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A Q&A with the Advice Columnist Called 'Sugar'

By Matt Davis @ 12:10 pm

ast year, an anonymous writer took over the advice column Dear Sugar at The
Rumpus. Soon, she'll go public with her identity. Like many others, I've become obsessed with her advice. Her column isn't about etiquette.
Sugar writes about being jealous of other writers. She advises people to leave secure relationships because they just know they're not happy.
She tells about how she made it through the "thicket of shit" in her twenties. She writes about the absolute horror of grief. And it's not about
sex, either. Sugar is s0000 over the idea that sex is the only way to connect emotionally or be fulfilled.

And, it turns out, I know who Sugar is—she and I have actually known each other for a few years, but I didn't know I knew. Would the magic
hold, now that I knew her identity? How much does her anonymity inform the power of her advice? And OH MY GOD, now she's planning to
divulge her identity to EVERYBODY? Sugar agreed to talk about all this and more if I agreed to keep her identity a secret for just a little bit
longer.

Matt Davis: So, who am I interviewing? [Sugar’s real name], or Sugar?
Sugar: Well, you asked to interview Sugar.
I guess we’ll get to that. I mean, that’s the fun part of it, right?

Right. Who are any of us? We’ll talk about that, too. Who is Sugar? I mean, Sugar is me. You know. I just won’t tell you my name, that’s all.
I don’ttell you the city I live in, I don’t tell you my name, and I don’t tell you the place where I grew up. But I tell you pretty much
everything else.

I knew you before I knew who you were. I was saying how good your writing was as Sugar, on Facebook. And then you contacted
me to say ‘actually you know it’s me, right?’

I thought you knew it was me! Because basically, when I became Sugar I did tell [a mutual friend]. I just said ‘hey, I write this advice column,’
and I knew he told a few people and I just assumed you were one of them. So I thought you knew. So when I emailed you, ‘you know I'm
Sugar, right,” I was surprised.

I’ve been going through a divorce, and your work was very helpful in carrying on. So I was evangelizing the work. I didn’t know
who you were, I was really positive about the work. And then to hear that I already knew you was quite disconcerting, actually.

I think that’s going to be disconcerting to a lot of people. Because one of the most difficult parts for me about being Sugar is when writers that
I know, you know, friends, colleagues are writing about me or blogging about me and I don’t tell them. I told you because I sort of thought
that you already know, and I don’t quite keep track of who knows, but it’s sort of disconcerting to me because I’ve got to keep this secret with
people who I actually know. It’s going to be interesting, when I come out, how they’re going to respond. But also people guess. Anyone
who’s really read my work, I get an email once a week or so saying ‘you have to be Sugar,” and I'll say, you know, ‘yeah, and please keep my
secret.” So, probably, a hundred people maybe.

Well there goes my business plan, because I was thinking I could just offer to tell people who you are for money. So when are you



planning on coming out?

But Matt, that’s the thing, it’s all relative. Because let’s say a hundred people know. I’ve told certain people, Stephen Elliott’s told certain
people, Isaac Fitzgerald, who’s the managing editor of the Rumpus, he says he tells certain women whom he wants to sleep with, you know,
he says ‘if you’ll do me, I'll tell you who Sugar is,” so, and I think he’s only partially joking.

No I think he probably is, too. That’s amazing.

Most of the people, even if they knew, ‘[Sugar’s real name]’ doesn’t mean anything to them. So. I mean, I'm anonymous if you don’t know
who I am, right?

I guess so. But your work has found an audience irrespective of the Sugar stuff, right?

Yes. It has, absolutely. But most people, they’re going to say, ‘I’ve never heard of her.” But we sort of got into this before, I wanted to ask you
first, how are you? And I'm sorry to hear that you’re going through a divorce.

That’s alright, that’s really kind of you. I’'m fine. It’s not ideal, but at the same time, you do know, at some point, don’t you, when it
should be over. There’s a voice somewhere.

I’ve written about that very thing!

I guess that’s one of the risks of coming out, is that people are going to start quoting your columns back to you, when you ask them
how you are.

Yeah. Absolutely. Certainly. And you do know when it’s time to go. I mean, I’'m turning that back to you now. I know how painful that is,
whether you’re the one who knew you had to go or the other person was, it’s like hell. But there will be better days ahead, Matt.

