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            The act of sex may be nothing, but when you reach my age you learn that at any time it may prove to be everything.

            —Graham Greene, The End of the Affair

         

      

   


   
      
         
            One

         

         Look. I bedazzled my mask.”

         I’m FaceTiming with Constance at the beginning of the pandemic. She’s told me she wants this to be a “ladies night in the time of corona.” I didn’t know we were supposed to get dressed up for the occasion, so I’m wearing my usual jeans and an oversized sweatshirt with the logo for the band Kiss on it. Constance is in a blue evening gown, which she says she put on because she “might not ever get another chance.” She’s done her dark hair in carefully sculpted layers that make her look like a character on Dynasty. I’m drinking an IPA; she has champagne. I’m not sure how to get an angle that doesn’t make me look like a melting candle. She looks fabulous.

         She holds up a gold lamé surgical mask she’s affixed with fake crystals that spell out “New York.” It’s the city where we live. She stretches the mask across her face with smiling eyes. She seems happier than I’ve seen her in years.

         “Dick thinks it’s so cute the way I have to make everything a fashion statement,” she tells me.

         Dick is the guy Constance met on Tinder a few weeks ago, when the spread of the coronavirus started to get bad. His name is Richard, she says, but she calls him Dick, like all his close friends do.

         “He’s my quarantine bae. Do you know what that is, a ‘bae’?” she asks.

         I tell her yes, I know.

         Constance is in her mid-fifties, like I am. We met in Carl Schurz Park when our daughters were small. “I had my sixteenth birthday at Studio 54,” she told me with a wistful smile that day, the first time I ever remember reminiscing about how things used to be when I was young.

         Years later, I would see the picture Constance posted on Facebook of a red-lipped beauty in a Madonna-style bustier, a glamorous shot of her taken at the now-shuttered Lucky Strike, from back in the days when we were running around New York, meeting men.

         “Do you remember how much fun it was?” she said dreamily, that day in the park.

         “Yes,” I said. I did.

         I didn’t want to tell her about the times I remembered that weren’t so great, about the bad dates that went seriously wrong. She seemed to be the type who wanted to look back with rose-colored shades.

         “We were so gorgeous then,” she said.

         In her thirties, Constance married a hedge fund guy, and for years she lived the life of a Scarsdale wife and mom. Then her husband lost everything in the Great Recession and began to drink. Constance started selling real estate after leaving him, which she did after he pushed her down in an argument and broke her rib. Now, she’s on her own, living in a studio uptown.

         About six months before the virus hit, she discovered Tinder.

         And now this guy, Dick, age sixty, is living with her.

         “He’s my corona husband,” she tells me with a giggle.

         I’ve seen that the New York City Department of Health has just issued “Sex and Coronavirus Disease” guidelines saying it’s not safe to hook up with people you meet online, but I don’t mention it. I don’t want to sound like a scold.

         “Sounds great,” I manage to say.

         “We’ve literally been together all the time since our first date, so how is it any different if we were married?” Constance says defensively, although I’ve said nothing to dissuade her from having this relative stranger move in with her.

         “Sounds like you are married, from how I remember it,” I tell her.

         Dick is still going out to work every day, she says, but when he comes back, she’s Lysoling the bottom of his shoes and washing his clothes, “so everything’s clean.”

         “You’re doing his laundry?” I ask.

         “But he’s doing so much for me,” she insists.

         “Omg, Omg, no. This poor woman. He’s just using her,” texts my friend Abigail when I tell her about Constance, later.

         Abigail is twenty-seven and an inveterate online dater. She’s told me lots of stories over the years about dating app culture and its chilling effect on relationships.

         “He’s gonna be out the door as soon as isolation ends,” she texts.

         “That’s what I’d be worried about too,” I text her back.

         But then, who knows how any of this is going to end?

         Covid-19 isn’t like anything we’ve seen before, so there’s no way of knowing what its long-term effects on dating and relationships will be. There have been reports, ever since shelter-in-place orders went into effect, that online dating has surged. Which comes as no surprise, since millions of people are now trapped at home, feeling lonely, horny, and bored, not to mention desperate and scared. Tinder reported that on March 28, 2020, its users swiped more than three billion swipes, more than any single day in the company’s eight-year history.

