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Praise for In Real Life

‘Nev is a great philosopher of the Internet and thereby a critical voice for our generation. Whether or not you’re a Catfish fan, IN REAL LIFE is a must-read and shows us the opportunities and pitfalls that are part of the digital era.’

Matthew Segal, founder of OurTime.org

‘What I find most exciting about IN REAL LIFE is how it explores the Internet’s impact on our perception of gender and sexuality, and how we portray our digital selves to the world to that end.’

Kim Stolz, author of Unfriending My Ex

‘IN REAL LIFE is so much more than a book about online dating. It’s about self-acceptance and being true to yourself in a world where you’re influenced by so many people over the Internet.’

Jonathan Bennett, Mean Girls actor and host of MTV’s Copycat

‘Finally someone has written a smart and funny guide that helps young people navigate social media without letting it take over their lives.’

Maude Apatow, actress
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Introduction

It was 2:30 a.m. on an August night in 2008, and I was sitting in a rental car on a rural country road in Gladstone, Michigan. It was pitch black outside, with only one dim light illuminating a patch of yard, an empty horse trailer, and a barn. The girl I was falling in love with—a pretty young musician named Megan—was supposedly in that barn, helping a horse give birth to her foal.

At least, I thought she was someone I was falling in love with. The truth was, I’d never actually met her.

For eight months—ever since I’d encountered Megan online—she and I had been texting daily, spending hours on the phone every week, exchanging a huge volume of email and Facebook messages. We’d made attempts to get together—for me to visit her home in Michigan or her to come to me in New York City—but they’d all fallen apart for one reason or another. Still, we’d continued to grow closer, virtually befriending each other’s friends and families. Even my mom loved Megan. I was in deep.

So why was I sitting in the car, silently freaking out? Why had I just engaged in a long debate with my brother, Rel, and my friend Henry, who had accompanied me there, about whether it made more sense to back into the farm’s driveway (for a quick getaway) or drive in forward (so the headlights would illuminate the yard more)? Why was I not jumping out and running into that barn to finally see Megan, in the flesh, for the first time?

The answer to that question was way more complicated than I’d ever expected.

A few days before, I had discovered that Megan was lying about something—a seemingly small thing, but enough to raise a red flag. What else was she lying about? We’d had our first real fight. Rel, Henry, and I were in Vail, Colorado (where we were shooting a video) at the time, and decided to jump on a plane for a surprise visit to Michigan. I wanted to meet Megan once and for all so she could answer the questions that were starting to pop up in my mind.

What had started out earlier that day as an exhilarating, spontaneous trip grew more and more confusing the closer we got to Megan’s farm. As we drove straight from the Chicago airport through Wisconsin, past Green Bay and along Lake Michigan, I had started to wonder: Was I headed for a thrilling encounter with real love, or a potential confrontation with a crazy person? The hours passed, and paranoia began to set in. Around midnight, we had stopped at Walmart to stock up on survival gear—bear spray and a case of bottled water, as if we were anticipating some sort of siege. Instead, our more optimistic and gentlemanly instincts took over, and we ended up buying presents for Megan and her family: CDs, a s’more-making kit, a ballet poster, and some dog toys for the family pet.

And now, finally, here we were. I was exhausted, yet high on adrenaline. I recognized the horse farm from the pictures Megan had sent me, so that was reassuring. When we opened the mailbox, just to confirm that someone named Megan actually lived there, we did find mail addressed to her. But it was mail I had addressed to her—some of it almost two months earlier. The postcards were stamped Return to sender.

Huh.

As Henry pulled the car into the driveway and then turned it around, I thought to myself, This is the moment. This is the millisecond in the story of your life where you either go for it or don’t. Either you walk up to that barn and your life potentially changes, or you flee. And then, a more panicky internal voice: If it’s a horror movie, this is also the moment when you die. But it wasn’t a horror movie. It was real life. My life. And I knew that if I chickened out, I’d never get any answers at all.

Just do it.

