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To my Mom, who taught me everything I know about unconditional love.













Introduction





Chances are you’ve picked up this book because you’re searching for someone to spend the rest of your life with—but something isn’t quite clicking. You thought true love was supposed to happen naturally, so why hasn’t your partner shown up yet? Maybe you’re on the apps, but finding that things fizzle after a couple of dates. Maybe you’re too overwhelmed to even start putting yourself out there. Maybe no one seems to meet your criteria. Maybe you’re starting to suspect self-sabotage.


If any of this rings a bell, you’ve probably been stuck in this pattern for long enough that either you’re starting to lose hope or you feel like you’re going crazy. Why is this so hard?!


I need you to take a deep breath. Let it out. Repeat.


It doesn’t have to be this hard.


Don’t get me wrong: it will require effort on your part. But let’s make sure that effort steers you in the right direction, away from the endless cycle. That’s where I come in. I’m Aleeza Ben Shalom. You might know me from Netflix’s Jewish Matchmaking, but rest assured—the insights in this book apply to everyone, regardless of your background or religion.


This book isn’t just a roadmap to finding “The One”; it’s about self-discovery, understanding what truly matters in a match, and learning how to cultivate a relationship that stands the test of time.


Together, we’re going to:




	
[image: ]Cut through distraction and overthinking.


	
[image: ]Step out of fantasyland and kick destructive habits to the curb.


	
[image: ]Help you get clear on what you want in a partner.


	
[image: ]Teach you to recognize those qualities when they’re right in front of you.





All you have to do is keep an open mind, put effort into the connections you’re making, and let time do its work. No matter what your dating challenges are (and trust me, we’re going to dive into all of it), this approach will teach you plenty about the people you date, and even more about yourself. The journey to lasting love is less about finding the perfect person, and more about creating the perfect partnership. And it begins now.


Onward.














CHAPTER ONEDate ’Em ’Til You Hate ’Em






Dana is a child of the ’90s. She came of age wearing biker shorts, swapping slap bracelets, and watching Full House. She was a born romantic, thanks in part to the Disney movies that taught her everything she knew about love. Her personal favorite was The Little Mermaid, which she watched every day after school. There was something about seeing Ariel risk it all (voice and legs included) to win the dashing Prince Eric that made Dana’s heart flutter. In her mind, it was the perfect romance: Mermaid sees gorgeous prince and falls instantly in love. Mermaid saves Eric from drowning, then sings to his unconscious body. Eric awakens to see Mermaid and falls in love right back. Despite King Triton’s disapproval and Ursula’s scheming, Ariel triumphs, becomes permanently human, and gets her man. True love conquers all! The fact that the couple did not actually exchange a word until the end of the story was of no concern to Dana; it was clear to her that once you found your person, all the pesky details would work themselves out.


“When you know, you know,” she’d say, dreaming of a prince of her own.


Fast-forward twenty-five years to find Dana in my office. Now she’s thirty-two and a hotshot lawyer living on the Upper West Side. She’s independent, intelligent, beautiful—a real catch. But she’s still waiting for her prince to show up.


“I need my husband to be successful in his own right, or else he’ll resent me,” she says.


“Has that been the case with your other relationships?” I ask. Understanding my clients’ dating history is essential in my line of work. “Your partners were less successful?”


“Actually, my last two were more successful than me, but still ended up resenting my long hours …” She sighs. “If I have any hope of finding my person, he needs to be able to relate to my work schedule. Although maybe not even then. Sometimes I feel like I’ll have to choose: keep my career, or fall in love.”


“You don’t think it’s possible to have both?”


“I think … for love, maybe you have to sacrifice everything.”


Like Ariel, Dana sees two worlds that exist in opposition to each other. It’s work versus love, and she can only choose one. It’s no wonder she can’t find a partner: she’s looking for a specific set of circumstances rather than a person. Under the assumption that only high-powered, ambitious, and successful men will understand her, Dana rules out literally thousands of candidates who might be a better match. The “happily ever after” she thinks she’s supposed to choose looks nothing like the one she actually wants. So she ends up with neither.


