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“Ever feel like you’re royally screwed when it comes to dating? Like you’re more likely to be kidnapped by terrorists than find Mr. Right? This is your book. Wendy is like your awesomest girlfriend, only she actually gives good dating advice. She’ll make you laugh with her whip smart remarks, cheer you up, cheer you on, and encourage you every step of the way.”

—Linda Sivertsen, bestselling author and creator of The Boyfriend Log iPhone dating app

“With a warm, experienced, ‘been-there, done-that’ tone, Wendy Newman not only chronicles the many challenges for women navigating the modern dating world, but she also reframes them in such a manner that will make even the most jaded dater breathe a sigh of relief. While most self-help books tell you what you want to hear, Newman tells you what you need to hear with such compassion that you’ll probably want to email her in six months to tell her that you listened to her advice and finally found love.”

—Evan Marc Katz, dating coach and author

“Wendy Newman takes the mystery, the game playing, and strategizing out of dating. She went on 121 first dates, so you can short-cut your journey into the partnership that’s in your future. Brilliant. A masterpiece. The best dating book I’ve read in a decade.”

—Julie Ferman, personal matchmaker and dating coach, www.JulieFerman.com

“If you feel uncomfortable about dating or you’re dreading jumping into dating online, 121 First Dates is for you! No formulaic tips, tricks, or rules to follow, Wendy’s is an authentic and realistic approach that will have you feeling more confident about dating, no matter your age, body type, or personal struggles. She’ll give you the sense that being yourself is better than okay. 121 First Dates is more than a dating guide—it’s a manual for empowered living!”

—“Bombshell Betty” Betty Field, pinup, burlesque, and body image maven

“When I first read 121 First Dates, it was like ‘Wow, so that’s where I went wrong . . . and bam! That’s how I can fix it!’ Wendy nailed it!”

—Esha Mohanh, Behind the Look LA

“121 First Dates is a refreshing, riveting, insightful, and eye-opening look into relationships, romance, courting, and sexuality. Wendy Newman’s work offers a profound punch that immediately wakes you up to the glory and magic of romance while journeying through the eyes of passion, sensuality, and true partnership and oneness. If you are looking to unravel the mystery of love then this book is for you.”

—Nicole Brandon, motivational speaker, life coach, author, actress, and the CEO of Artistry In Motion (A.I.M. For Excellence Inc.)

“Wendy helps would-be daters get their feet wet in the seemingly murky pond of online dating and meeting men in the real world. She shares mortifying and hilarious moments as well as useful tips on flirting, self-care, and how to be your best self while finding the best guy for you. Do yourself a favor and read this book.”

—Marie Benard, talk show host at CiTR 101.9 FM Vancouver, B.C.

“The first date you should make is with 121 First Dates, sit down with a glass of wine and dive right in. You’ll learn more about dating than you even thought to ask.”

—Grae Drake, film commentator and TV host, Rotten Tomatoes

“Sadly, the normal process of dating usually robs women of our most attractive, fall-in-love-with qualities: self-confidence, authenticity, and passion. Wendy Newman is out to change all that with delightful wit, compassion, and humor. The judgment-free zone located within the pages of 121 First Dates playfully guides women through the dating process, while granting them the freedom and permission to find what they truly need in a relationship.”

—Alison A. Armstrong, author of The Queen’s Code

“Wendy Newman has created a smart, engaging, and compassionate dating guide for women. She shares her victories, struggles, and mistakes without apology in the hopes that her journey will inspire others to live to their full love potential.”

—Sheila Kelley, creator of Sheila Kelley S Factor and author of The S Factor
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For my mother, Susan Bailess.

Thank you for teaching me to be fearless.
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An expert is a person who has made all the mistakes that can be made in a very narrow field.

—Niels Bohr

Nobel Prize–winning physicist
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Introduction:

A Day in the Life of a Dater

5:52 PM: It’s pick-an-outfit time. Thankfully, it only takes six tries before I land the magical combination. I examine my reflection and critique every detail. Almost there . . . look again, I half scold myself as if I were talking to my little sister. I hate these shoes, only two inches high. Shawn says he’s six feet tall. That’s guy code for five-foot-ten. I’ve learned that one the hard way.

