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INTRODUCTION

KARMA IS A BITCH

Confession time. For most of my life, I have been a terrible person to date. I may have been an effective coach and speaker, but I was still a man in his twenties—albeit one in the surreal position of seeing comments under my videos that read: “He would be the perfect guy to date.” Many people assumed that someone with my emotional intelligence had to be a wonderful person to be with.

They were wrong.

I can say with a hundred percent certainty that I have never been, by any stretch of the imagination, the perfect guy to date. And though I’ve always had enough self-awareness to feel uneasy reading those comments, I had no idea in my twenties—and dare I say, even in my early thirties—the extent to which the opposite of this was true.

From the moment I started my career as a professional dating coach, as a nineteen-year-old giving advice to women, I was doomed to fail as a partner. This is perhaps the fate of all coaches, therapists, and advice-givers of every variety who do not become enlightened before starting to dole out wisdom at scale—which is to say, all of us. Except maybe Eckhart Tolle … his enlightenment seems pretty legit. The rest of the gang fall short more times than we would like to admit. And the great joke of life is that from the moment we start ranting righteously about any one thing, life will conspire to make us trip up in that specific area.

So what exactly made me such a terrible person to date?

I dated multiple people at the same time, without exactly announcing that I was doing so. For the most part, I didn’t lie about it. I just didn’t actively say it because it was convenient for me not to. Sometimes I lied about it, on occasions where I told myself it was the right thing to do because I was “sparing the feelings” of the person I was with (a fluid relationship with the truth I have since worked to correct). I occasionally ghosted people. I slept with people and then let it fizzle out, without ever really acknowledging, or even always having the awareness, that feelings were being hurt. In some cases, I continued to seek the attention of people who wanted more with me, even though if I’d been honest with myself, I’d already made my mind up about not wanting more with them. I did this because the attention felt good, and life was lonely without it. In slow, quiet moments, in times when I desperately needed to sit with my feelings, work out my shit, and learn how to be alone, I picked up the phone and called somebody new.

It’s one of the reasons my content has been so hard-hitting. When I tell women what to watch out for, it’s often a younger, more reckless version of myself.

I’m not saying I wasn’t a gentleman. Was I chivalrous? Absolutely. Was I kind? Most of the time, yes. I wanted to treat everyone well. I loathed the idea of ever hurting anybody. Did I care about people’s feelings? Deeply. But in the end, I cared about mine more.

The way I dated when I dated casually just had a way of hurting people. And yet the most pain I caused was not when things didn’t lead to a relationship, but the times when it did.

Why? Because even when I thought I was ready, I was not. I was not ready for real commitment or for any kind of compromise, nor was I ready to make any kind of plan for the future. I still negatively framed relationships as a sacrifice. But I was ready to enjoy being in love, and this, I would later learn, is not the same thing as being ready for a relationship.

Not that I was aware of any of this at the time. If you’d have asked me then, I would have told you with no lack of sincerity that I was a great person to be with. I felt deeply, I loved intensely, I gave a lot to the relationship, I was respectful, I was sensitive to their needs and a good talker. All of this made me possibly the most dangerous kind of guy who’s bad for you: the one you don’t see coming. At least with an obvious cad, you know what you’re getting into. You may still go home with him for the excitement of it all and the story, but you definitely don’t expect a future.

Like so many people who think they’re being harmless in their twenties, I thought my job was to fall in love with someone and then strap in. But that is not a relationship. That’s a fairground ride. It exists for our enjoyment. When the ride stops being enjoyable, we get off. Whatever the “You Must Be This Tall to Ride” sign reads for the roller coaster of romance, the height requirement for a serious relationship is much, much higher.

FLASHBACK: I AM TWENTY-FOUR, AND I already think, or at least desperately want the world to think, I know it all.

I find myself standing in front of the Beverly Hills sign, with a major publishing deal for my first book, Get the Guy, millions of views on my YouTube videos, and a brand-new prime-time NBC show called Ready for Love.

By this point, I’d been helping people for six years, at all stages of dating, coaching thousands of people in person, onstage, in one-on-one sessions, in small groups and large ones, at every step of attraction, through every degree of heartbreak.

But all that happened back in London, and this was Los Angeles, my new home for the next three months of shooting. I was excited, I felt confident. I wanted to be part of it. So here in Beverly Gardens Park, too new in town to know or care what a cliché I was, I proceeded to film the first YouTube video I ever shot on US soil: “3 Tips for Getting Over Heartbreak.”

The whole time I was delivering my priceless tips, there was an older man standing off to the side. He wasn’t interfering, but it was hard not to get self-conscious knowing I had an audience. It’s a curious phenomenon, feeling comfortable with the idea of putting up a video that would be seen by hundreds of thousands of people, if not millions, and simultaneously feeling shy that a single human being is watching me record it. For his part, he seemed amused by my guerrilla film shoot on a sunny day, and when we were packing up at the end of the session, this stranger came over and said to me, “You’ve never had your heart broken, have you?” He wasn’t being confrontational, but there was an easily detectable tone. It was the kind of tone you hear from someone who’s been around long enough to have been punched in the face by life—maybe a few times, maybe a lot—speaking to someone who just doesn’t get it (or more accurately, hadn’t gotten it yet).

