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To the women of my Millennial Generation:


may the world—and the guys in our gaggle—be worthy of us.





INTRODUCTION: THE PROBLEM
THAT HAS BEEN MISNAMED


There is a big, looming, inescapable problem with your love life. But—surprise—it’s not that you are single.


The problem begins with the fact that you are a young woman, living in the modern world. Statistics show that you and the rest of the women of your generation are mere minutes away from taking over the planet (no need to be humble here!). At this very moment, countless articles, books, news stories, and TV shows are singing your praises.


True to form, you are in the process of getting this whole L.I.F.E. thing under control. Acing your education? Check. Building strong, lasting relationships with your family and friends? Check. Scoring the winning run for your kickball team? Check. Becoming a star employee at work? Check. Mastering that risotto—and taking care of the pots, pans, and dishes that same night? Check and double check.


Of course, you are not Little Miss Perfect. No one is suggesting that you have it all together, all the time. You still have your moments of insecurity, mornings where you go heavy on the snooze button, and days where you disappoint your boss and forget to call your mom. But truth be told, Martha Stewart–style perfection creeps you out a little anyway, and besides, you’re doing the best you can. In fact, by and large, you are thriving, in your unique way, as part of one of the most empowered and successful generations of women ever to live.


No big deal or anything. *brush your shoulders off*


But back to that problem.


While your professional life, social life, and home life might generally feel like they are all on the right track, there tends to be one other “life” that anxiously tugs at the worries and uncertainties that lie just beneath your confident surface. This would be your love life.


By day, you are the very picture of the infallible modern woman. But by night (and maybe during your lunch hour), you find yourself biting your nails and obsessing over some guy’s Facebook status. You rewrite four versions of the same “casual” email to your cute new co-worker. You strive for physical perfection, silently comparing yourself to your super-skinny friend who always seems to have men falling all over her. You feel nauseous when your mother (and grandmother and mentor and older sister and smug married friend . . .) asks who you’re dating. And while you are mulling over your new Match.com photo, your phone buzzes with a vague check-in from a guy you’ve maybe-sort-of been hanging out with, leading you to end the evening sitting around a table of empty cocktails with your girlfriends, wild-eyed, phone in hand, crazily begging each and every one of them to explain, “What does this text message meeeean???”


Obviously, you don’t want to be this neurotic girl. And so, ever the proactive and logical modern woman, you want a solution. You want to “fix” your love life.


And lucky you—it turns out that in this day and age, everyone is eager to help fix the single girl’s love life. Whether you embrace the world of online dating or hit up the beauty counter at your mall or tune into the never-ending parade of “dating experts” who have flooded bookstores, magazine racks, blog rolls, and TV shows, you can rest assured that you will never lack for resources and experts who insist that they know the best way to help you master your whole dating problem.


Because clearly you have a problem, right? You’re single! Something must be wrong with you . . .


You are constantly inundated with advice about how to fix your love life. But even so, you can’t help but notice that it doesn’t seem to be working. Why haven’t you found love yet? Why aren’t you having more fun? Should you be lowering your standards? Are you going for the wrong guys? And when you meet the right guys, are you messing it all up somehow?


Lest you feel alone in all this, allow me to get personal for a moment. I was finally struck by the scope of this “problem” over the course of one random night at my apartment in Brooklyn.


The epiphany came courtesy of my childhood best friend, room mate, and now business partner, Rebecca Wiegand (but always Becky to me). We have known each other since we were twelve years old, and ever since then she has been one of the most empowered, can-do women in my life.


Becky has always been a definition go-getter, especially when it comes to men. But on that fateful night, she came home from a cocktail party and suddenly began unloading an overwhelming host of romantic doubts and insecurities to me. Despite our years of close friendship, I was shocked. If anyone had seemed immune to romantic anxiety, it had been “If He’s Not Into Me, Then He’s an Idiot” Becky.


Her first question—“Why aren’t guys asking me out?!”—quickly turned into a spiraling cascade of neuroses. Why wasn’t she in a relationship? Why hadn’t that dude texted her back? Why hadn’t she been on a date in forever? In her exact words, what the fuck was up with her love life?!


Determined to pinpoint her problem, Becky began trying to analyze her flaws. Was she too strong? Too needy? Too assertive? Too passive? Too ambitious? Too attracted to the wrong guys? Was she painfully unappealing in some glaring, deal-breaking way, and simply no one had the heart to break the news to her?


As I listened, I was not only taken aback that my uber-confident friend was having these troubling thoughts, but I was also dismayed to find that, as a then-twenty-six-year-old woman whose love life had been all over the map, some part of me, deep down inside, could relate. I typically err on the side of positivity, and I generally like myself—quite a bit, actually. But watching Becky unleash her fears, I felt every one of my own insecurities rise to the surface and threaten my self-worth.