Black Lycra leggings cover my two finest features: long, pasty-white but perpetually toned legs. The leggings serve a dual purpose: they hold me together and combat the chilly San Francisco fog. No jewelry on my fingers; a silver oversized heart around my neck as a subliminal message of availability; and the main event: the perfect black dress. Not the cocktail-attire “little black dress” you see in magazines. Fashion magazines aren’t designed for women like me. Stores aren’t well equipped to handle me, either.

When it comes to clothing, I live in a neighborhood called “no man’s land.” An XL is often too tight, but I’m too small for anything plus-size. I live squarely in that gap. The preferred curvy girl’s shape is the hourglass. Yeah, that’s not me, either. I’m more of an apple—not even lucky enough to carry any junk in my trunk. I’m not complaining, mind you, but merely drawing a picture of myself because I want you to know that I’m neither young nor thin. And yet dating happens for me despite all those cultural “prerequisites” I’m supposedly lacking. So how does it happen? I’m determined and I leverage what I’ve got—meaning that I highlight what works. Because, this body is where I live.

Preparation for this evening started hours ago at a posh salon: manicure, pedicure (not that Shawn will be allowed to see that), waxing of the upper lip and chin, and reshaping my brows. (The talent for brow shaping has to be top-notch; I’m in my mid-forties, so the aesthetician’s got to be able to pluck out all the white ones without leaving big bald patches. It’s tricky.)

Next stop, the hair stylist, where my long red-brown hair is professionally shampooed, blow-dried, and styled for twenty-two dollars. The two stops total a hundred and thirty bucks, all so I can be “salon ready” while sporting an attitude that says, “Yes, I always look like this.”

Shawn and I met on OkCupid, an online dating site. We’d written to each other nearly every day over two and half weeks. At first, I wasn’t that excited. I was in one of those moods. You know the one: I resented being single. I was weary of online dating, but after giving in to the pressure of friends telling me it was time to get back to it, I resigned myself to resuming the search. The website indicated that Shawn and I were a 94 percent match—94 percent. Why not? I contacted him first, and I immediately felt uncertain about our exchange. I wondered if he was really attracted to me or simply answering out of convenience. Was I just low-hanging fruit?

Our initial email conversations were short and insignificant. After about a week and a half, Shawn started asking more personal questions, pointing to our potential compatibility, at which point I opened up and things started to get interesting. As our emails grew in length and substance, I began to feel something I hadn’t felt in quite some time: hope.

One late night as I lounged around in bed, sipping iced tea while we instant-messaged each other, he asked, “Can I just call you?” Finally. A week of telephone conversations followed, usually before bed. We covered everything from events of the day to our likes, dislikes, hobbies, workout activities, and family dynamics before he asked me, “Can we set a date?” Phew!

Now, as I stand in front of the full-length mirror two days later, I can see that I’ve executed my strategy perfectly. And, of course, I’m not alone. My old friends, the butterflies (pouncing upon one another in my stomach), are there too. I can’t hide my smile. Maybe he’s the guy. Maybe . . .

I arrive on time, but Shawn’s beaten me to the joint, holding two seats at the end of the long, narrow vintage-style parlor. The club is moody and dark, but he’s easy to spot—the only single person in the twelve-seat place. He looks exactly like his photos. Cute. Salt and pepper mixed into his dark-brown hair, unmistakable “I work in the tech industry” black square frames, and signature big smile. He hugs me quickly and smiles more broadly, and I exhale a silent but unexpected burst of air out of my chest. I can breathe a little easier. He likes me and seems happy; I can relax (and try to be myself).

Partway through the evening, I can see he appears to be exactly who he said he was, and there isn’t a single “but” in sight. Great guys usually have a “but.” You know, he’s fantastic but . . .

He’s not quite over his ex.

He wants to move to China.

He’s quit his job to reinvent himself and isn’t sure who he is, where he’s going, and what he wants to do yet.

Now the task at hand is to figure out how to keep this initial attraction moving in a positive direction. I know: I’ll be really entertaining. Story after story, I am, in fact, highly entertaining—for hours. He definitely likes me. He says, “Great atmosphere, delicious drinks, stellar company.” He prompts me with questions like, “Do you know of a good interior designer? I could use your help on the house I just renovated.” And, “Could you live in two cities? We could spend summers in California and winters in Mexico. You in?” He says, “I admire what you do for a living,” and, “My mother would adore you.”