I felt patronized and pissed off. Who was this guy anyway? “I didn’t ask you to stand there and watch me,” I thought. “And now you’re going to judge me?” But as much as I didn’t want to admit it to myself, he had struck a nerve. It’s not that the “tips” I gave didn’t make sense. For what it’s worth, they did. The surprising thing about the advice I was giving at twenty-two and twenty-three and twenty-four is how right some of it—not all of it, but a lot of it—really was. But on a deeper level, as my friend could see right away, the shoe didn’t quite fit.

Someone who had lived longer and suffered through a real heartbreak would have known that cheerily offering “tips” was perhaps the wrong approach for speaking to somebody climbing out of the living hell of heartbreak.

I have never run into my first American critic again, but if I did, I’d tell him that since our first encounter, I have fixed that hole in my resume. My version of this formative life experience was its own cliché. I made exactly the mistakes that I tell people to avoid: I rearranged my life to fit hers; I ignored red flags; I pretended I wanted things I didn’t just to be with her; I placed my sense of self-worth in the fact that we were together, putting my own career on hold and losing touch with my deeper needs; I let myself be miserable for months on end, spending my time anxiously worrying about being in love instead of enjoying being in love. Suffice it to say I was, perhaps for the first time in my life, not in my favorite position: the driver’s seat.

I’ve always been a voracious note taker. Whatever most occupies my thoughts finds its way into the notes in my journals, my phone, or anywhere I can scribble down my musings on the fly. But my journals aren’t filled with “Dear Diary” entries. They are filled with the things I tell myself to help me get through the day. In this sense, reading these notes paints a pretty vivid picture of whatever pain I was trying to cope with at the time. Looking back at my notes from that relationship, the scariest thing about them is not the palpable anxiety I was trying to fight off, but the “encouraging” notes I wrote to convince myself to stay.

Even a quick scroll brings up such gentle and loving self-talk as “If anyone can take it, I can.” “This is warrior training. If I can handle this, then I can handle anything.” “Don’t wish for life to be easier. Work on becoming stronger, more resilient. This is a huge opportunity for me to grow.”

You would think from reading these that this was some kind of mental pep talk in the middle of Navy SEAL training. Except I was writing about my relationship. That’s how unhappy I was. I wince at the lack of compassion I showed myself, and at just how dangerous my determination and tolerance for pain can be when directed at the wrong target—in this case, martyrdom in a relationship where most of my core needs weren’t being met.

These notes weren’t even hard to find. There were a lot of them, many too embarrassing to put in this book. A particularly sad line I found sandwiched in between a bunch of work-related to-dos reads:

“My expectations are what’s fucking me up right now. Before, I just appreciated it for what it was, but then I went from gratitude to expectation.”

Here we have the chilling justification for my then-well-practiced masochism: My problem is not that my needs aren’t getting met, my problem is that I have needs. All I need to do is get back to being grateful that I have this person, instead of having any expectations of them. Forget feeling safe, secure, loved. You’re just lucky to be here!

After the initial pain of heartbreak, it became abundantly clear that this was the wrong relationship for me. Reading these notes still makes my heart break for the Matthew in that relationship. Nonetheless, I’m thankful for them. They serve as a reminder of the frightening degree to which energy can be expended in the wrong direction.

Whenever you hear me suggesting you reevaluate a behavior that is making you miserable, don’t think I’m putting myself on some kind of pedestal. I’ve fallen into the same trap. And never mind the people in your life who roll their eyes at the things you do. Trust me, chances are, they’ve done their share of crazy shit too.

When our own form of crazy leads us down the wrong path, or even when we do everything right and someone simply crushes us anyway, it helps to have a home to come back to: a place of love, truth, and restoration. For me, when I was at my worst, the first port of call was my parents, my brothers, my boxing coach, and my closest friends. I was lucky to have all of their combined experience and wisdom then. And yet, despite all these loving figures in my life offering their positivity and solutions, I still find that one of the greatest antidotes to pain is more pain. Not more of my own pain, but the pain of others—the necessity of communing with other people who are going through it.

In my darkest times, there has always been a very special place where I’ve been able to find this kind of communing. A place I could always go to feel less alone, to feel more like my best self, where my troubles disappeared. That place was onstage, or in sessions, listening to people, hearing them out, talking through any problems they brought up, and devising plans for dealing with both their immediate issue and, when we could breathe a little and widen our focus, helping them find the confidence they needed—confidence that, in nearly every instance, I could remind them they already had. Having this community has always been one of the most beautiful aspects of this career, and it has made me very comfortable making space for the pain of others.

