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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.


CHAPTER 1

My Catfish Story, Part One

The message that started it all arrived on a chilly December morning in 2007. I was at my new office on Broadway in Tribeca, a second-floor loft that I was sharing with Rel and Henry. The place was a disaster zone—boxes and papers and photographs and computer equipment everywhere. This small, chaotic space was home base for my videography and photography business and was where I worked as the media director for Morphoses / The Wheeldon Company, a new contemporary ballet troupe.

I probably should have been unpacking, or editing one of my many video projects, or—at the very least—cleaning up, but instead I was procrastinating. I’d already checked my Facebook profile a half dozen times when I decided to click over to Myspace, which I hadn’t visited in months. There, I kept a fairly out-of-date profile under the title “Professional New Yorker.”

In my Myspace inbox, I discovered a message, dated months earlier, from someone named “Abby Loves Ballet.” It read, roughly:

Hi Mr. Schulman! My name is Abby. I’m 8 years old and live in Ishpeming, Michigan. I was in New York a few months ago on a trip with my mom. She took me to a performance of Morphoses. I saw your name on their web site and saw that you’re a photographer. I really love your pictures. Anyway, since I know you’re a “professional New Yorker,” I’d love to get your opinion on these paintings I just did of Central Park. I’m sure you’re super busy. No worries if you don’t have time to respond.

Peace and Love ~Abby

Later, I’d wonder whether the profile name Abby Loves Ballet had been created specifically to appeal to me and my love for dance, but at the time, I was charmed. Abby’s profile picture was of a young girl with a big smile and long blond hair. How funny and cute, I thought. I clicked over to look at some of her paintings: They were pastel watercolor landscapes, mostly of trees and bridges in Central Park. I wasn’t exactly a professional art critic, but I was sufficiently impressed. The paintings seemed pretty advanced for a kid her age.

It all seemed so genuine, which—after I’d lived my whole life in a city where cynicism is too often the default mode—came as a breath of fresh air. And I was flattered: It was the first time someone had reached out to tell me they were inspired by my photography.

I don’t have the message that I sent back to her—my Myspace page is long gone—but as far as I can recall, my response went something like this:

Hey, thanks for your email. I checked out your paintings and they’re really great. I particularly like the way you captured the light on the tree branches. Keep up the good work. Cheers.

And that was that. Or so I thought. Little did I know that she now had me on the hook. That one response would open a floodgate of more than 1,500 messages over the next nine months, and would ultimately change the direction of my entire life.
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As an eight-year-old girl living in a rural town in the Midwest, Abby was pretty much my polar opposite. I was a twenty-three-year-old native New Yorker, born, raised, and educated within twenty miles of Manhattan.

Let me give you some background.

My family’s roots in the city run deep. My name, Nev, is short for Yaniv, the result of the time my parents spent in Israel before I was born. My dad’s family, the Schulmans, are a Jewish family that emigrated from Eastern Europe in the late 1800s. My mother’s family, the Baraschs, are also Eastern European immigrants. Both sides were dirt poor but hard workers, and they ultimately found success in New York: The Baraschs owned a deli in uptown Manhattan and the Schulmans were dressmakers in Scarsdale. My mom’s father, Marvin, started an insurance company with his brother that he grew into one of the largest in the country. My dad’s father became a wealthy real estate developer, a golf course designer, and one of the most respected figureheads in the Northeast golf community. My dad followed right in his footsteps.

My parents married young, after a very brief courtship, and soon after that my mom was pregnant with my brother, Rel. My parents’ relationship was already strained when I was born three years later, and not long afterward they decided to part ways. I spent my childhood bouncing between my mom’s apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan and my dad’s house in Westchester (and then, after he moved, his apartment eight blocks south of my mom’s).

