

When I finally do make it out of the house on Thursday night to go to Pharmacy Bar, a grungy dive for hipsters who like to play  Buck Hunter and smoke American Spirits, my newish friend Jen asks what I’ve been up to. When I tell her about all the dates, she laughs and tells me she thought I was never around because I didn’t like hanging out with them. It would have been an abrupt comment from anyone else. But she gets away with it for the same reason she gets away with wearing a blue vest over short shorts with high-heeled fringe boots while drinking Elijah Craig Single Barrel: she gets away with everything.

“No way. I’ve been so busy with this experiment. Finding dates, dating ...”

“You girls need another drink?” Her boyfriend, Gabe, stands up from our booth and points at us. Gabe is only twenty-five but I always feel like he’s at least eight years older than me. He’s always taking care of everything and making sure everyone’s okay.

I shake my beer bottle, which is half full.

“Nah.”

“Cool. How about you, my dear?” He puts his hand on Jen’s head, realizes she has a full glass of whiskey, and thinks better of it. “You’re fine.”

“Hey!” She’s mock offended but shrugs her shoulders while taking another sip.

I look at her and giggle. She knows she’s lucky to have Gabe. And for me, it’s comforting to see that there are some good guys out there while I’m caught in a melee of not-quite-rights.

 

 

 

Massive Attack serenades Scrappy13 and me while we kiss in his car. I’m tipsy from a night of dinner, bowling, and more drinking.  It’s the end of our fourth date, which started out almost contentious over tapas and sangria at Jaleo, a Spanish restaurant in Chinatown. Scrappy13 started quizzing me on guys I mentioned in passing, insinuating every male name I uttered was someone I’d been on a date with. Things had smoothed over at the bowling alley, where chemistry actually made a showing even though it seemed to hatch directly from the empty beer bottles in front of us.

Now, I get the feeling he’s looking for the invite upstairs, but I have no intention of leaving first base or him leaving his car. When it’s 2:30 a.m. and two drunk people are in a studio apartment and have to make a decision between a couch and the bed three feet away, there’s no way not to send mixed signals.

At the same time, at this point in our relationship, I feel like I should want him to come upstairs. (The signs that I don’t like him have turned into an aggressive picket line and are becoming impossible to ignore.) He’s a good kisser, but the chemistry has waned at exactly the same rate that my buzz has worn off. It’s gone by the time he goes for the boob grab, awkwardly reaching under my seat belt that’s still fastened. There’s a time and place for boob grabbing, and when you are thirty-five years old, you should know when and where that is. I gently push his hand aside, and pull back.

“I should probably go.”

Back in my apartment, after practically stomping on Bart to keep him from escaping out the door, I have a silly drunken urge to throw Scrappy13 a bone. I send a text message to say good night (again) and that he’s a really good kisser.

He texts back, presumably while driving because there’s no way he’s home yet.Scrappy13: Then why put an end to a good evening? Me: It’s what feels right. I hope that’s okay.





These are the things that should be talked about in person.How was the rest of your weekend. Friday was really fun! : P





Scrappy13 emails first thing Monday morning. I hadn’t heard a peep from him all weekend. Usually, he would have texted me a few times and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief that he hadn’t, because ten hours after the boob grab, there was a hungover lunch date with TheKid that consisted of take-out crab cakes from the fish market and watching the World Cup, with me sunk into one side of his couch and he on the other. It was all very sixth grade.

Right after the date, which didn’t end in a kiss even though I puckered up all over again when he dropped me off, I trucked over to the other side of town to get coffee with my friend Anna, who was in D.C. for the weekend. Then I dragged myself out to meet up with Jeannine, Jen, and Gabe at the Black Cat, because now I’m paranoid that my busy dating schedule has made them think I’m aloof when I’m really just tired.

Being sandwiched in a booth with my elbows sticking to the layer of sludge on the table and smoke seeping into my pores was fun for about ten minutes, until I realized I had nothing to talk  about except the experiment and my dates. But everyone listens intently to my story about CarrotTop and they call me a “man-eater.” It’s embarrassing because I’m not, and I actually feel like this process is starting a slow chomp on my psyche. But I’m also secretly pleased that at least I give off the air of someone who knows what she’s doing.