But I forced myself to pull it together. My best friend was upset, and I was supposed to make her feel better. I was going to have to talk her through this.


As I thought about Becky’s love life and looked for some silver linings, a realization hit me. My own love life might have looked dire to me, with its lack of dates, formal suitors, and legitimate tales to tell my mother so that she could sleep at night. But I was sure that Becky’s love life was full of ambiguous-but-promising connections. I had been hearing about them in bits and pieces from her every day. A Gchat conversation with a soccer teammate here, an ex-boyfriend who still came around there, not to mention that coworker who was always sending her funny texts, and then there was that random make-out session with some guy at a Halloween party . . .


In reality, Becky’s love life couldn’t have been further from the cliché of the lonely single girl sitting on her couch, waiting for the phone to ring. And by analyzing her love life instead of my own, I had given myself an opportunity to lift the veil of my own personal pressures and standards and insecurities, and see the truth: for a girl who wasn’t “dating” anyone, Becky certainly had a busy calendar and a complex network of people—and guys—in her life. And amazingly enough, Becky pointed out that she could say the same for me.


We paused our pity party just long enough to ask ourselves: was it possible that we were simply thinking about our love lives the wrong way?


Yes! It turned out that our perspective was outdated. This was our problem. And in fact, it was our only problem.


As we talked throughout that night, Becky and I saw that we were limiting ourselves—and our understanding of our actual romantic options—by clinging to archaic expectations, labels, and fantasies that had nothing to do with the current state of modern romance. How could we get ahead in this brave new romantic world? We weren’t sure yet. But this sounded like a quandary that we could actually figure out.


In an effort to understand the new romantic norms of our generation, I decided to spend a year traveling the country, interviewing hundreds of young people about their love lives. As a longtime world traveler and amateur psychologist by nature (and undergraduate degree), no one had to ask me twice—this nationwide trip was a dream come true.


I hit major cities like Chicago, Houston, Atlanta, and Salt Lake City, and I spent time in smaller areas like Green Bay, Baton Rouge, Boulder, and Provo. My interviewees, both female and male, were in the age range of 22 to 35. They ran the spectrum of life experience, from both a personal perspective (everyone from lawyers to kite surfers to “Sultry Shakedown” party planners) and a romantic one (from club-hopping single ladies to blissfully happy couples to divorced single parents). Over countless hours, I recorded their romantic recollections, gathered their perspectives, and made it my business to connect as many bigger-picture dots as I could. Their stories, thoughts, and advice infuse this book.


(Disclaimer: Though I interviewed people who fell on every inch of the spectrum of sexual preference, this book focuses primarily on the modern heterosexual romantic landscape. While many of my findings seem to apply as well in the gay, bisexual, and transgendered spheres, the nuanced similarities and differences there could—and should!—fill another book entirely.)


While I was letting my trusty GPS lead me around the country, Becky and I—along with our newly formed team—launched a website, aptly named WTF Is Up With My Love Life?! (WTFLoveLife.com). As word spread, stories from WTF?!’s nationwide readers began pouring in, and we met more young women and men who were eager to get involved and share their experiences. Becky and I soon learned that young people everywhere were also wondering WTF was up with their love lives. Our initial night of private desperation had tapped into a generation-wide sense of romantic confusion. Suddenly, via our project, Becky and I were shedding light on startling truths and deciphering the newfound romantic wisdom all around us.


And here is what we learned. We learned that nothing was wrong with us. And that nothing is wrong with you. We all just need to update our romantic perspective a bit.


As a generation, it is time to start seeing our love lives for what they actually are, and not what we’ve been taught that they should be. You already have everything you could ever need to find love, and you have all the power to use it. You just have to tune out the external noise, discard the advice and expectations of yesteryear, and start thinking about courtship, romance, and love a little differently. And that is exactly what this book is here to help you do.


First, we will discuss the reality of living in a post-dating world and pinpoint the non-dates that, whether you realize it yet or not, are comprising the bulk of your love life and offering you an ideal atmosphere to learn about your romantic needs, desires, and tendencies in a relatively stress-free environment. Next, we will look at the ten types of guys with whom you’re going on all these non-dates—aka the guys in your gaggle—and discuss how to best cultivate your connections with them.


Of course, those guys have their own gaggle (of which you are definitely a part), so we’ll go through the roles that girls play in the guy’s gaggle as well. Then, we’ll figure out how to make the most important tool in all of this—techno-romance—work for, instead of against, us. And finally, we’ll take a peek into the relationship of the future and allow ourselves to get excited about the amazing partnerships that are awaiting us at the end of this journey.