Shawn has no idea what he’s instigating with this line of conversation. I don’t know (yet) that men do this to try ideas on for size, to see how they feel. These seemingly innocuous phrases of plans, promises, and expressions of acceptance and compatibility both set me at ease to be more and more myself and make me like him a wee bit better with every passing word.

As we sit side by side, I can see within the five hours we’ve spent together that we’re a more-than-possible match. This might work. An irresistible combination of smart, kind, and interesting, Shawn seems rare. I appreciate how engaging and playful he is with me. He feels solid and compassionate, funny and sexy. An urbanite living in the most vibrant part of the city, with a life, a real job, and a lot to offer those he cares about. It’s as if the Universe has been listening to everything I’ve ever asked for and wrapped these qualities into the one man placed before me.

Dear God, I know I ask for things all the time, but really, really—just this once—could you make him be the start of something amazing? I’m silently praying in the stall of the ladies’ room while I’m on a first date. That isn’t weird—is it?

After all, the point is to find my partner. I crave intimacy, growth, and a connection with someone other than my dog. And fine, I’ll admit it: I want to do “normal couple things.” You know, go out on double dates, host Tuesday taco nights for the gang, sit on his lap in front of a campfire while someone plays guitar and everyone sings badly, go on romantic weekend getaways. Like most women, I long to be cared for, to have a man stroke the side of my face or brush my hair back when it’s in my eyes, and whisper into my ear, “I’m the man who loves you.”

I don’t expect the relationship between Shawn and me to be instantaneous, but I do feel that—I hope that—we’re off to a classic start. I know it happens for other people. I’ve met them.

Near midnight, Shawn asks, “Can I walk you to your car?” Sweet. Our goodnight kiss lasted a little longer than expected, and I’m delighted by what I learn about him in that first kiss.

“Text me when you get home so I know you made it safe,” he says, and just like that, I’m hooked. After I send the “I made it home, thank you, goodnight” text, my part is done.

Now I wait.

And wait.

And wait.

Every single hour that passes without the next date on the books makes the critical voice in my head grow louder. Then a full review of the evening begins to play in my brain, and I question everything: Why did I have to tell that insane story about my family? Did talking about my job scare him away? Was I too flirtatious? Does he think I’m not nurturing enough for his teenage daughter? Was sitting side by side a mistake? Maybe he could see my belly fat.

With every minute that passes without a text, call, or email, pieces flake off the hunk of hope that once filled my heart. They float to my feet and are crushed as I shuffle through another day.

Shawn is innocent of the cruelty of his simple parting phrases: “I’ll call you,” and “Let’s get together soon.”

Inevitably, I face the facts: he was not having the same date I was; there just wasn’t enough of a connection for him to want another one. A sense of overwhelming sadness, despair, and loneliness clutters that hopeful space in my heart. I send out an SOS to friends, and they tell me:

“Ah, it was just one date.”

“There are plenty of men out there for you!”

“Don’t let it get you down. Keep moving; there are plenty more fish in the sea.”

“If you date other men right now, you won’t be sad about this one.”

“He did you a favor by not calling back; that’s his polite way of bowing out.”

“He must not have been the one for you.”

I know this; I’ve heard it all before. What’s worse, I’ve doled out this same upbeat counsel to my girlfriends and clients countless times. I hate my own advice. I tell myself what I think of my own stupid advice: “Fuck you,” I mutter.

Next comes my big choice: I can sit at home and sulk—for days, weeks, months, or, in some of my friends’ cases, years—or I can clear it out of my psyche the best I know how and head out there and do it all again: new outfit, new shoes, new mani-pedi, and new guy.
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This was simply another false start, and a part of the single person experience. Does it sound familiar?

My friend Leslie says it best: “It’s like you’ve been standing a really, really, really long time, and you see that comfortable chair and it looks so beautiful. You plop down in it, if only for a second, and it’s delightful. Soft and warm. It fits your body and brings such relief. You relax. You feel the weight lifted off your feet. You exhale. And before you’re anywhere near ready, you’re told to get up—it’s time to stand again.”

