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            Epigraphs

         
         
            But all that is morally right rises from some one of four sources: it is concerned either (1) with the full perception and
               intelligent development of the true; or (2) with the conservation of organized society, with rendering to every man his due,
               and with the faithful discharge of obligations assumed; or (3) with the greatness and strength of a noble and invincible spirit;
               or (4) with the orderliness and moderation of everything that is said and done, wherein consist temperance and self-control.
            

            Although these four are connected and interwoven, still it is in each one considered singly that certain definite kinds of
               moral duties have their origin: in that category, for instance, which was designated first in our division and in which we
               place wisdom and prudence, belong the search after truth and its discovery; and this is the peculiar province of that virtue. For the more clearly
               anyone observes the most essential truth in any given case and the more quickly and accurately he can see and explain the
               reasons for it, the more understanding and wise he is generally esteemed, and justly so. So, then, it is truth that is, as
               it were, the stuff with which this virtue has to deal and on which it employs itself.
            

            —Cicero, On Obligations, trans. Walter Miller
            

            I recently got my long-term partner a bidet for his house. I grew up in a country where they are common, and he has always wanted one. He loves it, and often thanks me for buying it. However, he now refuses to buy toilet paper, saying that it’s saving him a lot of money. I pointed out to him that I do not want to wash and dry myself with the bidet every single time I use the toilet when I visit him. He offered me a clean, dry shop towel to wipe myself with. What should I do with this—put it on the floor? Hang it up on the rack and hope no one mistakes it for a hand towel? Sneak it into his kitchen and leave it there for him to dry his dishes? I did start bringing over my own toilet paper, but the next time I came over, he had used it all up as Kleenex. So: He refuses to buy toilet paper, has offered me what I consider a gross solution, and will blithely use my supply while I’m gone. I’ve created a monster. Please help. 

            —Dear Prudence letter writer, July 2017
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            Introduction
What Time’s the Next Swan?

         
         I assumed the mantle of Dear Prudence, Slate’s resident semi-pseudonymous advice columnist, in November 2015 and relinquished it in May 2021. The first Prudence, Herbert
            Stein, wrote for a few months in 1997, having previously served as chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers under Richard
            Nixon. The second Prudence was Margo Howard, a bona fide member of an advice-giving dynasty that included her mother Ann Landers
            (née Eppie Lederer), her aunt Dear Abby (Abigail Van Buren and sometimes Pauline Phillips), and her cousin Jeanne Phillips,
            who took over both the Dear Abby and Abigail Van Buren bylines in the early 2000s. The third Prudence, Emily Yoffe, ran the column from 2006 until shortly before my arrival in 2015. Editor Jenée Desmond-Harris took over after my departure in 2021. Dear Prudence existed long before my tenure and carries on quite comfortably after me. I have always found a pleasurable sort of reassurance from the inevitable obsolescence of the role, not least because it relieves some of the pressure of trying to offer useful advice to forty strangers a week, fifty-two weeks a year. 

         
         The marvelous Walter Slezak (you might remember him as Rock Hudson’s wily majordomo in Come September or as the villainous Willi in Hitchcock’s Lifeboat, or then again you might not remember him at all) wrote a charming autobiography in 1962 called What Time’s the Next Swan? He named the book after a popular story from his father Leo Slezak’s turn playing the title role in Wagner’s Lohengrin:
         

         
         
            It was just before his first entrance. He was ready to step into the boat, which, drawn by a swan, was to take him on-stage.
               Somehow the stagehand on the other side got his signals mixed, started pulling, and the swan left without Papa. He quietly
               turned around and said: “What time’s the next swan?”
            

         

         It’s the sort of anecdote that appends itself to certain character types once they’ve reached a ubiquitous level of fame (Groucho
            Marx, Dorothy Parker, Bob Hope, Oscar Wilde), stories that are better described as plausible than literal. There is always
            another staging of Lohengrin to look forward to next season. There is always another Prudence waiting to take over. If you miss this one, just wait for
            another swan. You’ll be fine.
         

         
         Advice columnist is not the sort of job one usually trains for, as there are few studios where one can get one’s foot in the door by offering miniscule amounts of advice in the mailroom, no Schwab’s where agents lunch at the counter and periodically discover savvy newcomers. Landing one of the few nationally syndicated columns is usually a question of luck, proximity, cronyism, and timing, ideally all four. I was no exception; nothing in particular qualified me for the job outside of a general interest in advice-column history dating back to high school, when I’d picked up a secondhand copy of Since You Ask Me and taped a rerun of the 1999 made-for-TV movie about Ann and Abby starring Wendie Malick, the Veronica to Christine Baranski’s
            Betty in my psychosexual development.
         

