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To all the men and women puzzling through the complications of love and attraction, trying to find their match.
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Dave

“Yes!! Of course I will!!” I squeal.

“I was hoping you would say that.”

“Once we’re back in the States, we have to talk details! Venue hunting, cake tasting, dress shopping!”

“Go, go, go. Get on your flight. I just wanted to ask before you left for vacation. Bon voyage.”

“Okay. July in wine country—I love it! Love you! Bye!” I slide my cell phone back into my carry-on bag and skip across the gate area. “Catherine just asked me to be her maid of honor,” I profess proudly.

“Oh, no way. Fun!” Dave replies.

“I bet their wedding is gonna be ahhh-mazing. They’re thinking Napa this time next year. I’m thinking maaaybe I’ll try to fly out there in the next few months? Help with some of the up-front wedding planning jazz, since she doesn’t have a mom to do these things with?”

“I have extra miles you can use. You should totally take a planning trip out there.”

“Yay! Oh, that wedding’s going to be so fun. We’ll stay at a cute bed-and-breakfast, bike through the vineyards . . .”

“Get drizzay in the mo’nin’; suit up for the par-tay; make it rain scrilla in da club.” Dave, who happens to be even paler and blonder than I am, has a charming habit of awkwardly stringing together and/or misusing rap terms. I never correct him because, why deprive myself of these daily injections of humor?

They call our row to board.

“Et desormais, Mademoiselle Alison,” Dave says, “on parle seulement en français.”

“Mais bien sûr. On a promis.”

“Alors on y va.”

“This is gonna get old real fast, huh?”

Dave smiles and nods vigorously.

As we bike through Saumur and Bourgueil, stopping and sipping at vineyard after vineyard, what began as a mild wanderlust for the French countryside swells to an enchantment with the Loire Valley. The vintners are magnanimous beyond all expectation and invite us into their homes, where we sit before fireplaces sampling their wines and noshing on local cheese with their families. In one living room with ancient oak ceiling beams, our hosts show us their framed family tree with great pride, and explain that their great-great-great-great-etc. grandparents have been bottling the same wines—from the same vines—for literally hundreds of years . . . five hundred years to be exact. As a parting gift they give us two free bottles to “share with [our] parents in the United States.” With repeated “merci beaucoup”s and big smiles, we try to convey our appreciation for their hospitality and generosity.

Coincidentally, Dave and I each spent the summer of our junior year of high school doing a homestay in France. I helped my French family herd cattle and drive tractors on a farm at the foot of the Jura Mountains to the east; he helped his family pick grapes from their small vineyard in Bordeaux to the west. Needless to say, his knowledge of French wines greatly surpasses mine. Though our French is a bit rusty, the winemakers, shopkeepers, and locals don’t speak English and are seemingly charmed by our valiant conversational efforts and our horrific accents.

At one of our stops we’re taken to the back room, and the winemaker shows us how he bottles the wine. He proceeds to open fifteen bottles for us to taste—which makes for a very mellow afternoon. As our inebriation escalates, so too does our infatuation with the region.

Seated at a café table on the sidewalk of Sancerre, we feast on the most succulent escargots and the most delicate pastries as we watch the world go by. In the farmers’ market we load my straw handbag with jar upon jar of black truffles, sold at such a bargain we can’t resist filling the bag to the brim. Our promenade through the gardens at the Château de Chambord, dappled in sunlight, is so exquisite we’re no longer strolling but practically skipping with glee. Finding ourselves alone in the grand, arch-filled ballroom of the Château de Chenonceau, Dave grabs my hand and pulls me into a waltz. “One day, this could be ours, babycakes,” he whispers in my ear as I hum Strauss’s “Blue Danube” waltz (the only waltz I know).

The next morning in Chinon over coffee, croissants, and this creamy caramel yogurt that dreams are made of, we chat with the bed-and-breakfast owner about the history of his picturesque home.

“Seventeenth-century homes,” he laments. “They may be beautiful, but they are work.” He rattles off a list of the modern updates and amenities he has crafted with his own hands. “Je suis trop vieux. Trop vieux,” he says, mourning his old age. Making up all the beds every day, rising at dawn to bake homemade pastries, this is beginning to take its toll, he explains.

“Will you close the bed-and-breakfast?” I ask, saddened by the idea that others won’t have the opportunity to experience this rustic magic.

“Oh, I listed it for sale months ago,” he sighs, slowly stirring his coffee.

Dave and I exchange a look.

“If you don’t mind my asking, how much did you list it for?” Dave asks politely.

“Seven hundred and fifty thousand euro.”

“And you haven’t had any offers?” I ask incredulously. The property sits on seven verdant acres, including groves of pear trees, farmed plots of asparagus, and a swimming pool.

“He’s totally undervaluing his accommodations, right? We paid eighty euro; those rooms could easily go for one forty or one fifty! Also, he doesn’t even have a website. We’d create a website!”

“Build up TripAdvisor reviews. Maybe take out an ad or two for Google optimization purposes . . .”

“I could tutor the SAT from our living room via FaceTime!” I suggest. “I know someone who has a bunch of clients she tutors on FaceTime. With the time difference, I’d still be able to do all the day-to-day upkeep chores: check-in, breakfast, laundry. It would definitely help supplement? . . .”

“I think if I worked for another year, or even eight months, in New York until we made the move, I could probably scrape together enough for the down payment.”

“Right, but the house still needs some work. We should redo that wonky plaster in the sitting room.”

“What’s your master’s degree good for, if not treating wonky plaster?”

I nod eagerly.

“We could take out a mortgage and then probably pay it off in . . .” Dave punches some numbers into the Excel sheet he has opened on his laptop. “Eight years. If we operate at 70 percent capacity for one third of the year. Anything we make above that is profit.”

Again, I nod eagerly.

Unfortunately, tempting though these fantasies are, real life calls and we return on our scheduled flight. As we disembark at JFK Airport, our cell phones emit their telltale buzzes, beeps, and vibrations as a week’s worth of emails, texts, and voice mails are downloaded.

