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Dedication


"Dedication anchors us in a storm"





For all the lovers, friends, partners, and kindred spirits trying to understand one another a little better. This is for you — for the messy, beautiful work of connection.
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Note To The Reader


"Clear intentions leads to clear expectations"





Everything in this book reflects my insights, perception, wisdom, and observations, shaped by personal experience and supported by conversations with friends and strangers. 

Some ideas may resonate, others may not, and a few might challenge you to reflect and grow. Take what feels useful and leave the rest.

This book is not meant to judge or criticize anyone’s choices. It is simply an invitation to look deeper through the eyes of an observer to explore more mindful and compassionate ways of connecting and living.










  
  

Chapter one

The School Dance Syndrome


“Like ballroom dancing, romance begins with an honest first step to ask a partner to dance.”





Let’s face it. Men want women and women want men. It’s a fact—an undeniable fact that heterosexuals everywhere can agree on. Even members of the LGBTQ+ community can look at us and say, “Yup…those two are clearly dying to jump each other.” The universe made it hilariously clear we were built to collide like hormonal bumper cars. So why then is it still so damn hard for men and women to actually get together and connect? Ahhh yes, the million-dollar question—the one that makes you go ‘Hmm,’ shuts down Thanksgiving dinner conversations, implodes group chats, and makes you seriously reconsider your entire circle of friends. It’s a puzzle layered in confusion and indecision buried under months of “wyd?” texts at 1:00 a.m. For something that’s supposed to be natural, straight romance in the US —especially Southern California and the major cities—feels like a government covert operation. Most men have no clue how to connect with women genuinely, and women are just as baffled. Our best dating strategies? A volatile cocktail of mixed signals, emotional espionage, and pretending not to care while spiraling internally. It’s a hot mess, a circus, and a high‑stakes round of he said, she said, and all the bullshit in between. 

For a lot of people, love and romance in America often feel like being trapped at an elementary school dance. On one side of the gym are the men, and on the other side are the women. Everyone wants to dance, but no one knows how to cross the damn floor and ask. And the few brave souls who try? They’re flailing like one of those inflatable car‑lot tube figures—cha‑cha’ing to country music, breakdancing to slow jams, and doing the polka to heavy metal—crushing toes, misreading every signal from their partners, and dragging themselves home bruised, humiliated, and wondering what just happened. I call this pattern the “School Dance Syndrome,” or SDS, if acronyms soothe your existential dread. It’s a modern cultural glitch where men and women—despite being wildly interested in each other—can’t seem to initiate, navigate, or maintain real romantic connections. Why? A toxic combo of fear, confusion, mixed signals, and the slow death of shared social skills choked by electronics and social media. It’s a quiet epidemic, creeping through cities and suburbs alike, strangling intimacy in real time and devolving romance into performance art, with most of us fumbling through roles we don’t understand in a play no one auditioned for. Historically, this level of disconnect between men and women makes zero sense. So, let’s rewind.

Humans originated in Africa, living in small, tight-knit bands of hunter-gatherers. Men primarily hunted and women primarily gathered, but both roles were essential. These early societies were likely egalitarian, with fluid romantic arrangements that allowed for varying degrees of promiscuity and even polygamy. From what we know, human connection was direct, organic, unburdened by guilt, performance, or mixed signals. Fast-forward a few thousand years. Now toss in migration, organized religion, patriarchy, capitalism, and colonial confusion — and voilà: love, romance, and human connection mutate into a bizarre ritual of emotional sabotage and social theater. And the West took dysfunction and turned it into an Olympic sport. In many parts of the US, human connection and relationships have become a game show where no one knows the rules, everyone thinks they’re the host, and we’re all just swiping, ghosting, posting, and praying for a connection that feels real. And the messaging? Toxic from day one. How many times have we heard adults tell young girls, “If a boy is mean to you, it means he is attracted to you and likes you”? What kind of medieval logic is that? Since when has cruelty been equated with affection? Let’s be real: if a boy is mean to a girl, it’s not because he “likes” her—it’s because he’s a tiny gremlin with terrible manners and communication skills. Period! And yet, this is the narrative the West hands out like Halloween candy, all while calling other cultures “primitive” and “uncivilized.” That, my friends, is Grade-A nonsense that has no place in any society that wants to call itself civilized.