         The online dating industry has been rushing to capitalize on its newly captive audience, adding video-chat capabilities to its apps and launching new, social-distancing-friendly sites. Video dating has already been deemed “the new normal” by sectors of the media which always seem ready to champion the latest technological innovations in dating. The news has grown effusive in describing how online dating companies are doing their best to help isolated singles “stay connected” and “keep a dialogue going.” I’ve seen pieces which read like synopses of rom-coms about people falling in love through their laptops.

         Then in April of 2020, CivicScience, a polling company, published a study saying that 71 percent of unmarried couples who didn’t usually live together but were quarantining together were reporting a spike in their sex lives.

         “It’s just sex, sex, sex, all the time!” Constance tells me with a throaty laugh.

         For no good reason, I feel a little twinge of jealousy.

         I’ve been watching all this with interest because, for the past few years, I’ve been writing about sex, love, and dating in the digital age. I wrote a book about teenagers and social media and made a documentary film about dating apps—none of which has given me confidence that online dating is the path to love or lasting relationships.

         But then, what is? I’ve wondered.

         “We were walking in the park with our masks on,” Constance says, still talking about Dick. “And I asked him, ‘We’re not a thing just because of quarantine, right?’ And he was like, ‘Absolutely not!’ So I know it’s been a whirlwind with him, but he says such nice things to me, and I’m not used to anyone saying nice things. He thinks I’m amazing.”

         I don’t want to tell her what I’ve been hearing from the women who’ve been sending me texts and emails since “love in the time of corona” began (I see the phrase is already getting more than four billion results on Google). Surprisingly, they say nothing much has changed in the dystopian world of online dating, despite the onset of a global pandemic. They’ve sent me screenshots of guys wanting to “quarantine and chill,” “looking to smash with masks.” It’s the usual kind of stuff, but now that there’s the threat of contagion, the numbers game online dating is so often described to be has a different calculation: How many will wind up sick? Or dead?

         “At first I was really excited,” said a young woman named Ariel I interviewed for the Guardian, “because I thought, Okay, now the guys are going to have to do the work to actually get to know us because they can’t come over. But then I start swiping and there’s all these profiles saying things like, ‘Covid-free and have a bunch of toilet paper, who wants to hang out?’”

         A young man DM’d me after that piece came out, claiming that “women are doing the same things.” “Okay, send me screenshots,” I told him. When he didn’t, I asked him, “You’re not getting any matches, are you?” “No,” he said, and asked me if I had any advice on how he could “get busy on lockdown.”

         I’ve wondered what I would be doing if I were dating now. Would I be convincing myself I couldn’t get sick, justifying my recklessness, running out to meet some man? Would the idea of not being able to kiss anyone make me thirst for a certain someone’s lips?

         But then, I think, it’s impossible to imagine myself doing the things I used to do, with everything I’ve been through that got me to this point.

         “It’s not like he’s going to do anything to endanger me,” Constance goes on. “I mean, we’re being really safe.”

         “Uh-huh,” I say.

         “He’s the only thing I have to look forward to,” she says plaintively, like a teenager arguing with her mother. “I don’t see any other human beings. Ashley”—her daughter—“won’t come over now because she says he might be contaminating my apartment. She’s like, ‘Mom, you just started dating, you don’t even know him.’”

         “Well, she’s kind of right,” I say.

         “I know,” says Constance, her voice going low. “But he said he loves me. I just can’t believe anybody would say that to me. It’s been so long.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         It’s strange to think how much the world has changed in the few months since I last saw Constance. It was a cold winter night. I was snuggled down in my bed, at home in the East Village, where I’ve lived now for about twenty years. My apartment is small but cozy and colorful, full of paintings and photographs, knickknacks and books. Once, when I was in my twenties, I got a reading from a psychic at a party named Kermit who told me, “You’re surrounded by books.” I remember I was so excited when he went on to say, “You will make it as a writer,” although I was a bit miffed to hear it would be by writing about kids. As a younger and less experienced person, I think I considered children a less important subject. But how wrong I was about that, and how right Kermit the psychic was about everything.

         I didn’t really want to see Constance that evening, but she kept texting and calling me on the phone. “I’m at Pardon My French”—a little French bistro near my apartment building—she said, sounding distraught. So I climbed out of bed and went and found her there. She was sitting alone in a back booth of the crowded bar. I could see the flicker of disappointment on her face when I showed up in my jeans and sneakers. She was in her usual designer wear, which was looking almost vintage since she hadn’t had the funds to shop in a while. Chanel circa 2005.

         “Sorry,” I said rather crankily, sitting down. “I didn’t have time to get dressed up on such short notice.”

