
[image: Cover: Walking Red Flag: Dating Advice from Your Favorite Guy Friend, by Jared Freid.]


[image: Green background with dripping text “ICK!” at top. Below, a cartoon figure labeled Horny blows a trumpet, arms raised.]




Praise for Walking Red Flag and Jared Freid


“Jared Freid is one of the most insightful voices in modern dating (and definitely the loudest). He’s like a mix of your best friend from camp, your high school crush, and the hilarious cousin who carries the family group chat. His signature down-to-earth advice will change the way you date, but you’ll be too busy laughing to even realize you’re learning.”

—Logan Ury, bestselling author of How to Not Die Alone: The Surprising Science That Will Help You Find Love

“Jared’s superpower is being able to give great advice to any modern love issue, despite looking like a toxic frat bro.”

—Ronny Chieng, comedian and senior correspondent for The Daily Show

“I know you picked this book up for the cover, but it’s also hilarious and actually helpful. So do yourself a favor and don’t put it back down.”

—Michelle Wolf, comedian, writer, producer, and television host
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“Jared Freid’s observational humor cuts straight to the heart of modern dating, and what makes it work is that it’s honest without being bitter. You’ll recognize yourself in these pages, laugh out loud, and walk away feeling hopeful because Jared still believes love is possible.”

—Maria Avgitidis, bestselling author of Ask a Matchmaker: Matchmaker Maria’s No-Nonsense Guide to Finding Love

“I humbly trust everything Jared Freid has to say about dating. He banged my wife.”

—Michael Che, comedian and writer
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FOR THE GIRL WHO TOLD HER FRIENDS LITERALLY EVERYTHING IN THIS BOOK LIKE 200 TIMES.

SORRY IT TOOK A GUY WITH OLD FRIED RICE LODGED IN HIS COUCH CUSHIONS TO GET THEM TO LISTEN.

YOU DID GOOD.

REST NOW.





INTRODUCTION

The first time I ever called a girl I liked, I had to use the phone book. I was in middle school. Her name was Morgan Marks,1 and I was going to ask her to be my girlfriend. My twelve-year-old logic was sound: She lived near me, and she was, like, cute, but not in a way that made every other prepubescent guy obsessed with her. That’s the play for any self-conscious middle school boy. Find someone who you can see yourself hanging around Aéropostale with for two or three weekends, who’s also totally pretty but not so popular that you ever have to find out how you stack up against literally anyone else.

Once I decided that I was going to call, I thought about it the whole day. My life was going to change. It was the twelve-year-old equivalent of buying a Peloton. You know, how you start imagining yourself with abs and hanging out at the beach like, “Totally, let’s take more pictures of ourselves!” Well, that was me. Except instead of confident swimsuit posts, I had visions of us holding hands in the hallway and slow dancing at parties. This was it; I was about to move from an adolescent side character into the cool, confident main character of maturity. I was going to be dating someone.

As soon as I got home from school, I went up to my room. I practiced saying “Hi! Is Morgan home?” and “Would you want to be my girlfriend?” over and over and over again until I felt sure I couldn’t mess it up. I got her number from the aforementioned phone book and picked up my house’s second phone line. (Do you remember the second line? When a call came through and someone was already on the phone, the call would push through to the other line. Our second line was one number away from our first line: 9022 and 9021.2) For some reason, I decided that it would be safer to use the second line to permanently alter the trajectory of my existence. I picked up that receiver and started to dial.

Almost the instant I pushed the seventh and final number, my mom picked up the phone.

“JARED?! WHO ARE YOU CALLING?! WHY ARE YOU ON THE SECOND LINE?!” she screamed. She continued yelling questions in rapid succession and increasing volume without leaving any space for me to answer: more accusations than inquiries, in classic Jewish-mom style. “JARED?! JARED, ANSWER ME! WHO ARE YOU CALLING?! DO YOU KNOW THIS IS THE SECOND LINE?! WHY AREN’T YOU ANSWERING ME?!”

Then… Morgan’s mom picked up.

“Hello? Who is this?”

“IT’S KIM, WHO IS THIS?!”

I threw down the receiver, sweating and panting as if I’d just outrun a murderer. I could still hear my mom on the floor below. “WHO IS THIS?!”

Eventually she yelled up the stairs, “JARED! WHY ARE YOU CALLING THE MARKSES?!”

“It was an accident!” I lied to my mother for the first and only time ever in my life.3

“WHY ARE YOU EVEN ON THE PHONE?!”

I ignored her and started playing video games, refusing to so much as look at the phone on the other side of the room. To me, the three-way-call disaster was a sign and a warning. A bad thing had happened, so that romantic prospect was over. I never told anyone what happened. I never called back. I never asked Morgan out at all. The end.