The reason Dana can’t make a relationship last is that she doesn’t know how to have one in the first place.


She isn’t to blame for this. Dana, like most of society, has internalized the idea that finding love is an almost magical event that’s orchestrated by forces beyond your control. “Someday your prince will come”—and you’ll know it’s him because he’ll check every box on your list. The connection is instantaneous, as is the knowledge that this is your one-and-forever person. With no effort (and, in some cases, no conversation!), all falls into place. While it’s true that, as a society, we are coming around to the idea that maintaining a relationship requires hard work on our part, we still hold on to the notion that meeting someone should be effortless, kismet, and without any hitches.


I call this “Disney dating.”


I get the appeal. I really do. Who doesn’t want a simple, picture-perfect origin love story? Even I can’t resist that moment when Aladdin melts at the first sight of Jasmine in the marketplace. But from my experience—and I’ve seen this happen hundreds of times—if you date like a two-dimensional character, you’re going to have a two-dimensional relationship. In a three-dimensional world, it’s no wonder that millions of Disney daters find themselves unfulfilled, frustrated, and ultimately, alone.


If Dana wants to find real love, she has to kick Disney dating to the curb.


Her first assignment: revise her definition of “When you know, you know.”


Thus far, “When you know, you know” has been her romantic barometer—and it hasn’t served her well. Why?


Because it’s a cop-out.


“When you know, you know” is another way of saying, “My only job is to recognize my person when they magically show up.” This philosophy absolves people of responsibility, excuses them from effort, and tricks them into mistaking physical attraction for love.


This is as far as Dana (and most people) have ever gotten.


Imagine that you wanted a promotion at work. Would you sit and wait for your boss to hand it to you? No way! You’d show up early, leave late, take on extra projects, and beat all your deadlines. You wouldn’t rest until that promotion was yours.


In other words, you’d work for it.


Why shouldn’t the same go for finding your person?


Love is not always something that just happens; it can be cultivated intentionally, like a good habit. This may sound unsexy compared to a whirlwind, love-at-first-sight moment, but the results have the potential to last much longer than a ninety-minute movie. Not only that, but the sustained, concentrated effort of building a relationship puts a whole different spin on “When you know, you know.” Because you will know, for real, whether or not this is the person for you.


“So how do I do it?” says Dana.


I smile. “I thought you’d never ask.”




Dating from a New Angle


Dana is at a critical juncture in her dating journey: she’s failed at love enough times that she’s willing to try something radically different.


This is my favorite place to start.


I agree to advise her with the next person she meets through a dating app—but only if she does things my way. First, she’s going to select someone who doesn’t fit her usual mold. Profession is irrelevant; instead, I want Dana to pick someone whose profile makes her smile. Once she’s found a good candidate, she has one job: date ’em ’til you hate ’em.


“Like, hate hate ’em?” says Dana.


“Of course not,” I reply with a chuckle. “That’s just to get your attention. What I really mean is that you will continue dating this person, no matter what, until you are 100 percent sure they are not for you—and never will be.”


“But how will I know if I’m sure?”


Oh, if I had a dollar for every time I was asked this question. I’d cruise to Cyprus with my family on our three private yachts: his, hers, and one for the kids.


Pay attention to what Dana is asking: how will she know she’s sure?


How will you know you’re sure? Well … when you’re sure, you’re sure. And if you don’t know that you’re sure, you are in fact not sure—and you should keep dating.


Dating is not what most people, including Dana, think it is. They see it as a mental merry-go-round, using minute, superficial shreds of information (and their own projections) to predict the future of the relationship. They become so busy trying to figure out where the relationship is going that they forget to actually build one.


“But isn’t it my responsibility to figure out if this relationship will work for me?” Dana counters.


“Nope,” I say. “At least, not right away.” When done right, dating is simply gathering information. Think of it like a scientist conducting an experiment: they collect objective data, then draw a conclusion. The same applies here. You have to take enough time to get to know a person, then use your powers of analysis to make a sound decision.


Coming to know and understand someone is a slow, focused process. It’s not something you can accomplish in a date or two. In fact, it takes at least five dates—dates in which you actively try to build a human-to-human connection—to even begin scratching the surface of who they might be, and who they might be with you.


