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DEDICATION
To anyone who had to start over.
While this book is a work of nonfiction, names, locations, and some details have been changed to protect the privacy of the women I dated, including the few who should have been nicer.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Kim Baker is an author, educator, and dating columnist. Often described as the lesbian Carrie Bradshaw, Kim redefines dating through the lens of mindfulness and self-responsibility and offers a new model for healthier dating. Connection is her principal value and the motivator behind and anchor for Girls’ Guide to Healthy Dating: Between the Breakup and the Next U-Haul. This Relationship Red Flags mini book offers a targeted look at why we ignore red flags in relationships and examine what we can do about it. Find her at www.girlsguidetohealthydating.com, on Twitter @gg2dating, or text gg2dating to 22828 to subscribe to her newsletter. Message and data rates may apply. 

Kim loves hearing from her readers. Post a comment on the book’s website, www.girlsguidetohealthydating.com, Facebook page, or send an e-mail to girlsguidetohealthydating@gmail.com. 

INTRODUCTION
Author’s Note

Of all the topics I have written about over the past 8 years, none have had more interest and started more conversations than the topic of dating red flags. Perhaps it’s because we are all a little too hard on ourselves when we look back on past relationships and think, “What the hell was I thinking?”. Whatever the reason, we have all grown from what can only come from life’s hardest lessons in dating and in love. In this mini book I have gathered components of my writing about red flags from my book, Girls’ Guide to Healthy Dating: Between the Breakup and the Next U-Haul, as well as articles, posts, and some new pieces. My hope is that by providing a small book that looks specifically at dating red flags that my own experience may help you know you are not alone. After all, it’s our shared experiences that connect us all. 
- Kim










I remember it so clearly—the shock, the surprise, and the sudden sharp pain. I was living with Vikki. Our year of dating had not been perfect, but I was convinced our relationship was worth continuing. Then, in one humiliating instant, she had a flash of temper and punched me in the arm. A prosecutor might not label it as a felony, and a doctor wouldn’t describe the injury as serious, but I was devastated. I had always imagined myself to be a good judge of character, but I completely missed the signs of aggression. In that moment it was as if all of the years of dating, all my mistakes, all my lovers’ mistakes, all the pain of every fight, every breakup, every dysfunctional day with every woman I ever cared about, had come face-to-face with the realization that I had enough. I couldn’t help but think, Twenty years of dating, and this is where I am? How did I get here? I was at my dating rock bottom. In that instant I made a promise to myself: No more unhealthy relationships. There has to be a better way.

I won’t pretend that I bounced right back to the world of dating with a divinely inspired plan. It took time to regain my confidence, and it was time I spent coming to some difficult conclusions about how I had always approached relationships once I got into them. 

Let me be clear that no one ever deserves to be hit. But I wanted to be the kind of person who, from then on, would avoid relationships fraught with drama. I wanted to catch warning signs earlier, and I realized that I had to examine how I had allowed myself to stay in something so unhealthy, unbalanced, inconsistent, and incompatible. I wanted to set better boundaries and throw away the rose-colored glasses. When it came to dating, my goal was simple: to be bravely and authentically myself while seeing others for who they genuinely were rather than who I wanted them to be. Step number one was to notice warning signs or red flags in relationships sooner than I had in the past.

Red Flags

When I examined my toxic relationship with Vikki, I realized that the red flags had appeared within a few months of dating. After a weekend at her house, I found my legs covered in flea bites. Not just a few—my calves had so many itchy red welts, it looked as if I had chicken pox. Still, she refused to take her infested cat to the vet for treatment. He couldn’t have fleas, she said simply. And, she added hotly, if I wanted to “convince” her otherwise, I needed to show her the life cycle of a flea. Later, after the inevitable vet treatment, the poor cat crawled up next to me as dying fleas climbed around his eyes. The flea incident was the first of many times that Vikki was dismissive even when there was visible evidence of damage. One could argue that she also neglected her cat, a red flag of its own.

