
1  NATE: Shouldn’t 
her name come be-
fore mine? Ladies first 
and all?
 
2  KEZIAH: What was 
your plan of seduc-
tion—a handshake?  
We all know that hugs 
promote the release 
of oxytocin, and a 
study out of Bonn Uni-
versity shows that a 
hit of oxytocin in men 
stimulates height-
ened attraction to 
their partner and de-
creased attraction to-
ward other women. 

A N I N V E S T I G AT I O N
B Y  N AT E  H O P P E R  A N D  K E Z I A H  W E I R 1 

I L L U S T R AT I O N S  B Y  J A M E S  V I C T O R E

There have never been more experts with more theories about what 
might make two perfect strangers perfect for each other. But would 
finding a mate be easier if science took away the guesswork? To 
find out, we sent two eligible writers—one from ELLE, one from 
Esquire—on what might be the longest blind date in history. Three 
weeks, two dates, and extensive counseling with a psychologist, a 
bio-anthropologist, and a geneticist later, they found out just what 
it means to be compatible in the twenty-first century. 

I .  T H E  F I R S T  D AT E
Nate: We start off with a hug. It’s our first real meeting, our first ac-
tual date, and before we sit down at a snug two-top in a well-lit 
restaurant, she greets me at the door with a warm if tentative em-
brace. Now: I am not a natural-born hugger, at least not with peo-
ple I don’t know, and so the hug took me by surprise.2 Not that it 
should have. How else are you supposed to say hello to someone 
who in a few hours will know more about you than you’ve told most 
of your friends and blood relatives?

That was the plan for the night: Our respective editors set us up on 
a blind date (or what would come to seem like one very long three-
week blind date) to see just how compatible we might be with each 
other and to learn what compatibility even means in the age of Tin-
der and “Instant Chemistry” genetic test-
ing, and we figured we might as well take the 
time to get to know each other. For our first 
outing, we would sit across from each oth-
er and ask and answer a list of thirty-six in-
creasingly personal questions that had been 
devised by psychologists to foster closeness 
between perfect strangers like us. Weeks be-
fore, the questionnaire had been popularized 
by a New York Times column—published as 
Valentine’s Day and its chocolate sirens hur-
tled toward the lonely—under the title “To 
Fall in Love with Anyone, Do This.” The au-
thor falls for someone she knew a little from 
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work and the climbing gym; the questions, 
which they went through on their first out-
ing, enabled an “accelerated intimacy” be-
cause they forced people to “bother to know 
someone,” which would systematically “gen-
erate trust.” 3 

I told Keziah we shouldn’t do them. At 
least not during dinner. Though that was 
mostly a ploy to schedule after-dinner drinks. 
So we ate and meandered instead through 
normal first-date talk—the kind that most 
people lament but I actually enjoy. The con-
versation never stalled, we laughed constant-
ly, and she made fun of my fidgeting with the 
millions of forks only once (and did so kindly, 
as a way of relating, since her father does the 
same thing). She doesn’t wear much make-
up, because she’s pretty and she doesn’t seem 
to need to, and the more I looked at her, the 
more I liked looking at her, noticing how her 
cheeks gently swelled as she smiled.4 Also, I 
had (silently) noted as we walked to the table 
that she had a nice ass. I know that’s uncouth. 
Oh, well. I was having fun, and this first im-
pression of her, at least after two hours of 
boozy banter, was a good one. 

At the bar afterward, being a romantic, I 
suggested we do some shots. We received 
generous tequila pours. Then we waded  
into the thirty-six questions. They didn’t pry 
much at the beginning (“Whom would you 
want as a dinner guest?” and “Would you like 
to be famous?”), but by the end they instruct 
you to ask your partner for advice on a per-

sonal problem, and expose your worst 
fears (“Of all the people in your family, 
whose death would you find most dis-
turbing?”). It took hours, and I learned 
so much about her—none of which I 
disliked. There were moments when I 
looked at her, my old-fashioned dwin-
dling, and thought about whether I would try to kiss her 
later—and yet . . .

