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For my mom and dad, who taught me never to settle













INTRODUCTION



hey girl, I understand you


The year: 1998. The film: You’ve Got Mail. So began my personal journey toward understanding what it means to find love as a modern woman.


It was almost Christmas, and I was still in grade school. My aunt was in town for the day, and my mom decided the three of us girls would go to the local theater and check out the newest rom-com—my very first rom-com. I was less than enthused. Maybe it was the title, and I just didn’t get it, but I distinctly remember tears were shed. “I don’t want to see a stupid movie about a stupid mailbox,” I said. (I’d seen the movie poster; there was a mailbox—that I was sure of.) My mom told me to suck it up.


I did indeed watch Meg Ryan and Tom Hanks fall in love on-screen that day, and thus skyrocketed into the ranks of die-hard romantics everywhere. Falling in love looked utterly magical—set against the backdrop of New York City, with someone who was so wrong yet so right—and I decided then and there that relationships represented an ideal worth pursuing.


At the time, I had this adorably naive idea of what my trajectory toward love would look like. I would “grow up” and meet my first and only boyfriend at age 16. In my dreamy, vivid inner world, he was going to be a modern-day Prince Charming type. He would be my safe place, the person to dry all my tears, someone with whom I’d “do life.” (I also imagined he would be incredibly witty, much like Tom Hanks’s Joe Fox in Mail, a coveted quality that refuses to die in my mind to this day.)


But then something really interesting happened. When I finally tallied 16 candles on my birthday cake, I had never had an intriguing dating prospect. Instead, I had gained an ambitious set of goals for my life that didn’t include a hero sweeping me off my feet. Friends, college, career, and my future felt far more pressing and real than any teenage relationship I might muster. I’d begun planning a path forward on my own terms, one where a magical prom date was secondary to finding a mentor or scoring a journalism internship.


I didn’t go to my prom, actually. But that same year, I did land my first freelance writing assignments, completely bypassing my internship plans.


See, somewhere around age 10, I’d brought home my first straight-A report card. When I surveyed those perfect scores, and my parents proceeded to sing my praises at home, that sucker was like a dopamine hit. I wanted more. Instead of ambling through life following whatever new whim was on my radar, I was suddenly serious. I studied, learned the meaning of delayed gratification, and made real goals for myself every few months—just in time for each new report card. I never got a B again.


Throughout school, I was like a Teenage Life Ninja, setting benchmarks for myself and reaching them with elite-level precision. I thrived on overachievement—something characteristic of many women in my generation, where every door seemed open to us. When I finally looked up at the end of high school, I was studious and well-respected by my peers and teachers… but not exactly “hot stuff.” I hadn’t forgotten Tom and Meg and love and witty romance. It had just fallen off the radar for a while. I’d built key life skills. I had great friends and a great résumé. But I hadn’t let myself get lost in a crush, stumbled through an awkward date, or even had my heart broken yet. As some of my friends flirted with guys and I remained completely inept, I was alarmed by the possibility that I was missing something formative—something our parents went through, and their parents before them—like dating, relationships, love. But that alarm was, like, tiny, because I had college plans. I just needed a romance plan, too.


I started editing my academic and athletic goals to include silent relationship ones—goals I’d figured out on my own, of course, because it was very uncool to admit you were clueless in the boy department. I spent months trying different approaches, yet my “plan” (pay attention; oscillate between receptive and aloof) wasn’t working. The Rules had lied. I was checking off personal goals left and right—a 4.0+ GPA, the National Honor Society, editor in chief of the school newspaper, all-state softball player and captain of the team, about to earn my acceptance to the University of Michigan (the only school I’d ever wanted to attend)—but I couldn’t seem to make any headway in the relationship department.


On the cusp of college, I finally just decided to make like Elizabeth Bennet and be as badass as possible until Mr. Darcy showed up. I had to admit: Lifelong, I could count my crushes on one hand. And most of them turned out to be lackluster, the more I got to know them. But I kept love as a goal. I did want to meet someone, someday. Maybe I was just too mature, I thought, and it would all even out eventually. Little did I know, my journey toward the book you hold was about to get a key flourish.


In 2009, I was leafing through an issue of Harper’s Bazaar when I started to read a profile about a Hollywood producer. SUSAN DOWNEY: IRON WOMAN was the headline of the story, written by journalist Kimberly Cutter.1 I had never heard of Susan Downey but was vaguely familiar with her husband, Robert Downey Jr., who was rising to success (again) as superhero Iron Man and legendary detective Sherlock Holmes.


Susan, Cutter writes, was known around Hollywood circles as the “miracle” that saved her husband’s career. She was a young producer, an overachiever, a “straight arrow.” He was a talented but struggling actor who had bounced from substance abuse to jail to rehab in a series of bizarre incidents that left his reputation in question. They met on the set of the film Gothika, which she produced and he starred in.


Several things stood out to me. Susan was smart, and had been incredibly successful on her own before ever meeting her now-husband. Robert was a risk, so far from the Prince Charming prototype that was the stuff of my early imagination. And yet there was something about him that just clicked for her. “More than anything, I never doubted it,” she told Cutter. “There was something in my gut that knew really quickly. I knew three months in that this was it.”


The director of Sherlock Holmes, Guy Ritchie, told Bazaar that the pair represented “the greatest illustration of a symbiotic marriage that I’ve ever seen.” Susan tried to explain the connection, too. “There was something magical there, something we couldn’t put our finger on,” she said. “He always says that we became this third thing when we got together—something that neither of us could have become by ourselves—and I think that’s true.”


Susan was sure of herself, and thus, sure of her connection with Robert. “I don’t have a history of making bad choices,” she said. “And if my parents had any reservations—whether they were scared about [his being] an actor or an addict or that he’d gone to prison or had a kid and an ex-wife, the whole shebang of things I claimed I would never want in a guy, and add some new things to it—they never shared them with me. They saw how happy I was.”


Reading that profile was probably the first moment I became aware that there was another type of relationship—one that surpassed simple support, love, and admiration of each other. It was whatever Robert and Susan had—“this third thing,” a relationship that makes you better and encompasses both your personal goals and professional aspirations. A relationship that helps you grow.


I came away with two realizations: (1) If I didn’t combine with someone to become a greater “third thing,” in my own mind I would be settling; (2) I wanted to feel my romantic decisions deep down in my core.


Perhaps that’s why no relationships had ever panned out for me early in life. I was sure, at that point, that no one had ever ignited such feelings in me—and I was sure that I wasn’t the only one with this frustration.


By college, I’d catapulted out of my small hometown and entered a city alive with ambitious, bright young men and women. I felt at home, with my life and with love. I discovered more people who were chasing the sort of relationship ideal I was now seeking—one that felt truly worth it and bettering—yet I felt romantic angst around every corner.


