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For Gray and Mom and Dad. And Jolene, of course.








Important Disclaimers


	No hay was harmed in the making of this book.

	Actually, hay was harmed, but only as a result of its own bad decisions.

	Grammar was badly harmed, but only by hay (toxic men). We have left the errors intact, which was harmful to both author and editors but necessary to faithful transcription.

	All hays’ names have been changed.

	Women’s real names are used with permission and pseudonyms are used upon request.
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Introduction The Burned Haystack Origin Story (or, “Single Woman Desperately Googles Things Late at Night”)

Just before I sat down to write the introduction to this book, I scrolled through The New York Times 100 Notable Books of 2024 and compiled my “to read” collection for the holiday semester break. As I browsed titles, I sighed internally and thought, My book will never make this list because it’s only about women and dating.

And then I sucked a big gulp of oxygen and thought, Oh, internalized misogyny. (We’ll talk more about this later; we’ll specifically talk about how detrimental it is in the dating arena.)

To be fair, the Times had at that point already featured Burned Haystack in “The Sunday Read” episode of The Daily podcast and dedicated a full eleven paragraphs to it in the print and online editions of the yearly “Modern Love” issue of The New York Times Magazine, and that happened before a book deal was even in the works. The dating method had also been covered in Newsweek, Business Insider, Rolling Stone, HuffPost, The Independent, The Wall Street Journal, and a whole bunch of other places.

So why was I assuming failure, that this book wouldn’t be taken seriously? I’m sure it’s because of the massive amount of sociocultural messaging that tells us “women’s issues”—particularly women’s issues related to romantic relationships—are fluffy, inconsequential things unworthy of serious public consideration, the stuff of old-school women’s magazines and current-day Instagram influencer feeds. Here’s why this messaging is bullshit.

Every single element of society is predicated upon the conditions of women’s romantic relationships. Romantic partnership is the initiating point of every couple, family, community, and government from the level of village to nation; this also means that every institution (educational, industrial, spiritual, medical, and financial) is also at some embryonic point derived from a woman’s relationship. Romantic pairing is the foundational element of human life. This is partly straight-up evolution; the conditions in which humans are conceived and reared dictates their future viability or inadequacy as citizens, workers, leaders, teachers, parents, and friends. But we can even take that part out of it: successful long-term partnership outside the context of procreation is related to positive economic outcomes and better physical and mental health; loneliness and/or unhealthy partnership can result in poverty, poor health, abuse, violence, and death.

Viewed through this lens, it becomes more difficult to discount the quest for love as something trifling or “extra.” Viewed through this lens, it seems clear that everyone should be invested in finding healthier, safer, and more effective ways to broker human partnership. That is exactly what Burned Haystack is designed to do, and I’m so glad you’re holding this book, whether you’re interested in trying it or just learning more about it for whatever reason. There’s a lot about Burned Haystack online now, in platforms I have contributed to (Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, Substack) and in reputable publications featuring interviews and verified journalistic coverage of the method. There are also a lot of podcasts, interviews, and Reddit forums, not to mention “men’s rights” groups, that are getting Burned Haystack extremely wrong, intentionally or unintentionally.

This book is now the official document. It contains the origin stories, the academic background and methodologies (presented in layperson’s terms), the evolution of the revolution, the success stories, and all the tools you need to successfully employ the method. It’s a handbook, but it’s also a manifesto for a different way to approach not only the world of dating, but the world in general. I hope it will function as a manual and reference book, but also as a trusted place to go for reassurance, inspiration, and comfort, not to mention a lot of humor. Thank you for picking it up.

I want to start by sharing my Burned Haystack origin story.


My Story

When I first got on the dating apps, several years postdivorce and well into middle age, I was horrified. Night after night I grew more demoralized, flipping through my “matches” and seeing all the clichéd nonsense I hadn’t really believed was real prior to experiencing it myself: fish pics and leering bathroom mirror selfies and married men who wanted to “ethically explore.” Was this really all there was? I wanted to have an actual partner, not just to be someone’s “partner in crime” from the back seat of his Harley so we could “keep it casual and see what happens.”