The Cultural Shock

I was born and raised in Africa through my early teenage years. Moved to the U.S. in my late teens. When I landed here, I had to adapt—fast. New culture, new norms, new everything. And I did. Except in one area: romantic relationships. That part completely threw me off. It felt…backward. Maybe even a little toxic. Where I come from, the formula for winning someone’s heart was simple, almost sacred: become her friend, build trust, be kind, don’t kill her demons, be direct, be patient, be present, and when she’s ready, she’ll come to you. That was the blueprint. The code. Turns out in America that’s just called “being too nice.” I remember explaining this plan to some American friends when I was still fairly new here. They looked at me as if I’d just suggested solving climate change with a group hug. One of them muttered, “Good luck with that,” mid-bite into a sandwich—and just like that, the conversation flatlined. Back then, I didn’t get it. Now? The red flags were practically doing synchronized dances in broad daylight. Years later, reality has slapped me across the face — and it smells like Axe body spray, commitment issues, and Instagram quotes about “protecting my peace.”

The Gospel of Nonsense

After college, I moved to a neighborhood in Manchester, Connecticut, and made friends with a guy who was hopelessly obsessed with a bartender at the local bar. I don’t drink—never have—but somehow I allowed this guy to strong-arm me into tagging along with him to the bar every time to be his wingman. And every time, he acted like the bartender was Helen of Troy, and he was launching a full-scale naval invasion just to get her attention. One night, I got fed up and finally pulled him aside and said, “Enough with this madness! Be a man. Walk up to her, be honest, tell her how you feel, what you like about her, and ask for her number to take her to dinner.” He rejected the idea, but after a few weeks of pep talks, he finally did it. He walked up to her, struck up a conversation, and came back to our table celebrating like he’d just won the lottery—he got her number. I was proud and honestly relieved I wouldn’t have to babysit him at any bar ever again. A couple of days later, we saw each other, and I asked how dinner went with her. He shrugged and said, “I haven’t called her yet.” My jaw hit the floor. “What the hell are you waiting for?” I demanded. Then came the madness: the infamous three-day rule. Apparently, according to this sacred dating scripture, a man must wait at least three days or more before calling a woman after getting her number—or risk looking desperate and needy. Basically, the idea is to make yourself scarce to your love interest, so she desires you more—like the economic law of scarcity: limited resources and unlimited wants. I was stunned. For a moment, I seriously thought this rule was a law written in the U.S. Constitution and started drafting mental letters to Congress. Who in their right mind treats human connection and attraction like an economic scarcity game? How did a culture get so twisted that genuine interest is a commodity to be hoarded and manipulated? As he fervently explained this ridiculous “rule” like it was gospel, a harsh truth hit me: dating, love, and romance here are a total dumpster fire. Authenticity is weakness, interest equals desperation, vulnerability is unattractive, and the more you pretend not to care, the hotter you become. That’s when I remembered my old friend’s sarcastic “Good luck with that” remarks when I shared my sincere dating blueprint—and finally understood why. Welcome to a gladiator pit of romance, where flirting feels like CIA espionage and dating is a brutal chess match. I spent the next years quietly observing from the sidelines, taking notes on the strange rituals between men and women in this new world—trying to decode what people say, what they really mean, and how the hell anyone makes love and romance work at all in this culture.

The Comedy and Tragedy of It All

After everything I’ve seen in my new culture around dating and relationships, I’m honestly surprised that romantic love survives at all. The amount of strategy, emotional warfare, and toxic “rules” should’ve killed it off by now. And yet… people keep showing up. They swipe, they date, they get ghosted, they cry, and then they dive right back in. In a way, that stubborn persistence is kind of beautiful. But sometimes I wonder—is it just survival? Is everyone secretly miserable and lonely behind their perfectly curated filters and “I’m doing me” Instagram captions? Is that why they keep showing up for toxic vibes on repeat? I don’t know. What I do know is that the American dating culture is not easy by any means. It is chaos incarnate—complicated, performative, and emotionally exhausting. It breeds insecurity, confusion, and emotional chameleons who switch colors to match whatever mood the room demands. It turns romance into a bizarre improv show where nobody knows their lines, but everyone’s terrified to break character. And yet, we keep dancing, stepping on toes, hoping that someday we’ll finally nail the choreography. That’s why this complete chaos fascinates me. Because buried in the madness is a simple truth: we all just want to be seen, understood, and loved—not for how well we play the game, but for who we are when we drop the act.