Yeah, I hope so. I mean, the other thing that’s interesting about your column is, you are quite affirming, and a lot of the advice is
about being brave and taking decisions that aren’t easy. And in fact when you are a recently separated 30-year-old man, often there
are difficult decisions to be made that aren’t easy. I have made decisions, and in the moment of making those decisions I have thought
of your column and thought, ‘Well, this is what Sugar would advise,’ so that’s good. It’s affirming and it’s really helpful. So it’s very
nice that you asked how I am. The other thing, in your column, is that you express love for your readers.

There are so many parts of this experience that are weird to me. In my work as a literary writer, even though I think my work is inherently
political, I never have a message in mind, my novel doesn’t have a message, but Sugar has a message.

Tell me what that message is.

Well it’s so many things that I feel like, what you could do, if you read all of my columns
they do boil down to some pretty essential truths. You hit on one of them when you said
‘the hard choice is often the best one,’ that life is both more simple and more complex I havg never }‘ead a Self help
than most of us would like to believe, that there is something about the essential, that we bOOk 1mn my hfe. | thll’lk self
all have an essential truth within us which if we really listen to that, which is totally : :
different than that bumper sticker ‘follow your bliss,” which is bullshit. You know? And help, 18 pretty l'IlU.Ch bUHShlt I
that’s, I have never read a self help book in my life. I think self help is pretty much don’t pay attention to this...
bullshit. I don’t pay attention to this...what’s that Oprah book, like The Secret, or some ’ :
sort of crap like that? ‘If you only believe, then it will be true,” I think that’s a really what’s that Oprah bOOk’ like
aggressively entitled bullshit sort of approach to life’s complicated questions. And at the The Secret , Or some sort of
same time there’s a piece of that in Sugar that says ultimately we’re all responsible for our : 9
lives, we’re all going to fail, we all have something inside to offer, and our work here is crap like that?
to find out and express it in whatever channels are appropriate. So it’s not Sugar’s
message, but it’s really just my life, everything I think about how to live, which is in opposition to that self help crap.
¥l y ry pp p crap

Yeah, and oddly the self help crap is extremely commercial. And what you’re doing is so far, not. I mean, the writing you do under
your own name is, I’'m assuming, is giving you some money.

Yeah.

But the writing you’re doing as Sugar, you’ve not been paid for a column.

No.

What are they doing? What are they thinking? I mean, you must be generating three-quarters of their hits by this point.

It’s a little complicated because I work really hard on the column and takes a lot of time. I get so much email, I have thousands of emails from
readers. But nobody gets paid at The Rumpus. That’s the thing. And I knew that going in. Stephen Elliott and Isaac Fitzgerald really do the
work of the site and Isaac works there full time. They’ve also sold tons of mugs, the ‘write like a motherfucker’ mugs, and so I'm happy that
Isaac gets to earn a living wage now. A couple of months ago Stephen and Isaac sent me a thousand dollars, because I think they felt guilty.



And you retain the rights to the column.

Ido. So basically my answer to how I get paid is, I'll get paid eventually if there's a Sugar book. And I’'m happy to wait, I mean, I took it on as
a lark. I thought it would be an interesting project for me as a writer. There was an old Sugar for the first 26 columns.

Who was it? You can’t tell me, can you?
Idon’t know. Well, you’re a reporter, you know.
What was the plan for coming out? When were you going to come out?

I’'m going to San Francisco, and I'm going to come out at one of The Monthly Rumpus events.

The Monthly Rumpus. What’s that?

The second Monday of every month they do a big thing at The Makeout Room. And the plan is my next book—one I've written under my
own name—will be a Rumpus book club pick, and I'm going to announce that Sugar’s book is going to be the book club pick and Sugar’s
going to have a coming out party in San Francisco.

There's also been talk of a book of your Sugar columns.

Yeah. There has been.

And when is that going to come out?

I’ll let you know as soon as I do.

You know, there’s a Sri Lankan cricketer named Sachin Tendulkar, and apparently they’ve made, like, 50 copies of a book that’s
written in his blood. And it was Saddam Hussein who had a book written in his blood. Saddam Hussein had people come and do

blood transfusions and then write the Qu’ran in his blood. I think that you should consider some sort of limited edition copies of a
Sugar book.

I think that’s a really interesting idea.