In just a few short years, I’d gotten a full education in “modern dating”—and it was completely removed from what I’d ever imagined it would be. Apps were starting to become pervasive, online dating was a legitimate way to meet a significant other, and the age of marriage was inching toward 30 for college-educated career men and women. Suddenly, I seemed to have plenty of time to figure it out and tons of new ways to tiptoe into the game.


I was sort of an outsider in college: I lived off-campus and was freelancing full-time hours in addition to my full course load. I had my eye on a career in journalism, and my drive to achieve hadn’t let up once I entered higher education. And my closest friend was six years my senior, and I hung out with her circle frequently. But I also had a slew of friends my own age and was engaging in a lot of girl talk. I was learning more than ever from everyone’s collective dating trials. I approached the scene like a good reporter—listening, taking notes, investigating, drawing conclusions—all in the name of finally getting a handle on this love thing for myself. I chewed on some newly formed theories:




• A great connection was no guarantee of a lasting relationship—or any relationship at all for that matter.


• Men behaved kind of erratically. They were hot and cold, off and on, in and out.


• Singles were picking up dating apps in this new-age wave, but most felt frustrated by them.


• No one knew exactly what it meant to “settle,” but everyone knew the concept was abhorrent.


• Lasting relationships were sort of scarce or took forever to solidify.


• Couples who got together in college usually did so accidentally. Label-less hooking up was common, and usually led to dicey waters colored with an array of feelings, ranging from indifference to confusion, love to obsession. The remnants of that confusion seemed to be bleeding off-campus, too.


• Hooking up, dating, and serious relationships seemed to occupy three separate spheres; there was some overlap, but not nearly as much as you’d think.


• Men held the reins to relationships but, for whatever reason, the guys I knew seemed really high-strung about it all. “Boys will be boys” or “He needs to sow his wild oats” did not encompass their attitude—it was almost as if they wanted something greater in love (and in life) but weren’t allowed to admit it. Sometimes, they couldn’t even acknowledge it to themselves.


• Apps and postgrad career shuffling encouraged an extended adolescence; lots of well-educated men and women seemed to step off campus unable to really date, build relationships, or even communicate feelings.




The media seemed to echo that brains over beauty was the new, highest relationship ideal—but it didn’t feel that way in real life. Most of the brainy ladies I knew were always single, or mired in drama with guys who didn’t treat them like this prototypical “ideal.”


There were gaps. Lots of gaps.


So I processed all of this in my subconscious, for years, learning and filing away information. I was also dating here and there, and noticed a fascinating trend: Guys were either endeavoring to wife me up or did not seem interested at all—at least not in the way I’d hoped. The middle ground was completely lacking, or befuddling. Yet in my early 20s, this middle “building” ground was exactly where I wanted to be. I’d found yet another gap.


So, again, like the journalist I was training to be, I turned to research. I started to notice studies and experts who spoke to some of the baffling dating phenomena surrounding me. I needed help closing the gaps. Then, finally, in 2015, a couple of illuminating studies hit my radar—research that helped me begin to connect the dots of our culture’s underlying relationship crisis: In a world where we have every possible option in life and love, why is it still insanely hard to land just one that lasts—the right one at the right time?








[image: ]











Dating isn’t dead but, rather, evolving in weird, unexpected ways.


Beginning in my 20s, I went on a lot of first dates with guys—actual honest-to-goodness dinner dates, where we sat in a restaurant and attempted to make small talk for two hours—but I felt next to nothing. I thanked them for taking me out and told them I had an early morning. Then I went home and ate ice cream, watching Real Housewives until my brain had melted, like the remnants of Moose Tracks at the bottom of my bowl.


Sometimes, guys were just not that into me (crazy, I know). I met guys who had totally different interests and guys whose personalities or life philosophies were awkwardly at odds with my own. All in all, there wasn’t much chemistry for me with a large subset of men—but my problem wasn’t that I didn’t connect with guys. Like most women, I did connect with a smaller subset of men.


I didn’t have a type, per se. Some were entrepreneurs; others, doctors. Still others were academics, and a few were business types. The one thing they all had in common was passion. Whatever it was they were pursuing, whether a PhD or a seedling of a business idea, they were committed—to change, self-improvement, growth, goals. These guys were almost always getting their lives in order—doing a residency; working insane hours; contemplating a move; choosing a grad school; building businesses—to the point where I never blamed them for being a little scattered. (My mom always told me that “men don’t multitask well.”) However, they weren’t just scattered. They seemed to defy all that old relationship wisdom proclaiming a man always knows what woman he wants—and will go after her.


They regularly ghosted and came back (hey, zombie!), which annoyed me to no end. They also often applied the brakes on even nonrelationships really quickly—sometimes before things had even approached lift-off, sometimes after one date—which seemed awfully premature. I began to label them as “skittish,” something women began to applaud me for. “OMG, yes! That’s the word!” my friends would say.


I wasn’t always going on real dates with these guys either. Romance was suddenly this charged, nebulous entity, which didn’t always include explicit declarations of interest. It was felt. It was frustrating. It was noticed by others.


One guy in my circle is a prime example. I had been tangoing around actually dating him for months. Since he wasn’t making a legit move, I had resorted to only acknowledging him in passing and simply letting it go. I was kind and interested in his life, but the buck stopped there. If he didn’t text, he wasn’t interested… right? If he didn’t ask me out, he didn’t like me… right? I’d given him lots of chances. So when a friend expressed interest in the same guy, I gave her the okay to go for him. Then, one fine day after a party where Tango Guy and I had inadvertently talked for most of the night, my friend called me up to apologize for ever making a move. “There’s obviously a connection between you two,” she said. “I realized the other night he doesn’t look at me the way he looks at you.” Huh.


I’d always assumed that when you felt a connection, you put yourself out there and you went for it. When you got a phone number, you used it. Those digits were pure gold! But the modern relationship equation is more complicated and layered; amid the sea of endless options, sometimes connection isn’t acted upon right away. Or at all.


Today, we often can’t define why a guy is a prospect, but we usually know if he is. I’d coined the term “The Look” for when it would hit me—that starry-eyed stare that would wash across his face at some spontaneous moment in the getting-to-know-you phase. If this moved out of nebulous-romantic-thing territory and into a relationship, you already knew there was an established connection and mutual regard for each other. It would probably take a leap of real commitment in the relationship wasteland among college-educated career folks—stepping up, knowing the stakes—more serious than a campus hookup.


However, to men, especially, it seemed, serious was scary.


I attempted to be superchill as I began dating my first real boyfriend; he wasn’t my type, per se, but his brain absolutely fascinated me and I had fun going on dates with him. He is still one of the smartest people I’ve ever met, and at the time we started dating, he was also rising professionally. He’d founded two burgeoning start-ups, and he was constantly busy, but he also walked me through the paces of early dating; he knew all the right moves and had high EQ (the product of two psychologist parents). But roughly six weeks into dating, after spending the vast majority of his birthday weekend together, we both felt the whoa-this-is-serious shift. Except while I was finally easing into a relationship based on real connection for the first time, he just panicked. He broke up with me, then reconciled just one day later. “I think I’m falling in love with you, and it’s scary,” he told me. We were up and down, on and off, for the rest of our short relationship, which never felt truly safe again.