         “It’s fine,” she said, regarding me with mild pity. I could see she’d already had a few martinis.

         Then she put a hand on my wrist and gave me a level look. I thought she was going to tell me she was ill or something, God forbid.

         “I had sex,” she said.

         “Hello, waiter?” I called. I could see I was going to need a drink.

         Constance had started using dating apps, she told me. Like most online daters, she was using more than one. She was on Tinder, Bumble, Hinge, and Match, she said. And now, after almost thirty years of being faithful to the same man, she had hooked up with a guy she met on Tinder. But she didn’t want it to be just a hookup.

         “And then I sent him another text, and another, and another, and he didn’t answer!” she cried. “And I had even told him he was the first person I’d had sex with since Don”—her ex-husband—“and after that, he doesn’t return my texts?”

         I listened, not saying a word. I knew just what she was going through; I’d been through the same things. But it was a secret I felt I couldn’t share with her. I’d always been afraid that Constance would judge me if she knew about my past on dating apps.

         “Do you think he found out my real age?” she asked anxiously. “My profile says fifty-one—well, okay, I’m not fifty-one. But he saw me in daylight, so it’s not like he didn’t have a chance to see the lines on my face.”

         “You don’t have lines on your face,” I said. At least, I couldn’t see any in the dim light. But then, my eyesight isn’t what it used to be.

         “I’m so upset!” Constance said, checking her phone again. “This guy still hasn’t texted me back!” He was a guy, she said, who lived in New Jersey. I was surprised by the idea of Constance going all the way to Jersey to have sex, but then, I had been to Queens.

         “I checked this morning,” she went on, “and I could see that he’d been online already. So why hasn’t he texted me back?”

         Constance was starting to annoy me now—she was sounding too much like me.

         “Online dating is a sham,” I growled at her. “I’m supposed to be an expert on this stuff, remember?”

         “I know!” she said. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you—because I need your advice!”

         “My advice is to get off dating apps,” I said.

         “Then how will I ever meet a man?” she demanded.

         “Why do you even need a man?” I asked. “Aren’t men sort of the problem?”

         She looked chagrined then, staring into her glass, and instantly I felt bad.

         “I’m sorry, Constance,” I told her. “I just think you deserve better.”

         It was then I realized the real reason I was mad at Constance was for making me think about the young man I had sent away. I had met him on a dating app four years before, and now I didn’t know if I was ever going to see him again.

         But then, I never knew when I was going to see him even when we were seeing each other regularly. He came and went—no labels, everything up in the air—which is so often how things are these days. Which I’d told myself was fine with me because, you know, I’m busy, I don’t want a relationship.

         I thought of his pretty face on the pillow…

         “Maybe we’ve been chasing the wrong things,” I said to Constance. “Maybe we should be happy with what we have.”

         We were women in our fifties, and nothing and everything about dating had changed. We had careers, we had children. But we were alone.

         “And maybe that’s okay,” I told her.

         “But don’t men want love? Is love just…over?” she asked.

         Before I could answer, I felt my phone buzz inside my purse.

         My heart leapt.

         It was him.

         I threw down money. I made excuses. I ran out of the bar.

         “Are you coming back?” Constance called after me.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Then I was running through the streets to meet him, running like a madwoman, as if in a dream. I was running past stores and restaurants and bars I’d passed by hundreds of times before, but now they seemed alive with technicolor beauty, like in a 1950s musical, because he had texted me. I’m surprised I didn’t burst out singing.

         Even the arrangement of the letters of his name in the green bubble on my phone screen thrilled me: A-b-e-l. Abel.

         “Hola there lovely how goes it?” he’d texted.

         And even though I knew he wasn’t really inquiring as to my well-being, but looking to see if he could come around again and have sex—even after I had told him that I never wanted to see him again because he had done something which, finally, I could no longer explain away as the result of his youth, or this challenging time for relationships—I texted back, “Hey!”

         Then I slowed down to a walk along Second Avenue, wondering why my legs had carried me along so quickly, without my even thinking, as if that little text ding had been the ring of the bell that had summoned Pavlov’s puppy. I thought of Jaron Lanier, the Internet philosopher with the wild dreads, talking about how we are all being made into dogs by the behavior-modification algorithms of social media.

         “Please don’t be insulted,” Lanier wrote. “Yes, I am suggesting that you might be turning, just a little, into a well-trained dog, or something less pleasant, like a lab rat or a robot.”

         I stopped in my tracks and saw myself looking wild-eyed in a store window.

