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            For my sister, Brette Goldstein, the most interesting character.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction

         

         This is a memoir told in stories and letters. It’s what happened, as I remember it, and my sister says my memory is pretty good.

         Some names and details have been conflated and changed, mostly to protect innocent people who took me to the Cheesecake Factory.

         
            —Meredith

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Help Me, Help You

         

         It was not a good time to start writing an advice column.

         I was not at my best. Not in 2008.

         I’d always been good at helping friends with their problems; I was the consoling, honest confidante who could make anyone feel better about a breakup or a bad first date.

         But during that long period of dejection, which lasted a full twelve months, I was the woman crying near the vending machines at work.

         I had a special spot where I liked to turn into a puddle—next to two snack machines in the old Boston Globe pressroom where they prepared the circulars, those colorful ads with coupons that fit inside your newspaper.

         I’d sink to the floor, under the glow of the Coke logo, and weep, usually for about seven to eight minutes at a time. Sometimes no tears would come, and I’d dry-heave like the wind had been knocked out of me. Sometimes it was a Claire Danes Homeland cry, with a trembling chin and angry whimpers.

         The vending machines were just out of the way of the spot where broad-shouldered men with Boston accents brought stacks of newspapers to and from a freight elevator. If those guys noticed me in tears, they didn’t let on.

         I’m sure they did notice, though, because my nose blows were mighty, like the trumpet of an elephant, thanks to my sinus polyps, which, according to my ear, nose, and throat doctor, are “very impressive.”

         I’d never been a big crier, but back then, I couldn’t stop myself from weeping about Patrick, my ex-boyfriend and coworker, who’d dumped me when I’d least expected it. Patrick, who took me to dinner by the beach and bought me cotton candy at Fenway Park. Patrick, who was the tallest guy I’d ever dated (6'6"!). Patrick, whose emails about our colleagues were so deliciously sarcastic that often I’d have to minimize them seconds after I received them so that no one near my cubicle would see.

         Sometimes I’d cry about Patrick because I’d accidentally crossed paths with him in the Globe cafeteria. That kind of run-in was devastating, because he always looked content and relaxed—like the breakup hadn’t ruined his life. He wore his everyday khakis and button-down suit shirt, and chatted with coworkers with an easy smile on his face. I’d hide behind the cafeteria plants thinking, “How dare he. How dare he eat.”

         Other times I cried because I hadn’t run into Patrick.

         Early on, I thought it would feel better to avoid him, so for the first few months after the breakup I brought a toaster to the office to make my English muffins at my desk. No more cafeteria for me. I would live in my cubicle like it was a panic room.

         But all the toaster did was attract mice—there were shit pellets everywhere—and I was no less miserable. Avoiding Patrick made me feel like he could just disappear, like our closeness had never happened.

         I just wanted him back. I wanted him to run to my desk and tell me he’d made a mistake by letting me go.

         “I miss you,” he would say in my fantasies, with the slight Boston accent that got worse when he was drinking. “Let’s go get burgers.”

         I was miserable without Patrick—but I never wanted to marry him. I didn’t want to have babies with him. I never even thought we’d move in together.

         The truth was that the breakup devastated me because I had no intention of marrying Patrick. I’d decided—during our short relationship—that he might be an alternative to everything I didn’t want.

         As I entered my thirties, I was surrounded by peers who were either married or looking to be, but I didn’t see myself on that path. I couldn’t imagine living with anyone besides friends, and I had no desire to have kids.

         Maybe it had something to do with my mom, who gave up a piano performance career to marry my dad, only to get a divorce. She always said she loved raising my sister and me, and that on most days, teaching piano lessons in our living room was a more rewarding use of her Juilliard degrees, but I couldn’t imagine making those sacrifices for a relationship. I liked putting work first, and I loved my freedom.

         But that didn’t mean I wanted to be alone.

         Patrick, a Massachusetts-bred sports fan who worked in the paper’s advertising department, was thirty-seven when we met and seemed to share my lack of interest in marriage and kids. He’d managed to avoid marrying two decades’ worth of girlfriends, and still lived in a Brookline condo he’d bought after graduating from Holy Cross. He enjoyed his status quo, just like me.

         It all started when he approached me in the cafeteria to tell me he liked my writing, specifically my stories about nightlife and things to do around the city.

         “I’m Patrick, from the advertising department,” he said with a big smile. “I liked your story the other day.”

         He was blond with broad shoulders and looked like the kind of guy who had masculine nicknames in high school. Like Champ. Or Kicker.

         After a few more inevitable run-ins around the building, we started to email. Then we traded phone numbers and began texting. Months later, we shared our first meal outside of work.

         It took us even more months to admit that our regular dinners, most of which were at the Cheesecake Factory, were probably dates. I began sleeping over, sometimes wearing his oversized Timberwolves T-shirt.

         I’d never dated the kind of guy who had a Timberwolves T-shirt. I didn’t care enough to ask why he was a fan of a team in Minnesota—I didn’t even know what sport the Timberwolves played—but I was happy to wear the uniform.

