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When people examine my bookshelf, their eyes slide past the usual
beloved titles like Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club and
Audrey Niffenegger’s The Time Traveler’s Wife but get caught on one that doesn’t quite
fit. Then they ask that inevitable question: “Why do you own Dating for Dummies?”
“Because,” I tell them, “that book changed my life.”
That probably sounds strange coming from an English major who’s spent her life
with heaps of literary classics, but you don’t understand just how abysmal my love
life was. For me, every single dating experience turned in to a cautionary tale for my
friends to tell their friends and their friends to whisper to others and so on. One even
turned in to an urban myth. Have you heard the one about a girl whose boyfriend took
her on a date with another girl? Well, that story isn’t made up. It happened to me, and I
ended it when he tried to take us both home. That about sums up my previous love life.
So, after 11 years of train wrecks, I admitted that I needed help and visited the
Dummies section of Half Price Books. The author of this particular edition is Dr. Joy
Browne, a popular psychologist/radio talk-show host, and it is chock-full of illuminating advice. But probably the most useful thing she says is this: “There have been lots
of books written about how to be the perfect date. … I want you to resist this notion
strenuously. … If you pretend to be a stud muffin or a Barbie doll or a pretty woman or
man in black and that’s not the real you, and if your date likes what you’re pretending
to be, you either have to continue pretending endlessly, or when the real you emerges,
the deal is blown.”
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Sure, it’s just a fancy way of saying be yourself, but that passage really stuck with
me. I had always tried to find a match for who I wanted to be, not who I really was. I
wanted to be a non-stop, no-sleep, glamorous party girl, and you can imagine the type
of element that attracted. When these guys found I was really a well-read, TV/movie
buff who only partied occasionally, of course we didn’t mesh. Among many helpful
tidbits, this book suggests, “presenting an accurate picture of who you are.”
So, when I met a guy at my blowout Alice in Wonderland-themed birthday party
where I was dressed as Alice, I didn’t pretend I had parties that big every weekend.
When he asked what I liked to do, I didn’t say, “partying ’til sunrise.” I said, “reading, watching TV and going to movies.” The latter was something he enjoyed as well,
so our first date was going to see the Aqua Teen Hunger Force movie at the Alamo
Drafthouse. Three months later, we were engaged. We celebrate our fourth wedding
anniversary this November and we are still insanely happy.
So, though Dating for Dummies is something you might expect me to hide behind
the classier books on my shelf, I display it proudly. Out of all the amazing titles out
there, it’s the only one that’s changed my life.
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