Put me onstage in a conference of nuclear physicists and I’ll start sweating. (Are they, by any chance, heartbroken nuclear physicists? If so, I can help.) But get me onstage in front of people in pain and I’m right at home.

On the last Love Life tour before the country shut down and there were no more in-person events for two years, I was onstage, in the question-and-answer part of the evening, and I spotted a man with his hand up near the back of the room. Now, let me be clear, in previous years there weren’t a ton of men at my events. When there was one, especially when he came in the form of a gruff, stocky Texan, he stood out.

“What’s your name?”

“Roy,” he said.

Roy had a weathered kind of handsomeness, and he didn’t seem too overwhelmed at first glance. But it takes courage to stand up and articulate your hurt or worry or confusion, so I asked …

“Hey, Roy, how are you?”

“Good, Matthew. Thanks. I’ve had an ex talk about you a lot, so I thought I’d come check you out.” That got a big laugh from the entire room, followed by a spontaneous round of applause, and Roy noticeably relaxed.

“Well, thank you for being here.”

“Yeah, yeah. I enjoy everything you have to say, but I’m a man.” Roy deepened his voice a bit when he said the word, in a plainspoken way. “So I’m just trying to figure out what I can take from a male perspective.” He spoke slowly, not out of nervousness, it seemed, but emotion. “I’m very … I guess, ‘reserved.’ And I dwell on my hurt, because … we’re people. But I have a problem.” He plunged in. “My ex moved on fast. And it hurts, man. We were together for like five or six years, and when they move on fast, it makes you feel like you’re not good enough. And I just want to know, how do I change my perspective on letting stuff go? Because that’s what I need to do. I need to let stuff go or I’m going to be unhappy for the rest of my life.”

When he reached the end of his question, the room broke out in applause, in recognition of Roy’s honesty. Then there was a long silence as I considered how much I related to what Roy had said, not just about the pain of heartbreak, but the dizzying bewilderment of watching someone you’re not ready to let go of move on at breakneck speed. The silence was broken by a voice from another part of the audience: “There are twenty women who are going to give you their number!” The entire room—including Roy—laughed.

“Roy, you’re going through an incredible amount of hurt. When did this happen? When did she move on?”

He explained how recent it had been—a matter of months.

“So,” I said, “it’s incredibly painful. Part of the pain is you continuing to convince yourself that this must, on some level, have been the right person. And that your ‘right person’ is now with someone else. Now, I don’t believe that. I believe that the right person can only be the right person when it’s two people choosing each other. As much as you may have loved someone, and as incredible as they may have been, if they don’t choose you, they cannot be your true dream relationship.

“You’re mourning because you think you’ve lost the person you’re supposed to be with. But I can promise you, you haven’t. Because unless someone chooses you, they’re not the person you’re supposed to be with. You can be disappointed that she wasn’t the right person, but you can’t grieve like she was, because she’s not. Disappointment takes a minute to get over, but it’s much easier to recover from disappointment than the idea that you’ve lost the love of your life. You didn’t lose that. That is still to come. Something better is coming for you, I promise you, brother.”

Allow me to restate to you what I said to Roy, in case you yourself are struggling to move on from someone who didn’t choose you:

It’s OK to be disappointed that someone didn’t turn out to be the one. But don’t grieve as if they were the one. If they didn’t choose you, they’re not.

And while we’re on the subject, by the end of this book, I want your confidence to be in a place where someone “not choosing you” is the biggest turn-off in the world. The problem is, and this may be where you find yourself right now, that if your confidence isn’t currently in its best shape, when someone doesn’t choose you, you default to fundamentally questioning your worth.

So I continued to Roy:

“Then there’s the ego element: She chose someone else, why not me? What did that person have? Why wasn’t I good enough? One of the greatest pieces of advice I ever received was: Kill your ego. A piece of you has to die. Right now, you’re going through hell. It’s been awful. Somebody ripped your heart out. That is hell. But I want that version of you that goes through hell and comes back out alive and has something to tell us at the end of it. Do I want the version of Roy that hasn’t been through that? That’s boring. I don’t want that Roy. I want weathered Roy, scarred Roy. We become far stronger by what goes wrong in our lives than what goes right. So all this you’re going through is like a great stew, adding flavor. It’s going to make you more complex, more compassionate. It’s going to make you kinder, more empathetic to other people. It’s going to allow you to bring more to your next relationship. And it’s going to make you such a strong person. And after you get through this? What is there left for you to be afraid of? I’ve died already! You can’t scare me!”

You will, of course, have noted that I did not, having been through it myself, address Roy’s heartbreak by proceeding to tell him I had three tips to get him over it. Luckily for Roy, a more weathered, humbled Matthew had laced up his shoes that night. Just as I believe of Roy, my value to everyone in that room and everything in my life had expanded through my pain. I had become a better partner to my audience, just as Roy now had the ability to become for the person waiting for him on the road ahead.