Still, though: there had to be a few out there, right? There had to be a few decent, desirable, monogamous men who wanted the same things I did, and who wanted them with a woman in their own age group. I was convinced I was missing something about how to make these apps work in my favor. None of the advice I read online made any difference in helping me find decent dates, let alone a suitable partner. The few dates I did go on ranged from boring to annoying to bizarre. One guy showed up for our coffee date wearing swim trunks and a stained tank-style undershirt—the kind those of us who grew up in the ’80s horrifyingly called a “wifebeater”—snugly tucked into the waistband of the trunks. I forced myself to stay for forty minutes, the entirety of which was spent listening to musings about his son’s heroin addiction. Another man lectured me for ninety minutes straight about the merits of his pet corn snake and the band Tool.

I’d set up dating apps and then rage-quit them more times than I could remember, and the more women I talked to the more I realized how common this experience is. I called it the “dating app cycle of doom,” and this is what it looks like: You decide you’re going to give the dating apps a try, so you download a couple of them, and you spend a ton of time setting up a killer profile with thoughtfully curated photos and insightful bio text and engaging responses to prompts. And then maybe a week or a month or six months down the road, you feel so frustrated and demoralized and depressed that you shut down all your apps, swear off the mission forever, and decide you’d rather die alone. And then three months later you do it all over again. I decided there had to be a way out of this horrible vortex; there had to be a way to online date and live an enjoyable life simultaneously, regardless of what was happening on the apps.

Late one night a few weeks into one of my doom cycles, bleary-eyed from scrolling and swiping, I asked Google, “How do you find a needle in a haystack?” I was really just fooling around, but when I saw the answer, I got chills. The answer—the way you find an actual needle in an actual haystack—is to burn the haystack to the ground. What you’ll be left with are the needles, because metal doesn’t burn.

I knew immediately that this had to be the key. All this picking through pieces of hay to find one needle was too tedious and time-consuming. I understood that some people use Tinder almost like a sport or as a kind of video game, that they weren’t always using it to find “the one,” but I wasn’t interested in that kind of sport or game; I wanted a real partner, and I didn’t want to waste a lot of time looking for him. I decided that I needed to burn the whole haystack to the ground so that I could snap up a needle and be on my way.

I went back to the apps and started applying a few simple rules—and it changed everything. I got so strict about what and whom I was willing to engage with that nearly 100 percent of my effort was spent on men whose values and goals aligned with mine. It felt like I’d stumbled upon a cheat code or a magic spell: Had these stable and decent men been hiding in the apps all along? I was suddenly chatting with articulate men who were capable of interacting within the realm of conversational norms (if you’re a woman who’s spent any time on a dating app, you already know how rare this is); these newly unearthed men would ask me questions, and then discussion based upon my responses to those questions would ensue. I would ask them questions, and their responses were interesting and funny and refreshing. It was normal. It was a miracle.

Out of several promising options, I began seeing someone who turned out to be a needle, and we stayed together for a little over two years. It ultimately didn’t work out, but he’s still a friend, and I wouldn’t trade the experience; he’s still a clear “needle,” just not mine.

But I still wanted a partner. When it felt like time for me to try again, I decided I was going to formalize my haystack-burning method and share it with others.

I’m a university professor, and I’d been joking with my students for years that someday I was going to start some kind of feminist revolution. This suddenly felt like “it”—my own (decidedly less lofty) version of the mantra to “Be the change you want to see in the world.” Plus, my academic credentials had prepared me well for this project. I have a PhD in rhetoric and discourse studies with specialization in applied rhetoric and primary metaphor analysis (in other words, I could see through their bullshit). I had the metaphor now: the burning haystack. I just had to figure out how to translate the discipline of applied rhetoric into something everyone could understand and use. Applied rhetoric sounds like a fancy academic term, but it just refers to the fact that an academic knowledge of rhetoric, which is the study of language and persuasion, can be applied to everyday life. That’s what I needed to teach people, and I needed to teach them exactly how.

It wasn’t very hard. People have far more rhetorical skills and intuition than they give themselves credit for. When I teach undergraduate courses in rhetoric, I frequently begin by asking my students to tell me what they know about applied rhetoric and rhetorical analysis, and initially they stare silently like cattle. Then I ask if anyone is willing to share a text conversation in which they’re arguing with someone (this generation was raised in the era of emotional sharing; someone is always willing). We never get past the first few exchanges before someone interjects “Wait, what did he mean by that?!” or “That’s gaslighting!” and then I calmly say, “Okay, great. You’re all already practicing a form of applied rhetoric. You’re taking your innate and experiential knowledge and using it to analyze someone’s words. That’s what this whole class is going to be about.”