You now have a choice—the same choice that Becky and I faced that night on our couch. You can hold on to those traditional dating expectations and stick to the old-fashioned rules. You can obsess over your “problems,” trying to figure out what is wrong with you and testing out all the experts’ plans to fix it.


Or, you can recognize that the real problem is your outdated perspective. You can make the choice to embrace the new romantic landscape. You can throw away that pernicious “single girl” label and learn to understand your love life. You can get better at navigating it and explore all of the amazing romantic possibilities that are popping up right under your nose.


Really not much of a choice, is it?








PART ONE


WELCOME TO THE
POST-DATING WORLD









SO HERE’S MY FIRST QUESTION . . .


How would you define your romantic status right now?


• “Single. Incredibly, unbelievably single.”


• “Ha! Well, it’s sort of up in the air.”


• “Gray . . . ?”


• “In a relationship for—well, two months later we asked each other, ‘So when would you say that we started dating?’ And we were like, ‘Oh, New Year’s Eve, when we got wasted and made out.’”


• “It’s really complicated. How much time do you have?”


• “I’m on Match.com. I was a little tipsy when I decided to do it. I wasn’t going on any dates, really—so I figured, why not.”


• “I am in a very boring relationship with a man who is exactly like my mother.”


• “I’m single. As of—well, I thought it was as of a couple of weeks ago. But apparently we weren’t even in a relationship! So I guess I’ve been single since November.”


• “My romantic status . . . I would define it as, hmm, dating? Ish? Dating-ish?”


• “Dating. Although we don’t actually go on dates, per se.”


• “I don’t have a love life—I date gay men!”


• “Completely single! Completely. But I mean, in the sense that, I guess I have been seeing people, but it’s not necessarily, you know . . .”


• “I wouldn’t say that I’m dating around. I’m just trying to see what I like.”


• “It’s a fucking mess, I’ll tell you that.”


When I hit the road and sat down with young women and men all around the United States during the course of a year, I started each conversation by asking one seemingly simple question: how would you define your romantic status right now? Initially I thought, no big deal. The question was simply meant to be a jumping-off point—a way to ease these strangers into opening up to me, and a clue that would help me categorize them into clear boxes (single, in a relationship, married, etc.) that would further direct our conversation. I was expecting one-word answers. Maybe five words, max.


As you can see, that’s not exactly what happened.


These varied, fraught, and uniquely personal answers made one thing clear to me—the times, they have a-changed. Gone are the days when one stock word or phrase could be used to sum up a person’s entire romantic reality. Ambiguity in our interactions and connections is now the norm, and thus, the traditional labels that we all supposedly know and understand now require caveats, qualifiers, embarrassed laughter, and crazy hand gestures to ring even slightly true. As it turns out, modern romance has gotten a little . . . complicated.


Blame the ubiquity of technology and all the miscommunications and mixed signals that it breeds. Blame the rise of the powerful modern woman and the insecurity of our male counterparts. Blame our Millennial Generation’s penchant for innovation and tradition breaking. Blame the disastrous divorce rates of our parents. Blame our childhoods, which revolved around participation trophies, parent-organized playdates, and consistent efforts to shield us from rejection. Blame reality television. (Why? Who knows—but it’s fun to blame it for stuff, isn’t it?)


Blame whatever and whomever you want. It doesn’t change the fact that the romantic landscape has changed—and we’re all standing in the center of it, trying to calm the storm just long enough to find love. Earth-shattering love, mind you. Because we’re Millennials. We don’t settle!


Luckily, this mystifying new romantic landscape is now ours for the taking. Yours, for the taking. So now I ask you, dear reader, just to start things off: how would you define your romantic status right now? In this very moment?


. . . Right. That’s what I thought. And no, “single” doesn’t count if you have to take ten minutes to explain what that even means to you.


There is a much more exciting romantic status out there waiting for you. An empowering one at that. So whatever your answer, ditch it!


Don’t worry too much about all the ambiguity for now. Once you figure out how to embrace it (instead of letting it drive you crazy), you will remember that finding love can feel like a fun and exciting adventure—not like an annoying chore to check off your to-do list or a frustrating goal to steadfastly work toward. Your love life will feel natural and comfortable and positive and enriching, and not like you are skirting a dangerous minefield where the smallest missteps threaten to blow you up at every turn.


So now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for . . .


Let’s start figuring out your love life.