I know what you’re thinking: Did this idiot just start a book about modern dating with a story about using a landline to dial a number he found in the phone book to not actually ask someone out?!

Yeah, I did. Because the dating advice that I think is most important is, at its core, timeless:


	Most romantic disasters make good stories.

	You should always try again.



(I guess technically the message of this story could be summed up as “don’t be a middle school boy about shit,” but I would hope that’s a code you’re already living by.)

As I write this in the mid-2020s, we’re living in an absolutely bonkers era of dating. In the past twenty years, we’ve gone from calling crushes on landlines to poking them on Facebook to saying “Ew, they still have Facebook?” to scrolling to swiping to watching their stories to liking those stories to flirting in the comments section of a TikTok stand-up clip about gender-reveal parties.

And because the trends and platforms move and change so fast, it can feel like we’re constantly playing catch-up. It’s like “you learn something new every day,” except it’s always about dating and it’s going to be irrelevant tomorrow. On top of that, this onslaught of change means there’s a big market for advice on how to handle it. Sometimes that advice can feel more confusing and guilt-inducing than the actual dating world itself. There are listicles and relationship therapists and any motherfucker with a podcast out there making a lot of money off telling you how wrong you are about something and how much your romantic situation is your own fault.

But dealing with all this is not as simple as just plugging your ears and going “Lalalala” any time someone talks about dating. Dating is a huge part of life! We don’t do it in a vacuum, and we want to learn from/quietly laugh at other people’s experiences while taking lessons from them and feeling glad we’re not them. Which is, I’m guessing, a big part of why you’ve picked up this book. You’ve either committed fully and already purchased it, or you are flipping through it—by the shelf of the bookstore or an airport newsstand where you’re killing time before a flight instead of inhaling a cold twenty-dollar chicken salad sandwich—and deciding whether or not to buy it. Either way, you’re the kind of person who sees a bound volume of 288 pages of dating advice and thinks, There might be something for me in here. That or you hated me in college and are like, This idiot wrote a book? and picked it up to take a picture with it and send it to a huge group chat of people who will discuss how little I banged and question why anyone would ask that guy who frequently wore three polos with all the collars popped what he thought about dating. In which case: Hi! I’d probably do the same, but joke’s on you because they paid me a lot of money for this!

No matter who you are, I want to start off by saluting you, my comrade in the dating trenches, for deciding that your friend who got married to their third-grade sweetheart but still has really loud Tinder opinions at the brunch table probably isn’t the best source of advice on how to text someone back. And yeah, I just did the thing where I kind of compared dating to war, but not because I think love is gruesome, or that texting requires boot camp training at West Point, or because I wanted you to know that I’m masculine enough to put the words boot camp and West Point in my book (twice).4 To me, the “dating is a battlefield” stuff rings true because it’s all so fucking messy and confusing (that, and it has led many good, hot people to get really bad haircuts).

And don’t worry. I’m not writing this “from the other side.” I’m not writing from the dining room table of the house home I’ve built with my soulmate and two kids in LiveLaughLove, Connecticut. I’m not writing from a working vacation on the beaches of Cannes with my beautiful girlfriend, walking funny because the thirty-carat diamond I’m about to propose with is weighing down my right pocket. I’m not even writing from the bed of a successful friends-with-benefits situation I finally figured out how not to make weird. Nope. I am writing, at this moment, in the Notes app of my phone while sitting on the toilet inside a seven-hundred-square-foot studio apartment that I rent. I’m about as far from a high horse as you can get. I’m right there with you. I’m here to make you sigh a big ol’ sigh of I’m not alone relief. I’m here to be relatable! Not in the bullshit “Oh, wow, they have the hair, skin, and bank account of my wildest dreams but sometimes they also say ‘You too’ when the Uber driver tells them to have a nice flight” way. In an “I have also worn a swimsuit as underwear to work because I’m behind on laundry and don’t totally understand what a 401(k) is” way.

I think a lot of our collective anxiety around dating stems from the feeling that we are the only people in the world who feel certain things, act in certain ways, or have certain ideas about how things should be. I’m here to reassure you that that is entirely wrong. No one is better than you. No one has this shit figured out. And, critically, no one is thinking about you and your dating life that much. And before you call me out in the book comments, that’s not supposed to be “harsh” honesty, that’s supposed to be “freeing” honesty. The lies we tell ourselves don’t always make us feel better. In a lot of cases, they make us feel worse and more alone. I hope this book can give you honesty in a way that makes you more confident. That it can free you from berating yourself for hours worrying, Maybe I messed up that text I just sent. Because you didn’t. I promise. You didn’t mess up anything.
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Okay, but who are you?