I decided that I could “teach” this method online in the public sphere of social media by applying the same methods I use to teach my students at the university. Moreover, I have been personally and professionally committed to public scholarship and public intellectualism—purposely bringing the work of the academy beyond the academy’s walls—for many years now; here was an opportunity to put my money where my mouth was.

And because I’m an academic who’d been a single parent for a decade by that time, I had no extra money to throw at this endeavor. I had no following and knew nothing about marketing or social media when I started Burned Haystack, nor did I have the financial resources to hire help or to promote posts. I knew that the only way I could circulate this idea was if I could offer content people found helpful and worthwhile enough that they started sharing it on their own. I decided to just see what would happen, and began by creating a Facebook group called the Burned Haystack Dating Method.

I embarked upon my mission with two foundational inspirations, one idealistic and one selfish. The idealistic reason, the public scholarship component, meant that the work must be accessible—intellectually, logistically, and financially—to everyone. In order to be intellectually accessible, it would have to be presented in ways that anyone could understand without any prior academic background in the relevant methodologies. To be logistically accessible, I had to place it where people already are and where it’s quick and easy to take in new information, so social media was the obvious answer. And finally, for my work to be financially accessible it had to be free—totally free. There could be none of the bait-and-switch tactics used by so many self-proclaimed “dating coaches” who lure people in by offering a tidbit of clever advice and the promise of unlocking the real secrets if you just buy the PDF/pay the subscription/sign up for a few consultations/join the exclusive community, and so on. (I’m not saying no one could ever benefit from such things; I’m just saying that’s not how I wanted to do it.)

The selfish reason I embarked on this mission was that I decided there was no way I could tolerate the epic disaster that is dating apps unless I justified it by turning it into an academic project. If I could make this thing do double duty—find me a partner and feed my scholarly interests—then maybe it would feel worth it. I even built a class around it (The Rhetoric of Dating and Intimacy), and teaching it has been one of the most rewarding experiences of my career.

At the beginning, I didn’t think much beyond those two reasons; I just dove in. What happened next is where the story really begins.









1 So Many Badass Women The Feminist Dating Revolution Begins . . .

To fully understand the ethos of Burned Haystack, you need to understand something about the women who built the community around the method. In the beginning—the very beginning—I can’t honestly claim to have envisioned anything resembling what’s happened. Intellectually, I was interested in the rhetorical possibilities of using critical discourse analysis (CDA), my academic specialty, to game the dating apps and find myself a partner. Sharing it with other women would help me justify the amount of time it was going to take to flesh out the method, recruit others to test and refine its rules, and see if it would work beyond me. I thought maybe I’d gather enough data to get a publication or two out of it, and that appealed as well, since part of my job is to produce scholarship. I was a complete novice at creating social media content, but like all single working moms, I am a professional multitasker.

Because I’m a middle-aged Midwestern woman, I decided I would use Facebook; that’s what we do. I told a couple of colleagues that I was starting a social media project by building a private, women-only Facebook group, and they looked at me sideways, as if to indicate “I’m not sure you really know how social media works in 2023,” which was 100 percent true. And I’m glad I didn’t know, because in retrospect, building a private and safe space for women without the presence of men turned out to be exactly what we all needed.

Here’s the truth I’ve learned. If you provide something actually useful to women, you don’t have to know anything about marketing or advertising or finances or social media, because of this one crucial fact: Women help other women. It’s something we’re wired to do. So what happened was that, yes, the Facebook group was private, and no, I had no resources to promote it, but in the end none of that mattered because women began sharing it on their own. It went viral in the most authentic way possible. It went viral because women are generous and insightful and community-oriented and experts at drawing people together. It’s why we’re the matriarchs of families and the organizers of office birthday parties and the leaders of Girl Scout groups (and also because someone has to do these things, and one thing men are supercompetent at is weaponized incompetence, but we’ll get to that later).

There have been many surprises since the inception of Burned Haystack, and one was that the method is apparently ageless. Initially, I focused only on the dating scene for women over forty, as this was my personal reality and my primary concern. It had also occurred to me that even though people are finally realizing that older women are on the rise everywhere from corporate America to Hollywood, nobody had recruited us yet to work on the disaster that is the dating apps. Gen X women were made for this disaster. We’re a generation characterized by resourcefulness, self-sufficiency, and creativity. We’re tech savvy but not tech dependent, which means that we’re perfectly capable of navigating the apps but generationally less likely to scroll ourselves into spirals of depression. We bring a stick-to-itiveness honed by spending our latchkey years figuring out how to do things without the benefit of YouTube. We’ve also, at our age, developed incredibly sharp bullshit detectors and are in possession of a hormonal balance that renders us unwilling to suffer fools and unable to feel too bad about it. All these attributes align perfectly with the process of burning dating app haystacks.