With his ear to his phone, Dave announces, “Evan and Hannah got engaged.”

With my ear to my phone, I echo the news on my end: “Jess and Phil got engaged. She wants me to be a bridesmaid.”

“You’re en fuego, baby,” Dave says. “Miss Popular.”

“About to become one of Rent the Runway’s top clients.” I smile.

As we ride our Uber through the Midtown Tunnel in relative quiet, we each click through and delete the aggregated messages that awaited our return.
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“How was Par-eeeee?” Juan Pablo bellows down the scaffold stairs as I climb up to the ceiling of St. John the Divine on Monday morning. There’s something glamorous about restoring the largest Gothic cathedral in the world with my own two hands. There is something decidedly less glamorous about having to ascend and descend 232 feet of vertical stairs a dozen times a day.

“We weren’t actually in Paris,” I heave, breathless as I complete the eighteen-story climb to his level. “But yeah, France was awesome. I would like to move there, permanently.” I toss my book bag onto the scaffold and kneel down to open it.

“But who would glue all these tiles back together?” Juan Pablo asks. “The ceiling would fall down. The cathedral would crumble.”

I pull out my sounding hammer. “But can’t you just picture me: wearing a beret, cycling over the cobblestone streets on my way home from the butcher’s shop, some saucisson wrapped in brown paper sticking out of my bicycle basket right beside my baguette?”

“I won’t allow it.” Juan Pablo shakes his head solemnly. “You can’t leave me until the building’s complete.” He puts his hand to his heart. In addition to sharing the name of one of the more infamous Bachelors on television, he also shares his flirty charm and boyish good looks.

“Which is never,” I point out. “Because Ralph Adams Cram never finished the transept. Or the spires. Or the tower.” I fish out my clipboard and a copy of the reflected ceiling plan.

“I’m afraid you can’t flee the country until it’s done.”

“So, like, just another hundred and twenty-five years?” I ask. “Or so?”

“Yep.” He reaches over and jostles the top of my hard hat.

“Ow.” I stand up. “Is today a good day for me to demonstrate how to readhere the loose Guastavino tiles?”

“As good a day as any. But if so many are failing, why don’t we just tear out the ceiling and replace them all?”

“Because these are original Guastavino tiles,” I say with exaggerated emphasis. “And, anyway, landmarks agencies, preservationists, my bosses at Restoration Associates, they all flip for Guastavino.”

Juan Pablo looks dubious. “They kinda . . . look like clay tiles.”

“I know. But, in fairness, the more I read about it, the cooler it becomes. It’s this whole . . . system. You know how Roman arches relied on gravity? Guastavino’s arches rely on these interlocking layers of tile.” I weave my fingers together to demonstrate. “It was so innovative he actually patented it. There are these awesome black-and-white photographs from the eighteen hundreds that show his crew in the process of constructing them. They’re wearing these fancy top hats, just walking on these skinny tile arches, no harness, no guardrails, no structural supports—it’s that strong it could bear all their weight!”

“Geeking out again, Alison,” he teases. “The ceiling’s not much to look at, in my opinion, but if you think of it as—”

“—a structural innovation. Yeah! Totally!”

He pauses. “Are you done?”

I look down, bashful.

“Then it’s a bit more awesome, I guess, in light of its strength and composition—”

“See? Who’s ‘geeking out’ now? Anyway, can you help me get the grout injection materials up here? They’re heavy. And eighteen flights down.” I frown.

“Sure.” He nods and radios the message to his crew. “‘Grout injection.’ Sounds complicated.”

“Fancy word for ‘glue gunning.’” I shrug and remove my safety glasses from the V of my shirt.

“You conservators, always so fancy.”

“Ha.” I push the neon orange lenses up the bridge of my nose.
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“Soooo, how’d it make you feel?” my roommate, Nicole, asks over a hurried breakfast at our kitchen counter.

“I don’t know. The trip was perfect—we traveled so well together. We always do.” I squeeze more honey onto my yogurt. “It’s a marathon, not a sprint, right? And it’s not fair to compare our relationship to Catherine and Andrew’s. Or Jess and Phil’s . . . or Evan and Hannah’s.” I sigh.

“Of course. But you can still be frustrated. Are you frustrated?” Nicole asks gently.

Two years ago when our third roommate moved to Chicago, my college friend Cassie and I took to Craigslist to find a replacement. The Upper East Side real estate market being what it was, when we held an open house for our spare eighty-square-foot bedroom in a walk-up with a broken buzzer, fifty applicants showed up. After follow-up coffee dates with our favorite few, Cassie and I concluded that there were many women in New York City we’d like to befriend. But none more so than Nicole. Though our backgrounds are fairly divergent—I grew up on a leafy street in Scarsdale, she grew up in a double-wide trailer in South Carolina—and our tastes in food, film, and fashion are fairly disparate, it often feels like Nicole and I are of one brain. We share political views, senses of humor, energy levels, and opinions on most things social, romantic, moral, and psychological. Even if I hate it, I often wind up following her advice since, deep down, I know it’s the same I would give.

“Remember several years ago, when you were waiting for Dave to say he loved you? And Cassie’s ingenious suggestions . . .” Nicole mimics Cassie’s always-chipper, this time instructive, tone. “Hand him a bar of soap when you’re washing your face before bed and say, ‘I Dove you!’ Flirtingly push him on the sidewalk: ‘I shove you!’”

We both giggle at the memory, particularly at how earnest Cassie was in her suggestions.

“So now I say? . . .”

“Will you carry me?” Nicole asks, brightly.

I chuckle, then groan at the thought, and walk my empty spoon and bowl to the sink.

“Anyway, I think it’s like the whole ‘I love you’ thing. Even when it was patently obvious to the rest of us that he did love you, it just took him a little longer to verbalize it. In certain ways, I think he’s just a slowpoke.”