Well, only because, this guy described your work as ‘sacred’ to him. Now I’m not suggesting you should be blaspheming with the
production of a Sugar book, but there is an aspect in which this means a lot to people, so... surely, maybe there’s a market... ’'m not
saying you should bleed for the book.

Well it’s fascinating because a Sugar book is not commercial in a traditional sense. My columns are really long...I have absolutely no
limitations placed on me.

And they publish 15 minutes after you send it in, right?
Yeah.

And that’s unusual.

Yeah, nobody fucks with it. I have [Mr. Sugar] read it, and he says yeah, and it goes live. And I usually do it all night long on a Wednesday
night, and I curse myself, and it’s tortuous, and I’'m pissed, because I think, why didn’t I do this fucking earlier like I said I would do, and I’'m
always up on this deadline, and it’s really strange because it’s really contrary to everything I’ve ever said about the way one should write with
time. But it’s odd, this thing about it not being commercially viable, because the audience is really responding. I mean, people have written to
me as [Sugar’s real name] and said amazing things about my work, but as Sugar, the love is unbelievable. The way that people...people write
to me and say ‘you changed my life, I thought of you when I was thinking about doing this, you helped me understand something that I've
been going to therapy for years trying to understand,” and what’s weird about that is that the gatekeepers have decided that Sugar’s not
commercial. But the people have decided that it is.

It’s a revolution!
It is.

Are you jealous of yourself?

That’s a funny thing. I’ve almost joked before on Twitter that Sugar is jealous of her real person because Sugar has more followers, and all that
stuff. I think that, I’'m not...I think the Sugar fans will go buy the book I've written as myself. What’ll be interesting is beyond that.

Are you concerned that the readership may drop off after you identify yourself? Are you concerned about hostile reactions? Are you
concerned about, Oh, well...I mean, I thought you were Judy Blume.



You thought I was Judy Blume? Sugar says she’s 42. I mean, everything I say about myself is true.
So are you concerned about a hostile reaction when you come out?

You’d think I’d get all these private, nasty emails, and I don’t. I’ve gotten maybe two in maybe a year. Sometimes people write to me because
they disagree but they 're always very respectful. I've had two people that have just been mean but you’d think it was more than that. So: What
am I scared of? I’'m not scared that people will be hostile. A lot of people have written to me and said they 're scared of finding out who Sugar
is because they fear that maybe some of what is happening will stop happening. [Mr. Sugar] was saying ‘I think you should stay anonymous
forever, because if you come out, it’s going to ruin that mystique....” I think that people feel that they can really be open with me because they
don’t know who I am. And the longer that we’ve gone down this path, the less I think that’s important. And perhaps it’s because several
readers, some of my biggest fans, people who are really really into Sugar, they have this relationship with Sugar, and they’re always emailing
me and direct messaging me, and they’ve figured out who I am, and they all said, like, ‘I was afraid I wouldn’t love you as much and I still
totally do, it doesn’t matter to me that [ know who you are.” And so I guess I'm going to go on that. But I won’t be Sugar indefinitely. I won't
stop being Sugar as soon as I come out, but there will be probably be a time when I decide to stop. The way I write the column, I’m not just
Dear Abby or something, I’'m not just giving you etiquette advice, I'm really writing about core issues. And I think there’s a point at which
I’ve spoken my piece.

You’re sort of...spent.

I’'m spent. And also it’ll reach a point where it’s like, ‘see column X,” you know? And it already feels like that, in some regard, and also the
way [ write the column, it’s me writing about my life. One thing that’s going to be cool about coming out is I'm going to be able to write
about a bunch of stuff that I was scared about writing about before because I just thought it would be too identifying. You can Google any
number of things from my columns and probably find myself.

It’s interesting that your husband was pushing you to keep the mystique, too.

What do you think?

I think you should keep the mystique.
You think I should?

Well, I’'m a romantic. I don’t doubt that if you do come out, everyone’s going to love it, and I don’t doubt that it’s going to be
wonderful for everyone involved. But there is a kind of romance in...like, I love Batman. Batman is my favorite, and Batman and
Bruce Wayne couldn’t exist without each other. They couldn’t. But the mystique about Batman is kept because he doesn’t tell anyone
who he is. And there’s a great scene, it was on Youtube the other day, where Batman and Bruce Wayne have to have a conversation
with each other in front of the commissioner. And there’s this sort of facade, but there’s this sort of beauty to it. Before this interview I
was going to say, ‘I should give you some advice.” And that would be it: Keep it private. But then there’s also, could you still make
money if it were private? If I were in your position, I would claim it, I would say, ‘That’s me. Hello. I’'m here. And let’s go for it.” And
I think that’s something that a lot of authors are scared to do, to claim their work.