  
  

Chapter two

The Truth We Are Missing


“Romance springs from our willingness to surrender a little ‘me’ for the chance at ‘we.’”





To uncover the root cause of the School Dance Syndrome and understand its place in American culture, we must cut through the illusions and confront the realities of American cultural norms with honesty. American culture, as it’s currently designed, is fundamentally flawed and unsustainable. It’s held together by contradictions, confusion, hypocrisy, and clashing moral ideals. Maintaining it requires constant policing, propaganda, and effort just to keep it limping forward like a bloated, beaten old horse. Every culture has its flaws, of course, but this becomes painfully obvious to anyone who’s lived significantly outside the US and then returned with fresh eyes. Europeans were quick to label Africans, Indigenous peoples of the Americas, and many other non‑European cultures as “primitive,” then move to dismantle them—suppressing their languages, spiritual practices, and social systems—and replace them with European norms. What they failed to recognize is that these cultures lived as they did for deeply rooted reasons: to stay in balance with their environments, maintain social cohesion, and honor shared values. As Eurocentrism and Americentrism continue to spread across the globe, they erase those alternative ways of living and distort much of what once grounded people in meaning and connection. 

American culture struggles to prioritize genuine human connection, foster community in a true sense of the word, and embrace collectivist values. We don’t like to admit this, but it’s a truth we need to confront, because it is directly affecting our mental health and our ability to form authentic relationships — romantic or otherwise. Sure, there are pockets of the U.S.—like much of the South—where these values are more culturally embraced and human connections seem easier to make. Even there, though, they’re inconsistent and often tangled up in contradictions or a kind of superficial hospitality that doesn’t go very deep. Do you really think it’s a coincidence that the pet industry is raking in billions—and still growing? It’s not. It’s a glaring sign of a culture increasingly turning to animals to fill the gaps left by frayed human connection. People are choosing the comfort of four-legged companions over the messiness, vulnerability, and occasional heartbreak that comes with real human relationships, and that says everything. We get more excited about meeting our neighbor’s dog than the neighbors themselves. That’s not to say that we shouldn’t love animals or spend time with them—of course we should. After all, animals have played a vital role in human survival and progress; to ignore that would be absurd. But let’s be real: when animals replace human connection entirely, we’ve got a problem. Companionship with pets is beautiful—but it should never be a substitute for love, intimacy, and connection with other people.  America’s bond with animals has intensified so much in recent years that it’s easy to imagine a future where people lobby for the right to marry their pets or claim them as dependents on their taxes—just like children. Sounds absurd, right? Maybe. But considering the rise in social isolation, hyper‑individualism, divorce, and how much more comfortable people seem with animals than with other human beings, that future might not be as far‑fetched as it sounds.

Human connection isn’t literally being replaced by relationships with animals, but for many people it’s being sidestepped. And here’s the part that really says it all: we’re so starved for human connection that we’ve started projecting human traits onto our pets and forcing them into human roles. We dress them in clothes, talk to them like they’re people, scold them for begging at the dinner table, let them sleep in our beds, push them around in strollers like toddlers—and yes, even put them on human diets. Some folks have their dogs on vegan plans simply because they are vegan and don’t want to handle meat in their homes. Really?! 

To be clear, this isn’t about bashing pet lovers or mocking anyone’s lifestyle. It’s about highlighting just how deeply we crave real human connection—and how far we’ve drifted from it. We’re trying to fill a human‑shaped void with animals, but no matter how much we love them, it’s not the same. It’s not even close.

The COVID years gave us a brief jolt—a moment where we were forced to recognize just how vital human connection really is. But the wake‑up call didn’t last. As soon as things reopened, we slipped back into isolation, spending more time with animals—or alone—and justifying it by focusing on how “messy” human relationships can be.