WHOA, HEY!

Hi.

WHO ARE YOU?

I asked you first.

YEAH, BUT YOU KIND OF JUST SHOWED UP IN MY BOOK AND—

I’m the Voice of Everywoman Reading Almostkinda. You can call me VERA.

HEY, VERA! THAT’S A CLEVER THING YOU DID THERE WITH THE NAME!

Thank you. I was almost named the women reading now are thinking.

SO… TWRNAT.

Yes. VERA is better.

YEAH, IT IS.

I’m here so that you can address questions or concerns or thoughts that the reader might have without having to say “And I know you might be thinking” 3,700 times over the course of the book.

THAT IS SUPER HELPFUL. I WAS CONCERNED ABOUT THAT.

I know.

BECAUSE YOU’RE ME.

Technically, yes.

BUT YOU’RE ALSO THE READER.

Yes.

OKAY. COOL. YEAH. COOL. AND YOU’RE GOING TO BE HANGING OUT ALL BOOK?

When it’s helpful. Like if you say something dumb and need an excuse to explain further.

AWESOME.

Can I ask my question now?

YES, OF COURSE.

Who are you? More specifically: Who the hell are you to be giving anyone advice?



This is a very fair question, VERA/reader! Given my less-than-impressive stats and opener, I can appreciate that I might not feel like the most comforting guide for this high-stakes journey. Imagine your mom asking, “Oh, what are you reading?!” And you’d have to say something like, “I’m learning how to date better from a forty-year-old man who wrote most of his book shirtless in a studio apartment with nothing on the walls and sheets that get washed bimonthly.”5 It’s not even a studio apartment with an alcove. Which, honestly, I’m not embarrassed about.6 Imagine an apartment shaped like a shoebox where there is a couch next to the bed and absolutely no room for a coffee table—that’s where I’m writing this book that you probably picked up in the self-help section.

If we went out, had a few drinks, and then came back to my place, I think that you’d react differently depending on your age. If you’re in your early twenties, you’d be like, “Wow! He doesn’t have a roommate? Did I just sleep with Christian Grey?” But any woman who has filed more than five years of income tax returns would probably wake up and think, “Is this where my life really is right now? I thought I’d be married with kids in the suburbs, but I just hooked up with a guy whose sheets smell like an under-dried towel. He has a photo of himself next to a portrait of Tom Brady, and they’re not even hung up? They’re just leaning against the wall like that’s the same thing. He can’t even hang up a photo? He can’t even hire a Taskrabbit to hang up the photo that he can’t hang up? And I’m expecting this to go somewhere?!”

Honestly, I’m not sure who is worse off right now: me, a guy who just realized all his socks are in the hamper so I’m going to have to go sockless in the middle of winter until I decide to do laundry, or you, the person who is taking my advice to become a better dater.

And look, I’m not trying to scare you away. I’m trying to lightly shake the romanticism out of you. I’m a normal guy, which means I can help you figure out some of the “whys” you wanted from your ex during the breakup. The answers he was never going to give, because sometimes it’s just too hard to say outright that you like someone but you’ll never marry them.7

I know this because I’ve been talking about dating for more than a decade. My podcasts have millions of listeners, and I’ve sold out shows across the country. Yes, I’m bragging. I’m not gonna serve you up some bullshit like “I’m just trying to make you feel confident in my credentials.” I’m straight up bragging because I know my shit. I’ve talked about every dating scenario under the sun.

But, yeah, asking who I am is a fair question, and so I present to you:


Jared: An Origin Story That Hopefully Also Convinces You That I’m an Okay Person to Trust for Dating Advice

I’ve always loved listening to talk radio. Some of my earliest memories are riding in the car with my dad while the voice of another man buzzed from the car speakers. Some families listen to music. My family listened to angry Boston sports fans calling in to scream at a host about how the Red Sox are blowing the season and so now they can’t eat dinner with their wives for some reason. But because I grew up with this, the hum of talk radio soothed me. Sometimes, as a kid, I wished I could take the car with me just so I didn’t have to stop listening.

Then, podcasts came along, and it was like God had answered a prayer I didn’t even know I’d prayed. Now I could keep that hum in my head while brushing my teeth and commuting to work and making my dinner.

I started doing stand-up in 2010, around the same time that podcasts were getting popular. And I realized they didn’t just make it easier for me to listen to talk radio shows, they also made it possible for me to make some of my own.

In the early 2010s, Total Frat Move was a popular Twitter account (RIP) that posted my stuff from time to time and, as an upstart comedian trying to put more of myself out there, I messaged them and asked if they were interested in meeting up. They were.

So I flew down to Austin, where they were located, and we got to talking. I apologize in advance to anyone who currently works in media reading this story because the next few sentences are probably going to hurt a lot.

