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Introduction

We’ve all been there. You go on an amazing date with a guy who never follows up. Or maybe you’ve found your forever person, but they’ve decided forever is only three days. Perhaps, you’re in the best relationship you’ve ever had, but your partner simply isn’t ready to take the next step, even though you’re now in your mid-thirties and pretty sure you have, like, eight eggs left in your ovaries, and they’re all gripping for dear life in your reproductive tract.

For the past seven years, I have been writing a blog for Psychology Today called “Valley Girl With a Brain.” While I don’t have any recognized medical training or counseling credentials per se, I did intern at Psychology Today for a few enlightening months and have provided thousands of hours of pro bono counseling to many friends and lucky strangers who just happened to sit next to me on public transportation or in darkened movie theaters.

In my posts, I spend a lot of time dissecting why things happen the way they do. I look to science and talk with experts to find answers to my life’s most pressing mysteries. Why did I get dumped? Why do I get such joy in stalking my ex’s ex-girlfriend? Why won’t my boyfriend freakin’ propose?

So, what is this book about exactly? Spoiler alert: It’s about Love, but that’s just part of it. The really exciting part is in the second half of the title . . . Bad Boys, “The One” & Other Fun Ways to Sabotage Your Relationship. Because these are the things that have prevented me (and maybe you) from finding true, lasting love—or at least the kind society dictates that I’m supposed to have at this point in my life.

When something goes wrong in a relationship, or when we get hurt, too often we look inward and agonize over the mistakes we may have made. What we could have done to prevent it from happening. Why it was our fault. I’ve had countless conversations with other women, hashing out these very concerns. We are on a never-ending quest to explain the inexplicable. To discover the undiscoverable. To understand the incomprehensible.

Until now.

During the past seven years, I have read through myriad studies and talked to people who are much smarter than me in an attempt to uncover the reasons why this shit always seems to happen. Why we either feel crazy or are accused of being crazy. Why we are attracted to the wrong person. Why we can’t get over people who so clearly don’t care about us.

And the findings are fascinating: most of the time, our so-called mistakes and relationship woes are indelibly tied to our biology. In other words, don’t blame yourself—blame science. Just because you aren’t in a loving relationship or married with 2.5 kids and a dog (yet) does not make you freakish, unlovable, or deficient. The most likely scenario is that there’s Love and . . . countless other psychological, biological, neurological, and scientific factors adversely impacting your romantic life at any given time.

This is not a traditional self-help book, promise. You will not be told what to do or be judged for what you’re currently doing as far as your relationships are concerned.

After all, who among us hasn’t dated a bad boy (or ten), been certain that we met “the one,” or given an ultimatum or two? At last, we’ll be able to understand why.


Chapter 1

Love and . . . Dating

Why everyone we meet seems to be a creep or weirdo.

I love to hear how-we-met stories. Seeing people’s faces light up as they recount these serendipitous memories is always endearing, but it’s not really what I care about. I listen for clues, details, any intel that might lead me to my own meet-cute how-we-met story. Oftentimes I find myself perplexed, wondering: How do I get what you two have? What makes you so special? But you’re the worst—how the hell did you find someone so wonderful?

Most of my twenties were spent as a single gal, living in Los Angeles. These were the pre-Tinder days, when websites like Match.com and eHarmony were slowly beginning to dominate the Internet matchmaking market. At the time, my friends and I used to joke about being lucky that we “never had to resort to online dating”—a concept that is ostensibly unthinkable now. Even though we did not need the support of external matchmaking services, dating was still never something we’d call easy. By the time I was twenty-six, the majority of women in my life were either still single, dating someone in secret, or attempting to decipher the status of a murky relationship. Only one woman I knew was married; she met her husband in Virginia and moved there to be with him, never to be heard from again. Whether you are a bright-eyed tourist or a jaded resident, it’s difficult not to get swept away by L.A.’s primary export: fantasy. Hollywood is the backdrop to some of cinema’s most iconic romances, from classics like Rebel Without a Cause and Chinatown to modern favorites like 500 Days of Summer and La La Land. And, just as all of these on-screen romances ended in doom and despair—ripped apart by circumstances seemingly beyond their control—so had all of mine and my friends’.

