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The Love Machines

After his first marriage ended in divorce, Steven Rudin, 42, decided to
have a go at online dating. He wasn’t expecting much. In December 1998, he

logged onto a website he’d heard about devoted to matching prospective mates
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with an interest in rural life. Soon enough one profile caught his eye, that of
Ann Christensen, also 42. Within a few weeks, the two were E-mailing each
other, and by February they were engaged. Rudin moved from Seattle to Fres-
no, Calif. | found a job as an auto mechanic, and last June he married Chris-
tensen, a customer-service rep with an agricultural company. The newly weds
completed their rural idyll by settling down on a 30-acre raisin farm. “If you
had told me that I would wind up meeting my great love this way,” says Rudin,
“I would have said you were crazy.”

Crazy or not, the world of online dating is certainly booming, with millions
of willing singles hunched over keyboards touch-typing their best smooth lines.
“It’s to the point where mothers are actually telling single daughters to search
for their husbands on the Web,” says Trish McDermott of Match. com, an inter-
net dating service that boasts about 100,000 active members. Like similar serv-
ices, Match. com attempts to rationalize and organize that messiest of human en-
deavors—finding love, or its closest substitute. Users, who pay $100 a year,
fill out a questionnaire listing their height and weight and personal interests.
Like brokerage customers screening mutual funds according to their desire for
current income or long-term capital appreciation, users also specify their roman-
tic goals. Are they seeking an E-mail pen pal? A life partner? Finally, users
receive a roster of other members who meet their criteria, and the e-chase
is on.

In many ways, this is courtship as it once was, before the advent of the
singles bar. There is plenty of conversation but no touching. With the computer
serving as a chaperon, guaranteeing that no one gets too close, tastes are com-
pared, as are family backgrounds, hopes and dreams. The dating sites serve as
19th century parlors where couples sit in chairs and chat. Even the word chat is
slightly antique, recalling porch swings and glasses of iced tea.

“You're actually seeing couples court each other and build up some level

of intimacy,” says psychologist Alan Clark of Santa Monica, Calif. “This can
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help make relationships more meaningful and exciting down the road. ”

Online dating also puts a premium on verbal fluency, another bygone ro-
mantic skill. The sonneteers competed to shower their ladies with flowery meta-
phors and witty images; online suitors are also obliged to charm. “The written
word promotes people talking about themselves without the self-consciousness of
how do I look, how am I dressed,” says Andrea Baker, a sociologist at Ohio
University. She sees the Internet as a haven for the shy, the tongue tied and the
thoughtful. “You have the chance to think about what you say and revise what
you say and add to what you say. ” Also, says Jim Fraenkel, 29, a New York
television producer, “all of a sudden, there’s a forum for meeting people that
doesn’t involve alcohol or staying out till 4 in the morning. ”

Despite its sometimes traditional etiquette, online dating has a futuristic
side. In a sense, it resembles an electronic trading floor specializing in emo-
tional futures. And with millions of people seeking partners in cyberspace, sub-
markets have sprung up, appealing to specific religious backgrounds, age
groups and sexual orientations. Even better, online courtship saves time and
energy by culling prospects in advance. If a man prefers, say, 6-ft. , brunet
Scorpio, he can make his tastes known up front, discouraging the advances of
short, blond Leos. But no amount of screening can trump human chemistry.
Grooving on instant messages doesn’t mean two people will click in person.
“You cannot assess information about another person without physical, nonver-
bal cues,” says Dr. Reece Burka, a New Orleans psychologist. “A false sense
of intimacy is created when interaction remains purely cognitive. ”

Like walking from Plato’s cave into sunlight, the transition from E-mail to
males and females interacting in person can be disorienting. Charles Frier, 50,
an Atlanta attorney, used to frequent Compuserve’s Jewish single forum. “I met
an interesting woman online,” Frier recalls, “but she lived quite far away. Af-
ter I purchased an expensive nonrefundable ticket to visit her, she sent an

E-mail canceling the meeting because she had met someone locally. Online re-
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”

lationships,” an embittered Frier adds, “have no more guarantees than 3-D.

Carl, 47, a mechanical engineer from Chicago who asked to remain anony-
mous, probably wishes Frier’s lament were true. Carl lost a wife six years ago.
After noting a suspicious number of messages on his home computer from the
same sender, he retrieved his wife’s deleted files and found romantic missives
from a man two states away. A divorce ensued, and Carl’s wife moved in with
her new boyfriend (they later broke up). “Conversing on the Internet,” Carl
observes, “could totally ruin your life. " Carl, however, now lives with a
woman he wooed online.