Basically, I said, “I want to start a podcast with you guys,” and they said, “What’s a podcast?,” and little dollar signs popped into my eyes like a cartoon character.

I said, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll make it happen.”

And then I flew back to New York, found a studio, and we started a podcast. The end.

(I’ll give you a minute to mourn the current state of the media landscape before getting back to the story.)

The podcast itself was initially designed to basically be me and some other comics having a blast and joking about news items from the TFM website like “Two Different Frat Guys Named Blake Destroy a Rack of Beer” or “Dylan J. Rushes Fraternity, Totally Nails It.” But at the end of the first episode, I encouraged anyone with questions or comments to email the show, and then I gave out my personal email to literally everyone listening. It was… a very different time. If I did that now, I’d be instantly signed up for every subscription service in America. I would be unsubscribing from thirty-day trials until I was in my eighties.

Immediately and somewhat unbelievably, people emailed me. The first round we got twenty or thirty emails, and things just exploded from there. And once people realized that I was taking all of their questions seriously—from “What does this girl want from me?” to “How do I bone?” to “Do I really need a meat thermometer? Can’t I just poke it?”—the questions kept coming.

Gradually, and with the help of many incredible female guests who came on the show with me, my audience evolved from guys who were trying to fuck to women who were trying to figure out what the hell was going on in the minds of those guys who were trying to fuck.

Soon after that, the Betches, social media darlings who were essentially doing the female version of what I was doing, came to me with the idea to start a dating podcast that offered both the male and female perspective, pairing me with my cohost (and now dear friend) Jordana Abraham. The idea was to bring us together at one table to explore dating conversations and conflicts from multiple points of view. I loved the idea as much as I loved the thought of putting myself in front of a bigger audience, and so I said, “Absolutely, LFG.”

But before we taped the first episode, I got nervous. Really nervous. Like googling “What happens if you throw up on a microphone; does it totally break or can you like disinfect it and keep using it?” I had been talking about dating for a few years, but for the first time I got concerned that people would hate me. And I truly cannot tell you why, but I decided that the solution to these fears was to lean into them and refuse to compromise. I decided, without even really understanding what I was doing, to trust the listeners to trust me and my intentions. To believe that people did actually want to hear the truth more than they wanted to hear a guy trying to feed them what they wanted to hear.

When we taped that first episode, I was more honest than I’ve ever been. I was so honest I wasn’t even sure it was funny. I braced myself for an onslaught of anger, a comments section full of people telling me that not only was I a bad person for sharing my awful opinions but also I was a bad comedian because they didn’t even laugh one time.

But that didn’t happen at all. And the trajectory of my life changed forever!

It turns out that people really respond to real talk with a dash of empathy. Which is something I’ve tried to offer since the beginning of this whole “talking publicly about dating” thing.

And I want to be clear before you start thinking too highly of me. None of my career aspirations included thinking about anyone else’s happiness but my own. I didn’t start the life of a comedian with the intention of making the world a happier place. There was no altruism in my twentysomething heart. I wanted to build a career by making people laugh. But I realized pretty early on that having fun and making jokes falls really flat if I’m not offering my actual opinion on a given situation and if I’m not being kind while doing it. So I try to be honest but kind whenever I’m giving advice.

It’s been surprising and gratifying to see how much this philosophy and the work I do actually help people. I never would have believed how good it feels when someone tells me that I have helped them through a tough time in their dating life. Over the years, I’ve been invited to weddings as a thank-you for helping people stay calm in the beginning stages with someone new. I’ve seen pictures of the kids who came from a loving, strong relationship that someone never thought was going to happen for them. And I’ve gotten letters and emails and nice conversations at stand-up gigs from people who appreciate that I take their problems seriously enough to answer honestly. Who are grateful to have a real person on the other end of their pain. Who tell me that my approach makes their dating life feel at once more real, more manageable, and more freaking fun.

And I’d like to think that that’s the promise of my voice and of this book. I can’t guarantee that you’ll leave here with a relationship with a person. But I can guarantee you’ll leave with a better relationship with dating. And with a few laughs along the way.



And I know I just wrote a whole section called “origin story” and ended it with a guarantee, but I do still want to say that if you called me “a dating expert,” I’d cringe. Because when it comes to dating, I don’t think having experience and knowing a lot about the experiences of others qualifies you as an expert. Plus, you can’t really be an “expert” in dating because, for most people, the end goal of dating is to not have to do it anymore. Also, it’s not that my experience gives me magical answers that no one else can offer you. It’s just that I may have insights you haven’t considered because you don’t sit around thinking about dating while talking into a microphone for multiple hours a week.

