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“For Susan Littlefield who told me to never give up, while supporting me through everything I ever hoped for. Vanessa Goddevrind, for proving such an inspiration to live every day. And Carrie, the most loyal business partner.”


—Lisa


“To my parents, for their unwavering love and support. My husband, for being the happiest thing to happen in my life. My top tier, for being the kind of friends you only find in movies. And to Lisa, for making everything possible (and fun).”


—Carrie





introduction


“what does THAT mean?”


This is the sentence that started it all. I’ve heard it in many languages, on several continents. Wherever my travels have taken me—from my birthplace of Sydney, Australia, to Europe, Asia, and the Americas—women are always talking about men and relationships, and their bafflement with what men say, do, and, especially, text.


By the way, this is Lisa.
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Obtuse male texting is a global phenomenon, a growing crisis, sort of like climate change. Social scientists are united in their belief that men, in their digital interactions with women, are tough little buggers to figure out.


A couple of years ago, I was living in a duplex in SoHo. I was new to New York City, and I was invited to a dinner party with a bunch of American girls I sort of knew. The guests were from different professions and backgrounds. I was a bit worried as to what we’d talk about, but I shouldn’t have been. Before the host cleared away the cheese plates, we’d all taken out our phones and were showing each other confounding texts from guys. We traded dating stories and played out the scenarios (“If he texted this, he must mean that, so you should reply with this . . . or that?”). It went on for hours. Whenever the conversation turned to other subjects, it always came back around to men and the mysteries of their bizarre mixed signals. And here’s the amazing part: It never got boring. Never, ever, ever.


I realized I could make fast friends with any woman if I brought up the subject of men and texting. Her face would light up and the phones would come out. The manicurist. The stylist. The colleague at a business lunch, or the chick seated next to me on a plane. Even women in the buttoned-up field of banking, the type you’d think would be more sensible and not spend time deciphering a five-word text from some guy she met at a conference last week, would whip out their devices, scroll, scroll, scroll, show me the screen and ask the eternal question . . .


“what the hell?”


As important as “What the hell?” might be, the deeper question is, Why are we saying, “What the hell?” all the time? It doesn’t matter how successful, beautiful, or accomplished you are as a person and human being. You could have single-handedly fed starving children in Africa, won an Oscar for sound editing, or built a scale model of the Eiffel Tower in your garage using empty cans of Diet Coke. But if a guy you like hasn’t texted, those insecure, uncertain feelings from junior high come roaring right back. Should you text him? What should you say? How will he interpret your message? If he ever replies, what does it mean if it’s really short, or only with an acronym or shortened form of a word (aka an abbreve), or a bizarre link to a wildlife refuge for chimpanzees? (I wouldn’t be too optimistic about that last one.)


I started compiling a list of reasons why digital communications are so damn confusing.


No tone. The human elements of tonal inflection and facial expression are removed. Sure, you can try to get a sense of his emotion from the typing, the speed and frequency of his replies, if he “likes” your status update . . . or doesn’t. Passing around the phone to show your friends his texts is the modern equivalent of playing back his answering machine message, looking for signs to his true feelings in the way he said, “How’s it going?” Or “How’s it going?” Or “How’s it going?” Well, we don’t have tone anymore. We have text. Nuances are lost. With so little to go on, every single word—every single letter—can be scrutinized endlessly. Maybe we wouldn’t spend so much time on it if we didn’t take a perverse kind of pleasure in analyzing it for meaning. A man’s confusing text is a puzzle we’re perpetually one piece away from solving.


No connection. Most women want to have meaningful, stable relationships. When we conduct our lives online, with texts and on Facebook, relationships seem fleeting, tenuous, and fake. We desire a real human connection, but the tools we use to find and establish them are mechanical. Texts don’t really exist. Well, they exist, of course. But they’re not letters in your mailbox, or even printed-out e-mails. You can’t hold a text. You can hold your phone that the text appears on. But you’re always at least one step removed from the message. Being one step removed is a subtle separation. It might play out subconsciously. But it is there.


