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			For Brian, 
who continues to score a perfect 1,500.

			 

			And for Bella, 
who would have given him 100 points extra.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			This isn’t a typical introduction. 
Start here first!

			I want to tell you from the outset that my story has a happy ending. I eventually met the man of my dreams, and we had a storybook wedding. We started a family, bought a great house, and are in the process of living happily ever after. But the events that led up to my finding him and settling down were sometimes harrowing, were often depressing, and at one point involved me taking a trip with a color-coded set of spreadsheets to see a therapist.

			I’m getting ahead of the story, though.

			For many years, I dated the wrong men, and though we were initially happy, all of my relationships came to a pretty terrible end. In between, I patiently agreed to be set up. I went to bars and clubs, trying to appear nonchalant and relaxed, as if that would attract the perfect man. I quickly found that “least expecting it” was not a reasonable path to true love. After a particularly bad date one night, which culminated in my drinking a whole bottle of wine and scribbling a bunch of formulas and theories down on notebook paper like a crazed mad scientist, I realized that we’ve all been going about finding our matches the wrong way. Whether we’re dating in the real world or online, we’re relying too much now on hope and happenstance. And these days, algorithms, too. We don’t allow ourselves to think about what we really want in a partner, and then we don’t sell ourselves in order to get it.

			The problem, you see, doesn’t have to do with a lack of good people left to date.

			The problem is us. It’s you and me. Our friends, our families. Hell, I’m even going to place blame on all the dating and relationship books on our physical and virtual shelves. Men aren’t some strange foreign planet women must explore and conquer. And not all women are emotionally intelligent or have mysterious hormones coursing through them. We’re complex beings. If you want true love and a long-lasting marriage, you need to start by figuring out what makes you happy.

			When you turn this page, you’re going to join me in the middle of a storybook romance that ended in heartbreak. Then you’ll follow me on all the terrible dates that followed. You’ll be there on the night that I smoked too many cigarettes, drank too much wine, and made a very long list of requirements for all future dates. And for what inevitably came next: making a decision to game the system, using math, data, and loopholes. You’ll learn, as I did, which keywords, types of photos, and other qualities make for a successful online dating profile. And once you’ve found the right person for you, what it is you should do next: how soon to make contact, how to keep scoring your own list, and how to approach those critical first few dates.

			You will probably laugh at me—maybe out loud, while you’re reading this in bed or commuting on a train. You will most definitely shake your head. “What in the hell was this woman thinking?” you’ll wonder. In fact, you’ll say that a lot in Chapters 6 and 7. Your cheeks will grow hot a few times. It’s okay—my sister was deeply embarrassed for me too.

			But don’t worry. All of my initial missteps and eventual dating experiments were worth the effort. Like I said, this is a story with a happy ending.

		

	
		
			1  Missed Connections

			He quoted me to me.

			Hilary pierced the heaviest of my cardboard boxes with a pair of opened scissors, trying to penetrate the layers of tape I’d used to secure everything. “You pack like Dad,” she said. “This thing is hermetically sealed. What do you have in here?”

			“Books,” I mumbled, standing between two suitcases in the living room of what was now my new home. It was a small one-bedroom row-house apartment near the Philadelphia Museum of Art. From the window, I had a gorgeous view of the river and trees below, which provided a good alternative to what was behind me: a dusty old futon in place of the plush couch I’d been sitting on for the past year, mismatched chairs next to my parents’ old dining room table, and a kitchen with a two-burner stove, an oven that had no visible temperature settings, and a refrigerator that only came up to my armpit.

			Still, I was relieved to be in this crappy old apartment, unpacking boxes with my sister. It was the best space available on such short notice. I’d never imagined that I’d find myself in this situation.

			A year and a half earlier, I’d left Tokyo International Airport en route to Chicago to see my family. It was my second stint living in Japan; I was working for Newsweek magazine covering pop culture and tech trends. I was twenty-eight and exploiting every opportunity that crossed my path. Did I want to jet over to Korea for the week to cover the World Cup soccer finals? Sure! Would I mind traveling to northern China to report on factory workers? I’m there! Could I meet up with Japan’s biggest pop star and interview him about his music? You bet!

			I had an amazing job and was meeting fabulously interesting people. I naïvely assumed that it was only a matter of time before I met another foreign correspondent, someone who was brilliant, handsome, and well traveled. We’d get married, have two smart, culturally savvy, multilingual children, and move to a new country every five years. By the time our kids were ready for Harvard, we’d have a small warehouse full of antiques and cultural artifacts we’d been collecting from all over the world, some of which we’d move into our Parisian pied-à-terre. We’d bring the rest back to Manhattan and move into a modest town house on the Upper West Side.

