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            Introduction: Paging Marty McFly

         
         I’ve been begging for a DeLorean for my birthday for as long as I can remember. Every year I wake up, look out my window,
            and hope to see the poufy white hair and electrified eyes of Dr. Emmett Brown, his long arms outstretched from his too-short
            lab coat, waving excitedly, beckoning me forth, eager to send me back in time.
         

         
         Back to the Future is one of my favorite movies. I’ve seen it at least twenty times. Mostly because I suffer from a particular condition called
            Simple Life Envy. Instead of marching out of my apartment into the hustle and bustle and technology-muscle that is our modern world, brushing
            shoulders with people scurrying here and there on their smartphones, yapping into wireless headphones, scrolling through the
            latest and greatest social media apps, I crave something different. I want to walk outside into a stream of people aware of
            their surroundings, looking at the detailed façade of an old brownstone, pointing out a rabbit-shaped cloud in the sky, connecting
            with the loved one beside them, taking hold of a friend’s arm as they laugh uncontrollably at a joke well told. I want to
            see children playing with other children on playgrounds, no iPads or other such screens in sight, and their parents actually
            watching them, not looking down at a device in their hands or interacting with someone else who is somewhere else doing something
            else. I want to pass by people who say hello. I’d say hello back, then breeze along to the neighborhood diner, squeeze into
            a booth with friends who are deep in conversation, order breakfast for dinner, and appreciate the fact that the most high-tech
            item in our vicinity is a jukebox playing a great song from the 1950s or ’60s. Perhaps the Shirelles, asking wistfully: “Will
            you still love me tomorrow?” Yep, that sounds about right.
         

         
         It isn’t pure fantasy to imagine myself in an era when people engaged meaningfully with one another, when outside distractions
            were few, when you could close chapters of your life and move on without an iCloud or social media reminder trail, when people
            looked into each other’s eyes on first dates or glanced at a patch of red roses on a walk home.
         

         
         Those days really did exist. I remember them. And it wasn’t too long ago.

         
         I recall a place where we were in that place and only that place, and only those we could see in front of us were there with
            us; a time when the frequent, nearby buzzing of a tiny nuisance demanding attention was most likely an insect, not a device
            for which we’d pay dearly every month; a moment when we were actually in the moment, and not taking a selfie of it.
         

         
         For those of you who can’t imagine such a time, believe me when I, and others who knew the world before the ubiquity of smartphones,
            tell you about it. It existed. And it was wonderful.
         

         
         Back then, before these digital doohickeys dominated our world, we lived the lives we were living, instead of constantly trying
            to capture a perfect representation of those lives to post on social media, for us to then check obsessively for views. Or
            likes. Or whatever. Over and over.
         

         
         While I know we can’t go backward, I’d sure like to move forward in a better way. With an appreciation for the simple and
            the good, and a thoughtful intention to incorporate the best of what was, into what is and can be.
         

         
         That said, I’m not one of those I-had-to-walk-five-miles-to-school-barefoot-in-the-snow-uphill militant memorialists, resentful
            of the ease that has come with progress. I like aspects of my smartphone and the laptop on which I typed this. I have a social
            media presence. I don’t want to lose any of the wonderful ways the latest and greatest innovations have improved lives. Nor
            am I denying the ways in which technology has helped humankind in so many arenas, such as science, research, exploration,
            and communications. But I am beyond frustrated with the surge in personal technology that has compromised so many aspects
            of who we are and how we live. It’s affecting all of us. Even if you don’t know it.
         

         
         If you have no idea of the extent to which tech is dominating your life, this book is for you.

         
         If you have some idea, but no clue as to how to deal with it, this book is for you.

         
         If you have some idea, but have resigned to let tech take over your brain, this book is also for you. Because your brain is
            a good thing, and you need to know and understand exactly what that gadget in your hand is doing to it.
         

         
         How these gadgets that now rest constantly in our pockets, on our laps, and in our palms affect our hearts and minds, and
            our too-often blind acceptance of some new, brain-shrinking, behavior-altering status quo—that’s the problem.
         

         
         The solution? Well, I think about the tech issue in the same way that I think about many others that affect society. I believe
            that we, the people, are responsible for ourselves and our actions. When it comes to tech, we must ask questions and consider usage implications
            for our daily lives and relationships, before embracing Silicon Valley’s latest hot trend. We must consider how we want to
            use technology so that we can design and build the lives we want, the lives that make us happy. What that looks like will
            be different for each person, and that’s okay. The key is to remember that no matter what gadget or app or seemingly convenient
            who-knows-what emerges next, we, the people, hold the power to use it as we see fit. Or not at all.
         

         
         That is why I went on this journey of exploration and examination to discover where I was and who I wanted to be, with and
            without my cell phone, computer, and social media. On this road, I asked myself twelve questions about what I felt I had lost
            in my tech-dominated life, and along the way I uncovered some answers, and even some solutions.
         

