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Introduction

Dating and relationships can be daunting to approach. They are full of snares and pitfalls. Very often, we move through multiple relationships before we find the formula to help make a relationship work. The key component, which we will return to several times in this guide, is communication. It is a vital ingredient to any successful relationship. 

In this guide, we will look at five important aspects of dating with a frank, common sense approach. These are not all of the pitfalls that you may find in a relationship, but they will help you navigate most, helping you move from meeting to dating, and beyond. 

• The Approach – How do you go from seeing someone to dating someone?
• Intentions and the “Friend Zone” – How do we keep from being locked into “just being friends?” 

• Friends and Reputations – Most people end up with some kind of reputation among their friends, whether deserved or not. How do you handle that when you are serious about the person you are dating?

• Communication and Going from Dating to a Relationship 
– What are the stages of a relationship, and what gets you from one to the next without floundering and falling?

• Sex – Making It Safe, Enjoyable. Moving from “Just Sex” to Intimacy – How do you talk about safe sex and how do you keep safe sex consistent? What happens when you’re already having sex before you move to the Intimacy Stage of a relationship?

Throughout this guide, we are also going to meet Lolita, a young woman who is in her mid-twenties and exploring a dating world she thought she had managed to leave. We will follow her through her different encounters an relationships as she learns for herself what it takes to not only make a connection, but make that connection last. 

The Approach 

Before you ever begin the first date, you have to approach the person you are interested in. The Approach is an art form. It is more than just saying hello and striking up a conversation. It is the first impression that you will make on a person and your first chance to measure up a potential partner for interest and compatibility.

The first thing to understand about the Approach is it will not work every time. Anyone who tells you otherwise is lying to you or himself. Accept that sometimes the man or woman you are interested in simply will not be interested in you, no matter how attractive, charming, polite, or conversational you are. Then, don’t worry about it. If you can, learn from the encounter and if necessary, change your approach next time. 

Approach of the Sexes 

While men make most approaches, they do not always have to be the instigator. While it is true those women are turned on by a man’s desire for her, the simple truth is, sometimes men like it when a woman shows interest and initiative. This is especially true of men who do not go in for roles that are more “traditional” and prefer equalized relationships. 

What does this mean for the women? If you see a man and you’re interested in him, don’t be afraid to go up, say hello, and strike up a conversation. Even if you prefer a man to ask you out, taking the initiative and showing interest will open up the door for him to do so. This is especially beneficial in settings where a man may not be sure about approaching you. For example, if you are out with a mixed gender group of friends, if you have already spurned failed approaches of other men, or if he has already received a rejection or two for his approach, approaching him could be just the ice breaker both of you need. 

How to Make the ApproachGUIDE OF DATING MADE EASY 

Whether you are a man or a woman, a few basic rules for the Approach apply. Some variations may be necessary, but those depend as much on your personality as your gender. Besides, if you’re a woman approaching other women, or a man approaching other men, then those “gender based approaches” may become skewed and not work so well. So instead of focusing on typical ideas of how men and women approach each other, let’s look at successful ways anyone can approach another person.

Size Up the Opportunity 

Before you can approach anyone, man or woman, you first have to know that someone is approachable. This means being aware of your surroundings and knowing what subtle clues to look for that indicate someone may be interested in speaking to you. You will know this by a person’s surroundings and body language. 

Is the person currently engaged in conversation with someone else? Interrupting a conversation is a cue that you are disrespectful and disinterested in the other person’s interests. If you want to approach someone, wait until the conversation concludes. 

Have you made eye contact? Eye contact is a good way to gauge interest from afar. You want a good five seconds of eye contact. If you make eye contact and the other person does not immediately try to break it, then you have a good indication that approaching is okay. However, you still want to balance this with the person’s surroundings and body language.

Is the person displaying “open” or “positive” body language? Consider the body language the person displays. Open body language will include acts and postures such as arms open (that is not crossed), legs open (not crossed in the case of a woman, or spread slightly in the case of a man), looking around in a slow, casual manner unafraid of eye contact, and sitting in a relaxed posture such as leaning comfortably. 
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Once you determine that you can approach the other person, seize the moment. You have ensured the person is not in the middle of a conversation. You have made eye contact, and you see that he or she is displaying open posture. At this point, go up to them. Display open posture as well – that isdon’t fold your arms, keep your head up, and allow your eyes to easily make contact.

When you make your approach, open with conversation. A simple “hello” gets you started, but you should have something else to say as well. Think about your surroundings and the person you’re talking to. If you’re at a bar, you can comment on the music, a live performance, or even ask what drink they recommend from the bar if you see they are drinking. Paying a compliment to something real, detailed, and non-sexual is good as well, especially when approaching women. Compliment earrings or if she is wearing a shirt with a clever saying or a favorite band or television character, remark or ask questions about it. 

This style of approach does two things. It,
• shows you are genuine

• helps to build trust and a rapport by opening normal conversation 

As you talk, study non-verbal cues to ensure that you and the person are engaged in the same conversation. Does posture remain open? Is he or she willing to make additional eye contact? Does the person move closer to you, by either shifting position or leaning? Listen for verbal cues as well. Does the person ask follow up questions or introduce new lines of conversation? All of these are signs that the person you approached wants to keep talking to you. 

Close 

Just like in business, a good close is important to seal the approach. You do not have to invite the person home with you that night, unless both of you are looking only for a one-night stand. If either of you are hoping for more, establish future communication. You can offer to exchange phone numbers or email addresses. If you have received cues that the person may not be ready to exchange that kind of information, Twitter handles are a good first step, since you can easily send messages back and forth. 

How you ask for this information will vary. If he or she gives an indication that active communication with you is good, then simply asking for it works perfectly. You can offer and either/or scenario. “Can I have your phone number or even your Twitter handle?” This offers either a direct way to contact, or a way that he or she has to easily cut contact, making the close open and unthreatening. If you are not certain how he or she will feel about exchanging information for the sake of exchanging it (or you are not comfortable asking directly), bring the conversation around to something that both of you share an interest in, but you have particular knowledge about. For example, have you been discussing music? Know and appreciate at least one obscure band and offer to email or Tweet a link to some music. 

The Approach is the most important part of meeting someone and making a connection because it is your first impression to make and take with you. Once you have your Approach down and have a way to make contact again, you will be focused on other things, but nothing begins until you succeed here.

I Left Chad, Now What?
Chapter One

I left him. 

I could not believe that I actually left Chad. We had dated since high school. We went to the same college together. We were going to get married. That was the plan from the moment that he asked me to go steady outside of the gymnasium at school. I even knew what house we were going to buy. It did not matter that a family was already living there. I knew that the family would need to move for some reason and that Chad and I would buy the house. 

If everything was perfect and I just knew that we were going to be together forever, why did I leave him? 

When I was sixteen, I would never have imagined doing that. Chad was not perfect. He was easily jealous and sometimes a little overprotective. He was also incredibly cute and he had his sweet moments. I knew that he would grow out of the jealousy and overprotectiveness, especially once we went to college.

He didn’t, but I still found ways to look past it and excuse it. I did not understand why he needed to keep such a jealous hold of me, but I didn’t stop him. I loved him, after all. I only thought about his happiness and he seemed very happy. 

Then one day, he was afraid. I had no idea what caused it, but every little thing was suddenly huge and important. The shape of trees and color of flowers mattered. The cool breeze in the park was the most amazing thing. I could have taken as some kind of spiritual epiphany, except for the way that he would hold me at night, as though I might blow away. 