I’m not completely useless, though. I am an expert in me and my own feelings. And my career as a touring stand-up comedian (come to a show! Say hi!) also makes me somewhat of an expert in communicating those feelings in a way that is relatable and funny enough to not get drinks thrown on me regularly.

I would say, however, that years of expertise have endowed me with an earth-shattering insight that, I think, makes this book worth reading: I’m not that special. I’m a pretty regular guy. Just like the guy who made you cry enough for your friend to suggest this book.8

Think of me as the adult-life version of the straight guy friend you had in high school and/or college who listens to all your dating stories and tells it like it is. (Except this is better because one of us isn’t going to make a move on the other when we’re drunk and kind of ruin the whole dynamic.) I’m going to tell you the capital-T Truth. Which means something coming from me, because I like to think I’ve put more thought into dating than most straight men.

And yeah, while we’re at it, let’s address this right now: I’m a straight dude speaking imperfectly for other straight dudes. (More on that soon.) I think dating advice goes really off the rails when people try to speak for people whose experiences they don’t share. I’m not going to do that.
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Okay, but I feel like there are already a lot of people making a lot of money telling women how we’re doing dating wrong. Aren’t you doing the same thing? Why should I listen to you?



That’s fair. I think you should listen to me because I would never tell you to listen to only me. I’m a voice, not the voice. And it might not be a voice that you’ve really heard from before. I know what league I’m playing in, here. Most dating talk by straight men is either pretty brutal or too romantic. And it’s all on the internet. I personally think that there would be no dating talk by straight men if the internet didn’t exist. The conversation would be “Did you bone?!” Followed by high fives or disappointment. That’s it.

Most straight-men stuff on the internet exists because the “creators” make money on it. And like most things on the web, the loud dummies take up a lot of the space because in order to go viral you need people to disagree in the comments. They’ll say something dumb like, “Women need to dress more like they did in olden times!” And then bark at a picture of a female politician for fifteen seconds, and you’ll be sitting there like, “How did this get on my algorithm?!”

I’m not that guy from that barking podcast.9 I don’t think most guys are that guy. (Yes, I’m optimistic. A fair warning that this book will be optimistic, too.) And, yes, much of what I’m going to say in this book will claim to come from the point of view of “most guys.” And I don’t think it’s that presumptuous… because that’s my point! We’re honestly not that hard to figure out. Really.

Here’s an example: Most guys aren’t talking to everyone about their dating pet peeves. Like, most guys aren’t going online and saying, “Hey, when the Hinge prompt is ‘The best way to ask me out is to…,’ girls who say ‘Ask me out!’ really bug me! That’s annoying! Quit it!” Even though a lot of us think that. But most guys aren’t saying that publicly because they don’t really talk about dating that much privately. They’re not talking with an extended group of friends about the trials and tribulations of the dating world on a macro level.10

Unsurprisingly, I’ve never related to an angry online alpha douche. Honestly, I’ve never really met a guy like that in real life, and I hang out with a lot of douches. Just not that type of douche. My douches are former frat bros who are married with kids. Are they happy? I think so. We do get deep, but it’s very one-on-one. It’s very tepid tea. Stuff like: “Yeah, I’m happy, but this is boring.” Or “Kids are fun. My wife is good with them.” Put it this way: Bravo would never make a show about the househusbands of the suburbs. They’d get nothing. Just lots of shrugs and someone getting excited about pizza from a place that’s a little farther away than the normal pizza place.

On the other side of the “dating advice from straight men” spectrum are the romantic straight-guy dating dudes, aka the Romanti-Bros (trademark pending). The ones who are British and good-looking in a way that you could only call “handsome” (think nineties-era Hugh Grant). They look like they’ve never lifted a weight but are somehow in incredible shape. They have a body that would be bad for cuddling but great for wearing a suit.11

Well, these guys with the shirts tucked in and the hair that’s parted down the middle say all the right things to make you believe that they’re perfect, in spite of the fact that you are a smart, rational person. They’re usually married and speak in singsongy ways about treating women right and also happen to be really good cooks. I’ve never really met those guys, either.

The Romanti-Bros sell the fantasy. They give very simplistic dating advice that feels aspirational but basically amounts to “Hey, don’t be a fucking slob.” Sure, guys should be on time, make a plan, and “dress smart” (or however they say it in lands that spell favourite with a u), but the Hugh Grants never get into the gross or uncomfortable parts of dating. They never say, “Hark, fair maiden! A man who makes a solid plan might just want his shaft blown regularly!” or “After a certain age, a date is either a ‘get drunk together’ date or a ‘go home together’ date, and you have to figure it out for yourself about forty-five minutes in.”