For some of us, our response to being hurt is to stop. For good. For others, the idea of dating is so unappealing (or frightening) that we haven’t even started.

No longer.

This book is designed to help keep you standing when all you want to do is sit down, even without that comfy chair. You can learn from my (mis)adventures—my experiences on 121 first dates. Whether I wanted to or not, after 121 dates, I’d logged more than enough time to call myself a “dating expert,” which I’d never set out to be, by the way. I don’t think anyone does. We want to dive in, find our mate, and get the hell out of the dating scene.

There was a light at the end of the dating tunnel because I did meet my guy, but it took 121 dates to get there. And if you’re willing, you will find what you’re looking for too. I promise to give you solid hope, honest advice, and practical wisdom along with my sometimes terrifying, often hilarious true stories. My dating stories are a tell-all crash course in what real-life dating—with all its ups and downs—can really be like: not perfect or glamorous and not always romantic. Some stories just might curl your hair, others are sure to make you laugh, and maybe one or two will provide a sense of validation of your own experiences. Some of these first dates were fun, insightful, and surprising, and all of them ultimately led me to my partner by helping me understand what it was I was truly looking for.

I want to help you date with the ease and grace I didn’t always have. You’ll have all that and a bonus: my professional background.

In 2002, after the end of a decade-long marriage and with a heart full of questions, I took part in a workshop through PAX Programs (created by relationship expert Alison Armstrong). My master plan was to understand men better and not make the same mistakes twice. For two days I sat in a hotel conference room with my BFF, Leslie, and thirty women, learning the basics of what I needed to know about men—from a woman. PAX Programs collected the information presented about men, from men. It took a woman I didn’t know to illuminate a man’s world.

My life was forever altered. I started working for the company immediately, managing and then leading weekend workshops. My new education fueled my endless fascination with men and their points of view. I wanted to know why they do the things they do, and I wanted to experience how understanding what makes men and women different makes our lives so much better.

My relationships with men became more loving and connected after that workshop. I created friendships with men that hadn’t been possible before, and I got my feelings hurt less often. It was the beginning of a whole new world and the start of my research. I began by listening to panels of men in workshop rooms I was working in, and it spread to my independent study, which frankly, I can’t see ever really ending.

Since 2002 I’ve conducted social research through interviews with thousands of boys and men ranging in age from eight to eighty-five. I take polls and conduct online surveys. I ask questions of my wide circle of friends and often ask them to ask their friends. I post questions on group discussion boards, asking for public and private feedback, and I have fascinating one-to-one conversations with men on all kinds of topics. My work is never done.

After leading hundreds of workshops to thousands of women on the topics of understanding men, dating, sex, and relationships, I’ve learned from both men and women the various things we need to create true partnership in our relationships. I offer you the best match possible: personal experience and expertise so that you can trust I’ve walked my own dating talk. This is, quite literally, my life’s work, and I want to share what I’ve learned with you.

[image: Images]

Now let’s get back to you. What do you do if you find yourself in a “Shawn” experience or any scenario that doesn’t go your way? The answer is never simple, and it’s rarely the same from one situation to another. Maybe you’re quick to recover and take on new dates right away. Or maybe you opt for a restorative mini break. And let’s face it: compared to other dating nightmares, the Shawn date wasn’t so horrible, right? Some of us have been burned by this process so many times that we start to resemble blackened toast. That happens from not clearing out the past negative experiences before you’re ready to go out and meet someone new.

The last time I found myself in the Shawn scenario, I had to stop. I had to step back, take care of myself, receive nurturing from friends, and know I’d be able to bounce back in what I hoped was a relatively short time. There have also been times when I’ve been at ninja level, where the overwhelming disappointment of a date has hit me hard, yet I kept going at full speed, still heartbroken but healing myself along the way as best I could and moving through it all because of sheer dating willpower.

So do you keep dating or take a break? Neither choice is wrong. One is not better than the other, and you may find yourself alternating between the two. The key is to take good care of yourself, whatever that looks and feels like for you. Heal (and possibly forgive) yourself and figure out what feels right for you in that moment. You have trustworthy instincts. Use them. This book is designed to help you do exactly that.