No transparency. Anyone who uses Facebook understands the phoniness on social media, where exclamation points, humblebrags, and heart emojis rule. In the real world—the fuzzy place you slog through between stints spent staring into a computer screen—fifteen smiley faces in a row aren’t as easy to come by. Is anyone really honest online? There’s a lot of sugarcoating. Every meal can’t really be the Best. Meal. Evah!!!!! I don’t think people set out to exaggerate or sugarcoat online. But personalities shift when you type instead of talk. When interactions are pushed through the wink filter of Facebook, there is a distortion in the force. You can fall in love with someone online, then meet him and think, He’s not the same guy.


No history. Social media and texting are relatively new for most people. Women over thirty didn’t grow up with Facebook and Twitter and Snapchat. Forty-year-olds didn’t even have cellphones when they started dating. When they waited by the phone, it was attached to a plug in a freakin’ wall. People in their fifties are completely clueless. My mother signs her texts “Love, Mom.” In movies from as recently as ten years ago, characters would come home from work, push the button on their cassette-tape answering machines, and hear, “You have no messages”—movie shorthand for “You are lonely.” Sad-sack buttons don’t exist anymore. Even the concept of loneliness has changed. No one is ever alone anymore, when thousands of misanthropic Reddit trolls are accessible anytime in the universe inside the phone in your hand.


No rest. In Jane Austen’s day, people would write letters that could take weeks to arrive. And then weeks would go by before the reply was received. In the meantime, Lizzie and Darcy were living their lives, gardening and sewing, fencing and acquiring art. Everything played out in slow motion. Then phones entered the picture, and the pace of courting sped up and intensified. Texts have created light-speed relationships. You can send a message and get a reply in seconds. Immediacy creates intensity—or a false sense of it. Also, without forced reflective periods between communications—like exchanging letters—you’re a lot more likely to type something on the spur of the moment that you will regret another moment later. We’re the instant-gratification generation. We text before we think.


No relief. Voice-mail messages or even e-mail replies used to be something you’d wait for. There was a little suspense. You’d be at work or out with friends and wonder, Did he call? When you got home, you’d rush to see the blinking red light on the answering machine. Coming home to no messages could be very crushing. But it was just a single moment of disappointment—or exultation, if you got that call. Nowadays, with phone in hand 24/7, we exist in a constant low hum of anxiety. We don’t know from one text—which could come in any second—to the next if we’re being rejected, played with, or adored. Our emotions are linked to the home screens of our phones. If we get feedback, we’re happy. If we don’t, we freak out. It’s like an addiction, with shorter and shorter spans of feeling okay between hits. Our emotions cycle much faster, too. The old-fashioned “Did he call?” is now “It’sbeenteminutesalreadywhyhasn’thetextedback?”


While waiting to hear from a new guy, a friend of mine can’t sit through a movie without checking her phone every five minutes. She gets obsessed and won’t turn her phone off or put it in her bag. Her background photo is a group shot with friends on a beach. But being able to see it means there isn’t a text alert blocking it. She’s come to associate that fun day on the beach with the sand-in-an-open-wound feeling of not being texted by a crush. The phone is never out of sight; her anxiety is never out of mind. When a guy finally does text and she has something real to freak out about, she becomes an absolute basket case. She might be an extreme example. But I don’t think so. We all check and recheck for alerts. Maybe not every five minutes, but a lot more than once a day when we get home from work.


Our cell phones are romantic minefields. How do we navigate safely through them? There are seventeen different ways to hear from a guy at any given time, and just as many ways of being rejected by him. Focusing on “What do I do if he calls?” is as quaint as waiting for the Pony Express to arrive. Now we have to contend with what to do if he tweets, Instagrams, Facebook messages, or texts? What if he wants to Skype at 2 A.M.? Is that the virtual equivalent of a Booty Call, or does he just miss your face?


After one more lunch spent discussing texts and trying to get other friends on the phone, sending screenshots of text windows to each other, I thought, This would be so much easier if the guy’s text were posted on a website. Then we could all weigh in in one place and comment on each other’s comments. We could even vote on whether he was into her or not, to get a consensus opinion about confusing texts from guys.


It would be hilarious to post text exchanges between men and women on some website for friends, and even strangers, to weigh in on—not to mention extremely helpful.


Someone really should set that up, I thought.