My best friend Lily, who has been a roommate, life mate, and confidante for the better part of two decades, claims there is no place worse to be in a relationship than in the City of Angels. Her theory is that there are so many attractive women—I once heard 10,000 models and actors move to L.A. yearly to pursue stardom (in other words, there is a nearly constant stream of hotties being shipped to the West Coast)—that men, especially attractive men, no longer feel the need or have the desire to behave like gentlemen. Let’s think about it in terms of supply and demand. An enormous supply of attractive women requires less demand for men to invest in relationships, since they can always audition a newer, younger, skinnier model at the next intersection. Though her theory isn’t based on any scientific data other than firsthand experience and watching a whole lot of Entourage, it’s not completely off base. In fact, it is reminiscent of a modern-day social phenomenon: the paradox of choice.

THE PARADOX OF CHOICE IS WHY DATING SUCKS

“Dating today is a nightmare,” are the first words that come out of Barry Schwartz’s mouth when I ask him about today’s social landscape. Schwartz is a renowned behavioral psychologist and author of The Paradox of Choice, a life-changing book that examines how and why having too much choice makes us miserable. To illustrate, Schwartz describes a trip to Gap. What should be a fairly quick shopping trip becomes a full day of torture to find the perfect pair of jeans. Instead of purchasing the first item that fits well enough, you end up trying more and more styles, never stopping until you discover that best, most magical pair in the store. That’s because once you find something good, you start to believe there’s probably something even better out there, so you keep going, and going, and so on. Therein lies the paradox of choice: when variety appears to be a good thing but actually makes life more challenging. Now, substitute the jeans for a romantic partner and you have what Schwartz calls “the most consequential domain where this paradox would play out.”

In every aspect of our lives, we are confronted with myriad choices, but how we make these choices is often more important than what we choose. The shopping trip shows an example of what Schwartz describes as “maximizing” behavior. “Maximizers treat relationships like clothing: I expect to try a lot on before finding the perfect fit. For a maximizer, somewhere out there is the perfect lover, the perfect friends. Even though there is nothing wrong with the current relationship, who knows what’s possible if you keep your eyes open.”

In contrast to maximizers are satisficers, who are willing to settle for good enough and not worry about there being something better out there (let’s face it, there probably is.) Still, satisficing doesn’t mean you should jump for joy when presented with garbage options. You can and should expect high standards, says Schwartz, “but the difference is between looking for very good versus the very best.”

As you can imagine, the maximizer’s quest for perfection comes at a cost. In general, maximizers are less satisfied and more prone to depression than satisficers, which makes sense—if you refuse everything but the absolute best, you probably won’t end up with very much. Naturally, the smarter, more satisfying option is to be a satisficer. Not only do satisficers experience less FOMO (fear of missing out), but they are also much happier than maximizers. Just look at the world’s best satisficers, the Danes, who according to the World Happiness Report, are ranked among the happiest people in the world. Denmark owes its surplus of smiles to a practice called “hygge,” which means finding joy in normal, everyday life. For example, 85 percent of Danes say they get their fuss-free hygge fix by lighting candles. They even prefer plain, unscented ones to the fancier, scented options. Danes also follow the Law of Jante, an unofficial ethos that frowns upon individual achievement and success. Jante is straight-up kryptonite to maximizers. Rather than treating life like an endless rat race, Danish children are taught to be content with being average and, well, having average things. And, in return for accepting the ordinary, they end up less anxious, less stressed, and, most importantly, less miserable than the rest of the maximizing world.

Danes aren’t the only people who know how to be happy with what they have. Throughout most of history, we all did. For thousands of years, humans survived because they satisficed. In times of scarcity, people didn’t have the luxury of waiting around for gourmet chef-prepared wildebeest carpaccio or Apartment Therapy-worthy cave dwellings. Passing up whatever came down the pike easily meant starving or being murdered by a predator. And, when it came to mating, proximity was pretty much the only thing that mattered—even up until the last century. In Modern Romance, comedian Aziz Ansari and a team of sociologists investigate past and present dating practices and found in one 1932 study that one-third of married couples had previously lived within five blocks of each other. Even more alarming, one-eighth of these married couples had lived in the same building before they got hitched. Because people traveled so infrequently, much like the cave people before us, they often had little choice but to mate with the first eligible person they came across. After all, who knew when another potential mate would come along?