There are countless single, available humans on the planet and thousands of different ways to meet them, so you’re going to find dates, no doubt. The tricky part is staying in good mental and emotional shape, not dragging past experiences along with you, and hanging in there long enough to find the right person for you. Being willing to experience the Shawn scenario (possibly many Shawn scenarios) and purge it from your system so you can move forward with your heart restored, giving yourself generously to the next one, is all part of dating.

Wherever you’re standing now is perfect. You might be just entering the dating scene and experimenting with online dating, or maybe you dated for a while, hated it, gave up, and now you’re willing to try again. Maybe you’ve been dating steadily and you’re looking for reassurance, tips, and the resolve to keep going. Wherever you are on your dating trail—at the start or somewhere in the middle—this book will be your personal guide to help you reach your destination. As your trail guide I promise to help steer you clear of low-hanging branches and help you avoid hiking up the steep hard way. I’ll even (try to) make you laugh along the way, partly because I think I’m funny and partly because laughing will loosen up the grip of fear and resignation that may be setting in.

My goal is to provide insight into making dating easier for you, and my strategy is persistence. I will offer ways to sort more quickly and keep standing long after you want to give up. I’ve met many amazing men through dating and using common sense and intuition, and I tested my own dating advice to see what truly works. It paid off in finding my partner. I like to think of myself not so much as lucky as someone who went in with her eyes open, learned from her missteps and the missteps of others, and never gave up.

Please take what resonates with you and leave behind what doesn’t. My way (or couple of ways) might not be The One True Way, if there is such a thing. If the shoe doesn’t fit for you, it ain’t your shoe. Don’t cram it on; this could be a long hike. And hey, girl, speaking of “not your shoe,” you might not like dating dudes all the time (or at all). Maybe you date women or perhaps you’re a bit more free and flexible in your sexual preferences than I am. My experience is one of dating 121 men, but there’s plenty of good stuff in here for you even if men aren’t your thing. So how about this: I’ll work in inclusive language where it fits without changing the integrity of my experience and the nature of this book, and you can skip and/or swap out pronouns so the book applies to your life. Deal?

I can’t promise that no one will get hurt on the journey, but I’m aiming for fewer scratches and bruises. I’ll entertain you while warning of things to look out for, but nothing is 100 percent foolproof, and no way works all the time for every person. Ultimately, go with what works for you and use this book as a guide, not a solution.

Maybe you’ll need 121 dates to find your mate, like I did. Or you might hit your jackpot at five. Or twenty. The number isn’t the point; what is, is the willingness to put yourself out there despite the uncertainty. Despite the ups and downs. Despite the truckloads of well-meaning but heard-it-all-before advice from friends and family. Despite the really, really, really bad dates that can and do happen.

So take a deep breath, crack your knuckles, and remember to treat yourself with kindness. Don’t worry; I’ll be with you every step of the way.



Part I
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Getting Ready to Date


When I was in high school, my home economics teacher always told us, “Measure twice, cut once.” This isn’t a lesson I took to heart then (as evidenced by the way-too-short shorts and the hideously lopsided pajama pants I ended up with), but it’s one I’ve come to appreciate more and more over the years.

When we decide it’s time to dive headfirst into the dating pool, many of us don’t take the time to do much planning beforehand. We’re excited or scared or worried or an unholy cocktail of all three (throw your arms up if that sounds familiar), and we end up forgetting one of the basic elements of success in any area of life: preparation.

Dating is like anything else in that respect. The more you know before you start, the better off you’ll be. That’s what I’d like to help you do in this section: be prepared. Prepared for the highs and the lows, the fun bits and the huge bummers, the words of wisdom and the tricks of the trade. I’ll take you through the dos and don’ts that have served me and many women in my professional and personal life in navigating the world of dating (online and otherwise) and toss in a couple of hopeful stories and cautionary tales along the way too.

If those 121 first dates I went on taught me anything, it’s that being prepared both mentally and physically goes a long way toward making dating efficient, manageable, and, ultimately, successful. Of course, you can’t predict everything, especially where intimacy and relationships are concerned, but what you can do is be on your own side. What does that mean? It means that with a little prep work and foresight, you can take care of yourself, be your own champion, and give yourself a bit of a head start before you step out the door to the café around the corner, the local park, or the hot new restaurant in town to meet your potential right match.