I started the Facebook group with a small number of friends and colleagues and a handful of women who came over from an online women’s writers group I shared it with.

Initially, the membership was predominantly middle-aged women, and over the first four months it grew to about six hundred. This struck me as a lot. Being in the group was fun and entertaining. We’d all get in there and share dating horror stories, snippets from serial-killeresque profiles, and wacky solutions to thorny dating problems. One woman shared that she always suggested Indian food for Date #1 even though she didn’t really care for Indian food. Why? “Because toxic American men hate Indian food. Or they think they do, but either way, it gets them to reveal themselves fast; it weeds them out.” I realized women have had their own little ways of burning the haystack all along, and together we could refine the rules, crowdsource, troubleshoot, and support each other along the way.

We collectively experimented with various ways of burning the haystack, making tweaks here and there to account for the mechanisms of different apps. For example, we decided to interact only with individual messages that are well written, reference our profiles, and do something to extend the conversation—no more entertaining “hey gorgeous” messages or men whose profiles contain only their cell phone numbers because they’re not actually paying to use the app.

We refused to be pen pals—texting endlessly with no endgame (e.g., a concrete plan to meet in real life)—and we refused to fight with men or to waste any of our time and energy putting them in their place, even if they deserved it; we just blocked them. If a conversation was decent but not moving toward meeting in real life within a week or two, we blocked without further interaction. (We’ll go over all the rules and how to apply them in chapter 4.)

Employing these tricks and others began paying off: the women in the group (me included) were suddenly meeting men who were respectful and relationship minded, and we were actually going out on good dates.

And if something wasn’t working—if someone was following all the rules and not experiencing success—the group members would join in to investigate. Was there confusion about how algorithms work? The data scientists in the group would weigh in. Was dating tanking our mental health? Let’s consult with the psychologists. When there were questions about legal or ethical matters, the attorneys could speak from their respective areas of expertise.

Rule 4, Block to burn, quickly caught fire and has now become somewhat synonymous with Burned Haystack in social media circles. It refers to the fact that at the point you realize you’re not interested in someone, you should block him immediately, even if he’s not behaving badly. If you just swipe left or pick the X, the app will recycle that guy to you again, which not only wastes your time but could preclude the app from sending you a different profile who might be a better fit. If you block, the app has no choice but to show you new matches. I termed it “block to burn” because I’m an English professor and appreciate alliteration and because I thought it was snappy and memorable (and in keeping with the haystack metaphor, of course, because I would never mix metaphors!!!). I had no idea that my little phrase was about to become famous.

The women in the Facebook group initially signified it “B/b,” and then that morphed into “B2B,” and now it’s become part of the vernacular in dating app discourses in general and can be found all over social media. A lot of people refer to Burned Haystack as the “block-to-burn” method, which is totally fine with me.

And then things just kind of . . . bloomed. Fast. The thirty-five- to fifty-five-year-old cohort of heterosexual, monogamous women remains the significant portion of the method’s followers, but every week the categorical lines are dissolving. The method now spans generational and other divisions. The first official “Burned Haystack Couple” was two women. Group members started sharing the method in other Facebook groups, and with their daughters and sisters and mothers and coworkers and friends, on TikTok and Instagram and beyond. The Reddit forums materialized.

I started a new position as associate dean at my university at the end of August 2023, on the same day that a HuffPost article I wrote about Burned Haystack was published. By that evening, people were joining the Facebook group faster than I could click “admit” (literally—for several hours that day I simply sat in front of my laptop and clicked “admit” until my eyes blurred, at which point I surrendered and just hit “admit all,” knowing I’d have to go back later and root out all the men, which I did). After that mini explosion in followers, it began to spike and swell in less predictable patterns.