			But as the years wore on, I discovered that most of the American journalists I knew were either already married or were mostly interested in short flings with Japanese women. I had plenty of men to date, just no long-term prospects. I was growing lonely and increasingly skeptical of my ability to land a great husband while living overseas, so I’d made a tough decision to move back to the States. I’d planned to move back gradually, shuttling my things from Tokyo to my parents’ home in Chicago over the next few months as I figured out what to do next.

			It was a stressful trip. My travel agent had, once again, not considered the size of my layover airport. This time it was Seattle, and thirty-five minutes wasn’t nearly enough time to get through immigration and over to my departure gate. I’d missed my connection.

			I arrived at the desk slightly out of breath and stood at the back of a long line. I was in my usual travel ensemble: a comfy old pair of dark-wash jeans, a white T-shirt, a gray hoodie, and a black leather jacket. I always wore a pair of diamond studs my parents had given me for my bat mitzvah and a banged-up but reliable Seiko wristwatch that I could easily set to new time zones. Especially on long plane trips, I kept my extremely thick, curly brown hair in a loose ponytail to prevent frizz, though that never seemed to work. I didn’t bother with makeup or contacts, but I did keep a tube of Vaseline in my pocket. My lips always chapped while I was up in the air.

			The agent was entirely too chatty with the man she was helping, talking about Seattle coffee, then baseball. I watched him pull his wallet out of his back pocket and expected him to present his credit card and pay so that she could move on to the next person in line. Instead, he opened it to a collection of photos and pointed to a young boy. “Well, isn’t he precious!” she cooed.

			“Are you fucking kidding me?” I said under my breath. I let out a long sigh, then “Kore ga Nihon de okoru koto wa nai,” in Japanese. This isn’t the way things are done in Japan!

			That caught the attention of the guy standing in front of me. He turned around slightly—I could see he was holding a book written in Japanese. He had a high-tech mobile phone in his other hand, which he’d been fiddling with since I got there. He wore rimless glasses, black jeans, and black shoes and looked like a really fashionable, athletic computer hacker. My eyes drifted down to his ring finger . . . it was bare. It was possible that he was one of those Japanese men who purposely don’t wear wedding rings while they travel, but this guy seemed different.

			He pressed one of the buttons on his phone and it lit up to display the time.

			“Shit!” I said, this time in English. The flight I was trying to make was boarding in ten minutes.

			“Sumimasen kedo,” I said, touching his arm. “Would it be possible for me to go in front of you? I’m trying to catch a plane,” I said in the politest Japanese I could muster.

			He was starting to make a call as he turned around to look at me. “Actually,” he said in perfect English, “I think we were both on the same flight from Tokyo. We missed the connection.”

			I couldn’t believe it—I’d just made the mistake that always drove me nuts in Japan. People there assumed I didn’t speak their language, so they insisted on trying to communicate in broken English. My face grew hot, an indication that my usual blotchy red patches would soon be arriving all over my neck. I was a terrible liar and even worse when it came to hiding embarrassment. My skin always betrayed me.

			“Here,” he said. “Follow me.” He walked up to the desk and motioned for me to stand next to him. “Excuse me,” he said to the agent. “We’re trying to get on that next flight out. We need your help.” He smiled the entire time, and his deep voice was transfixing. The agent actually smiled back at him—the opposite reaction I’d gotten from every single airline industry professional, ever—and asked for our tickets. The next flight was now sold out, but she could get us seats on the very last flight out of the night.

			“I can’t seat you together, though. Is that okay?” she asked, tapping away on her keyboard. I looked down, trying to hide my smile. Actually, I thought we’d look nice as a couple.

			Tickets in hand, he asked if I wanted to take a walk outside with him. “Do you smoke?” he asked.

			I’d never been a regular smoker. While I had an occasional cigarette in college, I did everything I could to avoid them in Asia. Everyone smoked—even inside buildings—and tobacco was cheap. I was actively trying not to smoke in Japan so I didn’t become a smoker for real. But this guy seemed interesting, and he was so good-looking. I wanted to talk to him more, so I followed him outside to the approved smoking area. He pulled a pack of Camel Lights out of his pocket, gave me one, and held out a light. It was the first cigarette I’d had in several months. I inhaled deeply and immediately felt my head spin.

			“So I’m Henry,” he said, exhaling. His mother was Japanese and his father was American, but he’d lived his entire life in the Midwest. He always thought he’d be a journalist, but circumstances conspired otherwise. He spent some time as a professional golfer and some more time working in restaurants. He eventually decided on law school but moved to northern Japan for two years to teach English first.

