
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE MODERN MAN

How to Navigate Women in a World That Has Quite Comprehensively Lost Its Mind

A Field Guide for the Bewildered, the Brave, and the Barely Hanging On

––––––––

Danny Myers


This book is observational non fiction leavened with comic licence, the occasional outright exaggeration, and a willingness to make myself look worse than the women in any given story. That is, generally, how it actually went. Names have been changed, timelines compressed, and characters composited to protect the identities, and the marriages, of the guilty. Any resemblance to specific persons, living or embarrassed, is either coincidental or carefully disguised. If you think you recognise yourself in here, you are wrong, although you are probably right, and we are not going to discuss it.

Nothing in this book constitutes psychological, legal, medical, or relationship advice. If you are in a relationship crisis, consult a therapist. If you are in legal trouble, consult a lawyer. If you are in a nightclub at two in the morning being aggressively courted by a woman who has just told you she owns three horses, an apartment in Aspen, and a smaller apartment in Aspen for the horses, consult this book, then proceed with caution and possibly an exit strategy.

If your wife or girlfriend finds this on your bedside table and you have not pre warned her about why you are reading it, that is between the two of you. I cannot help you. Run.

This is not a data book. It is an observational comedy. Where I make broad social claims, I am describing patterns I have watched, not pretending to publish social science. Take the writing in that spirit. Mock it where it is wrong. Quote it where it is funny. Argue with it over dinner.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted without prior written permission, except for brief quotations in a review, a critical essay, or the kind of boozy book club conversation it was written for, and which I would quite like to be invited to.

For every woman who has laughed at one of my jokes, and every woman who has laughed at me, which is, at this stage, the same set.
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A Note from the Trenches

I am writing this in a wine bar on a Monday. The wine bar does not need to be named, partly to spare it the trouble and partly because if I named it the owner would, by Thursday, find a way to charge me more for the same glass. I am here because my house has a slightly judgemental dog in it tonight, and because the book in front of you needed a final paragraph, and because at forty something years old I have learned that the final paragraphs of any honest book about modern dating should be written somewhere where you can hear other adults misbehaving in the background. There is a couple two tables over who, by the sound of it, have just begun what will be, in eleven months, either a marriage or a litigation. I wish them well in either direction.

I should tell you, before we begin, what I am not. I am not a coach. I am not a guru. I am not a man who has, in his own romantic life, distinguished himself by either consistency or wisdom. I have been dumped by voice note. I have proposed badly. I have lost a non refundable hotel deposit in Noosa because the woman I had booked it with discovered, on the Friday, that I had also booked a non refundable hotel deposit with somebody else, which is the kind of thing that, when you are caught, you do not recover from on the following week. 

I once told a woman at a wedding that she looked like she had somewhere to be, and she did, because she was the bride, running late. I have been the man at the bar with the wrong line, the wrong shirt, and the wrong year on his profile photograph. The opinions in this book are paid for, in arrears, with my own ongoing humiliation. I keep the receipts in a folder on my hard drive called don't, and I look at them when I am tempted to defend a position that has, on every available signal, already been lost.

I should add, for the avoidance of doubt, two more pieces of paperwork from that folder. The first, age twenty nine, was a six page apology written to a woman I had not actually wronged, addressing wrongs I had imagined, in a register so abject that she replied with a single line asking whether I was alright. I was not alright. I had been drinking. I had also been listening, on repeat, to a particular song by Damien Rice, which is, I now know, the surest predictor of catastrophic male behaviour after eleven at night. 

The second, age thirty four, was the time I confidently took a date to a restaurant I had read about in a magazine, which had closed eight months earlier, and which we discovered together on a wet Tuesday outside its boarded up window, at which point I attempted, in real time, to invent a backup plan, and the backup plan was, I am not exaggerating, a kebab shop. She was good humoured about the kebab. She was less good humoured about my subsequent attempt to frame the evening as charming, which, in fairness to her, it had not been. She did not see me again. I do not blame her.