When that relationship had run its course, the parade of skittish guys continued.


I went on three dates in five days with a guy who then suddenly disappeared. I awkwardly ran into him at a coffee shop when I’d assumed he was ghosting me, which led to a two-hour heart-to-heart about whether or not he could “do commitment” at that moment. He’d apparently promised himself he’d stay single after his most recent breakup. He hadn’t expected to meet me, he said; I hadn’t expected him to commit to me after one week of dating.


I connected with another guy on a dating app. We liked offbeat discussion topics and enjoyed a similar strand of quirky banter; communication was nonstop before and after a spontaneous 90-minute coffee date, where I’d showed up low-key (in workout clothes). I could tell he was excited to spend time with me, or even talk to me; his nerves gave him away. I thought it was sweet… before I got this text: Sincerely, I like you. I liked hanging out with you. You’re funny and interesting and exquisite. I like talking to you most importantly, but I’m not convinced I’m very good for you.


My girlfriends all died. “What?! What does that mean?” they said.


I then recounted the story to one of my best guy friends—perhaps to ease my developing complex. He laughed and said, “So basically, he thinks you’re amazing but just wants to sleep with other girls right now.” While I thought that was an appropriate surface-level reasoning, those endearing first-date nerves spoke to a more complicated internal framework.


I have endless examples of this skittish guy behavior on file in my brain—and in my journal, because I started to write them all down. A pattern was emerging in the group of guys with whom I felt the greatest connection: When the feelings hit, it was time to flee.


And it didn’t help that I’d grown up on He’s Just Not That Into You and The Rules, which taught me to make men work for it. They weren’t working for it—and I didn’t even get a say in the matter. The men I connected with were not the casual, free-flowing let’s-take-it-one-day-at-a-time creatures I’d been promised. Just because they were dating did not mean they were actually open to a relationship of substance, a relationship with potential for real heartbreak and hurt (and capital L Love). So if the men in the dating pool aren’t even open to Love, how do I find it?


If you’ve ever wondered that very same thing, don’t worry. I’ve got some ideas.
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It’s been a lifelong process, an emotional roller coaster to bring this book to fruition. I’ve lived and breathed this journey—literally, metaphorically. I’ve woken up in the middle of the night on multiple occasions with ideas so major that I wanted to start working at 3:00 a.m. I’ve analyzed the research. I’ve talked to some of the best experts and major relationship influencers working today. I’ve had the pleasure of talking to more than 100 career-focused men and women of all backgrounds and ages, in depth, about their love lives—people from New York to LA; Chicago to Charlotte; DC to San Fran; expats from Indonesia to the UK. The ideas, echoes, and stories I heard were a dash of everything: chaotic, frustrating, brilliant, lovely, dramatic, sweet, sure, epic, thrilling, steady, erratic, very wrong—and, yes, sometimes, oh so right. The revelations were thoroughly modern and, I think, hopeful.


Researching and writing this book was life-changing for me; I learned more about love in one year than I had in the previous two decades. I hope that from reading it you get a sliver of the satisfaction and understanding that I’ve gotten from writing it. I want you to know: It’s out there. The exact love that you want is out there. But it takes patience, growth, tenacity, investment, discernment, a dash of timing, and just the right chemistry.


I know you want that lasting love—“it,” capital L Love, The One, your soul mate. But don’t rush; enjoy the ride. The ups and downs of this journey will only make the final destination that much more meaningful. Your love story is already in the making, set to intertwine with someone else’s.


It’s not easy. But it’s worth it. All of it. I promise. And it starts now.













part one
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IDENTIFYING THE GAP















CHAPTER 1



meet the full-package woman: you


Each year, Match.com releases data on American singles (not just those on Match), which the media gobbles up immediately. With nearly half of the American population over age 18 identifying as single,1 dating and marriage trends make for great headlines. But the 2015 Singles in America study2 came with particularly heavy fanfare from women’s magazines. I still remember when this piece of research hit my desk, and I leaned forward a little bit in my chair to read its seemingly feminist ink.


After looking into the mating preferences of more than 5,000 men and women by way of survey, researcher and biological anthropologist Helen Fisher, PhD, writes that we are seeing a “Clooney Effect” in this country—a nod to the recent marriage of America’s favorite bachelor, actor George Clooney, to human rights lawyer Amal Alamuddin. According to Fisher’s numbers, men desire smart, strong, successful women; 87 percent of men said they would date a woman who was more intellectual than they were, who was better educated, and who made considerably more money than they did, while 86 percent said they were in search of a woman who was confident and self-assured.


Plenty of articles around the web followed,3 saying this was a win for women (and men, too)—but there I was in early 2015, reading those headlines with an eyebrow raised and an air of skepticism.


I am lucky to be surrounded by some brilliant women—verifiable “catches.” Gorgeous women my guy friends always ask me about. I have also watched these same smart, independent women struggle in bad relationships or fly solo for extended periods of time, despite their best efforts to land a good guy. So, what did this mean? If 87 percent of men were actively looking to couple with them, why were they still single?


Plus, the ladies of my friend circle who were actually in healthy relationships did not exactly fit the description laid out by Fisher. Although they were supersmart and attractive in their own right, the perpetually matched in my sphere did not fit a clear-cut profile, and I would not automatically group them into the same category as very career-oriented, put-together Amal. Clearly they had some secret sauce of attraction, but what? I wasn’t sure.


I began floating casual questions by the guys in my life to try to gain a better understanding: “So, like, what’s your type?” (I was breezy about it, I swear.) As one of my male friends put it, the general consensus was: “The smarter and more successful, the better! There are no limits.” I’d then hear about a doctor, nearing thirty, who was about to give up on dating because she didn’t feel like men valued her brains.


Huh.


So now I was confused by the research, the real-life relationships around me, and the response from men—gaps, gaps, gaps between all these pieces that seemingly did not fit together.


The Science of a Changing Landscape


I finally did what any skeptical journalist would do: I kept my eyes open for more research. In late 2015, an intriguing new study emerged in the Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin,4 which had further clues into all the holes I was seeing firsthand in this new theory of dating. The study proposes this: Men like more-intelligent women in theory—when they imagine them as romantic partners, or when they have psychological distance from them. However, when they actually have to interact with such a woman, something interesting happens.


In the study of 105 men, researchers laid out several scenarios. In the first, they told men that “a woman down the hall,” whom they never saw, either outperformed or underperformed them on an intelligence test. Then they were told to imagine this woman as a romantic partner. Unsurprisingly, the guys more frequently desired the woman who outperformed them (#feminists).