My mom is a wildflower tomboy. I inherited my love of motorcycles from her. She’s an original, passionate and impulsive. Her taste is eclectic, and her home is always beautiful. She loves to try new things: She worked as a florist, and then at the auction house Sotheby’s, and finally as an event planner before going back to school to get her masters in social work. I love how creative and artistic she is, and she truly taught me the meaning of unconditional love. (I’ll tell you more about that later.)

My dad is a passionate guy, always excited about something. He’s also a total creature of habit. Every day, he wakes up at 4:45 a.m. He drinks two coffees, then attends two back-to-back Bikram yoga classes. He is compulsive, a real “all or nothing” kind of guy. I remember that for months at a time while I was growing up, he’d eat only peanut butter out of the jar with a spoon, and then one day he’d decide to never eat it again. He’d find a pair of pants he liked and buy ten pairs of them. He cleans constantly and is hypercritical—of me, of the women he dates, of himself. That’s probably why he was a perpetual bachelor when I was growing up, and although he did fine for himself, he never seemed to be where he wanted to be.

I grew up worried that I’d struggle with the same issue: having a productive life and yet feeling that I’d settled for a lesser version of myself. (It remains a battle to this day. Every morning when I wake up, my head races with all the little things I have to do. It’s a constant fight not to sweat the small stuff—the easy tasks within reach—and instead to focus on the bigger picture, to slowly work toward something even if it doesn’t immediately produce results.)

Maybe it was because of my parents’ early divorce (I’ll save that question for the therapist), but at a breathtakingly young age, I was already a professional troublemaker. By the time I was six years old I’d been kicked out of kindergarten for intentionally clogging all the toilets and urinals with toilet paper. It was just the beginning of my long and illustrious career as a juvenile delinquent.

I lasted at my next school—a snooty uptown private school called Ethical Culture—for three years before I got in a tiff with a teacher about the length of my hair (too long) and then cursed out the principal. I wasn’t invited back for fourth grade.

By the time I arrived at what is now called the Trevor Day School my parents had realized that my hyperactivity was diagnosable. ADHD was the buzzword of the moment. Ritalin became my new best friend, and for a while, things seemed to improve. I had a therapist, and my new school had smaller classrooms and a more visual curriculum that appealed to me. The National Dance Institute visited the school once a week to teach the students dance, and I discovered an aptitude for it. It was the first time I’d ever been good at something. It was NDI that introduced me to dance and gave me an outlet for much of the energy and creativity I was looking to express.

Still, I was wound up. I was constantly getting in fights with my brother: It would drive me crazy when he came home and threw his dirty socks on the floor. Plus, I had a lack of inhibition that was unusual for my age, and couldn’t stop myself from trying to be the class clown. I never kept my mouth shut. In my freshman year of high school, I was suspended for procuring a condom from the bathroom’s new condom dispenser and waving the unraveled prophylactic around in class. (My female classmates didn’t think it was as funny as I did.)

But my real problem was stealing. I stole DVDs from Tower Records, clothing from Ralph Lauren, and a host of other miscellaneous items. My attitude was, If they’re not doing a better job keeping an eye on it, it’s their fault. I hadn’t yet learned accountability; I didn’t understand that even if I wasn’t personally dealing with the consequences of my actions, someone else was. And I got away with it until my senior year, when I stole a Wi-Fi card out of my computer teacher’s desk. I was a rotten criminal: I didn’t yet understand how IP addresses worked, and the offending card was quickly traced back to me. That was the end of my career at Day School. They gave me my diploma, but I wasn’t allowed to attend the graduation ceremony with my class.

I managed to talk my way into Sarah Lawrence for college—or, to be more honest about it, my mother did the talking for me. As an active alumna, she used her clout to get me in. (Let’s be blunt, she begged.) Once I landed at Sarah Lawrence, I promptly began getting myself into even more trouble. I broke into my dorm’s basement and set it up as a subterranean party pad, throwing massive bashes. I snuck into a defunct restaurant in Yonkers and stole all their booze, kitting out my lofted dorm room with an epic bar. I sold weed and mushrooms.