That is why, I tell Dana, she will commit to a minimum of five dates with her next candidate. She is not allowed to break up with him until the allotted five-date mark; in fact, she can make no decisions or even think about the relationship until after date five.


“How do I not think about it?” Dana exclaims. “That’s basically all I do while I’m going out with them.”


My point exactly.


Trying to figure out your relationship before you actually have one is the mental equivalent of chasing your own tail. I see people do it all the time. They make themselves so dizzy, so wracked with anxiety, that it’s impossible to make sense of anything. They complicate simple situations, stay with the wrong person out of fear of making a mistake, or bail on a potentially great relationship because it’s All. Too. Much.


We want to avoid this. Overthinking is what gets daters into trouble, so if Dana is going to successfully date ’em ’til you hate ’em, she needs to (temporarily) put her brain on pause. For these first five dates, she’s going to follow one of my golden rules: assume this person is your future spouse until proven otherwise.


This totally changes the energy of a date.


Instead of analyzing, processing, and dissecting every moment, she’s going to observe and listen. She’s going to be genuinely excited to try to get to know the other person, and to let him get to know her as well. If he quickly proves he’s not spouse material, she’ll move on to the next, knowing she’s one step closer than she was before. That’s it.


“So what happens after five dates if I’m still not sure?” she asks.


“When in doubt,” I say, “go out.”







Hands-Off Dating


Before she gets started, I add one more proviso to the experiment: no touching for the first five dates.


Dana’s response: crickets.


This is to be expected.


In our culture, physical touch is de rigeur. Whether it be a handshake in business, hugging a new acquaintance, or greeting your bestie with a breezy kiss on the cheek, touch is not only customary, it’s expected.


Why?


Because touch creates connection. The second your body touches another’s, a bond forms—for better or worse. Think about it: if you accidentally bump into someone on a crowded subway car, what’s your first reaction? If you’re like most people, you offer your apologies and conspicuously draw away. This is because, on a subconscious level, you’ve initiated a relationship. Apologizing is your way of telling them it was unintentional, because if you don’t, you know that the connection will linger well after the physical contact is over. Something of you will be left behind—and not in a good way.


If this is the case with a stranger on a train, imagine the impact that touch has on your dating life. From the moment you share even a simple handshake, a relationship has begun. An intention is communicated. The mind and heart begin to fire.


Now imagine you bring kissing or intimacy into the picture.


See where I’m going with this?


When you’re just beginning to build a relationship, touch is often more of an obstacle than a help. If you introduce it without taking the time to develop an emotional bond, you can trick yourself into believing there’s a deeper connection than there is. It’s why, even after dating someone for weeks, months, or even years, a person may think they share real intimacy with their partner when, in reality, they might not know them at all. I’ve met people in unsatisfying and even destructive relationships who are unable to see it because physical touch has them in such a strong hold. Or worse, they do see it, but they can’t find the strength to extricate themselves.


I’m not saying these people are foolish or weak; they’re just human. Our bodies and minds are designed to respond to physical contact this way. That’s what touch is for. It’s the reason a lover’s passionate kisses feel so magical, and hugs from a loving parental figure feel like home. But like all powerful forces, touch is most potent when it’s used in the right time and place.


Which is not during the first five dates.


“But if I don’t touch them,” Dana asks, “won’t they think I’m, you know, a prude?”


I hear this. In the Western world, people who refrain from touch risk being labeled cold, arrogant, a prude, or even a germaphobe. If handled incorrectly, not touching can sometimes do more harm than good. That said, we are also lucky enough to live in the twenty-first century, when diversity and alternative perspectives are (ideally) celebrated. Most people are happy to respect your boundaries, even ones they’re unaccustomed to, if they’re communicated with kindness and courtesy.


“And if they push back,” I say, “it will tell you a lot about who they are.”


Dana sighs. “Listen, Aleeza, with all due respect, I know you’re an Orthodox Jew, and I know that the no-touching-while-dating thing—what do you call it again?”


“Shomer negiah.”


“Right, that.”


I laugh.