         Was this me, the so-called expert, demonstrating the very thing I worried the tech invasion of dating was doing to women: robbing us of our free will, making us obedient to whistles?

         Or was this all part of a personal pattern that I had been repeating forever?

         Or did I really just love this young man? Was he, after all, my last grand passion, which I would be a fool to deny myself?

         I thought about it all on the walk back home. If I had been committed to anything, all these years, it had been to avoiding examining any of this too closely, because it had worried and frightened me, and perhaps because such examination would have made it impossible to have love in my life, or what I had called love.

         And suddenly I felt as if I didn’t know myself anymore. And what would be worse than winding up alone would be not knowing the person I had wound up with. All I knew for sure was that I never wanted to be looking for love in the dating app inferno again—I couldn’t go back there, back into the whirlwind.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I met Abel one night in the summer of 2015, when I had been on dating apps for about a year. It might be hard to remember, now that these platforms have so overwhelmed dating for people of all ages, but in those days, being on a dating app was seen by middle-aged people like me as kind of creepy, so I had been using them in secret.

         It was a year in which I had spiraled out of control, like a cartoon cannonball gleefully whizzing into the sky, in full denial that at any moment it’s going to explode. But I didn’t have to admit that what I was doing was kind of crazy—not even to myself—because dating app dating was becoming normalized and even celebrated in a cultural nanosecond.

         I was keeping it together in one part of my life while unraveling in another. The work was still being done, the bills were being paid, my daughter was being fed and clothed and loved. The laundry was folded, her homework checked. Meanwhile, this other, secret me was using dating apps like an addict uses drugs.

         It didn’t help that this drug was free and constantly available and always waiting for me on my phone—waiting to help me feel good, to feel comforted and reassured, to feel something and nothing at all, to have some skin-to-skin contact, to get off, to feel high, to feel wanted and loved by a prowling procession of young men in their twenties who had no intention of loving me; or maybe they didn’t know what they wanted. I never got to know most of them well enough to say. I did get to know some things about them, though, which I’m going to tell you about here.

         They had nose rings and man buns, beards and beanies, porkpie hats and tattoos. They were musicians and writers, baristas and bartenders. One of them was a self-described “artisan barber,” another a Wall Street bro, and another a marketing executive for a start-up. Some of them were atheists, and some called themselves “ethically non-monogamous.” Some of them wore skinny jeans. One of them rode a skateboard over the Williamsburg Bridge to come see me. It had a horny devil emoji painted on it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I drove like a maniac back to New York that summer night I met Abel. I was coming home from dropping off my daughter at a Spanish language immersion camp being housed in a redbrick liberal arts college in a tiny town in Vermont. She was fourteen at the time, but we were very close (a wry friend called us Big and Little Edie), and we had never been separated for more than a few days, so I’d stayed for about a week in the town, making sure she was liking her program okay and dealing with my own anxiety over being away from her.

         I was taking daily trips to the local five-and-dime to buy her things: a shower caddy and some colored pens and pencils and a screen for her window and a cover for the lumpy old mattress at the school and a sunscreen with a higher SPF number and some boxes of those Nutella cookie sticks she’s fond of. I’m a single mom by choice, although my choice to have a baby came about after I accidentally got pregnant by a man I was barely dating in 1999. And yet having Zazie turned out to be the best choice of my life.

         At night, I was sending texts to her secret cell phone—her first cell phone, a device verboten by the school—to check in and see how she was doing. “How’s it going?” I’d ask, and she’d send me a GIF of Carlton on The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air doing his happy dance, and I’d send her back a GIF of Pee-wee Herman doing his “Tequila” dance; and so it would go on, both of us trying to make each other laugh, by the light of our phones, in our respective rooms.

         I was staying at an empty, fussy, Victorian bed-and-breakfast run by a pinched-faced woman who clearly hated me, for reasons I couldn’t quite understand. Breakfast was always already over, and no, she said, she didn’t know of any good hikes in the area. It made me wonder if maybe she had been awake the night I entertained a visit from a local college student I met on Tinder. He wore a baseball cap, was nondescript, polite; the sex was bland, and not overly loud. He left in the morning without a word. But maybe, I thought, she had heard the squeak of the screen door opening and closing.

         It was in Vermont, one night, when I was having a beer at the grungy bar on Main Street, that I became aware that Tinder—still a relatively new thing back then, launched in December of 2012—had made its way to places like this little middle-of-nowhere town. Sitting down the bar from me were some rough-looking guys in coveralls, swiping away on the app, discussing their matches.