I knew he had seen his doctor and I was afraid of what that meant. When I tried to ask him, Chad just tossed the question aside. I thought he might be seriously ill, and when he would not answer my questions, I did what any woman in my position would do. 

I snooped around. 

In his desk drawer, he had a letter from a woman named Tanya. I could tell by the letter that she had written similar ones a few times, and I felt badly for her. I could even see the smear in the ink where she had cried writing it. She wrote to tell him that she had HIV and that since she did not know when she contracted it, he should get himself tested. 

My blood froze in my veins. I was not thinking about the fact that I might have HIV. I was thinking about why a woman I did not know that Chad should not know because she lived out in California and we were living in Charlotte, North Carolina, would be telling him he should be tested. It only meant one thing, and I saw my whole, perfect world – we were talking about finally get married in June – crashing down around me. I wanted to crumble up in a corner and just die. 

Maybe that was why I was not thinking about the virus this poor woman had. 

I confronted Chad about the letter. I expected him to deny it, or at least try to. Instead, he told me about the affair. She was a girl he worked with three years ago. They fooled around a few nights, not all of them safely. 

“Was there anyone else?” I asked him. 

I expected the answer to be no. What Chad had described to me sounded like a momentary weakness, something that was just a passing fancy. Instead, he told me about other flings, some onenight stands, others going on for months at a time. The most recent affair ended eight months ago, when we first started talking about really getting married. There had not been another since then. 

He wanted to turn over a new leaf and start again. He wanted to do right by me. 
The test results from the doctor had come back that morning to him. He was negative for HIV. He was negative for any other STDs as well. He had them all tested for. It was a sign, he said. We could start over with a fresh slate.

I said nothing to him. I went upstairs, packed a suitcase, and grabbed my emergency credit card. I booked a hotel room and stayed there for the next three nights, thinking about my life and how everything had been a lie. I loved Chad, but I realized that if he loved me, he would not have cheated on me. I could not trust him to stay faithful, not if he had been unable to do it for this long. 

Maybe, I tried to tell myself, this scare with Tanya had woken him up. I realized, though, that it was the wrong reason for him to decide to be faithful. He should be faithful because he loved me and respected me, not because he realized that he really could get something serious. 

I stayed the rest of the week in the hotel, ignoring his phone calls, until the weekend. I found myself a small apartment and had my brothers go with me to collect my things. Chad wanted to talk about it, but I told him no. I knew if I let him talk to me about this, all he would do was try to convince me to stay. I might relent; I might not. I decided it was not worth the risk of more heartache.

“Poor Lita,” my best friend Monica said as she and I sat over our coffee cups at the small café near my new apartment. No one called me Lolita. It was always either Lo, Lola – that as Chad’s pet name for me, or Lita. I didn’t mind the nicknames, but I really liked my own name. Sure, it had its connotations, but it was a cool name.

“I’ll manage,” I said. “It’s better that I know now, I guess, and not after we were married.”
Monica gave me a smile and sipped her coffee. “That’s my girl. She’s always thinking with her head. So what’s your plan?” 

I shrugged my shoulders and looked around the small café. The barista caught my eye and gave me a light smile. He was cute, not overly tall, with short, light brown hair and dark eyes. The surname on his nametag was the same as the name of the café – Rembrandt Coffee – so I thought this might be a family-run business. I did not see anyone working who looked old enough to be his parents, and wondered if they involved themselves directly or if they managed it from home.

Monica let out a light cough and I turned my attention back to her. 
“Sorry. I don’t know. I’m going to have to go back to dating, I know that.” I took a sip of my own coffee. 

“You can come out with us Friday night to the club and find someone to hook up with. A one-night stand is a good way to rebound out of a relationship. No strings, no attachments.” Monica wrinkled her nose at me. 

“Maybe I’ll come out.” I was not convincing myself. 

Monica was not convinced either. She put her hand on mine. “You will come out with us, and you will find a nice hook-up. Mark my words.”

I laughed. “Fine,I’ll go clubbing. Don’t hold your breath on the hook up, though. I don’t really want to rush into a relationship right now, but I’m not exactly into casual sex either.”

Monica rolled her eyes as she sipped her coffee. “How can you say that?You’ve only ever been with Chad. You’ve not had the chance to try something casual.” 

She had a point, and I could not argue with it. I let Monica turn the conversation elsewhere as I thought about the prospect of casual sex. I would go and buy a small pack of condoms and a tube of lubricant just in case. 

That evening, I relaxed in my new, very small full-sized bed. I had my apartment unpacked. I could still smell the scent of new furniture everywhere. The strong, astringent smell made me think of starch, cleaners, and warehouses. This new bed was a nice one and plenty of room to sleep on. Compared to the kingsize bed I had shared with Chad for years, however, it seemed tiny.

I missed him. I rolled over onto my side and felt a tingle between my legs. Right now, Chad and I would be having sex. I wondered, did I miss Chad, or did I miss the sex that I could have any time I rolled over and gave him the eyes.

I rolled back onto my back and slipped my hand beneath my blanket and under my panties. I found the soft skin of my sex and blushed to see that I was already wet. From what? From thinking about maybe having a one-night stand, or thinking about how I would have sex with Chad right now if we were still together. 

Thinking of him was not going to be productive. I turned my mind to anything else as I moved my fingers through my soft skin and found my clit. I flicked my finger over it softly, moving my hips with the waves of sensation that moved over my body. I did not touch myself often. I always felt strange doing so with someone in bed beside me.

It was a pleasant feeling, to know that I could please myself. I flicked harder, pressing my finger into my clit and sliding down to the opening of my sex to make my finger wetter. I brought it up again and continued, letting the sensation build and swell low in my belly. I continued to flick, letting images turn through my mind until I found something that I liked. I thought of short, light brown hair between my thighs as a tongue worked where my finger was. My orgasm pushed over my body and sleep quickly followed it.

Intentions and the “Friend Zone” 

We have all experienced this at least once in our lives – yes even women. You like someone. You like them a lot. Only when you try to make a move or mention your feelings, you learn very quickly that he or she only sees you as a friend. Once you are in this “friend zone” getting out can be nearly impossible. Trying to get out can also jeopardize the relationship you have. If you have a friend who looks at you and says, “You have to feel this way about me, or I don’t want anything to do with you” what is your reaction going to be? Likely, it will not be good. Why doesn’t this person appreciate the relationship you already have?

The best way to deal with the “friend zone” is to not let yourself get there in the first place. This means understanding what gets you into the “friend zone” and knowing how to avoid it. 

Why We End Up “Just Friends”
We end up “just friends” with someone for two reasons. You’re not compatible. 

Sometimes we are attracted to someone who simply does not find us attractive. Making ourselves attractive to the kind of person we find desirable is fine, as long as these are changes that will benefit you. If you’re already unhappy with your appearance, by all means, make those improvements. What you will find, however, is that as you are happy and satisfied with how you look, others will see this and find you attractive, whether you look like a model or not. 

Compatibility is not just about physical attractiveness and sex appeal. It is also about the mental and emotional connections we make with people. Do you have enough in common to build a dating relationship around? Are both of you open to building the emotional connection that comes with that?

You did not make your intentions clear. 