         I fell hard for Patrick and adored all of the ways he was one hundred percent himself—and my opposite. He refused to try new foods, loved the Pogues, and liked to vacation in places like Las Vegas. When bad things happened, he’d spit out one of his many catchphrases: “Sucks to suck.”

         People at work were shocked to find out we were dating. Patrick, who was beloved at the Globe, was Catholic, stoic, and kept a stack of baseball biographies on his nightstand, whereas I was a Jewish over-sharer who slept near a copy of Harry Potter. It didn’t matter, though; on nights we were both free, we could be happy together, ordering fast food, my feet in his lap as we watched television.

         The thing I liked most about our relationship was that it was always about respecting each other’s separate routines as opposed to combining them. I’d text him while he was out at bars with friends, but never expected to come along. I never felt bad going to a party without Patrick because he never worried about missing out. We could always get together after and talk about the highlights.

         While other couples I knew took big next steps, Patrick and I stood still. I started to believe that we could maintain our noncommittal cable watching for the rest of our lives—that perhaps two people who weren’t fond of change were meant to stay exactly the same, together.

         When he broke up with me, a move I hadn’t seen coming, he sat me down on his beige Jordan’s Furniture couch, under his framed 2004 Boston Red Sox World Series championship mementos, and said something like, “I just don’t see this going anywhere,” and I thought, “Me neither!”

         I didn’t want to go anywhere with Patrick. That was the point.

         But it turned out Patrick was looking for a lot more. He was interested in new experiences and considered his lifestyle to be temporary. He wanted a real partner—maybe a wife—and I wasn’t even close to what he imagined for himself. He just hadn’t said so.

         I didn’t know where that left me, but I feared the answer was: alone.

         After it was over, something changed in me. I stayed home a lot because I didn’t want to hang out with couples. I also avoided single people because they depressed me. I became a mediocre friend.

         At night, I re-watched every season of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, because Buffy had been through worse, and it made me feel like I had a destiny. Sometimes I’d watch the same episode a few times in a row while eating frozen waffles in bed.

         If I ran into Patrick at work, face-to-face, my instinct was to bolt before he could talk to me. On rare occasions, though, I’d confront him, looking for more answers.

         One time I spotted him in the parking lot, near the rows of green Globe delivery trucks, and approached him, telling him that he’d “ruined the Cheesecake Factory for me.”

         That is something I said out loud.

         “I can’t even go there anymore,” I told him. “The Cheesecake Factory was our thing, and now I can’t even set foot inside without getting upset.”

         “Nope,” Patrick said, not letting that one pass. “I’m going to have to stop you right there. I did not ruin the fucking Cheesecake Factory for you, and you know it. You go to the Cheesecake Factory with everyone you know. You were going to the Cheesecake Factory long before I was around.”

         He was right. I went to the Cheesecake Factory with everyone.

         “But now the Cheesecake Factory makes me think of you,” I whined, and then grimaced, because I was embarrassed by the person I’d become.

         I was self-aware enough to know that with my blubbering and begging, I was one pint of ice cream and a flannel blanket away from becoming a more sedentary Bridget Jones, but I couldn’t stop myself. Sometimes breakups turn you into the kind of person you wouldn’t befriend in a million years. Sometimes they turn you into a caricature.

         In other words, sucks to suck.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was shortly after the Cheesecake Factory meltdown that my Boston Globe editors considered an idea I’d floated just before the breakup. After covering entertainment, nightlife, and social trends for years, I told my bosses I wanted to write a local advice column. Something focused on romantic relationships.

         I explained that as a young person in Maryland, I’d read Carolyn Hax, of the Washington Post, and that when I discovered the world of alternative press, I’d fallen in love with the brilliance of Dan Savage. The Globe ran a few syndicated advice columns—Annie’s Mailbox and Dear Margo, written by Ann Landers’s whip-smart daughter, Margo Howard—but those writers had a national fan base. They were big names.

         I told my editors that people in Boston needed their own, local advice column—a more intimate feature that would make them feel as though they were reading about someone down the street, maybe someone they knew.

         I said I wanted the column to be written for an online community—with a robust comments section—so that it felt like a chat room. I would ask commenters to weigh in with their own advice to make the experience something like group therapy.

         I was confident that I was the right person to launch the new feature. I didn’t have any psychology degrees, but most advice columnists started their careers as writers and reporters. I was deeply interested in writing about the way people lived now—the expansion of Facebook, the dawn of text messaging, and the rise of online dating—and this kind of project seemed relevant.  

         Also, I’d sort of been an advice columnist for decades, at least to my family and friends.

         In my youth, I’d counseled my mom when she started dating again in her early forties. She didn’t have any single friends who could make sense of her post-divorce life, so it was up to me to help, and my mom listened as though I was the expert.

         I helped her write dating profiles, first for the tiny print ads in Washingtonian magazine, before the internet, and then for online sites that made it much easier to find love in the suburbs. Once I was old enough, my mom’s questions became more…specific.