But I don’t, and Scrappy13’s email is confusing. I mean, yeah, we did have fun. But seriously. Huh? There was the text message in which he seemed to admonish me for ending the night.

I walk over to my editor’s office looking for answers. Mike is a modern-day pied piper with an unflinching rosy glow and a horseshoe up his ass that makes you want to go along with him no matter what.

“Did I miss something here?” I sit on his office couch and prepare to be schooled.

He swivels around in his chair to face me and crosses his ankle on his knee. “No. Why wouldn’t he want to keep dating you? You’re a catch!”

“I don’t think I want to go out with him though.”

“Oh well. Don’t.”

He makes it sound so simple. “Yeah, but do I need to email him or should I call ...?”

“Eh. Email him and tell him to go grab someone else’s rack.”

I laugh. “I’m serious. What’s the protocol?”

Mike’s been married for thirteen years and has three kids. I have no idea why I think he should have this answer. But he embraces the bigger-picture scripture of happiness that I so often overlook, and he seems to have the answers to everything else.

“Just email him. You don’t owe him anything.”

I get a second opinion. Edie agrees with Mike, and I send the let’s-move-on email to Scrappy13 on Tuesday. Actually, I write the email and have Donna click send. When Scrappy13 responds, I call Edie over to read it before I can because I can’t take a virtual snipe.

She leans over my desk to look at my monitor, laughs, and walks out the door, her husband’s enormous Georgetown University sweatshirt swinging over her aerobicized ass. “You’re fine.”

It’s not the “You’re a bitch and thanks for leading me on” email I was expecting. Scrappy13 wasn’t an asshole at all. His email was that of a well-adjusted man: no hard feelings, take care. So much so, I wonder if I made a mistake. After all, it’s how a person reacts when the chips are down that matters. And Scrappy13’s easygoing response makes him even more attractive.




Online dating can be a small, disappointing world.

I’m sure this is it. Dr.Dreamy is The One. So sure am I that I start to wonder what will become of my dating experiment. Will I be able to go on with it after being swept away in the wave of this man’s perfect hair?

A block from Meze, where we’re meeting, I see him. Forget that he took it upon himself to disprove my height-calculating formula by rounding up not two, but three inches; I can tell by his uncertain stance that he’s actually not The One. He was so good on paper, but that’s the unfortunate circumstance of dating  online; you aren’t privy to the nuances that make a person who he is: the confidence—or lack thereof, the chemistry—or lack thereof, the hair—or lack thereof. There was no full head of thick, spongy waves. Nope. He had a monk spot—a white beacon of bald capping off his dark curls.

It was apparent from a block away, but not at all in his pictures. I felt cheated by false advertising. It wasn’t the crop circle on his head that did me in, though. Dr.Dreamy was meek. His handshake was limp, he wasn’t sure about anything, including where to sit and what to drink, and I was forced to take the reins and propel our date into motion. Across the board, confidence might be the most important trait a guy can have. Dr.Dreamy left his at home, if he ever had it to begin with.

We’re sitting on the patio at the edge of the sidewalk with the same vagina-armpit waiter as last week, and I almost tell Dr.Dreamy the CarrotTop story to liven up the utter boredom that is our conversation. I look up the street searching for something—anything—to talk about. And there’s Scrappy13 walking toward us. With a woman. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. He sees me. Shit. What is he doing in my neighborhood? He’s laughing, and I’m dying. There’s not much to do in painful moments like this other than to ride them out. So, when Scrappy13 stops to say hi and shakes my hand with the same hand he used to feel me up in his car four days before, I pretend that this is the most normal coincidence ever. He introduces me to his friend Betsy, a redhead in a polka-dot shirt, and I introduce Betsy and Scrappy13 to Dr.Dreamy. There are more funny looks, nervous laughter, and general confusion from Betsy and Dr.Dreamy, who don’t get the impossible awkwardness  that is this moment. Did Scrappy13 think I broke it off with him to go out with Dr.Dreamy? Is he having the last laugh because he has full view of the blinding bald spot?