DATING 101: A CRASH COURSE


I broke up with my last boyfriend to embark on this single journey, and I had absolutely no clue what I was getting myself into. I was like, “I’m going to find myself and become an independent woman and focus on me,” and it’s just turned into this big clusterfuck.


I thought it was going to be so much better! I thought it was going to be so much fun and I was going to be getting asked out on dates like every night, and eventually I would find a guy who I could date for a while—like on Sex and the City, all Carrie Bradshaw. And it’s just NOT. It’s not what you think it’s going to be, once you get yourself into it.


—Clarissa, 21, PR account executive, New Orleans


There is no shortage of advice out there on how to date.


Want to ace a date? Easy! Just spend as much time as possible up until the big night reading how-to articles, brushing up on self-help bibles, and frantically trying on dozens of cute-but-not-too-revealing outfits in front of your mirror. Dating is now presented to us as a scientifically provable formula. Do X, and he will respond with Y. Say Q, and you will ignite an evolutionary hormone in his brain that will make him think of R and react with S. Get a little adventurous by trying out Z, and he’ll go running and leave you alone and loveless for the rest of your life. DON’T DO Z!!!!


Need a refresher on some of these classic tips? Please, allow me the honor:


• Only say yes if he asks you out a few days in advance.


• When in doubt, wear red—it will make him think of sex (and how much he wants to have it, with you!).


• No getting drunk.


• Don’t talk politics, religion, or past relationships. Mostly just ask questions.


• Eat more than a salad, but avoid red sauce and garlic.


• Pretend to reach for your wallet when the check comes—but if he actually makes you chip in, what a douchebag! End this doozy of a relationship before it even begins.


• You can contact him afterward to say that you had a good time, but DO NOT suggest another date (that’s his job, obviously).


• Hold off on sleeping with him for . . . a very long time.


• Rinse and repeat until he declares his undying love for you. And then maybe you’ll even be engaged before your next birthday!


Like I said, easy.


You’ve got all this tangible dating advice right at your fingertips. You’ve memorized all the rules and adhered to all the tips, so . . . why does your love life still feel like such a confusing mess?


Oh, right. Because there’s one little secret that no one has told you yet.


All the dating advice out there is useless—because no one is really dating anymore. Traditional dating is all but dead. You are now living in a post-dating world.




POST-DATING WORLD (n.)


A new romantic landscape developed in reaction to the strict rules, terrifying divorce rates, and now-irrelevant benchmarks of traditional dating culture; characterized by a generational embrace of ambiguous interpersonal connections and the rise of non-dates, techno-romance, and the gaggle.





Does that sound really serious? It should. A romantic revolution is taking place. Pick your weapon of choice, and let’s soldier on!





R.I.P. DATING


I think that the times are changing where you MUST “go out.” I used to ask girls on dates. I would be like, let’s get alone, let’s talk. Not to get in your pants, ultimately, but to get to know each other.


But now I think that’s inappropriate. There are a bunch of girls who I would just love to cut to the chase with and go on a date, but I just don’t think it’s done anymore.


What’s done instead? Fucked if I know!


—Bryan, 30, carpenter, New Orleans


Remember all the conventional wisdom that we just went over? Great. Now forget it! It was written for women who lived in a romantic universe that no longer exists. All that “advice” doesn’t apply to you—or the guys who you’re supposed to be “dating”—anymore.


Of course, you may find yourself on a date every now and then. But what you need to understand is that dating, in the standard, explicit, traditional sense, is no longer the primary path to love. Flowers, chocolate, dinner and a movie, classy Italian restaurants, expectations, labels, timelines . . . these well-worn symbols of romance no longer signify our main opportunities to find love. Dates are now the exception, instead of the rule. They have become one very small piece of the huge, mystifying puzzle that we call “modern romance.”


Look at your calendar. Do you have a date scheduled anywhere on there? Has a guy recently said to you, “It was great to meet you. Can I please take you out for dinner on Saturday night?” If yes, then, great! Make the most of it. Enjoy the free meal, and while you’re at it, have fun exploring the connection that you and this guy might have. But just remember, please, don’t look at him too intensely, order the spaghetti, or talk a lot. That’s just unladylike.


But any upcoming dates that you may have on your calendar are likely to be outnumbered by other types of plans. Happy hours at work, parties, soccer games, networking coffees, reunions with old friends, ladies’ nights out, business trips, concerts, dinner gatherings, conferences, sporting events . . . you get the point. And you probably think of these plans as part of your social life, or professional life, or personal life—as opposed to “dates,” which are supposed to be the most important part of your love life.


And here we have a problem.