         
         I was running an unprofitable literary humor website in 2015 when Emily Yoffe left a vacancy in the Prudence chair, and one
            of the editors at Slate happened to like my work and suggested I interview for the job. I did, and I got it. Out of an abundance of caution, I juggled both jobs for a few months until my fingers got sore from all the typing, at which point I quit the unprofitable website, much as a space shuttle sheds its booster rockets upon slipping the surly bonds of Earth before delivering a permanent multipurpose module on the International Space Station. One of the obvious downsides to taking on a job for which one cannot possibly have received any formal training, particularly at the tender age of twenty-nine, is the potential for chaos, so I was particularly grateful to inherit a partially prefabricated persona like Dear Prudence rather than having to come up with a wholly original style from the outset. Whether one comes to Prudence through the Greeks, the Catholic Church, or the Beatles, one has an immediate and instinctive sense of her attributes. Prudence is patient, reserved, discerning, able to judge the right moment to a nicety, endowed with a sense of scale, self-disciplined, forward-thinking, ever on guard against extremes. Philosopher Josef Pieper, one of the twentieth century’s clearest students of scholasticism, called prudence the mold and mother of all the other cardinal virtues: “None but the prudent [can] be just, brave, and temperate, and the good is good in so far as [it] is prudent.” My own sense of the prudent might differ from the Prudences before and after me (to say nothing of Pieper), but the task, as I saw it, was to incorporate something of my individual values and worldview into the Prudence character, such that the version of myself that offered guidance to strangers every Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday, with bonus questions available on occasional Fridays, would seek neither to dispense dogmatic and universal codes of conduct nor attempt to remake the audience in my own image. My own faults, as I see them, include a preoccupation with what the neighbors might think, a tendency to filibuster when I feel self-righteous, which is often, too much affection for what I think of as my own cleverness, a desperate and badly disguised desire to please everyone all the time, a tendency to generalize, digging in my heels when I begin to suspect I’m wrong, grudge nursing on a Clara Barton–like scale, carelessness, a tendency to overstate my case and cover up bad motives with sweeter-smelling ones, laziness, and a ruthless impatience with anyone I suspect of shortcomings similar to mine. 

         
         Sometimes this made me a very good advice columnist, although one of the more frustrating aspects of advice-column writing is the lack of measurable outcomes. I’ve never been able to develop a strong sense of what type of person is likeliest to write to an advice columnist, and since so many of the questions I received over the years came through anonymously, I was rarely able to ask for further details, clarifications, or updates if any of them decided to take my advice after all. I decided fairly early on that I would assume good faith on the letter writers’ part unless something rang obviously false, although I don’t think I had an especially good ear for sounding out that sort of thing, although once someone wrote to me with a question that had been directly lifted from the first half of Brideshead Revisited. Luckily for me, I’d read the first half of Brideshead Revisited, but I could hardly be expected to go around reading the first half of every book in order to avoid the possibility of being
            fleeced. Every so often I’d get a letter from someone claiming to have faked a letter I’d answered months or years before,
            although of course there was no way to verify whether those claims might not have themselves been faked. You can see how there might be no end to it if one started worrying about authenticity on that scale. The pleasure of the fake letter, as I see it, is very much like the pleasure of reading an advice column in the first place. The columnist is nobody particularly special except by virtue of their position, possesses no specialized professional or educational training, is not a subject-matter expert, and may hold no personal charm for the individual reader. The columnist is simply in the column, standing by and prepared to offer a best guess, with no real lasting authority to worry either letter writer
            or letter reader.
         

         
         The letter readers I think I understood a little better, having been one myself for so many years during my commute, slow
            afternoons in the office, or particularly sleepless nights. It’s something akin to the pleasure found in the general genre
            of “self-help” inasmuch as it offers a project of relentless self-inspection and the hope of endless potential improvement—that
            is to say, the promise of constant forward momentum at exactly the moment when one feels most confounded or uselessly ruminative—yet
            without the requisite personal buy-in of a self-help book or seminar or what have you, and in much smaller, more manageable
            doses. There is also the quiet, private gratification of gawking at someone else’s problems without having to commit a vulgarity
            like eavesdropping or going through their mail. Putting one’s oar in is a national pastime, and advice columns provide as
            healthy an outlet for that shared impulse as any. At least I’m not the only one with this problem can feel just as good as At least I don’t have her problems, and the syndicated advice column offers both in spades.
         

         
         At its best, I think the Dear Prudence column provides readers and writers alike with a dose of what I call “speculative conflict resolution,” a chance to walk through the possibility of a variety of life changes, from the minute to the substantial, without necessarily having to commit to any one course of action. The anonymity and distance of the column temporarily remove the stakes from even the thorniest dilemmas. One can imagine oneself taking the advice offered, either in full or in part, and then decide to ignore it entirely, if one likes, or think about trying it in a few months or a few years. From such a perspective, even the “faked” letters, Brideshead Revisited included, can be valuable. What if this really happened? What might I do next?