			It was an eerily familiar story. I’d originally planned on becoming a lawyer. I wanted to be a litigator, then solicitor general, a position that would have me arguing cases before the Supreme Court. Then, in my senior year of college, it came time to take the LSAT, the exam to get into law school. For reasons I still can’t explain, it was the first and only time in my life I didn’t prepare for something. I went in and took the test cold. I did surprisingly well, given my situation, but I wasn’t going to get into a decent school with those scores. So I decided not to go at all. Without another plan in place, one of my professors suggested that I move to northern Japan for a year or two while I figured out my next steps. I liked learning languages, and this seemed like a grand opportunity for adventure. Through his connections, I’d serve as a foreigner-of-all-trades, teaching some English, helping out with cultural events, and spending time with a small, remote community.

			“While I was there, I started freelancing,” I told Henry. “That grew into a full-time job. I wanted to get better at what I was doing, so I took some time off to go to grad school for journalism at Columbia University. Then I moved back to Tokyo for Newsweek. I became a journalist sort of by accident.”

			“What kind of writing do you do?” he asked, lighting another cigarette.

			“Mostly culture and technology trends around Asia,” I said, taking the pack from his hand. “Do you mind if I have another?”

			Nodding, he held out his lighter for me again. “I just read this incredible story about how Japanese teenagers are all having unprotected sex with their close friends,” he said. “Apparently they say that they’re not in danger of getting an STD as long as they only sleep with other kids in their circle. There was this line . . . ,” he said, searching his memory. “Girls now share boyfriends like they’d share chips. Everyone’s hand is in the bag.”

			“Wait,” I said, as the blotches fired up again on my neck. “I wrote that!”

			“Really?” he said.

			“You just quoted me to me!” I said back, immediately regretting using a line from When Harry Met Sally. I took a nervous drag on my cigarette.

			“No!” he said. “First, I love that movie. . . .” Then he reached into his bag and pulled out a copy of Newsweek. I watched him flip to a page with DANGEROUS LIAISONS: JAPAN’S CASUAL “SEX FRIENDS” RISK MORE THAN BROKEN HEARTS written at the top in bold typeface. He pointed to the byline. “You’re Amy Webb?”

			Henry went on about how much he’d enjoyed my story as we finished our cigarettes, and I asked him what else he liked to read as we walked back to the gate. We read the same magazines—Popular Science, The New Yorker, The Atlantic, Wired—and liked the same authors: Robert Heinlein, William Gibson, Nick Hornby.

			Ultimately, our conversation turned to why I was traveling home. I explained my gradual move back to the States and was surprised to hear him commiserate. Henry had experienced similar problems. The Japanese women he’d met were only interested in a prototypical blond-haired, blue-eyed American, not someone who looked Asian. Up where he lived, there weren’t many alternatives. “It can be incredibly lonely,” he said. He’d had a few long-term relationships in the U.S., women who had eventually broken up with him but with whom he’d stayed very close friends. It wasn’t like that in Japan.

			As we waited in line to board the plane, Henry rifled through his bag and found a copy of Job: A Comedy of Justice. It was the next Heinlein book I’d been meaning to read. He pulled out a pen and scribbled something in the back.

			“Here,” he said, handing me the book and pen. “You can have this—I just finished it. Put your email on the last page. Maybe we can get together the next time you’re in Japan.” As I tore out the page to give back to him, I noticed that he’d already written down his name, phone number, and email.

			I took my seat near the front of the plane, and he continued to the rear, well past the emergency-exit row. I opened the book and stared at the first sentence and then quickly flipped to the last page, wanting to look at Henry’s handwriting again. We had a four-hour flight back to Chicago. I tried to contain my excitement, but I couldn’t help myself from indulging. Maybe he wanted to be some kind of international lawyer? Maybe he also wanted to move from country to country and have fabulously intelligent children, just like I did?

			By the time we landed at O’Hare, it was close to midnight and the airport was nearly deserted. A janitor was pushing around a heavy cart, emptying a trash bin, while a security guard rested with his back against the wall, watching late-night CNN on the overhead monitors. As I neared baggage claim, I saw my parents sitting on a bench, chatting with another couple. Then I heard Henry’s voice behind me. “Are those your parents talking to mine?”

			In the car, my mom told me that Henry’s family lived about three hours north of us. They’d been talking to his father and stepmother for a few hours, while they waited. “Apparently his mother is Japanese and moved back to Tokyo,” she said. “He’s going to law school in the fall, but did you know he wanted to be a journalist? Incredible!” she said as my dad took the south exit toward home.

			Three weeks later, I was back in Tokyo packing up my apartment. Henry and I made plans for me to spend the weekend with him. It was an uncharacteristically spontaneous move on my part. Though I barely knew him, I never questioned whether I should take a train into a remote village and stay at his place. We had a great time. We visited a traditional Japanese onsen, bathing together in giant outdoor hot springs. He made me dinner, letting me watch him work in the kitchen. That first night, he invited me into his bed, and we didn’t leave again until late afternoon the following day.