Let me make a comparison. These days, expecting to find love by going on dates is like expecting to get in shape by going to a really hardcore spin class . . . once every few weeks. Sure, spin class is a step in the right direction. Of course, it can only further your cause. But one spin class every other Thursday is not going to lead you to your fitness goal all by itself. You need to get the rest of your life together and adopt a healthier day-to-day perspective as well.


Also, let’s be honest: spin class kind of sucks. Even though it’s good for you, some part of you is going to be dreading it, even as you get on that stationary bike and pretend to crank up the dial to whatever difficulty level the instructor is yelling about.


Nowadays, it’s the same with dates. In this post-dating world, dates don’t happen very often. And even when they do, they’re not guaranteed to be all that fun—or lead you to love.


There has to be a better method than dating for women to cultivate amazing connections with guys and find love. People are falling in love every day all around us. Often with nary an old-fashioned date in sight. So how are they doing it? What has replaced the culture of traditional dating?


The mainstream media has recognized that some kind of transition is taking place, with everyone from The New York Times to The Wall Street Journal to Glamour calling out the chaotic shift in the romantic landscape and shaking their heads at those crazy young’uns and their crazy cell phones. Those kids and their booty calls! And delayed marriages! And cross-sex platonic friendships! And refusal to be realistic and accept that relationships are mostly work and sacrifice and, let’s face it, drudgery! Haven’t they seen the reruns of Everybody Loves Raymond?


The complaints, judgments, and unhelpful warnings about modern-day romance are unending. But what about clear insights from within our generation? Where is the tangible advice for how to make the absolute most out of it? All that has been nowhere to be found.


Until now. Because luckily, you picked up this book.


We need, and we deserve, a coherent explanation of this new post-dating landscape. And we require a useful set of tools, language, and tips to clarify the confusion and help us navigate the post-dating world.


Let’s start with non-dates.








PART TWO


TO DATE OR
NON-DATE?









INTRODUCING THE NON-DATE


“Everyone asks us what our first date was. We don’t have one.”


“We, like, ate in the dining hall together.”


“Yeah—there was no clear beginning to our relationship, which I think has some advantages to it.”


—Shawn and Elaina, 27, psychologist and freelance fundraiser, Minneapolis, married


Here’s the bad news: unless you’re online dating, getting involved with older men who abide by traditional rules, or letting your mother set you up with her friend’s son (the dentist!), dating is probably playing a very small role in your love life.


Not to fear! Here’s the good news: whether you realize it or not, you still have a love life. An active one, at that. Because in the post-dating world, everything and nothing is a date.


Let me say that again: in the post-dating world, everything and nothing is a date.


Romantic possibility is all around you. Once upon a time, you needed to wait for a date to find out if there might be a spark between you and a new romantic prospect. But now, you have the green light to explore meaningful connections everywhere, all the time, in any setting, as you go about your daily life—without needing to schedule (and stress about) a date in advance.


Everything and nothing is a date these days. Because what is a date, really, except an opportunity for two people to see if they connect? And who exactly determined that connecting on a romantic level has to include candlelight and white linen tablecloths and Saturday night plans that are made days, even weeks, beforehand?


If you open your eyes, you’ll realize that these days, it’s like you’re on a date all the time. Or more accurately, you’re on a non-date.




NON-DATE (n.)


An ambiguous interaction, sometimes face-to-face and sometimes involving technology, that is not explicitly romantic but does not feel entirely platonic either.





What are your plans over the next few weeks? A friend’s birthday party? Lunch with an old college pal? A night of dancing with the girls? A conference? A volleyball game?


And now, think back over the past few weeks. What social opportunities came up at the last minute? Happy hour after a stressful presentation? A lazy day in the park with neighbors? Coffee with a professional contact who was in from out of town? Random nighttime meet-ups with an assortment of people who had tentatively promised to text you and “see what you’re up to”? And how many emails, texts, Facebook messages, BlackBerry Messenger conversations, and Gchat sessions with guys happened in the midst of all that?


These are all potential non-dates. Which is why, starting right now, you should see these interactions as opportunities to meet guys and further explore your connections with them—be they romantic, platonic, or somewhere in between (be prepared, there will be a lot of “in between”). Not only is it okay to read into these ambiguous interactions, but in order to cultivate a fulfilling love life in this post-dating world, you must.


I’ve done the research and heard the stories, and these non-dates are often the start of amazing relationships. They are also the start of connections that aren’t the be-all and end-all—but are still a truly fun, intriguing, instructive, and pleasant way to pass the time and enjoy your love life until that epic love comes along.


When you look at your calendar, instead of seeing a lack of dates, you should see an abundance of potential non-dates instead. From now on, the goal is to realize that you’re on a non-date while it’s still happening. That way, you can open your mind to spontaneous moments of romantic possibility as they arise and begin to embrace the craziness of the post-dating world.