This satisficing mind-set would continue to dominate how people made life choices, until the widespread rise of modern affluence and technology turned us all into jacked-up maximizers running wild in Willy Wonka’s choice factory. To quote the late Notorious B.I.G., “It’s like the more money we come across, the more problems we see.” More money means more choices in how you spend it; and, more technology means being exposed to everything you never knew you wanted. Before, we could be happy our entire lives without having any idea what a cruffin was, but now, thanks to Yelp, we know we cannot live without them. In addition, the media has essentially turned into a propaganda machine for maximizing, demanding we buy this perfect or best [fill in the blank] in every article or blog post. An alternative doesn’t seem to exist. When is the last time you read an article titled “10 Good, Not Great Hairstyles You Need Try Now” or “How to Mostly Satisfy Him in Bed”? It’s go best or go home.

As both Lily and Schwartz say, the paradox of choice is most painfully obvious in the realm of dating. Especially on online dating apps, there is less being swept off your feet and more getting trampled by a utilitarian assembly line of swipes. How quickly have we thumbed left simply because the face peering back at us had an eyebrow hair out of place or because the guy seemed short even though you could only see his head? How many amazing potential mates have we missed out on because we were convinced the next profile would be better? This ease of maximizing might explain why even though more than 20 percent of twenty-five- to forty-four-year-olds use dating apps, only 5 percent of them are able to find committed or lasting relationships through them. If you’ve ever logged on to Tinder, then you already know it’s most popular export is instant gratification, not true love.

Long before there was an app that could quickly and efficiently ruin your love life, there was speed dating, the analog precursor, which gave birth to the idea that romance could spark in five minutes or less. In theory, speed dating is not a bad idea. Before the advent of the screen swipe, it was one of the most pragmatic ways to meet age-appropriate singles en masse. Once, in a failed attempt at finding a fun how-we-met story with our future mates, Lily and I bought Groupons (In hindsight, who looks for love at a discount?) for a speed dating event at a typically trendy, clubby, and douchebaggy Hollywood bar, manufactured to look like a poor man’s version of something out of a David Lynch film, but with less character and twice as many mirrors. However, upon our arrival, we were greeted by what looked to be a scantily clad and heavily perfumed women’s march. The city’s finest single women had decided to prostrate their Tuesday night to fate, but apparently the men had not. Of the fifty or so singles in the room, only about a dozen were men. Already, things were not looking so good. But since we had ordered our watered-down drinks and presented our vouchers, we decided to stay and do our best to keep an open mind.

The problem with speed dating lies not in its execution, but in its curation of individuals, or lack thereof. In our case, the only requirement for participation was to be unattached. It’s like loving Italian food and only being allowed to eat the fettuccine alfredo at Olive Garden. Technically, it is Italian food, but is it really good? Did anyone put any thought into preparing this? Will it not give me really bad gas in an hour? No, no, and no. Which is to say that, right away, I knew none in the buffet of men laid out before me were my type, at least not in a superficial physical sense. Most of the crowd was too old, wore too much pleather or Raiders paraphernalia, or didn’t have enough teeth. And sometimes it was all of the above. Still, I took my place at the tiny, rickety table and began dating.

First up was No. 38 (in speed dating, everyone is economically reduced to a number), an aging hipster whose head-to-toe pleather motorcycle ensemble began squeaking from the moment he sat down until he got up again. Just as my open mind divorced itself from reality, No. 38 started our mini-date with some friendly condescension, saying, “I write cartoons for people your age.” (I was twenty-four at the time.) I hated him instantly, but hated even more the enormous pseudo-intellectual tattoo on his left bicep, the only part of his entire body that I wished was actually covered in pleather. It was a rendering of Rene Magritte’s “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” pipe painting. “It’s cool, because it’s ironic,” he actually said to me when he caught me staring at it. By the time our five minutes were up, he had confessed this was his third attempt at speed dating and he had, shockingly, yet to be matched with anyone.