         I remember her calling me at college to ask whether she could have a man sleep over if she wasn’t ready to have sex with him.

         “You can do other things. You can fool around for a while and then just fall asleep,” I told her, clutching my landline phone, covered in blankets in my freezing apartment at Syracuse University.

         “I don’t think adults sleep in the same bed without having intercourse,” my mom said.

         “You’d be shocked,” I replied. “Get creative.”

         When I wasn’t debating the rules of dating with my mom, I was watching my older sister. Whereas my mom had always been a hopeless romantic—a classical musician looking for true love like some Jane Austen character—my sister, Brette, who’s more of a Bette Midler character, preferred big experiences and excitement.

         From the time she was old enough to know what sex was, Brette had sexual chemistry with almost every human she met. She lost her virginity when she was sixteen to one of the hottest guys at our high school. They did it in her twin bed while my mom was sleeping down the hall. Then they went outside and had sex on our swing set.

         Brette didn’t care that the hot popular guy was only offering a one-night stand, and that her peers would hear about it and judge. My mom found out about my sister’s virginity loss because Brette wound up doubled over in pain with a urinary tract infection. Even then, Brette had no regrets.

         Counseling my sister was always different than advising my mom.

         “Do you really need to do that?” “Are you sure you should be pursuing someone else’s boyfriend?” “Was it really a good idea to sneak alcohol on that school band trip by hiding it in a bag of maxi pads?”

         With Brette, I honed my skills at advising without judgment. I learned that recklessness can sometimes yield beautiful results. I learned that women can live on their own terms, without giving a shit about rules that someone else set for them.

         As I got older, my friends benefited from my instinct to talk things through, although it didn’t always feel like a plus. When one of my closest guy friends from college got married, I was asked to be a “groomsmaid,” but I wasn’t invited to the bachelor party. I asked why, arguing that my being a woman should not prohibit me from attending the celebration.

         “It’s not that,” he explained, looking pained. “Everybody knows that if you come, we’ll all wind up sitting around and talking about our feelings.”

         I let it go, knowing he was right. Sitting around and talking about feelings was kind of my thing.

         
            *  *  *

         

         My editors were hesitant about the advice column idea at first. In 2008, they were slashing budgets; whatever resources and labor remained needed to go to important departments like the Metro desk and the Spotlight team.

         But one editor of the website wanted to give it a try. The news business was changing, and he needed stories that would make people want to stay online all day. An advice column with a comments section was starting to sound like a good idea.

         I panicked, because the breakup with Patrick had altered my brain. How could I be helpful to readers when it had become clear that I could no longer help myself?

         I can attribute my rally—in part, at least—to Lisa, an acquaintance from work who was around my age. We had dinner one night, before the launch of the column, because I wanted to check up on her. Lisa’s husband had died recently in his sleep because of some rare genetic problem that no one would have been able to prevent. Lisa had real troubles and had experienced genuine loss. All of a sudden she was alone in a condo in the suburbs trying to figure out how to start over without her life partner.

         As I listened to her talk about her new reality, I had enough sense to feel ashamed.

         “I’m an idiot,” I told her. “Here I am, devastated about a dumb breakup with a guy I was dating for less than a year, and meanwhile, you lost a spouse. You’re experiencing real grief. I can’t believe I’ve been so stupid.”

         Lisa’s response shocked me. She told me I wasn’t stupid at all.

         “Sometimes breakups are worse than death,” she explained matter-of-factly. “The pain of rejection is different, but it can cut much deeper.”

         Lisa told me she was sure that if her husband were alive, he’d want to be with her. The whole point of their marriage was that they never wanted to let each other go.

         “But a breakup means that someone is content to live without you,” she said, looking at me like I was the one who deserved pity. “Patrick is healthy and alive and chooses not to have you around.”

         It was true. Patrick was in Brookline, on that stupid beige couch, under that framed Globe Sports page from 2004 that said “Finally!” probably eating a peanut butter sandwich, not thinking of me at all.

         “Asshole,” I whispered.

         The conversation validated all that I’d been through over the past year.

         It also made me realize that if Lisa could separate her grief from my experience, I should be able to do the same for readers.

         At the end of 2008, I published a call-out for love problems on the Globe’s website and crossed my fingers that someone would respond. I freaked out when I saw the first email, shaking as I opened it, realizing that real humans—people I didn’t know—were going to tell me about their lives.

         A friend in the paper’s design department made a logo—a tiny envelope with a heart—and we decided to call the column Love Letters.

         The first letter I answered—on January 22, 2009—was from a writer who went by “Desperate,” who lived in the suburban town of Rockland, Massachusetts.

         The entry drew reader comments within minutes. I was ecstatic.

         There were a few trolls who used the comments section to make fun of the letter writer (or to make strange, non-sequitur declarations about Tom Brady), but they were outnumbered by thoughtful people who seemed to want to help. As the days went on and I published more letters, I’d ask, after entries, something like, “Readers, what do you think?” to make sure everyone knew it was a discussion.