Now for the non-dates. Leave no potentially romantic stone unturned!





THE GROUP-NON-DATE




A group outing where you and another member of the group connect, flirt, and talk mostly to each other—but never actually separate from everyone else. This is where birthday parties, sports leagues, and nights out with the crew come into play. If you both have a wide range of other people with whom you could be speaking, and you choose to speak to each other for most of the outing . . . that means something, right?





We were playing flip-cup after kickball, just joking around a lot, and, you know, kind of had a really funny dynamic going.


Then I got this Facebook message from him! But he was writing the message in MY voice, as if I was talking to one of my friends. It said:


“Oh my god, so I met this guy at a bar, and when I got home, he had already Facebooked me. Is that creepy?”


“I don’t know, was he at least cute?”


“He was sunburned and dressed for kickball, but yeah, he was cute. Even though he had cut off his sleeves and put them around his thigh.”


“Tell me more, tell me more. Like did he have a car . . .”


“No, he rode his bike home.”


“Oh, well, do you think he’ll call?”


“Yeah, I think so. I made a stupendous first impression, and told him I was horny, so he would be dumb not to.”


—Abby, 26, special ed teacher’s assistant, Chicago



FINDING YOURSELF ON A GROUP-NON-DATE


You’ve recently joined a local soccer team that plays (and then drinks) on Sunday afternoons. On this particular Sunday, your team heads over to the closest dive bar to celebrate the first big win of the season.


You partner up with Josh, a cute junior architect on your team, for a rousing game of beer pong (two overtimes!). After losing to a couple of members of the green team, you and Josh continue to talk and drink and sing along to the Journey songs blasting from the jukebox. And when your teammates continue on to the burrito joint around the block, you and Josh consult with each other and decide to tag along. You then stick together throughout the meal, sitting at the same end of the table and bonding over your love of spicy salsa and the Dallas Cowboys.


The team then parts ways, and you and Josh head off in different directions as he casually drops, “See you next Sunday!” You’re intrigued by your flirty chemistry but also confused about your next move. He had definitely seemed interested in you, but he also made it sound like you wouldn’t be seeing each other until the following Sunday. What did the entire afternoon mean? Was he into you or not? And even if he was, where could a bunch of slightly drunken group outings lead?


HOW TO FOLLOW UP AFTER A GREAT GROUP-NON-DATE


You’ve noticed that you and a certain guy seem drawn to each other in crowded rooms, like moths to a flame. But is that flame real? Or is it like those fake battery-operated candles you buy at Target, all artificial light but no heat? How can you make some sort of move to find out?



NON-DATE TIP


You’ve got to get him alone. Alone alone. Not “alone” in a dark corner of the party. Get alone in a setting, in person and/or online, where you can start getting to know each other with no social distractions.


You don’t need to ask him on a one-on-one date or make a grand gesture. Simply find a way to walk in the same direction as him after next weekend’s game. Establish an e-conversation by sending him an email (not the whole group—just him!) with a further thought about something you were discussing over burritos. Say that you’re meeting your friends after the game and you have an hour to kill in the meantime, and see if he offers to stick around for a bit. Send him a quick Facebook message about his latest funny status update.


Yes, it would be easier to use the fun, casual group dynamic to push your connection along. But connect as you may, there are certain places that flirting in a group might never take you. And one of those places is a committed relationship, living together on a thirty-five-acre horse ranch, talking about wedding rings and baby names—just ask Brittany and Marshall, a happily engaged couple in their late twenties from Denmark, Wisconsin.


Brittany and Marshall first met as teammates on a bar league’s volleyball team. When they hit the courts, their attraction was instant. But even though there was a spark—“a little chemistry,” Marshall called it—neither of them was sure how mutual the feeling was.


As Marshall described, “I’m very shy with relationships, and I’m not used to girls necessarily coming up and flirting with me, because I’m not out at bars all the time. So that’s why, right away, I thought she was flirting with somebody else.” Not to mention that Marshall found Brittany’s habits of drinking, swearing, and smoking a bit “too wild” for his tastes, while Brittany, in turn, thought that Marshall was “too nice” and assumed that she would “just tear him apart.”


But over the weeks, Brittany developed a palpable crush on Marshall. Then she made a move that she thought was smart. She invited him on another group-non-date. Oops.


As Brittany recalls, “It was St. Patrick’s Day, and our mutual friend was gathering a group at another bar. And I totally tried to take him home that night—I tried to bait him in with ‘just a snuggle’—and he was not having any of it! I definitely remember going home and asking my roommate, ‘Do I have a horn growing out of my face? Did I do something wrong?’”