Well, I didn’t want to. But not because of her. I’ll try to 
explain:

This wasn’t intimacy. This was a script. Not just any 
script—a script of questions so personal that they vacu-
umed away all the wonderful mystery about her. I didn’t 
want to know her opinion of her family already. I didn’t want 
to know her worst memory already. I didn’t even want to 
know five things she liked about me already. I was learn-
ing things that, by being revealed so clinically, snuffed out 
my curiosity about them and the chance to know how she 
would, over time, choose to tell me them. You learn some-
thing essential about a person not just through who they 
are but through how and when they tell you who they are. 
(And by figuring  each other out, sneaking looks into each 
other’s eyes and touches on each other’s legs.5) And un-
til then, if you care, you fear—or, rather, hope—that you’re 
proving yourself worthy of hearing. You know: worthy of 
trust. The kind generated by what you want to say instead of 
what you’re instructed to. I realized at the end of the ques-
tions that I would never know what she would’ve told me 

freely had she actually come to trust me, and that gave me pause.
I didn’t kiss her. We hugged again, this time goodbye.

I I .  T H E  S H R I N K  
Keziah: Sitting across from psychologist Ty Tashiro, author of The 
Science of Happily Ever After and reigning king of romantic com-
patibility, I feel a little queasy. This is likely some combination of 
last night’s double tequila shot and the fact that twenty-four hours 
after our first date, I’m in couples therapy with a guy who knows 
more about me than my last long-term boyfriend did—knows, for 
instance, what I’d most regret not having told someone were I 
suddenly to die. I glance over at Nate. His shoes are nice. He’s 
clean-cut in a cool way; Tom Cruise-esque in stature;6 and his eyes, 
which are almost gray, crinkle sweetly when he smiles. My par-
ents would love him.7  

Because we’re trying to build a relationship rather than fix a bro-
ken one, Tashiro is giving us the premarital treatment, which is kind 
of his sweet spot—Happily Ever After details how to make scien-
tifically informed decisions on the hunt for Mr. or 
Mrs. Forever through a blend of real-life anecdotes 
and hard psychology; one chapter begins with a 
glimpse into a couple’s new relationship and slides 
seamlessly into an analysis of why we so often ig-
nore early warning signs, citing studies from Pur-
due University, the Gottman Institute, and Har-
vard that explain our often optimistic blindness. 
Interestingly, another study shows that premarital 
therapy can cut the likelihood of divorce by a third, 
while yet another finds that 25 percent of married 
couples who start seeing a counselor report feeling 
worse about their partnership than they did pre-
therapy. In theory, it’s easier to strengthen some-
thing before cracks appear than to mend it after. 
We’re ahead of the game. Way ahead of it.

3 KEZIAH: Basically a 
calculated version of 
how you’re supposed 
to talk to your would-
be murderer in the 
hope of instilling  
the notion that you’re 
a real human being 
with thoughts and 
feelings and should 
be spared. See:  
the grandmother in  
Flannery O’Connor’s 
“A Good Man Is Hard 
to Find.”
 
4 KEZIAH: Nate made 
me smile. My cheeks 
hurt from smiling.  
 
5 KEZIAH: Nate, no 
one was stopping 
you. The bar table 
was small. Our knees 
were close.
 
6 NATE: Meaning: 
shortish, which,  
according to some 
research, means I’ll 
be less attractive to 
women. (One Dutch 
study from 2013 
found that women 
are most satisfied 
with men eight inch-
es taller than them.) 
Due to something 
called assortative 
mating, though,  
most of us tend to 
end up with people 
who are of a height 
similar to ours.
 
7 NATE: A small part 
of me thinks this is an 
insult. That small part 
of me is a prick.
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they were scared.) The heights didn’t make 
me more attracted to Keziah or stir any dor-
mant animalism in me or trick me into think-
ing it was my last chance to have sex before I 
plummeted to my death. We were just hav-
ing fun, and as much as I enjoyed watching 
her move, I preferred the view from across 
the table, over drinks.

The following week, my (planned) spon-
taneous text to her about Valentine’s Day 
was foiled by her texting me before I texted 
her, then her having plans when I suggested 
we go out that night, then my getting a cold 
that kept me from the “boozy brunch” she 
suggested for the day after. And by the time 
I got better—with the burden of instigating 
the next date on me—I had spent so much 
time thinking about our date that spending 
more time thinking about a date while on a 
date didn’t feel appealing.11 Even the best-
laid plans can’t control for timing. 