         
         It wasn’t easy to admit the things I reveal here, the details of how I lost myself in the thickets of the tech jungle. Some
            of these personal stories, reflections, discoveries, and slipups are embarrassing, even downright humiliating, but I’m sharing
            it all because I want you to know that there is a person out there who can help you disentangle from the web of technology
            that is overtaking your life and your sanity. That person is: 
         

         
         You.

         
         I found my way out of the tech jungle by absorbing wisdom and advice from trusted resources, and then relying on the one person
            who could act to fix me:
         

         
         Me.

         
         Now, I don’t suggest that you move to a remote town, toss your phone in a well, communicate by telegraph, and carry a lantern
            to and from your evening destinations. But I’m also not suggesting that you passively allow whatever intrusions some random
            software developer cooks up to enter your life unchallenged and unquestioned. Instead, I share the powerful package of homemade
            solutions I created for myself—an embrace of the tech features that enhance my life, with self-imposed limits that make me
            healthier, happier, and in charge.
         

         
         My hope is that you will find yourself in the stories I share and come away empowered to own the tech in your life instead
            of letting the technology own you. If you want to. I hope you do, because the quality of our relationships and our experiences
            with each other, with nature and our surroundings, is at stake. The quality of life for our kids and grandkids depends upon
            us taking control. The next generation is going to miss so much of the beauty we grew up with if we don’t stand tall in this
            fight and tell technology to sit the hell down.
         

         
         This is our time to take action, to take control, and to take back our lives.

         
         I’m hoping you’ll put your phone away, or at least put it on airplane mode, and venture with me through these pages, where
            I examine the current cultural climate, consider the best and worst of what technology has to offer, and reveal the nitty-gritty,
            personal anecdotes from my voyage through the wringer of the tech revolution, as well as my attempts to navigate my way back
            out again, to go back to the future that is mine, and reclaim my life.
         

         
         Maybe where we’re going we don’t need roads, but I sure as heck needed a little direction. I thought you might, too. So here
            we go . . .
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Ménage-à-Tech
Can I find authentic interaction in an online world?

         
         It’s a strange feeling when you find yourself blissfully swept up in a fairy tale you never even knew you wanted. That’s how
            I felt the day of my wedding in February of 2018. For years I had joked with my mom that I’d likely get married in my denim
            shorts and combat boots, under a small canopy we’d stick in the sand close to the sound of ocean waves. Then my friend Mikie
            suggested that my fiancé, Jeremy, and I “just take a look” at Oheka Castle, a French-style château in the quaint hamlet of
            Cold Spring Harbor, New York.
         

         
         “A castle?” I said in disbelief. “I don’t know if that’s for me.” Though I had watched Disney’s Cinderella enough times to be intrigued by the castle concept, I wasn’t ready to admit it just yet.
         

         
         I fell in love with that beautiful place. I remember my first visit to Oheka in the fall of 2017, my mom driving as Jeremy
            and I stared in wonder at the long, magical, tree-lined driveway. I remember the way we looked at each other when we first
            set foot in the library, a space that captured everything we loved about writing, antique furniture, and a beautiful time
            long past. We walked the breathtaking gardens hand in hand and talked about life, love, and how delicious our wedding cake
            would be. We explored rooms that looked like they were right out of a museum, lit by giant crystal chandeliers, and others
            that felt like we had transported ourselves to a mansion somewhere, sometime long before either of us got to this world.
         

         
         Then the wedding day arrived.

         
         Upon reaching the castle, each person was handed an engraved card that read:

         
         
            Jedediah and Jeremy would like to make their wedding day an unplugged and private event. We kindly ask that all mobile devices
                  be turned off upon entry. Thank you for your participation in making this a truly exclusive evening with our dearest family
                  and friends.

         

         We had done something similar for our engagement party, and so we knew we wanted to create the same atmosphere for our wedding,
            a time and a place where everyone could have a fully present and engaged experience, without the distraction of technology.
            We wanted a space where the simplicity of love, conversation, and dancing could flourish. We hired a photographer and videographer
            to capture the evening but wanted the guests to be captured by the moment.
         

         
         We exchanged vows we wrote ourselves, before our closest family and friends, in that library we loved so much, amid ivory
            flowers with warm gold accents. I remember walking down the aisle in my lace ball gown, feeling the warmth and intimacy of
            the space, surrounded by antiques, artwork, and gorgeous books with tattered bindings that told stories beyond the stories
            their pages revealed. We danced through the night to music from the 1950s, 1980s, and some country tunes from the 1990s, played
            by a DJ/band ensemble that included a live singer, trumpet player, saxophonist, and cellist. Everyone was singing along to
            Michael Jackson, Ritchie Valens, Dion and the Belmonts, Wham!, and more, immersed in a retro vibe that had people smiling,
            connecting, and just plain having fun. A combination of the setting, the occasion, and the music put us all in a time and
            place before digital distraction and multi-gadgetry, where everyone was in it together, sharing the experience and the love.
         

