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  “Mark is a very good friend and brilliant writer. He is like a brother to me. At first, I wrote that he is like a sister to me, but he seemed upset by that, so I revised it.”


  —Kevin Nealon, Cast member of “Saturday Night Live” and “Weeds”


  “Mark and I used to perform our stand-up acts at the same L.A. comedy clubs. He’d always tell me, ‘Michael, one day you’ll be starring in a major, respected TV comedy show.’ And I’d always tell him, ‘Mark, one day you’ll write a book about 500 women turning you down.’”


  —Michael Richards, Cast member (Kramer) of “Seinfeld”


  “Having known how funny and insightful Mark is since our early days in the San Francisco comedy scene, it brings tremendous joy to my grateful heart that he’s finally decided it’s safe to share this hilarious and helpful book with the world at large.”


  —Kevin Pollak, Comedian, actor, writer


  “I’ve appeared on hundreds of shows without making it big. Mark has dated hundreds of women without finding his soul mate. It’s comforting to know I’m not the only one with elusive dreams. Plus, I laughed a lot while reading his book—much like his women must have reacted when he brought up the subject of a second date. Your pain is our entertainment, Mark.”


  —Fred Stoller, Actor, comedian, author of Maybe We’ll Have You Back: The Life of a Perennial TV Guest Star


  “This is the book I would have written—if I had the stomach to date 500 guys and then reveal all about those experiences. Kudos, Mark, and thanks for saving me the trouble!”


  —Annabelle Gurwitch, New York Times best-selling author of I See You Made an Effort: Compliments, Indignities, and Survival Stories from the Edge of 50


  “500 Dates is a godsend, because now when you get back from your own 500th date, you’ll have something exciting to look forward to. Yes, it’s a book and not a human, but it’s likely a lot more entertaining and fun to be with than your date was.”


  —Lori Gottlieb, New York Times best-selling author of Marry Him: The Case for Settling for Mr. Good Enough


  “Mark Miller’s essays made me jealous that I’m happily married and not dating. Not because I could get laid a lot, but because I’d be writing funny essays like these.”


  —Joel Stein, Time Magazine columnist


  “If there’s only one single book everyone should read about dating, this isn’t it. But this one is laugh out loud funny. I laughed my Yak-off!”


  —Yakov Smirnoff, Comedian and professor of psychology at Missouri State University


  “Mark Miller was always funny, way back when we were writing for the great Jimmie Walker, and has continued to be. Now in the world of online dating he has done it again! I’m sick of him being the funny one!”


  —Louie Anderson, Comedian, actor, author, “Family Feud” TV host


  “I’ve dated hundreds of frogs. And none of them was Mark Miller. He’s not only a Prince—but a hilarious one at that. His book is a fun-filled bible of dating disasters, sure to make you laugh.”


  —Marilyn Anderson, Dating, Flirting and Kissing Coach on TV’s “Extreme Makeover” and author, NEVER KISS A FROG: A Girl’s Guide to Creatures from the Dating Swamp


  “Any guy who’s had 500 dates must know what he’s talking about—or be in need of serious psychological care. Either way, you’ll enjoy Mark’s very funny and insightful book.”


  —Robert S. Levinson, Bestselling author of The Evil Deeds We Do, Finders, Keepers, Losers, Weepers


  “I use humor to teach you how to speak successfully. Mark uses humor to teach you how to date successfully. Between the two of us, you can have a pretty humorous, romantic, outspoken life!”


  —Judy Carter, Motivational humorist, communications expert, bestselling author of The Comedy Bible and The Message of You


  “As a publicist, I’ve represented hundreds of major celebrities. Mark Miller has dated hundreds of women. Perhaps we should combine our talents and start a dating service for celebrities. Until then, enjoy his very funny book about the highs and lows of romance, specifically his, in the 21st century.”


  —Michael Levine, Acclaimed Hollywood publicist, best-selling author, motivational speaker


  “Bravo, Mark Miller, for not giving up on love. 500 dates later and he still has the cock-eyed optimism of a hormone-infused teenager!”