I V.  T H E  S P I T  T E S T 
Keziah: Sometimes when you’re looking for 
love, you find yourself spitting daintily into a 
test tube next to your most recent blind date. 
The tube’s part of a kit from Instant Chem-
istry, a Toronto-based biotech start-up that 
specializes in analyzing the genetic, emo-
tional, and psychological compatibility be-
tween partners. If Nate has ever felt an ounce 

of attraction toward me, watching me drool into the vessel’s small 
opening will certainly eradicate any such feelings.12

We cap our “samples,” releasing a watery blue fluid to mix with 
the saliva, and drop them into the biohazard-material bags in which 
they’ll travel back to Canada for analysis. According to Instant Chem-
istry’s Web site, “Analysis of the genetic makeup of two individuals 
can help determine whether two individuals will experience phys-
ical attraction and compatibility when they meet for the first time.” 
The company has teamed up with dating Web sites in the hopes 
of more fine-tuned matchmaking, and markets the kit as a novel-
ty for existing couples. It costs $199, but we got ours half off—Val-
entine’s Day special!

Genetic testing for compatibility is a relatively recent scientific 
pursuit. The earliest study is the oft-cited 1995 experiment in which 
women smelled a collection of various men’s shirts, then picked the 
shirt whose smell they were least disgusted by—overwhelming-
ly, they chose the shirts of men whose set of human leukocyte an-
tigen genes (the ones that help determine immunity) were most 
different from their own. The upshot: Opposites really do attract! 
Except, of course, when they don’t. A study published last year in 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences found that, statis-
tically, spouses share more genetic similarities than random pair-
ings do. This finding is totally counterintuitive given, um, incest, 

but never mind—it’s good news for Nate and me: My editor 
says we look alike,13 which I take to mean we might share 
some DNA sequences. Hot!

A week later, we get e-mails from the Instant Chemistry 
bot: “Hooray, your results are in!” And hooray it is, because 
the science says that Nate and I are actually very compati-
ble. Given the diversity of our HLA genes, it’s likely that we 
would make good, tough babies, since, as the site romantical-
ly puts it, “it is thought that the high diversity of HLA genes 
in humans increases the chances that at least some people 
will survive a pandemic. This increases the likelihood of sur-
vival of the human race.” Boom. I pause at a section describ-
ing our dopamine receptors—they’re the fun ones that influ-
ence happiness and lust. Nate, the site goes on to say, is part 
of the 30 percent of the population possessing what’s called 
7R+, a gene that’s shown to make people bigger risk takers 
and, wait for it, “better lovers.”14 Hm. I read on and learn that 
we’re pretty much as perfect a match as you can get for immu-
nity purposes and neurogenetic affinity. Our genes are per-
fect for each other. Or, as Nate shoots over in an e-mail, “Oh, 
look, our spit is compatible, too!” Maybe we should’ve kissed 
at the end of the first night. Just for, you know, research.  

V.  T H E  H O R M O N E  C H E C K
Nate: Helen Fisher is a biological anthropologist who works as a 
senior research fellow at the Kinsey Institute and as the chief sci-
entific advisor for Match.com. She is also the kind of scientist who 
volunteers stories about her own sex life (if you swear yourself to 
secrecy) and repeats lines that could be catchphrases, like “You 

First up on the docket: Disclose our rela-
tionship histories. Tashiro is a firm believer 
in divulging secrets before making any com-
mitment, whether you’re moving in together 
or just getting a dog. “The truth has a way of 
manifesting itself inevitably,” he tells us.8 So 
we run through our romantic backstories—my 

tendency to tumble into prolonged semirelationships with com-
mitmentphobes, Nate’s to move glacially for fear of hurting the 
people he’s with or being hurt himself.9 Next we fill out question-
naires about the traits that we’d like in an ideal partner—every-
thing from race to religious beliefs to intelligence level. Because 
fate loves a good joke, the first question is about height. I’m five-
seven, gravitating toward shoes that allow me to tower, and dudes 
who tower over me. In the spirit of honesty, I select the five-ten to 
six-foot category, which overshoots Nate.10 The rest of the page is 
similarly specific—would you like your date to be slightly mean, 
slightly kind, moderately kind, or extremely kind? Should their 
intelligence level be dull, average, bright, or very bright? As I fin-
ish selecting my answers, I glance over at Nate and realize that 
I’d like to be the kind of person who measures up to his ideals. 