From the Approach, you want to make sure that it is clear to the other person that you are interested in them. This does not mean that you have to come off creepy or even state flat out “I’m going to want to date you.” Good relationships are built on a foundation of solid respect, which often means developing a friendship before a relationship starts. Making intentions clear in that regard does not mean saying “I only make friends with men/women I intend to date.” That sounds shallow. Instead, pointing out that before you date someone you like to be friends first is a good way to set the expectation that you might want friendship to go farther.
Throughout your interactions together, as you move from introduction into dating, and beyond, intentions should be clear. This means communicating what you want and listening to what the other person wants. After the Approach, when you start to meet up and get to know each other, do not be afraid to pay a compliment if appropriate and to state what you want when you feel a rapport building. 

You only get what you want when you ask for it. We’ve been told that our whole lives, and it is true. If you ask for the job, you signal to a potential employer you want it. If you ask for the raise, if you’re doing well at work, you will probably get it. If you tell the person you are interested in dating that you want to date them, then you open the door for that person to accept you as dating material, and not just a friend. You want to do that early, as you are building your rapport and setting expectations with each other. If you wait until your relationship plateaus into friendship, it could be too late. The other person may only see you as a friend and nothing more.

Scott 
Chapter Two

We had a fun club in Charlotte called the Twist. It started out as a gay bar. Then women who were tired of being hit on continuously at the other clubs started to frequent it. For about another three years it was just gay men, the occasional lesbian and straight women. When straight men discovered that all the women they wanted to meet were going there, they started showing up as well. 

Now, the club still had some gay clientele, but the rest of us had more or less taken it over. The music had not changed, however, and the owner kept the same atmosphere. My friends and I figured it was an attempt to chase us out and bring the intended crowd back. 

I knew that was in vain. 

The men who came to the club were not the typical frat boy and frat boy turned corporate boy types. They were artsy, grungesophisticated, and sensitive. I doubt any of them saw themselves appropriating the club from its original crowd. They probably saw themselves as allies looking for women who would match their mindset.

Monica loved the club because she enjoyed the flashy decorations and the way the DJ would blend 80’s pop into modern fare. I had been a handful of times with her over the past few years and was glad she had chosen this as the club she intended for me to pick up a one-night stand through. The men here were nothing like Chad, and I hated the idea of trying to go home with someone like him. 

Inside the club, the music thumped as Madonna crooned on about material things. I followed Monica to the bar, where we quickly snagged up a pair of bar stools to order drinks. Our other friends moved through the crowd to the dance floor, where they joined the slowly thickening crowd. The night was still early, and I knew it would only get busier. It was Friday night, after all, and everyone needed to unwind from the workweek. 

I ordered rum and Coke and did my best to relax. If I was going to have a one-night stand, then I needed to look casual. I needed to be someone that a man would feel comfortable approaching. I did not need to look like I had just fallen out of a relationship, or like I was desperate.

“You need to relax.” Monica leaned close to me. When I looked at her, she smiled. “You don’t need to dart your head around. Just be relaxed. A guy will come totalk to you. Don’t worry about it.”

I had not even realized that I was doing that. I took in a deep breath and let my drink relax my body. I had a busy week, I told myself. I was still settling into a new apartment. I was updating all of my information at work. Reminding myself of more mundane tasks, rather than why I agreed to come out tonight, helped. Soon I was enjoying occasional conversation with Monica and other friends as they moved between the bar and dance floor. 

The night was young. I was young. I was also pretty. I knew that I was enough to catch someone’s eye; I just needed to let it happen. 

I pushed my empty cup forward on the bar, a gentle signal to let the bartender know to take it. Monica decided to follow friends out to the dance floor and the stool beside me quickly filled up. I turned to look at him. He was handsome, with long blonde hair that he kept pulled back and light green eyes. He waved the bartender over as he gave me a smile.

“Can I get a vodka and cranberry please?” He paused and looked at me. My heart skipped a beat. “Would you like anything?” 

My standby drink seemed so immature now, but I could not think of anything else. I did not want to push for anything stronger if I was planning on going home with him. “Rum and Coke.”

He nodded to me and then to the bartender. When the bartender turned his attention to our order, the young man now buying me drinks looked at me with a smile. “I’m Scott.”

“Lolita.”
I watched him toss the name around in his mind and he looked back down at me. “Nice name.” 

We talked for a while as we slowly sipped drinks. Scott worked in IT and enjoyed coming out to Twisters on the weekend. I did my best to make my attraction clear without seeming the type of be too easy or too clingy. Whatever signals I actually put off seemed to work. As I watched my friends leaving the dancefloor, signaling that they would be ready to go, Scott asked me if I’d like to go back to his apartment. 

I smiled at him. “That would be fun. I’ll need to let my friend know where I’m going, though.”
Scott nodded his head. “By all means.” 

I headed over to Monica as Scott made his way to the door. She gave me a knowing smile as I made plans to check in with her once I reached his place. I had taken my own car. I followed Scott to the door and out the parking lot. We pointed out each other’s cars and I listened to his brief description of where we would be going. 

He did not live far from the club. That made me a little nervous. While the club was fun, many of the neighborhoods close by were not the best. I followed him anyway, driving carefully so that I could follow him and mind the traffic. I was relieved when he bypassed the worst of the roads and pulled into a neighborhood with quaint, small houses. I could see children’s toys in some yards. Others contained neatly manicured gardens. He pulled into a small four-unit apartment at the end of the street. I watched him walk up to his unit and texted Monica the address where I would be. 
With that done, I got out of the car and walked up the stairs to Scott’s door. He opened it to reveal a small living room that was neatly furnished and opened to a dining room and kitchen. Beyond I could see his bedroom and a large wrought iron bed. 

“It’s not much,” Scott said. “It’s cheap and the neighborhood is actually nice and quiet.” 

I looked around. It was about the size of my own apartment, but I guessed that his neighbors were probably a little quieter than mine were. I followed him through the apartment as he showed me where to find something to drink later or in the morning – I was welcome to sleep over if I wanted to. He pointed out his small bathroom and led me into the bedroom. 

The bedroom was larger than I thought it was. His bed only took up about half of the space. In the other half, he had bookshelves, two large chairs separated by a small round table, and a computer desk with a sleeping computer, its orange light blinking at regular intervals.

Once I had a chance to acclimate myself to the space, Scott wasted no time getting to the purpose of my visit. He put his arms around my waist and kissed me. I felt the thrill of the moment and the abandon of what I was doing and welcomed the kiss. I also welcomed his hands as they explored my body through my dress. 

We were quick to discard out clothes and move to his bed. There, his hands explored my body more earnestly, moving over my breasts, where he teased my nipples with his tongue and nibbled lightly with his teeth. My urgency and desire grew between my legs. He seemed to sense it because his hand moved down, his fingers reaching into my sex, teasing my clit before pressing inside me. 

His touch was nice and as his fingers beckoned inside me, the sensations swirled until the spilled over my body in an orgasm. I let out a light moan that drew him to kiss me again. When he broke it, I watched him reach over to his nightstand and pull out a small package. I smiled. I was nervous about having to remind him of the condom, but he had it well in hand. When he brought it out, I took it from him, bringing my hands down to his cock and playing with him, feeling his hardness and teasing his head with my fingers.

Gently I slid the condom down his shaft, letting my fingers squeeze and tease him. He smiled as I finished and moved between my legs, entering me. I was wet and even with the condom he slid inside easily. It felt nice to have a man there and I raised my hips to meet him, letting our bodies create a new rhythm between them. His thrusts grew faster and more intense and when he came, he pushed deep inside me, as though he could somehow escape the sheath to join my body.