Ready to go? Then grab those scissors, but don’t snip just yet!
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What to Expect

(and Not to Expect) from Dating

Here’s the truth: You will meet him when you meet him. Period.

This is not a linear process. You could meet him on the first date. That happened for my partner, Dave. I was his first date in twenty-four years. Or you could meet him on the 121st date (that’s my story). No one—and I mean no one—can predict how this will work out for you. Trust me, I’ve paid people to make such predictions.

I know both men and women who signed up online, met their person on their first date, and the two of them live happily ever after. While I’m happy for them, I kinda just want to flick them on the forehead. Expecting that to happen is like an actress expecting to land the lead role on her first audition the day after she moves to Hollywood.

Whoever you are—my curvy or thin sisters, my tall or petite sisters, my white, black, and every-color-in-between sisters, shy or bold, young or old—your happily-ever-after is out there for the taking. The person who’s right for you, who will love you for who you are, is out there. You just need to keep standing up and stepping out until the two of you are in front of each other.

Here’s my bottom line: when you know how to interact with people with some level of grace and you’re fairly sure you can make it through an hour meeting with a total stranger, you’re ready to date.

The first thing to know about dating is this: everyone—friends, loved ones, family members, workmates, gym buddies, your Starbucks barista, and every random, well-meaning fuckwit—has an opinion on your dating life (even if it hasn’t started yet). Yes, see, they “just know” they have a handle on how you can stop failing and finally get it right.

Once they’ve learned you’re dating (again), it’s the hot topic. They have opinions and strategies and well-laid plans they must share with you as if their life depended on it. This will probably annoy the hell out of you. Here’s why: They usually share their almost-always-unsolicited strategies with you after you’ve experienced something miserable in your dating life. This is when they spring into action (like the world’s most well-intentioned but incompetent superhero), giving you tips on how to date the “correct way,” because clearly you’re doing it all wrong. Never mind that they weren’t there with you and don’t know the whole story—I mean, who needs facts, anyway? Face it, you’re this close to being a tragic loner, and they don’t want that for you. They want to save you. They’ll tell you all kinds of “helpful” things—lines like, “They’ll show up when you least expect it.”

Really? I had a decade of not yet having my partner, and believe me, there were multiple months where I “least expected” it. I know dozens if not hundreds of single women who never expect it, and guess what: it hasn’t happened for them (yet), either.

“You’ve got to make it a full-time job. Put some effort into it.”

Wow, really? Dating doesn’t pay the rent, my friends!

“Don’t try so hard.”

Uh, I thought you wanted me to put some effort into it?

“Your bar is set too high.”

Seriously? Expecting a decent, civilized conversation over a glass of iced tea with someone is setting the bar too high?

As you’ll learn later on, I’m wary of dating strategies. If you choose to follow one and it works, then I say (and mean) good for you. Unfortunately, the majority of what I see when women adopt one strategic dating method or another is a lot of women doing a lot of work, following exercises and dating plans trying to reel in the right partner. Working hard for what you want is good and all, but when he doesn’t show up after all that effort, these women tend to blame themselves and not the strategy for being deficient.

Strategy or no strategy, how you dive into (or back into) the dating scene will have much to do with what you expect from the whole process.

So what are you expecting from your first date?

Are you setting the bar too high?

Will you hope to yank your online dating profile down within the first five minutes of meeting your date?

Are you praying he wants to have six children too?

Whether it’s a blind date, an online date, or a first date with someone you met on a night out, you should have one expectation for the first date: that you both make it through with ease, grace, and in kindness to each other. You can’t expect to know if your date likes you as much as you like him. Oftentimes he will tell you, which is sweet, but not always.

You can’t expect to know the truth about his intentions with you. I don’t mean that your date is a liar—I don’t mean that at all. But both men and women often quickly make up their mind about whether or not they are going to see their date again, and out of what they perceive as kindness, they don’t share that information while on the date. They think they’re being nice or polite and socially graceful. How misguided they are. Who hasn’t kept mum in person to spare a date’s feelings until they could shoot off an email or text or private message instead? It may feel easier, but it’s rarely the better option.