         “I have over forty matches,” one of them crowed.

         I scooted closer.

         Being a reporter, I was used to striking up conversations with strangers, and online dating was something I had actually been doing a story on for the magazine I work for, Vanity Fair. So I asked these guys how they were finding this new dating app dating.

         They were shruggingly enthusiastic.

         “Everybody in this town has already fucked each other,” one of them explained. “You can get girls in Albany on this thing.”

         “You’d drive all the way to Albany to have sex?” I asked.

         “Apparently you don’t understand the male species too well,” he said, grinning.

         He was probably right about that, I thought, zooming down I-95 on my way home to meet up with the guy I’d been talking to on Tinder—Abel. But the real question was why I was continuing to date guys from dating apps when I knew the whole enterprise to be fakakta, as my Russian grandfather would have called it.

         I had spent the last few months doing the aforementioned story—which I’d just emailed in to my editor; I’d been writing up there in Vermont as well as helicopter parenting—and what I had been hearing from the scores of young people and experts I had interviewed had only reinforced my sense that there were a lot of things about this new type of meeting and mating that were sort of sick, if not dangerous.

         There was the commodification these apps were inspiring. “It’s like ordering Seamless, but you’re ordering a person,” said a young man in my story.

         There was the dating FOMO they were spreading like a virus. “Apps like Tinder and OkCupid give people the impression that there are thousands or millions of potential mates out there,” David Buss, an evolutionary psychologist, had told me.

         There was the way in which this explosion of options was affecting straight male psychology, exacerbating the sexism that had always existed in dating. Young men were treating women as objects, young women had said: “They’re just looking for hit-it-and-quit-it on Tinder.”

         Of course, not all straight men were as cavalier—or thought to be as “successful”—in their experience on dating apps as the Wall Street bros I wrote about in my piece; but these seemed to be the type of guys dating apps were designed for, so I led with them.

         “Guys view everything as a competition,” said the young man I called Alex the Tinder King, whom I spoke to one night in a bar filled with swiping singles. “Who’s slept with the best, hottest girls? It’s setting up two or three Tinder dates a week and, chances are, sleeping with all of them, so you could rack up a hundred girls in a year. Tinder has made everything so much easier.”

         With the help of dating apps, said Alex the Tinder King, he was sleeping with a different woman almost every night of the week. He couldn’t remember all their names; his roommates had to help him fill in the blanks. “It’s less personal for sure,” he said. “You could talk to two or three girls at a bar and pick the best one, or you can swipe a couple hundred people a day and choose the best one on Tinder. The sample size is so much larger. I think it’s great. Tinder is the bomb.”

         I suppose my face must have betrayed my feelings, as I listened to him, because he asked me: “So do you think this culture is misogynistic? I’m just curious. Because objectively I think our dialogue might sound absolutely misogynistic.”

         He said it, not I; and yet, for me, my latest story was about the ways that dating apps were weaponizing misogyny, something no piece on the dating app craze had yet explored. I’d reported on the dick pics and abusive, harassing messages young women were routinely receiving on these apps—57 percent of women ages eighteen to thirty-four, according to a survey by the Pew Research Center in 2019—as well as the bad sex and unwanted, rough sex young women told me they were encountering in hookups, which some of them attributed to the popularity of online porn among their straight male counterparts.

         I had no idea that these revelations would cause so much agitation, especially among the heads of some of the dating app companies—that was to come. To me, it all seemed kind of obvious, when you looked at it closely, and I was puzzled by how other pieces on online dating could talk about it without ever mentioning its uglier aspects.

         My last day in Vermont, I’d received a digital galley from my editor, who had headlined this story “Tinder and the Dawn of the ‘Dating Apocalypse,’” using a joking quote from a young woman I’d interviewed. But I was already starting to think that the mass spread of dating apps was like a sign of the end of the world. And yes, I do mean end of the world in the same way that the melting of the polar ice caps is a sign, and the mass extinction of species is a sign—signs of an unprecedented moment in which we have to wonder whether life on this planet is going to continue as we know it, or if we’re all just totally fucked.

         “But just one more time,” I told myself that night, speeding home so I could fix myself up before the arrival of the guy from Tinder.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It did occur to me, as I hurtled down the FDR, the highway that snakes along the east side of Manhattan, that I was acting kind of crazy, weaving in and out of traffic like Gene Hackman in the chase scene in The French Connection.