“I know that’s a big part of the Orthodox world,” Dana continues. “But I’m not Orthodox. I’m not even religious. I live in the regular world.”


Dana’s shoulders creep toward her ears; she’s anxious that she might have offended me. In fact, the opposite is true. Although as a matchmaker I work with an exclusively Jewish clientele, most of them aren’t religious. In fact, many of them identify as agnostics or atheists. My mission as a dating coach is to help my clients find love, period, end of sentence, no matter where they fall on the Jewish spectrum. Still, some of my nonreligious clients have the same thoughts as Dana—many of them even suspect I’m on a crusade to make them Orthodox—but not all of them have the guts to say it directly to my face.


I like this about her.


“I’m not telling you about shomer negiah so that you’ll be more like me,” I assure her. “You don’t have to be religious to do it. This isn’t even about religion. It’s about clarity. I want to remove every single obstacle that might block you from finding your person, and I want you to be absolutely sure when you’ve found him. Holding off on touching is the single most effective way to ensure this happens.”


“Right, but … how will I know if it works in the bedroom if I don’t, you know, try it out?”


This is another one of those yacht-funding questions. A vast majority of my clients come in with missile-gauge focus on sexual compatibility. They want to know right away that things will go smoothly in the bedroom—otherwise, they’re out. Actually, they’re selling themselves short. Going to bed with someone you’re just getting to know is like reading the third page of a novel. The writing could be great. You might really enjoy it so far. But it’s nothing compared to reading the last chapter, after you’ve spent hours savoring the prose, falling in love with the characters, and getting swept away by the plot. Your investment elevates the act of reading from simply enjoyable to something profound and even life changing. The same can be said for couples who have put in the time to build a living, breathing relationship. Even if the mechanics of intimacy aren’t absolutely perfect, the emotional bond they’ve built upgrades the experience to a level they could never have achieved in the beginning—a level they might have missed entirely if they’d gotten physical too early.


“Have you ever heard of Tantra?” I ask.


Dana’s eyes fly open.


I laugh. “Apparently, you have.” And apparently, she never expected an Orthodox woman to brandish the word in front of her.


For the people in the back, the yogic tradition of Tantra weaves together physical and spiritual experience, with the belief that both can mutually enrich each other. This includes the act of sex. The classic teaching of Tantra is that when you allow sexual energy to build up between you and your partner, your erotic experience, when it finally culminates, becomes more intense and connective.


“The longer you wait, the better it is,” I say. “In other words, wait five dates.”


(Like most rules, there are exceptions to this one. The no-touching rule can be adapted, for example, if you see that the relationship is at risk of drifting into the “friend zone.” Sometimes, leveling up the physical connection keeps things from veering off course. Sometimes, though, it does the opposite, so tread lightly. If lack of physical touch triggers a past trauma, prevents you from truly opening up, or is something so deeply important to you that you couldn’t imagine bonding without it, I understand. But even then, do so with both eyes open.


Remember, while this may be a hard-and-fast rule for me, you are free to apply it at your comfort level—just as long as you don’t go all or nothing. Some people commit to no kissing for the first five dates, or for the first three. Some incorporate touching but commit to ten dates instead of five. Others commit fully in the beginning and adjust as they go. The only wrong way to do this is not to do it at all. Whenever you decide to move forward with touching, pace yourself. Start slowly and let the connection build as much as possible first.)


Dana shrugs. “I’m willing to give it a shot. But … what happens after the fifth date?”


“That’s up to you.”


“You mean, I can just …”


I chuckle. “I’m not signing off on anything, but you can assume I’ll look the other way—twenty-four hours after date five is over.”


Dana grins. “It’s a deal.”







Date One


The first time Dana sees Will, her initial thought is: meh.


It’s not that he’s bad looking: Will has a thick head of hair and a lovely smile. It’s just that, in a pair of jeans, a casual button-down, and glasses, he’s so different from the dressed-to-impress men she’s dated in the past. He’s simpler. More down-to-earth. But that was why Dana swiped right on the dating app in the first place (with a little encouragement from me). A professor of social psychology, Will’s profile had the perfect balance of humor and heart. His social media feed was a playlist of various unique destinations he’s visited for research and pleasure—Kenya, Peru, New Zealand—interspersed with insightful quotes and pictures of Will with family and friends. If the product matched the advertisement, Will looked like a good guy.