When we finished, I lay on the bed, waiting for him to take care of the condom. We cuddled lightly and chatted until sleep took us over.

The next morning, I headed out early. Scott’s bed was comfortable, and I was sure he would have something pleasant to drink. I found myself longing for the coffee of the little café by my apartment. I brushed my hair in my car with a comb I always kept in my glove box and sent Monica a text message so that she would know I was headed homeward. 

When I reached the café, I went inside to order a small latte and a muffin. The young Mr. Rembrandt was working this morning, whistling as he wiped down equipment. He smiled at me and I could not help but smile back. 

I felt strange this morning, a mix of things.
“You’re up early for a Saturday,” he said as he made my coffee. According to his nametag his name was Alan.
“Coming back from clubbing,” I said. 
A wistful look passed over Alan’s face. “Ah, to be young and clubbing.” 

I laughed and studied his face carefully. If he were my age, I would be surprised. “You’re not too old for clubbing.” He gave me a thankful smile. “I’m getting there. Besides, when I have to open this place at six in the morning, it doesn’t leave me a lot of time for nightlife.”

I could not disagree with that, though now I wondered how old Alan really was. He handed me my coffee and muffin and I took them to a small table to sit down. I picked up someone’s discarded Saturday paper and began reading the weekend headlines. Noting interesting was happening in the world.

My life was a little different. I thought about my night. Twisters were a lot of fun. Going home with Scott had been as well. He was a considerate lover to make sure that I had achieved an orgasm before moving onto intercourse. 

Getting my cookie, while nice, was not really enough, though. I had been physically satisfied, but I realized that as fun as it was, I was lacking any connection. Scott and I did not even exchange phone numbers, and while he was nice enough, I realized I was not regretting that. Neither of us had been looking for anything more, than a single encounter.

I sighed and looked at my hands as I held my coffee cup. Onenighters were not going to work for me. I would have to wait for sex until I made a connection with something. That meant I was probably going to be keeping myself busy for quite some time.

Friends and Reputations 

Tammy had an interesting reputation. She was known for dating a man for a few weeks or a few months, and then quickly moving on. She was a bit of a heart breaker, and her friends knew that. This caused problems for her when her friends knew someone that she was interested in. If they considered the person a good friend, they would sometimes warn him about Tammy’s reputation to “use up” men. That made dating within her social circle tricky and sometimes confusing. She ultimately married someone from that social circle, but his interest caught her completely by surprise. She realized that if she had realized she had a chance, that either he was not being told her reputation or he did not care, then she would have started dating him a lot sooner. 

Tammy’s story is common for men and women who have been through the dating cycle multiple times, with the same friends to watch the relationships form and deteriorate. Sometimes the reputations they get are earned and sometimes the reputations come about because of jealousy or simply misunderstanding. 

Whatever the cause of your reputation, if you have friends and a potential dating partner knows them or is exposed to them, it can cause problems. You don’t want to keep a potential partner away from your social circles. This has the potential to isolate you. It is also a red flag to the other person that you may not be trustworthy. 

If you have a reputation, how do you keep it from sabotaging a relationship you think could develop into something more? You could have your friends lie, but that will eventually backfire. Either someone will become sympathetic and worry about the person you are dating or if they are unscrupulous, they will see opportunity to win the person away because of your deception. 

Honesty is the best policy. Here are a couple of ways you can mitigate the damage a bad reputation can do when you’re finally serious about someone.

Be upfront with your friends. 

Sometimes we get a reputation we do not deserve because we’re not honest about how relationships go and end. Maybe you do not want to see too sentimental, too attached to a person, too sensitive, or too dramatic. When we treat relationships as something throwaway because we don’t want to be seen as weak, we create for ourselves a false reputation that may seem good for a while – until we find someone we really like. Even if you don’t want to tell the world why a breakup happened, at least level with your closest friends; the ones that a potential serious dating partner is likely to get to know. 
When you do find someone you’re serious about, even if your bad reputation is earned, level with your friends about how you feel about the person you’re dating. Even if you really did have a habit of moving through partners quickly, with no desire to seek a commitment, if your good friends know that you’re looking at this person differently, they will be less likely to warn him or her away from you. 

Be honest with the person you are dating. 

At some point, you and the other person will need to have serious discussions about the relationship and sex. Many people are uncomfortable about discussing their past dating history. If you have a bad reputation that you’re afraid might come back to haunt you, sometimes simply being open about it is enough to negate the reputation, especially when you’re not treating the person they way you treated past relationships. It is a risk. It is also a risk worth taking, as being open – especially when the reputation is from misunderstanding rather than your own intentions – is a good way to build communication and intimacy down the road. You may also find that while you have things you regret, the other person does as well, and you have more common ground to build your relationship on.

Howie and How We Got Together
Chapter Three

In college, Monica dated a young man named Howard Corning. He was cute, in a strange and nerdy kind of way. He had reddish brown hair that always seemed to be almost too long, pale skin, and bright blue eyes. He was very tall, almost 6’6”, with a wiry build. He was always playing role-playing games and he would disappear for an entire weekend any time a new computer or console game came out. Monica always said that she liked the sex. Apparently, one of the things nerdy guys liked to study was how to please a woman. 

As good as the sex was, however, Monica could not stick around. She had no interests in video games or any of the other geeky things that Howard – it took a while but I did eventually start calling him Howie, which he preferred – enjoyed. Their break-up was amiable at least, and those of us that had made friends with him kept that friendship after. Even he and Monica would hang out from time to time. 

For me, Howie was a great friend for two reasons. First, I had no real computer skills. I knew how to turn it on, and I knew how to do things on it. What I did not know was how to fix the computer if something went wrong. For that, I always called on Howie. He would find what I broke or tried to break and somehow he would fix it. He tried on several occasions to tell me what it was he did and how I could keep the same mistake from happening again. 

I tried to listen but at the end of the day, it was just too much for me. 

This always boggled Howie. When it came to desktop and laptop computers, he was a wizard. When it came to his phone, however – that was a different story. I, on the other hand, could find my way around the settings of a phone to do almost anything. I could clear histories, recover apparently lost contacts, and even fix freeze problems. It helped that I worked for a phone company with duties that balanced between customer service and technical support for the phones. 

Howie helped me with my computer and I fixed his phone when it went on the fritz. 

The other reason that Howie was a great friend was because I had a guilty secret. I also enjoyed console games. It started in college. Chad spent the summer in Europe on a fellowship, and I was bored. I picked up a system at a yard sale, and a few games came with it. It did not take me long to be hooked, and Howie was one of the few people who knew I ever played them. I did not do so often while I was with Chad, but I thought it would be fun to get together with Howie for computer games now. 

He had a new game, so I went to his apartment to play. His roommate was off with his girlfriend, leaving us alone to enjoy the fun. The game was a challenging RPG that pitted us against opponents that were almost too strong to fight in the beginning. How we managed the first levels I will never know, but it left us tense and our energy high. 

We kissed before I ever registered what had happened. It was a soft and gentle kiss, exploratory and careful. When we broke the kiss, I looked at Howie, wondering exactly where it had come from. He was cute and I knew that he was attractive. I was also off his radar, attached for most of the time we knew each other. 