Useful dating advice from straight men is rare because it’s complicated! And difficult to hear most of the time. The truth is, most men (me included) want to fall in love and get married, but they’re really in no rush to head down the aisle and they (me) still want to have sex while taking that journey. Romanti-Bros stay away from the icky truth because it kind of ruins the fairy tale. They stick to the easy stuff, like “He should pay for the meals,” and “Don’t sleep with him until the third date.” But let’s be real, you’ve never dated a romantic British guy with gymless abs who tells you everything you want to hear. (And if you have, why did you even buy this book? You should write one!) More likely than not, you woke up in a pool of sweat while clutching a vibrator that you swore wasn’t in bed when you went to sleep after a very fun dream about British Meal Payer. But you’ve never met him. You’re more likely to have met guys like me.

First off, yet again, I’m sorry. I know it sucks. Like most of the men who you’re dating, I’m pretty average. I’m a five-foot-eight (five ten on dating apps) state-school grad who grew up in the suburbs and who could lose a little weight. I’m a lot like the guy you dated or dumped or who dumped you or who you made out with that one time in a bar after too many cosmos and you kind of regret it but would still go on a real date with him anyway. I’m all those guys. The center part of the bell curve. I’m not so romantic that I buy you flowers, but I’m also not so angry that I live only on the internet. But despite the fact that I’m the kind of guy who you end up dating, you’ve never really heard from “me” on the subject. The dating books that you’ve read before are either by women guessing what I’m thinking with widely varying degrees of success or by Romanti-Bros who tell you what I should be thinking if we lived in a perfect world, which, sorry, we don’t.12 Your resources have been limited! That’s really why I’m here. Like I’ve said, I’m pretty average! And I’m pretty simple. You date the average guy, and he’s pretty simple, too. And if you’re frustrated by him, I’m telling you right now he’s not going to change much. The average guy doesn’t care that much about dating. He thinks he’s doing just fine. He thinks his to-the-point answers on a dating app are awesome. (He hates pineapples on pizza and doesn’t want drama.) He thinks his pictures make him look six feet tall even though he’s only five foot seven on a good day.

He isn’t listening to a dating podcast to improve his approach to romance. He isn’t talking about things at brunch with the boys. He isn’t having a hard look in the mirror when he sees your meme about how he needs to go to therapy.13 He thinks he’s killing it. Or he knows he’s not, but it doesn’t bother him! I know this kind of sucks to hear, but I’m not here to change people. I do not have the power or the rhetorical skills.

But don’t you want advice from the type of guy you’re most likely to actually go out with?

[image: Bold text “VERA!” with a flashing siren icon above.]

Okay. You’re starting to convince me.

OH, SO YOU CAN, LIKE, BE A HYPE DEVICE, TOO?

Don’t overthink it.



Okay, okay! I really am perfectly suited to write this book. All the things I talk about in this book would be another language to someone ten years older than me. And someone younger? They aren’t old enough to have meaningfully engaged with and analyzed their past mistakes in a way that could be helpful. I am the bridge between these two types. I was born in 1985. I’ve been shouted off the landline by my mom, but I’ve also had her go through my Hinge profile.

My freshman year of college was fall 2003. Facebook was on campus by the middle of my sophomore year. So we really grew up together.

I remember when a guy in my fraternity announced, “We should all join Facebook!” It was at lunch. We were all eating at long tables discussing what each of us would taste like if people had to eat us. Normal college frat guy conversation.14

Then, this guy named Trevor walks in and says, “We should all join Facebook.” And in the way your dog looks up at you when you touch the leash as if he’s like Walk?, we all turned and tilted our heads.

Someone asked, “What is Facebook?”

And he said something along the lines of “Internet, computer, floppy disk.”

And I screamed back, “SHUT UP, NERD,” and we all moved on to the important conversation.15

Two weeks later, at the same lunch tables, a guy said he hooked up with someone, and as we were asking for more info about the girl, Trevor piped up again and said, “We can look her up on Facebook!”

And we all stared at him with that same tilted-head confusion.

Then, he said the magic words: “Women are on Facebook, and we can all see what they look like.”

Nobody said a word. One by one we excused ourselves from the lunch tables. By that afternoon, we all had accounts.

Social media had the women, so we created accounts to look at the women. Plain and simple, just like most of the explanations in this dating book will be. In case it wasn’t clear before, men aren’t that complex.

From then on, social media and dating and I kind of grew up together. I witnessed tagging and Facebook albums and spring break status updates and the ability to know that a picture a girl tagged with “Mom” and an older man named “Frank” meant that the girl was a child of divorce and it’s something we’d probably talk about on a first date and I better be prepared to look surprised and solemn and nod understandingly. And it wasn’t just that social media had turned into its own form of digital dating, though obviously it had. But by the time I graduated college, dating websites became more mainstream and less embarrassing. It wasn’t just two boomers meeting on Match.com anymore. There were college coeds and twentysomethings who actually made accounts, even if their parents were paying for it some of the time.