And when Tashiro compares our answers, 
he tells us, optimistically, that we want the 
same things. We could’ve both felt strongly 
about religion (but had opposing beliefs) 
or political leanings, but instead, intelli-
gence, kindness, and attractiveness rank 
highest in importance for both of us. We’re 
even looking for the same levels of each: 
moderately kind, very bright, and about an 
eightieth percentile in attractiveness. Ac-
tually, Nate’s looking for anywhere from a 
six to an eight. So this holds up as long as 
we both think the other person is intelligent, attractive, and kind. 
For his part, Tashiro thinks we are both all of these things. And I 
think I can at least pass for a solid seven. 

Finally, we have to verbalize the relationship we’re looking for. Nate  
is crystal clear on this one: He wants a casual, one-or-two-dates-
a-week situation with little communication in the interim, but 
insists upon monogamy. Conveniently, this is what I want to want, 
though my track record says otherwise: When I’m dating someone 
and his interest seems to cool, my play-to-win instincts kick in re-
gardless of whether I actually like the guy. 

But there’s a strange comfort in hearing Nate’s expectations. The-
oretically, I know exactly what I’m in for. If he schedules a date, it’s 
because he wants to. If I don’t hear from him for a few days, it’s be-
cause he’s saving his stories for when we meet in person. And if he 
can spell out his wants, so can I; it’s liberating to smother my self-con-
sciousness and allow myself to voice—for once—that I might actual-
ly want to communicate with the object of my affection, like, daily. 

Tashiro assures us that our conflicting needs are relatively mi-
nor and definitely surmountable given our intense compatibility in 
other areas, and this assurance in itself is one of the major draws of 
couples counseling—an expert reminding you to notice all the good 
things about the relationship instead of getting mired in the bad. 
Throughout the hour and a half, I find myself liking that Nate has 
already told me many of the personal details he’s now sharing with 
Tashiro, and that he has heard many of mine. I know him, I think. 
And, pleasantly, surprisingly, I want to know more.

I I I .  T H E  S E C O N D  D AT E
Nate: We went out again, this time to Chelsea Piers Sports Center, 
where I found myself up forty-five feet above the ground, a harness 
hugging my crotch, my arms throbbing, hyperaware of my grunting, 
a pouch of chalk tied around my waist, a professional stunt double 
yelling instructions from the padded floor below, all as pictures of my 
gracelessness were being taken. We were rock climbing, in case you 
couldn’t guess. (Studies have shown that there is something about 
enduring danger together that can bring a man and a woman closer.  
In one study, men’s attraction to an attractive female interviewer 
was measured as they stood on two different kinds of bridges: one 
prone to swaying, situated high above shallow waters; the other much 
sturdier, only ten feet above the water. The study found the men to 
be far more attracted to the woman—to bring up sex in their survey 
responses, to call her after the study for more information—when 

Old Testament 
“The sons of God saw that the 

daughters of men were beauti-
ful; and they took wives for them-

selves, whomever they chose.”  
—Genesis 6:2

Medieval Europe 
The era of courtly love and 
high-drama, high-risk ro-

mance. Characterized by lat-
er historians as a “delightful 

disease,” love came to assume 
quasi-divine undertones.

Ancient Greece
The thinking was that humans 
originally had four hands, four 

feet, and two faces, and fearful of 
their strength, Zeus decided to cut 
them in half. Humans then roamed 
the earth seeking their other half.

“Metaphysics of Sexual Love,”  
Arthur Schopenhauer, 1844 
“Every kind of love, however ethe-
real it may seem to be, springs en-
tirely from the instinct of sex. . . .” 

The Descent of Man,  
Charles Darwin, 1871

 Two men, each looking for a mate 
to pass down their genetic mate-
rial, compete for one woman. The 

woman chooses the winner.
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8 NATE: This is basi-
cally what my mom 
and grandmoth-
er have told me my 
whole life, which is 
“The truth always 
comes out.” Which is 
why I would’ve talked  
about all of this 
stuff . . . eventually.
 