I jumped out of the car, walked right up to the glass window of the barn door, and looked in.
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If you are thinking right now that Megan probably didn’t exist—you’re right. I was about to be profoundly disappointed. It turns out I’d been “catfished”—a term that emerged out of the documentary that Rel, Henry, and I would make about my experience, and one that would quickly become a widespread meme encapsulating the growing phenomenon of online relationships based on fake identities. So, no—there was no Megan, at least not as I had known her. When I finally looked in that barn window, it was empty.

My experience trying to discern what had happened to me would end up becoming a documentary—Catfish—that would premiere at the Sundance Film Festival and turn out to be an international hit. It would spawn a TV show for MTV, in which I investigate online relationships to determine whether they are based on truth or fiction. (Spoiler: It’s almost always fiction.)

Through all of this, I’d discover how universal my experience really was.

As we now know, “catfish” are everywhere. Every day stories turn up in the media—on The View, Glee, ESPN, Vanity Fair, and the New York Times Magazine, and those are just the ones that make it to the news. Thousands, maybe even tens of thousands of people are catfished every day. In the process of making Catfish: The TV Show, I’ve investigated dozens of these cases myself—and they don’t even begin to scratch the surface. I receive hundreds of emails every week from people who believe they’ve been duped or are currently involved in a suspicious relationship.

Clearly, catfishing is an epidemic. But this book isn’t just about being catfished.

The rise of catfishing has opened up the far bigger question of how we are living and loving in the era of social media. The vast majority of young people are now conducting their friendships and love affairs via social media, often (like me) with people they’ve never met in the flesh. Are you online? Then odds are you already know what I’m talking about: You’ve made friends, you’ve fallen in love, you’ve had entire relationships that never went past pixels on a screen.

There’s always going to be a shortage of happiness. Thanks to Facebook and Twitter and Instagram and so on, we have a new way to search for the affection we crave. But far too frequently, we are engaging in Internet relationships—relationships that are founded on various forms of misrepresentation—instead of real-life relationships.

What I’ve learned in the course of making my documentary and TV show is that even though we have so many new ways of reaching out to one another, we don’t know how to truly communicate anymore. We’ve distilled our interactions so that we don’t have to deal with the sticky, complicated, uncomfortable reality that comes with expressing ourselves.

Instead of working our issues out, we fall back on white lies, half-truths, and downright dishonesty.

If you watch Catfish: The TV Show, you may sometimes feel frustrated by our brief explanations for some very complicated behavior. Well, where the TV show ends, this book really starts. Here I will dig into the deeper issues that motivate not just catfish, but everyone who spends significant time and energy on social media and their online relationships.

This book is for you if you find yourself looking at your smartphone fifty times a day instead of looking other people in the eye. Or if you find yourself worrying about your popularity online, obsessing over your profile photos, and counting your “likes.” Or if you spend hours every day poring over Instagram posts and tweets, interacting with people you do not know, and disengaging from real life in order to stay connected to the online world.

This book isn’t just for people who have been catfished—it’s for anyone who lives online today.

Consider this an honest look at falling in love, loving yourself, and being loved in the social media age. It’s a guide that addresses how to improve your actual life instead of living through your digital self.

We may all speak the same language, use the same emojis and acronyms, go to the same websites, but we’ve lost something important in the way we interact with one another. We’ve replaced the spice of personal relationships—the benefits and burdens of being real—for the anonymity of social media; anonymity that allows us to create a persona free of the constraints of truth.

It’s time to stop living IRL, and start living in real life.


PART ONE

Catfishing: A Primer

When I announced this book on my Facebook fan page, I asked my followers what they were most interested in reading about. I got hundreds of responses, ranging from “Tell us about your ‘relationship’ with your cameraman, Max” to “recovering from rejection” to “being so sexy it hurts[image: Logo Missing].”

But by far the most common request was for more information about what you see on the show: You want a better understanding of who catfish are, why they do what they do, and what motivates them. What’s the psychology behind catfishing? Why do catfish’s victims believe every word they say? And how did I end up being hooked by a catfish?

This first section attempts to answer some of those questions. It reveals the complex reasoning behind some of the most bizarre stories we’ve uncovered. What does catfishing tell us about modern communication—and what does it say about us as individuals?
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