         Some of the first commenters who began logging their advice every day were Valentino, TheRealJBar, Sally, Alice, TrickyCrayon, and Rico, who only referred to himself in the third person (as in, “Rico thinks you should break up with your boyfriend”). The list grew, and I became a fan of commenters like Tricia, TrueLuv4Eva, MHouston, Two-Sheds, Bklynmom, Smash, and BackBayBabe.

         I knew very little about who these daily commenters were in real life, but I began to fantasize. My mom—who’d just ended an engagement when I launched Love Letters—had her own theories. “What if Rico is a woman?” she asked, calling me from Maryland after she’d finished teaching for the night and scrolled through the comments section. “I think Alice is probably very attractive,” she guessed.

         I could tell the column was keeping her mind off her own breakup. Like me, she was trying to figure out where she fit in the world, now that her plan for the future—a life as a married woman—had faded away.

         We were easily distracted, because within months of the launch of Love Letters, the number of comments tripled and then quadrupled. Most days, the website had a few hundred pieces of advice from readers within hours.

         It also appeared that it wasn’t just a local thing. Despite my theory that Boston needed its own advice column, people wrote in from all over the country, sometimes noting to me privately that they’d gone to college in Boston and landed elsewhere. As for the locals, they stunned me with their email addresses. Some came from places like fidelity.com, harvard.edu, and .gov. I was shocked to see that a few of the commenters were mental health professionals.

         Those regular commenters kept coming back and developed their own packs of loyal fans. Letter writers would say, “I want to know what TheRealJBar has to say.” To be honest, I wanted to know what TheRealJBar had to say, too.

         People wanted my advice—but they also wanted to crowd-source their love lives.

         I knew it was misery loving company. And yet, with the online company, I was starting to feel a lot less miserable. I didn’t know where I was drifting, but I knew I wasn’t the only person who felt unattached. My peers might be coupling up, getting married, having kids, and leaving me behind, but I had a new group of imaginary friends who kept me busy. They gave me countless problems to consider. With them, maybe I didn’t need Patrick.

         That said, I did hope he was reading.

          .

         
            Desperate in Rockland

            (the first letter)

            
               Q. I am seeing a man who has lived by himself for sixteen years. He has said he loves me, and when he is with me he is an angel. He is from Maryland, and when he leaves me he becomes distant and sometimes rude. He has even stopped speaking to me for six months because I made him angry. He says he wants what I want, which is a solid relationship, maybe ending up in marriage.

               My problem is he does not like talking on the phone and, right now, that is our only option. He calls when he feels like it, and that may amount to maybe once a week. I want to know if this man has commitment issues and if I should run. I have tried to break it off three times, but he calls and we start talking again, and he does the same thing all over again. I like him, but I find it hard to get to know him. He won’t even show me his feet. He was a serviceman for twenty-three years, so maybe that has something to do with his feet, but I am looking for a drama-free life and he is not helping.

               

—Desperate, Rockland

            

            
                 

            

            
               A.You’ve told us you feel like you don’t know him. You’ve told us he cut you out of his life for six months—because he was in a bad mood.

               You’ve told us you want marriage, but he won’t show you his feet.

               We all deserve someone who will expose their feet.

               I get that this guy has a tough time with emotional intimacy, but his inability to include you in his life means he’s wasting your time. Perhaps it’s time to use your feet to walk away.

               

—Meredith

            

            
                 

            

            
               Readers? What do you think?

            

            
               I totally agree with Meredith here. Your beau is downright cruel. If he is not willing to seek therapy (and I mean actually GO to a therapist, not just say he’s going to do it), I would run the other way. Until he gets his act together, he is not dating material, much less marriage material. You deserve better than this! MOVE-ON

               He treats you like this because you’re “desperate.” If you have confidence and other options, he may act differently. Just stop being desperate…that’s the key :-)
PATSFAN0269

               Run for the hills, woman! J GILLY

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            You Make Me Wanna Snoop

         

         You’d think it would take a while—like, more than a few weeks—for people to trust a new advice columnist with their personal problems.

         You’d think people would want to read a few dozen responses from that advice columnist, just to make sure she’s not some self-help–spewing fraud, before submitting any letters of their own.

         But within weeks of the launch of Love Letters, my inbox was full of notes from strangers who detailed steamy one-night stands, serial cheating, horrible first dates, and the overwhelming grief and financial devastation caused by divorce. It was as if people in Boston had been desperate to confess.

         One of the first letters was from a guy who was ready to walk out on his fiancée. I got the sense he was telling me something no one else knew.

         “I’m getting married next month, but I think I’m in love with another woman,” he wrote. “I was always anxious about the engagement and upcoming marriage, but I took that to be cold feet or whatever. Then I met someone else who I connected with instantly, in many ways more deeply than with my fiancée. I haven’t cheated on her, but I’ve wanted to.”

         The ease with which these letter writers shared their secrets and concerns was humbling—and jarring.