  —Marla Martenson, Professional Matchmaker/Certified Life/Dating Coach, author of Hearts on the Line


  “Some guys are funny on stage, some are funny on the page. Mark Miller is that rare breed who’s funny on both. Why he’s not making out like a bandit on the dating scene is beyond me—but thank God he’s not or we wouldn’t have this very entertaining account of what’s going on out there!”


  —Robert Masello, Author of What Do Men Want From Women?, Robert’s Rules of Writing, The Romanov Cross, former columnist for Glamour, Cosmopolitan, Elle


  “I enjoy Mark Miller’s stories about dating so much I hope he never finds love.”


  —Sam Greenspan, Author of 11 Points Guide to Hooking Up


  “Mark Miller’s anything-but-objective look at the dating scene is sweet, funny, and insightful.”


  —David Misch, Screenwriter, teacher, and author of Funny: The Book: Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Comedy
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  To my mother and stepfather, Diane and Edward, for being the best mother and stepfather on the planet. Yes, in fact, I did research all the others and, as suspected, confirmed their standing. And a special thanks to my mother, a former high school English teacher and college English professor, for instilling in me a love of reading, writing, and words.


  To my father, Stewart, who departed the planet way too soon, but whose long-term, loving relationship with my mother showed me what a committed, romantic relationship could be—and inspired me to embark upon on a mere 500-date quest for it.


  To my sister, Karen, the sweetest and most generous one in the family. Which I think is absolute proof she was adopted. But don’t let her know; I’m waiting ’til the right time to break it to her.


  To my son, Joseph, who makes me proud of him every day and is already way smarter than I’ll ever be—a sure indication that genetic traits skip a generation.


  To my daughter, Susie, who is so beautiful, both inside and out, that my friends and relatives demanded I take a paternity test.


  To all my friends, ex-girlfriends, former dates, and ex-wife for making this book possible. Special gratitude and love for friendship and support above and beyond the call of duty to: Lauri Fraser, Barri Segal, Nira Be’er, Barbara Miller, Miriam Gabay, Catherine Clinch, Richard Rossner, Rahla Kahn, Eileen Rosenbloom, Gail Langer Reznik, Melinda Benedek, Andrew Johnson, Terry Williams, Mel Sherer, Lyne Noella, Joan Becket, Leo Brereton, Andy Cowan, Rhonda Erlanger, Joan Reid, Marina Orebic, Katherine Lee, Steve Mittleman, M. K. Timme, and Melissa Wender.


  To all the rest of my friends and relatives, too numerous to mention here, for their love, humor, encouragement, and support. Good friends are more valuable than gold. I tried explaining that to the folks at Visa, but they still insisted on their monthly payment.


  Besides having that whole literary genius thing going on, another advantage William Shakespeare had was not having to deal with things like building websites, search engine optimization, and Google rankings to promote his writing. I therefore feel so fortunate to have made the acquaintance of Taylor Reaume, who is the Shakespeare of web strategy, social media and web marketing. In Shakespearean terms, he saved my ass. And I couldn’t be more impressed with his work or recommend him more highly for those things for which most writers were not born capable. Connect with him at his company: www.thesearchenginepros.com.


  Finally, to all you daters for, first of all, spending time with (and in some cases, money on) my book, and for having the courage and tenacity to put your heart out there to find its match. As I’ve found, it can be a long and rocky road, but the rewards are great.


  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


  Whatever this book is, it’s way better than it would have been without the invaluable, insightful vision, suggestions, and input of my editor, Julie Ganz, of Skyhorse Publishing.


  Kudos, as well, to my agent, Sharon Bowers, of Miller Bowers Griffin Literary Management, for recognizing the gem of something in my initial one-page idea summary, helping me grow it to an actual 38-page book proposal, and finding the perfect publisher for it.


  Thanks to my friends, writer extraordinaire Patricia Danaher and her husband, attorney extraordinaire Bill Grantham, for providing the initial introduction to Sharon Bowers.


  Gratitude to my friend, author Christiana Miller, for her generosity in sharing her knowledge of the book publishing and promotion worlds.