However, in the second round, men were given an intelligence test and then told that they were about to meet a woman who had bested them on the same exam. Ah, yes. The mythic smart, successful, beautiful woman every guy supposedly wanted.


In the study, the men didn’t go after this awesome woman, according to lead researcher Lora Park, PhD, a professor in psychology at University at Buffalo. “When the woman was psychologically near—a real-life face-to-face interaction—men moved their chair further away from the woman, as an indicator of less interest in her, and reported less romantic attraction toward the woman when she outperformed versus underperformed him on a test,” she tells me.


The way Park explains it, men only think they know what they want—or they know what they want in theory, not what they’d choose when put to the test IRL. “Men seem to be influenced less by their ideal partner preferences and more by their emotions or feelings at the moment,” she says. “Specifically, when men were outperformed by a woman in a domain that they cared about—intelligence—they felt threatened, assessed by diminished self-ratings of masculinity, which then led them to act in a way counter to what their expressed ideal preferences were.” In other words, these guys felt way inferior in the smarter woman’s presence, and so they went rogue; they ditched their self-described dream gal for someone who didn’t best their intelligence.


Wow, I thought. Eureka! This study actually helped explain Fisher’s Singles in America numbers from a psychological perspective—and then explained what I’d been seeing anecdotally. I was a contributing writer for Yahoo Health at the time, and I immediately pitched an idea to my editor—which she cleared me to write. I began researching a story with this question at the center: Are men intimidated by a woman who is the full package?


I talked to many men. And when all was said and done, I was forced to acknowledge that I was onto something bigger—a paradigm shift that I couldn’t explain in one simple article. My research complicated the wisdom we were being fed about what men are looking for in a partner, who they date, and why they date them. Saying that men like smart women encompassed about 1 percent of the nuanced reality.


As a writer, I’m constantly chewing on questions. People ask me about my job, and I usually say, “When I don’t have answers, I see if someone will employ me to find them.” Well, this question became the center of my work life. (And, eventually, my real life as a dater.) Modern-day dating dynamics, in a world where women can do and be anything, are so layered and fascinating you’re likely not even aware of some of the phenomena in play. I began finding connections in every new data set I encountered, and on every date I ventured out on.


When I began my research, almost all the guys I interviewed or chatted up insisted that when it came to the women they wanted, “the more, the better.” They also said that while they were not personally intimidated by smart, successful, attractive women, they felt most other men were. But as I got guys talking—really talking—they started to say some more revelatory things.


I talked to my good friend Jack, a witty and self-aware 27-year-old consultant. When I asked him what he was looking for in a lifelong partner, he said that, of course, he wanted a smart, independent, successful, beautiful woman (yada yada). However, later in our conversation, he also said that if he didn’t feel like he could win over a girl who fit the bill, he’d “start looking for reasons to discount her.” And he told me, “You can pretty easily convince yourself that you never really wanted her to begin with.”


I went on a date with a handsome real estate broker a few years my senior, someone with the fearless facade of a man hardened to rejection and immune to the effects of deflected attention. He acted entirely secure in himself—but off the cuff, when I casually brought up the question of whether he would be intimidated to date the quintessential accomplished woman, he was quite candid. “I want her to be smart and successful,” he said, “but not as smart and successful as I am.”


One of my girlfriends (a lovely, brilliant-yet-soft-spoken entrepreneur) once went on a first date with a guy who runs in our social sphere. He made her a sushi dinner, in fact, and they had five hours of great conversation before calling it a night. Interestingly, though, he seemed to push her away very quickly afterward—right into “friend” territory. He wasn’t going to date her, yet he’d drop everything to meet her for a last-minute happy hour after work, or hand over his football tickets to her friends, as a show of respect.


When I asked him to explain his reluctance to pursue her (one night over 1:00 a.m. beers, where I clearly do fine research), he gave me some of his reasons. “She’s as close to perfect as I’ve ever found,” he said. “But I think I’d drive her crazy. I think she’d tire of my energy.”


Relationship expert Susan Walsh, founder of popular dating site Hooking Up Smart, once told me, “When a man tries to convince you not to date him, listen.”


Still, if men know a great thing when they find it, why don’t they pull the trigger?


The Love Gap


You’ve probably been discussing this dating gray area with your friends for eons, but allow me to finally define and label it for you:




The Love Gap, n.—the reason men don’t always pursue the women they claim to want; frequently, women like you.







The Love Gap is a thoroughly modern phenomenon, which now exists between the sexes—which is why we’re focusing on heterosexual pairings here. The dynamics are unique to 21st-century men and women with evolved desires for a relationship, who also have to get around generations and generations of the ingrained male provider/female nurturer framework.


What lies in the Love Gap? Oh, I don’t know… Let’s start with a few things. Psychological distance. Timelines. Past heartbreaks. Ancient gender roles. Socialized differences in the sexes’ view of love, emotions, and vulnerability. A lack of genuine “relationship nurturing” qualities today. Games, because everybody wants “the upper hand.” How the sexes respond to their partner’s “reflected glory.”


I could extrapolate for days—and I will, because we need to identify the Love Gap in our daily lives, so that we can understand and navigate it. If we want to finally build fulfilling relationships with compatible partners, we need to grasp why we believe what we believe—and parse out why those beliefs are not always accurate. This entire modern landscape starts with you in all your awesomeness.


I want to introduce you to the “End Goal” woman, a.k.a. you—EG for short.




End Goal, n.—(1) a smart, successful “full-package” woman who men admire, date, and deem aspirational; she contains the sort of substance and carries the type of connection they want to lock down—someday; (2) a modern woman who knows what she wants in love and in life; she has an ultimate objective in mind for her future, and she is unwilling to settle in getting there.





Before this book was even a sparkle in my eye, I was consistently baffled by the dating stories I’d hear from career women. Women who had their lives together—for the most part. It’s not like they didn’t ever make questionable decisions; we all spend unreasonable amounts of cash on six new lipsticks at Sephora or forget to call our mom sometimes. But these women had substance, charm, and goals that they were actively reaching for. In fact, many of these girls were my favorite people in the whole world! Women who always filled my life with fun and positive energy.


And yet, I was still fielding sob-filled phone calls about men who were breaking their hearts. I listened to a lot of their stories—and then, to help me understand, I started talking to a lot of guys. Eventually, I mapped out an explanation, a conclusion I’d felt for the entirety of my adult life but never identified before in black and white: Men don’t always date the women they claim to want at any given time in their lives. And it’s not because they’re “just not that into you.”


Let’s dig deeper.















CHAPTER 2



why you’re still single


“Why are you still single?” “I can’t believe you’re still single.” “You should not be single!” EGs have heard every form of that quip. You probably don’t know how to reply either; you’re single a whole lot. Since everyone else seems to think you’re “a catch,” I’m sure you’ve tried to figure out the root of the problem—or thought you were the root of the problem. Your singleness is not for lack of desire.