         
         So many of the letters I received as Prudence were animated by fear of the seemingly imminent: someone would write in great
            detail about something they hoped desperately to avoid, but that nonetheless loomed likely, and seek my advice in preventing
            or forestalling it. Occasionally, I would feel confident in offering a prescription. Do X and abstain from Y, and Z won’t happen. Good luck! But more often, much more often, I could offer no such guarantee. I suspect most of them already knew that whatever peace
            and well-being might lie ahead, it could not be won by tightly controlling future outcomes and that, as often as not, the
            unbearable bolt would have to fall first.
         

         
         While most of my writing as Prudence necessarily concerned other people’s problems, two significant changes in my own personal
            life found their way into the column: first, I began to transition, and second, I became estranged from my entire family of
            origin in a highly public fashion that culminated with my father losing his position as the senior pastor of one of California’s
            largest evangelical megachurches. I was hardly alone as a trans advice columnist, of course. Lorelei Erisis has published
            “Ask a Trans Woman” in The Rainbow Times since 2009, and Gianna Eveling Israel’s “Dear Gianna” column ran throughout the 1990s and early 2000s in the now-defunct Transgender Tapestry magazine. But transitioning in the middle of my term as Prudence was, let’s say, unusual (none of the other Prudences had
            done it), and the prospect of changing my byline or hearing my voice change on the weekly show was daunting. With the estrangement
            I was at least in slightly more crowded company, as the two mother-daughter/sister-niece teams that wrote the Ann Landers
            and Dear Abby columns have variously fallen out and sometimes back in with one another over the years. Precedence and consensus
            are both friends to the advice columnist.
         

         
         As an inevitable result, the kind of advice I gave changed over my five years as Prudence, sometimes dramatically; so too
            did I begin to attract new kinds of questions, new kinds of advice seekers, and new kinds of free-floating social anxieties.
         

         
         Like many others of my demographic, I frequently adopt, and just as frequently abandon, relentless programs of self-improvement to signal sociability and reliable middle-classness. I believe I did the right thing in pursuing the estrangement, even as it led to the bewilderingly necessary step of ensuring my father lost his job, but I also think the resultant grief has, on balance, made me a worse person in much of my everyday life. I mean “worse” both in regard to character, as I find myself more frequently irritable, more prone to black-and-white thinking, less patient, less open-minded, more easily startled, and more attached to antisocial and repetitive rituals, and also in terms of efficacy, in the business of personhood—worse at carrying out the basic acts of self-replication, worse at sleeping, worse at waking, worse at participating in the individual elements of a given day. The question of living well, or at least as well as one possibly can after the unbearable bolt has fallen, became one I took very seriously in my advice giving as a result.
         

         
         Perhaps oddly, this has also produced in me a new kind of cheerful resilience: I believed my life would remain livable only
            if I could guarantee that the worst thing could not happen. It happened regardless. Endlessly revisiting the psychic wound,
            the sense that this can’t have truly happened, makes life impossible, and life must be possible in order to live it. The underside of estrangement, which fell like a bolt
            over my life, is rumination. My family and I do not speak, and I think about my family all of the time. This is the underside
            of the rock, where the ants live and move ceaselessly back and forth. There is always something useful to be done after impossibility
            interrupts one’s previously possible life. Being Prudence, judging each moment to a nicety, guarding against extremes, establishing
            a coherent sense of scale, looking forward, and seeking to be useful to others became a very helpful counterweight indeed.
            The virtues can hold up a life when beliefs and attitudes falter, when feelings and relationships fall away. And Prudence
            is the mother and mold of all the other virtues, guiding them each in turn to serve to the best of their abilities. It was
            a very good job, and I was lucky to have it.
         

         
         Incidentally, I did get a rare update from the letter writer who’d bought her boyfriend that calamitous bidet, with an even rarer happy ending. She ended up reading both her letter and my answer aloud to him, per my request, and he happily complied by first apologizing and then buying a stock of toilet paper to be made available to any houseguests uninterested in using the bidet. At least, that’s what she told me happened. I have no real way of knowing. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One
Can I Break Up with Him Without Hurting His Feelings?

         
         
            Letters with an impossible theme: Wanting to end a relationship without upsetting anyone. The question of resolving incompatible
               desires without assigning fault. The inevitability of occasional hurt feelings. Learning to live with someone else’s disappointment.
            

         

         “Should I break up with my partner?” letters are the advice columnist’s bread and butter, and “How can I break up with my partner without hurting their feelings, or ideally, without letting them know we’ve broken up at all?” is an especially popular subtype. It’s relatively easy to say “yes” to these letters as a total stranger with no material investment in these relationships, which might explain this type of letter’s perennial popularity. Often these letter writers are anxious to stress their partner’s many excellent qualities (although a sizable minority appear to have no redeeming characteristics whatever), as if in fear that by ending a romantic relationship they will also be delivering a final and permanent verdict on their partner’s value as a human being. But “Is this person basically good and deserving of affection, stability, and personal happiness?” is a very separate question from “Do I want to keep dating this person?” Conflating the two does no one any good. 