And yet, as she approaches him at a dimly lit trattoria in SoHo, Dana can’t help but notice how unexcited she is. This relationship is already dead in the water, she mentally grumbles. Then Dana remembers that she doesn’t have to decide that now; all she has to do is be open and observe.


Will greets her warmly, moving to hug her. Having anticipated that this might happen, Dana clasps her hands together in front of her chest and smiles. “It’s so nice to meet you. Forgive me for not hugging you. I’m trying something that was recommended to me by a friend of mine and going hands-free for the first five dates.”


“Interesting,” Will says, sounding more curious than disconcerted. “Does that mean no touching at all?”


“It does. I hope that’s okay.”


“Sure,” he says. “Is it alright if I pull out your chair?”


Dana smiles again. “Of course. Thank you.”


Point one for Will.


Over wine and gnocchi, they jump right into talking about their careers. Dana tells Will that she promised herself she’d make partner at her firm by thirty-five, which is why she’s in the office late almost every night (she plans on heading back there after this date). Even during the COVID-19 lockdown, her hours didn’t change.


“Impressive,” Will replies. “You must love what you do.”


Dana thinks about it. “I like my work, but what I love is being good at it. If I wasn’t, I don’t think the sacrifices I’ve made would be worth it.”


“So, then, really, you could do anything, as long as you do it successfully.”


This stirs something in Dana. She’s never considered that before.


“Is being successful important to you?” Dana asks.


“Yes,” Will continues, “as long as it’s my measure of success. For you, it’s making partner in your firm, litigating prestigious cases, and, I assume, making great money. And you’re doing it, which is fantastic. When I first got into academia, I had big dreams to publish books, conduct groundbreaking research, and teach at universities around the world. And I’ve done some of those things. Not all, but some. In academia, you’re always expected to do more—you know, publish or perish—so even though I was technically successful, I never felt like I was. Then things changed.”


Dana leans forward, curious. “What happened?”


“I realized that I really love being a professor. I love my students. I love my assistants. It wasn’t about the books or the research or the tenure. Those things are still valuable to me, but they don’t bring me joy the way teaching does. And I get to do it every day. That’s when I realized I’m already a success.” Will shakes his head and laughs. “Sorry, I didn’t mean for that to turn into a lecture. Hazards of dating an academic.”


Dana shakes her head. “I liked what you said. It was … inspiring.”


“Or didactic. Depends on who you ask.”


“No, I know didactic. If I disagreed with my ex about anything, he’d talk at me for hours about how I was wrong.”


Will looks sheepish. “I’ve been guilty of something similar.”


“I assume you’ve kicked the habit?”


“I have,” he says with a chuckle, “because I don’t want to stay single forever.”


Dana laughs. “Me, neither.”


For the rest of the meal, the conversation (and wine) flows easily. Dana realizes that, without the pressure of anticipating whether or not Will is going to kiss her or having to puzzle out where things are going, she can just be present. In fact, this is the first time she has ever been on a date and felt—dare she say it?—relaxed.


After Will pays the check, he walks Dana out of the restaurant and hails her a cab. “It was a pleasure,” he says. “Can we do it again?”


Dana hesitates. Although she’s had a nice time, she doubts that this is going anywhere. This guy is barely even her type. And don’t professors get the summers off? How can she have a relationship with someone who—


She stops herself. Dana has committed to five dates. She’s promised not to make any decisions until then. Which means she has no choice but to say, “I’d love to.”


For a brief moment, he moves his arms as if to hug her, then stops himself. “Right. I forgot. Well … consider yourself hugged.”


Dana laughs. “Thanks.”


Overall, this first date was promising. Despite her lack of initial excitement about Will, Dana kept her mind open instead of lamenting a lost “meet-cute” moment. This is important, as we will see; not feeling butterflies in the beginning might just mean the caterpillars need more time.