			The next month, he visited me in the States. We ordered pizza one night and sat on the couch, drinking wine and reminiscing about the corn, mayonnaise, shrimp, and other bizarre toppings offered by Pizza Hut in Japan. He started fiddling with the pizza box and tugging at the label as I got up to use the bathroom. When I came back, he was on his knees looking up at me, holding something between his fingers. I could still see “Amy Webb” written across the paper label that he’d fashioned into a ring.

			“Amy . . . ,” he started to say.

			“I . . . I can’t,” I stammered. “We can’t. You’re joking, right?”

			“I’m not joking,” he said, grinning at me. “I want to marry you. Let’s elope. Let’s just go!”

			The sensible part of me knew that I couldn’t get engaged after dating someone for a few months, no matter how charming and romantic he was. I wasn’t ready to get married yet. And I didn’t want this to be my engagement story. I was a meticulous planner, someone who enjoyed the act of creating spreadsheets and making timetables that tracked activities down to the second. I took extreme pleasure in collecting and color-coding data, and especially in checking items off my lists. Getting in a car with Henry’s pizza-box ring and driving until we found someone to marry us was exactly the opposite of the wedding day I’d imagined. I knew Henry would feel rejected, but I wasn’t ready to marry him yet.

			At the end of the summer, Henry started law school in Philadelphia and asked me to move in with him. It was never a city on my radar. If I was going to move back to the States permanently, I thought I’d settle down in New York City or in Chicago, where my family lived.

			I’d also started to sense that maybe Henry and I weren’t 100 percent compatible. For one thing, he was a pack-a-day smoker and was now totally uninterested in any sort of physical activity. He liked spending long hours in pubs, drinking with friends. I hated loud, smoky bars and would much rather that we spend time alone as a couple, touring a new museum or art gallery. When I looked around at my friends in relationships, though, none of them seemed to be totally and completely well matched. Henry and I had such a great story. It seemed like destiny had somehow brought us together, and that was enough reason for me to say yes to Philly.

			I took the first job I could find, at a local weekly newspaper. I was happy to be employed but miserable every single day at work. Occasionally I got to do some investigative stories, but I was mainly stuck writing articles about mundane city hall meetings that no one read. Adding salt to my ego’s wounds, I wasn’t even at the biggest weekly paper. We were a very consistent number two.

			Adjusting to my new life in Philly was difficult, and I grew somewhat depressed. I’d been bouncing around cities, experiencing something exotic and new on a near-daily basis, but I was now just another American reporter shackled to a row house that didn’t feel like home. Henry, on the other hand, was in his element. Law school was an exhilarating challenge. He was surrounded by like-minded, smart people who, in that first fall semester, all felt like they were comrades fighting together in the same war.

			On the weekends, I tried to cajole Henry into touring the city. There was the art museum, farmers’ markets, and an artists’ colony nearby. We could take a long walk along the river, drink coffee, and chat away a Sunday like we did that first weekend together in Japan. He was never interested, instead preferring to sleep in past noon on the weekends and stay out late drinking at the local bar with his new law school friends.

			There were other minor irritations too. Though our taste in music was strikingly similar, Henry seemed to control what songs played on our stereo. For me, that unfortunately meant a constant stream of the few Broadway show tunes I didn’t like. Les Misérables and Cats were on a nonstop loop in our house. Les Mis I didn’t mind as much, but Cats was so derivative and repetitive—I was starting to hate it because that sound track was now part of Henry’s evening ritual. He’d run a bath, turn it on, and chain-smoke in the bathtub. I soon wished I had no memory of “Memories.”

			One weekend, Henry told me his best friend from home was coming to visit. Since he was an only child, this guy was the closest thing he had to a brother. I hadn’t met him yet, so I wanted to make a good impression. Wanting to stock the refrigerator in advance, I asked what he liked to eat and drink. I also asked what time he was arriving and how long he planned to stay.

			“Why are you asking so many questions?” Henry would say over and over. “I have no idea when he’s getting here. He’s driving from Chicago.”

			“But . . . a day even? I’m sure he has a target?” I asked. I never got an answer. As Henry grew impatient and inexplicably angry with me, I tried to understand why scheduling didn’t matter at all to him. The whole thing seemed totally insane. If my sister was coming to visit me, even by horseback, I’d want an idea of when to expect her so I could be at the door, ready to give her a hug. I’d make sure to have soy milk ready so she could make a latte when she woke up the next morning.

			Before long, Henry and I were fighting regularly. I’d talk to my sister and mom on the phone almost every day, in part to vent and in part seeking advice. I also turned to the only friend I’d made at work, a plucky British journalist named Juliet. She was brilliant and underutilized but always in a great mood. She and her filmmaker boyfriend, Ben, had met in college and had decided to settle in Philadelphia. They seemed to have this fabulously exciting life, always eating at new restaurants and attending midnight movie premieres and making friends everywhere they went. The more time I spent with Henry, the more I daydreamed about being a third companion in their amazing partnership.