A real relationship requires bravery from both sides. It requires us to be vulnerable enough to allow ourselves to be seen. It requires curiosity and vision to fully take in who the other person is. To really see them. To accept their on-camera selves, and their hidden behind-the-scenes mess. To view their worst parts with acceptance and generosity, not contempt. And to have enough faith and strength to trust the other person to offer the same latitude to our darker sides. On top of all this, it requires two people who actually have a vision for where they want the relationship to go, and the daily execution to move toward that vision. Exceptional relationships are not found. They’re built.

In the pages that follow, I will share with you the lessons and stories that have changed my life, and the lives of the millions of people who follow my work, whose trust in me I look to earn in the way I show up, both in public and in private, every day.

Who are these millions anyway? Fifteen years ago I may have started making videos for heterosexual women, and while they still make up the majority of my audience, today it’s more diverse. There are many more Roys. And people from the LGBTQ+ community have found help with this work as well. Love is universal and flows in all directions. The advice I offer is rooted in human nature. I am grateful to all for seeing past the limited range of pronouns I’ve used in the introductions to my videos, pronouns that could make many feel that the message wasn’t for them. In this book I’ve tried to remove those barriers and to use more inclusive language. Whatever the gender or sexual preference of the people featured in this book, we are all capable of stumbling in the same ways; which is why, whoever you are, I trust you will find yourself somewhere in these pages, and in doing so, I hope you feel seen, regardless of who and how you love, or how you identify.

I’m still learning to be better at the concepts I cover in this book myself, but I’m a whole lot better than I used to be. We will, all of us, find ourselves in need of advice in our love lives at some point. I have always found the subject of dating and relationships to be a wonderful way in. It’s a way into our demons, our insecurities, our trauma, our hopes and dreams, and the ways we might also be stumbling in other areas of life.

It is my experience that one cannot talk about love without talking about life. And one cannot truly have a great relationship with love if one does not have a great relationship with life itself. To have an exceptional love life, we must also cultivate a love for life. Whatever stage you find yourself in, I invite you to discover, in the pages that follow, the tools we will need for both.













1

BEING SINGLE IS HARD

I started giving dating advice more than fifteen years ago, mostly to small groups of guys. A handful of women saw that the advice helped and asked for sessions of their own. As women began to outnumber men, I sometimes had attacks of conscience: Who am I to peddle advice about what a woman should do or feel? What do I know about being a woman? But these attacks almost always came in the luxury of hindsight, after a session, when I had the chance to run things over in my mind, or once I started recording the events, when I could listen to the audio or watch the video all over again. It never happened in the actual moment, onstage, when a woman was telling me about a crisis in her life, expecting relief, insight, or some kind of plan. In that situation, I can only trust in experience, as I try to pass along everything I’ve learned from answering questions like hers before.

By now I have spent literally thousands of hours in situations like this. It doesn’t matter who someone is, or what their background is, or how they identify … the right response is the one that helps them out of their immediate trouble, and hopefully nudges them toward a long-term strategy. This book is full of the answers I return to again and again. I prefer practical advice over pallid positive thinking. I want people to go out into the world knowing there are real steps they can take—things they can do and things they should stop doing.

One small thing that’s given me a shred of understanding for the kind of constant pressure women can feel from their families and married friends—and sometimes it must seem like it’s coming from all sides—is the pressure I got as a guy talking about dating and relationships. When a journalist or someone in my audience asked me if I was single, I always felt a combination of boredom at being asked that question for the thousandth time, and frustration at the farce of it. If I told them I was in a relationship, they’d say, “Oh, that’s great,” and move on. If I said I was single, they’d respond, “How come? You’re the relationship guy, after all.”

Can I admit that this got to me? Not every time, but more than every twentieth time I answered that question, it made me doubt myself, so that it felt impossible to let that part of my life work itself out organically. I found myself backing into the situation I warn against: putting so much pressure on myself to meet someone significant that I had to constantly resist making bad decisions, all because I wanted the check mark of being in a relationship—something I had to remind myself wasn’t important in the first place.

Let me answer the question once and for all. First of all, I’m not the “relationship guy.” What matters to me is not that someone is in a relationship, but that they are happy with whatever their status is right now. I’ve never preached that people should be in a relationship; I’ve just helped them find one if they want to be. And second, I don’t think my being in a relationship is my strongest qualification. I happened to get engaged while writing this chapter, which is a happy circumstance for me, but the label alone shouldn’t be a badge of honor. Simply being in a relationship doesn’t make me or anyone else a success—many people I’ve coached could proudly count themselves more successful the day they left their relationship. And we all know at least one couple whose relationship has all the social media hallmarks of a blissful union, but behind the scenes is on the brink of annihilation.

Let me paint the more honest picture:


	If you find love as a result of my work, I’ll be happy.

	If you break up with someone you shouldn’t be with and become single again because of my work, I’ll be just as happy.

	And if you decide you’re not in such a rush to find a relationship after reading this book because you’re loving life and being you, and you’re not trying to fill a hole by finding someone who will make you feel good enough, then that’s the jackpot.