Red flags are whispers from our intuition that something isn’t quite right. A red flag is that sinking feeling we get in our stomachs when something bad happens. They are slivers of evidence, usually showing up early on, that this relationship is not the right one for us. A red flag warns that deal breakers are headed our way.

Deal Breakers

A deal breaker, according to Dr. Bethany Marshall, is a personality trait or position on something that damages a relationship, that serves as a boundary for what we will and won’t put up with. Deal breakers end relationships. Red flags warn you that deal breakers are looming. 

In my relationship with Vikki, the fleas were the first red flag. The physical violence was the deal breaker.

RESOURCE TIP: For more information on red flags and deal breakers, read Deal Breakers, by Bethany Marshall.
1 WHY DO WE IGNORE RED FLAGS?
To learn to trust myself again and know with certainty that I would never be in that situation again, I had to examine what led to my decision to ignore my gut instincts and ignore red flags. I wanted to better understand what was going on for me and what I told myself that contributed to the issue.
1. We don’t see what’s right in front of us.
Looking back on my relationship with Vikki by reading old journals, the truth was clear -  the aggression was there very early on. Not as extreme, so maybe she stormed off and didn’t speak to me for days a couple of times in the first months rather than hitting. But aggressive. So why did I ignore the flags? Like many of us, when it comes to intimate relationships, I tended to see people for who I wanted them to be. One way we do that is to dismiss their actual behavior, make excuses, or believe the words people say over what they do. When I finally got real with myself about why I refused to acknowledge Vikki for who she was, it came down to one thing – the tradeoff for the illusion of a committed relationship outweighed my desire to see the real person.

2. We move too fast.

According to the U-Haul joke, we often connect and attach very quickly, sometimes going from strangers to girlfriends in a week, immediately followed by moving in together (on the second date, as the joke has it). Some human biology experts point to our gender and explain that as women, it is in our DNA to attach. Some explain that the oxytocin that is released during sex behaves in the body like an addictive drug and keeps us hooked. There are some societal pressures to be settled down by a certain age, to avoid being perceived as a spinster or some other offensive, sexist stereotype. Those factors may all be part of the picture, but as a woman who ascribes to the belief that what I focus on comes into my life the most, there is one key reason why I personally have moved too fast in relationships time and time again: I like being in relationships and I like the feeling of letting go and not following “rules”. So things like no sex until the third date or no moving in together until you’ve dated a year just brought up a rebelliousness in me. And like any good rebel, I did just the opposite, had sex on the first date, moved in very quickly, sometimes without ever talking about what it would be like. Ha! I sure showed them. The problem with fast is that it creates a false sense of urgency that is exciting but not based on reality and in the end is not sustainable. This fast pace only opens us up to ignoring red flags that come up. After all, we’re practically married by the time something comes up that we can no longer ignore.

For me to really break the cycle of moving too fast, I had to choose the long-term pay off of being with the right person more than the short-term payoff of cozying up in a relationship. In literal terms, what this meant for me was making a promise to myself to hold off on physical intimacy until monogamy. And to be willing to walk away when I notice red flags. To know it’s not personal – there’s nothing wrong with her and there’ s nothing wrong with me, we just aren’t compatible. In my experience, incompatibility leads to a toxic thing in the relationship, like sickness. And I’m done with unhealthy relationships.