“Sorry about that.” Howie scratched the back of his head. “It seemed like the thing to do.”
I laughed. “It’s alright. It just caught me off guard. I didn’t think we were more than friends.” 

Howie gave me a shy smile that I was not sure how to read. Did he want something more than just friendship? I tried to imagine him as being something other than Howie, who I hung out with to play games when we were not tech supporting each other’s devices. Had I missed something?
“I’m not really looking at being anything else,” Howie said. “Though, I wouldn’t mind being friends with benefits.”

I thought about that. A friend with benefits might be nice. I could enjoy a little fun while I started dating again. It might keep me from rushing into a relationship with someone I might not be compatible with, just to enjoy the intimacy of sex.

“So what do we do?” I asked. 
Howie laughed and looked at me as though I had just asked what sex was.
“I mean, how do we get things started?” I shook my head. Howie moved to the floor and brought his hands up to my pants. “I was thinking I might start here.” 

He unbuttoned them and slid my jeans and panties down my legs. I was sitting half-naked on his couch as he looked at my body, his eyes full of lust and appreciation. It was strange to see that there, and thrilling at the same time. He parted my legs and brought his lips to my sex, kissing it gently. Then his tongue slid between the skin and I brought my hips forward with a sigh. 

Every touch of his tongue along the folds of skin was meticulous. He could have been studying me, and in a way, I suppose he was. Every experience to someone like Howie was a way to learn. He slid his tongue up to my clit and sucked gently. The sensations pooled and swirled until my body trembled. He did not stop, however. His tongue flicked over my clit as his fingers moved gently into me. He beckoned softly and I felt everything swirl again at his touch. 

The next orgasm that pushed through my body was deep and intense, causing me to feel warm and cold at the same time as my body trembled, and my fingers and toes tingled. I wanted to feel him inside me now, but he continued to lick and tease me with his fingers, pushing another orgasm through my body, and then another. 

My mind buzzed and my body floated. I was not even feeling myself anymore. The world consisted of his tongue and fingers as he continued to work them inside me. I moaned deeply, feeling another orgasm building on the heels of the last one he had brought on. I tried to think of when I had experienced anything like this, and nothing came to mind. I was not sure if it was because it had never happened before, or because my mind did not want to work at all. 

His tongue stopped and Howie moved up my body. Somewhere in the midst of multiple orgasms, he had removed his pants as well. I opened my mouth to ask about a condom when I saw it already on his cock. He was long and thick. When he pulled his fingers out of me, he brought his cock to the opening of my sex, pushing in slowly. I let out a small cry as I stretched around him and he slipped inside, filling me. 

“I hope I didn’t go overboard with the orgasms.” Howie looked down as he thrust into me. “It’s easier if you’re really relaxed.” I smiled. “No, they were nice.” I closed my eyes as he pulled back and thrust into me. “This is nice too.” 

Howie took hold of my hips, guiding me to rock as he thrust. I felt yet another orgasm take over, squeezing my body tighter around him, and enhancing the sensation of my pleasure and his thrusting. I cried out and he grunted in response. I felt the pulse of his cock inside me and my body shivered. 

When we were done, he pulled out and helped me bring my pants back up. He went to his bathroom to clean up and when he returned, brought me a bottle of water. We sat on his couch together, leaning against each other, relaxing in the afterglow of the sex we shared, and continuing our game. 

It was a strange feeling to sit there with him like that. The sex was amazing. He was more attentive than anyone else I had ever been with, and I hoped this would be something we would do often. I was not expecting him to be as large as he was. Monica had mentioned the sex being great, but not that. 

I went home later that afternoon, stopping at the café for a latte. Alan and I exchanged bits of conversation while he made my coffee. The coffee shop did not belong to his parents. It belonged to him. He had fallen in love with coffee when he worked at a Starbucks in college, and decided to open up his own store, where he could choose his own coffee blends and tweak his own latte recipes.

It was an amazing thing, I thought, to be driven to own one’s own business like that. I still played guessing games in my mind with his age, too afraid to ask him directly. I thought it would be rude. I decided he had to be in his late twenties. He might be in his early thirties, but I thought that was pushing it. 

At home, I thought about my experience with Howie and decided I liked it very much. I realized that I did not have feelings for him, not beyond the respect and friendship I already had for him. Since he did not want to be more than friends, I thought that was okay. It still made the sex great, and I wondered if part of that was the fact that we were close friends. Did that help to add a sense of intimacy to what was otherwise a casual encounter?

It could be, I thought. The idea of that was amazing to me. I decided when I found someone that I wanted to start dating; I would wait until we had that level of connection to have sex. It would be a while, and I would have to find someone willing to wait for that connection for sex. I could do that, though. 

I thought that anyone who understood me enough to date seriously would be willing to wait for that connection as well. 

In the meantime, I would take a page out of Howie’s book and use our experiences together as a way to learn about sex and what I liked. I realized that sex between Chad and I had been very plain, and mostly centered on his pleasure. Now I would have a chance to learn what I really enjoyed, since Howie seemed quite keen to provide that pleasure. I thought I would also have him help me perfect some things that I thought I might be able to improve. 

He would be the perfect person to ask. He was, after all, a friend. 

Howie and I hung out once or twice a week, sometimes only playing games or helping each other with phones and computers. Other times, we would let that move onto something in the bedroom. Each time proved to be as exploratory and pleasurable as the first. I understood why Monica had “put up” with his hobbies for as long as she did, not sharing them at all. He did not fail in his attentiveness and when I broached the subject of practicing oral sex techniques and Kegels, he was more than willing to be my guinea pig.

I also continued dating, meeting men from online chats or through my friends. Monica tried to hook me up with a coworker. He was nice enough, but I was not feeling a real connection. Another friend introduced me to her cousin. It was fun to get to meet new people and go out on dates, but nothing seemed to click with them men they set me up with. 

I did not give up hope, though. I would meet someone – eventually.
Communication and Going from Dating to a Relationship 

So far, everything we have talked about has boiled down to one thing: communication. From the moment you approach a potential dating partner, you are communicating. You are giving the other person verbal and non-verbal cues about your interest, your reliability, and your personality. You communicate your intentions so that you can move smoothly from friendship to dating without being stuck in the friend zone. 

What Comes Next 

Everyone looks at dating a little differently, so this is not going to be a cookie-cutter discussion where we talk about moving from Step A to Step B to Step C. We’re not building modular furniture. We’re crafting a relationship with another person and navigating the sometimes murky waters that develop when we go from “just dating” to something more. 

When it comes to dating, you have five stages that the relationship goes through. Everyone has different comfort levels with how they experience these stages, so you will not progress through them the same way your friends do, nor will you progress the same way through every dating relationship you have. 

Attraction Stage – This is when you first decide you find the other person interesting enough to date. This is a wild time in the relationship, where you may feel in love and that you want to spend all of your time with this person. This stage is also known as infatuation because the feelings that we experience, while intense, are also shallow. We do not know enough about the person to know if we are in love. We only know that we are enjoying the feeling, whatever it is, that we are experiencing.

Landing Stage – This is when you come down from the Attraction Stage. You can actually hit this stage multiple times in a relationship. You and your partner may hit it together or at different times. At this stage, you begin to wonder where things are going and if the person you are dating is right for you. The important thing to understand about this stage, whether you are experiencing it or the other person is experiencing it, is that this is not about being wrong for each other. It is about trying to explore into something deeper. 