In true EG fashion, most of the awesome single women who did interviews with me (and the formerly single ones) were good students. They’d read The Rules and adopted some of these tactics to try to snare men; it didn’t work. They’d read He’s Just Not That Into You and written off guys who kept coming back into their lives; they weren’t any less single, but at least they had less trouble?


They’d even been considering the concept of “settling,” because… maybe everyone does it? Or should do it? Aziz Ansari’s book, Modern Romance, introduced them to Barry Schwartz’s “paradox of choice,” and now they were concerned that today’s practically endless pool of dating “options” might be the root of their problems. So maybe they needed to just pick one? Or maybe they were the problem? Women often try to shoulder the blame. (In reality, I want us to stop pointing fingers.)


As we go further into the many whys behind the Love Gap, I have to report that, yes, it appears EG women are modern-day dream girls. Experts will attest to the many theoretical benefits of marrying a woman who is not a dependent, but a partner with potential earning power. In a competitive world, having a dual-income household means more security if someone loses a job, more opportunities to travel and have experiences, and even a greater ability to afford children.


But let’s be clear: Not every guy wants a full-blown EG, and individual preferences vary. Maybe he’s got enough earning power on his own, and would rather find a woman who’s more willing to manage affairs at home and raise kids. Cool. Let’s not demonize traditional setups, including women who want to stay home with children, or the men who will seek them out. Many of our households were ruled by similar strong, benevolent women.


However, there are more women completing higher education and saturating the job market than ever before. And research shows that many men are in fact into the idea of locking down an EG. For a 2013 study published in the journal PLOS One, for example, 288 men and women were asked to rank six traits of an “ideal” partner (wealth, dominance, intelligence, height, kindness, and attractiveness) within the context of four hypothetical living conditions (status quo/nowadays; violence/postnuclear; poverty/resource exhaustion; prosperity/global well-being).1 Both sexes ranked intelligence as the trait they desired most in a partner in each living condition. Although attractiveness was more important to guys than to women, smarts still won out in every scenario.


This is not supershocking. Peter Buston and Stephen Emlen’s 2003 “likes attract” hypothesis indicates that men who are educated and successful will also value similar traits in a partner.2 Recently, Marisa T. Cohen, psychology professor and cofounder of the Self-Awareness and Bonding Lab, riffed off this research with a colleague, presenting their findings in March 2015 at the annual conference of the Eastern Psychological Association.3


Their study set out to test how the “likes attract” hypothesis related to academic motivation—so, would more driven men seek out intelligent, educated women? “As intrinsic motivation increased, the importance of education and intelligence in a mate also increased,” Cohen says (unsurprisingly). “However, it is important to realize that participants were rating hypothetical traits, which, like Helen Fisher’s Singles in America work, is pretty abstract. As we didn’t explore actual mate selection behaviors experimentally, how these beliefs would translate into actual real-life mate selection is still unclear.”


But it’s becoming clearer. Research points to the fact that men’s answers about what they want in a woman are often influenced by their psychological distance and by survey or study setups. When you start to close that gap, however, and men start to engage with the living, breathing full-package women they desire, they often push back against these girls as “threats”—just like in the 2015 Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin study where men distanced themselves from the women who outperformed them on exams, showing less interest in them as romantic partners.


The Threat of the “Full Package”


We can think of a full-package woman as an attractive prospect who has her life set up (a.k.a., so many EGs). This girl is self-sustaining, financially independent, and doesn’t “need” a man to keep her afloat like past generations of women.


In a man’s subconscious, though, this woman might provoke both awe and fear.


A 2006 study out of Columbia University published in the Quarterly Journal of Economics is another example of the “threat” factor.4 The study looked at the qualities speed daters said they preferred in prospective dates. Before the study began, all participants were asked to rate their own level of intelligence on a scale of 1 to 10. They were also asked to rank the intelligence of the daters they encountered during each round of matching.


The result? Men were interested in women who they perceived to be intelligent and ambitious—but that interest had limits. Guys were less into the ladies they perceived to be smarter or more driven than themselves. This sentiment continued to bear out in 2016, when economists from Warsaw, Poland, analyzed this same speed-dating data in new ways.5 In the research, women liked smarter men absolutely—a guy’s attractiveness increased as his intelligence increased. The same did not hold for men; no matter a woman’s level of physical attractiveness, the researchers found men rated optimal intelligence level to be right around 7 out of 10.


Intelligence doesn’t exist in a vacuum. A smarter woman might find more ways to fend for herself, have more career prospects, earn more money, and maintain financial independence. But intelligence, career success, and earning power have long been traditionally masculine spheres. When a full-package woman bests her male counterpart, sparks may fly—partly from allure, partly from friction, as she asserts a new role or dominates a formerly male foothold.


Some studies assert that smart women who earn more money and hold more power than their male partners threaten a man’s deeply rooted sense of masculinity, the effects of which researchers are just beginning to test. A fascinating 2016 political survey from Fairleigh Dickinson University sought to examine how a woman’s income would affect a man’s vote in the upcoming presidential election. The questionnaire was, for the most part, standard political fare—except for the most important question on the list, which asked men whether they earned more, less, or the same as their spouse.


“Now, this question wasn’t there because we cared about the actual answers,” study author Dan Cassino writes in Harvard Business Review.6 “The reason we asked the question was to push men to think about potential threats to their gender roles. Being the breadwinner has been a linchpin of U.S. men’s masculinity for decades, so even the potential of making less than one’s spouse threatens accepted gender roles.” The results bore this assumption out.


Men who were asked about their wives’ income late in the survey preferred Hillary Clinton to Donald Trump by a whopping 16-point margin; they hadn’t been primed to think about their wives’ financial prospects as they answered questions. Men who were asked about their wives’ paycheck just before their voting preference, and were subsequently forced to consider her potential earning power, preferred Trump by an 8-point margin.


That’s a 24-point difference, based on the position of one question about their wife’s income. “In this case, men were responding to a threat to their masculinity by saying they would prefer a man, rather than a woman, in a presidential race,” Cassino explains in HBR. Intimidation is a powerful force. The very threat of female intelligence and success—their own partner’s, no less—was enough to change a man’s political opinion.


The “Full-Package Threat” in Action


So we’ve established the basics: When we ask men what kind of woman they want in an abstract way, they tell us the most fabulous one possible, of course. But when these same guys encounter Ms. Fabulous in real life ways, many have very mixed emotions.


Here’s what’s going on. A lot of what we feel—and how we act—is influenced by our latent psychology and current socialization as men and women. So while men want the smartest, most successful, most attractive woman in the bunch, they also have a deeply ingrained need to feel useful and valuable to her—as some sort of a provider. The more advantages a woman has, the lower the chance a man will feel he can add to her life. If she seems too self-sufficient, if she’s entirely kick-ass on her own and thus no longer needs the masculine breadwinner, the modern man may see his role as seemingly usurped.