  Thanks to my writers groups and organizations for the knowledge, support, and contacts they provide: Writers Guild of America, West; Writers Guild E-Pub Group; and Independent Writers of Southern California.


  Gratitude to my writer friends who’ve taken the publishing plunge before me and generously shared their knowledge: Marilyn Anderson, W. Bruce Cameron, Judy Carter, David Castro, Dennis Danziger, Phil Goldberg, Lori Gottlieb, Annabelle Gurwitch, Jeff Kahn, Carlos Kotkin, Robert Masello, Christiana Miller, David Misch, Eileen Rosenbloom, Arlene Schindler, Fred Stoller, and Steve Young.


  To my celebrity friends and dating experts who were kind enough to provide cover blurbs: Louie Anderson, Marilyn Anderson, Dana Carvey, Lori Gottlieb, Sam Greenspan, Annabelle Gurwitch, Jay Leno, Michael Levine, Robert S. Levinson, Marla Martenson, Robert Masello, David Misch, Kevin Nealon, Kevin Pollak, Michael Richards, Yakov Smirnoff, Joel Stein, Fred Stoller, and Robin Williams.


  Deep thanks to online dating and netiquette expert Julie Spira for writing the book’s wonderful foreword that was better than I deserve (but I’ll take it!).


  A SINCERE NOTE TO ALL THOSE WHO WERE NOT MENTIONED IN THE DEDICATION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS SECTIONS ABOVE BUT FELT THEY SHOULD HAVE BEEN:


  Yes, I care about and appreciate you, too. But I’m only human and sometimes I forget. Hey, don’t be like that. Where are you going? Come back! Okay, I’ll add you back in to the next edition! I’m sorry!


  And, finally, to Robin Williams, who provided a cover blurb for this book, showed all of us what limitless comedy could be, and departed this world way too soon. Though I was not comfortable using the blurb after his death, I did want to say a few words about him here. Robin and I knew each other from our early stand-up comedy and improv days in San Francisco. I have vivid memories of the first time I saw him perform. It was at the Intersection Coffee House, located in the basement of a church in North Beach, where there were seldom more than twelve people in the audience. All we aspiring comedians were absolutely blown away by the magnificence of the talent, imagination, and energy of this unknown person. It was crystal clear that he was destined for stardom. Other memories include attending his first wedding, cooking veggie curry for him in my apartment after giving him a ride back from a gig, going out for drinks with him and the other comedians after our club shows, allowing him to switch audition slot places with me on the roster at the Holy City Zoo comedy club so that he’d have a better time slot for the “Laugh-In” auditions. And then, of course, the many years of being entertained, overwhelmed, and touched by the scope of his talent. Most of all—besides the comedic genius part—Robin was a truly sweet, kind, and sensitive guy. It was a gift to know him and I’ll miss him, both personally and professionally.


  FOREWORD


  Just how many dates does one need to go on these days before finding The One? More often than not, singles sign up for a dating site hoping they won’t have a lifetime sentence. With more than 40 million singles dating online in the United States alone, dating has become more than a hobby to many. While it may be easy to fill your date card, finding your one in 40 million is a huge challenge for most.


  Mark Miller has combined doses of humor with real-life situations to which singles of all ages can relate. Most single daters say they are looking for someone with a sense of humor as their number one trait. I’m here to tell you that Miller’s stories are more than a hoot and a half. Most of these stories will make you roll on the floor laughing (ROTFL).


  As an online dating expert who has written thousands of dating profiles over the last two decades and attended many weddings of online dating naysayers, I’ve seen more than my share of attempted misses at humor. Throughout 500 Dates: Dispatches From the Front Lines of the Online Dating Wars, you will laugh with the author right into the arms of hopefully the perfect date, or at least be highly entertained by Miller’s numerous, primarily unsuccessful efforts to do the same.