3. We lose our swagger.
My life was in a major transition when I started dating Vikki. I wasn’t feeling particularly at the top of my game. After a very stressful year, I was exhausted and low. To borrow an Usher lyric: But the bad news, that I can’t get my swagger back. While this dip in swagger is normal in the ebb and flow of life, it does not provide a nutrient-rich breeding ground for love relationships. It’s no wonder I ignored red flags – I wouldn’t have known what to do with them anyway. How often do we enter into a new relationship as the walking wounded? Looking back, I realize now that I couldn’t stop that difficult period of my life from happening. But I learned that those moments are not the right times for me to get into relationships.
4. We settle for scraps.
Another issue with ignoring reality, moving too fast, or being in a time period of walking woundedness is that it can lead to settling for scraps of love and attention. I have been fortunate in my dating life to have dated some amazing women. While those relationships didn’t work out in the long run, I am grateful for the lessons learned from being in a loving relationship. But a few times, when it comes to relationships, I have settled for scraps. Toss me a scrap of attention and I’m yours, like a puppy waiting for more. As a dear friend of mine related to me about her own tendency to settle for scraps, “a girl could say I was cute and I would fall head over heels in love with her.” For me, I also realized that the deeper issue was really that I believed, maybe from an experience from a long time ago, that I deserved only scraps. Understanding why we ignore red flags when we’re in a relationship is step one. What we really want to know is how to notice them sooner going forward. 
2 WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT RED FLAGS?
Why did I wait to get punched in the arm before I walked away? Determined to trust myself to acknowledge warning signs sooner, I had to accept that red flags had appeared long before the punch.

To understand more about the red flags that appeared in my relationship, I tried the following: 
I identified when the red flags appeared.

Looking back, the red flag of the fleas appeared within the first month we were dating. More red flags followed in the next two months, like when Vikki disappeared for long amounts of time, was secretive about spending time with other women, and stormed off during an argument and then projected it on me, calling me a hothead.

I identified the ways red flags got worse over time.

What began as Vikki’s general tendency to dismiss my feelings escalated over time into controlling behavior that spiraled into contempt and disrespect. Looking back, the aggression was there in the first months of our relationship when Vikki stormed off and didn’t speak to me for days. I need to be with someone who uses words to communicate. Aggression, punishing behaviors, and emotional shutdown are all extreme communication fails.
I identified what was causing me to ignore my gut.

I thought I’d ignored my gut because I was in love. After more reflection, though, I began to understand that I’d gotten stuck in self-judgment. What would another breakup say about my ability to navigate relationships? Was there something wrong with me? What would it mean to be single again at my age? Self-judgment, especially when we’re unaware of it, can lead to bad choices. I realized that I’d made excuses for her, such as “She’s just stressed with work.” I also believed her words over her actions.

I identified the ways I’d allowed myself to become isolated.
I’m from the “don’t air your dirty laundry” camp. The problem is that when my loyalty caused me to silence the truth of my relationship from the people closest to me, I missed out on other perspectives and support. There are miscommunications even in good relationships, and sometimes we need the support of our friends and family to sort it out. Being isolated meant I only had access to Vikki’s perspective.

I also realized that ignoring my gut had become a pattern. Once I’d ignored the first red flag, it became easier to continue to ignore them, even as they escalated and became more frequent and severe over time. I was so used to second-guessing my intuition that even on the day of the punch, I questioned myself, wondering if I was overreacting.

What I took away was that if I really want to see people and situations for what they are, I have to fully commit to experiencing people as they show themselves to be—in character, in action, over time. Also, I have to own the courage to walk away when we aren’t compatible.

To change this pattern of ignoring red flags, I had to not only spend time working on myself; I had to spend more time alone in general. Another lesson I learned was to stop looking for things in places where they were not available. Looking back on my few toxic relationships, I realized it was as if I had been standing in a bookstore looking all over for golf clubs. Worse, the mentality that “If I just keep trying, keep looking, I know I’ll find them” simply took me further away from myself. I was looking for something that simply wasn’t available. Some people don’t have the capacity for sustained emotional intimacy. Sometimes women have larger issues that cause behaviors such as pushing you away after a period of closeness or doing something cruel after intimacy. 
RESOURCE TIP: For more information on red flags and deal breakers, see The Little Black Book of Big Red Flags: Relationship Warning Signs You Totally Spotted…But Chose to Ignore, by Natasha Burton, Julie Fishman, and Meagan McCrary.