A mental image of a cartoon snail carrying a heart-shaped balloon comes to mind, and I smile in spite of myself.

I nod and gather my belongings, grab my keys. “I think I was a little . . . I don’t know—peeved?—when those voice mails poured in. But,” I sigh, “not really anymore. Isn’t there some famous saying, ‘we get there when we get there?’” I turn to look back at her as I open the front door to leave.

“I think that’s from The Incredibles.” She smirks.

“Well, yeah. That.”
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Around noon on a Monday several weeks later, covered in a fine layer of dust, sweat, and grout residue, I speed-walk into my office in Chelsea. I rush to the bathroom to rinse the gray and brown from my face and hands, pull out my ponytail and rearrange it into a messy bun, and hustle into the conference room.

I slide into an open seat next to my officemate, Deepa. “Do you know what the meeting’s about?” I whisper.

She shakes her head. “I’m not sure. But Joanne said it’s good news, nothing serious.”

“Are you sure?” I ask, puzzled.

I love the field I work in. Not many people can say they’ve walked on the cornice of Grand Central Station or dangled off the side of St. Patrick’s Cathedral. But I can’t say I love the company. In a creative field, you’d expect the culture to be energizing (or at least, I expected that when I applied to architectural conservation firms after grad school). Yet the culture in our office is so competitive and cold, it feels enervating.

Joanne calls the meeting to order. “So often our meetings focus on areas that need improvement or on continued education. But we, as a firm, have so many accomplishments that go unsung, that I thought for once it might be nice to take a moment to acknowledge some extremely thorough, well-executed work that’s been ongoing for several years now. After—how many years has it been, Margo? At St. John the Divine?”

“Four,” Margo says.

“After four years of blood, sweat, and tears, we can finally celebrate the project’s transition from schematic design into construction.”

“One million tiles sounded,” I write it in the air with my index finger. “Frosted on this huge cake. And Margo says nothing. Not a word.”

“Bitches be cray,” Dave says, shaking his head somberly as he opens the oven door.

“Stop! I’m being serious,” I pout. “How could she say nothing?”

“I don’t know—wouldn’t it have been awkward if she undermined Joanne’s toast by giving you credit?” He slides our homemade Sicilian pizza out of the oven.

“I would have. Isn’t that the gracious thing to do? The right thing to do?” I fume. “I was late to the meeting because I was sounding the millionth tile this morning!”

“That’s whack.” He pulls a pizza cutter from the drawer.

“I know, right? A cake? When has Joanne ever done anything nice for anyone? And she calls a staff meeting to give Margo a CAKE? Never mind me coming in, sounding hammer in hand. . . . She even talked to me this morning, Joanne, on my cell while I was walking on top of the Guastavino vaults!”

“You got to walk on top of the ceiling vaults? We gotta get you a fedora; you’re like the Indiana Jones of the building world, baby! Did you find hidden scrolls?”

“No, but I found a few dead pigeons.”

“Did you have to carefully balance on the vaults, like on a tightrope?”

“Actually, it was pretty cool. I was in the interstices between the vaults and the roof. It was like spelunking. The slope was so steep, I actually had to sit and scoot down the vaults on my butt, like a giant slide. Getting back to the top was like rock climbing.”

Dave takes two dinner plates down from the cabinet above his sink. The injustice unnerves me again. “She’s the one who approves our timesheets. She knows exactly how many hours, weeks, years I’ve spent at St. John’s. Sounding the ceiling tiles.”

Dave hands me a glass of Chianti. “Babycakes, Joanne’s not a nice person. And she’s not your biggest fan. This isn’t news.” He grabs my chin and pulls me in for a consolation kiss. “I’m sorry, but you have no choice but to ignore it. Come on,” he commands. “To the couch with you!”

He reaches for his Apple TV remote and relaxes into the corner seat of the brown leather upholstery. I curl up next to him and nuzzle into his shoulder. As the theme song for The Sopranos begins, I take a large gulp of wine, and am so very happy that it’s Monday, our weekly Italian-cooking-slash-Sopranos-watching night.

“How many episodes do you think you have in you tonight?” he asks.

“Eleventy!”

“Three?”

“Three sounds good. I have to be on-site tomorrow at 7:00 a.m.”

Basking in the warmth of the late-summer air, Nicole asks, “So Dave’s mom came up with this recipe?”

I nod vigorously. “She made a batch during my first visit to Seattle a couple years ago. Super delicious, right?” We drink deeply from our margarita glasses, taking in the always-stunning views of the sun setting over the Empire State and Chrysler Buildings. My friend, Ashley, lives in Alphabet City with four roommates who share a private roof-deck that is bigger than my entire apartment. A grill master who crafts her own barbecue sauce and doubles as a party-planning extraordinaire, Ashley significantly ups the fun quotient of my social life. Memorial Day, July Fourth, most three-day weekends, you can count on her to host a spectacular get-together. This evening, the night before Labor Day, is no exception.

Dave circles back to us, blender pitcher in hand. “Refills?”

“Yes, please,” Cassie trills.

Dave fills her glass to its rim, then takes my half-empty glass and fills it to the top. I look at it, frowning.

“You want me to re-salt the rim?” he asks knowingly. I nod enthusiastically and hand him back my glass. “Be right back.”

“Awww, so attentive,” Cassie says sweetly. “When am I going to find my lifelong bartender?”

“So what’s in this anyway?” Nicole asks.

“Actually, it’s so laughably easy, you’ll probably savor them less once I tell you: one can of frozen limeade, enough tequila to fill the empty limeade can, and a can of beer. And ice.”

Nicole laughs. “That’s so . . . redneck.”

“And so unexpected coming from Dave’s mother,” Cassie points out.

Dave’s mother is a tall and beautiful, restrained and exceedingly elegant lady.

“Which is why this margarita,” I point to Cassie’s glass, “was such a great ice breaker.”

“Pun intended,” Nicole interrupts, and we all giggle.