         
         I didn’t see one person frantically texting under a banquet table, and when I looked out at the guests to absorb the moment
            before saying my vows, I didn’t see one phone camera, just eyes and smiles and the feeling of engaged, present, in-the-moment,
            unforgettable peace. The evening finished with a beautiful snowfall in which we ran, played, and danced some more. I won’t
            tell you who won the snowball fight, but I will say that a girl in a wedding dress meant business.
         

         
         A few days later, Jeremy and I looked back on that night and couldn’t stop smiling. It felt like a winter wonderland dream.
            When we talked about it, what kept coming up was how present everyone was, how the energy of the space felt so connected,
            so free of the chaos and interruptions we have unfortunately gotten too used to in this tech-inundated world.
         

         
         Then it hit me. I had done it. I had taken my DeLorean daydream and brought it to life. I had discovered a profound appreciation
            for the connected, real-life beauty of tech-free moments. And I owed it all to the journey you’re about to walk through in
            this book. I wasn’t always so good at removing tech distractions, at appreciating the people and things right before my eyes,
            at living in the real-life moment. Now I can’t imagine my life any other way.
         

         
         It was a long road to get here. It started with me wanting something I thought I could never have.

         
         *  *  *

         My parents met in a bar. It was one of those small neighborhood bars on Long Island with real brick walls, low ceilings, and
            a few big lamps advertising the beers of the 1970s: Schlitz, Schaefer, and such. The place overflowed with young professionals,
            teachers, and firemen, most of whom flocked there to let go of the outside world for a few hours and absorb the good sounds
            of local bands that came around on weekends to take their chances on the small corner stage. My mom’s roommate sang in one
            of those bands, so my mom was there on that particular night, standing near the bar, quietly singing along.
         

         
         My dad says it was about 9:00 p.m. when he walked into that bar. He was on his way home from watching a basketball game at
            a friend’s house, heard the jazz tunes seeping out of the front door, and decided to step in for a drink. Once inside, he
            glanced around. A slim woman with reddish-brown hair caught his eye right away. He sat down at a nearby table for a few minutes
            and attempted to attract her attention, but had no luck. She was lost in the music. So, in between songs, he went over and
            introduced himself.
         

         
         “Hi, I’m Tony.”

         
         “Linda.”

         
         “Can I buy you a drink?”

         
         She considered it for a second, then raised her arm so he could see the full glass in her hand. “No, I’m okay, I have a drink,”
            she said, then smiled and turned her attention back to the band, playing a little hard to get.
         

         
         The band played its next song and he turned his attention to the music, though now and then my dad would look over at my mom
            and smile. She’d smile back. When the band went on a break, he asked her to join him at one of the small corner tables. She
            agreed. As the clock ticked along without either of them noticing, they talked about where they grew up, what their families
            were like, and what they wanted for their futures. Nothing was off-limits. Then, he asked her out on a date. She said yes.
            So they went out. It was nice. More than nice. Then they went on another, then another, and another, until they were engaged
            six months later.
         

         
         “That seems so quick,” I said to my mom when I heard the story again several years ago, having had my own dating experiences
            by then.
         

         
         
            My mother: “Not really. We spent a lot of time together.”
            

            Me: “What did you do?”
            

            My mother: “We talked. We looked into each other’s eyes. Most nights it was just us two, figuring out life together.”
            

            Me: “No interruptions? Just you two?”
            

            My mother: “Who would interrupt us?”
            

         

         She couldn’t even imagine what I could be talking about, the concept of a nearby bzzzzz with a slew of beckoning alerts not even on her radar. What took my parents months to learn about each other, reading each
            other’s body language, feeling the energy in the space between them, uninterrupted by anyone or anything, would take many
            people years now. They’d be too distracted juggling an endless onslaught of emails, texts, app alerts, and social media notifications.
            My parents spent focused, engaged time together, and learned quickly that they were right for each other.
         

         
         And so  their families met almost immediately.

         
         *  *  *

         Of course, back then or today, meeting the family of the person you’re dating can be quite an adventure. My mom grew up in
            a small downtown Brooklyn apartment with her parents and two siblings, though her brother and sister were quite a bit older
            than she was and moved out when she was pretty young. My mother’s grandma, several aunts, and a cousin lived in a brownstone
            nearby that was the hub of all family gatherings. My grandmother was one of thirteen, all of whom were big in personality
            but small in stature—not one of them a smidgen over five foot one. Each one of them was crazier than the last. I’m not kidding.
            They were completely off the wall, a family of lovable comedians, except for my nanny, the oldest, who took everything way
            too seriously. Aunt Ana, Milly, Nora, Cousin Didi—the whole crew could make you laugh so hard, your abs would hurt for hours.
            Sadly, some of the aunts passed away before I was old enough to get to know them, but I’m told they were some of the best
            comedians of the bunch.
         