None of this makes being single easy. Even if we shake off the outside pressure to meet someone, we still have to deal with our own feelings about the need to connect. In fifteen years of coaching, I’ve worked with countless women who feel their dating life isn’t going anywhere. Disenchantment and hopelessness follow rejection and heartbreak until a person starts to feel that the old ideal that there’s someone out there for everyone applies to everyone except them. You stop seeing the point in dating, since you either never feel a spark, or everyone you feel a spark with ends up screwing you over or wanting different things than you. You say to yourself, “Maybe I should make peace with the reality that I’ll never find anyone.” Then everyone you used to spend time with begins to pair off and disappear from your life, and this disappointment hardens into a conviction: Since I’m the one who’s still alone, there must be something wrong with me.

These thoughts grow louder with every failed connection. And even though we try to stay positive, we carry the persistent fear deep down that, well, maybe the world has simply changed too much. Maybe real relationships don’t even exist anymore. Or, even more damningly, maybe they don’t exist for me.

It can be depressing when a relationship we’ve invested months or years in goes wrong and we find ourselves back at square one. There doesn’t seem to be an account where we build wealth in our love lives. Whenever someone leaves, we have to start all over again with a new person; the relationship clock resets to zero. But there’s no reset button on the clock of our life or our body. Those keep winding down. If our love life were a board game, it wouldn’t be Monopoly, with its steady accumulation of houses and hotels. It would be Chutes and Ladders. Each new relationship is a ladder to climb, and every breakup is the chute that seems to instantly drop us right back in the same old loneliness we were in before. But this isn’t necessarily a bad thing. We get to start over!

When we get this feeling of being left behind as our friends pair off, it’s worth remembering that anyone can find themselves back in the single state at any time. Longtime couples split. Is it worse for them after twenty years of marriage or partnership than it is for someone on their sixth (or sixteenth) heartbreak? There is no one answer. Some people emerge from a breakup with a sense of accomplishment and a serenity about their newfound independence. Some people feel absolutely abandoned without any of the comforts or friends or the certainty they had in the life that just ended.

But whatever state you find yourself in—dating, dumped, divorced, defiant—everybody has to face the emotions that come with being single. Compared to the trauma of heartbreak or the apocalypse of divorce, the day-to-day challenges and stress of being single can feel frustratingly elusive. How do you tackle a problem when the problem is an absence at the heart of life? Still, it can hurt not to have someone, and once you start adding up all the little aches, you wind up with a chronic condition. Some days, when you have a lot on your plate and feel confident, or at least happily preoccupied with life, the stress is manageable. Other days, it can feel like a constant battle against an opponent only you can see. Sometimes the pain of being single hits you on the best days of all, when you’re carried away with a peak experience, and it’s exactly the exceptional quality of this happiness that reminds you that you have no one to share it with, no one to listen to you when you’re doing something that excites you, no one beside you if you just want to take it all in in silence.

Some people feel this absence as an actual loss, as if every year that you’re alone is another year lost with the person you haven’t met yet. This idea of a particular predestined partner is dangerously close to something we’ll debunk in the next chapter. But the feeling of loss is also a fact of life. The writer Christopher Hitchens said, “A melancholy lesson of advancing years is the realization that you cannot make old friends.” This is just as true in relationships: You can’t go back and marry the high school sweetheart you never had. And some people, especially people in a position to compare themselves to their married friends, feel this acutely. If an old friend has been with her partner for ten years, it’s easy to compare yourself in your current single state and say, Even if I met someone today, I’d still never have that ten years of history.

I think there’s reason to hope. As we get older and more attuned to what we like to do and the kind of people we gravitate toward, we catch up more quickly with our counterparts. I don’t mean that you zip through a checklist of red flags based on all your previous dating disasters, although certainly don’t ignore that. But there are people you can meet later in life where there is an instant soul connection. I’m usually allergic to language like this, but it’s not really that mysterious. You’ve both been on your own road and you know the ways that life has humbled you, and after all that experience, you’re better able to recognize and appreciate the tender spots in another person.

Whether we live miles from our first home or around the block from the place we grew up, we go out into the world hoping to be something different than what we were when we left. And at some point, you run into someone who reminds you of that fact. Even though they came from a completely different place, they had the same urges. People are so often defined by the things they want, the drives they have, and everything they’re determined to accomplish, but we are also shaped by the things we reject—everything we have to say “no” to just to get to where we hope to be. It takes a lot of living to know the things you can’t put up with. And each time you put one more of them behind you, it takes you further from the person you used to be and the choices you once would have made. Then someone appears in front of you who has arrived at that same place, and you recognize in each other the distance you’ve traveled from home. That isn’t magic. Or if it is, it’s not a magic that was ever available to you when you were nineteen.