While you don’t owe your first date anything, it’s genuinely kind and gracious to tell the truth. In person. When asked, “Can I call you tomorrow?” if you’re not feeling it, please don’t say yes. Women do this all the time. It’s the top complaint I hear from men. But for anyone who truly wants to see the other person again, it’s aggravating to read a false positive.

Instead, be honest. Say something like, “Thanks so much for offering to call. I don’t think we’re quite a match. I wish you luck out there.”

You know how discouraging it is when you’ve had an amazing date and you wait for that call, only to discover after a week that it’s not coming? Yeah, don’t be that person.

So what else can you expect from dating?

Expect to meet people.

Expect to ask and answer questions that are uplifting, fun, or bring out the unique sides of each other.

Expect that there may not be chemistry—for you, for him, for either one of you. No chemistry happens often.

Strive for bringing out the best in him by having him talk about what he cares about.

Strive for learning something new about this person.

Strive for being heard and understood concerning things that are important to you.

Strive for a friendly, connected, fun time that could lead to more friendly, connected, fun times.

Strive for being honest when it’s time to let each other know where you are on this date. Do you want off the ride? Or do you want to keep going? This may include a change of venues on the same night. Say you’re having fun at dinner and he offers a stroll, a dessert somewhere else, or a drink at a favorite wine bar; if you’re having fun, then simply say yes. If you’re done, don’t drag the date on just to be pleasant. End it.

There may be times when you know you’re never going to see each other again but you’re having a good time. In this case you can continue; just be conscious that you’re not leading him on throughout the date.
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Date #44

Bison and a Massage——What’s Not to Love?

Setting: Iced tea at the Depot Bookstore & Café, Mill Valley, CA

I stood in line at the Depot—a cool, old California Mission–style landmark building in the center of Mill Valley’s downtown. Once a train station for mill workers, its current function is churning out espresso and croissants and offering a meeting place for singles like me. As I lingered and looked around, waiting my turn to order iced tea, I spotted my date standing in line behind me.

Even though we hadn’t yet introduced ourselves, I knew he was not my man. I think he knew it too, because from the start of the date he pushed a hard sales pitch: He focused on his philanthropic endeavors, including saving people, the planet, and animals.

“Animals?”

“I save all kinds of large animals and help relocate them to sanctuaries and the private sector around the Bay Area, mostly in Marin,” he said, “like bison.”

“Bison? SHOW ME!” I exclaimed, too intrigued to not blurt out the request (or, rather, the demand).

“Really?” he said with hope.

“Yes!”

We made our way through the long, steady coffee line, grabbed our drinks, and sat down at a tiny, round granite café table so small that it was better suited for one.

“So if you want to see the bison, I need to know what your timeline is today,” he said.

“My plan is to have coffee with you and then head to a massage appointment in a little under two hours. So we have a little time,” I replied.

“Do you think you can get me in for a massage appointment too?” he asked.

“Sure,” I answered as I punched in #7 on my cell phone, the speed dial to the spa.

Next thing you know, this man (who I had no interest in ever seeing again) and I were in my secondhand BMW convertible, top down, driving to Nicasio on a warm summer day to visit bison on an estate with vast acreage. When we arrived at the private gate, it took him more than a few guesses to punch in the right code. I felt the tingling excitement of being a trespasser, which I’m sure we were. Eventually—voilà—the gate swung open, and over the hill the bison were there to greet us. Oh, they were cute—wooly, substantial in size, bigger than I’d expected.

While the bison appeared completely disinterested in our arrival, I was thrilled. I took my time, saying hi to each and every massive bison. The brown ones, the darker brown one, the creamy one—dozens of them, all with horns on their head so large I couldn’t imagine them not being burdened by their weight and size. I had lengthy one-way conversations with each of them, eyeball to eyeball. I informed them of their cuteness, questioned them about their potential balance problems due to their horns, asked how they were eating. I didn’t get much of a response from any of them, but I didn’t mind. All this was taking place while my date pondered how exactly he was going to pry me off the fence so we could make it back to town in time for our massages.