  I first met Mark Miller at the West Hollywood Book Fair, where he attended my book signing. We immediately started trading dating stories and became fast friends. As a humorist, his essays in the Los Angeles Times made me laugh. His unique ability to find the perfect words to put a smile on a date’s face was something I truly appreciated. Mark Miller quite simply is a funny guy. He’s the guy you want to talk to about your bad dates or a recent breakup. He’s the guy who always sees the glass as half full. Being able to laugh at yourself on a date that’s gone south is a gift. Miller has been doing this his whole life. I promise you, this book will help guide you with the exact dose of humor needed to get back on the dating bandwagon if you’ve found yourself single again.


  As mobile dating apps are now making it easier than ever to date on the fly and are reducing the geographic boundaries while looking for love, this book will help you shorten your search, spot the red flags in dating, and learn more about yourself in the process.


  Before you head out to your next coffee date, read one of Miller’s essays to lighten up the moment. Better yet, bring a copy of the book with you to share with your next online date.


  —Julie Spira, Publisher and Editor-in-Chief at Cyber-Dating Expert and bestselling author, The Perils of Cyber-Dating: Confessions of a Hopeful Romantic Looking for Love Online.


  Introduction: From King of the Dweebs to King of the Dates


  The human transformation so vividly described in Robert Louis Stevenson’s classic Victorian era novel The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde is nothing compared to the one undergone by myself in more contemporary times. Picture a nerd, a geek, a nebbish, a dweeb, a doofus, and a dolt—all rolled up in the same person. Now, flash forward to that same person having become one of the top dating and romance experts in America. Impossible, you say? And yet it happened! To me! Now do you believe in miracles?


  How did a veritable virginal social and dating outcast become a nationally syndicated dating columnist for the Los Angeles Times Syndicate, The Huffington Post, and countless magazines, newspapers, and websites? How did my years as king of the geeks lead me to become one of the kings of the advisors to romance seekers and to performing stand-up comedy on national TV talk and variety shows, being hired as a writer-producer for a multitude of TV sitcom staffs, and as a creator of special comedy material for the likes of Roseanne Barr, Rodney Dangerfield, Joan Rivers, Jimmie Walker, Gallagher, Jay Leno, Garry Shandling, Jim Carrey, Dana Carvey, and many others?


  One theory is that I was struck in the head by a meteor from the planet Lucky, which instantly transformed me into the idealized version of myself—better looking, more popular, smarter, funnier, more insightful, with the knowledge of not only how to become an expert dater and plumb the depths of the female mind, but also to impart that knowledge to others in a highly humorous fashion, or as the doubting voice in my head puts it, a “semihumorous fashion.”


  An alternate, more serious theory is that my emotional skin was toughened via my years and hard-won experience doing stand-up comedy and improvisational comedy alongside such comedians as Robin Williams, Roseanne Barr, Dana Carvey, Jim Carrey, Jay Leno, Howie Mandel, Sandra Bernhard, Arsenio Hall, and Jerry Seinfeld. Additional toughening was provided by a series of sitcom staff positions. These ranged from staff writer to story editor to executive script consultant to producer on such network and syndicated TV shows as: The New Odd Couple, Diff’rent Strokes, She’s the Sheriff, The Munsters Today, The Carol Burnett Show (her later comeback attempt), Living Dolls, Together We Stand, What a Dummy, The New Hollywood Squares, and Dana Carvey’s HBO Special. All of the above experiences served to put me to the comedic test of fire to the extent that it often felt literally like Funny or Die. I was relieved to discover that many considered me funny and therefore my life was spared.


  Factor all of that into the subsequent 500+ dates and you get a lean, mean dating machine who has survived basically intact, with a sense of humor and some unique insights into what the modern-day dating man/woman wants and needs. Writing this book, then, has allowed me to take a breather from my formerly hectic dating schedule and look back over the past several years to put things in perspective, and offer my experience and insights to both men who may be going through the same thing and women who may be dating and/or curious about how the opposite sex thinks about and behaves in the dating game.


  Among the true dating tales and revelations you will find in this book are:


  
    	How my romantic partner informed me that I needed to share more of my emotional interior with her. But once I started doing so, I couldn’t stop. She and I both learned the limitations of a man being too emotionally expressive.