Then came swiping apps like Tinder. An instant red light, green light of who is open to talking to you or not. That was followed by Instagram and Snapchat and DMing and all the fun and/or infuriating stuff we use as dating tools today. I’ve been dating, in a relationship, and single right alongside the growth of social media, dating apps, and the phone becoming as vital as our right thumb.

If you’ve ever seen the blank expression of a boomer after hearing “I don’t have their number, but I have their Snapchat handle,” then you know there’s not a lot of people who fully understand this environment. I’ve been here a while and tried almost every tool, strategy, and app this dating scene has to offer. So when I give advice, I’m not guessing like your married British friend who has an Android. I’m speaking from experience. It’s something I’ve lived.

It bears saying again that I really am the guy on the other side of every dating scenario you’ve ever dealt with. And, hopefully, my insight can help everything feel a little less personal. Your decisions are not the things that drive a man away. On the other side of the date is someone with their own issues and reasons they don’t move forward, and your two-paragraph DM isn’t why a third date didn’t happen. You were never too much or not enough. And that’s something I hope this book reminds you.

[image: Bold text “VERA!” with a flashing siren icon above.]

Okay. That sounds honest but bleak. Why should I spend my money on your book instead of just taking myself out to drinks to dull the pain and anguish of life’s reality?



You know what, that sounds pretty good. Maybe you should do that instead! Text me the address and I’ll meet you there.

Look, in this book you’re always going to get honesty. About everything. From meeting in person to downloading an app. From what he’s thinking to what you have to stop thinking about.

We’re going to talk about what texts to send and what the texts you receive really mean. We’re going to talk about how to assess where you’re at in your dating life, how to push yourself to get back out there, what to actually do when you’re back out there, and how to meet everything that follows with a healthy dose of realism and confidence.

And, yeah, I’m going to get personal. I’m going to tell you about how I swipe and what goes on in my mind when I see your profile. I’m going to write about what matters to me and what doesn’t. I’m going to elaborate on why I’ve ended relationships and why I stayed in ones longer than I should’ve. This will be as much a fun recap of my dating life as it is a self-help book.

A good amount has happened between the day my mom picked up the second line and now. I’ve dated a lot of people. I’ve talked about dates with even more people. I’ve offered advice that worked and advice that sent people straight to the comments section with emoji pitchforks. But I’ve kept going. I’ve lived to tell the tales, learn from them, and share what I’ve learned.

My hope is that whether you’re in the throes of recent heartbreak, three dates in and hopeful, on a ten-first-dates losing streak, or about to meet his best friend, you’ll have a page to turn to in this book. You can dog-ear pages or get chocolate on them or whatever.16

Maybe you’re two weeks in and wondering what to say to the guy who keeps texting but never actually makes a plan. Hopefully, you’ll be able to go, “Okay, Jared has a text for that,” and you’ll go to page 163, copy and paste, send him that message, and then get his answer. It might not be the one you want, but you’ll get one, and either be scheduling a pre-date manicure or redownloading a dating app within an hour. (Timeline absolutely not guaranteed… who do you think I am?)

This book is going to cover everything, from that feeling you get when you’re too overwhelmed by your own singleness to even think about dating, to the moment you decide to get on the apps, to picking the pictures to show the world while you’re on the apps, to how to get from talking on your phone to talking on a date, to whether or not what you wear on that date matters,17 to what to text after that date, to how to decide if you want a second date, all the way to meeting friends, meeting his parents, going on trips together, and how to name that baby you have together Jared, even if it’s a girl.

We’ll also, of course, talk about breakups at all stages of the dating game and how to get yourself back out there, hopefully with the least amount of self-inflicted shame and hopelessness spirals. Because what you’re going to get more than anything are a whole lot of reasons to hope, chill, and feel okay about yourself. This book is scientifically designed by me to make you feel as not stupid as possible at every stage of the process. Because you’re not. And the sooner you get that thought out of your head, the more satisfying and fun the dating world will be.

As you read through this book, try to think of me as an enemy spy who turned on his own people. These men you’re dealing with aren’t master manipulators. They’re pretty simple. You’re going to read this and look up at the sky a lot and say, “Yeah, that makes sense!” And hopefully you’ll laugh! I mean, come on! This is all very funny. You just got dumped by a guy who said he isn’t ready for a relationship, and, somehow, you can’t believe that—even though he once used a paper towel and tape as a bandage when he cut himself making pasta that he ate from a souvenir mug. So trust me. I got you.