In fact, Marshall was just an old-fashioned guy with a very religious Lutheran upbringing, and he simply wanted to get to know Brittany better and “be friends first” before taking any sort of intimate plunge. He also wanted to “see if she could form a sentence without a swear word.” Their big drunken group-non-date was not showing him any of those desirable qualities.


Luckily, Marshall rejected Brittany’s overtures by saying that they should grab dinner instead. Brittany was pretty sure that he was asking her out on a date—although despite being in her mid-twenties, she had never been on an actual date, so who knew! Either way, the invitation was formal enough to make her nervous. But once they got alone in a more intimate setting, their connection exploded to a whole other level.


“Right away, the biggest thing is that we talked the whole night, and just talked about anything, and it just worked,” explained Marshall. “The conversation flowed, and that’s what I was really looking for.”


Brittany agreed. “That was the turning point for me. I was like, holy shit, we can connect and talk and not have to go get wasted in order to have a relationship and have fun!”


NON-DATE TIP


If the opportunity for a one-on-one hangout arises, take it. Expect it to feel a little different from the group-non-date. That might ultimately be a good thing.


When I met Brittany and Marshall, more than a year after that night, their ability to communicate and have fun (with and without a party happening around them) was still a huge part of their life together. And even though they first connected on a series of group-non-dates, they first discovered their deeper bond once they left the group at home—or, fine, at the bar—and focused solely on each other.





THE E-NON-DATE




A series of online interactions, during which you and your correspondent share the personal stories, thoughts, and feelings that would have traditionally been discussed on dates. Long email chains, Gchat conversations, and text exchanges can cover personal ground that might feel out of proportion to how much time you’ve actually spent together. But hey, sometimes it’s easier to open up in front of a screen.





I met him at the gym, and he was my roommate’s type—long hair, kind of hipster-looking kid. I went to my roommate, and I was like, oh my god, you’ve got to check out this guy, he’s so cute.


She was very shy, so instead I started talking to him. His mom makes designer bags, so then he was like, check out my mom’s website. He had a link to his email through the website, so I emailed him and said, loved the bags, blah, blah, blah. I think I sort of threw it out there—like, you’re hot—by emailing him.


So then he had my email. And he emailed me back, and we sort of emailed back and forth. I really, really liked him. Actually, he broke my heart a bit.


—Kara, 34, teacher, Madison


FINDING YOURSELF ON AN E-NON-DATE


While flipping burgers at your friend’s birthday BBQ, you meet Chris, a cute, laid-back art director who works at an advertising firm. Although you lose track of him at some point during the party, he finds you before heading out and asks if you’re on Facebook (who has business cards anymore?). This prompts you to make a mental note to remove those unflattering photos of you from the previous night, and you say that yes, you’re on Facebook. The next morning, the friend request comes. Success!


A few days later, Chris messages you a link to the YouTube video that he had been telling you about at the BBQ, which moves over into emails, and then turns into two weeks’ worth of almost daily correspondence. The emails cover everything from gossip about your mutual friends to descriptions of your respective jobs to stories from your college years. And more links, of course. As the days go on, your back-and-forth becomes increasingly personal and familiar, and you become fairly certain that he is not a weirdo, and in fact, seems to be getting cooler with every email.


Eventually, you can’t help but forward an email or two to your best friend, looking for some clarification on what’s going on. You’ve both casually dropped hints about hanging out, but neither one of you seems to be in much of a rush to transition from your e-convos to something more serious. You’re intrigued by him and a little worried that he’ll soon grow tired of your online witticisms, but you also don’t want to be the one to push a face-to-face outing for fear of coming across as aggressive or desperate. You beg your friend to explain: what are the rules in this situation??


HOW TO FOLLOW UP ON A GREAT E-NON-DATE


NON-DATE TIP


This one is obvious—hang out in person!


No one is saying that you have to go from emailing this guy funny cat photos to asking him out on an official date. But presumably, you’ve both been sharing bits and pieces about yourselves in these e-non-dates, and opportunities to transfer some of those online interests to in-person outings should start subtly presenting themselves. Are you e-bonding over a band you both like? Well, they’re coming to town soon! Did you both happen to have Mexican food for lunch and are now Gchatting about whose guacamole was better? Maybe you should gather a group of friends and hit up both spots for a guacamole taste-off. Does he like to throw out random facts via BBM? Say that you need him on your bar trivia team. At the very least, you’ve probably become Facebook friends by now, so make sure to shoot your birthday party Facebook invitation his way.