         “You don’t even know me,” I’d mutter to my computer screen while reading submissions.

         Of course, that wasn’t entirely true. From my name, readers knew that I was probably Jewish. If they googled me, they saw a picture of a short, average-width blond woman in her early thirties. My relationship status wasn’t public on Facebook, but my profile suggested I wasn’t married.

         Occasionally a reader would write in to ask me about my credentials, and I would tell them what I told my editors—that most advice columnists weren’t practicing mental health professionals, because responsible mental health professionals don’t give directives based on a four-hundred-word generalization of a problem. My column might be helpful, but the real mission was to engage and entertain.

         That kind of question, though, led me to do more research about where I fit into the history of advice givers, and the more I read, the more I learned that it was a pretty Jewish thing to do. Ann Landers, Dear Abby, and Judith Martin, also known as Miss Manners, were all Jewish, which made sense to me. I wasn’t raised with much religion, but I knew Judaism was big on questions and discussion. Happiness in marriage seemed to be a big deal for the faith. At least that’s what I’d learned from Fiddler on the Roof.

         Eventually I read about A Bintel Brief, the Yiddish advice column started by the editor of The Forward, and was shocked to see how the romantic quandaries of the early twentieth century were not so different from the ones I saw now.

         As the column grew, I met readers in real life who asked whether I had a system for answering letters—how I chose problems and came up with my responses. I explained that I answered letters at random, usually in the order they were received, and that my opinions came from my gut.

         I did have some rules, though, when it came to process. I learned I needed specific controls to come up with proper advice.

         I experienced writer’s block at the office—in part because I feared my coworkers could look over my shoulder and see people’s private correspondence—so I answered all letters at home, in pajamas.

         I also needed complete silence, no music allowed. If my favorite Janet Jackson songs were on in the background, I’d be more likely to tell people to get single. If I was listening to something like Bon Iver, I’d tell letter writers to do all they could to be held by someone who loved them.

         Every letter was unique; people with similar problems always faced different circumstances. I told my mom, “No two letters are alike, and they all include such specific details.” With every one, I started from scratch.

         But when it came to those unique letters, I did see trends. One of the most common quandaries was the anxiety that accompanied the wait for “I love you.” I received so many “When will my partner say ‘I love you’?” queries in the first months of Love Letters that I could have published a spinoff advice column called “Those Three Words.”

         The other common problem—which was more difficult for me to unpack—was snooping.

         In 2009 and 2010, with the growth of Facebook and ever-improving smartphone messaging systems, there were new and complicated ways to spy on a partner. I was shocked by the number of people who had no respect for their significant other’s privacy—or, in some cases, the law. They broke into email accounts. They cracked codes.

         My ex, Patrick, wasn’t a technology guy, so I wouldn’t have been able to do much snooping on him when we were together, even if I’d wanted to. He didn’t have a Facebook account and used an early-model flip phone.

         But even before Patrick, I’d never snooped on anyone. Part of it was that I believed in privacy, but I was also too afraid of what I might discover. I’d always preferred blissful ignorance to finding out someone didn’t love me anymore. I wanted to pretend things were working even when they weren’t.

         I would have made sweeping judgments about these letter writers—the readers who were so quick to admit an invasion of privacy—if not for the fact that I was related to a snoop. That made me a bit more empathetic.

         My older sister, Brette, whom I’d thought of as a mostly respectful human being, had become a first-time snoop at thirty-four years old.

         After one intense decade-long relationship from twenty-one to thirty-one, which was followed by several years of hooking up with men (and a few women) around New York City, Brette—a casting director—met someone she wanted to date exclusively.

         “I picked him up while he was manning a booth at the Bryant Park holiday market,” Brette explained during a late-night phone call.

         “Of course you did,” I responded, once again in awe of my sister’s ability to turn any gathering of humans—including an outdoors crafts fair—into a singles event.

         “He’s a glassblower, and he’s ten years younger.”

         “Of course he is,” I said, because this was so like my sister.

         “We met in the booth where he was selling his glass,” she said. “I saw him and I had to have him.”

         Brette explained that her holiday market acquisition was a twenty-four-year-old named Ben. He blew glass full-time and often visited Cape Cod, where his family owned a toy store.

         She described him as round, jolly, and with a big beard.

         “Like Santa?” I asked.

         “But Jewish!” Brette gushed.

         Brette said that after meeting young Ben at the holiday market, she asked him to join her at a get-together she was planning at a bar in Midtown. He accepted the invite and met her at the venue, where they wound up making out in front of Brette’s friends.

         After that first “date,” they began spending weekends together. He would travel from his apartment in the Hudson River Valley, where he had a glassblowing studio, and would stay with her in her apartment in Alphabet City.

         From what I could tell, Brette and Ben never got sick of each other, even though many of their dates lasted an entire weekend. She was the happiest I’d seen her in years.