The receipts are not, in case you were wondering, a complete set. The complete set would run to a small filing cabinet, and I have, on the advice of two trusted friends and one therapist, chosen not to inventory it for publication. The ones I have shared are representative. They are also, I should warn you, the funnier ones. The unfunnier ones I have kept for myself.

What I am is a man who has, for about twenty years, been a working participant in adult social life in a wealthy western city, and who has watched, with the attention of a man who has nothing better to do, the rules of romance get torn up, rewritten, torn up again, and replaced with a working improvisation that nobody has yet given a name to. I have been single and not single. I have been the one chasing and the one being chased. I have walked home alone from more parties than I have walked home from with company, and I have not always been clear, on either of those walks, why the evening went the way it did.

I have got the small things wrong.

Repeatedly.

Often in front of witnesses.

This book is the briefing I wish somebody had given me at twenty eight. It is also, I hope, the kind of book a forty year old man can read on a flight without having to hide the cover from the woman next to him. The cover is fine. The contents are mostly fine. Some of it will offend you. Some of it will offend the woman you live with. A meaningful fraction of it will turn out, on inspection, to be wrong, because I am writing about a moving target and the target keeps moving, and a man who claims to have the answers to modern romance is a man who has either stopped paying attention or started a podcast.

I have written it in the spirit of an evening conversation rather than a manual. I have tried to be funny because if you cannot be funny about this material you have no business writing about it, and because the alternative, which is grim earnestness, has been done by enough people on the internet to fill a small Pacific nation. I have tried to be honest because the women in this book deserve at least that, and because the only thing more boring than a man who lies in his memoir is a man who lies in his memoir badly. Where I have got it wrong, I have tried to say so. Where I have generalised, I have generalised about men more often than women, because the men are the comic relief in this story, and most of them are me.

Read it in any order. Skip the chapters that bore you. Quote the lines that work. Argue with the lines that do not. If, at the end of it, you put it down and find yourself looking across a room at one specific person and thinking that you would like to be slightly better at being a human being in front of them, the book has done its job.

I will see you at the bar.
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The Landscape Has Changed

Before we begin, I want to give you a small physical sensation, because everything that follows in this book is downstream of it. Picture, if you will, a forty four year old woman, recently divorced, who has booked a long weekend in a hotel on the south coast of New South Wales because she is, in her own phrase, in her slut era. She has not told her mother. She has told her closest friend. The friend has not, on balance, talked her out of it. She has packed a small overnight bag and a smaller second overnight bag whose contents she does not intend to explain to the cleaner. 

She is in the hotel bar at six thirty on a Friday evening. She is wearing what can be described, in the technical language of women who have planned a weekend like this, as a dress with intentions. She is drinking a martini, because if you are going to do this kind of weekend you may as well order a drink that has a posture about it. She is, on every meaningful measure, in charge of her own evening.

There is a man in the bar. He is forty six. He is also alone. He is drinking a beer. He has not yet decided whether the evening is going anywhere, because he has stopped, in the last five years, expecting evenings to go anywhere. He is reading a book. The book is, frankly, a prop. He has read the same page three times and has not absorbed any of it. He is, in fact, watching her in his peripheral vision, the way men of his age have been trained to watch women in their peripheral vision, with a sort of low grade respectful longing that has, over time, become his default emotional setting in licensed premises.

Here is the moment. She gets up. She walks across the bar. She stops at his stool. She says, evenly, without sitting down, "Would you mind if I joined you for a drink. I am alone. I am not looking for trouble. I am open to interesting company. You looked like you might be interesting." He nods, and stutters, and she sits, and the next ninety minutes is the conversation that will, on Monday morning, change the rest of his year. He has not said anything particularly clever. He has not, by any frame of reference his father would have recognised, done any of the work. He has simply sat still, looked like he was reading a book, and the book turned out to be useful, although not in the way he expected.