The culture’s failure to embrace, value, and master the basics of human connection has made romantic relationships harder, messier, and more confusing than they need to be. We’re building romance on weak foundations that can’t withstand real pressure because, at our core, we’re out of touch with our own romantic emotions. And if we do know how to express them, we’re labeled as “too much,” “too emotional,” or “too soft.” That mindset has bred a culture of head games, manipulation, and dishonesty in dating. We’re guarded, performative, and afraid to show up authentically with the very people we’re trying to build romance with.

Why is that? The short answer is: we don’t know how to feel, so we sure as hell don’t know how to communicate feelings. The longer answer requires a hard, honest look at the American cultural psyche—and how it has conditioned us to disconnect from ourselves and, by extension, from each other.

Hyper-individualism and the Death of “Us”

Every culture is different—so, saying American culture is “different” isn’t saying much. But make no mistake: American culture isn’t just different; it’s uniquely disconnected in ways that might not be obvious to someone who’s never experienced life beyond its borders. Having spent significant time in the U.S. after growing up elsewhere and traveling to some parts of the world, I can say this with confidence: American culture is one of the most fascinating, contradictory, and fragmented cultures I’ve ever encountered. We pride ourselves on being a cultural melting pot—built on the contributions of countless ethnicities, traditions, and ways of life. You’d expect that kind of diversity to produce a rich, blended cultural norm that reflects all those voices and ways of thinking, but that’s not what happened. What dominates instead is a Eurocentric framework—one that isn’t even faithful to its own European roots. It’s a copy of a copy, repackaged as “mainstream” and pushed forward as the standard. Every culture has its quirks, but many cultures around the world—despite their differences—share one thing in common: collectivism; the understanding that humans thrive through connection, that we’re not meant to go through life alone, or as the old saying goes, “What brings no benefit to the hive brings none to the bee.” That’s not just poetic—it’s biological. It’s human nature.

American culture, however, pushes hard against that instinct. If we were to place all the world’s cultures on a scale from 1 to 10 — 10 being highly collectivist and 1 being highly individualistic — most would cluster somewhere between 6 and 9. Some cultures, especially in parts of Africa, Asia, and deep Amazonian communities, would lean even further toward communal living. America would be parked way down at the far end of the spectrum—almost off the scale. It is the poster child for hyper-individualism, and that’s the root of the fragmentation. The result is that we often become compartmentalized people — holding fragmented identities within a fragmented culture. This extreme focus on individualism has led to us having displaced passions, shallow connections, and a loss of imagination for love, romance, and community. People aren’t practiced in the art of us — only me. And that is also what makes the culture, paradoxically, one of the most insecure cultures in the world. For a country that projects such strong confidence across the globe, there’s a deep undercurrent of fear and self-doubt running through American society. You can trace many irrational behaviors — obsessive consumerism, outrage culture, toxic dating dynamics, performative self-expression — back to that insecurity. People are terrified of being seen as ‘not enough.’ American women in particular often endure this. They’re constantly walking a tightrope — expected to be empowered but not intimidating, desirable but not ‘too much,’ emotionally intelligent but never ‘too emotional.’ It’s a double bind that grinds down confidence over time and gives rise to even deeper insecurities.  When I was a kid growing up back home, the word ‘America’ echoed power and pride in ways that it doesn’t anymore after peeking behind the curtains. We believed Americans were almost godlike—capable of performing miracles. During the height of apartheid in South Africa and other conflicts across Africa, songs were written imagining the U.S. as the only nation strong enough to end apartheid and bring peace to the continent. To us, America symbolized ability and fearlessness. So, imagine my shock when I arrived and found that beneath the shiny exterior, insecurity runs the show. 

American culture — at its core — makes it difficult for people to connect with one another, whether in friendships or romantic relationships. True connection requires vulnerability, compromise, and a willingness to give up a piece of yourself to gain something deeper. But when you’re raised in a hyper-individualistic society that teaches you to need no one, that kind of emotional investment feels like a threat instead of a gift. That’s how we end up with the School Dance Syndrome — everyone standing on opposite sides of the gym, waiting for someone else to make the first move. Actual connection requires risk, but in a culture obsessed with self-protection, that risk feels impossible. And so, we drift further apart—longing for genuine love but terrified of the cost.