In my opinion, Dana handled her no-touching boundary like a pro. She was courteous and direct without being scraping—though I would have been happier if she hadn’t asked Will if it was okay with him. Frankly, Will’s opinion about it is irrelevant. If this is what makes Dana comfortable, Will is free to either take it or leave it (and, I must say, he took it like a mensch). However, I also understand the impulse to soften the blow when setting a boundary like this one; it can be off-putting if not handled right. But because Dana did such a great job right off the bat, I don’t think it was necessary.


However, she fell into a danger zone after Will confessed his past habit of lecturing people. This was a vulnerable moment for him; Dana would have done well to show him empathy and encouragement, even if what he said triggered her. Instead, she told him how much it bothered her when her ex had done the same thing, then not-so-subtly hinted to Will that he’d better get his act together. Clearly, this was a pain point that caused her to react out of fear. Lucky for her, Will took it in stride. With someone else, it could have backfired. In my experience, people are always more open to growth and change when they feel safe; the opposite happens when they feel threatened. If Dana ideally wants Will to learn how to be a more attentive and giving partner, she’ll have to practice positive communication skills.


One more point: Please, for the love of all that is Pure and Holy, do not bash your exes and do not talk about them at all on the first date. Notice how I italicized that? It’s because I really mean it. There is nothing less attractive (and more revealing) than talking smack about someone you used to date with someone you hope to have a relationship with. You make it easy for them to picture you, months down the road, doing the same thing to them. A new relationship is like a blank canvas; don’t ruin it by slinging mud. Just to be safe, avoid talking about exes entirely until at least three dates in. Keep your focus on the person in front of you, not the one you’ve left behind.


On a positive note, all the points to Will for paying the bill. Call me old-fashioned, but I believe that men should pay for at least the first few dates. Generally speaking, women inherently have a stronger need to feel cared for and provided for than men do; covering the bill lays the groundwork for women to feel safe and trusting toward their date. That said, no matter who pays, he or she should cover the entire bill. In my view, splitting the bill splits the connection. Whether it’s one dollar or a hundred dollars, paying for someone communicates your investment in them (literally and figuratively) and tells them you value their time and company. It makes you a unit, instead of two separate individuals. This isn’t a lifelong commitment, and the same person doesn’t have to pay each time. But the gesture goes a long way toward opening two hearts to a new relationship.


We’ll also commend Dana for keeping her mind open. She never would have considered a guy like Will before, let alone gone out with him. If it wasn’t for this experiment, there’s no way she would have made it past (or even through) this first date. Good for her for keeping to her commitment and not dismissing Will for what he isn’t. Now she gets to discover who he is.


Let’s see how it goes.







Date Three


Fast-forward to Will and Dana’s third date, which starts with Sunday brunch. At least, it’s supposed to. But just two minutes after sitting down, Dana closes her menu. “I changed my mind,” she says.


Will looks up, intrigued. “About …?”


“I spent the whole day yesterday inside because of the rain, and it’s so gorgeous out now. Do you think we could take a walk instead?”


He peers out the window, then back at Dana, and shrugs. “Sure.”


“Really?”


“Why not?”


“We had plans …”


“I once had plans to live in a monastery. Now I live in Flatbush. Plans change.”


Dana laughs. “Sure you don’t mind?”


“Not at all. Let’s go.”


Ditching the restaurant and grabbing coffee and croissants from a nearby bakery, Will and Dana begin their walk around New York City. They pick through a farmers market, pet dogs at an outdoor adoption event, admire the vibrant colors of a flower show, and watch skateboarders wipe out on ramps. Dana drinks in springtime in New York, and is grateful to Will for being so flexible. She’s surprised by how easy it is with him, the natural rhythm of their conversation, and how much they laugh together.


He feels like an old friend, she thinks.


As the sun sets, they find themselves crossing the bridge into Brooklyn, where Will lives, and realize they’re famished.


“You like tacos?” Will asks.


“Is that a rhetorical question?”


He takes her to a hole-in-the-wall taqueria where Will promises they have the best guacamole outside of Mexico. Dana is thrilled to discover that he’s right.


With tired legs and full bellies, Dana walks Will to his door—nine hours after their date began.