This is, I want to suggest to you, the actual texture of the modern dating market. The textbook still says that men approach and women respond. The reality, in any wealthy western city, in the third decade of this century, is more complicated, more interesting, and considerably more generous to the male side of the species than the male side of the species realises. The reality, for the man who is paying attention, is a small private golden age that nobody told him was happening. The reality, for the man who is not paying attention, is a slow grinding loneliness that he will, by the time we get to chapter eleven, blame on his phone, on the apps, on women generally, on the changing economy, and on the failure of the West, when in fact the problem is that he is not in the bar with a book, on a Tuesday, looking like he might be interesting. He is in his flat, with a streaming subscription, eating an inadequate dinner, scrolling on his phone, and complaining that nothing is happening to him.

Let me put the central claim in plain English, before we go any further. The world in which your father lived, and certainly the world in which your grandfather lived, is gone. The rules of engagement between men and women have not been merely modified. They have been replaced. The replacement is not yet finished, but it is far enough along that you can describe it. 

The new world is one in which a meaningful fraction of women have more money, more time, more confidence, and more agency than their mothers had at the same age. They have fewer reasons to put up with a mediocre man, because they no longer require a man for survival, security, status, or reproduction in the way their mothers, statistically, did. They have, in many cases, taken on the role of the active initiator of romance in ways that men of my generation are still working out how to receive.

This has produced a great many men, of all ages, who are walking around in the new world with a map of the old one, getting confused, getting frustrated, and increasingly retreating into corners of the internet that promise, for a small monthly subscription, to give them their certainty back. The certainty on offer, I should warn you, is a fraud. It is sold by men who have, in many cases, never actually been in a long relationship with an adult woman, and who are, in any case, profoundly miserable in their own personal lives, a fact that emerges when you watch their second wives leave them.

This book is an attempt to do for the modern man what I wish somebody had done for me at twenty eight, which is to say, "Here is the world you are actually in. Here is what is actually happening. Here are the people you are actually meeting. Here is what works and what does not, in the actual rooms, on the actual streets, on the actual phone, in the actual bed." 

It is not a manual for picking up women. It is not a manual for being a better feminist. It is, with luck, a manual for being a less confused, more competent, more present, slightly funnier and considerably happier human being who happens to be a heterosexual man in his own life, at this specific point in history, in a wealthy western city. If it turns out useful to anybody outside that demographic, that is a happy accident, although I would politely suggest the demographic in question has not been catered for in print for some time, and that the gap is, on examination, the reason for this book.

I should warn you, before we get into it, that I will sometimes be flippant, frequently rude, and occasionally wrong. The flippancy is my voice. The rudeness is, on balance, more often directed at men than women. The wrongness is the cost of writing about a moving target. I have done my best. I have tested most of these observations against the lives of the people around me, female and male, single and married, divorced and remarried and the occasional widow with a much younger boyfriend whom she introduces to her grandchildren as "Mummy's friend Daniel," and I have, I think, captured something that does not currently exist in print, which is a calm, observational, friendly, broadly pro woman briefing for the contemporary heterosexual man.

The world has changed. We will look at how.

How it changed.

Five forces, briefly, that did the changing. None of them new. All of them ongoing.

Start with contraception. Reliable, female controlled, widely available contraception, which exists for the first time in human history, has had effects on the dating market that are still working their way through the pipes. Sex no longer carries the ancient consequence it once did. It is no longer the thing your grandmother had to ration in order to maintain a marriage market. 

The dating economy that ran on women's careful management of access to sex, an economy that lasted approximately ten thousand years, ended somewhere around 1971 in the West, and we are still dealing with the second order consequences. One of which is that women in their twenties have, on average, had more sexual partners than your grandfather had jobs. Your grandfather had three jobs. You can do the maths at your leisure, with a stiff drink.

The second is female economic independence. Women in any wealthy country no longer need a man's salary in the way their mothers did. A woman in her thirties with a normal professional job in Sydney will out earn the median Australian man, will own her own car, will have a deposit on a flat, and will, increasingly, have a small share portfolio she manages while listening to a podcast on a treadmill. The podcast is almost certainly about wealthy women and the men who disappointed them. There is a market for it because there is a supply for it. The economic case for marriage, from her perspective, has weakened to the point where she will only enter one if she actually wants to, which is a stricter test than the test her grandmother had to apply.