9 NATE: Hm. This 
maybe overstates it.

10 NATE: For the rec-
ord: I’m five-eight.

11 KEZIAH: After a 
week of waiting for 
Nate to man up and 
ask me out again, 
he finally explained 
this reasoning. And, 
in keeping with sci-
ence, this made me 
want him to want me 
more. A study last 
year in Personality 
and Social Psycholo-
gy Bulletin found that 
men view “respon-
sive” women—those 
who “support impor-
tant aspects of their 
self-concept” and 
are “willing to invest 
resources in the re-
lationship”—to be 
more attractive than 
their apathetic peers; 
women, though, 
found “responsive” 
guys to be less de-
sirable. I should’ve 
dropped my plans 
like a good manic pix-
ie dream girl. Nate 
did exactly what he 
was supposed to. 
   
12 NATE: I found the 
self-conscious way 
she did it kind of 
sweet.

13 NATE: No 
comment.

14 NATE: [Comment 
redacted —Editor]

The Interpretation  
of Dreams, Sigmund  

Freud, 1899
Men marry their mother. Wom-
en marry their father. Neuroses 

ensue.

The Woman Rebel,  
Margaret Sanger, 1914 

The beginning of the campaign 
for birth control. By 1960, the Pill 
is approved and a woman’s desire 
can finally trump family planning.A BRIEF HISTORY

The Theory of 
ATTRACTION
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learn a lot between the 
sheets.” 

Over her years of sci-
entific study, Fisher has 
created a questionnaire 
that has guided millions 
of people to search four 

biological constellations of their minds in 
hopes of locating what kind of person they 
can connect with. Each section of the ques-
tionnaire addresses a different neurochem-
ical and asks the user to react (favorably or 
negatively) to certain statements. There’s 
dopamine, which relates to one’s optimism, 
spontaneity (“I am always looking for new 
experiences” was one of the prompts), and 
enthusiasm; serotonin, which leads to order-
liness and docility (“It is important to respect 
authority”); testosterone, which indicates 
competitiveness and tough-mindedness 
(“Debating is a good way to match my wits with others”); and es-
trogen, a window into whether we are caring and sympathetic (“I am 
very sensitive to people’s feelings and needs”) and imaginative. In 
comparing how two people respond to the questions, Fisher believes, 
she can get a good read on how well their brain chemistries align.  

We both submitted our responses to Fisher, and about a week later 
she went through her analysis. We both rated high in dopamine, so 
our breadth of fascinations and excitement-seeking could keep us 
surprised by and beside the other for years. For serotonin, we both 
had a strange mix of respect and irreverence for the rules; Fisher said 
that neither would really bother the other. I scored high on testos-
terone—and she scored fairly high as well, so we could debate and 
converse. She scored high on estrogen—and I scored fairly high as 
well, something Fisher said was uncommon for a man but would 
keep us close, since each would care about the other’s emotions.15 

All corners of our brains seemed perfectly compatible. Again. Ex-
ceptionally so. But as Fisher explained, neurochem-
ical alignment is hardly ever enough to sustain a re-
lationship; instead, it’s merely a tool that a couple 
can use to navigate the inevitable difficulties. (For 
instance: If two people share the dopaminergic de-
sire for adventure but constantly clash because of 
gaps in their serotonin and estrogen traits, they can 
use that awareness to know that when they clash 
they should return to their shared dopaminergic 
joys in order to move forward with one another.  
It’s not sharing everything that’s important— 
it’s sharing something.) Though her questionnaire 
could steer a person toward “fewer frogs,” its best 
use wasn’t necessarily matchmaking. “Anybody who 

tells you they know perfect 
matching, they’re fools—or 
ignorant,” she said. “One or 
the other.”

I asked Fisher, then, how 
much of a role our biology 
plays in falling for some-
one, and she echoed some-
thing Tashiro had said in 
our last meeting with him. 
He had said, “The science 
will only explain half of 
what occurs. The rest is 

magic. It pains researchers to say that, but it’s just the truth.”
As we talked and laughed with Fisher on speakerphone, I start-

ed writing jokey notes to Keziah, and we quietly exchanged them 
throughout the hour, stifling our laughter to keep it our secret.16 
I didn’t want to leave the room.