         
         Other familiar subtypes include “Is it rude to stop talking every day to someone who just dumped me? After all, they’re being
            very nice to me” and “Should I tell my spouse that I’m very unhappy about something, even if they might be disappointed?”
            It can, of course, be deeply painful to contemplate saying something likely to hurt or disappoint someone you care about,
            particularly if they’ve been a generally thoughtful and attentive partner. But continued romantic relationships aren’t rewards
            earned by good behavior (though they can certainly be forfeited by bad behavior), and until someone develops a pain-free alternative,
            the breakup must remain the unfortunately necessary gold standard in the field.
         

         
         
            Dear Prudence,

            My boyfriend of almost two years recently broke up with me, saying he just wasn’t ready for a committed relationship. His mom and I still talk all the time, and he’s still my best friend, so we text every day. How do I move on? We were at a point where I could envision us building a life together and we talked about it often, except toward the end when he almost stopped talking to me entirely. I’m finding it tough to give up that vision of us I had in my head and embrace our close friendship. How do you think I should handle it? 

            —Best Ex Forever

         

         
            I don’t think you two actually do have a close friendship. He dumped you after a period of bewildering radio silence, and
               he is not doing you any favors by staying in daily contact before giving you a chance to get over the breakup. If you two
               are ever going to be friends, it’s not going to be while you’re still picking up the pieces of your shattered romantic dreams.
            

            I think you know what you need to do next, which is why you wrote to me in the first place. You have to stop talking to your ex’s mother all the time, and you have to stop texting your ex every day. You’ll have to set this boundary yourself, because this relationship you have now is only hurting you, not him. You tell him you’re not going to be able to speak for a while—likely a long while—so that you can mourn the end of your relationship and start to figure out a way forward. There’s no perfect number to put on this, but I don’t think you should envision getting back in touch with him any sooner than a year from now. Any shorter, and you’re liable to think, “In another few months, I’ll get to be best friends with him again—and maybe he’ll be ready for commitment, and see how well I’ve handled our breakup, and things will just click, and we’ll get back together,” which is not at all conducive to the moving-on process. Tell him goodbye, unfollow him on social media, move his number out of your contacts, tell his mom that while you’re still extremely fond of her you need some time to yourself, then focus on your other close friends who haven’t recently broken your heart.
            

         

         I get variations of this question all the time—so often that I’m prepared to make a general ruling about friendship with exes.
            Exes can make wonderful friends, and I’m close with some of mine, but I don’t know of anyone who’s gone from being deeply
            in love, in full planning-a-life-together mode, to blissfully platonic best friends with no unspoken sense of longing and
            loss overnight (or even in a few months).
         

         
         *  *  *

         Sometimes I hear from letter writers who have never been in a romantic relationship but want to be in one very badly indeed. They almost always share their age in the first sentence, and they’re almost all convinced that they’re alone in having reached that particular milestone without dating at least once. The underlying problem of how to communicate deeply felt personal information without the guarantee of immediate reciprocity becomes more abstract in such cases but remains fundamentally unchanged: How am I supposed to talk about what I want unless I know in advance that someone else wants the same thing?

         
         
            Dear Prudence,

            I am a twenty-five-year-old woman, and I have never really had a romantic relationship. I had a crush in high school that
               didn’t work out. I went to a college with a significant gender disparity, and it seemed like all my friends got asked out
               by the few men who attended, just not me. I seemed invisible. I ended up dropping out of that college due to family issues,
               moved back home for a year, and worked. My parents had moved away from my hometown at that point, so there was no one there
               I could reconnect with. Still, I managed to make friends. But my romantic life went nowhere. One guy asked me out, but he
               was a known creep I had been warned about. Another guy was younger than me by nearly four years.
            

            Embarrassingly, I’ve never even been kissed. I feel like something is wrong with me. I’m still in touch with my friends from high school and college, so it’s not like I can’t connect with people. Yet no guy has ever been interested in me. Is it my looks? I’ve been told by a guy friend that I’m a “6.5 out of 10.” I’ve always been the plain Jane of my friend groups. But I’ve always made sure that I have been presentable. Is it my personality? A lot of my girlfriends say that I am confident and cool to be around, and they’re always in disbelief whenever I mention my lack of romantic connections. A few of my guy friends have mentioned that they also think I’m cool, but men have trouble liking me since all of my friends are “nicer” to be around. According to them, even though I am caring and personable, I’m still too assertive and dominating. One guy even said that I’m too loud and needed to be quieter. At this point, I don’t know what to do. I know that there’s something wrong with me. There has to be. I have been told over and over that I don’t need to be in a relationship until I’m ready, but I have been ready for years now. 