[image: Title card reading Part 1: Living Single, Alone, Afraid, and Horny. Below, four cartoon figures represent single, alone, afraid, and horny in expressive, humorous styles.]


Yeah. I’ll bet you had a pretty strong reaction reading this section heading. You might have done a long, audible yoga-style exhale like, Welp, he got me. Maybe you said something aloud like, “Oh, come on!” or “That’s pretty harsh, man.” Perhaps you mentally hedged a little, thinking, Okay but like anxious isn’t the same as afraid. Or read the word horny and were like Damn straight I am and closed this book, opened up an incognito tab, and took care of some things. Or maybe you got defensive and thought something hurtful like, All right, take it easy, toilet boy, which is pretty unfair because I’m off the toilet now and writing this chapter from the side of my bed that doesn’t have dirty clothes and HelloFresh junk mail on it.

But the truth is, there comes a time, often many times, in every single person’s life where they feel like they’re all four of these things and they want to be none of them. Or they want to be less of them. Less single, less alone, less afraid, less horny (or less restricted from acting on their horniness). Trying to feel less of all those things is basically phase one of the dating cycle. So we’re going to start here.

And look, none of those adjectives are four-letter words. They’re all perfectly normal states of existence just like being hungry or grieving or obsessed with a new song in a way that makes you go, “Oh my GOD, I love this!” whenever it plays, even if your friend was right in the middle of telling you about her parents late-in-life surprise divorce that is challenging her faith in love. Being any or all of these things isn’t something to be ashamed of, but it is something to be aware of.

Just like there are many different stages or types of relationships, there are also a whole lot of different ways to be single, alone, afraid, and horny. (Let’s go ahead and abbreviate that to SAAH from now on. Cool? Cool.) And being able to honestly assess your SAAH status is basically a way to figure out exactly where you are to make it easier to get where you want to go. It’s the difference between just typing Axe Throwing/Bar into Maps by itself and typing in Axe Throwing/Bar alongside “Current Location.” One is going to give you clear, actionable directions. The other is just going to show you an out-of-context, faraway dot and the surrounding Starbucks locations.

Realistically, some versions of SAAH are better headspaces for dating than others. If you’re so single that someone might feel sorry for you when you tell them about your weekend, you might need to spend a little more time with yourself before you hop back on the apps or into singles softball. If you’re so alone that you don’t have a friend to listen to your dating stories and weigh in on if showing up to a first date with a ukelele is a red flag or not,1 then you might want to prioritize more drinks with friends than drinks with (potential) fucks. Being afraid can go in two directions: tentative or hyperventilating. One requires getting over yourself; the other requires getting an appointment with a mental health professional. Horny can also go two ways: It could definitely be getting you going or it could be holding you back.2

For all of these states, you really have to be honest with yourself. That honesty doesn’t have to come with judgment or shame, and I hope it doesn’t! But if you lie about where you are to make yourself feel better at this moment, that’s only going to make getting out of that undesirable place take longer. It’s no use calling for help if the hot firefighters don’t know where to find you.


Knowing Your Type

I don’t mean your type as in “I like men with birdlike noses”; I mean your type as in the specific flavor of single, alone, afraid, and horny you are.

When you’re dating, you want to understand what kind of SAAH phase you’re in. It’s the same way that you want to check the Weather app before you head outside: to be mentally prepared and appropriately dressed. It’s like, at the end of the day, we can’t control the weather. We can be mad it’s raining, but we can’t change that the rain is coming down. If you checked your Weather app, didn’t like what you saw, and then went outside without an umbrella, complaining to everyone that your shirt was wet even though you told the rain to stop, your friends would immediately Google Maps you from “Current Location” to a place to get a brain scan.

As you go through this chapter and think about which of these versions of SAAH describe your situation, think of them like weather. They’re not things you necessarily have the power to change (unless you are Storm from X-Men, but even she could only do the weather, girl’s love life is mes-sy3), but they are realities that you have to operate within. Like dealing with the weather, dating and relationships are more about understanding and adjusting to circumstances than about controlling and/or changing them. This is not, I repeat, this is not me telling you to “calm down” and saying “stop trying to control everything” like that asshole you dated who refused to make a reservation because he didn’t “want to feel tied down.” I’m just saying that, as you get this information, rather than asking yourself, “How can I make this not true as fast as possible?” try asking, “What’s the best way to make this truth work for me?”

The other purpose of this section, if we’re being real, is to




	1 Eight times out of ten, yes.

	2 If I had a dollar for every time I said “I’ll masturbate and then I’ll get going” before falling asleep naked in bed for an hour, I would not need the income from this book.

	3 Did you know she divorced Black Panther?!
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