         
         Mom told me that everyone hung out in my great-grandma’s kitchen eating, laughing, and talking for hours. It was a small kitchen,
            simply decorated with a flowered tablecloth and matching wallpaper, copper cookware hanging on the wall near the stove, wooden
            shelves lined with mementos collected from neighborhood shops. Occasionally someone chased someone around that kitchen with
            a loaf of Italian bread, which I also saw play out in later years when Nanny would get mad at Poppy and jokingly reach for
            her long and crispy weapon of choice from the pantry.
         

         
         Mom’s family didn’t have much money, but they knew how to make each other laugh and smile a whole lot. The Brooklyn accents
            were heavy, the Italian food delicious, and the jokes quite colorful. They’ve told me that the fun banter often carried straight
            through the night.
         

         
         On the very opposite side of the spectrum was my dad’s family, Italian from Sicily (my mom’s side was from Naples), with a
            more formal, reserved, quieter, American-Italian kind of feel. I don’t think I ever heard anyone on that side speak Italian,
            whereas Nanny and Poppy on my mom’s  side spoke it quite a bit, including all of the bad words I laughed about later in life
            when I realized what they had been saying.
         

         
         When my mother told my grandmother and her aunts that she was going to bring her new beau to meet the crew, she announced:
            “I’m bringing Tony over tonight. I like this one, and he comes from a good family, and they’re kind of proper and all that,
            so when he comes in, you’d better all behave. No cursing!”
         

         
         Everyone at my great-grandma’s brownstone was warned to be on their best behavior. Mom’s aunt Rosie was dressed in her Sunday
            best, poised to take his coat. Aunt Nora held up a tray of antipasto. Everyone and everything was in its place. But as my
            six-foot-one-inch dad ducked through the threshold from the entryway into the living room, the first line of greeting he heard
            was from Aunt Mary, who couldn’t help herself: “Wow, Linda! He’s so fucking tall!”
         

         
         My dad laughed, my mom put her head in her hands, and they were all soon eating eggplant parmigiana and telling old, funny
            stories. Mom’s crazy, warm, comedic family made him love her even more.
         

         
         *  *  *

         My grandparents met in a similarly romantic fashion, in a way that wouldn’t be so easy these days—unless you can bump into
            true love while shopping online. My poppy, Silvio, and my nanny, Louise, both also grew up in downtown Brooklyn and didn’t
            have much money. As a seventeen-year-old, my grandfather used to run errands for people. He would get paid to pick up a loaf
            of bread at the bakery, get a box of nails at the hardware store, or bring shirts to the laundry. He’d do those deliveries
            all over the neighborhood, taking in coins for this drugstore errand down the block or that soda shop run a few streets over.
         

         
         My grandmother, who was a few years older than my grandfather, did most of the shopping for her family. She went to this grocery
            store and that market, picking up one thing or another, also all over the neighborhood. As my grandmother and grandfather
            crisscrossed the streets of downtown Brooklyn, they often stumbled upon each other. One afternoon my grandmother, who was
            a bit of a boss, turned to my grandfather in the local pork store, right there beside the soppressata, and said, “You’re going to ask me out on a date.”
         

         
         “I am?” my grandfather answered, surprised but excited.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “When?”

         
         “Now.”

         
         “We’re going on a date now?” he asked, wide-eyed.

         
         “No, ragazzo sciocco, silly boy. You’re going to ask me out on a date now for next Friday.”
         

         
         “Oh.”

         
         Their first date was at a Brooklyn street fair, with popcorn, cotton candy, games, and all that good stuff. They spent time
            together, they talked, they walked—just them. They soon were married. They lived, mostly, happily ever after. Italian-bread
            chases around the kitchen included.
         

         
         It’s no wonder I have a genetic predisposition toward the real and the romantic. When I was younger, I heard these family
            courtship stories often. The seed was planted and I believed, with all my heart, that these dreamlike encounters would happen
            for me. I grew up, dated a few good men, a few not-so-good men. I lived. I learned. But soon the gadgets caught hold of my
            peers and me, and we grabbed hold of them. Suddenly, everyone had their eyes buried in their phones, and I wondered if I would
            ever find the dreamy I-see-that-lovely-look-in-your-eye interaction that my parents and grandparents had. I started to have
            my doubts.
         