3 DEEPER ISSUES
A few weeks after the punch, I was sitting at a restaurant table with several friends, sharing tales of our worst relationship ever. We shared stories of verbal and physical abuse, infidelity, drama, inappropriate boundaries with other women, lying, emotionally pushing away and then pulling back in, and more. I was astounded. We were a talented, smart, strong group of women. How did we get into these toxic situations and talk ourselves into staying, even when our instincts were screaming at us to get out? As I listened, it occurred to me that in each case, the worst relationship was different from all the others—there was something off about the girlfriend who was shadier than just being an imperfect person who had some issues. As I thought back on my toxic relationship with Vikki, I realized that she’d been an otherwise amazing person but was unable to let her amazingness shine because of her issues. I realized that seeing a woman’s potential is not a green light to go headfirst into a relationship, and some people have more going on than red flags can explain. That may not be the right time to date. I somehow felt as if I was being judgmental by deciding not to date someone with a deeper issue. Over time I realized that part of taking extraordinary care of myself is acknowledging what does not work for me. I now understand that while we all have issues we are constantly working on, there are certain character or personality blocks that stop a person from being available for a real connection.

Other people’s issues are not personal. They aren’t about us. The idea is to understand what works for us and what doesn’t, and apply our boundaries.

Determined to identify deeper issues that won’t work for me in a relationship, I tried the following: 

I identified the main larger issues that don’t work for me:
· Addiction: alcohol, drugs, shopping, gambling

· Personality disorders: narcissism, borderline personality disorder

· Undiagnosed, untreated mental illness
· Lack of coping mechanisms: a tendency to run away or shut down in conflict, combined with unwillingness to look at that

· Uncontrolled temper

Among my smart, capable friends, in each of our worst relationships, we were dating a woman whose issues were deeper than red flags, and deeper than most functioning people.

When Issues Are Deeper Than Normal: Troubled Beyond Normal

Note: I am not a doctor or therapist, but I feel compelled to share my experience with a woman with deeper issues, who was troubled beyond normal, in the hope that it will help others avoid her.

It began with the fleas, and it ended with a punch. In between was everything from punishing me by not feeding my elderly cat out of anger to being inappropriate with other women. I spent most of my relationship with Vikki feeling as if there were something wrong with me or that I was going crazy. In some ways I acted crazy, and I got angrier than I had ever been in my entire life. I had a part in that ugly, dysfunctional, addictive cycle. After the punch, as I began to understand more about my own part in the relationship, I also began to see that this relationship dynamic was different. There was something really off about her, and once I started to put the pieces together to make sense of it all, I began to see that she had issues that were deeper than normal and that she was troubled beyond normal (TBN).

The TBN title belongs to a very small pool of women who we are likely to encounter once or twice in our dating lives. We may date her for only a short period of time, but the TBN does a lot of damage, and it is likely our worst relationship ever. From my perspective, the TBN isn’t necessarily a bad person but, rather, a very troubled one who will not seek help. The TBN is more than someone who makes mistakes; we’re all imperfect. There are deeper issues, character issues that don’t change or evolve over time. My personal experience with a TBN was with a woman who has borderline personality disorder, though not all people with personality disorders are TBNs. The difference is those who seek help versus those who don’t. The TBN will never get treated and will likely blame you for her behavior. If you spend enough time with someone like this, you’ll feel yourself getting sucked into a toxic cycle of drama. The TBN shows a pattern of behavior that is bizarre and inappropriate, and it leaves you wondering if you’re crazy.

Determined to identify TBNs sooner, I tried the following: 
I identified how to spot a TBN.
We all have our own ideas of what defines a TBN. In an effort to understand more about my own experience, I researched personality disorder symptoms. I felt better when I realized the behavior had a name and a set of common symptoms, and it helped me understand the problems in the relationship weren’t all on me.