That was my aha moment. I had nothing to lose. “Someone” could be me. I’d build a website myself. I had no idea how to do that, but cluelessness has its own benefits. When you don’t know what you’re doing, you don’t worry about doing it wrong.
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So while Lisa was having her epiphany and creating the broad-strokes vision for HeTexted.com, I was working at Glamour in the beauty department.


By the way, this is Carrie.
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My job was basically my dream job. I had worked my butt off for it, and it was finally mine. When my friends asked how it was going at the magazine, I’d say, “It’s awesome. I’m never leaving this job.” Famous last words, right?


My friend Paul, the type of guy who knows everyone and loves making connections, told me I had to meet a friend of his named Lisa Winning. She was an entrepreneur, starting a web company. I did a lot of desk-side meetings at Glamour with publicists to talk about their products and services. It was part of my job. But this one sounded different. Lisa wasn’t selling anything. She had a start-up website, still in beta (meaning, in the very early stages of development), about men and dating in the digital age. She wanted to talk about making her site Glamour-worthy, and how she should go about getting press when it was ready to launch. I owed Paul a favor, so I agreed to the meeting.


It was supposed to last fifteen minutes.


An hour later . . .


Lisa and I hit it off, like, instantly. Total mind meld. I understood and loved the idea of HeTexted.com right off the bat. Who wouldn’t? I spent more than a healthy amount of time poring over guys’ texts, too. My friends and I were constantly hunched over each other’s phones reading them, and we had the aching backs to prove it.


I agreed with all her thinking about why texts are particularly confusing. But I also thought, It’s not just the technology that confuses us. No matter what we’re using to communicate, guys are still guys. They are still impossible to figure out, even when they talk directly to your face.


And women are still women. We have our moments of not making absolute sense or being completely honest with guys (or with ourselves) as well. The old romantic problems still exist. But now, they are on hyper-warp speed in our instant-gratification, feedback addiction–fueled culture.


It’s amazing that anyone manages to communicate successfully at all.


Before Lisa left my office, she offered me an advisory board position at the website. At that point, HeTexted was largely theoretical. The technology was being worked out, but the beta version was a mess. There was no content and no investors. Lisa was a Big Idea generator, but she wasn’t so good with the details about the tone and the style of the site. I knew a little about how to create a distinct look and tone to content.


If the HeTexted website were a person, I asked myself, who would she be?


She’d be me, I thought. The readers of this website would be exactly like me and all my friends. I could relate to the feelings and vision directly. I left work that day, envisioning what it would be like to work at a website start-up. At that point, it was nowhere. But it could be a full-fledged company, with an office full of people. I could see it. I could even see one woman at a desk in that cool office who looked exactly like me. She was me.


All night, I kept thinking about what I’d contribute to HeTexted, how the website should look and sound. How I’d want to use it, and organize the content. Little ideas kept bubbling up. I didn’t sleep. I was way too excited.


The next day, I called Lisa. “I have to be a part of this thing,” I said. “I’m going to quit my job.”


“Don’t!” she said. “I don’t have any money. There’s nothing there. I can’t pay you.” Lisa was shocked. We’d had only one meeting, and here I was, saying I wanted to quit a great job and give up a steady paycheck just to hop on her slow-moving train? She probably thought I was insane. Maybe I was. But I just knew this was my next move.


“I know you don’t have money,” I said. “But I really want to help you do this. I have savings. I can work for free. I know it’ll all work out.” I told her some of my ideas for the site, like the OMG text of the day. Having a stable of dudes to offer all kinds of relationship advice and respond to live questions, from “He sent me a photo of his refrigerator. WTF?” to “What should I buy my husband for his fortieth birthday?” The site could offer so much more than just texting advice, although that would be the primary focus. And of course I knew exactly how to spruce up the graphics with a pretty palette.


“Listen to me, Lisa. You can’t go wrong with pink,” I said.


lisa
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Of course, I wanted Carrie’s help building the site. I’d been working on it alone, pushing this stone up the hill all by myself. I needed the energy infusion and all the fresh ideas. But I couldn’t let her make such a drastic change. Not that I had a little money, or next to no money. I didn’t have ANY money to pay her. There was actually nothing there. It was just a very simple website, practically a template, and an idea. To be honest, at our meeting, I imagined how great it would be if Carrie joined my company, but I could never ask someone to give up her job.