Just bite the bullet and suggest a casual way to hang out. Like Kara, the thirty-four-year-old teacher who emailed the cute guy about his mom’s bags.


Before moving back to her home state of Wisconsin, Kara had been in a relationship with a “gorgeous celebrity personal trainer” in New York City, where she spent most of her twenties. They met when Kara’s friend, who was working for a fitness magazine, asked her to be a guinea pig for an article that she was writing.


“So they sent me to his gym, and he did this whole physical analysis on me, and he was hot,” Kara remembered. “He said, ‘Well, I need to check your legs for your body mass index,’ and I thought, oh my god, I didn’t shave my legs! This guy is going to totally laugh at me. I was just gross. But he didn’t, and then he had to email my results from all the fitness stuff, and we started a flirty email back-and-forth.”


Could that email chain have gone on and on until it eventually fizzled out? Absolutely—but Kara wasn’t going to let that happen. Kara made a move to get their connection out of email inboxes and into real life. A casual move.


NON-DATE TIP


Don’t kid yourself—if he’s e-communicating with you, then odds are great that he’ll also be interested in continuing that communication in person. Any guy who is spending significant time writing to you would most likely rather be hanging out in person so that he can actually, you know, look at your pretty face instead of at his computer screen. Let that knowledge give you the confidence to throw an option or two out there.


“We had friended each other on Facebook, and I had looked at his pictures and thought, okay, he’s cool,” Kara explained. “So I said, ‘Hey, if you ever want to come to the bar where I work sometime for a drink, I’ll get you one.’ And then he started coming to the bar with his brother to watch football. I would just have a great time with them. And we would flirt, and that went on for months and months and months. There were mixed messages from him, in the sense that he would come every single week and definitely was flirting with me, but he never pursued anything.”


Have no fear—Kara and her hot trainer eventually got together after a few months of mixed signals and non-date miscommunications. His offer to play nursemaid while she recovered from surgery ended up sealing the relationship deal. But it all started with a few flirty emails.





THE FRIEND-NON-DATE




One of many hangouts with a close guy friend whom you know well, feel comfortable around, and maybe sporadically cuddle with (despite being “just friends”).





I became the girl that would hang out with all the boys, always had guy friends. But I would never date any of them. I’ve always had that very easy sort of camaraderie with them, and it was less awkward getting to know them in a non-threatening way.


They were my boys, but I would never have thought that they would’ve found me attractive. I was not their type. Their girlfriends were always delightfully tiny little blond-haired, blue-eyed creatures.


What’s really funny is that it wasn’t until years later that we got together for reunions and people got hammered. And my guy friends were like, “God, I had a thing for you so badly! I was so in love with you!” And I’m like, “What? What are you talking about? Are you out of your mind?!”


—Larissa, 37, college admissions officer, Houston


FINDING YOURSELF ON A FRIEND-NON-DATE


Meet Jared, your good friend. You guys touch base most days—not in a getting-to-know-you, are-we-or-aren’t-we way, but in the same continuous and conversational way that you keep up with your girlfriends. You know his boss’s name, you know what he’s doing over the weekend, and you know that he thinks your cousin is really hot. But you’re just platonic friends, as you regularly explain with airtight ease and confidence to all the acquaintances, family members, and random partygoers who sometimes mistake your closeness for something more romantic.


On this particular night, a quick Gchat conversation about how you’ve both fallen behind in your quest to catch up on How I Met Your Mother brings him to your doorstep with season three in hand. He knows his way around your apartment, and he focuses on rounding up some popcorn and getting the DVDs ready as you wrap up a phone chat with your mother. You’re finally settled in on the couch when, a few minutes into the first episode, he teases you about hogging the space. You respond by giving him a joking (but firm) kick in the side. One big, yawning stretch later, your feet end up on his lap and you both contentedly sink further into the couch to get comfortable. Nope, not cuddling. Just friends.


But as you giggle at the LEGEN . . . wait for it . . . DARY romantic mishaps of Barney Stinson and his gang of friends, your mind starts to wander toward your friend on the other end of the couch. There are some shades of gray in your friendship; you supportively share all your dating stories with each other, but you always end up thinking that his girlfriends are boring, while he argues that your boyfriends are dumb. You’re physically comfortable with one another, curling up on the couch and resting your head on his shoulder after a few too many drinks at the bar, but you’ve never actually hooked up. You’ve also seen him talk about and interact with girls whom he really likes, and you’re observant enough to see that he doesn’t treat you like that.
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“If youre a single woman and you're looking for love, forget about
“The Rules’ and stop worrying that ‘He’s just not that into you.

That was then, this is now. ... So go forth and gaggle!”
—1Ian Kerner, PhD, CNN
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