The community would pay off in unexpected ways. For example, during the initial expansion, I was vacillating between being delighted and totally overwhelmed and freaked out (because in addition to the increased workload of moderating social media, I was getting calls for interviews and podcasts and angry emails from men on Instagram). In the middle of the madness I received a message from a woman on Facebook whose name I didn’t recognize. She said, “Listen, you need to trademark this thing, like, yesterday. I’m an attorney, and if you want, I can call you on my commute home and talk you through the registration process.” She included a link to the New York City law firm she worked for, and I verified her identity. She called me on her way home from work that Friday night and explained the entire application process on the .gov site. For free. I also got messages from graphic designers, translators, therapists, and other academics, all offering their services for free. I took some of them up on it. Nobody shows up for single women like other single women; we are a sisterhood.

That support and camaraderie is exemplified in online exchanges like this one on Facebook, in which Commenter #1 says, “Jesus, this is the best fucking thing on Facebook,” and Commenter #2 says, “Isn’t it? I’m running out of popcorn. And am learning things!” In a less lighthearted example, an IG follower commented, “Someone’s gotta say it: You’re literally saving women’s lives.” I was wholly unprepared for this kind of feedback, but as it continued to roll in, I became more and more invested in the project myself. It’s fair to say I became obsessed. So obsessed, in fact, that in a truly ironic move, I decided to remove myself from the dating apps and from the dating pool entirely. I became the proverbial “cobbler whose children have no shoes.” Shortly after the membership began to expand rapidly, I posted this message to the group:


So . . . (this post is overdue), people frequently ask me, “What about you? Have YOU met anyone?” Totally legit question, I’d want to know that too. [Sidenote: My parents ask this frequently.] I did meet my last partner using Burned Haystack dating method—that’s what inspired this whole thing. We didn’t end up staying together but remain good friends. I also met LOTS of datable men in that go-round prior to meeting my former partner; everything changed for me when I began using Burned Haystack principles.

I started this project in late February 2023, published a few articles about it, and started this group, which stabilized around a thousand members for several months.

The HuffPost article that brought many of you here came out on August 29, and I shut my own dating apps down on August 30 or September 1, as this group’s membership began to explode (yay!) and as it became apparent that something was going to have to give. I couldn’t do my job, manage this group, teach my classes, and continue to write and publish if I were also dating and managing a dating app, and yes, I did decide to sacrifice my own love life for the sake of academic research, but don’t feel bad for me because to be completely transparent I love rhetoric more than I love men.

I will get back out there someday, my friends, and I apologize for my hypocrisy in conducting this project while not dating, but I promise promise promise I’ve tested it, I’ve got skin in this game, and I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t believe in it 100 percent.



Because of the feminist and women-supporting-women tone of the movement, Burned Haystack social media comments tend to be encouraging and supportive and empathetic. One woman remarks, “I’m one of the featured success stories and want to encourage everyone not to lose hope. The method works! Don’t lose hope, use the tools Jennie offers. Your needle may be out there, and if you don’t meet them sooner rather than later, you’ll still feel more confident and have better results overall while you search for the right person for you.” Another shares that “in a few days since joining and starting using your method, my matches on the app improved so much, I cannot believe it!! This method works, ladies.”

We all celebrated (and laughed) when an IG follower posted this: “I overheard two guys (I would put them in their late twenties) talking about Burned Haystack on the crosstown bus today! I live in NYC. One of them said . . . and I quote . . . ‘If this is how women are screening us on apps now, getting laid just got harder.’”

Humor has been an important component of Burned Haystack from the beginning. For one thing, a sense of humor, a very dark one at times, feels absolutely necessary to surviving dating in the current climate. Additionally, and specific to me: I am unable to contain or corral my own snark, so I figured that embracing my gallows humor from the get-go could entertain my audience.

I’ve definitely received my fair share of hate mail two years into this project, mostly from conservative men (though some from conservative women as well), but the overarching response has been one of camaraderie and gratitude, not just to me but to other members of the community. A group member who found her needle comments, “Thank you, Jennie, for your gift of tireless labor. Your method was the key to my finding love. Thank you to the community members who support each other on this wild ride. It’s been a lifesaver to feel that I’m not alone.” In all the notes people share with me there’s a tone of collective relief, of finally understanding that our individual experiences have not been isolated incidents, have not been personal failures. A commenter on Instagram says, “Honestly, out of all the dating podcasts and all the information out there around dating, this is the advice, data, and information that actually WORKS.” Another says, “You are the only one who tells the truth and doesn’t blame women.” Women-blaming is an enormous problem in the public discourse surrounding contemporary dating. Women are constantly accused of “having a scarcity mindset” and “taking ourselves too seriously” and “being too demanding” and a whole bunch of other misogynistic myths that we will dismantle in this book.