Like his last email to me though, Scrappy13 is laid back and unfazed. The unwelcome encounter becomes funny and not terrible at all. I almost want Scrappy13 and Betsy to join us, because at least I wouldn’t be so bored. But they leave. I feel awful that I’m even on this date, not because I can already tell that I don’t like Dr.Dreamy, but also because I’m uncomfortable going from one man to the next with hardly a breath in between. I’m also wondering if I made a mistake with Scrappy13. All I can think about is how, this time (in comparison to Dr. Dreamy), he looks really attractive.

 

 

 

The day after my date with Dr.Dreamy, which I allowed to turn into another three-hour marathon because he was so good on paper and I thought I should keep trying, TheKid called me on my commute home. My last online hope. He’d had knee surgery that morning and was on Vicodin—drug dialing. He was cute and charming with slurring giggles, but only at first.

“So my dad left to go pick up my prescription for stool softeners.” He laughs. Then pauses. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”

No, but I’m accommodating. “That’s great your dad could come into town to help you out.”

“Yeah. We’ve been hanging out. I can’t really do anything so I’ve been sewing. I love to sew. Does that make me gay?” He squeaks. He’s totally bombed.

“Yes, of course it does,” I joke.

“No, no, no. I loooove women. I love everything about them.” His voice quiets and he becomes sheepish. “And I love to nurse.”

Silence. Lots and lots of silence.

I have no idea what to do with this one. I don’t need clarification. The meaning is clear—he likes breasts and he likes to suckle them, like he did when I was learning long division. Maybe he’s not talking actual lactating boobs; maybe he means foreplay nibbling and other acceptable second-base activities. I don’t think he’s suggesting role-playing in a tragic Oedipal way, or a scenario involving him wearing a diaper while engaging in said nursing. Or is he?

I realize it doesn’t matter what shade of freak his fantasy falls under because I would never, ever be able to erase the image of him gurgling and cooing at my bosom. I don’t begrudge TheKid his nursing, and I’m feeling prudish about my reaction, but it’s a weird thing to drop on someone you haven’t even kissed. Guys always seem to jump the gun, whether they’re revealing their sexual preferences to you out of context like TheKid, grabbing boobs in cars as Scrappy13 did, blathering on about vaginal scents or forgetting that, in order to score a run, you have to spend time on every base. Why isn’t someone covering this in tenth-grade health class?

TheKid emails me a few days later to ask if he went too far. I’d polled numerous friends and colleagues on this matter and received varied responses. Donna and Mike thought it was hilarious and couldn’t stop laughing. Edie was confused and wanted to know exactly what he meant by nursing. Jeannine and Gabe  thought I was making way too big a deal out of it. There was no consensus. I had to go with my gut. I send the breakup email.

And just like that, I’m single again.

[image: 002]

Since I’d dated online prior to this experiment, it was a safe place to start, though I was much more aggressive this time around. If I had it all to do over, I would have been even more so. I would have spent less time applying my old dating method of hammering a square peg in a round hole with Scrappy13 and TheKid so I would have had more time to try out different men. Online dating is all about exploring the options.

Sometimes, though, it felt like I was picking through grounded apples rather than from the top of the tree. Still, I maintain that the Internet is a great way to meet people. I got my feet wet, didn’t get too involved with anyone, and had the opportunity to be more proactive about dating. I’m not used to this level of activity, though. Making time for it was challenging and I had to set limits at the expense of other parts of my life to fit it in.

Expectations were the major stumbling blocks with online dating, and I needed to learn to keep mine in check. It was frustrating to get to know someone over email and then find out he didn’t live up to the fantasy I’d created in my head about who he really was and what our relationship would be. Even pictures—the only concrete examples of who this person really is—are tough to decipher and not always reliable. Just like you have to account for height “fluctuations,” a good rule of thumb for understanding what someone will look like is to take the worst picture from their  profile and downgrade it two notches. Things can only get better from there. Or better yet, just use the profiles as a loose guide, and don’t be so tied up in what someone looks like. (Right.)

It’s time to switch things up. Next stop: singles events. Presumably, there’s a better chance of finding someone with shared interests that actually might provide a foundation for a relationship. For example, events that entail dancing might produce single men who like to dance. I like to dance. I would like to meet someone who likes to dance. Dancing does not a relationship make, but it’s a start.

There’s no real reason for making this the next part of my experiment, except for (a) unlike online dating, I’ve never been to a singles event before, and (b) frankly, I’d like to get it over with. What kind of people go to these things, anyway?
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