            I know that the obvious solution is to put myself out there and try dating apps, but I feel like at this point, if no one
               has ever liked me, then no one ever will. I feel embarrassed by my lack of experience, and with every year, it only gets worse.
               I feel like I would have to lie to whatever future dates I have about my history just so they don’t think I’m pathetic or
               start looking for flaws that would have repulsed others. Plus, all of my friends in relationships have met their partners
               organically. I’m jealous that someone could meet them on the street, or in school, or in a club and immediately be interested
               in them; meanwhile, I’m an acquired taste at best. Any advice would be helpful.
            

            —Never Been Kissed

         

         
            There’s a complicated mix of self-possession and deep despair in your letter. I’d like to start by encouraging you to stop asking your male friends to “rate” you or to offer universal explanations on behalf of all men about why you are or aren’t worth dating. They’re not capable of offering such explanations, and you’re already aware their advice is fairly scattered, sometimes contradictory, and impossible to follow even if you wanted to. The fact that they’ve accepted your premise and are trying to rate you in the first place is a bad sign (as is pointing out how much nicer your other friends are than you, as if you’re all in an unending beauty pageant and you’ve just lost Miss Congeniality again). 

            I can’t help but notice you don’t say whether these friends are people you’re interested in dating, either. You don’t say
               anything about what men you’d like to date, aside from having had a crush in high school. What do you want out of dating,
               aside from an outward signal that you are “worth” dating? That’s not to say external validation is meaningless, or that you
               must adopt a series of elevated ideals, but it will help to cultivate a sense of what you’re looking for beyond a checkmark
               that announces to the world, “Some man—any man—considers me worth dating.” What do you desire in a partner? What interests
               you, what catches your attention, what do you long for, what do you seek to protect and safeguard and cherish? How do you
               want to display your interests and affection to others?
            

            You say you feel embarrassed because you believe no man has ever wanted to go out with you, but that’s not quite true. I don’t
               say this in the spirit of argument, but I think it speaks to your present state of mind that you seem unable to acknowledge
               information that doesn’t validate your self-deprecation. It’s perfectly understandable why you didn’t want to go out with
               the two men who pursued you, but the fact remains that they did express an interest.
            

            You say apps are “the obvious solution” but then dismiss them as somehow insincere or fraudulent in comparison with your friends who met their boyfriends elsewhere. You have assembled a series of elaborate beliefs and touchstones that serve as both self-protection and self-harm. It’s the difference between thinking about dating as “I am a pearl of great price, buried in a field, and only someone keen of eye and true of heart will recognize my hidden value and ask me out. If this does not happen, it is because I have no value in the first place” versus “I’d like to date men, which is not a shameful admission of weakness but something true and morally neutral about me.” 

            I fear that asking you to be kinder to yourself will come across as insufficient. But I am certain that mentally beating yourself
               up and establishing a series of mathematical proofs that demonstrate you’re a lost romantic cause will do you no good. You
               do not have to join any dating apps if the idea causes you too much pain (although I hope you will consider taking a calculated
               risk on that front), but I wonder if it’s the apps themselves or a belief that acknowledging your desires would be an act
               of public vulnerability so risky as to invite catastrophe. You do not have to pretend to enjoy being single if you would prefer
               to be in a relationship. But I think it will do you a world of good to stop treating your male friends as romantic authorities
               when they have merely proven themselves eager to criticize; to handle your self-loathing as a serious mental-health issue
               that merits careful, attentive, kind treatment; and to consider what kind of life you might like to build for yourself outside
               of (or, let us say, in addition to) romantic considerations. Good luck.
            

         

         *  *  *

         
            Dear Prudence,

            I’m forty-six. I separated from my husband in 2019, and we finalized our divorce during the pandemic. I started dating a hot
               thirty-two-year-old and thought it would just be silly and fun. But we’re both deeply in love. I’ve never had a relationship
               that made me feel as completely understood, or had such a strong physical connection. I can’t deny I love him. But we’ve been
               dating for eighteen months, and he’s still too embarrassed to show me his place. I pick him up and bring him home or rent
               a room for us. He’s unemployed and has no college degree, and while I think he’s a very talented man, his plans for how to
               get work are extremely unrealistic. He can’t drive and he lives over an hour away. I’ve tried to teach him how to drive and
               he had panic attacks. I tried to break up with him because I think on some level, I know I will always have to take care of
               him. But he wants to help me, to be involved in my life, to meet my kids (they did meet once, just not as my “boyfriend,”
               and got along extremely well). He makes me coffee, encourages me, and wants to help me around the house; if we gender-swap
               the situation, is it not kind of acceptable?
            

            I do worry, though, that I don’t respect his goals as realistic. I’ve gently nudged him and then thought better and avoided
               the subject. What’s probably a bigger issue: He’s extremely conservative and I’m extremely liberal, and that has been a huge
               source of argument. I think that when it matters, we agree? I also think there are topics I’ll always want to avoid, because
               knowing his opinion kind of makes me queasy and I hope he’ll change his mind someday.
            