			Juliet and I had a daily ritual. At eleven A.M., we’d walk up the street to a coffee shop. I’d order a black coffee and would confide in her my latest struggle with Henry as she overflowed her breakfast tea with honey and entirely too much milk. “This is probably just a phase,” she’d say. “You’re stressed at work and he’s stressed at school. Someday you’ll get married and we’ll all toast that missed connection at the airport. You two are lovely together!”

			I kept hoping that Juliet was right. I was less and less happy in our relationship, but I wanted to believe that we were just transitioning to our new life together in the States. Eventually, things would bounce back to where they’d been.

			That winter, Henry said we should get a Christmas tree. Neither of us was religious, but I’d grown up in a very Jewish household. While I didn’t believe in God now, I strongly identified with my heritage and culture. I’d endured harassment as a kid and in college because I was Jewish, and choosing to erect a tree with tinsel and lights felt like acquiescing to all those hateful people. I also knew that my mom would be deeply disappointed in me. But I thought that picking out a tree and decorating it would bring Henry and me closer together. The tree itself wouldn’t matter, I reasoned.

			A few days before Christmas we had another big fight. We hadn’t had sex in several weeks, and I was hoping that we could talk through whatever the problem was. But instead of talking, he stormed out and said he wouldn’t be back. The writing wasn’t on the wall for me; it was twinkling in red, blue, and green. I sat alone in the dark, staring at the tree. This isn’t who I am, I thought. I’m not me in this relationship.

			If we broke up, where would I go? I’d lived in Philadelphia for only six months. I didn’t know that many people, and while I was miserable with Henry, at least I had someone to come home to each night. I’d uprooted my life to be with him, and the thought of having to start over again made me nauseated. My fear and insecurity about having to rejoin the dating pool trumped how alone and angry Henry made me feel.

			We struggled through the winter and early spring, living together but barely speaking. One sunny afternoon, I asked Henry to sit outside with me.

			“Can we talk about what’s happening with us?” I asked.

			“Sure,” he said, avoiding my eyes.

			I told him that I didn’t feel like we were communicating very well. It seemed that we’d grown apart, and the more I tried to talk to him about things, the worse it got.

			“Just over a year ago you asked me to marry you, remember?” I asked. “I want to feel like that again.”

			Henry didn’t say much, but he did offer me a cigarette, just as he had when we first met. I lit the end and inhaled. “I do love you,” he said. The “do” sounded to me like ellipses leading to something I didn’t want to hear, and it made my stomach knot.

			“Maybe we should take a short break,” I said, trying to manipulate the conversation. I’d been holding out hope that we could somehow regain those feelings we’d had at the beginning. That passionate infatuation was so intense and visceral that the thought of losing those feelings, and Henry, was too much to bear. Still, I reasoned that if I offered this nuclear option, it would jolt him into talking about whatever it was he was feeling.

			“Because if—”

			“I think that’s a good idea,” Henry interrupted, finally looking at me directly. “Let’s spend a few months apart and see where we stand. Take the weekend to move your things out. I’ll help you find an apartment.”

			I blinked hard a few times and put out my cigarette. Something was wrong—I probably didn’t hear him right. This wasn’t making sense. This is the opposite of what’s supposed to happen. Are we breaking up? I suddenly noticed that my cheeks were not flushed, but instead very wet. My upper lip tasted salty.

			Henry wrapped his arms around me and held me close to him. “I do love you,” he said as I sobbed into his shirt.

			Hilary flew in the next day, ready for her sisterly duties, to help me pack up my things and move out. Though she was three years younger, she had leapfrogged ahead of me in many ways. She was so confident and secure, and she was so well put together. She always had the right outfit for the occasion, accessorized with a perfect, gleaming smile. Hilary was exactly what I needed when I was falling apart.

			Henry and I made a list of who would take what: I’d get the bedroom set; he’d keep the couch and living room furniture. We decided that it would be best if he left me alone in the house while I boxed up my half of our relationship.

			Hilary wanted to take a midday break and have lunch in the Italian Market, a Philadelphia neighborhood lined with outdoor cafés, gelato shops, and cheesemongers. We’d just finished eating hoagies and were walking back toward my car, takeaway espressos in hand, when I heard Hilary gasp.

			“No fucking way!” she yelled. “Hey, asshole!” she called out.

			I looked around, slightly embarrassed about the scene she was now causing.

			“Henry!” she shouted.