Some general behaviors that I have found to be consistent among most TBNs include:
· idealizing you or being overly seductive in the beginning

· believing people are all bad or all good

· not taking any responsibility for things

· exhibiting punishing behavior when you do something she disagrees with

· behaving impulsively; maybe having addiction issues

· experiencing extreme mood swings—Jekyll and Hyde

· blaming; is always the victim

· pushing you away and pulling you back in

· expressing little emotion during conflict, particularly when you’re upset

· not reacting like most people in similar situations

· exhibiting behavior that makes you feel crazy

· losing interest in you once you’re interested in her

· preying on people

· exhibiting controlling behavior
I accepted that it’s not my job to help her.
I would wither away from pessimism if I didn’t believe that it’s never too late for people to change. Now I understand that it’s not up to me to help broken women, and healing doesn’t have to happen on my watch. The thing about almost all TBNs is that they very rarely get treatment. I had to accept that part of the illness is unwillingness or incapacity for self-insight. Spending time trying to help someone in this camp, in my experience, is like pouring energy down a bottomless pit.

From my perspective, since everyone exhibits some of the above behaviors occasionally, particularly in conflict, the biggest thing to watch for is a pattern of these behaviors over a period of time. We all go through transitions and make poor choices. What differentiates a TBN from a woman who has normal issues is when those toxic behaviors persist over a period of time.

RESOURCE TIP: For more information on personality disorders, see Women Who Love Psychopaths, by Sandra L. Brown.

When it comes to dating, you truly don’t know someone’s character until you know it. The main thing to do when we sense that something isn’t right is to watch it over time. It’s about patterns over time and over different circumstances, patterns during conflict and stress, and inability for personal growth. Sometimes there are red flags that tell us it’s time to end a relationship. 

4 FIVE RED FLAGS THAT SHE’S NOT THE ONE
I am sitting across the table over wine with friends as we discuss how to know when a relationship is over. We share stories of staying too long in relationships when we didn’t know how to know the difference between normal relationship problems, and problems that indicate it’s over.  I find myself joking, “Someone should write a book called, “Where the hell is the line?” We all laugh.
Later, as my legs turn over on the treadmill, I think back on the relationships that I stayed in too long. As I consider commonalities in my stayed- too-long-at-the-party relationships, I note 5 things they all had in common. 
 

1. Everything is hard.
By everything, I mean everything. In my toxic relationship, we had deteriorated to the point where we literally could not talk about anything beyond the weather or TV without getting into an argument. I learned from that experience that while every relationship has stuff that comes up, the healthy ones allow us to work together to repair the stuff. Relationships that are really hard all the time just aren’t meant to be. 

2. Someone’s deal breaker has been broken.
In my experience, 100% of the time, when someone’s deal breaker was broken, like when there is some betrayal, the relationship was damaged beyond repair. For me, I have been on both sides of the deal breaker and in the end the relationship soured and became even more hurtful following the deal breaker. It would have been healthier to cut our losses sooner.  

3. You don’t like who you’ve become.
Relationships should never cause us to lose things; friends, health, sleep, a sense of who we are. In my worst relationships, I found myself in a place where I didn’t like who I became, I almost didn’t recognize myself. I told myself the problem was me, and partly it was true. But there are also some relationships, some dynamics that just bring out the worst in us. 

4. There are too many ghosts of girlfriends past.
As lesbians, exes are part of most of our lives, it just is. Yet, there are times when boundaries are not respected that indicate the ghosts are still inappropriately close. For example, she has pictures of her ex all over her house. Or she is too busy for you but drops everything for her ex. Or your girlfriend puts it on you to make nice, with little acknowledgment of her ex-girlfriend’s responsibility. 

5. Things are only good when everything is going well in life.
Dating is a lot like customer service. When you check into a hotel, for example, and there is an issue with your room, what really determines good customer service is not what happens when things go as planned, but how things are handled when something goes wrong. Anyone can be kind and consistent when life is easy. But what you really want to know is how she’ll be when she’s had a bad day. Or you’ve had a bad day. When one of you has a major life change of some kind. These are the moments that reveal our character, not just the moments when everything is great. 
 