Romance has always had its perils, though, and if the great masked ball of
online dating sometimes breeds heartbreak when the masks come off, that’s a
risk millions seem prepared to take. Indeed, if the Net’s emotional dance floor
poses a challenge for the lovelorn, it is the sheer size of the crowds it attracts.
“You wind up having the kid in the candy-store effect, with unlimited numbers
of people to choose from,” say Aaron Ahuvia, assistant professor of marketing
at the University of Michigan. As marriages made by modem multiply, only

time will tell if they're as lasting as the ones made in heaven.
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The Great Recession.
America Becomes Thrift Nation

Sometimes we change because we want to: lose weight, go vegan, find
God, get sober. But sometimes we change because we have no choice, and
since this violates our manifest destiny to do as we please, it may take a while

before we notice that those are often the changes we need to make most. We ran
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a good long road test of the premise that more is better: we built houses that
could hold all our stuff but were too big to heat, we bought cars that could ferry
a soccer team but were too big to park, we thought we were embracing the sim-
ple life by squeezing in a yoga class between working and shopping and took an
extra job to pay for it all.

Now we're stripping down and starting over. A platoon of TIME reporters
and pollsters fanned out to every corner of the country to measure—anecdotally
and empirically—what’s changed in the way we set our priorities and spend our
money since the Great Recession began. Most people think the pain will be
lasting and the effects permanent, only 12% expect economic recovery to begin
within six months, half believe it will be another year or two, and 14% believe
we are at the start of a long-term decline.

Our institutions watch for economic vital signs. But maybe, for individu-
als, the sickness is what came before—the hallucination that debt would never
need to be repaid, that values only rise, that bubbles never burst. When the
markets collapsed, that fever broke. In our assumptions and attitudes and ex-
pectations, the recovery is already well under way.

Talk to people not just about how they feel but about how they’re living
now, and you hear more resolve than regret. Nearly half say their economic sta-
tus declined this year, and 57% think the American Dream is harder to
achieve. And yet pain and promise are a package deal, even after all this, fully
56% believe that America’s best days are ahead. It would be nice if it took
something sort of a heart attack to get us to work out, eat better and spend more
time with our kids. But in the end, where we wind up matters more than how
we got there.

Unlike any other downturn since the 1930s, this one has affected every-
one, either the fact of it or the fear of it. Even when prosperity returns, 61%
predict, they’ll continue to spend less than they did before. Among people
earning less than $50,000 a year—roughly half of U. S. households—34%
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have not gone to the doctor because of the cost, 31% have been out of work at
some point, and 13% have been hungry. At the same time, 4 in 10 people
earning more than $100,000 say they are buying more store brands, 36% are
using coupons more, and 39% have postponed or canceled a vacation to save
money. Forty percent of people at all income levels say they feel anxious, 32%
have trouble sleeping, and 20% are depressed. After a season of big news, of
war and storms and swindlers, pirates and poison peanut butter, 43% are watc-
hing the news even more, taking the medicine even if it tastes bad because
skipping it could be risky.

The calculus of life suddenly offers new equations. Insurance agents see
clients raising their deductibles to lower premiums, or skipping collision cover-
age for older cars so that they bear more of the risks themselves. Twenty-seven
percent have raided their retirement or college savings to pay the bills. Violent
crime may not be up, but fear of it is: 40% of people say that since the down-
turn began, they are more worried about their personal safety.

For all the reflexive analogies, this is not the 1930s, when Babe Ruth took
a $10,000 salary cut (roughly what A-Rod earns per swing) and New York
City Mayor Jimmy Walker told theaters to show only cheery films. And yet we're
channeling our grandparents, who were taught, like a mantra, to use it up,
wear it out, make it do, do without. Now, if you can make it, you don’t have
to buy it: just replace the lawn with a vegetable garden, eat your fill and then
store whatever is left. Sales of canning and freezing supplies rose 15% during
the first three months of the year compared with the same period last year.
Cough and cold-remedy sales are down 9% because you can make your own
chicken soup. Common sense is back in style, meaning we're less willing to buy
what we can have for free: bottled-water sales have dropped 10% . The 137-
year-old Los Angeles public library system set record highs in circulation and
visitors. And film and camera sales have plunged 33% this year, because who

would want this winter in their album?
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There’s a natural longing to find the upside in the downturn. A college-ad-
missions officer, watching families reassess their means and ends, suggests that
maybe the insane competitiveness will recede. The yoga instructor says living
more simply relaxes us, as if the entire country needs to slow its breathing. The
buyer at the used-car lot feels both frugal and green: that hatchback isn’t used,
it’s “pre-owned,” and this counts as recycling. The discount shoppers view
their task as a scavenger hunt and take a certain pride in finding the bargain,
cutting the deal, 23% of us are haggling more, a profitable contact sport.

No one wishes for hardship. But as we pick through the economic rubble,
we may find that our riches have buried our treasures. Money does not buy hap-
piness. Once you reach the median level of income, roughly $50,000 a year,
wealth and contentment go their separate ways, and studies find that a million-
aire is no more likely to be happy than someone earning one-twentieth as much.
Now a third of people polled say they are spending more time with family and
friends, and nearly four times as many people say their relations with their kids
have gotten better during this crisis than say they have gotten worse.

A consumer culture invites us to want more than we can ever have, a cul-
ture of thrift invites us to be grateful for whatever we can get. So we pass the
time by tending our gardens and patching our safety nets. Years from now, this

season will be remembered for what we lost, or all that we found.
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