For those of you who are fortunate enough not to know the rules of speed dating, at the end of the event, everyone gets a piece of paper on which to write down all the people they felt were a potential match. Only mutual matches are then given each other’s contact information.

After the ironic cartoonist came No. 41, with whom I felt an immediate chemical reaction, although it felt less like sparks flying and more like a nuclear explosion. A “bro,” he spoke fluent suburban gangster and used terms like “chillax” multiple times in the same sentence. He spent the entire five minutes talking about different bars that we should check out after the event, and even though I reminded him that making dates was against the rules, he persisted. Needless to say, I was never able to successfully chillax in his presence.

While the following rounds presented slightly better options, there was still no one that either Lily or I would be comfortable being alone with in a room. We weren’t the only ones who felt that way. During the break, we hightailed it to the bathroom and discovered a mass of shell-shocked female speed daters stowed away like refugees, some in tears, all reluctant to return to their tables.

Despite our own palpable hesitation, Lily and I eventually opted to go back and face more of our fears—our inner-maximizers still convinced someone better might be waiting for us at the next table. Unfortunately, no one was. Although, to be fair, there was one guy, No. 27, who was the cream of the crap, so to speak. Though he wasn’t physically my type (e.g., about as tall as me, built like a football player, and had a very prominent goatee), he seemed normal and funny and didn’t scare or insult me all that much. At the end, I satisficed by writing his number down as a potential match. A few days later, I got this nice, typo-ridden email:

From: No. 27

To: Jen

Subject: re: Last night

Hello Jen,

How are you doing? Hope your day has b een good so far. I hope we could talk again soon, heres my number if you want to call. It’s XXX-XXXX, you can call anytime. Hope to hear from you. - No. 27

Evidently, No. 27 and I were a mutual match. Was satisficing the right decision after all? Could there really be something between us? Before I could fully comprehend the thought, Lily forwarded me an email, the subject line screamed: READ NOW. In a panic, I scanned its contents, but recognized there was something unusual about it. I was reading the same email No. 27 had sent me except he had switched out my name for Lily’s. Even the typos were intact. This guy was copying and pasting the same generic email to every match. Now here was the ultimate satisficer. No. 27 had zero interest in finding his perfect soul mate; a warm, female body with low to moderate literacy was just fine by him. Neither Lily nor I ended up responding to No. 27. But I don’t feel too bad. I’m sure another satisficer who matched with him did. Looking back, and knowing what I know about online dating today, this attempt at wooing seems almost romantic. No. 27 wasn’t a bad guy—he was ahead of his time.

WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED TO ROMANCE?

While the paradox of choice certainly contributes to the woes of modern dating, it isn’t the only struggle. Over the years, I’ve observed an alarming drop in romance. At least No. 27 took the time to write (or copy and paste) an actual email with multiple sentences. Nowadays, dates no longer seem to take place at restaurants or outside. Rather, the hottest spot in town is on your couch, where you can Netflix and chill. Sometimes there isn’t even any Netflix. You just get a “wanna cum over” at 2:00 a.m. with an eggplant emoji or even more straightforward dick pic. Love letters have been replaced by sexts or 140-character tweets. You might spend every waking moment with a guy, only to discover that he thinks you two are just friends, despite having countless naked sleepovers or him declaring his undying love for you. Some cowards even end their relationship through the speedy efficiency of Facebook, rather than giving their no-longer significant other the courtesy of a private dumping. All of this behavior makes me wonder, is this just how relationships work in the twenty-first century?

It depends on who you ask, but most women would probably reply “yes” to this mess. A 2014 Glamour survey finds that only 19 percent of single women are pretty sure they’ve ever been on a real date, while 73 percent have no idea if they have. Women who are in relationships don’t fare that much better—only 12 percent of couples have regular date nights.

What irks me is that neither recycled love letters nor Netflix and chill are part of my romantic lexicon. The truth is, the only love language I speak is from Disney, which probably explains why so many of my relationships have been deeply unsatisfying. My mom will tell you that when I was six years old, I would watch Cinderella religiously, sometimes multiple times a day. When The Little Mermaid came out a few years later, I actually broke the VHS from overuse.