Then there were the car crashes. Between 2002, when I was seventeen, and 2005, I wrecked a 1980 Porsche (fell asleep at the wheel), a Harley-Davidson (going too fast on vacation), and a 1992 Acura Legend (old lady stopped too suddenly in front of me), not to mention countless small skirmishes with my motorcycle on the rainy and snowy streets of Manhattan. It’s probably a miracle I’m still alive.

I never thought of myself as lucky, though. Instead, I was cocky and arrogant and thoughtless. I remember breaking into the Sarah Lawrence cafeteria kitchen with friends one night: We put condoms between the sliced meats and I took a dump in the cereal dispenser—a stunt that shut down the kitchen for two days. (I can’t believe I just admitted that.) Another time, I got revenge on an enemy who I’m pretty sure slashed the tires of my motorcycle by emptying a fire extinguisher in his closet and taking a number of his things. Even though I later felt guilty and returned his belongings in garbage bags, it took some serious convincing to get him to drop the damage charges against me. I can’t say I blame him.

He wasn’t the only one who hated me. I was on the outs with everyone. I disappointed my family; I infuriated authorities; I pissed off half the kids at school. I spent the better part of my life being told that I’d messed up and apologizing. I’d tell people that I understood what I’d done wrong, that I’d fix what I’d broken, that I’d do better next time—but I wouldn’t. I didn’t have any real friends because I couldn’t be trusted. It’s not that I was a bad person, but I didn’t have any perspective. My actions were aggressive. My mantra was, “I do what I want.” I took every risk that came my way. I rarely considered the consequences, and if I did, I either didn’t understand the seriousness of the situation or thought I could handle it.

But despite my talent for spreading chaos, my appetite for risk allowed me to become a budding entrepreneur. My sophomore year, my brother, who was in film school, was offered a job filming a bar mitzvah. Not having time, he offered me the job. It was a two-thousand-dollar opportunity that I happily accepted, immediately employing my suitemate and filmmaker friend Thomas to coproduce with me. The video was a success and I was quickly referred to many other NYC clients. One of them asked if I knew a good event photographer, and without hesitation I suggested myself. Of course, I didn’t have the proper experience or equipment, so when asked about my fee I simply researched what I’d need to buy and made that cost my quote. It worked: I had successfully bullshitted my way into being a professional photographer.

As the jobs kept coming in, I decided to take a year off from school to build a photography and videography business. I started a nightlife photography website called TheContactSheet.com, which quickly became a hit. I loved working and making money, and by the time I returned to Sarah Lawrence my junior year, my heart wasn’t in school anymore (not that it ever really was to begin with). Not long after my return, I decided to photograph the school’s annual Sleaze Ball, a night of debauchery, drugs, and girls dressed primarily in lingerie. While I was photographing, an individual who didn’t like that I was taking pictures attempted to tackle me and smash my camera on the ground. Since the camera was attached to a strap around my neck, I found myself in a very unpleasant situation, much like a dog with a choke collar. In an effort to free myself, I punched the person and ran off; when I returned minutes later, I discovered that the short, stocky, crew-cut-styled individual that I’d fought with was a woman—a fact that I hadn’t been aware of in the heat of the moment. The next thing I knew, I’d been arrested.

The case was dismissed almost immediately, but Sarah Lawrence took the opportunity to toss me out once and for all. I never even finished my junior year. My attitude was, “Never mind. No big deal. I had it coming.” It didn’t matter much to me. But my mom was crushed. She’d already put her neck out for me more times than I could count, and now I was hurting her legacy at the school she loved so much. I’d finally screwed up so badly that it ended her relationship with Sarah Lawrence for good.

The upside of leaving Sarah Lawrence was that I was able to get more involved in the ballet scene. Even though I wasn’t planning to pursue a career on the stage itself, I loved being in that world, taking photos and going to events. My videography company was growing, too. I made event documentaries, wedding videos, dance films, and corporate promos. My photos appeared in major newspapers. A still from a ballet documentary that I was shooting—a male ballet dancer holding a female dancer aloft in the late afternoon sun—was printed on a half-page in the New York Sun.