Well there’s also that other thing, actually being Sugar has been a real exercise in ego, and not getting to take credit for something that so many
people love. I’ve been at parties and people are like, ‘you have to read this column,” you know? And I'll just be like, ‘yeah, okay,” because
you work your whole life for people to love what you write, and then they do, and you have to pretend it’s not you.

But isn’t that an incredible lesson to learn as a writer?

It’s a great lesson.

Whether or not you do come out. You get what you wanted, and it turns out that you can’t take it.
I can’t have it!

And there’s a real wisdom that comes in being able to say, ‘I want to be able to take credit for this.’

Yeah. And I could get paid. The publishers and people would know who I was, and they’d pay me. It is partly a money thing because if I
don’t come out as Sugar, then those people don’t buy [Sugar’s real name]’s books. And that bugs me. Meanwhile my book is languishing,
and if I just said, then they’d go buy that book.

It’s difficult as an author to be in a position where somebody says, ‘hey, do you want to sell, maybe, 100,000, 200,000 more copies of
your novel?’

This is how I make my living, Matt. It’s hard. So part of coming out also feels like,
people mostly want me to. Please tell us who you are. So it’ll be kind of fun to say here I .
am. And I want to do something really fun in San Francisco, jump out of a cake or I Wa'l'lt to do Som.ethlng really
something. I think it’ll be a good, fun, thing. But you still want me to stay anonymous. fun in San Franc:1sco, Jjump
You want me to be Batman. It’s interesting that you use that comparison because so many out of a cake or something |
people write about Sugar either as a superhero or a religious figure. :



If I was Bruce Wayne, I’d tell everybody. I’d say, ‘listen mate, I’ve got a cave down
there, and you know, some really great outfits.’

think it’1l be a good, fun,
thing. But you still want me to
stay anonymous. You want
me to be Batman.

You're fucking Batman!

In life, we all have to come to terms with the fact that we aren’t superheroes or
religious figures. And then we have to own that, and then we have to be honest
about who we are.

Many years ago I knew a woman who was the mistress of a man who was married to a famous advice columnist. They'd been having an affair
for a couple decades by then and the advice columnist knew it was going on, but none of that was ever present in her columns. Never was
there a sense of her life’s imperfections and contradictions. But what Sugar does is that Sugar would tell you if her husband had a kept woman
for 20 years, so I think that the sense of this grandiose faith that people put in Sugar is not bound up in me saying ‘I know what you should
do, and this is what morality demands.’ Instead it’s me saying let’s look at all of these things in this really intricate way, and theyre full of
contradictions.

They are. It’s exciting to be on the cusp of this, right?

I’'m not that funny in my writing, at all. I'm funny in my life, but in my writing I'm dark, and serious, and emotionally intense. And I thought
that I was going to try to be funny in the Sugar column because the person before me was funny, and I thought it would just be a way for me
to expand my range. And what ended up happening was I just expanded my range in a different way. And so it’s interesting to me as an artist,
it’s the first time that I’ve used memoir, this kind of emotionally intense writing style, this thing that I do, in this other venue, which is the
direct address...here’s what I think you should do. It’s a very different sort of address than the fictional address or even the memoir, which is
just a very self-contained literary form.

Presumably you have a writing mentor somewhere. You mentioned your husband. Is there anyone else who critiques your work?
I studied with different people along the way. I didn’t get an MFA until I was a writer. Are you 30?

31.

I went to graduate school when I had just turned 30. And I had some good teachers, and I learned from people, but there isn’t one person.
There are writers who I read very carefully and with great attention, and I learned from them more than anything. Mary Gaitskill, I read her for
a decade, practically memorized her work, and then I worked with her in person for a short time and I had all these fantasies about how intense
our relationship would be because I just got her work so deeply, and she was a fine person and a fine human being, but I don’t feel that I
learned from Mary the person. It was what it was, but it wasn’t revelatory.

In the way that her writing was?