Some of the brightest, most confident women I interviewed told me the same thing—over and over. They’d had at least one ex-boyfriend, if not more, tell them, “You just don’t need me.” Abby, a 27-year-old mechanical engineer from New York, has heard that line so many times that she’s starting to lose count. “Once they get an inkling that I’m a boss girl, I just can’t avoid it,” she tells me. “They have literally said, ‘You don’t need me at all.’ I’m like, ‘That’s a compliment! I want you!’”


Abby’s greatest love was with a fellow engineer; she met her now-ex at a Chicago music festival. Their initial chemistry was “so organically awesome” that she couldn’t help but fall hard. “He made me laugh, the sex was great, and he was intellectually stimulating,” she says. However, those initial sparks eventually gave way to some of her guy’s hidden insecurities. When Abby suggested a few dinner locations he claimed were “too lavish” or “too uptight,” he started to get curious; he poked around the subject, trying to get Abby to disclose her salary. When she didn’t, he eventually asked point-blank and she revealed the number. “He could not look past the fact that I made more money than he did,” she says. “He even told me that I was overpaid.”


That key moment was the beginning of the end in their relationship. “He eventually confided in me that he’d told his mentor at work he felt emasculated by my career, and didn’t know what he should do about it,” Abby says. “He ultimately cheated on me while I was on a work trip in India.” His parting line? “You didn’t deserve this.” Eek.


A man may go MIA on the full-package woman whenever she (unconsciously) exposes weaknesses in his protector/provider armor. Let’s go back to Lora Park’s study, the one with the awesome woman down the hall competing against subjects on an IQ test. In addition to the base finding, Park also collected data on the guys in her study who’d been bested by a female counterpart. “Men who were outperformed by a ‘real-life’ woman in a physically close or near context felt less masculine than when the woman performed worse than him or was psychologically distant,” she says of her preliminary tests.


The bright, ambitious, financially independent woman’s “role takeover” is shaking up the dating game. “If the gender role stereotypes tell us that he is required to be the provider, and her intelligence threatens his ability to be firmly seated in that role, a threat exists,” says Karla Ivankovich, PhD, a clinical counselor and adjunct psychology instructor. “Throughout history, it has been an adaptation of the fittest to eliminate the threat—and this includes the smartest.” Or the most attractive. Or the most successful. Or the cleverest.


In past generations, a man and woman would often serve complementary purposes in a marriage: breadwinner and homemaker. That’s not a given anymore. It’s more common that, to marry your equal in education and income, you’ll be marrying a theoretical competitor. What are the new roles? What if a man and woman both have long-term career plans? If she has a more high-potential position, what’s a man to do? It’s anyone’s guess.


For a column in Edge, renowned evolutionary psychologist David Buss was enlisted to answer the website’s annual question for “complex and sophisticated minds.” The 2016 query: “What do you consider the most interesting recent scientific news? What makes it important?” His answer: “The mating crisis among educated women.”7


Buss is a professor at the University of Texas at Austin, where the gender ratio is skewed—54 percent of the student population is women, compared with 46 percent men. “This imbalance may not seem large at first blush,” he writes. “But when you do the math it translates into a hefty 17 percent more women than men in the local mating pool.”


This rush of women on campus has caused a shift toward short-term mating, says Buss. When men aren’t necessarily looking to settle down early and they outnumber their female counterparts, they control the market. “The modern environment is activating a subset of our psychology in an unprecedented way,” he tells me.


Not everyone agrees with this evolutionary angle, but it is true that the landscape’s realities are new. Buss thinks men, at least those close to the campus subset, are grappling with a loss of power as women gain more options. “I think it’s cliché, but true,” he explains. “We often say men are intimidated by women who are smarter, but it’s because… a financially independent woman is more likely to leave if she’s not happy. Men can’t rely on the fact that they’re pulling in the paycheck anymore.”


So, therein lies another threat. It’s possible that men are finally coming to terms with an anxiety women have dealt with for endless generations: They have no dependent, and their partner is free to leave for any reason. We are true equals.


Men enjoy pairing off with their equals. Buss says the research continually shows that marriages among those with similar academic and intellectual profiles are the happiest and most secure. But how do we get those couples together for the long haul? And how do we account for individualized differences in mate preferences among our 21st-century daters? Not everyone cares about, or even wants, a traditional setup with typical gender roles—but for those who want to couple for longevity, our ingrained biology and psychology make for a slightly trickier puzzle. And our socialization may make relationships trickier still.


Can Both Men and Women Have It All?


“The biggest mistake of feminism is the attack on good feminine qualities,” 27-year-old resident physician James tells me, pointing to a possible reason for career women’s singleness. While the word “mistake” might draw ire, he’s right in the sense that modern feminism has permanently altered the roles and attitudes of women in the dating game—although it is much more nuanced than he likely realizes. Let me explain.


In the 2017 book American Hookup, which describes the trials and perils of hookup culture, sociologist Lisa Wade, PhD, writes that feminism has two key aims. “Feminists wanted women to be able to do the things in life that were valued, things associated with men, but they also wanted everyone to sit up and notice that the things women had been doing all along were valuable, too.”


Wade argues that feminists got the former but not the latter. “The first thing is sexism,” she explains to me. “The world centers around masculinity as ideal, and femininity as ‘less than.’ Everyone is trying to be masculine.” She points to a shift in our upbringings. All of a sudden, little girls began to garner applause for mastering what’s been traditionally considered masculine. In our minds, baking cupcakes and playing dress-up now pales in comparison to excelling at math, learning to code, and beating the boys at soccer.


Wade says that the new purported ideal for women is typically a blend of masculine and feminine qualities—and that most young girls are still exposed to caretaking role models and skill sets from a young age, in some fashion. All that said, society largely ignores boys’ emotions in the process of opening masculine doors for girls.


From the time they’re kids, men are not encouraged to develop interpersonal and emotional skills that might lend to the development of strong romantic relationships. And why would they be? As long as traditional masculinity is ideal and femininity is “lesser than,” men will simply cling harder to the ground they’ve occupied for centuries. As women have started to enter, and excel in, typically masculine spheres, says Wade, a whole lot of men have simply become more masculine to keep up.


It does appear that men may experience a lot of anxiety holding on to those longtime male ideals. A 2016 meta-analysis of 78 studies (and close to 20,000 men) found that conforming to masculine norms, like “power over women,” “self-reliance,” and a “playboy” lifestyle, increased men’s mental health issues.8 The research identified one male-centered ideal that did not negatively impact the men in the studies—“primacy of work,” or the importance of one’s career. In fact, men have told me over and over again that they derive much of their self-esteem from their work lives. According to the study authors, “work and career can also be an important source of meaning in life.” It is not a bad thing to derive satisfaction from your work, but many men have told me they cling to career milestones as markers of their own personal value—creating a pretty specific timeline for their lives as a result.