“Thanks for taking a walk with me,” Dana says.


“It was,” Will replies, “an excellent idea.”


She eyes him. “Did you really want to live in a monastery?”


“Once upon a time. Then I found out they don’t serve tacos …”


Dana laughs.


This date is proof that sometimes, a change of plans can change everything. It’s likely that if Dana and Will had stuck with brunch, they would have had a nice time. But I truly believe that it would not have been as special a day for them as this one was. It began with Dana, who listened to what she wanted and spoke up. Something about Will made her feel comfortable enough to suggest a change of plans, and her instinct was right: he was more than happy to accommodate her. This speaks volumes about Dana’s ability to be vulnerable and to ask for what she needs, and for Will’s readiness to accommodate her.


I have only one complaint about this date: it went on too long. In my book, you stick with fives: five dates, a maximum of five hours per date, and no more than five days between dates. While the idea of a long date sounds romantic, you don’t want to spend all your energy and excitement in one shot. Better to call it a night early so you can look forward to seeing each other again. At the same time, you want to keep the momentum going by not letting too much time lapse between dates. Remember that we’re looking for clarity; too much activity, too fast or too little progression in too long a stretch can throw you off balance. Sticking with fives keeps the relationship humming along at a manageable pace and carries you smoothly to a clear outcome. If it’s meant to work out, you’ll know pretty quickly. And if it isn’t, you can move on, pronto.







Date Four


The morning of their fourth date, Dana calls Will with some bad news: “I’bbbb—ah … ah … ah … chooo!”


“Sick?” Will offers.


Dana groans, and sneezes again. She begrudgingly recites her symptoms: fever, chills, headache. No one likes being sick, but Dana resents it. It’s harder to get work done.


“I guess we’re not going out tonight.”


“I’bb sorry, Will.”


“Don’t be sorry. Just get some sleep.”


A few hours later, there’s a knock at Dana’s door. In the hallway, she finds a bouquet of flowers and a bag with a note attached to it: Some essentials for the patient, hot off the stove. Pour yourself a bowl, get back into bed, and call me. Feel good, Will.


Inside the bag, Dana discovers a large, warm container of golden chicken soup.


“Oh by gosh!” she exclaims.


Following Will’s directions, she warms some soup in a bowl and takes a sip.


It’s instant, heavenly relief. She might even be able to go back to working on the contract she had to review.


Immediately, Dana calls Will. “I can’t believe you bade me chiggen soup!”


“I made me chicken soup. But I’m a nice guy, so I decided to share with you.”


Dana laughs.


“Are you in bed?”


“Yeah, why?”


“Turn on Netflix. We’re going to watch Singin’ in the Rain.”


“Like, the musical?”


“Is there a different one?”


Dana hesitates for a moment. She has work to do. But watching a movie with Will sounds nice. “I’ve never seen it.”


“Well, I won’t comment on your deprived childhood, but I will tell you that whenever I was sick, my mom made fresh chicken soup, wrapped me up in a blanket, and we watched Singin’ in the Rain together. It is, hands down, the best movie of all time. So today is your lucky day.”


That settles it. The contract can wait. Dana is surprised by how wonderful it feels to be cared for this way. Though Will may not be there in person, his presence on the other end of the phone brings her profound relief, as if she’s finally found something precious she’d thought she’d lost. And it hits her: Dana hasn’t only wanted someone who would support her career; she’s longed for a partner who supports her.


The realization is so stunning, it might have knocked Dana off her feet if she wasn’t already sitting down.


It does feel like her lucky day.


“Ready?” Will asks.


Dana smiles into the phone. “Ready.”


Oh. My.


While I feel bad that Dana is sick, I love that Will grabbed this opportunity to take care of her, because it afforded Dana a life-changing revelation. Recognizing her need to be supported on a human level, not just as a professional, Dana has opened herself up to a deeper sense of who she is. Her career is important, but it’s not everything. Will’s investment in Dana, the person, has woken her up to the value of investing in herself.