         
         I couldn’t imagine all of that intimacy surviving now, at least not with another person under forty, as so many twenty- and
            thirty-somethings were endlessly buried in the tech in their lives. If I wanted old-fashioned romance, I started to think
            that I’d have to go . . . old. I figured my best bet would be a nice septuagenarian. It turns out, the universe had other
            plans for me, but before that, my dating life skidded into a worst-case tech scenario . . .
         

         
         *  *  *

         When I first transitioned from teacher to writer and television commentator, and started working on air, I had several talented
            colleagues: producers, crew members, writers, and others with whom I felt privileged to work. One was a guy whom, for the
            sake of confidentiality, as well as keeping with my practice of changing the names of friends and colleagues in this book,
            I will call Kyle.
         

         
         Kyle and I saw each other at work pretty much every week. He was friendly and joked around a lot with everyone. In a very
            tough and stressful business, laughter becomes priceless. Although Kyle was a more extroverted, life-of-the-party kind of
            guy than the shy Peter Parker type to whom I was typically drawn, he caught my attention.
         

         
         I have always been a private person. I don’t give out my email address or phone number easily. One day, Kyle said he was inviting
            a few people over to his apartment and asked if he could text me the details. I heard a family friend’s voice in my head from
            that morning: “It wouldn’t kill you to be social every now and then.” So I gave him my number. He texted me the information.
            The night of the get-together rolled around and at the last minute Kyle texted to say that many people had canceled, but a
            few friends were still coming over to watch a movie at his place. He asked if I wanted to join them. I politely declined.
         

         
         I’ll never forget the afternoon I finally said yes to hanging out with him. It was a terrible day. I had gotten my credit
            card bill in the mail and realized that I was in debt from funding the headshots, wardrobe, and website it would take to launch
            this new career of mine. I had also had one of the only fights I’ve ever had with one of my best friends since childhood,
            about something ridiculous. I was sitting outside on an Upper East Side stoop feeling awful. Where was my career going? Had
            I been right to give up the stability of teaching? Where did I even want this career to go? How was I going to afford it all?
         

         
         I was lost.

         
         And just like that . . . bzzzzz.
         

         
         Kyle with a joke. He was that naturally funny guy who could make you laugh without even trying. I don’t remember the joke,
            but it was a good one, and I chuckled. He followed it with some version of “Come on, one drink? One?”
         

         
         I folded my credit card bill in half and stuck it in my pocket. I needed some fun and funny, and so I was off.

         
         It was an entertaining evening. Completely silly. I met Kyle at a small wine bar and we hung out for a few hours. I laughed.
            A lot. He seemed to have an endless supply of gossip, too, almost all of it hysterical. I’m not a drinker, but I had some
            wine that night. I had a glass, maybe two. He had two bottles. I figured he was busting loose from work stress as well. I
            later learned that, for him, two bottles of wine almost constituted a night on the wagon.
         

         
         After hearing I’d gone out with him, one of my friends, who knew him better than I did, said, “You must have been really hard
            up for a laugh.” Kyle wasn’t the most stable guy and everyone knew it. My friend had spoken the truth. And yes, I was painfully
            in need of a laugh. But it wasn’t just that. Daunted by my current situation and unclear on where I was headed in this new
            industry, I found Kyle’s goofiness and lightheartedness surprisingly refreshing. I decided I needed to spend time with this
            man. I knew he wasn’t the reliable guy, or the quiet, vulnerable type I usually liked, but I didn’t care. I said to myself,
            I’m just gonna laugh, and this was the right man for the job.
         

         
         We started hanging out with each other after work. We went out on five or six dates. I was having a great time. Who doesn’t
            want to sit and laugh for a few hours?
         

         
         Though things were also weird. For instance, he’d text me late at night, actively and relentlessly, for hours. I wasn’t a
            fan of texting at length, being locked for a long time into words without inflection, exchanges without tone, emojis replacing
            the sound of laughter or the visual of tears. But I was trying to change my ways, to keep up with the times, to forget my
            instincts about tech so I could get that laughter I so desperately wanted. So there I was, engaged in the texting, the banter,
            all the while wondering why he didn’t just pick up the phone and call me. I couldn’t understand how he could be glued to that
            little keyboard for such extended periods of time. It felt a little cowardly, too, because the stuff he was saying in the
            texts often didn’t seem like anything he’d venture to say in person. Yet, the laughter was intoxicating, and the next thing
            I knew, we were in an exclusive relationship.
         

         
         Soon enough, though, something didn’t feel right. I didn’t feel like myself with him, surrounded by so many near strangers
            all the time, constantly in the bar or club scene. About three months in, I realized the extent of his heavy drinking. He
            said he was from a small town where drinking was just a thing you did when you had nothing else to do, that it totally wasn’t
            a problem. I wanted to believe him, so I did. A month later, I caught him doing hard drugs. Having never done drugs myself
            or spent any time with anyone who did, I was embarrassingly naïve about it all and soon realized I had likely missed earlier
            signs. He said it was something he had done years ago and that this was one misstep. I wanted to believe that, so I stuck
            around. Stupid girl, you’re thinking. I know, I know. I would be thinking it, too.
         