V I .  N O W  W H AT ?
Keziah: At the end of the experiment, my relationship with Nate 
feels not unlike one monthlong missed connection. He’s charm-
ing and attractive, science says that we’re perfect for each other, 
and yet . . . we still can’t seem to give the thing wings. Because not 
even science could mimic that awful, wonderful buzz of early un-
certainty—is he going to call, is she going to say yes? Maybe that’s 
the last 10 percent of the love equation: the spark. Instead of ex-
citement, Nate and I were saddled with the worst parts of mar-
riage starting on date one—knowing too much about the other 

person—but without the shared experience and 
investment that add up to intimacy. Not that the 
setup was a failure. After hours of discussions 
and personality tests and emotional evaluations, 
I have a pretty good idea of what kind of person 
I’d like to be with, and the kind of relationship 
I’d like it to be. And, ironically, the faceless ideal 
has started to look a lot like Nate. 

At the end of our last counseling session, I jok-
ingly suggested that we check in twenty years 
from now; if neither of us is married, perhaps 
we should give it a whirl. Maybe then we’ll have 
worked the craving for irrational lust and pain-
ful anxiety out of our systems. 
Nate: I guess that, like anything that lives and 
breathes, a relationship will start to suffocate if 
you trap it in a test tube, and all this compatibil-
ity testing and couples counseling, the certainty 
of which is ostensibly appealing to some people, 
only deprived us—or at least me—of the myster-
ies and fears that fuel the early days of any rela-
tionship. So what now? I’ve gone out for drinks 
with other people. So has she. We’ll probably go 
out again together soon without any special or 
clinical expectation, and whether it works out, 
whether she and I actually become a we—well, 
that’s the fun part. ≥

15 KEZIAH: This was  
all cool to learn, but 
from the time I’d 
spent with Nate  
I already knew he 
was a good conver-
sationalist, that he 
cared about people’s 
feelings.
 
16 KEZIAH: This hour, 
more than all the 
tests, the dates, and 
the expert opinions 
combined, gave me 
that little heart flutter 
I’d been craving.

The authors, below. Of all  
the prospective couples who 

stepped into our photo  
booth at a Brooklyn bar back  
in March, they were the ones 
with the most . . . chemistry.

So You Think
YOU HAVE A TYPE?

MAYBE IT’S REDHEADS  
who work in fashion and lis-
ten to EDM. Or, as a friend 
of mine recently confided, 
curvy girls with beautiful 
hands . . . who love hummus. 
(He’s Israeli.) Sometimes 
having a “type” is a way to 
select—or reject—poten-
tial mates. Sometimes it’s a 
reflection of how you want 
to be perceived. The bot-
tom line? Types don’t mat-
ter. They have no bearing 
on who you’ll end up with. 
Or even who you’ll hook 
up with.

“There’s a lot of data say-
ing that people are really 
bad at telling you what they 
want,” says developmen-

tal psychologist Sarah Mer-
rill, whose latest roman-
tic-connection study found 
that half the participants 
copped to having a type. 
This group was more likely 
to have had a serious rela-
tionship in high school, but 
oddly enough that first love 
didn’t necessarily fit their 
declared type. Nor did their 
recent partners.

When gerontologist Karl 
Pillemer of Cornell inter-
viewed seven hundred peo-
ple over age sixty-five for 
his book 30 Lessons for 
Loving, he found that al-
most none reported having 
had a specific type in mind 
before meeting their long-

term mate, though many 
did know what kind of re-
lationship they wanted. “It 
was surprising how many 
made actual lists,” he says.

This lines up rather neat-
ly with the advice offered 
by He’s Just Not Your Type 
author Andrea Syrtash. “We 
get so stubborn, we don’t 
realize our preferences are 
fluid,” she says. Her age-old 
advice: Focus on the values 
you’re seeking rather than 
the surface specs. Instead 
of zeroing in on bankers, 
for example, recognize that 
you want someone driven. 
“Even chemistry can sneak 
up on you,” she says. 
 —MOLLY LANGMUIR 
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