Compartmentalized Hearts: How American Culture Sabotages Romance

It’s no secret that Americans live compartmentalized lives—physically, emotionally, and mentally—sectioning off parts of ourselves into tidy boxes that rarely, if ever, intersect. This fragmentation isn’t just cultural fluff—it’s a defining feature of the American psyche, and it’s particularly damaging when it comes to love and romance. In fact, the compartmentalization is so extreme that I’ve noticed many Americans develop a kind of situational morality; their principles shift depending on context: what’s acceptable in one part of life is taboo in another. This fractured approach to living seeps into their ability—or inability—to form romantic connections. Let me explain through a brief story. 

One July afternoon, I was flying from Toulouse, France, to San Diego, with a long layover in Amsterdam. While killing time at the airport, I met a woman heading to Los Angeles. We struck up a conversation that quickly went deep, and she confided in me how difficult it’s been to find genuine romantic connections in Los Angeles. Naturally, I was intrigued. She explained she works a lot—typical story—and has little time to go out or use dating apps. So, I asked, ‘Why not explore romantic possibilities at work? After all, you spend most of your life there.’ She cut me off mid-sentence. “Oh no, I don’t date people I work with.” Fair enough. I suggested she consider her circle of friends—maybe there’s someone there? Again, she didn’t hesitate. ‘I don’t date friends either.’ That’s when it hit me: she had divided her life so thoroughly that entire categories of people were off-limits for romance. Love and romance haven’t just slipped through the cracks; they have been boxed out of every meaningful corner. Not that she had no time to find someone; her entire framework made meeting someone nearly impossible. And she’s not alone. This mindset is everywhere. Americans draw such hard boundaries about where love and romance are ‘allowed’ to appear that it has fewer and fewer places left for them to land. It’s like having an entire ocean to fish in but limiting yourself to a tiny, 10-by-10 square foot box because someone said it’s safer that way. Yes, you avoid potential messes—but you also miss almost every fish. And the worst part is how strongly this mentality is reinforced.  One phrase I hear constantly in the U.S. is, “I don’t shit where I eat.” It is meant to justify steering clear of love and romance at work or within a circle of friends, but it often becomes a blanket rule that shrinks people’s worlds far more than it protects them. I’ve always wondered: why is something as potentially beautiful as forming a romantic connection with friends or coworkers compared to taking a dump? And why does the workplace—a space that’s often emotionally cold, transactional, and indifferent to our well‑being—get cast as the clean, protected part of the metaphor? It’s telling that we treat romantic connection as the contaminant instead of the workplace. That inversion isn’t just awkward; it reflects a deeper discomfort with emotional complexity. We’d rather quarantine potential risks than learn to navigate the natural difficulties of human relationships. In many cultures, dating someone you work with or someone within your friend group isn’t taboo, it’s practical because you already know them and have some foundation built, but in the U.S., the fear of ‘complications’ overrides the possibility of connection. It’s not that Americans can’t handle romance; it’s that they’ve trained themselves not to try if the context isn’t sanitized and risk-free. We talk a big game of love, but our emotional operating systems are glitchy. We want romance, but only within certain parameters. We want connection, but not if it interferes with our routines. We want love, but not the vulnerability it demands. And so, we sit, fishing in a tiny 10 by 10 boxes, convinced the ocean is off-limits. Compartmentalization becomes a prison when applied to our social life—especially our romantic life. It narrows our emotional field of vision. It trains us to avoid rather than engage. It cuts love and romance off at the knees before they even walk. At some point, we have to ask: What are we really avoiding? Heartbreak? Conflict? Vulnerability? Newsflash: all of those come with the territory. Human relationships are messy. Emotions will run high. Disagreements will happen. You may even occasionally want to gouge someone’s eyes out. That’s normal, but if your solution is to limit love to a hypothetical future space where no complications exist, you’re not protecting yourself—you’re starving yourself. So maybe it’s time to stop treating romance like a workplace hazard. Maybe it’s time to challenge the cultural scripts that tell us where, when, and with whom love is ‘appropriate.’ Maybe—just maybe—we should expand the size of our fishing net and stop pretending we don’t know where the fish are because they’re all around us. We’ve just closed our eyes.