BEING SINGLE IS HARD; IT can feel like an ache that never goes away. One core purpose of this book is to give people a set of tools that will help them bring exponentially more opportunity into their love lives. But another cornerstone is to help people live with a sense of presence, enjoying the beauty of the life they have while remaining open to opportunity. But that can get tricky. Sometimes “remaining open to opportunity” can morph into “waiting in hope” or “waiting around, feeling like the rest of your life isn’t worth living until the one thing that is definitely not happening today (or maybe ever) finally happens.”

In Greek myth, Pandora couldn’t resist opening a box she was told not to open. Once she did open it—and how could she not?—she saw that the box contained all sorts of unspecified diseases and evils that were now flying out to plague humankind forever. Quickly realizing her mistake—and we’ll ignore for now that this myth, like the story of Eve, just seems like an excuse to blame anything that’s wrong in the world on a woman with a healthy sense of curiosity—she quickly closed the lid, just before hope escaped. It’s a curious detail. You might think, “What’s wrong with hope? How could hope be as devastating and pernicious as disease?”

For years, I had to struggle with chronic pain. The diagnosis I was given was tinnitus, a buzzing in the ear, but on many days—really, most days—the buzzing came with every variety of crippling headache you could imagine: pain, dizziness, a throbbing in my head and ear. Fixing this became the obsession of my life for several years running. If you think I didn’t live in hope, you’d be dead wrong. I chased practically every cure I ever heard of, and living in California, I heard of a lot. I went to an osteopath who cracked my neck and spine until it felt like he was separating my head from my body. I signed up for something called “sound bath therapy,” where I sat in a room while somebody played a “concert for one” on bowls and another guy played a didgeridoo “into my heart,” as he put it. I went to a migraine doctor who put me on a triad of meds that required me giving myself an injection every month. I went to one ENT after another. One of them told me to cut out “coffee, alcohol, sugar, salt, and spicy foods,” and another told me the next step was antidepressants. I felt like I’d really need the antidepressants if I ever did cut out everything they wanted me to.

I did yoga. I drank celery juice every morning. I went to a dentist for a six-hundred-dollar mouth guard. I went to an acupuncturist who gave me an inner-ear and jaw massage that involved sticking his fingers simultaneously into my mouth and my ear and manipulating the entire area from the inside. I went to a Chinese acupuncturist who prescribed a complicated concoction of herbal tea sachets that was unbelievably foul-smelling and tasted like mud mixed with hot water. I kept that up for a month, which was practically the definition of the triumph of hope over experience.

I flew to Munich, in the middle of the pandemic, for a treatment that involved withdrawing buckets of my blood (well, that’s what it felt like), which was then spun in a centrifuge to separate out the anti-inflammatory proteins, and then that serum was reinjected into my jaw, the back of my neck, and my shoulders, twenty times a day for four straight days. This was right before Christmas, when all I wanted was to be with my family. Instead I was one of a handful of guests in a giant hotel, each one of us some variety of invalid or another, wandering through this empty mausoleum of a German hotel like ghosts. I spent an obscene amount of money to feel lonely and miserable, and all I got out of it was a lifelong tolerance for needles.

You could say I was plagued by hope for years. Every time I heard of some new remedy, I lived in anticipation. I’d be flooded with a sense of relief that the fix was coming—that this new treatment would finally make a difference. My nervous system would calm down because I was no longer in a catastrophic mode of thinking. I could imagine—I could almost feel—the end of the condition; it now even had a specific date: namely, the day I would start the treatment. I’d talk with my friends about this new miracle cure with a sense of excitement that bordered on joy. Even though I could still feel the pain, the mere possibility of relief seemed to do something to my brain. All of this is to say I understand the emotional state when somebody who isn’t in a long-term relationship starts excitedly telling friends about the date they went on that was actually pretty interesting. I get it, completely. They’re starting to entertain the possibility that this depressing trajectory they’ve been on for what feels like forever might be coming to an end.

I’m drawn to this connection to chronic pain because scientists have found that chronic pain reconfigures the brain—with persistent pain, the pain receptors become disinhibited, so they’re now on a hair-trigger response, activating faster than they would in pain-free people. That means that now you can’t just treat the pain, you have to rewire the brain. But even when I was in this state, there always seemed to be a small escape hatch: Every day, there was a moment, just after I’d woken up, before I’d fully come out of the dream I was having and remembered exactly who I was, where I got a quick glimpse of what it felt like to be pain-free.

Anybody who travels knows this moment: You wake up and ask yourself, Where am I again? Austin? Singapore? Is this an airport Hyatt or my friend’s house? It’s a familiar feeling for anybody who’s had their heart broken: You are granted ten or fifteen unmiserable seconds when you just wake up, before you piece it all together and remember how you feel, a short reprieve before you see the day’s headline, the same one as yesterday’s headline, telling you you’re heartbroken. Once you spot that, you say, OK, I’m ready for the day. Now I remember how shattered I feel.