			I hadn’t realized that the man in the couple walking just ten feet in front of us was actually Henry, arm in arm with a short brunette. I recognized her immediately. She was another law student, one who’d been in our house several times. In fact, I used to tease Henry about how much she flirted with him. Stupid, blind Amy. How did I not see this coming?

			I remember hearing Hilary continue to shout as I slid my keys into the lock of my car door. The seat felt unusually warm. I looked in the rearview mirror to find Hilary standing in the middle of the street, hands on her hips, ripping Henry to shreds.

			He didn’t love me, I knew now. Henry told me he had never broken up with a girlfriend before—instead, he engineered a way for her to end it each time so he wouldn’t have to feel guilty. I was just the next in what I suddenly realized had been a string of confused, gullible women. I felt my heart pounding so hard it hurt my chest. My tongue went numb. Was it sliding down the back of my throat? I couldn’t breathe. I was moving my boxes out of our house that weekend; was that law student moving hers in?

			Then everything went black.

			Now here I was, standing with Hilary in my crappy new apartment, staring at a bunch of cardboard. I was thirty and no longer building toward marriage and a family. I was stuck in a city I’d never intended to call home with a ratty old futon and the pillow-top mattress Henry and I had spent one happy afternoon picking out.

			“Why did you have to use so much tape?” Hilary asked again. “Never mind. I know why.”

		

	
		
			2  Single in the City

			Learning how to date—and to hate dating—again.

			Several weeks after my breakup with Henry, some of the staff at my office staged a mutiny. Without much warning, my editor got fired along with all of the news team. They spared Juliet but not me.

			While I was looking for another job, I decided to start consulting. With my background in technology and journalism, I was able to track trends and forecast how the media landscape was going to change. I started with one small client, but within a month I’d signed half a dozen companies wanting me to advise them. Knowing it was a huge risk, I put my job search on hold and set up a home office in my kitchen so I could focus on building my new company full-time. I loved nothing more than to work on a monumental challenge. The concentration and endurance it required empowered and excited me.

			There was one small problem: Besides a police officer and his sister who lived in the apartment above me, I didn’t see anyone else most days of the week. I still went out with friends, but it was impossible to meet any potential dates. There were no coworkers who could introduce me to their brothers or old college roommates. I was thirty, and while I wasn’t against going out to clubs on the weekends, standing in line while a group of twenty-one-year-olds in front of me got carded didn’t help my self-esteem.

			Some of my friends had been trying to set me up on blind dates, but they never worked out. Either we had nothing in common or there was just no chemistry. I’d also been meeting up with Juliet’s friends at local bars. They were stylish, artsy, and smart, and I always lost my confidence around them. When I did meet a man who was my age, attractive, and steadily employed, he was unfortunately already married.

			Instead, I found myself working until midnight or later and then staying up to watch old episodes of Sex and the City, to live vicariously through Miranda. She was smart, driven, and career focused, and she still managed to eventually find a husband. I felt ashamed admitting this to my professional friends living outside of Philly, who were either already happily married or seemed to not care about whether they’d ever start a family. Surely I wasn’t the only thirtysomething woman struggling to figure out how to simultaneously chase a career and a long-term relationship?

			Meantime, one of my friends from home was newly pregnant, and another that I’d known in Japan had just given birth to her second child. On weekly calls with my grandmother, I was bombarded with unsolicited details about four of my cousins’ wedding plans.

			Then there were the fix ups. What is it about happily coupled people wanting to fix up everyone else around them? One cousin insisted that I go out with a friend of hers. She told me he was a lawyer representing celebrities, and he asked me to meet him at an Asian restaurant for an early dinner. He showed up a half hour late, fake European kissed me on each cheek, and then sat down at our table with two BlackBerries flanking his water glass. He would start by asking me a question, like, “So what was it like living in Japan?” Just as I’d begin to answer, he’d interrupt with a bigger, better story. “You know, I once spent a day with a Japanese tea sen-SEI master,” he’d say, mangling the word for “teacher.” He’d drone on for five minutes, then abruptly say, “But you don’t want to hear all about that. Now back to you!”

			I told him that originally, I’d planned on going to law school. “Do you watch the show?” he interrupted, asking if I watched one of his clients’ shows. I started to explain that I’d never really watched it, but it was such an indelible part of our pop culture that—

			“And wait . . . just hold that thought . . . ,” he said, typing something into his BlackBerry. “You little prick!” he shouted, either laughing or grumbling into the screen, I couldn’t tell which. “Okay, okay, sorry about that,” he said. “Now back to you. So you watch the show?”

			Less than ten minutes later he took a phone call and said there was an emergency at work. “This has been fun!” he said, shoving his arms into his jacket. He threw several twenty-dollar bills on the table without looking at the check and made for the door. “Let’s set something up in a few weeks.”