            What am I doing? I can’t stop leaning on him or wanting him. Everything feels better when we’re together. But I have an awesome career and I’m not unattractive and I know I could date . . . I just couldn’t make myself want to when we broke up. How do I know if it’s safe to trust my emotions? 

            —Love My Coffeemaker

         

         
            I’m not quite sure what trusting your emotions looks like in this case, to be honest. It seems like you’re using it as a shorthand
               for continuing to date this guy, which you are of course certainly allowed to do. But you have a number of emotions about him and this relationship, many of them in direct conflict with one another, so I don’t think it’s possible
               for you to simply trust your emotions into making a decision.
            

            For whatever it’s worth, I don’t think it’s especially useful to imagine a gender-swapped version of one’s present romantic
               relationship. You don’t have a gender-swapped version of your relationship, unless you are both considering transition (as my wife and I did a few years ago, and which I heartily recommend). The question isn’t whether any man in your position might be happy dating a woman who doesn’t drive or didn’t go to college, but whether you’re happy with this particular man who won’t let you in his house and needs help commuting to your dates. He makes you feel understood and the sex is great, which goes a long way toward explaining why you’ve been reluctant to end things, but it also sounds like you’ve been reluctant to seriously integrate him into your life. I wonder if “Is it safe to trust my emotions?” serves as cover here for “I really want to prioritize incredible sex with an attentive partner over values, practicality, and compatibility right now.” 

            Your children liked this guy based on a single meeting as a “friend”; it’s unlikely they’ll have an identical response once
               you introduce him as your boyfriend of well over a year. That doesn’t mean you can’t weather whatever their subsequent reactions
               might be, just that you should keep in mind that was a one-time, improvised strategy that’s unlikely to work again. You think
               he is unlikely to ever get a job anytime soon and is so resistant to discussion that you’ve “thought better” of even gentle
               nudges on the subject. You claim that you two agree “when it matters,” but you framed that as a question and without getting
               into specifics about what actually matters to you. In fact, you say a number of his opinions make you sick to your stomach
               and that you have to pretend he’s going to change his mind someday, despite having received no reason to believe so, just
               to make your relationship bearable.
            

            I think there’s a reason you’ve needed to keep this relationship in such a protective little bubble—because you know that you won’t be able to keep spinning these fantasies of “Maybe it’ll all work out because he also makes me coffee” once they crash into reality. This does not mean that you have to break up with him tomorrow. You don’t have to break up with anyone you don’t want to, even if an advice columnist you’ve never met thinks you should. But you do have to take everything you know about your boyfriend into honest consideration, even the things you wish weren’t true. He is extremely conservative, and he does not seem inclined to become any less conservative after numerous arguments. He does not have a job, he does not support himself financially, and he is either unwilling or unable to listen to your suggestions. He does not drive and is presently unable to learn. He does not want you to see his home. You do not want your children to know that you’re dating him, and you’re worried about the prospect of having to support him if your relationship ever gets more serious. Part of you wants to believe you can overcome these concerns because he encourages you and makes you coffee, and while those are certainly lovely attributes, they’re awfully low bars to clear. All of these things are true at the same time. You will have to use your own judgment, your own honest assessment of the situation as it is, not as you wish it could be. 

         

         *  *  *

         Some of the easiest questions to address are ones where the answer comes down to “Just tell your partner exactly what you
            told me.”
         

         
         
            Dear Prudence,

            What’s your advice for when you and your partner were heavily involved in kink when you first got together, but one of you has grown away from it? My partner is an avid role player, but I now find acting out elaborate scenes to be a chore rather than erotic. I feel like I’m letting him down every time I make it clear that kink is something we used to share that I’m no longer interested in. We are polyamorous and we’ve made the agreement clear that he’ll find someone else who’s more interested once more people get vaccinated. Should I just grin and bear it in the meantime? 

            —Kink Fatigue

         

         
            I don’t think so! It’s one thing to decide you’ll occasionally join a partner in enacting a kink you’re not especially into
               if you’ve got the time and the inclination, but yours enjoys heavy involvement and elaborate scenes, while the most you can
               muster in response is the possibility of grinning and bearing it. I think that’s an indicator to put your participation on
               hold. Your partner may very well be disappointed that you no longer share this kink, which would be perfectly understandable,
               but people’s interests sometimes change over time, and my guess is he’d rather be disappointed while also knowing what you
               really want than having you put yourself through the motions “for his sake.” Take a break (indefinitely or permanently, as
               you like) from this particular kink, give your partner the opportunity to talk about his own response, and then let him figure
               out how, when, and where to look for other partners when the opportunity arises.
            

         

         
            Dear Prudence,

            I’ve been in a happy marriage for five years. My husband has always said he wants a football team of kids, but I’m terrified
               of pregnancy. I’m not sure what it is exactly. All of it kind of grosses me out, and I’m having a really hard time trying
               to get excited about starting a family. He’s been ready since the wedding, but I suggested we wait a couple of years (which
               has turned into five), and now he’s starting to suggest we start. How on earth do I get over this pregnancy phobia?
            