         
         Five months in, I started to feel like there was a deeper deception going on. I couldn’t confirm what it was, so I let the
            feeling linger and kept my eyes open. I addressed the drugs and alcohol in depth. He promised to take steps to make it all
            better. He was still the funniest guy I knew. His family was wonderful and wholesome. When he told me that he loved me or
            how happy he was that I walked into his life, his smile was warm and seemed so earnest. I kept telling myself that my intuition
            was wrong. After all, there was no proof of deception, just this dark feeling I had inside. So, I ignored a lot.
         

         
         Now, I’m not wired for paranoia. Anxiety, yes. Perfectionist tendencies,  100 percent. But paranoia, not so much. I had never
            worried about a boyfriend cheating on me or even really thought about it. My first boyfriend spent ten months teaching overseas.
            We visited each other only a few times that year because of my school schedule, but the possibility of him being disloyal
            never crossed my mind. Growing up, I was surrounded by trusting, committed relationships. I didn’t know much else.
         

         
         What happened next turned that inside out, and me upside down.

         
         *  *  *

         Kyle had a BlackBerry. He was often making plans for us at this bar or that club or this house party. I appreciated his initiative
            and resourceful energy, and I got used to him being on the phone a lot, making plans. That was us: hand in hand, his hand
            in mine—until the little red BlackBerry light went off.
         

         
         One day, one of our mutual acquaintances asked me if I ever checked his phone.

         
         Checked his phone? “No.”

         
         I thought that was odd.

         
         She decided she’d overstepped and didn’t ask again.

         
         I forgot about it.

         
         Sort of . . .

         
         One night, Kyle passed out at my place after drinking. I was up watching an old movie, hoping it would lull me to sleep. His
            phone was on vibrate and kept buzzing. Over and over and over. I hated myself for even considering looking at it. But then,
            in my head, the acquaintance: “Have you ever checked his phone?”
         

         
         The little red light blinked. My gut whirled.

         
         I picked up the phone.

         
         There were hundreds of texts, countless chains of messages.

         
         Kyle snored.

         
         I opened one of the chains. His best friend was asking him if Kate was still around. Who in the heck was Kate? Someone asked
            him if he could get some stuff. What stuff? He set a plan to meet in the usual time and place. Where? Who was this? What was
            going on?
         

         
         Then another text from someone I didn’t recognize, telling him he had left “the goods” in his mailbox. I read on and on. People
            I had never heard of, talking about a gram, a half gram, a bump, a line . . . Kyle was getting drugs delivered like crazy.
         

         
         I read the next run, and the next. He was on drugs. He was selling drugs.

         
         Then some earlier incidents that hadn’t made any sense started to fall into place. During the workweek, I’d usually go back
            to my place at night because Kyle smoked a lot of cigarettes and the lingering odor in the apartment made it impossible for
            me to sleep. He’d text me good night when I’d get home, telling me he was going to bed. As I began to piece together several
            texts, I realized that Kyle hadn’t gone to bed when he told me he had. Instead, he was hosting all-night houseguests, names
            I did and didn’t recognize, girls and guys, in and out, doing drugs, supplying drugs, getting drunk, staying over, you name
            it.
         

         
         There were also several flirtatious texts with women I had never heard of, heading to his apartment in the middle of the night,
            drunk. I had once found a bracelet in his apartment. He had told me it was his best friend’s girlfriend’s, and that she had
            left it there when they had visited last. The night I read his phone, I found a text from a girl he had clearly hooked up
            with, asking about her bracelet, among other graphic texts about the night they had spent together.
         

         
         During our relationship, there was a woman who would consistently write passive-aggressive things about me on social media.
            A colleague brought it to my attention, so I discussed it with Kyle. He said he had no idea who she was but that I should
            have someone keep an eye on it for safety reasons. The night I read his phone, I discovered that he not only knew her but
            she had been to his apartment multiple times, drinking and doing drugs, and  had visited him at work—which, you may recall,
            was also my place of work—and had slept with him more than once.
         

         
         My heart racing, my hands sweating, I kept reading the texts. There were so many. I couldn’t stop. So many plots to keep information
            from me, so many interactions about getting drugs to or from him, so many sexual exchanges with strange women. The hours went
            by. Kyle, or whoever he was, snored loudly. I put his phone down. Then he rolled over, deeper into his drunken stupor, and,
            I’m embarrassed to say, I cried like a baby.
         

         
         I’m not sure I had ever felt dumber in my life.

         
         My eyes blurry, I took a deep breath. This was madness. I had known Kyle for a couple of years and dated him for months. I
            knew his family. I had been to his hometown and cooked breakfast in the house he grew up in. I knew he’d messed up a little
            when he was young, but nothing to signal . . . whatever this was.
         