I said, “You can’t quit. I can’t pay you. Wait until I launch or until I have investors. Wait until it’s stable.”


She said, “No, we’ll make it stable together. We’ll make something of this together.”


Her enthusiasm was like music to my ears. Someone really got it, so much so that she’d turn her life upside down to sign on. I tested her commitment and refused her offer for a few days. But she was very persuasive. I started to see how her confidence in the idea was going to inspire me and take the company to the next level. Eventually, I agreed. In a show of extreme gutsiness, Carrie gave her two-week notice the next day.


carrie
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Quitting Glamour to join Lisa’s company was an incredibly impulsive decision. But once I made it, I never looked back. Lisa couldn’t have gotten rid of me if she tried! Yes, it was a huge risk. But what in the start-up world isn’t a risk? The idea was just so universal to me. How many times had I heard, “Oh God, he hasn’t texted in two days. Does it mean our date sucked for him? Do I text and tell him I had a good time?”


Just talking about the universality of it made me feel like I wasn’t just some weak girl cowering in a corner, my self-esteem hanging on whether some guy sent me a three-word text. I mean, I had a good job. I have a great group of friends. I am reasonably attractive and well educated. And yet, I was a pathetic overthinker in this area. I knew dozens, if not hundreds, of other women who were the same way. You can be a strong, accomplished, gorgeous woman and still freak out if you haven’t been texted by a guy you don’t even like that much.


What we didn’t know: Would women be so tormented by guys’ mysterious texts that they’d post the exchange on a website to be judged by strangers? If we were going to provide the Textbook on Texting, or the Ultimate Textiquette Guide for Ladies, we needed content! We needed people to air their dirty laundry for the entire Internet to comment on. Would they be willing?


Maybe. Why shouldn’t women turn to the Internet for advice about this stuff? People go on WebMD and ask, “I have an oozing pustule in my arm. Am I dying?” People go to Angie’s List and ask, “Should I hire the plumber with the visible butt crack?” We thought, It can’t be that much of a stretch for someone to post on our site, “He requested a picture after one date. Should I send?” The idea took shape from there. Instead of relying on a team of WebMD doctors, our readers would be the experts. They could evaluate each other’s text exchanges, choosing “He’s Into You,” “He’s Not Into You,” or “Verdict Is Still Out” and leaving comments. The poster would have a crowd-sourced consensus of what was going on with this guy. Anonymity—all caller IDs would be blacked out—guaranteed objectivity. It’d be wildly entertaining, too. Let’s be honest, some text exchanges are downright humiliating. The site would give women a forum to share experience and opinions, without fear of embarrassment.


We hoped they would, anyway.


lisa
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As soon as Carrie and I joined forces, everything just came together. Having another person on board made the entire enterprise seem less risky. Carrie knew exactly how to speak to an American audience, and that turned out to be crucial to the site’s success. The main bonus, though, was the energy infusion. We pushed each other to get things done and make it happen.


HeTexted went from being an idea, to a partnership, to a real company, to an actual website. On our first day up and running, we had thirty-six users—my mom, Carrie’s mom, and our friends. It was still private, though. We needed to keep it locked down until we got some content up there. We had to twist our friends’ arms to go on and post text windows before we opened it up to the entire Internet. They came through for us.


On launch day, we went from having thirty-six people on the site to more than two hundred thousand. In eight hours.


HeTexted just blew up. How do websites go viral? For us, it started with a prelaunch article in All Things Digital, a blog about, er, all things digital. That got picked up by the Huffington Post, which led to coverage on Gizmodo, and it just kept rolling. The user numbers rose so fast, our software couldn’t keep up. It was extraordinary and kind of overwhelming. People checked out HeTexted because it was a website that should have existed and now did. Just as we hoped, people did want to look at other women’s texts from guys. And they weren’t shy about commenting or weighing in, either.


What we noticed and loved from the get-go was the tone of the comments. They are supportive and comforting. Yes, there is plenty of the “he’s not into you” type. For every girl who asks our readers, “Is he into me?” we want her to ask herself, “Am I into him?” Readers are opening up and sharing their wisdom, opinions, and learn-from-my-mistakes stories. I wish this site had existed when I was in my teens and twenties. The guys I would have blown off could fill a barn.


carrie
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All manner of cray-cray situations pop up daily on HeTexted.com, either in the public forums or on the Ask a Bro private board for one-on-one attention. No question goes unanswered at Internet speed. The flow is heavy all month long at HeTexted. We love to give specific advice to readers regarding texts, but we realized that there seemed to be a call for general guidelines, too. Like, say, a guidebook, that covered every aspect of men and dating in the digital age.