            —Terrified of Pregnancy

         

         
            Do you want to have children and wish to overcome your fear of pregnancy? Do you want to avoid pregnancy altogether and pursue surrogacy or adoption or fostering? Do you want neither to get pregnant nor to have children? Your aversion to pregnancy is clear in your letter, but I don’t know whether you’re at all interested in becoming a parent outside of that context. If you want to get over this phobia because you deeply desire to have children, that’s one thing, but if you think you need to grit your teeth and get pregnant because it’s what your husband wants and you didn’t explicitly say “I don’t want kids” five years ago, please don’t force yourself to go along with something that terrifies and distresses you for someone else’s sake, and don’t withhold important information he needs to know simply because you’re afraid of disappointing him. You’re “terrified,” you’re “grossed out,” and you’re not excited about starting a family—don’t try to downplay your reluctance or make it seem milder than it really is. If your husband is raring to produce a football team’s worth of progeny and you’re sobbing in the bathroom at the very idea of pregnancy, you two need to figure out if you’re compatible in the long term. 

         

         
            Dear Prudence,

            My fiancé and I have been engaged for fifteen months and are planning on getting married this December. I randomly found out
               from a friend that at one point my fiancé went on a few dates with an ex of mine. Granted, my relationship with this ex was
               in high school and ended about twelve years ago (and their encounter was about nine years ago), but I still can’t get over the fact that they were seeing each other. Should I bring
               it up to my fiancé, who, may I add, is aware of my previous relationship but has not said anything?
            

            —Unexpected Ex Overlap

         

         
            Let’s look at the alternative to bringing it up: you say nothing; resent your fiancé for never having mentioned going on a handful of dates with one of your exes; and continue to build it up as a betrayal in your mind until your resentment starts to leak out into your relationship in a hundred tiny ways. That is suboptimal, especially since bringing it up is free, legal, and immediately available. So bring it up! You can acknowledge that this all happened a long time ago and didn’t involve any wrongdoing, but that you’ve found yourself dwelling on it and wish that he had said something to you sooner. Saying “I’ve heard about this, and it bothered me,” is not an indelible accusation of wickedness and deceit. Allow your fiancé to hear you out, to offer an apology, to reassure you, to share his own thoughts with you in turn. If you turn it into a forbidden topic, you’ll make yourself miserable; if you talk about it, it’s likely to return to its rightful size as a distant footnote in your fiancé’s history. 

         

         *  *  *

         Sometimes, of course, letter writers fear saying something directly to their partners less because they are afraid of hurting
            their feelings and more out of a sense that the answer is likely to be something between “No” and “Get over it.” These people
            are, I suspect, usually proved right, although in such cases I think it’s better to get it over with rather than prolong the
            suspense. Like Carrie Fisher’s Marie in When Harry Met Sally . . . , they already know the answer to their predicament; they just want to hear someone else say it. Maybe four or five times.
            “You’re right, you’re right—I know you’re right.”
         

         
         
            Dear Prudence,

            My boyfriend of three years doesn’t include me in any plans with his close-knit Italian family. In general, I don’t expect
               a lot of contact with them, but I do feel excluded when he doesn’t invite me to major family events and holidays. I’ve told
               him I’d like to be included. He says he loves me and I’m a priority, but he doesn’t want to have to answer difficult questions
               from his “nosy family members” about our relationship. He also feels my presence would “slow him down” at the events, as he’d
               have to take time to introduce me, to take care of me, etc. Recently he told me that if we aren’t getting married, I’ll never meet his family. I do want to get married, and he knows that. I took that as pretty much the defining writing-on-the-wall
               moment that this relationship is never going to progress anywhere. He says otherwise and tells me we’re meant to be together.
               His actions and words just don’t seem to align. Should I just cut my losses and move on or attempt to talk with him again?
            

            —Time to Cut and Run?

         

         
            Your boyfriend thinks you would slow him down at . . . family dinners? What could that possibly mean! “Darling, I’d love for
               you to meet my parents, but I couldn’t possibly take the time to introduce you. It would slow me down, and speed is of the
               essence in these troubled times.”
            

            Here is the breakdown, as best as I can tell, of your situation:

         

         
            	You would like to meet his family and also get married.

            	He would introduce you to his family if you were getting married, but for aerodynamic and efficiency reasons does not currently
               have any time to do either.
            

         

         
            It does not bode well, in my professional opinion, but I think it’s worth having a final conversation about it. You’ve been
               dating for three years; you’d like to marry him someday; and before doing so, you’d like to meet his family. Tell him it’s
               something you take very seriously and are considering ending your relationship over; if he still hems and haws about introducing
               you to his relatives after that, I think it’s a fairly clear sign that he doesn’t want the same things that you do.
            