He managed to find the right words because eventually I gave in, sad to leave my new bison friends much sooner than I would have liked. I drove about ten miles over the speed limit the whole way back, just so we could make our appointment (oops). The staff at the hippie massage retreat in the redwoods were ready for our ninety-minute massages—in separate rooms, of course. Afterward, pummeled nearly speechless and dizzy with bodily bliss, we met in the front reception room to pay our bill and say our few words of good-bye.

[image: Images]

What I think I did right on the bison date: I had an incredibly fun and memorable day with a total stranger, while kindly letting him know this was a “friend” thing and we wouldn’t be dating. Sure, moments of it were slightly uncomfortable, like mid-date when he asked when he could see me again. I said in my friendliest and most sincere tone, “I am having a fun day with you. The bison were a crack-up, and the spa is going to feel amazing. But I don’t think you and I are quite right for each other. This is our last date, but I hope we can enjoy today.”

He seemed amiable and not at all surprised. I didn’t want to do to him what had been done to me time and again. It’s cruel to let your date think you’re feeling it right up to the end. I despise the rug pull.

I did good (this time).
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Getting Ready for

Your Dating Adventure

Taking excellent care of yourself is critical for attracting a suitable match and maintaining your sanity. Desperation isn’t charming or attractive. No one wears it well, and you don’t want to work yourself into a state so crazed that you settle for the first warm body you come across simply because he’s within arm’s reach.

You can bring yourself to remarkable shape if you can identify these two things: what you need and what makes you happy. Let’s jump right in!

Start by making two lists. Label the top of the first page “NEED” and the top of the second page “HAPPY.”

Need

Most think there should only be three words on the NEED list: food, water, and shelter. But for the sake of being in top dating shape, let’s look beyond that. Sure, you could say you’re low-maintenance, that you don’t really need anything. Just like a car doesn’t need gas or oil. Hell, it doesn’t even need wheels . . . if it’s sitting on blocks in someone’s side yard. In order to perform well and go anywhere at all, you’re going to need a bit of TLC.

Things you need are generally things that, when you go without them, you feel upset, off balance, or unwell. You’re not your best self. You are not fine. Other emotions you might experience when you don’t have what you need are irritation or frustration. For example, I need eight hours of sleep a night on a regular basis. If I’m only sleeping five or six hours for several nights in a row, I’m cranky and off balance. I need walks in nature at least once a week. Without them I’m tense and tightly wound. I need eleven minutes of daily meditation in the morning. Without it I feel off-kilter, off purpose, and often not that productive. I need mommy time with my dog every day. Without the ability to love her up and nurture her I feel lonely and slightly disconnected, and it takes me longer to access genuine affinity for pretty much anyone. In other words, my dog makes me a better human, so not only do I need that connection but so does everyone else around me.

Happy

Once you’ve got what you need and you’re well, look at what would make life even better. What makes you happy? Sleeping in makes me happy. Going to the cinema to see a film that will sweep me away makes me happy. Chocolate-covered apricots make me happy. I don’t need any of what I’ve listed (because I’m well without them), but they’re delightful—they’re the bonuses in life.

So what are you going to do with these lists? You’re going to start them, add to them, and keep them posted on your fridge. Carry them around until you know them so well you don’t need the physical paper anymore. Especially for the things you need, be specific. If you wrote down, “Time with my girlfriends,” how much time? Alone time, physical time, what’s enough (the minimum per day, week, or month) to get you to well? I want you in good shape.

But why is being well important?

When you’re well, you have everything you need. You’re not upset or off balance, trying to be amazing on top of not being well. We have a tendency to spend too much time trying to be amazing when we’re not okay. We try to be happy even when our minimal needs haven’t been met, and the experience is similar to eating ice cream on an empty stomach: it’s nauseating. If we spent most of our time focused on getting ourselves to well, the world would be a completely different (and much lovelier) place.

On the one hand, our culture likes to tell us that, as women, we deserve and should have it all. On the other, it also likes to suggest that a good woman is completely selfless and low maintenance. It’s frustrating and confusing. Many of us think that low maintenance is what men are looking for in a woman, right? Wrong. I’m not suggesting you go into full diva mode, either. The trick, as with most things, is balance. To keep yourself running in top shape, know what you need and what makes you happy, and implement accordingly. Teach yourself how to express this to people. (Hint: Be direct and use the words “need” and “happy.”) People look for and need that information from you.
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