By the time the winter of 2007 rolled around, I’d managed to move on from my troublemaker days (at least to the extent that I hadn’t been arrested, gotten in a fight, stolen anything, or gotten thrown out of a school in three years—in my love life, I was still proving adept at making messes). I had carved out a seemingly good niche for myself in New York City. I was making enough money to live in my own apartment and pay the rent on that Tribeca office. I traveled when I felt like it, bought and sold old cars and motorcycles, and had an on-again off-again relationship with a dancer named Katie. I worked as little as I could in order to have as much fun as possible. I spent hours every day fiddling around with social media.

Honestly, though? I wasn’t happy. My girlfriend was great, but she didn’t trust me, and I wasn’t ready for commitment. I had a business, but I wasn’t particularly driven or passionate about it. I was frequently bored. I was underperforming, and I knew it. I sometimes thought of my dad and his chronic dissatisfaction, his palpable sense of disappointment with his life. Was I falling into the same patterns? I was capable of so much more. What was holding me back?

Instead of facing this head-on, I found myself constantly seeking out distraction. I took my mind off my issues by filling my life with small tasks and fun adventures. My goal on any given day was simply to convince myself I was enjoying life as best I could.

All this was festering on the December day that I received that first message from Abby. And although I wouldn’t know it for many months to come, my vulnerable mental state was the reason I would end up getting pulled in so deep.
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As far as distractions go, Abby turned out to be an A+. Almost immediately after I responded to her Myspace message, I received another Myspace message from someone named Angela Wesselman-Pierce:

Hi there, I’m Abby’s mom, Angela. I hope Abby’s not bothering you. My son was babysitting her and he wasn’t paying attention when she emailed you. My apologies.

I responded to let her know that I thought her daughter was charming, and that I was happy to engage with her. By the end of the day, I’d received a new message from Abby.

One of my favorite photos of yours is the picture of the two dancers, the one that was in the New York Sun. Can I paint it and send it to you?

Of course, I replied. You can use any of my photos that you want.

And then:

Hi Yaniv!

Here’s the deal, my Dad said he’s ok with me painting from your photos as long as I send the original to you or destroy the original. I can’t keep them or sell them because of my artistic integrity and whatever so if that’s ok with you it’s ok with me.

I looked at some of your Photos and you have like a bazillion photos that I would love to draw out! I also noticed that you dance too … sweet. I think that officially makes you THE Coolest person I’ve never met! And you have a Triumph?! too sweet!

I’m sooo grateful to have heard from you today! I was afraid my Mom was going to have me start drawing more old/dead people today. It sooo much sucks being 8!!!

Peace and Love ~ Abby

A week later, a box arrived in the mail. When I opened it, I found a meticulously rendered painting of my ballet photograph done in watercolor. It was surprisingly good. I figured that Abby must be some kind of prodigy, and I felt flattered that she was spending so much of her time and energy on me. I framed the painting and put it on my desk. I enjoyed having it in my office as a reminder of this interesting new twist in my life.

Hey Abby, I like the drawing.

I would also love to have any of the drawings that you make of my work.

More importantly, I would love to see you focus on some of my movement photos.

I think it would be a good exercise for you to try and capture the energy of dance since you love it so much.

Please feel free to use any of my photos and to post the paintings/videos on your myspace or youtube or whatever.

- Cheers, Yaniv

By the end of January, I’d received a second box, full of paintings that Abby had modeled on my photographs as well as a few other odds and ends she wanted me to have: two really old dollar bills, a T-shirt from her brother’s band, an old edition of Macbeth, some photographs she’d taken. I didn’t even have enough wall space to hang all the paintings, so I kept them in a manila folder until I could frame them.

Rel and Henry were amused by the
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