         

         
            Dear Prudence,

            I just started dating a guy who is getting divorced. He is smart and funny and considerate and seems to be working hard to deal with his situation well—he simultaneously keeps me informed of milestones (this attorney meeting, that paper filed) yet takes care not to overburden me (sharing sadness/anger with friends and therapist rather than me). He recently went from many-texts-a-day to radio silence for a week. Now we have planned another date and texts and warmth have picked back up. I am inclined to attribute this to the complications of his situation rather than assume he is a hot-and-cold person, which is the type I have come to realize is bad for me. Does that sound likely? I guess I’ll know soon either way, right? Just want to avoid heartbreak. 

            —Hot-and-Cold Running Taps

         

         
            This is a question you will have to ask him! I personally could not bear the prospect of total silence for a full week from
               someone I was dating, no matter how good the reason, but then again, I’m fairly high maintenance. The “complications of his
               situation” may very well persist for a good long time; getting over a divorce isn’t always quick and easy. If weeklong silences
               are going to be part of this relationship, you’ll have to decide whether you’re interested in, or capable of, dealing with
               them.
            

         

         
            Dear Prudence,

            I was secretly in love with a close guy friend of mine for many years. We’re now in our thirties and both married (to other people) with children. I haven’t heard from him in a while, despite reaching out to him about once a year. I did just receive a response to my latest message, in which he admitted to pushing me away because he had been in love with me and it took him a long time to accept that things were not meant to be! I no longer have feelings for him and am happily married. I’m just angry with him for only saying it now. I’m having trouble shaking the feelings of anger and resentment. I haven’t responded yet, and I’m wondering—should I respond and say, well, I felt that way too? Or just let it go? Even though I’m angry, I don’t know if it is a good idea to basically do the same thing to him at this point in our lives and make him reconsider his past actions. But I wonder if being honest will give us both some closure. Or maybe it would just make me feel better to tell him the truth, finally. What do you think? 

            —Tell Him, or Tell Him Off

         

         
            I don’t know if closure would be either possible or useful to you right now. I can understand your anger at his timing, although
               you both seem equally responsible for not disclosing your feelings over lo these many years. What’s the good in getting him
               to reconsider his past actions if you’re no longer in love with him? (The answer, I realize, is punishing him for hurting
               your feelings in the past, which is a perfectly human impulse but not one worth following if you value your peace of mind.)
               The best possible outcome has already happened. You’ve both moved on from your never-wholly-avowed feelings for one another;
               you’re happily married with children; and hashing out your potential lost relationship together would only lead to guilt,
               self-recrimination, and anguish. Better to deal with your anger (and some small satisfaction, surely!) in private, either
               with a therapist or a closemouthed friend; at most, tell him you wish him the best and hope his family is doing well.
            

         

         
            Dear Prudence,

            My boyfriend and I just celebrated our third anniversary. We recently bought a home and want to get married someday. I have
               one child from a previous relationship, who adores him, and he treats him as his own son. I have been up-front with my boyfriend
               about things I will not tolerate; dishonesty and cheating are the big deal breakers. My child’s father cheated on me, and
               I left him. Our relationship is strong, and we are happy.
            

            I found out recently that just before our first anniversary, he went to an ex-girlfriend’s house after spending some time
               at a bar that he goes to occasionally. This was before we started living together, but we were dating exclusively at the time.
               I assume he was there either late or spent the night. I don’t have details on that front. I just know that he bought beer
               and went to her apartment. I can only assume something happened, especially since he never mentioned going to a friend’s house
               afterward (he usually does). I’m crushed. I never knew this before, and had I known at the time, we would not be where we
               are today. I am heartbroken, disappointed, and feel less confident. It wasn’t like we’d only been together for a few weeks—it
               was almost a year. I feel he not only hurt me, but by extension, he did a disservice to my child as well. He is not friends
               with his ex on social media. Since two years have passed, should I say anything? Do I keep this secret to myself? What can
               I do?
            

            —Unhappily Keeping Mum

         

         
            If you have the opportunity to trade vagueness for clarity, back channels for direct conversation, and uncertainty for frank
               disclosure, I can’t imagine why you wouldn’t say something to your boyfriend. It sounds like you found out this information
               from a (possibly misinformed) third party; who better than your boyfriend to fill in the details of what actually happened?
               You trust him, he’s given you no cause to doubt his word, and your relationship is otherwise good, so speak up. Don’t lob
               accusations or fill in the blanks for yourself, but tell him that you’ve recently learned something that makes you uncertain
               and anxious, and you’d like him to tell you what happened that night. Then listen to whatever he has to say. It may be he
               admits to something you find unacceptable; it may be that he has a perfectly legitimate explanation; it may be that you two
               have to fight about this, or break up, or laugh off an unfortunate misunderstanding. But give him the chance to shed light
               on what is now only a rumor, because I don’t think you’re going to be able to successfully put this out of your mind on your
               own.
            

            As an aside: I understand the desire to dwell on feeling hurt in
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