* * *

When I talk about women showing up for other women, I don’t mean only emotionally. When my university had a one-day fundraising drive in 2024, I put up a brief post in the Facebook group explaining what it was and linking to the donation site, emphasizing that I was only posting it since so many group members had expressed willingness to financially support this work, that there was zero expectation, and that I only wanted people who were in a comfortable position to donate to do so.

I didn’t think too much about it and went downstairs to the gym in my apartment building for a quick workout. When I came upstairs twenty-five minutes later, my phone had exploded. The first message was from my dean, and it said, “Jennie . . . You created something really extraordinary with Burned Haystack. Look at this.” It contained a link to a spreadsheet that made no sense to me because I am a moron about data. The next message, from another administrator, said, “Are you watching these metrics?” I’ve never watched metrics a day in my life, and I had no idea that “watching metrics” was even something that could be done in conjunction with the fundraising drive. The next message was from our dean’s assistant, and it said, “Damn, lady. Your people are BLOWING UP our donation page. So amazing to see and read.” Eventually, I was made to understand that the university tracks the origin of every donation and even gives people an option to leave little notes with those donations (duh). Later that day, the dean texted me again and said, “You need to write the book.”

So here I am, writing the book. My boss told me to.

I can’t separate Burned Haystack or this book from my day job anyway. The signature line in my email says, “Professor of English, Rhetoric, and Women/Gender Studies and Associate Dean of the College of Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences,” but my core identity is simply “teacher,” and I don’t mean that in any kind of reductive way. I was raised by two educators, and I believe teachers are the heroes of the world. I mean it in the way that being a teacher is the lens through which I approach most things in life, and that “teaching” is at the core of who I am. It’s also my number one excuse for being so bossy.

The first time I made an Instagram reel about Burned Haystack, I panicked and told a friend, “I have no business doing this. I don’t know how to film this thing or how to be this person who thinks she gets to talk to the World.” He said, “Just be yourself. Be the teacher.” That I understood, and it gave me a framework for how I wanted to share academic methodology and applications in the social media sphere.

A crucially important parallel between classroom teaching and developing the Burned Haystack community online relates to the intragroup dynamics. When I teach a course, I pay close attention to my students’ interactions with me—how they communicate or not, how they do or do not listen, whether they seem engaged in ways that transcend what they must do to achieve a good grade. And I pay even more attention to how students interact with one another than how they interact with me. I believe that, as the professor, it is my responsibility to model a tone of kindness, acceptance, interdependence, and mutual support, and when I see students extending those qualities toward each other I feel the classroom is vibing in a way that will support true learning and growth. In that vein, and because this chapter is dedicated to the development of the community, I want to share some comments from Burned Haystack social media platforms that exemplify the ways in which community members support each other:


I love everything about this group. There’s not a single comment I’ve read since I’ve been in the group that hasn’t made me either nod in agreement, look something up, think, reconsider, or redirect my actions. This group is such a positive force in my single journey. I count myself fortunate to learn from all your stories, posts, and wisdom. Thank you to everyone here who shares.

Thank you ladies! I posted a question and am so grateful for all your comments! Where have you all been my whole life! Canceled the date . . . feeling empowered by being true to myself and not ego. This group is fully upping our EQ and IQ. #girlpower!

I am so content with all of your company. I am finding out how to love myself better than ever before.

As Audre Lorde so humbly reminds us, there is no such thing as one-way liberation. As for the feminist perspective and how that evolved in the Burned Haystack method, I see it as a beautiful development of wisdom dispensed as guidelines. Like bumper rails for bowling. Sometimes we need a solid, alternative structure to the patriarchy we so deeply inhale and hold up as a society. Sisterhood is the antidote.



I agree that sisterhood is the antidote. And for those of us in the Burned Haystack community, it hasn’t just been the antidote to the woes of online dating. It’s been the antidote to loneliness and isolation and self-doubt and internalized misogyny that even snuck up on me as I began to write this book. It’s the antidote to being gaslighted by the dating apps, by men, by ourselves. It’s the antidote to being driven to madness by the very, very real challenges of trying to date in the digital era. Which brings me to a couple of important messages I want to share with you at the outset of this book.