“I was so intimidated,” I explain to Nicole, “flying out to spend an entire week with his parents. Things had always been so . . . formal with her the few times I’d met her in New York. But! On the night we flew in, his parents were grilling burgers in the backyard. I don’t know if it was just the tequila itself that loosened things up, or the fact that I showed interest in her mixology skills, but I asked for the recipe, and it was like an instant ‘in.’ She took me inside, we got the blender going together, and ever since then things have been much more . . .”

“Smooth?” Nicole completes the thought.

“Like these margaritas,” Cassie jokes, and downs her refill.
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“Hands down, Best. Gift. Ever.” And I mean it. This red-and-yellow glass sculpture embedded in a pebble-filled rectangular base is, by far, the best gift I’ve ever received.

“I was hoping you’d say that. My mom helped me arrange it and she thought—”

“She helped you ‘design the composition.’” I hold up finger quotes. “You know, in artist speak,” I add, helpfully. With two hands, I carefully rotate the sculpture so I can marvel at it from all angles.

“Yeah. Now you have your very own Dave Chihuly piece,” he says proudly.

“Dale Chihuly, you mean. His name’s Dale.”

“I know. But it’s his glass, my design. Dave plus Chihuly. Dave Chihuly.”

“SO cool! Sorry I’m a little slow on the uptake right now. I’m just so bowled over by its . . . amazingness. Really.” Then I cock my head. “How’d you get pieces of his glass?”

“A couple days before Christmas, I went dumpster diving behind his studio one night.”

“So this is black market goods?” I ask, intrigued.

“I mean, it was in their garbage. It’s not like I stole.”

Glassblowing has long been a passion/hobby (a passionate hobby?) of mine. And as I’ve continued to rent studio space out in Brooklyn from time to time, Dave has been the lucky recipient of a small collection of brightly colored—if lopsided—glass beer steins and vases. Anyone who blows glass is, by nature, a devout Chihuly fan. His dynamic, undulating forms are so different from traditional, functional glass, they’re virtually impossible not to love.

A couple summers ago, the New York Botanical Garden in the Bronx mounted a Chihuly exhibition, and Dave let me drag him there. Twice. Then we watched two documentaries on him, sought out his work in museums from Chicago to Los Angeles, and my Chihuly avidity became a shared one. But in my wildest dreams I couldn’t have imagined I’d have a piece (or, rather, many broken pieces) of his art all to myself.

I not-so-subtly brush the festively wrapped package I brought to the edge of his dining table. “Can you open yours tomorrow?” Although I bought him exactly what he requested for Christmas—a French cuff shirt and a pair of modern silver cuff links—the Dave Chihuly is an impossible act to follow.
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“I can’t believe we’re not ringing in the new year together this year!” Cassie sulks as she sits on the edge of my bed, watching me fastidiously fold and refold beach attire into my suitcase.

“You’ll live.” I smile.

“It just won’t be the same. You do realize you’re breaking a five-year streak?”

Cassie and I met as high school seniors at our college’s Admitted Students Day and became fast friends. Freshman year we cochaired the campus winter formal; sophomore year we cochoreographed several pieces for our dance troupe; junior year we moved off campus into a house with five other girls; senior year we coled freshman orientation. We became good at Skyping in the three years after college when she attended law school in North Carolina and I attended architecture school in New York. Once she passed the bar, Cassie accepted a job at a big firm in New York City, took over the lease from my third roommate who was moving (even though on her lawyer’s salary, Cassie could have afforded a far more posh apartment of her own), and we’ve lived together in domestic bliss ever since.

I wrap my wedge sandals in their dust bag and nestle them in among my dresses and bathing suits. “I know. But there will be other years.” I turn to face her with an exaggerated pout. “Don’t be mad at me. I’m sorry! I promise we’ll spend it together next year. Dave just, I don’t know. He really wanted to get away. And he had all these expiring hotel points . . .”

“Fine. Have fun.” She mopes.

“Wait—what?” I bolt upright from my chaise longue.

Stay calm, I coach myself. Deep breath. Deep breath.

“I just don’t . . .” Dave sighs, sips his margarita, picks up a nacho, and shrugs his shoulders. “I just don’t think it’s necessary right now.”

“‘Necessary’? ‘Right now’?” I repeat his words back to him, with a little more heat than intended. “We’re talking about five months from now. We’re talking about five months from now, three and a half years into a relationship.” Oops. I didn’t intend to whine either.

“I know. But.” He stares at the nacho platter. “Why don’t we just wait until we’re married? I don’t think there’s any reason we have to do it before we’re married.”

I sniff quietly, trying to clear my filling tear ducts.

It’s New Year’s Day, the last night of vacation, and we’re having dinner on the beach. Until thirty seconds ago, we’d been planning to move in together when my lease expires in June. Deep breath. Until now, except for fleeting thoughts about getting engaged, usually precipitated by the engagement announcements of friends, I’d never felt in any hurry to massage the relationship in any particular direction. It’s comfortable, we love each other, and I figured we’d get married someday. The logistics of how or why previously hadn’t felt important, and I’d never felt the need to set a timeline, laminate it, and stick it on the fridge. (I actually have a friend whose girlfriend—now wife—did this.)

But this about-face on a move-in plan hatched nearly a year ago feels not only like an insult but also like a giant step backward. I grit my teeth to hold back tears.

Deep breath. Deep breath.

Without intending to, we spent the next week hashing out the reasons to break up and the reasons not to. Dave kept making the case that he loved me! And he loved our relationship! So we should stay together! . . . Just not live together. One morning I’d say I needed a night off to think; that afternoon, he’d text me asking if I wanted to grab dinner. And out of force of habit, or a naïve hope that his position would change, I’d find myself in his kitchen after work. And each night, we calmly, amicably, rationally debated the future of our relationship. My eyes would water. His voice would crack. Yet while he pled his case, I found myself tuning him out, psyching myself up to do what I knew needed to be done: if it’s not going to work after three-plus years, it’s never going to work. It was sad and draining. But in a way, that week of romantic purgatory gave me clarity, and all those interior-monologue pep talks gave me confidence: You can do it! Life will go on.