			Without a bustling social life in Philly, I was traveling back to Chicago to see my parents most weekends. Hilary, who’d moved to Greensboro, North Carolina, was also traveling back home often. My mom hadn’t been feeling well—she was tired all the time, and she’d recently gained a lot of weight. Our family doctor blamed it on a sudden acute case of type 2 diabetes and told her to watch what she was eating. That diagnosis didn’t quite jibe with the fact that her skin seemed to be yellowing, and she didn’t have terrible eating habits to begin with. But she took his advice and focused on getting healthy.

			Still, she had enough energy to find me dates. Often, on a Friday before I’d leave for the airport, my mom would call and ask me to bring home something nice to wear to dinner.

			“Do you remember Charlie from high school?” she’d ask. “He was in some of your classes?”

			“No, why?” I’d say.

			“We ran into him at the grocery store. Would you believe he’s still single? You’re going out with him tomorrow night.”

			I did remember Charlie, of course. He was a star football player in high school. Not too bright, but athletic and popular. I was invisible to him then, so why in the hell would he want to date me now? Because, as it turned out, he’d gotten divorced at twenty-three and his ex-wife had custody of their two sons. Charlie was now a chubby cliché, living in his old bedroom, his ’89 Camaro parked in his parents’ driveway in the same spot it was fifteen years ago.

			And then there was Chaz, the manager of a diner where I’d waitressed midnights one summer between high school and college. I’d just walked out of the airport and toward my dad’s car when Hilary bolted toward me for a hug. “Don’t be mad, but Mom and Dad are forcing you to go out with that sleazy manager from Silver Moon,” she whispered. “We have to meet him in an hour. I’ll go with you.”

			I didn’t bother dressing up. My kinky, frizzy brown hair was mostly back in a ponytail, and I’d swiped some mascara on so that behind my tortoiseshell glasses, I looked slightly more awake than I felt. I had on the same faded jeans and gray hoodie sweatshirt I’d been wearing since leaving Philadelphia—it was an outfit Hilary would never, ever be seen wearing in public. Though it was technically my date, and we were only dining at Applebee’s, Hilary had a full face of makeup and had flat-ironed her otherwise curly dark blond hair. She was wearing a chic blue V-neck sweater to match her bright blue eyes, and dark-wash jeans with a freshly pressed crease on each leg.

			When we were together, strangers assumed that Hilary was the jet-setting older sister and that I was the opera singer still trying to make it professionally. It was the opposite, of course. Hilary had been auditioning and taking smaller roles, singing in regional companies, while she continued to train and wait for her big break. She spoke five languages well enough to charm everyone around her, and it meant she was constantly being afforded unthinkable offers. Like the Italian family she met at a restaurant once who invited her to stay at their estate in Florence. They threw a big summer party every year and wanted Hilary to sing for their guests. They gave her a round-trip ticket to Italy, set her up in a villa, and took her shopping for a week.

			We looked more like distant cousins—one from a well-groomed family, and one from the wrong side of the tracks—than sisters.

			Chaz was already waiting for me at Applebee’s. He hadn’t expected Hilary, but I was grateful she was there. He was already on his second Long Island Iced Tea and well on his way to a DWI.

			“I’m going to use the bathroom,” I said without even sitting down. “Just get me a water.”

			I found out later that while I was gone, Chaz had peppered Hilary with a whole bunch of questions. Why wasn’t I married? Was I moving back to Chicago permanently? Was I seeing anyone?

			When I got back to our table, Hilary stood up, grabbed my elbow, and led me toward the door. “He just asked whether or not he was getting laid tonight,” she said.

			“With who?” I asked.

			“Who do you think?” she said, rolling her eyes. “Come on, let’s go.” We stormed out of the restaurant without bothering to say good-bye.

			I continued to marvel at all of the dates my mom and cousins forced on me. In theory, these were the people who knew me the best. They should have known that I could never, ever be happy in a relationship with an ambitionless, horny, third-shift diner manager. Or an obnoxious, self-important lawyer. The harder they tried, the more bizarre the date. There was the produce guy at our grocery store. The Starbucks barista who wanted to become a chef. The sweet, bumbling postal worker who, for some reason, didn’t own a phone.

			These dates provided some needed comedic relief for my mother, who was now feeling—and looking—much worse. She decided to get a second opinion, this time at Northwestern University in Chicago. They ran a full battery of tests and gave us a different diagnosis—neuroendocrine cancer—than the one from her internist. While we waited in the exam room, they were making an emergency appointment for my mom with a team of researchers at MD Anderson, a hospital campus in Texas specializing in unusual cancers.

			The doctor tried to share her prognosis with us, but my parents refused to hear it. “We’ll just take this one step at a time,” my dad said. The burden of learning exactly how sick she was, and what that meant for our family, instead fell to me and me alone.