         My mom and I had concerns about their age difference—specifically whether Brette should be spending so much time with a twenty-four-year-old artist who was nowhere close to settling down—but we couldn’t help but love Ben once we met him. He was like human Xanax, the sort of guy whose kind smile could dissolve any of our bad moods or family bickering. We were in awe of his art, specifically his collection of intricate glass marbles. He also made complicated and colorful glass pipes that reminded us of Truffula Trees.

         Whenever we all met up at Brette’s place in New York, Ben would show us his latest creations. A pipe that looked like a candy cane. A pipe that looked like something you’d find in a coral reef. A pipe that looked like a cat’s butt. (Cat butt pipes would become Ben’s most popular offering. You put whatever you’re smoking in the cat’s butthole, just below the glass tail.)

         “They’re for pot,” my mom would say, of the intricate creations, pretending not to be fazed, her smile tense. She’d always been a cool, open-book kind of mom, but because she’d spent her college years cooped up in a practice room at Juilliard, she’d never done drugs.

         “I can recognize the smell of marijuana now,” she’d tell me, impressed with herself. “It smells very sweet.”

         My mom and I loved to watch Ben and Brette get affectionate with each other because it wasn’t your typical PDA. They stroked each other like pets and spoke in an invented language. Brette had always made up strange words and nicknames—her childhood name for me was Lush (rhyming with tush), which she never defined or explained—but Ben was the first guy who met her at her level of weirdness.

         “Bee-bah, I love you,” Brette would murmur to Ben, while rubbing his arms.

         “Bee-bah, I love you, too, lady,” he’d say in return.

         With their round faces and curly brown hair, they looked like bear cubs at play—or in heat. Once, during a visit to New York, I walked in on them cuddling in bed. She was stroking his chest hair and called it “chest Narnia.” She pointed to his nipple and said, “Aslan.” I nodded and exited the room.

         At the start of their relationship, Brette claimed she understood that the partnership might have a shelf life because of Ben’s age. At twenty-four, he hadn’t had many dating experiences, whereas at thirty-four, Brette had sown enough oats to choke a horse.

         The longer they dated, though, the more she wanted him to be her real partner. Brette didn’t know if Ben was capable of a long-term commitment, but she wanted him to try.

         “But he’s so young,” I told her one night, thinking about how not ready for commitment I’d been at twenty-four. “Think about where you were at that age, Brette. He’s a kid.”

         “I know,” Brette said, with a sad sigh.

         “Also,” she added, “there’s another obstacle. A big one.”

         “What?” I asked.

         “Katya.”

         My sister said the name “Katya” the way Cruella De Vil says “the puppies.”

         Brette explained that one of Ben’s closest friends was a woman named Katya, another artist he’d known for years. She was younger and thinner than Brette, with ivory skin, long brownish hair, and Cara Delevingne eyebrows.

         Brette feared that now that Ben had a serious girlfriend, Katya would realize what she was missing and try to steal him away. Brette admitted that she’d pored over Katya’s social media photos looking for evidence of a diabolical plan. She was also full-on snooping—checking Ben’s texts and Facebook messages for proof. This surprised me because Brette was nothing like my friends and readers who played detective with the people they dated. I thought she was too self-assured—and maybe even too ignorant about technology—to take part in that kind of behavior.

         I opened Katya’s Facebook page, the part that was public, to see what all the fuss was about. A few photos were of her and Ben in outdoorsy locations. They looked like pals, smiling with their arms around each other.

         But the images didn’t put Brette at ease. They made her feel old and temporary. She stared at Ben in the photos, imagining a thought bubble over his head that said, “Now that I’ve learned my lessons with Brette, I’m confident enough to finally pursue the love of my life, Katya.”

         “I don’t mean to be a jerk,” I told Brette, “but Ben is not, like, Ryan Gosling or anything. He’s a great guy, but I don’t see women falling at his feet. I don’t understand why you think Katya—or anyone else for that matter—would be desperate to lure him into bed or steal him away.”

         Brette sighed through the phone, like I had said something very stupid.

         “Fat Jewish guys are in right now, Meredith!” she yelled. “All of these Judd Apatow movies! Everybody wants a big, funny Jewish guy who smokes pot and blows glass! Ben is Ryan Gosling right now. Ben!”

         “I see,” I responded, trying to remember the rant word for word so I could tell my mother about it later.

         It was difficult for me to fully understand Brette’s concerns because I never feared the Katyas of the world. It’s not that I was too self-confident to get jealous; it was more that guys tended to break up with me for nobody.

         Patrick was content to start over alone. Same with my college boyfriend, who just wanted to be done with our relationship.

         I told Brette that she shouldn’t worry about Katya because Ben had known her for the better part of a decade. If they’d wanted to sleep together, they would have by now.

         “Think about Pete,” I told Brette, referring to my sportswriter friend, whom I’d met when I was eighteen, when I first arrived at college. “I’ve known Pete for years. He’s an attractive guy who means a lot to me, but I’ve never thought about being with him like that. I’m not going to wake up one day and suddenly be attracted to Pete. Maybe Ben is Katya’s Pete.”