Now three weeks later, for the first time, at twenty-seven years old, I am a single New Yorker. When I ultimately allowed my rational side to take over, Dave’s broken promises made breaking up with him a fairly cut-and-dried decision. Because there was no deception, no wondering what if I’d done x, y, or z differently, and really no regrets—other than having stayed in the relationship for perhaps one year too long (that is if I could have discerned that this wasn’t to be The Relationship with a capital R)—there isn’t much point in licking my wounds. Instead I need to pull myself together, dust myself off, and ask: What now?
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I’ve never been on a first date. I didn’t pique the interest of many boys in high school, and in college, I was fortunate enough to have my meet-cute on a freshman orientation backpacking trip, which sparked a four-year relationship with a really stellar guy. Throughout college I had a wide circle of kindhearted, intelligent, funny, and attractive guy friends; when my college relationship ended around graduation, some of them, like Dave, naturally morphed into dating prospects. But with friends, before even going on a “date,” you’ve both (hopefully) weighed the pros and cons of dating and decided you’re into it, lest you risk damaging the friendship . . . and that means it’s really not a first date at all: no first impressions to be made, red flags already flying in the open, minimal high jinks, et cetera.

Until now I haven’t had to worry about what kind of signal I’m sending out. I haven’t debated which blouse will communicate that I’m classy but casual, nor have I obsessed over how high my heels should be or how much makeup to put on. For the last three years, I showed up at Dave’s apartment after work in paint-splattered, chemical-stained jeans and company-emblazoned polos. Before Dave, my college boyfriend Scott lived so close by I sometimes walked over to his apartment in my flannel pajama pants. I’ve spent countless hours perched on the edge of the bathtub, chatting with Cassie and Nicole as they curled their hair, applied their smoky eyes, and primped for their dates in our tiny tiled bathroom. I suppose it’s my turn now to learn how to make a smoky eye? Dave and I, Scott and I, we were pals. They knew what I looked like. And they knew what I was like. I didn’t have to brainstorm topics of conversation or worry I might say the wrong thing.

So now, in the last third of my twenties—most people’s dating prime—I’ve had two three-plus-year relationships, two or three mini-relationships, and not one blind date, setup, or genuine first date. And I haven’t the foggiest clue as to what a typical date looks like. But of paramount importance, it’s high time I figure out how to find people to date—assuming I want to branch out beyond the alumni population of my college. The world is big and I am small. Where do I begin?
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Nicole swipes at her screen and tosses it to me. I snort with laughter at the profiles before me.

“Come on, I’m way too prudish for Tinder. Can you picture me bringing home random dudes?”

“I haven’t brought home that many random dudes, have I?”

“Yeah, but, I think there’s an expectation there that things will move faster physically than . . . my slowpoke pace.”

“What about Hinge?”

“Assuming I don’t want to date any more college classmates, I should probably cast a wider net, no?”

Nicole reads aloud from Match.com’s homepage: “‘If you don’t find someone special during your initial six-month subscription, we will give you an additional six months at no additional cost to you to continue your search.’”

My cursor hovers over the SUBSCRIBE button.

“I think you’re really going to like it, Ali,” Nicole coaxes.

One hundred and fifty dollars for six months, nay, a potential year of possibilities and new horizons doesn’t sound like a bad deal. Right?

“Please let me help craft your profile?” she begs. “There is literally nothing I’d rather do with my evening.”

With Nicole looking over my shoulder, I begin to type.


IN MY OWN WORDS:

What can I say that distinguishes me from every other girl on this site? Let’s play a little game called “Two Truths and a Lie:”




1. I once medaled in the women’s lightweight division of the World Championship Wild Hog Catching Contest in Sabinal, TX.

2. I have a cameo appearance in not one, but two music videos: one for U2 and one for Bone Thugs-N-Harmony. If you squint, you can see me!

3. I have a pet hermit crab named Poseidon.




MY INTERESTS:

I’m an architectural conservator, which means that I spend my days donning latex gloves and wielding scalpels and syringes, attempting to save historic buildings one paint chip at a time. When I’m not working, I like to glassblow, bake cakes, soufflés, and all manner of desserts that require a blowtorch, and/or seek out BYOB restaurants with my friends. I’ll never turn down a run along the East River, a walk through Central Park, a mojito, an adventure, or chocolate-covered anything.




ABOUT MY DATE:

I am looking for someone who is intellectually curious, has a big heart, and can make me laugh. Bonus points if you won’t protest when I try to drag you to screenings of Italian neorealist cinema or to the barbecue festival in Madison Square Park, even though I fully acknowledge that it is overcrowded and far too touristy (but still, so fun!).



I look at Nicole, who gives me a thumbs-up. “Alright,” she says. “Let’s publish this thing and let Match.com work its magic.”

Ready. Set. Post.


cancerdoc10: Matt, the Hands Man

January 16 at 10:42 p.m.

Hey there,

I promise not to protest (too much) when you drag me to Italian neorealist flicks. When I’m not, you know, saving lives and all, I, too, enjoy mojitos and chocolate-covered anything.

You seem familiar. Is it possible I’ve seen you around the CP Reservoir or at Dorrian’s Red Hand?

Matt

After receiving a dozen “winks” and a handful of emails that were alternately raunchy, riddled with egregious spelling and grammatical errors, or just too brief and cursory to give me anything to respond to, Matt’s email (in conjunction with his photos, showing a tall, trim, dark-brown-haired guy with green eyes that appear to sparkle) has officially piqued my curiosity.

January 17 at 7:45 a.m.

Hi Matt!

It is possible that you’ve seen me around the Reservoir. If you noticed someone with a blonde ponytail and gold Asics nearly expiring as she tries to make it to the 90th Street exit, then yes! That was me. Unless you’re having flashbacks to five years ago, you probably haven’t seen me at Dorrian’s, though.