			“Don’t make plans for the spring,” her doctor told me. It was already late August.

			Knowing what was ahead for us, I started getting my mother’s affairs in order, straightening out her insurance, researching her pension and retirement plans, making sure her finances were secure so that my dad could continue without her.

			Doing long division by hand, repetitively entering data into spreadsheets, and making financial projections weren’t necessary tasks, especially since most of it could be handled with a basic computer program. But these activities were the only ways I could escape what was happening to us. I was no longer sleeping, so I resorted to sorting data and making elaborate graphs that I knew no one needed. I’d done the same thing as a little kid every time insomnia struck, which was several days a week. I’d lie awake in bed, doing math sets to calm my anxiety. I’d stare at my digital clock, counting the line segments that made up each of the numbers; 10:58 P.M. had twenty segments. What time of day produced a prime number? What was the square root of 9:26 A.M.?

			I took a strange comfort in those numbers. Numbers were black-and-white; they were clean data. Data that didn’t cause me to question why now, why us? Math made sense to me. I could use it to solve some of my parents’ worries. It wasn’t some untreatable disease for which there was no ribbon or lapel pin.

			My mother’s illness didn’t stop her from working, and it certainly didn’t alter her drive. She had been a fourth-grade teacher for more than thirty years and had gone back to school more than once to take additional classes. Though it wasn’t required, she’d accumulated most of the necessary credits for a PhD. She’d taken on the newly minted teachers from a nearby teaching program and mentored all of the graduates using a curriculum she developed with the university. She designed after-school and summer enrichment programs. In the early 1980s, after irate parents complained to her school’s principal that their kid had gotten someone else as a homeroom teacher, a special list was established, allowing the parents of incoming kindergarteners to reserve a spot in her classroom four years later.

			My dad supported her numerous ideas and schemes, which seemed to be taking more and more time. He was patient and supportive and sometimes thrown into a family dynamic that was culturally very different from what he’d known. Education was more important than anything else in my mother’s very large Jewish family. My father was raised in a devoutly Christian setting, where other things took precedence. Although he had graduated high school two years early—he had a savant-like ability to read an enormous amount and to retain everything, almost word for word—education wasn’t a focus in his family. He hadn’t been encouraged to go to college and instead had joined the retail ranks, managing several stores. Still, he helped launch some of my mom’s projects and was often asked to mentor students.

			With every new class in the fall, it seemed like my mom took on a new set of kids who needed her. School systems use standardized tests to determine which kids need academic help, but few measure emotional development. One year, she had a student who tested fine but was failing most of his subjects. He didn’t have any friends—the kids in class interacted with him only to tease him. My mom suspected he had Asperger’s syndrome, a form of autism. The student’s parents denied there was anything wrong, so my mom became his best friend. She coached him every day and arranged for a school therapist to work with him. My mom stuck with him through middle and high school. When he got his acceptance letter to law school, my mom was the first person he called.

			Hilary and I were on the receiving end of her drive to succeed too. My mom pushed us to work harder and be smarter than we could push ourselves. She didn’t care if we got the best grade or if we won a particular competition, as long as we’d worked ourselves to exhaustion. All of our achievements were quantified and recorded. Hilary and I each had giant binders, with certificates, citations, and letters documenting our accomplishments. We were in every music contest offered. We were senate pages. We were in after-school leadership programs. We took classes in languages, art, and even sewing. Doing each activity meant learning something new. She wanted us to develop cognitive skills, learn time management, and be ready for whatever life threw at us. By the time I graduated high school, I didn’t have a one-page résumé. I had a hundred-page book.

			She was my inspiration in so many ways. Like her, I loved to work. It kept my mind focused in the present, not on the uncertainty of what lay ahead.

			My mom’s cancer scared me. But watching my father clean up the shower floor so she’d never have to see the clumps of her black hair in the drain forced me into near paralysis. My dad never left her side. He loved her completely.

			What if I never find someone to love me like that?

			When Henry got down on his knee and popped the question using a cardboard pizza-box ring, it wasn’t the first time I’d been offered marriage. Years earlier, I’d nearly made a lifetime commitment to my college boyfriend, Allen. We’d met during a summer music clinic—it was an intensive week of master classes and rehearsal. I was practicing clarinet performance and he was working as a mentor. Allen was twenty-four and in his second year of a master’s program studying to be an orchestra conductor. I was eighteen and an incoming freshman at the same school of music that fall. We spent the week flirting madly and continued calling each other and writing letters until I started classes. We fell for each other quickly, and we were inseparable that first semester.

			By the spring, Allen wanted confirmation that we were both heading into a long-term commitment.
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“Anyone who uses online dating sites must read [Amy’s] funny, fascinating book.”
—GRETCHEN RUBIN, author of The Happiness Project
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