The third is the smartphone. The smartphone has done, to dating, what the printing press did to the medieval church. It has demolished a system that controlled access to a particular good, and replaced it with a sprawling, mostly unregulated marketplace in which the consumer is constantly distracted, constantly comparing, and constantly slightly miserable. We will spend an entire chapter on the apps later. For now, simply note that the device in your pocket has rewired both your courtship behaviour and hers, in ways that nobody at Apple or Google had the slightest idea they were about to cause.

The fourth is the death of the village. Your grandfather married a woman from his suburb, his church, his workplace, or his cousin's wedding. The pool he chose from was perhaps two hundred eligible people, all of whom he could vouch for through a network of mutual acquaintances. The pool you are choosing from is, on the apps, eight thousand strangers, none of whom you have any social context for, and whose suitability you are attempting to assess from six photographs and a sentence about how she is "fluent in sarcasm." This is, from an information standpoint, a downgrade so severe that the apps could be charging you for it. They are. Premium subscription, twelve ninety nine a month, for the privilege of being miserable in higher resolution.

The fifth, and this is the one nobody likes to say out loud, is pornography. Your grandfather's working sense of what sex looked like was based on, at most, a handful of films, the imagined experiences of his more boastful friends, his own marriage, and a magazine he had to physically smuggle past his mother. Your sense of what sex looks like has been shaped, since you were thirteen, by an industrial firehose of free content depicting, in high resolution, an enormous variety of acts, partners, scenarios, and physical possibilities, almost none of which correspond to what actually happens between two real adults in a real bed on a Thursday in March. On a real Thursday in March, somebody is wearing a thermal top, somebody has a cold, and the cat is involved. This is not in the films. This has had effects, on you and on her, that we will unpack. For now, note that there is a large industry, headquartered in three or four cities you have never visited, whose business model is the calibration of your expectations away from your actual life, and that industry has been working on you, uninterrupted, since you were a child.

Five forces. Each large enough to have ended the old system on its own. Together, they have not ended a system. They have ended a world. Nobody is in charge. Nobody is coming to fix it. Adjust.

What it looks like, on the ground.

Before we go further, five scenes from the new world. None of them is more than five years old. All of them are real. Your grandfather would not have believed any of them, and your father, if he is honest, would not have believed half.

A senior partner at a city law firm, divorced about a year and a half, decides she has had enough of the men in her own demographic. She opens a Hinge account. She specifies an age range fifteen years below her own. Within forty eight hours she has matched with three hundred and forty men, has had two real conversations, and has, by Saturday morning, taken a thirty something anaesthetist on an unscheduled weekend trip to a small hotel on the south coast that she paid for with her own credit card. The anaesthetist paid for the petrol. He had not yet realised that this would be the last expense he would contribute to for some weeks. 

She tells me this story over a long lunch the following Wednesday, with the matter of fact air of a woman describing a successful work trip. The anaesthetist is now, as far as I know, in week eleven. He has not been back to his own flat since Sunday. The partners at his practice have noticed a new quality in his stride that they are politely refusing to comment on.

A friend of mine, a thirty something banker, is sitting in a quiet bar in the inner city on a weeknight, reading on his phone. A woman walks past him on the way to the bathroom, stops, comes back, sits down on the stool next to his, and says, "I have eight minutes. Are you doing anything in the next eight minutes." He says no. She says, "Excellent. Walk me to my car." She is parked four hundred metres away. He walks her to her car. She kisses him against the door of a Range Rover. She gives him her number. She drives off. He stands on the footpath holding his beer and considers, in his later phrase, whether he has just had a stroke. The bouncer, who had watched the whole thing from the door, gave him a small encouraging nod, as one professional acknowledging another.