I am deducing that you’re an Upper East Sider, too? The “saving lives” part is a bit more mysterious. Are you a firefighter? EMT? Veterinarian?

Cheers,

Alison

After the exchange of a handful of articulate, cute-enough emails about how he has very little time to date but is looking for a relationship like the one his parents have, I’m walking into Uva, a wine bar, to meet Matt. I’m equal parts jittery and excited to get to know this thirty-four-year-old oncologist who, in his photos, sports a childish grin.

I have to do a double take to pick him out sitting at the bar, since he has no hair. Maybe not no hair, but significantly less than he has in his photos. My mind is quickly shuffling through the photos I can remember, flip-book style. Doctor’s scrubs and a surgeon’s cap, a Mets hat in the stands of Citi Field . . .

“Matt?”

“Hey! Nice to meet you!”

“No, no. Don’t get up.”

He extends a rather firm handshake. “I’m half a glass ahead of you. Don’t know how into wine you are, but I can offer a few recommendations.”

As I’m perusing the menu, he asks where I grew up, tells me about his apartment, asks about my job. And then:

“So what would you say is your best feature?”

I blink. Twice. “Is this an interview?” I smile, trying to pass my discomfort off as humor.

“No. I’m serious. What’s your best feature?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know. Is it your . . . hair, your personality, your butt?”

I breathe in. And stumble through a few uhhhs and ummms. “I guess . . . I have a lot of personality? . . . I don’t know. . . . Spunk?”

“What does that mean, ‘you have a lot of personality?’”

“I don’t know. I guess . . . I’m really chatty? I can pretty much talk to a doorknob. And . . . I think that’s a not-terrible quality in a lot of situations?” I pause and quickly throw it back at him. “What about you? What’s your best feature?”

“My hands,” he says matter-of-factly.

Before I can follow up on his cheapskate answer, he’s moving on to his next line of questioning. “So what brought you to Match.com?”

Friends have told me everyone talks about this on their Match dates, and I’ve always been mystified as to why. On a non-Match first date, you don’t talk about your previous bad dates. Or good dates. . . . Do you? It’s almost as if they’re searching for instant kinship or an insider’s club just because you’ve both turned to the Internet for its matchmaking prowess. “Well, I recently got out of a three-year relationship and—”

“Whoa. That’s a really long time!”

“Perhaps, but I—”

“Were you living together?”

“No. But—”

“That’s, like, a really long time! When did you break up?”

“Last month. So then—”

“And are you ready to date yet?”

“Uh. I think so? I hope so? Otherwise I wouldn’t be here.” I shrug.

“Okay. You joined Match then . . .”

“Right. So I recently got out of a three-year relationship,” I sound out slowly, waiting to see if he’ll jump in again with twenty questions, “and I realized that I don’t really have a mechanism for meeting new people. After college, pretty much my entire class moved to New York City, and there’s still a rather wide circle of us who are really close.” He nods. “It’s totally wonderful; we all go out together at night, watch football together . . . but it’s also inherently limiting from a dating standpoint. Everyone I’ve ever dated, I went to college with. And since that hasn’t worked out, you know, permanently? I hoped Match would help expand my horizons, or my dating pool at least?”

“So how long have you been on Match?”

“Since last week. How about you?”

“For nine years.”

NINE YEARS?! I force myself to smile faintly in encouragement and try to come up with something polite to say. How do you follow that? “Have you been on the whole time? Or did you go on and off, depending on . . . whether you met someone . . . or where your personal life, or work life stood at that time? . . .” I raise my voice at the end trying to form a legitimate question.

He shakes his head. “Yeah, I’ve just stayed on the whole time.”

Then he cracks a smile and says, “Naaah, I’m just kidding.” Except when he says he’s kidding, he reaches over and puts his hand on my inner thigh. My stomach turns, and I internally panic just a little. How to subtly remove his hand from my leg? I look up, around the room, at the ceiling, all around, trying to feign thinking, hoping he’ll get the hint that I’m not quite digging this whole touching thing.

“Uhh, cool.” I stumble, “So . . . which part . . . are you kidding about?” I pick up the menu and lean in to get the bartender’s attention so I can order. His hand is still there.

“The never-going-off part. I have been on for nine years. I have also deactivated my account every now and then.” This isn’t totally reassuring.

“That’s when you reactivate your Tinder app, right?” I smile, joking.

“Oh, you don’t need to deactivate Tinder. You just don’t log on that day. Or week. . . . I take it you’re not on Tinder?”

I shake my head. “I’m new to this whole meet-strangers-on-the-Internet thing, so I thought I should wade into the shallow end slowly.” He doesn’t respond, so I continue. “Not that I’m an expert—well, obviously—but I get the sense that the apps all move forward way faster, and I kind of like the idea of exchanging getting-to-know-you emails and having some lead up before you meet in person.”

“Maybe. It’s just not as efficient as Tinder . . . or Hinge or Happn.”

Interesting word choice. “Have you tried all of those?”

“Yeah, I’m on all of those. Everyone is. You probably should be, too. Don’t you feel like you’re doing yourself a disservice by only using one?”

It’s a legitimate question. “I guess I just need to take baby steps for now. For me, the Match profiles and messaging system offer, I don’t know, a mini vetting process, which doesn’t happen with the others? It somehow feels a little less superficial than ‘swipe right on the hot people, swipe left on the . . . not-so-hot people.’”

“People text before meeting on Tinder, too.”

“Yeah, but, can you get a real sense of someone’s personality through a quick text? Match profiles and emails divulge a lot more. I kind of want to know the person I’m committing an evening to. . . .”

“So what are you looking for on Match?”

“We are just full of direct questions today, aren’t we?” I joke. Except not.

“Well?”

“I guess . . . someone to have adventures with? To cook with, to travel with? To laugh with? Who can maybe be what my sister and I have dubbed the ‘porch swing candidate?’”