Consciously or unconsciously, men may focus much of their energy on living up to a masculine ideal—a fact that modern women aren’t always attuned to in their own quest for establishing equal footing at work and at home. As women continue to ask “Can I have it all?” men are struggling with their own set of deep-seated psychological needs. They are more prone to ask, “When will I feel comfortable taking my eyes off the prize?” with their career goals and personal development.


At the same time, feminine nurturing qualities have been going by the wayside. The skills women have honed to compete and succeed at work don’t always translate to relationship-building with their male peers. Harper, a 34-year-old creative director, explains that many of her single thirtysomething friends in New York were “perfect” modern women—yet they didn’t know how to find real relationships. They were looking for “perfect” modern men, perhaps, perusing the dating field like they’d glance over a résumé. “We’d analyze,” she says, lumping herself into the group. “We’d see if he was successful, had a good career, was living in a nice home. But then I moved to LA, and learned relationships are really about connection.” Connection. Feeling. Often abandoned in favor of analytical dating, checklists, and résumés.


Harper admits that it took a major shift to find and settle down with her now-husband. “At my core, nothing about me had changed,” she says of opening up to a less analytical approach. “But that lack of vulnerability is probably the number one thing that took me so long… Women don’t realize how much power and responsibility they have in building relationships.” Or could have. Maybe. Because at one time, we did.


With high-stakes career goals taking center stage for both men and women, there appears to be less time for development in other, emotionally safer, spaces. Even as men typically do the stuff that feels big on the surface—asking for the first date, putting a ring on it—women have always done the lion’s share of emotional work, creating an atmosphere of positive vibes and ego safeguarding, where vulnerability can be encouraged. As women push to compete, and move further away from nurturing as a primary role, who is left to fill the gap? How much energy can a woman today focus on building “soft skills” like caretaking and emotional openness when she’s working on her dissertation or putting in extra hours for that job promotion? Women are tired, too. It becomes harder to come home and be warm, fuzzy, and accommodating when you’re competing in tough academic and career realms for eight or ten hours each day. Realms that often train and reward you for the exact opposite skills you’re supposed to use at home. And how much, really, are men encouraged to pick up this emotional slack?


Unfortunately for us ladies, biology has given guys the upper hand in the timing of relationships. Women are primed to look for a supportive partner quicker, thanks to that good ol’ biological clock. But today’s career men are more inclined to simply delay deep and vulnerable relationships that take energy to maintain—and emotional maturity to lay your ego on the line. Relationships play a supporting role to building empires. Men don’t want anything, or anyone, to distract them from their overall work goals—or add to that fear of falling behind.


I’m sure you’ve met these men in the wild. They are the ones who wade into the relationship pond slowly, with women who don’t seem to take up too much psychological energy; they leave girls who they imagine will be higher-maintenance or, possibly scarier, a flight risk. They’re looking for something a little less taxing in a culture that’s taught them they have “options.” For them, relationships don’t stick. Sometimes, they ghost nearly everyone, because there always seems to be a little better fit out there on the horizon… maybe. Sometimes, they adopt an overall-negative playboy lifestyle, devoid of emotional attachments altogether.


While there are clearly exceptions (see: that amazing guy your friend married at 25), on the whole, men have more work to do emotionally before they’re going to be stellar relationship partners. Renowned marriage researcher John Gottman points out the differences between the sexes when he describes little girls and little boys at play in his book The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work.9 When boys play together, the focus is often on competition and winning—and there’s no emotional work involved. If feelings are hurt, they’re never discussed. The game simply goes on. While some little girls play to win, they also frequently just play together. They often focus on talk, or interpersonal themes—playing a made-up game on the jungle gym, perhaps, or pretending Barbies are sword-wielding sidekicks! (Something like that.) If a little girl is offended, the show stops until the friendship is repaired. Gottman points out this “basic truth” about men and women: “Women are more oriented toward discussing and understanding feelings than are men.”


If little girls are told, “You can do anything,” young men are still told, “Boys don’t cry,” and “Grow a pair.” Recent research from Emory University shows that even fathers interact differently with their children based on sex.10 In the study, dads were more “attentively engaged with their daughters, sang more to their daughters, used more analytical language and language related to sadness and the body with their daughters.” In contrast, when fathers interacted with their sons, they used “rough and tumble play,” and more “achievement language” like “top,” “win” and “proud.” As a result, young girls are often more well-rounded than their male peers, which may be one big reason they’re outachieving them.


Sooo… what we’re seeing today is shown in “The Path to Relationship Chaos” flow chart.
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The Path to Relationship Chaos








Gottman says that, of course, there are plenty of men who are more emotionally intelligent than women, and plenty of women who don’t exactly get an A+ in relationship building—everyone falls along a spectrum for any sex-associated trait. But women are exposed to the building blocks of successful romantic partnerships at a younger age and more frequently. “The plain truth is that ‘girlish’ games offer far better preparation for marriage and family life because they focus on relationships,” he writes.


We can debate the source of these relationship skills forever. Gottman believes much is innate in the sexes. “Because it occurs in virtually every culture, I suspect that biology rather than socialization is the cause,” he writes. Whether socialized, biological, or a mix of the two, it doesn’t really matter—emotionality is a deep part of our female psyche. It is where you, as a woman, have the upper hand over most men. Society just isn’t encouraging you to flex your nurturing muscle enough.


Why Men Miss Their Grandmothers


For 40 years, researchers have had high school seniors take the same survey on gender roles at work, at home, and beyond. While you’d think each new generation would become more hip and egalitarian than the last, sociologist David Cotter, PhD, a professor at Union College, and Joanna Pepin, a doctoral candidate at the University of Maryland, found a strange twist in the latest set of data, analyzed in early 2017.11


While the latest batch of high school seniors support more equal employment opportunities for men and women, their views of the best family setup have gotten a little retro. The study authors write: “In 1976, when they were asked whether ‘it is usually better for everyone involved if the man is the achiever outside the home and the woman takes care of the home and family,’ fewer than 30 percent of high school seniors disagreed. By 1994, disagreement with the claim that the male breadwinner–female homemaker family is the best household arrangement had almost doubled, rising to 58 percent. By 2014, however, it had fallen back to 42 percent—a decline of 16 percentage points since its peak in 1994. In 1976, a majority of high school seniors (59 percent) disagreed with the statement that ‘the husband should make all the important decisions in the family.’ This rose to 71 percent by 1994 but fell back to 63 percent by 2014.” Hmm, right?


Cotter and Pepin explain the importance of focusing on a set of 17-and 18-year-olds; “their values are important for predicting future trends,” the researchers write. “Youths’ attitudes capture changing cultural ideals that are less likely to have been reconciled with adulthood realities, such as unpaid maternity leave and the expenses of childcare, making their opinions of gender unique views from below.” When the duo analyzed the trends, they concluded that “young men have consistently been less egalitarian than young women.”