A married couple in their forties attend a thirtieth birthday for the wife's younger sister. The husband, a perfectly decent man, ends up on the small balcony at one in the morning, sharing a cigarette with the sister's friend, a twenty nine year old he has never met before. The friend, taking a drag, looks at him sideways and says, in the casual voice of someone asking what time it is, "I am not going to do anything about it, but I want you to know I would absolutely sleep with you if you were not married." She takes another drag. She walks back inside. The husband stands on the balcony, finishes the cigarette, and considers, for the first time in fourteen years, what his life would look like in a parallel universe in which he had said something other than thank you. He has, to his credit, not done anything about it. He has also not stopped thinking about it. His wife has noticed, in the way wives notice, that he has been unusually polite to her on a Thursday morning. She has not asked. She is, however, billing him for the suspicion in the form of a kitchen renovation he had not previously agreed to.

A gay friend of mine, a hairdresser in his early forties, is at a private members' club with a female client, who is forty four, divorced, and three glasses into a bottle of grenache. She turns to him and says, "Darling, I have a question, and you have to be honest because you are gay and therefore safe. Is it true that men in their twenties have no idea what to do with a clitoris." My friend, whose own information on this question is, professionally speaking, secondary, considers the matter and says, "I think it depends on the twenty year old." She nods, with the gravity of someone receiving expert testimony, and says, "I have been with three this year. I am beginning to think we should bring back the home economics curriculum, but for that." She said this at a volume that the table next to us, who were a synod of visiting clergy, were obliged to pretend they had not heard. One of them dropped a fork.

A tech conference. The bar of the conference hotel, on the second night. Around eleven. A founder I know, mid forties, divorced two years, is leaning on the bar nursing a single malt and pretending to look at his phone. A woman two years his senior, who has just sold her company for a number she will not disclose, walks up, orders a second drink, hands it to him, and says, "You have been pretending to look at your phone for forty minutes. I have been pretending to look at mine. Let us, for the next hour, pretend less." He laughs. She does not. She sits on the stool next to him and explains, briskly, that she is in town until Friday, that she does not want a relationship, that she would like to have an interesting conversation with an interesting man, and that she has decided he is one. 

He asks how she has decided. "I asked the bartender who in this bar is worth talking to. He pointed at you. Bartenders are never wrong about this. The bar is paying him to be right." She paid for the drinks. They talked until two. He has, on the basis of that evening, been quietly more confident at conferences ever since.

He suspects, correctly, that the bartender was paid that night by a third party. He has not investigated. Some answers are better not had.

These are not five edge cases. These are five scenes from the ordinary social life of a single calendar year, in the city I live in. There are forty more in my notebook. The world I have just described is the actual texture of the actual world that the actual modern man is now operating in, and most modern men have been operating in it for years without quite admitting, even to themselves, that the rules they were briefed on at twenty one are no longer in force.

What this means, for you.

The most important sentence in this book is coming. Highlight it if you are the highlighting kind. Fold the corner if you are the corner folding kind. Photograph it if you are the photograph sending kind.

The women in this new world are not waiting for you to lead. They are also, mostly, not interested in leading you. What they are interested in is meeting you halfway, in good faith, as adult equals, with the lights on and the bullshit reduced to a manageable trickle. The man who can do that is, in the present moment, in shorter supply than gold, and is, accordingly, priced like gold by the market that is paying attention. Unlike gold, however, he can be appreciated at home, in the kitchen, while doing the dishes, which adds a yield gold does not offer.

Most men cannot do it. Most men either default to the old map, which, when deployed today, makes them look like a Victorian hologram in chinos, or they default to the cynical caricature they have absorbed from podcasts, in which they assume every woman is a transactional operator trying to extract resources from them. This is wrong about ninety eight percent of the time, and frankly exhausting to be on a date with. The two percent of women who are in fact transactional operators are, I should add, not on dating apps. They are in commercial real estate, where the money is better.

The man doing well today is the man who has, quietly, updated his own software. He has accepted that the old script is gone. He has not replaced it with a new script. He has replaced it with something rarer and more useful, which is a working capacity to be present with the actual woman in the actual room, to listen to what she is actually saying, and to respond as a human being rather than as a man who has been fed his lines by a tradition or a podcast. That is the whole game. Everything in this book is about how to become that man.
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