Her writing was revelatory to me. I would study her paragraphs and study her sentences
and study her stories. Alice Munro. William Faulkner. William Maxwell. What I got from
my real life mentors is something different—the reassurance that a writer needs to trust her
own instincts at a certain level. Once you know how to write, how to make a sentence or
a paragraph, and those are very elemental things, they seem very simple but most people
don’t know how to do those things, you can do anything. And there’s all this stuff with

Once you know how to write,
how to make a sentence or a
paragraph, and those are very

writing that’s outside of writing itself. A lot of it is just believing in yourself, just doing it.
And in the Sugar column I'm always encouraging this sort of risk-taking, both
emotionally and also financially. I actually have, in my life, and I have the debt to prove
it, and the fucked-up trail of bad shit to prove it, I always put my writing first. I always
quit the job or whatever.

But presumably you’re going to get out of this debt soon, aren’t you?

Yeah. But it’s tough. I'm still paying off my bachelor’s degree from a public university.

elemental things, they seem

very simple but most people
don’t know how to do those
things, you can do anything.

Are there any questions, perhaps, that you’ve not answered, that are sitting there that perhaps you want to answer?

Well, there’s a couple. I have two letters from women who found that they were pregnant and both women wanted to have abortions, but were
married to men who they know would try to prevent them from having the abortion, and asking me if it was okay that they went ahead and
had the abortion and didn’t tell their husbands. And those are, those are the only...those are the only exceptions that I’ve ever emailed someone

privately back and told her what I thought, and didn’t publish it.

Why didn’t you publish it?

I just felt like what I had to say was not really a column. And some of these questions, it’s not just helping people but it’s also building a
literary experience around it, and so sometimes I feel like, you know, it doesn’t lend itself to that kind of full-blown column. But it’s also, I
guess because my answers to them, my private emails to them were so indecisive. I basically thought along with them and said, yeah, I think
this completely sucks, and it could destroy your relationship if you lie to your husband and just go have an abortion without ever telling him.



That could be a really bad seed. But at the same time, one can’t have a baby that one doesn’t want to have, right?

And abortion is difficult in America.

I have tons of questions from young people, like 21-year-old kids, who basically they’ve been given everything and have always been told
that they’re so great and so talented, and they don’t know what the hell to do with themselves, they have no passions whatsoever, they have no
interests, and they’re asking me what they should do. I don’t know. I think they should quit college, and cut themselves off financially from
their parents and go work at McDonald’s, actually.

Yeah, you said a few times that you don’t really believe in inherited wealth, that you don’t really believe in that kind of support. And
actually that brings me to another question, which maybe you can answer in the same sentence, but do black people write to you,
much? Because it struck me that a lot of these issues you just mentioned are the issues faced by white college kids, right?

Yeah, yeah.

And, living in New Orleans, there are plenty of very bright young black people who are not at college for one reason or another, who
I think get to figure out what they’re passionate about without some of this, so I was just curious.

Well I can’t tell if black people ask me for advice.
You mean they don’t write in the letter, ‘p.s. ’'m black?’

A couple of them do. I do have a couple of letters. But I have a pretty sizeable African-American fanbase, and I just know that based on Twitter
and Facebook, you can see the picture of the person, and I just want to clarify, and I know... some of the criticism... that column We Are All
Savages Inside about writerly jealousy, and there’s that paragraph where I say ‘I think part of your problem is you’re so entitled,” and people
said I’'m so mean, but I don’t think I'd say I don’t believe in inherited wealth. People who grow up with parents who have money are as
blameless as the people who grow up with parents who didn’t have money. And certainly as a parent I'm going to give my kids everything I
can. But I will tell you that one of the major dilemmas of my life, both [Mr. Sugar] and I grew up working class, weren’t given anything, and
both made our way in the world. And as much as I wanted to be the kid who got to go to French immersion camp between my freshman and
sophomore year or whatever, but because I wasn’t that kid, I actually think that helped me more than these wonderful educational opportunities
that I missed because I was poor. And so that’s the complexity. I don’t mean to condemn people who have access to resources. But I do mean
to very seriously say that maybe paying your own electricity bill is the path—is the path out of whatever conundrum you’re in. Maybe just
being self-sufficient, that’s the answer.

Matt Davis’s website is matthewcharlesdavis.com.
This conversation took place by Skype and has been condensed.

Photo by Uwe Hermann.
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