There didn’t seem to be any out there. How are there 953 diet books, but zero about the way we date now? Pregnant women get What to Expect When You’re Expecting. Where is What to Expect When You’re Expecting a Goddamn Second Date?


Uh, right here. In your hot little hands (or Kindle, or Nook). We hope He Texted does the same good as HeTexted.com, that it fills a hole that has been crying out, begging, weeping, to be filled.





bro my god


We provide need-based aid at HeTexted. All of our readers need help, and they get it—from each other, and from our stable of actual guys. That’s right. Real! Live! Men! Just like you’d see advertised at a strip club. The big difference: Our guys are probably at least partially dressed when they take questions. We selected our Bros from the applicant pool based on their honesty, wit, and charm—three qualities we admire in a boyfriend, too.


Our Bros provide 20/20 guy sight (like insight, but with a Y chromosome) about any and all relationship, dating, and dude issues. Although they’re usually in agreement about most of the sticky situations we’ll unstick, not all men think exactly alike. That’s why we chose three guys, each with his own distinct perspective, to serve as your romantic gurus.


Meet the HeTexted Brobassadors:


jared, 28
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Relationship status: I’m currently single. But in the past, I’ve been your best friend, your boyfriend, the friend who likes you, the friend you like, the jerk who disappeared, the two-month fling that was never going to be serious, and your boyfriend’s dumb friend.


Favorite qualities in a woman: Quiet confidence. The girl who wears something a little different, changes her hair every now and again, and can walk into a party of complete strangers and make a friend. Oh, and boobs.


Favorite qualities in a man: As the old saying goes, “Thinking is overrated.” Socrates said that.


Chief characteristic: I like to think I’m funny. Funny like in the way that you and your friends have an inside joke that starts out hilarious, then gets repeated to death and gets annoying, and then all of a sudden gets funny again around the hundredth time. I’m funny and persistent.


What I appreciate most in my friends: My friends are honest in the most brutal and public way because it keeps any one of us from getting too high on ourselves.


What I appreciate most in a girl’s friends: When they exist. I like dating a girl with her own crew that has their own history, inside jokes, and sexual misconduct. I’ve dated girls in the past who have absorbed my friends because they lacked their own. They were less interesting because it was like they had just dropped onto earth the minute we met.


Main virtue: I’m respectful. I say please and thank you and I’ll push for third base with only a third of my strength.


Main fault: I hate being hated. This usually results in bad breakups, because I let the relationship go past the point of expiration. Getting dumped is easy; your friends take your side and nobody really asks why it happened. Dumping is hard. Someone you probably still like now hates you, and all of your friends tell you after the fact that she was hotter than they initially thought.


Dream job: One that gives me the opportunity to travel, day-drink, and have an oversize couch in front of a big television.


Dream girl’s job: A job where she gets along with the people she works with. Guys can’t stand listening to your complaints about people from work. We have enough trouble remembering your friends’ names, never mind that “bitch Carol at reception.”


Idea of happiness in a relationship: Eating way too much Chinese food together on a Sunday night then agreeing to not touch one another for a few hours with full understanding that there’s nothing wrong with the relationship.


Idea of misery in a relationship: When a girl compares our relationship to her friends’. If your friend went apple picking with her boyfriend, good for them. But I’m not going apple picking to compete with them. Maybe we aren’t the apple-picking type of couple. Maybe we do other things together. But you’re probably not telling your friend, “Jared and I ate too much Chinese food together and then didn’t touch for hours.”


Romantic role models in real life: None. Do you think I sit in a bush and watch my favorite couples on Valentine’s Day? In my opinion, the less we look to our left and right, the better we are in a relationship.


Favorite thing to do on a date: I love a brunch date. I think it’s better for conversation. Girls can’t just get a salad. There’s no pressure for hooking up and there’s nothing better than a good day-drink.
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