    	A woman I dated who’d been a wild, sexual temptress her entire dating life—until she met me, at which point she insisted on our establishing a foundation of friendship before we got naked for the first time. I realized to my horror that sometimes men have to pay the price for the behavior of their dates’ previous relationship behavior.


    	My attempt at proving my date wasn’t a gold digger—by spending less than $20 on our date, purchasing everything for it at a 99 Cents Only Store, and what I learned as a result about the effects of a 99-cent box of 21 pieces of jumbo colored chalk on a potential soul mate.


    	The intense pressure I experienced when, prior to our first meeting, my date informed me that I was her last online dating hope. Her entire romantic future was up to me and our first date. What does that do to a guy and how did I react to her?


    	How a date treated me as her boy toy and how much I loved it—at first. How I experienced being in one of the traditional female roles, how I eventually found it hollow, and what that taught me about what I really wanted from a romantic relationship.

  


  In the beginning . . .


  Shortly after graduating from college, I found it rather strange and unsettling that despite having made my way through the world-famous U.S. education system, I was still completely unable to change a tire, balance a checkbook, or cook a meal. Oh, and one other thing on the surprisingly long list of important life skills for which school never prepares us—dating.


  Sure, occasionally our parents, relatives, friends, or friends’ parents would take pity on us and enlighten us in the ways of the world and the ways of the female, but you couldn’t count on it. I certainly couldn’t. For me, absorbing the wisdom of Dating 101 came down to trial and error—mostly error—which translated into frustration, awkwardness, embarrassment, anxiety, and failure. Hey, wait a minute—isn’t romance supposed to be fun?


  I was a naturally shy and insecure kid, made even more so by having to attend three different high schools due to my family’s frequent moves for Dad’s various jobs. Being skinny, having an iffy complexion, not excelling in sports, and not being a natural-born conversationalist (my father referred to me as “Marky Mumbles”) didn’t help.


  And so females were a completely different species to me, a strange and unfathomable one. Dating was The Great Unknown. And the sum total of my sexual experience/training was my father having told me the facts of life on the way to going bowling together, followed by years of my sneaking peeks at the Playboy magazines he kept hidden under his bed. But even I realized that these were fantasy women. I knew I was never going to run into a stunning, smiling blonde with enormous breasts riding a bicycle naked in my town. And if I did, what would I say to her? “Hey, great bike! Care for some gum?”


  Oh, sure, there were occasional bright spots. When I was sixteen, I looked out our house’s window and noticed two pretty teenage girls in bikinis sunning themselves on blankets in their backyard. I recognized them from my school. Stealthily, I grabbed some binoculars and observed them like some stalker-in-training. How’s that for creepy? But it was as close as I’d get in the tenth grade to seeing actual females my age in skimpy clothing.


  During my junior year in high school, I asked a senior girl to the prom and she accepted! It was the high point of my life. We slow-danced and made out and drank Southern Comfort and apricot brandy. Forget my Bar Mitzvah—that night I was a man! I was making progress, I told myself, never anticipating the lengthy dry spells that were to follow me even through my college years.


  Shortly after college, I accidentally fell into a serious addiction—to performing stand-up comedy. In retrospect, I highly recommend nightly stand-up comedy performances not only for developing one’s sense of humor, but also for providing the antidote to terminal shyness and insecurity. The dating floodgates finally opened for me, and I took full advantage until something brought my playboy lifestyle to an end—marriage and children.


  Let’s flash forward through the marriage, divorce, solitude, and the end of the recommended “time alone to get to know and like yourself.” Newly liking myself, it was time to re-enter that formerly frightening world of dating. Only now it wasn’t quite so frightening. I had my humor, my confidence, and a committed, long-term relationship under my belt. All I needed were the women. There’s always something.


  Much like Columbus discovered the New World, I discovered online dating.


  I’d like to pause now and take a moment to thank God for having created both women and online dating. Online dating—thousands of available women at my fingertips, looking for me! Or at least someone to date. I was not only like a kid in a candy store, I was like a kid in a dairy, a produce market, a seafood shop, a bakery, a Macy’s, a Target, and a McDonalds drive-through. It was raining women, and who needed an umbrella?