Exclusive Stage – This is when you decide to become exclusive and not date other people. This is the first commitment stage, and many people take it very seriously. Others simply look at it as another stepping-stone in a relationship, as being committed, but not being a “serious commitment.” The Exclusive Stage brings other things into the relationship, such the Every Days. At this stage, you do more than just meet a couple of friends. You start to meet close friends regularly and even family members. You also begin to allow everyday life to creep into the relationship, sometimes burying the other person temporarily by focusing on other life concerns. Getting through this stage successfully means building a strong relationship, so it is important to try to remember what brought you here and take time out of the Every Days to focus on each other.

Intimacy Stage – This stage should not be confused with having sex. Sexual attraction is a natural part of dating and it can begin at any stage. Sex, while intimate, is not always the same thing as intimacy. At this stage, you are building a stronger emotional connection. This is when “I love you” comes out and you begin to realize that you do not mean it in just that quick, intensive way. With that statement, comes a plethora of other things – thoughts of the future, appreciation for small gestures, and even just appreciation for the way your partner’s lip curls when she’s happy. This is stage is vital for moving onto the next step.

Commitment Stage – This last stage is when your exclusivity and intimacy combine to create a lasting relationship. This is the point when you know that the person you want to be with is someone you want to be with for a long time. What happens at this stage depends on you. Some couples move in together at the Exclusive Stage or sooner. Others wait until this stage. Once you are in this stage, talk about marriage becomes serious and engagement usually follows. The Every Days return in full force in this stage because you are wrapping your lives together in deeper and more permanent ways. Just as with the Exclusive Stage, it is important to remember the emotions and highs of previous stages to help keeps the relationship moving forward and strong. 

Knowing When to Move through Stages 

You know what the stages of a relationship are. How do you move between them successfully? Some couples do well letting that happen “organically” where the relationship just seems to flow from one stage to the next until one person is on a knee asking the other to marry him. Others have to work at a relationship, guiding (or sometimes pulling) each other to the next stage.

The key to navigating these stages – and remember a relationship will skip around them, sometimes returning to previous stages temporarily before moving on – is communication. Just as you communicated your intentions to date to avoid being locked in the friend zone, you have to communicate your desire to move to a deeper stage of the relationship, or communicate when you are already there. This means taking time to talk to each other about how you are feeling and what you see in the relationship. For some, this is a frightening concept. It is also a vital step. Even the “organic” couples communicate. In truth, that is how their relationship moves organically. They communicate their feelings, wants, desires, and expectations.

Friends with Benefits Can Be Complicated
Chapter Four

I licked up the shaft of Howie’s cock, moving slowly and intently. I wanted to let the sensation linger and last. When I reached the head of his cock, I ran my tongue under it before swirling over the head and taking it into my mouth. I sucked gently as I brought my hand around the shaft. I stroked in time with the flicks of my tongue. I could not take all of him into my mouth. I would never have a prayer of it. 

Howie moaned as I began to suck harder, squeezing the shaft of his cock as I stroked. He leaned back against his couch and his legs began to tense alongside my body. He was close to coming. I sucked harder, taking a little more of him into my mouth. He pulsed in my hand and I swallowed, drawing his cum deeper and sucking harder with each motion. He moaned loudly and gripped the couch. 

When I stopped, he relaxed his grip. I looked up at him with a smile. 

“You’re getting really good at that.” He took in a deep breath. He brought me up onto the couch and laid me back, moving down until his head was between my thighs. 

Slowly his tongue moved through the folds of my sex. He sucked each bit of skin through his lips, letting his teeth barely slide against the skin. It was my turn to grip the couch as his ministrations quickly brought on an orgasm. I prepared myself for more and grabbed the small throw pillow on his couch to hold over my mouth as he continued to lick me through my orgasm, driving me to another and then another. 

I wanted to see how many I could handle before I had to beg him to stop. I was surprised at how quickly he agreed to try that with me. The look in his eyes had been strange, as though I were giving him something. As he pushed me from one orgasm to the next, my body alive and tingling under his touch, I started to understand why. By the sixth orgasm, I could not think or move. After the seventh, I lost count. My body became ultra-sensitive to every touch and even the lightest flick of his tongue over my clit was torture.

I finally begged him to stop. He rewarded me by sliding into me, sheathed, as I gasped for air. He slid easily into my body and I tried to tighten myself around him. It took me several of his thrusts to get the muscles to respond. They were too relaxed from the multiple orgasms. When they did, I let out a deep moan, feeling my pleasure swirl around and through my body. I tightened around him and felt him pulse into the condom as he grunted. 

The sex felt great and we both lay on his couch, wrapped in each other’s arms as the afterglow washed over us. I liked these days, and I wondered how long we would be able to keep it up. It would be sad, I thought, to end it when one or the other of us found someone we wanted to be serious with. 

******** 

I showed up at Howie’s apartment for a simple game day. A new racing game was out, and both of us were excited to try it out. It was fun enough, but as we played, I sensed something from Howie. He needed to talk to me, and I could tell that he was worried about how that conversation would go. 

As we took a break from playing to prepare lunch, I decided I would ask. I was afraid to. What if he were developing feelings for me, beyond our friendship? Over the three months that we had been doing this, we talked about what was happening regularly. It seemed as though everything was going along just fine. 

“I do need to talk to you,” Howie said as he mixed tuna, egg, cheese, mayo, mustard, relish. “I’m just not sure how to bring it up.”
I gave Howie a reassuring smile. “Like, we always bring stuff up;Open and honest.”

Howie returned the smile and took a deep breath. “You remember that I mentioned that I started dating a girl named Giselle?”

I had a feeling that I knew where this was going. I felt relieved. I also felt a twinge. It was not jealousy. It was just the feeling that something that was fun and, in its own way special, was about to go away. “Yeah, I remember meeting her at Monica’s party a couple of weeks ago. She’s really nice.”

I was not placating him there. Giselle was a short female version of Howie. It was no wonder that the two of them were getting along well. They had so much in common. She liked not only the same kinds of video games that he did, but role-playing games as well. I tried to think if there was a more perfect match, but one would not come to mind. 

“She’s not comfortable with the idea of me having a friend with benefits,” Howie said. “I told her I had one, but not who. I didn’t want things to be awkward, you know?”

I nodded. I understood that. I probably would have been the same way if anyone I was seeing was moving along seriously enough – no one was. 

“Anyway, things are getting serious between us. She’s not telling me I can’t have a friend with benefits. She’s not like that. But I know she doesn’t like it, that it scares her a little. I thought it would be a good idea if maybe we stopped doing that.”

I was not about to tell him he had to keep sleeping with me. I still gave myself a little time, though, to let my thoughts mull over it. I would hate not having sex with him. It was fun and I had learned much, not just techniques to use with someone, but about what I enjoyed as well. Still, today was no sex, and I was just fine, enjoying his company as though sex never happened. I could do that any other day as well. 
“I hate that you’re being shunted to the friend zone,” Howie said, and I could hear real sympathy and worry about that in his voice. Did he wonder if I was starting to get serious about him? I decided I would not question it. I had wondered it myself only a few minutes ago. 

“I don’t mind,” I said. “You’re a good friend, and I like hanging out and just playing games and stuff as much as the sex.” 

Howie let out a deep sigh of relief. I gave a light laugh and pulled bread out to place on the plates he pulled down. “Good. I didn’t want you to feel like I was casting you aside or anything.”