Whether it’s a big break in the relationship or a minor one, it’s never easy to know for certain when it’s time to breakup. One thing I know for sure is when I have gotten lost in the relationship, it’s time to reconsider if it’s the right one for me. 

Because of my tendency to ignore reality when in love, I considered what love is and what it isn’t.

5 WHAT LOVE IS AND IS NOT
I sat at a table in a bar, along with four married friends, in between happy hour and the late hours reserved for the younger crowd. I noticed we were all talking about the same thing: relationships and dating. The two ladies who had been in the longest relationships had the same theme: “I didn’t know it could be this easy.” I found myself nodding as I sipped my vodka. When did we start believing dating had to be so hard? And does it? I listened curiously as my friends described their relationships in the early stages—the first dates, the milestones such as meeting family—and I chuckled as they shared their amazement at how they kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. Yet it never did. Stuff came up. There were misses, small breaks in the relationship. But then there was communication, repair, and reconnection. For the most part, the misses were few and far between—and far from any deal breakers.

In my worst relationship, I spent a lot of time convincing my friends I was happy. I spent a lot of time waiting around for Her. For Her to get ready. For Her to show up. For Her to come home. For Her to answer a text message. For Her to talk to me. For Her to own up to anything, as she seemed capable of owning up to virtually nothing, at least not out loud. I remember the duality of my heart the weekend we moved in together, when we sat in separate rooms, not speaking. There might as well have been a continent between us. Sometimes I actually wondered, Do I still have a girlfriend? And if so, where the hell is she? I realized that once you start trying to convince people that you’re happy, you’re not happy.

This relationship wasn’t love. It was attachment, and maybe caring on some level. But all of the misses, disrespect, and contempt were not indicators of love.

In Getting Past Your Breakup, Susan Elliot explains that love doesn’t hurt:

· Love isn’t passive aggressive—it doesn’t push you away and pull you back in.

· Love doesn’t cause you to lose things—friends, sleep, hobbies, appetite, or health.

· Love doesn’t make you wait, worry, or wonder.

· Love doesn’t need to apologize very often but will when it’s necessary.

Based on Elliot’s descriptions of what love is not, I created a checklist for myself to lean against when I fall in love.

· Is she consistent?

· Is she kind/loving?

· Can she communicate?

· Does she make your life better?

· Do you rarely worry, wait, or wonder what will happen?

· Do you keep your voice, your friends, your health, your sleep, your appetite?

· Is it easy most of the time?

· Does it not hurt?

· Are you focused on you?

· Do her actions show love?

· Are you accepted and loved for who you are?

· Can you be yourself?

· Does she make your life larger?

· Do you feel seen, heard, and valued?

RESOURCE TIP: For more information on examining our roles in past relationships, read Getting Past Your Breakup, by Susan J. Elliot.

6 SUMMARY
Dating can feel hard enough, but being able to identify red flags, deal breakers, and issues can help us get out of unhealthy relationships sooner. We should be mindful that while most women are good people, there are a few TBNs out there who have deeper issues or disorders that prevent them from having healthy relationships. 

What I learned from the punch was not that I loved the wrong women, it was that I didn’t pay attention to red flags and plowed right into commitment without really checking in on compatibility. The good news – this experience eventually became the best thing that happened to me because I realized I wasn’t the victim. I played a part in every relationship that was unhealthy in my life. When it comes to dating, mainly, I wanted to be in a relationship more than I wanted to be in the right relationship and I jumped head first into them, moving bullet train fast. These days, I think of every moment in dating as information gathering. If I have a disagreement with a girlfriend and she becomes blaming or aggressive or shuts down, that is information about how she handles conflict. Sure, everyone has bad days, bad moments; no one is perfect. But that’s why information gathering works—every reaction, every interaction, is just information. With a firm commitment to see people for who they are, you will learn in time whether you’re compatible or not.

 I carry forward all I learned about red flags and my tendency to ignore them in all relationships in my life today. This awareness can only help me in identifying compatibility in dating, in friends, in colleagues, in family members, in life.
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