It’s not you; you are not the problem. If you’re anything like me, you may be thinking it’s you. You may be concerned that you’re the problem, that you “don’t get it,” that you’re doing something wrong, that you’re too sensitive or too demanding or too old-fashioned or too liberal or too feminist or too independent or too . . . whatever. I don’t even have to know you to assure you that you are not the problem; I know what the problems are, and they’re not you.

The things you want—a life partner, a best friend, someone who shows you kindness and respect and honesty—these are not unreasonable things. They’re also not impossible to find. Throughout this book you’re going to read a lot of success stories about women who’ve used this method to find their needle in the haystack. I’m writing this book to help you do the same.


Before We Really Dive into Things, Some Important Notes

Burned Haystack was created to help women find long-term, monogamous partners, and all its tactics and tools are aimed toward that goal. This is not because I believe long-term monogamy is the best or only relationship structure, and it’s definitely not because I find it to be morally superior or “right”; it’s because it’s the hardest structure to find right now, and therefore the most in need of a feminist correction and of a rules-governed, academic method.

The method seeks to combat problems that are rooted in toxic masculinity and that are most frequently experienced by hetero women dating hetero men, so the language I use throughout the book reflects that. However, I do believe the rules and values of the method are useful and applicable to anyone and everyone of any gender and orientation.


And finally: This book makes no promises that following Burned Haystack will result in finding true love. No method can make that promise. What it can promise, though—and this is now substantiated by hundreds of thousands of women—is a more peaceful and empowered life.









Success Story!

Throughout the book, I’ll share Burned Haystack success stories about women who used the method to find their needles. But what follows here is a different kind of success story, one that speaks to the larger mission, and that’s why I want to start with this one. I’m thrilled anytime anyone uses this method to go on a single fun date, make a new friend, or find their lifelong partner. But I also believe that the work this community is doing transcends any individual success.

I want Burned Haystack to change the culture of dating in a way that’s protective and empowering of women; that’s the ultimate goal. I believe we reach that goal by introducing people to the ideals of feminism and gender equity, by equipping them with a mindset of deep strength and inner self-respect, and by explicitly teaching a set of rules and tools that can facilitate a healthier date/life balance. Here’s what I mean by that: I want you to actively date and nurture the rest of your life; to actively date and cultivate positive mental health; to actively date and be happy in a way that’s independent of how the dating is going.

Burned Haystack doesn’t aim to simply decenter men; it aims to decenter the whole idea that partnership is a requirement of happiness and security; it aims to decenter the notion of looking for love as some kind of all-consuming “quest” and instead frames it as a set of attitudes, behaviors, and guidelines for living so that you can work toward the dream of love while moving the search quietly out of your way. You might not put it on the furthest of the back burners, but you can definitely set it over to the side and turn it down to simmer so that you can focus on other things.

In some ways, women of younger generations know and do this more intuitively than those of us who are a bit older. They have been raised in a world in which they have greater access to higher education and high-paying careers than women of previous generations, so they have not been as programmed to see partnership or marriage as a necessary component of life success and security; they have had the benefit of growing up immersed in discourses of “boundary protection” and “self-care” and “#MeToo.” Many young women do quite naturally what my generation has had to teach itself to do—yet they do this while watching and learning from us as well.

The following success story was emailed to me by a Burned Haystack community member, and it beautifully blends this two-way channel of learning in a way that speaks to the best aspects of the Burned Haystack movement: women sharing with, emulating, and holding up other women.


So I wanted to send this to you. It isn’t a happy ending story for me personally, but it kind of is.

I’ve been single for quite a while, gave up bothering with dating really. I just didn’t feel like the juice was worth the squeeze anymore. I have an amazing career, my own home, a grown son who is happily married, and a daughter in college.

My daughter is my Burned Haystack success story. She dated a boy off and on in high school and early college. He was nice. Our families were friendly. But she found him to be disrespectful. He was following sexually explicit stuff on IG and she caught him playing around on dating apps—which he tried to explain away.

She told him, “My mom left her partner for treating her badly—I’m not afraid of being alone.”

I didn’t even know she paid attention.

She has high demands of any potential date. She met a boy in college who has consistently met and overshoots the bar. She is unwavering in her expectations. So much that it would be scary for me to have been that bold and confident.

I don’t know if this boy will be “the one,“ but I am in awe of how she has set her boundaries and expectations so firmly and refuses to back down and has found someone who is so happy to be all the things she demands.

I wish I had her strength and confidence when I was her age, but I am so happy she has it now. She is living Burned Haystack and she doesn’t even know it!
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