         “To be honest,” Brette said, “I’ve never understood why you haven’t had sex with Pete. I’d absolutely have sex with Pete. I think you should have sex with Pete.”

         “But I really don’t want to,” I told her. “Just like Ben doesn’t want to have sex with Katya. Some people don’t have the desire to have sex with everyone in their lives.”

         “That’s stupid,” Brette said, and then proceeded to name all the people in my life she’d want to sleep with if she were me. My married work friend, Mark. My friend Tito from college. My friend Adam, who’s in a band.

         I told Brette she was projecting her own desires onto Ben. She might be the kind of person who walks into a social event and sizes up every guest as a potential sexual partner, but many people aren’t like that. Certainly not Ben, who seemed more like me.

         When I arrive at a party, the first thing I size up is the food. Is there cheese? What is the cupcake situation?

         “If anyone’s going to cheat, it’s you,” I told Brette. “You’re the one who wants to make a move on everyone you meet. You’re the one who has to manage your impulses in order to be faithful to Ben.”

         “True,” Brette said.

         But even though she understood my point, my sister’s jealousy kept getting the best of her. The more she grew to care for Ben, the more she turned to Facebook for new clues about Katya.

         She snooped again and again, waiting to find the inevitable betrayal.

         Based on what I found in my column’s inbox, it seemed that people like Brette were everywhere, all of them seeking to solve some relationship mystery, even if they didn’t know what it was.

         Most of my letter writers were more sophisticated about their snooping than my sister. Whereas Brette simply grabbed Ben’s phone or computer while he was busy blowing glass, relying on saved passwords to check his messages, my readers hacked profiles like the Simon Pegg character did in Mission Impossible. A few implied they were addicted to snooping and would read a partner’s messages every few hours without them knowing.

         One letter writer confessed to checking his girlfriend’s email, using language that made him sound like some sort of operative. He didn’t seem to understand that even though she was cheating, he had also committed an act of betrayal. “I ran a search for any dialogue between her and her ex. Needless to say, I found a lot of correspondence,” he wrote, like he was the good guy.

         Most commenters abhorred snooping, but one early contributor, Tricia, told other readers that snooping in her youth helped her learn to trust her gut. By confirming her theories about who was being truthful and who was spouting lies, she became confident about her feelings. She said she rarely snooped in the present because she’d learned that when something felt wrong, it probably was.

         I began to understand her point. It seemed that for some people, snooping led to peace, or at the very least, the ability to ask the right questions. Sometimes it led to a breakup that was a long time coming.

         That’s what I began to tell readers—that snooping is bad—perhaps unforgivable. If you’re set on doing it anyway, you have to think about why—and what made you hit that wall.

         In the end, that’s how snooping helped my sister.

         After logging into Ben’s Facebook account and reading his private messages over and over, Brette was forced to admit that Ben’s relationship with Katya was platonic. All she found were benign, kind messages, and based on what she read, Katya had never tempted him to stray.

         The more important truth, though, was that the lack of evidence of cheating didn’t put Brette at ease, because like most of my snooping letter writers, my sister was worried about something bigger, something that went far beyond Katya.

         Katya represented youth and infinite possibility—all of the things Brette knew Ben would be giving up to be with her. Katya was still wandering the world, like Ben, while Brette was ready to nest.

         “You do realize that Katya has nothing to do with this,” I told Brette, who admitted that she still felt unsettled after so many snoops. “You’re just worried that Ben won’t be able to commit because he’s twenty-four. That’s what’s really going on here.”

         “I know,” Brette said, sounding defeated.

         “There’s no way to know the future,” I told her.

         “You’re right,” she said.

         “If you love him, all you can do is see if he keeps showing up.”

         “Yeah,” she said, disappointed, because pretending it was all about Katya was a lot less scary.

          .

         
            Seeking Permission to Snoop

            
               Q.I have been dating this guy, “Dave,” for a little over a month now. My problem is that I’m having a tough time trusting him. He’s absolutely amazing, and we have a great time together. We live about thirty minutes away from each other and he comes to my place about three times a week because it’s an easier commute. We have agreed not to see other people.

               Here’s my problem: After our first date, he made a mistake and kind of took off for a few weeks without any type of communication. He basically dropped me. He apologized for this a few weeks later, and I decided to give him another chance. I’m happy I did because now it’s great.

               He didn’t make excuses—he basically said he was an idiot for doing it and he understood that he may have ruined things, but never really gave me a reason why. Fast-forward to now. I still have this nagging feeling that I need to check up on him, and I have basically been forcing myself not to check his phone for something else going on. I should probably back up and tell you that I was in a very serious relationship before this for four years where I thought I was in something good (living together for three years), and then I was blindsided by a breakup. Two weeks later my ex got engaged to someone he had been talking to behind my back.