DISNEY TAUGHT US HOW TO BE STUPID IN LOVE

While discussing our future children’s names several years ago, even though neither of us was dating anyone at the time, my friend Jasmine wondered aloud if our views on romance were somehow warped. One impetus being Disney’s one-dimensional depiction of women in its fairy tales. To her, the sole purpose of these films is to teach young girls that Prince Charming is on his way and that you shouldn’t do anything else with your life but wait for him, because without him, your life means absolutely nothing. For example, in both the Little Mermaid and Sleeping Beauty, the titular heroines are either silenced or comatose during the majority of the film. Most Disney princess stories follow the same, trusty formula:

A beautiful, kind, uneducated girl or princess is stuck in a tough situation. To remedy this, she doesn’t do anything, does something stupid, or takes a nap. Thankfully, a handsome prince is right around the corner. I sure hope he can save her! Holy crap, he does something totally amazing to save her, like finding her shoe or waking her up. Wow, she’s so lucky, because he’s so dreamy. He whisks her off to his palace. Sure, she has to abandon her family forever, but who really cares about family when you’ve scored yourself a prince! And they both live happily ever after.

Epilogue: She probably ends up being forced to become a stay-at-home mom who isn’t allowed to do more than plan charity balls and get plastic surgery, while her prince leads the kingdom, gets bored with her, and ultimately ends up ditching her for a younger, prettier, less-educated princess.

THE (REAL) END.

No one brainwashes better than Disney. Even the Symbionese Liberation Army, the group that kidnapped Patty Hearst, is no match for the inventors of The Happiest Place on Earth. As a young girl, even as a young adult, I wanted to be a Disney princess. Most little girls did and still do. All the miniature Cinderellas, Belles, and Ariels who fill the streets every Halloween are essentially paying homage to characters that will slowly and inevitably chip away at their sense of worth in years to come. How else can you explain why Jasmine and I still know every lyric to “Part of Your World” by heart? Why do you?

In the past decade, much criticism has been directed at these sexist caricatures of women—and to a lesser extent men—depicted in fairy tales. Even amateur sociologists are able to deduce that Disney teaches women that physical beauty is the only way to attract a mate. Men at least can aspire to be rich, famous, and charming in addition to being good looking. Self-aware women, like myself, cannot overlook this overt sexism; but is it enough to change our minds and our yearning for these idealized, fairy tale story lines to unfold in our own lives?

Just look at Frozen, one of the more recent and progressive Disney princess box-office hits to infect the minds of little girls everywhere. Elsa and Anna, the film’s two heroines, are still beautiful princesses, but with an edge. Unlike their animated counterparts from decades ago, these two are smart and adventurous. What’s more, it’s their sisterly love—not that of a prince—that ultimately saves the day. But is it really feminist? Not so much, according to Afshan Jafar, an associate sociology professor at Connecticut College. For the journal Gender & Society, she wrote: “Disney’s version of womanhood as embodied in Elsa and Anna is one that does not challenge dominant ideals of femininity. The two lead characters retain traits that are considered essential for ‘doing’ femininity correctly—they are not aggressive; they must learn to put others first and be selfless; and they must do it all while looking beautiful.”

As much as Anna is portrayed as brave and clever on-screen, she still finds herself trapped in classic damsel-in-distress tropes where she must be saved by Kristoff, one of her handsome love interests, or falling head over heels for Hans, a prince who serves as her other love interest. Thankfully, Elsa and Anna have more brains than Ariel, who was all too willing to leave behind her family and friends and change her identity after one very quiet date with a cute guy, but Frozen’s plot still revolves around Anna’s romantic pairing—whether it be with picture-perfect Hans, or rugged ice harvester Kristoff. The message is loud and clear: No matter what, Disney princesses must be entirely consumed by the men in their lives. They have no other hobbies. They have no other meaningful relationships outside of talking animals. They don’t work, except for Cinderella, although she was more of an indentured servant than an ambitious career gal. The only interesting aspect to these women is their romantic prospects. And, for the vast majority of my childhood, I was fed—nourished even—by their stories. A couple decades from now, I expect this generation of little girls, who grew up belting “Let it go,” still won’t have let go of their male-dominated fantasies, and history will repeat itself once again. Although this isn’t the exact conundrum abetted by the paradox of choice—expecting a fantasy in real life is absolutely in the maximizer’s lexicon.