You can get replays of that feeling of reprieve during the day. I’d be happily caught up in something I was doing, and someone close to me would ask, “How’s your head feeling today?” And I’d have to admit, “Oh, you’re right, it’s not so great. But in the ten minutes before you asked, it was actually OK.” All the people who kept telling me “Trust me, it’ll go away” weren’t helping, because that gnawing hope took me out of my life. Waiting for the day when everything would be better made it impossible for me to enjoy my life as it was. It set me up for disappointment every time it didn’t get better.

I finally learned to change my relationship to the pain, which I noticed changed from day to day. I began to get curious about that. I started tracking what was going on during a day when the pain was a 7 or 8 that was different from the days when it was a 4 or 5. Because when you’re dealing with pain on a day-to-day basis, those two degrees of difference are a big deal. These calculations help with the difficulties of being single too: There’s a way to cultivate a curiosity about experiences that are a few degrees different from the ones we usually have. It’s like that moment waking up: The longer I could stay curious, the longer it took for the pain to settle back in.

This kind of curiosity, which we will talk about throughout this book, can allow you to take the perspective of a social experimenter in your own life. Say you normally go into a panic when someone you started dating doesn’t text you back as fast as they have been, and now you’re thinking you’re going to get hurt because you like them more than they like you. Maybe that’s enough to make you go cold the next time you meet, or take an aggressive tone. But if you try a different reaction—admitting that you were a little sad because you like hearing from them—maybe the vulnerability, this honesty that’s not part of your normal practice, gets a good result.

It’s also possible that it doesn’t, and that’s OK, because the result is not the point. Now you’re starting to study the range of reactions that are available with a slight shift of gears. We can get so settled in our own groove that we don’t understand how vast the spectrum of possible experience really is. But when we allow ourselves to test a different way of thinking, it’s like breaking out of jail. In this way, curiosity helps you step out of fear, and by doing so you rob the thing you’re afraid of of the power it has over you. This attitude—remaking your own life into a social experiment—can produce results you never could have anticipated. Even when the results are just barely different—the difference between a 7 and a 5 on the pain scale—that still represents the wedge you can use to reshape your life. From the outside, this tiny shift in behavior may not seem remarkable at all. But from the inside, it can feel mind-blowing. It’s not that you got a slightly different reaction. It’s that a different reaction is possible, thanks to your engagement and curiosity. And that can feel like a huge relief. It’s a sign that you’re rewiring your brain.
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HOW TO TELL LOVE STORIES

A friend of mine recently ended a relationship. From the beginning, she dropped hints about wanting to get married. After a while, she graduated to just saying so. Still no proposal until they entered their seventh year together and went on a romantic vacation to Cabo. In such a perfect setting to pop the question, what did her boyfriend do? He spent the whole two weeks happily snorkeling around and soaking up the sun. That did it. She broke up with him. After seven years.

A month later, she surprised her friends by landing in another relationship. That one ended quickly. In the months that followed, she replayed this sequence several times over: She’d meet a new man within weeks, start complaining about him to her friends almost immediately, then break up. The behavior was baffling, not just because she seamlessly hopped from one relationship to the next, but also because the men she dated had nothing in common. There was no type, no pattern in her attractions. They were just men it didn’t last with. But what they did all have in common was that each one provided her with a new love story to tell. She was a highly functioning woman with a pivotal job in the New York banking industry, but being a friend of hers was like having a front-row seat at a Kate Hudson or Drew Barrymore movie.

Every man provided her an exciting starring role in a brand-new love story, one that she could tell to her friends, and to herself. Even if they turned out to be more of a tragicomedy, these stories allowed her to feel involved, and not on the sidelines. These kinds of stories, even when they aren’t going to plan, can make us feel we aren’t alone in the world. When we are at our lowest, any story can feel better than having no story.

But her recounting of these spicy new tales belied a more painful truth—that while on the surface her behavior could be dismissed by friends as a compulsion to be the actor-producer of her own serial love stories, there was a fearful sense of desperation that was motivating it all. After spending years being seen as the one most likely to land in a happy marriage, she’d suddenly been pushed to the back of the line as one friend or another raced ahead of her into successful relationships of their own, while her search for a replacement at whatever cost highlighted one of the greatest paradoxes when it comes to love stories: Sometimes the most important step to finding your own love story is learning how to be happy outside of one, and that was the step that was terrifying her.

THERE’S A DANGER IN LOVE stories that are more fun to tell because of just how heightened, dramatic, or unlikely they are. There’s a Barry Manilow tune, “Somewhere Down the Road,” where, as the song begins, it feels like Barry’s doing the mature thing you do at the end of a relationship, reframing the breakup to make everybody feel less awful. He talks about their bad timing and her dreams calling her away; he almost sounds like a healthy adult. But then comes the chorus, where the music swells and he envisions them crossing paths again, belting out with total certainty that one day she’ll figure out that she belongs with him.