  Over the next 15 years, I experienced more than 500 dates. And, no, that’s not a typo. Unless you’re very lucky right from the start, you have to be willing to put in a lot of time, effort, money, and kiss a lot of frogs—or, if you’re a male, frogettes. I suppose in retrospect, it was all book research. Which sounds a lot better than “an addiction to dating due to an inability to commit.” And that’s not the case, because, well, you remember that long marriage. I actually prefer being in a satisfying romantic relationship to dating. But in order to find that satisfying romantic relationship, you have to put up with the necessary evils of dating. But there I go quoting Aristotle again.


  500 Dates is a selective tour via more than 55 humor essays of the highlights and lowlights of these 500+ dates. Yes, I sacrificed myself to endure several lifetimes of first-date jitters, pre and post-date anguish, and crushing disappointment in search of the rare, elusive, hopefully not extinct soul mate.


  You, of course, need not subject yourself to any of this personally. You are certainly welcome, if you wish with this book, to simply become armchair daters. After all, how many of you would truly choose, as I did, to become a woman’s romantic fantasy plaything for one night, only to be cast aside forever by her immediately afterward? How many of you would decide to undergo a traumatic personal grooming experience simply to please a date? Or agree to a date consisting of together delivering groceries to homebound AIDS patients? Or take your date to a party at your ex-spouse’s home only to find your date bonding and becoming friends with your ex-spouse?


  But this about so much more than dating.


  As its title suggests, however, 500 Dates is not simply about dating, though that is its focus. It also covers romance, relationships, breakups, attraction, the nature of love, and how both men and women view the art, science, expectations, and reality of courtship and turning courtship into something deeper and longer lasting.


  One thing I’ve tried to do throughout these essays is to provide a sense of optimism and hope about one’s romantic prospects. Anyone who’s done any dating for longer than a few months can understandably and easily fall into a pit of romantic despair, feeling that they’re wasting their time, energy, and money, and that they’ll never meet their soul mate, let alone someone with whom they’re even interested in going on a second date. Romantic songs on the radio serve only to mock and depress them. Happy couples seen on greeting cards, TV, in movies and especially in real life only serve to twist the knife in deeper. Why do friends and relatives always ask, “So, how’s your love life?”


  Therefore, I’ve made every effort in my own dating life to apply my natural-born optimism, hopefulness, and gratitude to my romantic quest and ensure that those things inform my book’s essays as well. Always, I ask myself, what is the lesson to be learned from this seemingly negative or uncomfortable dating situation? How can I spin it around to make something positive out of it? And I invariably succeed in making romantic lemonade out of lemons.


  So, for example, if my date shows up looking substantially different from her profile’s photo, I focus on getting to know her aside from that. I look for the good. If we have a nice rapport but after several dates no physical chemistry seems likely, I’ll suggest a platonic friendship. Perhaps we can even end up helping each other professionally. That’s happened on more than one occasion. If several weeks go by with no dating prospects, I’ll focus on my work or hobbies or exercise or family. And if a date doesn’t work out, I tell myself it’s all right; I’m one date closer to one that will. I always head off to any coffee date with a smile on my face and a song in my heart. (And, no, the song is not “Love Stinks.”)


  But what do you get out of all this?


  So, aside from that sense of optimism and gratitude, which I believe pay off big-time not only in the dating world but in all aspects of life, what do I hope you get from the humor essays in my book? Well, for one thing, I hope the book proves that the end of a marriage, even a long-term one, does not mean the end of romance. Life is about second and even third chances, and success is often a function of how you process challenges and failure. If you’re not failing from time to time, you’re not trying hard enough to succeed.


  More specifically, for everything we experience, we have choices for how we can react. If something frustrates or displeases us, we can and often do react with anger, tears, depression, or even violence. But those reactions invariably backfire, causing us to become even more physically and psychologically damaged, hurting ourselves and others. Instead, if we can start from a point of gratitude and appreciation for what we have and view any setbacks through perspective and humor, we do a greater service to ourselves and those around us.
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