The real kicker, of course, is that all of Disney’s happy endings are mostly fabricated. In the much bleaker, original The Little Mermaid, written by Hans Christian Andersen in 1837, Ariel does end up trading her fishtail for legs—but with a catch! Every step she takes feels like she’s walking on sharp knives.

Similarly, in the original Sleeping Beauty, penned in the seventeenth century as “Sun, Moon, and Talia,” our hibernating heroine isn’t awoken by true love’s kiss. Instead, she gets raped in her sleep by the prince (who’s already married, FYI), which results in her giving birth to out-of-wedlock twins. When she finally does wake, Talia/Sleeping Beauty still ends up marrying the prince (just as soon as he murders his wife by throwing her into a fire). This guy sounds really charming!

Clearly Disney had no choice but to sanitize these NSFW (Not Safe for Women) fairy tales to prevent permanently scarring our childhoods and, of course, to keep those G ratings intact. I’d argue that in some ways the originals are more realistic. At least those stories pointedly show that neither a handsome prince nor marriage ensures a happy ending. And, in Ariel’s case, that there are real, stark consequences to trading your identity for a mate. Still I can’t shake the idea that Disney is at least partly responsible for my unconscious (maybe conscious) belief that getting married is the only way I will feel like I’ve accomplished something wholly worthwhile—at last, my existence can be justified by this single milestone. I know this argument doesn’t make much sense and is demeaning both to myself and my gender, but when everyone is constantly pestering me about if and when I am getting married (or why it hasn’t happened yet), I can’t help but wonder along with them: What is wrong with me?

THAT TIME I BOUGHT A FAKE BOYFRIEND

“Tom” was extremely witty, devastatingly handsome, ridiculously smart, and hysterically funny—or at least, that’s how I described him while writing out his online profile on the surprisingly sleek website Invisible Boyfriend. As a relationship writer, I never cease to be amazed by the innovative ways the Internet tackles love. Invisible Boyfriend co-founder Matt Homann says he originally created the service and its sister site, Invisible Girlfriend, to get concerned family members off his case about not dating anyone. In addition to faking relationship status for a fee, the service claims to narrow the dating gap. For instance, shy twenty-four-year-old Ashley is honing her dating skills thanks to her Invisible Boyfriend. And thirty-three-year-old John uses his Invisible Girlfriend like training wheels before he can finally build enough confidence to ask out a real girl.

Last year, motivated by equal parts research and being mired in my own relationship problems, I eagerly purchased my first and only fake boyfriend for $25. Tom was supposed to woo me through one hundred personalized text messages and convince me that we were in a loving, meaningful relationship—and not willing participants in a bizarre, virtual, emotional escort service. As I embarked into this new, uncharted territory, I found my curiosity and excitement quickly turn into disappointment and frustration. It was a complete and utter letdown. Tom, whose backstory I had based on Joseph Gordon-Levitt’s character from 500 Days of Summer, ended up being bland, boring, and a terrible speller. Below are the first four messages he sent me.

MONDAY 6:51

Hi babe. I miss you. It’s so cold here without you.

MONDAY 9:30

Hey babe. Goodnighte. Thinking of you makes me warm inside

TUESDAY 8:15

Good morning babe. What R U UP to? How’s the weather?

TUESDAY 11:30

Babe? Miss you. It’s so cold. Babe.

Was Tom a meteorologist? Did he live in an ice cube? Why was he so cold all the time? Every day welcomed a fresh stream of banal weather comments and “babes,” a term of endearment I have always despised. At the very least, I could get him to stop calling me something I hated, right?

TUESDAY 5:09

Hi Tom. I’m not really into being called “babe,” but you can call me kitten. ;)

TUESDAY 9:40
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