“No. It’s something I think about once in a while. What would I do if the shoe was on the other foot and I was the one who found someone to get serious with again?”

Howie began slapping the tuna fish mixture onto bread. “Have you?” 

I frowned and propped my head on my hands. “No. I meet lots of nice guys, but I don’t click with any of them. It’s like they’re always either very attractive, but we don’t mesh with our interests. Or we have a lot of things in common, but I just can’t seem to be attracted to them. Or they’re nice, but nothing at all seems to spark.”

I leaned back on the chair I sat in. “It’s aggravating.” 

Howie folded sandwiches and handed mine to me. “You’ll get there. It takes time to get the hang of dating and moving through the stages. Just, don’t rush it.”

I took a bite of my sandwich and nodded. I chewed and swallowed, trying not to think of the disastrous results of rushing into things. “Yeah, I definitely want to take my time. I want to make sure I really know the guy too, you know? It was rough on me; finding out Chad was cheating on me. I think before I get serious about a man, I want to be able to trust that won’t happen again.”

We finished our lunch and returned to our game. By the end of the afternoon, any awkwardness of the conversation was gone. Once more, we were two friends who were just enjoying a pastime together. Nothing more passed between us, and nothing more needed to. 

I was going to miss the sex, but as I headed home, I knew that I was already over it. I was missing a physical activity, not the relationship that he and I had. We could have decided to stop playing Final Fantasy Tactics together.

No, I joked with myself. That would be a real tragedy. 

I stopped into my coffee shop to buy a latte. Alan was training a new cashier whom I could tell from the tone of her voice and her bright, youthful face, was barely starting college. She was enthusiastic and excited. This had to have been her first job. Her smile was infectious, though, spreading to me and to Alan easily. He made my latte for me with light conversation. I sipped it at a small table, reading a paper and enjoying the way the sunset played on the windows outside. 

It was a bittersweet day, I decided. One thing ended, but the important things continued. 
Now I just had to figure out how I was going to find someone to make a connection with.
Sex – Making it Safe, Enjoyable, and moving from “just sex” to Intimacy 

Chances are, when you start dating someone, you will want to have sex with the person. We are physical creatures with physical needs. It is only natural when we are attracted to someone to want sex to follow. It is important that sex in a dating relationship be safe and enjoyable. It is also important that both of you are on the same page about what sex in your relationship means. Some see sex as something to enjoy together, regardless of the commitment level. Others see sex as something only to do with a person you are in the Commitment Stage of a relationship with. It is important early on that you and your partner know each other’s philosophies about sex before you get in bed together. 

Safe Sex MARGUERITE DE LYON 

STDs are not a sexy topic, but they are important to discuss. In the US about 1 In 4 women and 1 in 5 men are infected with HSV-2 (genital herpes). It is important before you become sexually involved with your partner to discuss safe sex and your sexual health and history. Even if you and your partner have never had intercourse, it is a good idea to still be tested for STDs. Why?Because while we call them STDs not all of them require sex for transmission. Some can be passed from mother to infant at birth. Others can be picked up from kissing or in other ways, such as blood transfusions if the blood was not properly screened. No one wants to have to ask a partner for such personal medical history, but this is your health, and it is important. Never assume that a partner is clean and never assume that safe sex practices will always keep you safe. Condoms can break. 

Once you know your sexual health and your partner’s sexual health, the two of you can decide together how to move on to sex. It is important that when practicing safe sex using condoms and other contraceptives that you use them correctly and consistently. The most common reason that couples fail to use condoms regularly is that one or both simply do not enjoy them. Make putting on a condom part of foreplay. If your partner really does have difficulty staying hard with a condom on, consider augmenting your foreplay with a penis pump to help increase the intensity of his erection (and his sensitivity) or a cock ring, to help control the blood flow back out of his penis once the condom is in place.

Moving from Sex to Intimacy 

As I mentioned before, sex and intimacy are not the same thing. You can have sex with someone casually. The experience can be deep, but truly intimate sex with a partner that you share a deep emotional bond with is very different. Some people prefer to wait for at least the intimacy stage to have sex with a dating partner. Others have sex sooner. If you are having sex before you have reached the intimacy stage of the relationship, you will want to make sure that your sex life together keeps up with your emotional life.

The easiest way to express your intimacy through sex is to allow yourself to feel your emotions through your sexual contact together. This is more than just feeling like you love the person you are having sex with. This also means paying special attention to his or her needs during your sexual encounters. It could mean taking longer with foreplay, trying something different you know the other person will enjoy, or even taking time to do non-sexual things leading up to foreplay. How you express deeper intimacy through sex will vary, but remember the key component is the attention you pay to your partner’s physical and emotional satisfaction.

Love Comes from Places Where We Least 
Chapter Five Expect It

It was Sunday morning. I was up early and could not get to sleep. I finally decided to look at my clock to see that it was seven. I could toss and turn, I thought, or I could do something. I knew that I would have shopping and house cleaning to do. I thought first, however, that I would head down to the coffee shop. I could grab the Sunday paper on my way, get myself coffee, Danish, and relax.

I dressed and headed out of the house. 

The coffee shop was thankfully open and very slow this early. Alan gave me a funny look as I walked in and made me my usual latte. Annette, the new girl, rang up it and a muffin for me
– he did not have Danishes this morning. I took my breakfast and my paper to a table and sat down. 

None of the headlines looked particularly interesting, and as I began to hunt for the funny pages, Alan came up to the table. “Do you mind if I join you?” He had a coffee and muffin in hand as well. 
“Sure.” I smiled up at him as he sat down. 

I found the funny pages. Before I could wonder if I should read with him at the table, he was asking me about strips and characters. I read them, holding the strips up for him to see sight-based gags, and we laughed together over the antics of imaginary characters.

Another young man entered the café and walked behind the counter. He pulled out a barista smock and put it on. 

“Are you working today?” I asked. 
“Just to open the place,” Alan said. “Only because Josh couldn’t come in early. I usually take Sundays off. Six days a week is plenty for me.”

I marveled over that kind of dedication. I could not imagine spending six days a week at my job and then going in early on the seventh day because. Then again, I did not own my own business, and I supposed there had to be a job in showing up all of those days that I did not experience in my own job. 

“Do you have plans today?” Alan asked. 
I blinked my eyes. The question caught me off guard and filled me with gentle warmth. “Nothing major. Why?” 

“Would you like to go to the park? We can do a picnic.” My heart raced. “A picnic would be nice.” 

“Great. Do you want to meet here around eleven and we’ll head over?” 

I nodded. That would give me time to get my shopping done early and I could even pick up stuff for the picnic. “Sure. I can bring along some fruit and stuff.”

“I’ll bring something to drink and make us some light finger foods.” Alan stood. “I should get going so I can do that. Eleven o’clock.”

“Eleven,” I repeated. I sipped my coffee and watched his leave. 

I marveled over what had just happened. I saw Alan almost every day. We shared light conversation as he made my coffee. I supposed that we had gotten to know each other over the last few months, but I never entertained the idea of him asking me out. It wasn’t that I didn’t think of him as dating material – he was cute and I had entertained quite a few thoughts about him. 

I just thought I was only a customer. 

If I were just a customer, would he have bothered to memorize my latte preferences and start making them as soon as I came in? It was possible, I suppose, but I doubted it. I wanted to doubt it anyway. I decided I would not ask him. I would just enjoy the afternoon date with a cute and interesting man. I finished my coffee and headed out to the store so that I could get the groceries on my list and the extra items I would want to bring for the picnic. It occurred to me that I had no idea if he had a picnic basket or if I would need to bring one. I did not have his phone number to ask. 