Despite how creepy it would be to get a text like that from an ex, whenever this song comes on, usually when I’m in some waiting room, ol’ Barry still manages to evoke the romantic in me—all because of the way he tells the story. Who doesn’t suspend their rationality radar for a well-told love story? How many times have I watched Titanic and cried, despite the fact that Rose, at circa one hundred years old, doesn’t seem to be over a guy she knew for four days when she was seventeen?

I never want to lose touch with the part of me that can be overwhelmed by the drama of stories that make my heart ache. But if I promote that part of me to be chief executive of my life decisions, I’m fucked. We have to separate the sentimental feelings we have for a love song or a gut-wrenching movie from the sober reality of our real life. It’s an essential adjustment not just for our happiness, but for our survival.

Sometimes, if we want to start living again, we need to let go of the story we tell (or the way we are telling it) to ourselves and to the rest of the world. It isn’t easy. Many of us know that familiar twinge of regret, years after a breakup, over a relationship we know ended for a very good reason. God forbid any of these momentary daydreams come true, and my high school girlfriend and I find ourselves back together on some ski lift in Switzerland or on a whale-watching cruise in Patagonia. It’s important to counter these feelings with a strong dose of reality. Letting go of an old love story starts with resetting what it is we actually value in life. And to do that, we need to decide what a love story worth having actually looks like. Only then can we start telling ourselves different and healthier stories.

Can the one who got away—or, in the case of Jack and Rose, the one who froze to death and sank into the North Atlantic—ever actually be “the one”? Could the person we once happened to have an amazing connection with actually be the right person for us for life? If that actually were the case, MDMA would be the most valuable substance around because of the overwhelming feeling of love it can produce for a few short hours. But that’s an experience and not a relationship, which is, by definition, ongoing. You don’t find the pattern for a relationship worth having in a brief connection that produces a burst of peak sensation and then disappears. It would be absurd to wake up the next day and tell your friends that your MDMA buddy is your destiny. But too often that’s the love story we want to tell.

All this begs the question: Where do we look for someone who really is worth our time and emotional energy?

The Limitations of Dropping the Handkerchief

In my first book, I tried to solve a problem I saw over and over: women dating men they weren’t excited about, guys who treated them badly, guys who checked too many boxes on the bad-boyfriend checklist, women with no activity in their love life at all. I wanted them to have more choices. Better choices. Since so many women were struggling to meet great guys only to wind up dating terrible ones, I thought the problem could be fixed if I just helped them get more opportunities with great guys.

The problem of not meeting many great guys seemed to start because people were being passive about that first exchange. Too many women had been taught that it was a man’s job to make the first move. This has shifted somewhat, and dating apps do make it easier for anyone to make the first move, but our conditioning still gets in the way, so in an awkward situation, people go to their default behavior and just wait around for somebody to approach them.

What kind of person approaches you when you’re alone in a roomful of people? Often, it’s someone who does that all the time, which isn’t in itself a red flag, but certainly can be. At the very least, playing the waiting game usually leads to missing out on anyone who doesn’t have that habit, or doesn’t feel like it that day. How many women in the past did I want to talk to but never found the courage, in some non-awkward-enough way, to cross the room and say something to? And I’m not the only one who feels this way. Our hesitation alone doesn’t make us bad partners, just awkward instigators.

Enter the Handkerchief Technique: Any woman who thought she was old-fashioned because she wouldn’t approach a man herself has lost sight of what the “old-fashioned” actually did. A hundred years ago, in the days of calling cards and formal introductions, a woman would still walk past men, and when she spotted one she fancied, inadvertently drop her handkerchief (directly in front of him) and keep walking. That man, sensing an opportunity to be useful, would pick up said hanky and venture in a chivalrous tone:

HIM: Madam, ahem, I believe you dropped this?

HER (more to herself than to him): Oh, dear, did I?

And out of nowhere, the potential for conversation arose, a conversation he believed he started—though we know he didn’t, since she chose precisely the man she wanted when she dropped the handkerchief in the first place.

That was the lesson: Too many people (and not just women) have gone through life waiting to be chosen, and now it was time to do the choosing. While this specific tactic landed with women, everyone can take something from it. I was always looking for someone to give me permission to speak to them before I dared try my luck. But the handkerchief flipped that sequence of events around and offers a subtle way to give someone permission to approach us, someone of our choosing. In doing so, it becomes a low-risk first move with the added benefit that the other person would have no notion that the encounter was not entirely their idea.

In that book, I talk about some practical ways one could “drop the handkerchief” today. I wasn’t wrong about the power in the gesture. So many women have told me they’re now married as a result of putting this advice to use to meet someone they might never have met otherwise. But I made one big miscalculation: I underestimated people’s ability to make poor choices in their love life even when they had an abundance of choice.

When the guy she initially wanted to pick up the handkerchief turned out to be a genuine asshole, why did she still give him so much attention? Why











































	I don’t know where it’s going; he isn’t progressing things.

	Sometimes we go days without speaking and I don’t feel like I exist to him, but I’m afraid of bringing it up.

	I want to be exclusive but he’s not ready.
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