“And that is?”

“The person you want to grow old and gray with . . . and share your porch swing with?” I shrug.

“So you’re looking for ‘The One?’”

“I don’t know that I think there is only one porch swing candidate for each of us.” I hedge, “I think there can be several, but timing can obviously impact candidacy. And then out of the many candidates, there becomes one. Does that make sense?”

“Not really.” We both laugh. “Well, do you have ‘a type’?”

“I don’t know.” I slowly chew over Matt’s question. “My last two boyfriends were outwardly quite similar—six-foot-two, six-foot-three, blond-haired, blue-eyed rowers—though inwardly quite different. And both complemented me really well. . . . I guess I don’t want to, just, tick a lot of boxes, but maybe be a bit more open-minded, assume the next guy doesn’t have to fit their specific mold?”

“Okay, so, who would be your ideal date?”

I pause to formulate an answer . . . except I can’t. I actually don’t know. “I guess I want to see what’s out there. What about you? What are you looking for?”

“Well, I’m thirty-four and I’d like to be married yesterday.” So the Match rumors I’ve heard are true! But why do people think this makes for good first date conversation? “What’s the worst Match date you’ve ever had?”

“You’re my first Match date.”

“Wait, really?”

“Mmmhmm. So . . . I guess this one?” I raise my eyebrows. This, though true, is a bit harsh. So I add, “But in fairness, by default it is also the best Match date I’ve ever had.” Crud! Now I sound like I’m interested. So I clarify, “You know, since it’s the only one I’ve had.”

“Do you want to hear about my worst Match date?”

No. But I also don’t want to be rude. “I guess . . . if you want to tell me about it? I also don’t feel a need to swap battle stories if you don’t want to.”

“No, it’s a great story!”

The bartender arrives with my glass of wine, and I thankfully have a reason to reach for my purse, thereby, at long last, setting free my thigh from his grip.

“Oh, please. Put away your wallet,” he urges. “My treat. And let’s cheers to your first Match date.” But then he replaces his hand on my knee. “So I was at Marquee. Have you been there? That place is incredible on Wednesdays . . .” He drones on, name-dropping and regaling me with a long-winded description of his evenings filled with “you know, models and bottles.” I’m half-listening, half-staring at his hand on my knee. Without saying anything, I carefully pick up his hand, move it four inches to the right, and drop it so it falls to his side. He looks down at his hand, seems unfazed, and continues, “So this woman, who’s a cop and a single mom,” as if both are crazy, far-fetched occupations, “is giving me a lap dance and—”

“Wait. This is a Match date?”

“Yeah, and—” Now it’s me cutting him off.

“You had a Match date at Marquee on a Wednesday?”

“Well I was out with friends, we’d never met, and I texted her to come out. So anyway, she’s giving me a lap dance and . . .” He cuts himself off, noticing his empty glass, “Do you want another round?”

“No!” I blurt out a little too eagerly. “Uhh, I mean, I’m cool, thanks. I’ve . . . gotta get up . . . this thing . . . early tomorrow.” Smooth!

“Okay. Anyway, so she’s giving me a lap dance at Marquee and my friend is just, he’s just snapping photos on his phone and . . .”

I’m walking home from the subway when my phone vibrates.


January 19 at 10:06 p.m.

MATT: HOPE YOU WEREN’T SCARED OFF BY THE WHOLE NINE YEAR THING. THAT WAS FUN - WANNA DO IT AGAIN?



I respond with two truths and a lie.


ALISON: THANKS. I REALLY ENJOYED MEETING YOU TONIGHT, BUT I’M NOT SURE WE’RE A GOOD MATCH. HOPE IT WORKS OUT FOR YOU SOON - GOOD LUCK!




bmorecrabcake: Breakup Brendan

January 18 at 11:31 p.m.

Hey there,

So this site tells me we’re pretty compatible. In fact, it tells me you are among the top 5 women with whom I am most compatible on this site. I dig chicks who can rassle hogs, and I would like to think I’m probably smart enough to figure out how to make you laugh, too.

There are a couple things I would like to know first, though. If you were a fruit, what fruit would you be? Also, if you could peruse my photos and profile, what fruit do you think I would be? Warning: I will weigh your answers seriously, so please do not make light of these questions.

Talk soon,

Brendan

If a bit eccentric, at least he read my profile? Also, he’s a whopping six-foot-six and went to a good East Coast college.

January 19 at 8:07 a.m.

Hi Brendan,

Your questions indeed carry much gravitas. After great consideration, I have come to the following conclusions:

If I were a fruit, I’d be an orange. Like me, an orange has thick skin, promotes energy, and flourishes in sunny environments. I live in what is currently a snowy and gray metropolis, as opposed to a sun-rich orchard in Florida, but I think that last quality correlates with my sunny disposition. Maybe?

Because this is a very probing question and we’ve never met, I don’t presume to understand your character well enough to ascribe it a fruity relative. But just so you don’t think I’m copping out, I am going to guess you are a stone fruit – let’s say a plum? This is based on the fact that plums have a hard pit and you seem like a tough nut to crack. How’d I do?

Cheers,

Alison

January 19 at 11:03 p.m.

Hi Alison,

You’re right. That was a presumptuous question on my part. It’s a shame you don’t know me well enough to know that I am actually a kiwi. Shall we meet face-to-face and rectify that problem?

Don’t feel badly about having gotten that wrong. It was a really tough question. I should have waited to ask it until our third date.

Wednesday or Thursday night at La Lanterna di Vittorio in the West Village?

Ci sarà perfetto?

Brendan

He’s already seated at a corner table, and he looks up when I walk in. I wave and walk toward him. His dimpled smile is engaging, and this date I can pick out based on his photos. A better start.

“Allora! Dobbiamo condurre la data tutto in Italiano perché siamo in un caffè Italiano?”