I decided that if he had asked me out for a picnic date, that he would probably have the basket we needed. 

When I arrived back home, I sliced up fruit and put it into plastic containers. I put them into a bag and headed down to the café to meet Alan. He arrived promptly at eleven with a large picnic basket in hand. He put my own additions in and we headed out, walking down the street and turning down the next to make our way to the park. It was busy, but we were able to find a place out of the way. 

Alan laid out a picnic blanket that he stored in the side pocket of the basket while I grabbed a few stones to hold down the corners. He brought out the food and chilled single-servings of white wine. The foods were small finger sandwiches of turkey and Swiss cheese and sliced carrots, celery, and cucumber. 

As we ate, we talked. Alan told me more about college and his decision to open his own coffee shop. I talked about work and my love-hate relationship with it. As we grew more relaxed in our conversation together, we began discussing more personal things. I talked about my relationship and breakup with Chad and my light dating. I even talked about my friends-withbenefits arrangement with Howie and its ending as he found a serious relationship. 

To my surprise, Alan was very sympathetic and understanding about the arrangement Howie and I had. He’d had friends like that before, and starting new relationships always complicated it. Most of his, however, the friendships ended. He was impressed that Howie and I were able to maintain our friendship, and I sensed admiration from him for that. I was not sure if it was for Howie or me. It occurred to me that it could be for both of us. 

Alan had his own big break-up about a year ago. It was not a girlfriend. He had a wife of five years and the relationship ended. It was not infidelity. They simply drifted apart. They had married when she found out she was pregnant. The pregnancy did not work out and attempts to try again did not either. Over time, the intimacy faded. They could not get their interests and goals to mesh. 

The divorce was hard for him, and it took him a while to feel ready to move on. That was why; he confessed finally, that he had taken so long asking me out. He wanted to know that we had a rapport before he took that leap. 

I understood. 

I felt that rapport as well. Talking to him was as easy on the picnic blanket as it had been in the café while he made coffee. We could have been talking about the weather instead of intense, personal history. It felt amazing to have this connection again. It seemed like it had been years, not months, and I wondered to myself.

Maybe it had been. I was not foolish enough to blame myself for Chad cheating, but I thought if both of us had been able to make that connection together, maybe he would not have felt the need to look elsewhere for attention. He had, whether he wanted to admit it or not, been searching for someone to make a deeper connection with, because he could not make that connection with me. It would have been better if he could have been honest with me about it. The realization was enough for me to finally forgive him, though. 

We continued to talk long after the food and wine was gone. As the afternoon wore on, we finally packed up the picnic basket and Alan walked me back to my apartment. He lived in the same building as the café, on the floor above it. I remarked that it had to be convenient. I thought it was especially convenient for us. It would be easy to see each other since my apartment was only down the block. 

“I’d like to go out again soon,” Alan said as he pulled out his cell phone. “Does Friday night sound good? We could do dinner and a movie.”

I smiled and pulled out my own phone. “Friday is great.” 

We exchanged phone numbers and firmed up a time for Friday. Before he left, he gave me a kiss, light and simple on the lips. My body tingled to feel it and I wanted it to continue. I could tell he did as well, but he did not push it. I smiled as I watched him walk back toward the street to head home.

It was amazing, I thought to myself. I found someone I had a connection with, in the last place that I thought to look. More than that, though, he seemed to have the same idea I had, if the kiss were any clue. He did not want to rush too fast into the physical aspects. Thinking about the marriage that ended for him a year ago, I could understand that. 

I thought when I explained to him my desire to wait that he would understand it very well. After all, he waited for a rapport before even asking me out on a date. 

******** 

I leaned back against the pillows on Alan’s bed and took in a deep breath. Alan kissed down my body slowly, teasing my breasts before kissing my stomach and down, moving between my legs. I looked down my body to see the short, light brown hair as his tongue moved between the skin of my sex. I could feel his nervousness in his breath. When he flicked his tongue over my clit, I let out a gasp and he gained more confidence, sucking lightly over the gentle nub. 

It felt wonderful, and I wanted to feel him pull more of me through his lips. 

“Alan.” My voice was breathy from my pleasure. “What you’re doing there can you do it down as well, and maybe let your teeth graze the skin just a little?”
Alan looked up at me and smiled. I saw lust in his eyes and something else. He liked that I had asked. He kissed down my sex, drawing the skin between his lips and touching it lightly with his teeth. I moaned softly as he drew in each fold of skin slowly, grazing it with this teeth and licking with his tongue. It felt incredible, and the sensation began to swirl madly. When he moved up to my clit again to flick his tongue and suck gently, my orgasm pushed through my body, a huge wave that left everything tingling.

It was the first orgasm that he had given me, and it was wonderful. 

I took hold of Alan’s shoulders, bringing him up my body and urging him to roll onto his back. I kissed his chest and down, finding his cock hard and ready. I licked along the shaft and listened and Alan gently guided me to the places that were most sensitive for him. As I licked along those places, I delighted at the way he sighed and moaned. Knowing exactly how to please him was amazing, and I understood the look I had seen in his eyes moments ago. 

When I took him into my mouth, I sucked on him eagerly, drawing in most of him and wrapping my hand around the rest of his shaft. I teased him with my tongue as I sucked on him, listening to what he liked and what seemed to really drive him wild. When he pulsed, I let his cum linger on my tongue so that I could taste him. He was thick and tasted of salt and light musk. Underlying it was the faint taste that made me think of the fruit and light vegetables that made up most of his diet. 

I swallowed him and relaxed as he pulled me back and down onto the bed. He moved between my legs, brushing his hand through my hair as his eyes met mine. I could see the want and fear in his. Six months of dating, of getting to know each other and build that stronger bond together were all tolead up to this moment. I kissed him, parting my lips to welcome his tongue into my mouth to dance with mine. I wanted that to be the signal to him, that I wanted him. I loved him. I loved his mind and everything about him. 

I was ready to love his body now. GUIDE OF DATING MADE EASY 

He pushed into me, smooth and bare, sliding along the wetness inside of me. He pushed deep into me and I rolled my hips up to meet his thrust. Our bodies worked together, moving with one rhythm that we perfected together. I let out a deeper moan now as I squeezed my body around him. His eyes grew wide at the sensation and he began to thrust harder and faster, losing himself in the excitement of our passion. My own pleasure grew, swirling around him as he did, and when it pushed over and through my body, I tightened, trying to draw him deep into me. With a deep moan, Alan pulsed into my body. I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him, wanting to taste that passion in his kiss, even as it filled me.

After making love, we lay together in his bed, our bodies entwined. We talked about simple things, like what we would do for dinner later. Slowly conversation moved to larger things. I was going to be moving in with him, and we discussed the move itself and other things surrounding it – what time the movers would be arriving at my apartment, if my key was workingas it should, and what I thought about getting a dog.

It felt wonderful to lay there with Alan and have that conversation together. On the heels of our first lovemaking, we were able to transition easily to the everyday things that we both knew we had to worry about at some point. I finally closed my eyes and napped there in his arms. In my dreams, I saw his light brown hair between my legs and felt the passion and beauty of his touch. 

I was not sure if anything could feel so beautiful and so complete. I doubted it could. Everything felt perfect now. 
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