Displaced Passions: Why Americans Love All the Wrong Things

What exactly is displaced passion? It’s unconscious cognition where the mind, body, and soul redirect energy toward values, people, or goals that feel safer or more socially acceptable—often at the expense of what’s truly meaningful. In simpler terms, it’s valuing the wrong things and disregarding the right ones. 

Here’s the uncomfortable truth: many Americans suffer from a kind of displaced passion. Why? I’m still figuring that out. But if I had to guess, I’d say it stems from a mix of emotional undernourishment, hyper-capitalism, and a culture that treats vulnerability as something to be hidden rather than shared. Values like kindness, empathy, humility, and compassion often get sidelined while aggression, posturing, relentless ambition, and self-interest are rewarded. You don’t have to look far for examples. Consider the 45th president—a man whose public persona was defined by bluster, cruelty, and a startling lack of empathy. And yet he rose to the highest office in the country. That contrast says something about what we collectively elevate.

I’ll never forget the morning after the 2016 election. I walked into the locker room at my gym and saw a grown man crying quietly in the corner like a boy. For a second I assumed he’d lost a loved one, but then I noticed the cable news headline on the TV: “Trump Wins Presidency.” My first instinct was to give him space and keep moving but leaving him there alone suddenly felt wrong—like walking past someone injured on the sidewalk. So, I approached him. I mumbled a few gentle reassurances: that America would survive this, that no single man could single-handedly destroy the country, that he didn’t need to worry so much. He looked up with red eyes, managed a weak nod, and I could tell my words hadn’t really reached him. He said to me:

“I know America will survive this in the long run; that’s not why I’m crying. I’m a middle school teacher, and I’ve spent my career telling my students that kindness, honesty, compassion, and empathy make us rise. And this morning I have to walk into a classroom and explain to them why a man who embodies none of those values just became president of the free world.”

I was speechless. For a moment, I almost cried with him because he was so heartbreakingly right. I could picture his students — their youthful faces turned up towards him, confused and searching. How do you tell children that virtue matters when the country so often rewards the opposite? That morning stayed with me, but it wasn’t the first time I had seen displaced passion at work. When I was new to the U.S., I attended a small social gathering where people were casually chatting about movies. Wanting to join, I lit up and started talking about It’s a Wonderful Life—a film I have always loved for its message about community, compassion, and the stubborn resilience of the human spirit. The room fell silent. Then came the smirks and chuckles—not the warm kind, but the kind that signals you’ve said something embarrassingly earnest. Everyone, across age and gender, seemed to agree that Reservoir Dogs—a blood-soaked, hyper-violent film—was superior. Wanting to fit in, I watched it the next day. My jaw dropped. I was stunned. How could a film of such brutality be people’s favorite, while a heartfelt story about hope, community, and connection was dismissed with ridicule? That, I realized, is displaced passion: when people lose sight of what actually nourishes them and instead pour admiration into things that hollow them out. And it’s everywhere—woven into our politics, our entertainment, and especially in our romantic lives. We chase aesthetics over depth, image over substance, obsess over how we appear to those we desire instead of how we actually feel in their presence. And this is a pattern that tends to show up more often among women. A female friend once went on a date with a man she described as kind, intelligent, nurturing, and emotionally mature. I was thrilled for her—until the inevitable “but.” He was too short, she said. Five-foot-two, just like her. If she wore heels, she’d be taller, and that would ‘look weird.’ I was stunned. A man who checked every meaningful box dismissed because of a pair of high heels?! Curious whether I was overreacting, I asked around. Instead of the alternate perspective I hoped for, what I got instead was confirmation. Most of the women I spoke to saw no problem with her decision, framing it as an attraction issue. For them, the visual of her being taller outweighed the substance of the connection. That’s the Twilight Zone logic of displaced passion; we dismiss people who could bring genuine joy into our lives while chasing ideals that leave us lonely, frustrated, and confused. It’s why so many of us search for love in the wrong places and with the wrong people, while the right ones go unnoticed — not because of their flaws, but because they don’t fit a superficial template we’ve convinced ourselves matters. 
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