In another recent paper, researchers reported that in 1994, 83 percent of young men disagreed that a male breadwinner–female homemaker setup was superior to other family dynamics, whereas in 2014, only 55 percent of guys disagreed.12 According to analysis in the New York Times by historian Stephanie Coontz, when the 2016 data was released, millennials were still trending traditional.13 This, she writes, possibly stems from “young people witnessing the difficulties experienced by parents in two-earner families.” She hypothesizes that millennial men’s conservative attitudes in particular might “reflect an attempt to compensate for men’s loss of dominance in the work world.”


It’s not my goal to proclaim you are the ultimate fix for better relationships; that burden falls on both sexes. But, after conducting hundreds of interviews, I have gained some insight into how men are feeling from the other side. It seems that they need some help dealing with these new dynamics; they’re not as secure or as sure of themselves as they often pretend to be.


Samuel, a well-educated 26-year-old banker from North Carolina, says he is not at all picky when it comes to the women he dates. “I have never been the person to say ‘I need X,’” he explains. “I’m just looking for a nice girl who treats me right, someone driven and ambitious, who makes me better. Someone who is perceptive and thoughtful, who looks out for herself and me, too.”


Samuel is a supersolid guy, extremely articulate and emotionally intelligent—a catch, by any definition. He’s not asking for anything more than he’s prepared to offer. He wants someone smart and kind, who builds him up and is a team player. However, he’s noticed something among women he’s dated. “A lot of girls seem desensitized to what their mothers and grandmothers understood: Men have fragile egos,” he says.


In fact, I was shocked how many men mentioned their parents’ and grandparents’ marriages as something to which they aspired, while still insisting they’d love a wife who was independent, ambitious, and bright. Perhaps this is because those bonds had lasted 30, 40, or 50+ years, or perhaps men were feeling a little nostalgic for some old-fashioned nurturing.


Either way, these men want their marriages to last—and that means more sensitivity. Samuel remembers that he wasn’t fond of a college girlfriend’s criticism of her unemployed father’s efforts around the house. She was keeping score on her mother’s behalf, he says, instead of having a “free-flowing, open partnership.” And she didn’t stop to think about the potential toll of job loss on her father’s psyche as she ganged up against him about his behavior—over and over again. “I tell my little sisters this all the time,” Samuel explains. “‘I’m not sexist. I’m as feminist as you are. Men and women should be equal, but men and women are different.’”


Guys are willing to support your career—but they’re also looking for that soft place to fall, which they’ve seen modeled in generations before them, according to 39-year-old entrepreneur Brody, who is married to Harper (and has a background in psychology, no less). “We can’t get past our millions of years of evolution, and some elements of gender roles are undeniable,” he explains. There is definitely some flexibility; Brody’s wife cooks and handles finances, for instance. “The problem is that women are set up for failure. The intellectual and primal parts of the brain are at odds, and society sends mixed messages.”


“Never Underestimate the Male Ego”


Max, a 33-year-old tech entrepreneur, has big dreams—and does not think a career-minded woman (his professed type!) currently lines up with obtaining them. “This is a terrible thing to say,” he says. Let me stop here for a moment and tell you how many men have prefaced their deepest desires or true feelings with such a statement. A lot of men hate that they can’t be 100 percent politically correct—because they want to be. They do not want to be misunderstood. They love smart, successful women. But they’re not just looking for “smart,” and successful is more of a bonus.


First and foremost, they are looking for something in a woman they can’t get anywhere else: an emotional safe haven. “I consider myself a feminist,” he says. “I repeatedly say I want a career type who challenges me and balances me. But I have this back-of-my-mind idea that my career will be more important.” Max pauses, clearly hating himself at this point. “There is definitely ego involved, and I don’t think I can be with a girl who obliterates that.” You can think of “emotional safety” as a combination of trust, commitment, intimacy, kindness, and how someone feels with you; the more smarts, power, and prestige you hold, the scarier trying to hold on to you becomes.


Max acknowledges that not every single guy is like him; if you don’t want a guy who defines himself by his success, three cheers. Other guys embrace other dynamics—like one of Max’s best friends. “He is the smartest guy I know, and he’s married to a cute doctor!” says Max. “He could literally be the president’s chief of staff. He is the smartest guy of my entire friend group—but he will probably accomplish the least because her career comes first.”


This friend of Max’s seems quite evolved, and very content with his relationship dynamic. He literally said in his wedding vows that his wife was “settling” for him. But the interesting flip side is that Max sees his friend as settling for his career. “I look at him with this combination of envy and admiration, because his natural intelligence is at a level that I do not have,” he explains. “My friend is both capable and happy. His career just won’t reach the heights that I know it could have.”


All his life, Max has wanted to be one of the best in his field—not just good at his job, but a serial innovator. He wants his “name on buildings,” he declares. And until he is sure that the relationship he wants won’t hinder name-on-buildings success, he won’t be able to comfortably allow it to move forward. “Never underestimate the male ego,” he says with a chuckle. “A whole book could be written on how ego affects our decision-making.”


We’ve All Got Needs


When a catch of a modern woman tells me her guy problems, they typically fall into one of two categories: distancing or disappearing. The guy in question either creates distance from her and tries to remain in her life while dealing with his personal development, or he goes “poof” with little warning, to make sure she’s not a mental barrier to his success and growth.


I have a hard time giving advice without getting to the root of the issue first; it’s the journalist in me. To further explain the high-achieving woman’s singleness predicament, I turned to psychologist Karla Ivankovich. She sent me to dig up psychologist Abraham Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs,” a theory he unveiled way back in 1943. I’m a visual person, so let’s stack this hierarchy up and take a look. Need fulfillment begins with #1, the most critical:






[image: image]

HIERARCHY OF NEEDS








We’re all trying to reach our highest potential—the apex of the hierarchy, self-actualization (a.k.a. Maslow’s need for continual “growth”). But before a man can move on to self-actualization, he’ll need to check some of these other need boxes.




[image: image] He’ll need the safety of a fairly stable job, income, and place to live.


[image: image] He’ll need love and support from people who help him feel valued, respected, and happy—especially from a partner.


[image: image] He’ll also need to know who he is, what he brings to the table, the sort of life he’s looking for long-term, and the sort of mate he wants at his side.




Amazing women like you—with your stellar career, big paycheck, can-do-anything attitude, and oodles of passion—are dumped every day. Why? Because you’re ahead of him in the hierarchy, or multitasking your way through it in a way he can’t fathom doing himself. In other words, you’ve checked more boxes:




[image: image] You’ve got the safety of a fairly stable job, income, and place to live.


[image: image] You have love and support from people who help you feel valued, respected, and happy—and not just from a partner, but also from your friends, your mom and dad, your sibs, and everyone else who cheers you on every day. (Men don’t usually have this same supportive structure.)
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