         
         Worst of all—and it’s still hard to admit this—Kyle had mattered to me. I couldn’t, and still sometimes can’t, imagine him
            capable of some of the things I read. Of course he denied it all, even the very words he had written that were sitting right
            there on a phone that rested on the table between us, words he had typed in black-and-white. He was defiant. Full of excuses.
            I never got an apology. But once I saw what was going on, I stopped expecting one.
         

         
         Which was okay. Because this was not a man I knew. His phone was not a phone anymore. It was some disturbing portal to a whole
            separate existence.
         

         
         I broke up with him.

         
         It was over.

         
         Except that it wasn’t.

         
         For months afterward, when I would see a little red light flicker on someone’s BlackBerry, I would feel sick and have to look
            away. I can’t blame the device, in the same way that I don’t blame weapons for crimes. I blame people. Things have the power
            you give them. Maybe Kyle was going to do those terrible things no matter what. But I also believe that technology aided his
            downward spiral. It made his lies easier to tell, his deceit easier to hide, his dark desires more easily fulfilled through
            unlimited outlets.
         

         
         It’s not technology that decides if we are heroes or villains; it’s us. But there’s no doubt that Kyle’s worst instincts were
            being activated, enhanced, and facilitated by his little device.
         

         
         *  *  *

         In these days of superfast access to everyone anywhere, the boundaries around bad behavior are low. That’s another reason
            I miss the good old days, before the sharp, dangerous turn of this century. Back then, if you were going to do something bad,
            it took time, energy, and effort. When I was in high school, I heard whispers from friends about someone’s father, who they
            said was a cheater. Before the  Tech  Takeover, it took some work to cheat. It was difficult, a challenge. This man had to
            leave his house, find a landline or pay phone where no one would overhear him, call the woman with whom he was cheating, arrange
            a meeting, then find an excuse to leave the house or work and drive far away to some other location, some other town, where
            he and his mistress wouldn’t have to worry about being seen by anyone who knew them. He had to scope out the location, the
            bar, the hotel, and make sure no one he knew was there, constantly looking over his shoulder to make sure he was in the clear.
            
         

         
         In other words, the whole thing took a lot of planning, effort, and even some vigilance. This man had to make choices about
            what he was doing every step of the way, and in the process of putting in that time-consuming effort, he’d invariably come
            up against some Is-this-really-worth-it? moments. The risks, the potential pitfalls, the energy—some of these things would
            surely occur to him as he decided whether to make those potentially problematic moves.
         

         
         Now? In our current climate of easy access to everyone all the time, the world of naughty flirtation and virtual escape that
            gives you a little boost of feeling wanted, special, important, needed, is just a Twitter-DM, LinkedIn-connection, Facebook-message
            tap away. Maybe some once-seemingly-harmless text flirtation grows in that private space, multiplying through the virtual
            ether, until one day, there you are, in a full-blown emotional affair. You never had to leave your bedroom, your office, your
            seat on the commuter train or bus. Tap, click, send. The vehicle for these engagements is sitting right in your hand. Then,
            when the conversation is over, the cheater can quickly and easily delete the text, the DM, the app, even the FaceTime session.
         

         
         Anyone can swipe here, text “meet me there,” and have a clandestine meeting within hours, sometimes minutes. A quick search
            of the Internet for websites that encourage people to use their technology to secretly engage in another world outside their
            primary relationship reveals dozens of sites like Fling.com, Naughty hookUP, SnapSext, BeNaughty, and Flirt.com, each of which
            promises quick, discreet connections. One of the most famous of these sites, AshleyMadison.com, which was famously hacked
            in 2015, revealing the names and proclivities of millions of its users, proudly touts the tagline: “Life is short. Have an
            affair.”
         

         
         The Internet allures, beckons, invites, stimulates. Some seek it out. Some slowly trickle in. Soon enough, too many are embedded.
            Once again, I’m not blaming the medium. People have the power to control their actions regardless of the situations in which
            they find themselves. But I’m also not going to ignore that these tech spaces are often designed to facilitate the bad behaviors
            that were once much harder to actualize. Many of us have lost all sense of appropriateness in our online communications. We
            say things in those spaces that we’d never say in person. Now, some may argue that virtual flirtation means there’s no actual,
            physical contact and so no cheating. But not everyone agrees on this point. I sure don’t.
         

         
         In May of 2017, Ian Kerner, a couples’ therapist, wrote a piece on CNN.com titled “What Counts as ‘Cheating’ in the Digital
            Age?” He mentioned a couple that had come to see him after an incident of what the wife called infidelity. Kerner revealed,
            “He was searching for other women online, she said. Yet [her husband] claimed that he hadn’t done anything wrong and that
            he would never cheat on his wife.”
         