               I’m over my ex and happier with my life than I have ever been. I know my need to check up on Dave probably has everything to do with my feelings about being burned, but if I have this weird feeling about it, I feel like I need to check things out for myself so I don’t drive myself insane worrying that he’s talking to another person. Is it okay to snoop a little on his phone or am I being the crazy girl?

               

—Possibly Crazy, Please Help!

            

            
                 

            

            
               A. It’s not okay to check Dave’s phone. You get no snooping pass from me.

               It’s also not okay to expect Dave to be super committed right now because you’ve only been together for about a month. It’s fine that you guys decided to be exclusive, but you can’t pretend there’s a deep level of intimacy here.

               Instead of obsessing over Dave’s phone and the potential for infidelity, try focusing on how it feels to get to know him. As the weeks pass, are you more confident about the relationship? Do you know more about Dave’s world? Are you having fun? You have to give this time to grow. Remember that everyone feels a little insecure at the start of something new.

               Also, please let go of what happened after the first date. Dave didn’t owe you anything back then, and sometimes it takes a while to get things going. Don’t force him to make up for that onetime communication gap by making promises he can’t keep.

               

—Meredith

            

            
                 

            

            
               Readers? What do you think?

            

            
               You need to break up with him. You are going to snoop eventually, and you will find something that you will consider to be very, very bad. Like maybe he went on a few dates with someone else during this “disappearing” period, and you are going to view it as cheating or something else ridiculous. Just end it now.
ALMIGHTYZEESUS

               If you feel the need to snoop, you are either in the wrong relationship or not ready for one. This relationship is a month old and you should be deliriously happy at this point.
ASH

               The thing is, if you indulge this weird feeling, you won’t be checking just once. You’ll have unleashed the Kraken, and this will become your way of operating in the context of dating and relationships. KAYTI

               No, you can’t snoop. He’s not your ex. Yet. WIZEN

            

            
                 

            

            

            Checking His Gmail

            
               Q.I really enjoy your column. I hope you (or perhaps Rico or Hoss) may be able to provide a bit of helpful insight.

               I’m writing to you because I’m going through the worst breakup of my life. I really feel like my world has ended and I have no idea what to do.

               My boyfriend of four-plus years took a job in Indonesia because it was a great opportunity for his career. He is a bit younger than me—I’m twenty-eight and he is twenty-five. Although it seemed impossible at first, we maintained a long-distance relationship. We talked on Skype and on the phone every day. Up until a month ago, we were madly in love and happy. Then out of nowhere he broke up with me. Over email.

               I was shocked, saddened, and completely heartbroken. Unbeknownst to my ex, I have his Gmail password. I may or may not check his email then mark the messages I’ve read as “unread” (which is a trick I bet most readers aren’t aware of). I’m finding non-sent letters to me in his Drafts, emails to and from other girls.

               I know this is a horrible thing to do and is a huge breach of his trust, yet I have no idea how to stop myself. It’s ruining my life. How do I ever move on? Has anyone else ever done something like this?

               

—My Heart Is in Indonesia, Swampscott

            

            
                 

            

            
               A.1. We must stop checking the Gmail, yes? It’s an invasion of privacy. But more importantly, it’s messing with your head. If you don’t have the self-control to stop, email him and ask him to change his password. I know that sounds nuts, but I’m not worried about what he thinks—I’m worried about how you feel. The Gmail stops today.

               2. He’s twenty-five and across the world; it’s not shocking that this didn’t work out. It doesn’t mean he didn’t love you, and he probably did. I’m sorry you were left behind and that he dumped you by email (not that a Skype dumping would have been much better).

               3. You’re twenty-eight. You’re young enough to have new experiences, but old enough to know what makes you happy. Why not focus on the life you have here? Make it great. Make something that’s all yours. Allow yourself to be miserable for a bit and then pick up the pieces.

               4. People are going to tell you that you’re batty for checking the Gmail. They’ll be right, for the most part. But so many of us have been there. So many of us have googled more than we should. Maybe we’ve “accidentally” driven by an apartment or peeked at a text meant for someone else. We’ve all had a low moment. You’re having yours. You can forgive yourself, but make it stop. There’s nothing for you in his inbox.

               

—Meredith

            

            
                 

            

            
               Readers? What do you think?

            

            
               You’ve gotten a confession out and I can gladly confirm that you are indeed a member of the human race. As our astute hostess pointed out, we’ve all had premeditated loss-of-control moments in which we’ve snooped on some level. That being said, you will find out, as I and many countless others have, that [snooping] is an exercise in futility. Stop checking his Gmail. Stop cold turkey. You are only extending and aggravating the pain and heartache. Don’t beat yourself up over it or feel guilty for it. Just stop doing it. Accept that it was silly to keep checking his email and be done with it. HOSS

               Unbelievable turds, spies, eavesdroppers. No, we haven’t all done it. That’s what’s wrong with this society. MIKE

               I have learned the hard way never to check the email of a current boyfriend or ex. You are NEVER going to like what you find. I found out my bf was living a double life. Our relationship ended months later. Ignorance is bliss.
TBRUSCHIFAN64
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