Will’s gesture was thoughtful and kind—two qualities I love to hear about in my clients’ prospective partners. More importantly, he did it because he wanted to, not because he felt obligated or was trying to impress Dana. The experience of being lovingly cared for as a kid was so meaningful to him that he was excited to share it with her. This tells us volumes about his ability to show love without holding back or expecting anything in return.


Hollywood romances can mislead us into believing that love is born through sweeping, dramatic gestures: Jack saving Rose from falling off the Titanic; Noah hanging from a Ferris wheel to ask Ally on a date; Patrick serenading Kat with “Can’t Take My Eyes off of You” in front of the entire soccer team; or Mr. Darcy professing his love to Elizabeth in the rain. These moments have merit, but when it comes to building a relationship, they’re about as strong as Scotch tape. It’s the small, quiet wins, when one subtly shows up for the other, that have the power to cement two people together over time. It didn’t take much for Will to bring soup to Dana, but in terms of their relationship, it just might have been a game-changer.







Date Five


On their fifth date, Will and Dana head to Little Italy for the Feast of San Gennaro. Though both have lived in the city for years, neither have been to the festival before. They weave among the throngs of people, taking in the twinkling lights, the music, the symphony of voices and accents. They agree, biting into cannolis, that it was worth the wait.


There’s something magical in the evening air. As a quartet of guitarists strikes up a romantic melody, Will grabs a broom from a nearby restaurant and dances with it across the cobblestones like Fred Astaire.


Dana cracks up. “You’re crazy!”


“Well, I can’t dance with you, so this is the next best thing!”


People gather to watch Will, laughing along with Dana. She loves how carefree and unselfconscious he is, how fluidly his body moves. It makes him look sexy. At the end of the song, Will dips the broom deeply to a round of applause. He bows to the crowd, then to the band. Then he grins at Dana.


She’s surprised to feel her heart jump.


“You’re a great dancer!” she says, as Will tosses a few bills into the quartet’s open guitar case.


“That’s four years of ballroom dancing lessons, thank you very much,” he says. “I had to take an extracurricular in high school, and the chess club was full. Then I ended up liking it.”


“I’m jealous,” Dana confides. “I’m hopeless at dancing.”


“You just haven’t found the right partner,” he replies breezily. “When your strengths complement each other, you can fuse them together into one motion. It’s a give-and-take thing; sometimes, one person leads the dance, then the other person takes over.”


She can tell by the way Will looks at her that he’s talking about more than just dancing. He’s describing a relationship in which both of them support each other.


“I want to kiss you,” he says, leaning in close.


Dana smiles. “I want you to kiss me, too.”


“It’s still the fifth date.”


“Aleeza says she starts looking the other way twenty-four hours after this date is over.”


“So we’ll both go home right now …” Will begins.


Dana laughs.


“… and I will see you in twenty-four hours.”


Dana calls me, giggling.


“So I guess you don’t hate him?” I ask.


“This is crazy! On our first date, I was sure this was going nowhere. But he just … grew on me. Now I can’t believe I almost dumped him!”


I’m not the type of person to say “I told you so,” but come on. Imagine if Dana had bailed on Will after that first date (or ruled him out completely!). If she hadn’t committed to five dates, there’s no doubt she would have done exactly that. But because she stuck it out, she discovered someone truly special.


I once had a client tell me, when she decided to marry the man she’d been dating, “He’s everything I never knew I always wanted.” Something similar has happened to Dana. The more time she spent with Will, the clearer she saw qualities she values in a person, as opposed to fixating on one detail and missing the person entirely. No matter what the future of this relationship turns out to be, I don’t imagine that Dana will date the same way ever again.


[image: ]











CHAPTER ONE TIP


The Five, Five, and Five Rule: Five dates, no more than five hours per date, and no more than five days between dates


Why?


Five Dates: Plenty of people aren’t their best on a first date. By committing to at least five dates, you’re giving yourself (and your date!) a chance to put your best self forward.


Five Hours: As P. T. Barnum said, “Always leave ’em wanting more.” Capping a date at five hours prevents both parties from getting tapped out and keeps the spark alive.


Five Days: If you’ve got something good going, the last thing you want to do is lose the momentum by letting too much time lapse between dates.
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