         
         Emotional infidelity has been a slippery slope of morality for generations. When you share a deep, personal confidence with
            another person of your preferred sex—a confidence you would never share with your partner or spouse—is that cheating? When
            you enjoy engaging in an activity with that person—an activity that makes you happier than time with your spouse or that you’d
            rather do with that person than with your spouse—is that cheating? When you have long conversations with that same person—and
            talk about things that are more intimate than any conversation you have with your spouse—is that cheating? Many people would
            answer “No,” “No,” and “No” to all of these examples. Some may say “Yes” to some and “No” to others. The reality is that it
            doesn’t matter what each of us says about what others do. What matters is how each of us, when we are in a relationship, defines
            the optimal territory and proper boundaries of that relationship. If both people are on the same page, it’s a win as far as
            I’m concerned. The same goes for our online presence and interactions.
         

         
         My horrifying tech experience with Kyle gave me plenty of insight into what cell phones can hide and conceal in the wrong
            hands. He had even put people in his phone under aliases, and I can only imagine what he would’ve done had he been plugged
            into apps. Maybe he was, for all I know.
         

         
         In this try-anything-and-everything, YOLO (You Only Live Once) culture, technology is expanding the territory we used to call
            the Dark Side by making it super easy to explore. Now anyone can wade into the low tide of online pornography, gambling, or
            drug delivery; engage in virtual worlds with real-life people in all sorts of ways; and even poke their nose into their ex-boyfriend’s
            life with a quick search through Facebook and an even quicker private message. The keyboard courage for many is strong. But
            thinking, considering, taking responsibility for the potential consequences of our click-tap-send urges? Too often, these days, not so strong.
         

         
         *  *  *

         After my experience with Kyle, I lost some faith that I’d ever find old-school romance, let alone one-on-one engagement, in
            the online world. Then I realized that it wasn’t just romance that was losing out to these ubiquitous devices.
         

         
         It was friendships, too.

         
         It happened one night when I was out with Marie, one of my closest friends. We’ve known each other since middle school. We
            talk a lot on the phone and get together a few times a year to grab some food, laugh the night away, and forget our stressors,
            or make fun of them until we are exhausted and relaxed. She’s pretty much a sister from another mother. On that particular
            night, we tried out a new restaurant. We were there for hours, as we usually are, just us, no one else. And yet, we didn’t
            really spend any time together. 
         

         
         What happened? We spent the whole night taking photos of each other, or of the two of us together, or of things around us,
            and posting them up on social media. We’d taken pictures together before, of course, and even posted some, but on that night
            it was constant. It wasn’t just the pictures. I don’t think we had a single uninterrupted conversation. Our phones were out
            all night, front and center, and alerts were rolling in constantly, the beeps and lights of the gadgets the central activity
            at our table. Social media notifications—and some crazy texts—took up the whole conversation. I went home troubled, but I
            couldn’t yet process how things had changed so quickly and what to do about it.
         

         
         I saw Marie again soon after at a birthday lunch with other friends, and it wasn’t any better. In fact, it was much worse
            for me, because I now had my eyes open to it all and had made the decision to put my phone away. I was like the sober friend
            in a room full of drunk people, the only one seeing things clearly. Phones out everywhere, fingers obsessively texting, cameras
            clicking to post a photo on social media, a bizarre fascination with how many likes or comments this pic or that one would
            get.
         

         
         It had happened. One of my best friends and I had somehow let our friendship devolve to always include a third party.

         
         Her name was iPhone.

         
         The madness was blinding.

         
         I couldn’t stop asking myself how this had gotten so bad so quickly.

         
         *  *  *

         According to a 2017 Pew Research Center fact sheet, over 95 percent of the U.S. population owns cell phones and 80 percent
            of these are smartphones. That’s about as prevalent as any technology has ever been in this country. Think about it. Not only
            does almost every single person in a household have one, but many people have more than one. They’re everywhere. They’re practically
            appendages at this point.
         

         
         Take a ride on the subway, a train, or a bus. Go to dinner with friends. Grab a drink at a nearby bar. Casually stroll down
            any populated street. You’ll see smartphones all over the place. And it’s not just smartphones. There are all sorts of personal
            digital assistants on wrists, on heads, in ears, on glasses.
         

         
         At one point, I considered getting a flip phone again, removing apps and texting, and that would be that for me. But I liked
            my weather app, my cycling app, even some social media functions, and I realized that replacing the phone would be a copout,
            an admission that I didn’t have enough self-control to set my own boundaries, a violation of the personal responsibility values
            I hold so dearly. Instead, I would take control of my life and modify the way I used the device in my hand. We are responsible
            for what we choose to engage in and how we behave. If I do a bad thing on my phone, it’s not my phone’s fault; it
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