I can feel my face flushing, partly in terror because my Italian skills are so rusty, partly in terror because this level of “wit” (read: eccentricity) is a bit more than I had anticipated. “Umm.” I swallow and squint at the ceiling, trying to translate in my head. “Se vuole . . . ma . . . non preferisco farlo.”

He looks at me blankly, pauses, and punches me on the shoulder as he starts to smile. “I have no idea what you said. But hey, look who speaks Italian! What other fancy skills do you have?”

I am bewildered, and my cheeks must be so pink right now. “But you just . . .”

He shrugs. “I just looked it up on my phone two minutes ago. I figured, you know, when in Rome . . .” He gestures to the ivy-draped ceiling and villa-like ambience. “But man, you totally kept your cool!”

I smile, take off my coat, and try to remember how to relax.

“So. Since you failed the fruit test, but you’re evidently an Italian connoisseur, can you educate me on something fruit-related . . . about Italy?”

“Uhhhh . . .” I trail off, scratching the side of my neck in discomfort. But then, “Wait! I actually do have a story about fruit! In Italy!” I exclaim brightly, proud that I actually have something to contribute to this zany line of questioning.

“Alright, orange peel, let’s hear it.” He lifts his coffee mug toward mine in a gesture of cheers.

“So!” I clap my hands in spite of myself, pleased that I might not be bombing this awkward exchange after all. “One summer back in college I was working in Florence for a magazine . . . though I guess that’s . . . not the point of this story.” I pause to gather my thoughts. How am I going to explain this?

“Anyway, we didn’t have Internet, and our television was an old-fashioned box, so the pickings were slim.” I pause. “Have you ever seen Italian game shows?”

He shakes his head.

“Well there was this one show—I forget the title, but—they had two contestants compete over trivia questions. And there was this panel of women all dressed up as fruits. Whenever a contestant answered a certain number of questions correctly, he could choose a fruit, music would come on, and the fruit would trot out and perform a striptease.” Brendan laughs audibly.

I wave my hand. “I’m not done though! The best was when you had a male and female contestant going head-to-head: Every time the man answered a question right, he’d get super stoked. He was ready, he knew exactly which fruit he was picking. He’d cry out, ‘L’ananas! L’ananas!’ and this salsa-y music would come on, and the pineapple would do its striptease.” I mime peeling layers off my shoulders. “And he’d be the happiest man on earth. But when the female contestant won, it was like she wanted to be anywhere but on that platform. She’d shake her head sullenly before saying in an exasperated tone, ‘Non mi interessa . . . la banana?’ It was,” I pause for effect, “nothing short of amazing.”

“That. Is . . .” Brendan nods emphatically, “a way better story than I was expecting. Nicely done!”

“Thank you,” I accept. “Now it’s your turn to tell me a story. About . . . produce? Or strippers?” Remembering my date with Matt, I quickly add, “But please not strippers.”

[image: image]

“How was the kiwi?” my college friend, Jason, asks over happy hour wings and drinks at The Liberty in Midtown. “He’s not actually from New Zealand, is he?”

“Nope. It was fun.”

“Is he as charming or hil-a-rious as his emails?” he asks, throwing a New Zealand accent on “hilarious.”

“Kind of?”

“What’d you guys talk about on your date?”

“Mmm,” I add another chicken bone to the slowly amassing pile. “He asked me to tell him about something fruit-related in Italy? It was a really weird question.”

“You tell him about the stripper fruits?”

“Yes!” I inadvertently slam my copper mug on the table. “How do you remember that? Gosh, it was so long ago.”

Jason shrugs. “Did you act it out? Pretend to shed your banana peel?”

“Oh no!” I bite my lip. “Am I that predictable?”

“No. Just, you know how you sometimes have a mental snapshot of someone? I have this vague recollection—”

“—Or not so vague recollection.”

“—Of you animatedly describing that show to me when you came back from Florence. I don’t know. It was kind of cute,” Jason says. “You should probably consider reenacting stripper fruits on all your dates.”

I ignore his comment.

Jason and I met on the rugby field freshman year when the girls’ team scrimmaged the guys’. Something of a closeted brainiac, you’d never guess he has a biomedical engineering PhD under his belt. Outwardly he projects a jockish, fratty bro who is always, always happy. It took several years for me to warm up to him (because of the whole jockish-fratty-bro persona), and for my boyfriends—first Scott, then Dave—to warm up to him, too (same reason). But ultimately, Jason’s so fun, and over-the-top considerate, that everyone winds up wanting to be around him. And when it comes to dating advice, he’s probably my most valuable confidante, given that he thinks like a typical dude.

“On second thought, you should try to tone it down. Talk about getting-to-know-you things.” Jason reaches for a napkin. “Don’t want a repeat of the cancer doctor. Wanna order another dozen?”

[image: image]

Sunday afternoon a week later, Brendan and I are meeting outside the 86th Street subway stop, close to my apartment. (A true gentleman, Brendan had informed me over email, calls on the lady and doth not make the lady travel to him.) I’m reading my cell phone, trying not to appear eager or anxious or . . . solitary? When did I become so insecure about totally normal occurrences like waiting for someone on the sidewalk?

He taps me on the shoulder, and I turn and look up. He’s practically a giant. “Hey!”

I crane my neck to make eye contact.

We order coffee to go, and we stroll over to, around, and through the Great Lawn in Central Park. We talk about everything and yet nothing at the same time. He describes growing up in Baltimore, and I interrupt with: “All in the game, yo. All in the game.”

Brendan hesitates.

“It’s a not-super-witty Wire reference.” I clarify quickly, “Omar. You know.”

“You come at the king, you best not miss,” Brendan says without missing a beat.

“Omar don’t scare,” I respond with bravado. “Sorry, that was bad. I’m out of Omar lines!”

He laughs, and it’s a real laugh, not just a polite chuckle. He makes dumb blonde jokes at my expense. We talk about our dream cities (his: Galway, Ireland; mine: Vicenza, Italy), joke about our roommates’ dating dramas, and play a lot of “would you rather.”
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