         I’d made it back to the city in four hours flat, as if entrusted with delivering the antidote for a dying snake-bite victim. When the skyline of New York came into view, I’d said aloud, “Thank God,” because I was home, where I could be myself for a little while—or this other, secret self that I was, sometimes, ever since I’d discovered dating apps, those shiny little portals to casual sex.

         It wasn’t like I was new to the concept of free love, once a great hobby of mine, slowed down considerably since I’d become a mom. The gossip website Gawker had once called me a “hard-partying good-time girl,” which I took to be a sexist slam at my liking for men, as I was never much into alcohol or drugs, unless you count love as a drug. (Would they refer to, say, Nicholas Kristof as a “good-time boy,” no matter how many people he’d slept with? Never.)

         But then, dating apps had taken casual sex to a whole new level. Sex wasn’t just casual anymore—it was mechanized, and it could be instant. “Like, after an exchange of, like, six messages,” as one young man I interviewed said.

         When Graydon Carter, then the editor in chief and my boss at Vanity Fair, first asked me to do a story on these newfangled mobile dating sites, I tried to get out of it. I didn’t want to have to tell him that I was on these things—not that I thought he would have been shocked to hear it. I had never made much of a secret of my romantic misadventures before, mainly because making jokes was one of the only ways I knew to keep from wanting to jump out a window over them.

         Graydon was a legendary editor and a cosmopolitan sort of guy. With his windswept gray hair and patrician features, he looked like a Founding Father who shopped at Brooks Brothers. He’d once called me a “screwball,” which I’d decided to take as a term of endearment, since he was a big fan of classic films. I’d always hoped that he meant I was like Rosalind Russell in His Girl Friday, a quirky yet reliable newswoman, instead of just a screwball. But I thought not even Graydon would have felt completely comfortable hearing what I had been up to on dating apps over the last year, so I gave him a truncated version:

         “There was a guy with a skateboard,” I said, “a guy with a rottweiler, a French guy who smelled like cigarettes and followed me down the street shouting ‘whore,’ uh, ha ha…”

         “Oh, that’s great!” said Graydon. “So you know how dating apps work!”

         Yes, I knew how they worked. I could have written a Confessions of an English Opium-Eater–type exposé on dating apps—but I guess I’m doing that now.

         I knew about the endless swiping, messaging, talking to strangers, the tiresome, exhausting, never-ending threads, the repetitive dates (swipe, text, meet, drink, fuck) with an assembly line of weirdos—all of which was beginning to feel like Groundhog Day playing on Pornhub. I knew about the default sex, which was either very hot or very not, and then never talking to that person again, or having to block him because he won’t stop trying to talk to you even when you wish he would disappear as easily as a profile pic on which you’d swiped left.

         I knew about all this from my seat at the window, looking out on my Macy’s Thanksgiving Day–sized parade of man-children with man buns, none of them over the age of twenty-eight, most of whom seemed to see me as a trophy fuck, a climb up MILF Mountain—that is, when they weren’t trying to hit me up for networking opportunities or asking me to help them fix their websites and résumés: “You’re a writer, right?”

         I knew about all this, too, from the teenage girls I’d been interviewing for the book I was doing on social media and how it was affecting their lives.

         Pause for a sidebar regarding timeline here:

         In the roughly five years covered in the book you’re reading now, I was researching and writing a book called American Girls: Social Media and the Secret Lives of Teenagers as well as shooting and editing a documentary film entitled Swiped: Hooking Up in the Digital Age, also working on a bunch of articles, all while trying to survive as a journalist and support my family after being turned into a salary-less freelancer along with most of the other writers at Vanity Fair. About a week before Christmas of 2008, I received a letter from Advance Publications, also known as Condé Nast, informing me that the regular monthly paychecks I had been receiving for the last eight years would stop in January of 2009—upon which I had a four-day panic attack, and decided I better reinvent myself.

         It was the girls and young women I was interviewing for American Girls—hundreds of them, from California to Indiana to New Jersey—who had first clued me in to the rape culture underpinning the world of online dating. “Just looking for a rape victim to get freaky with,” said one of the vile dating app messages they’d shown me. “Do you have any rape fantasies?”

         I’d woken up that very day of my wild ride home from Vermont to a big, hairy dude on OkCupid messaging me: “Wanna fuck?” It was the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes, for the hand does heed the whispering call of dating apps when they seductively nudge at you, even through semiconsciousness: Hey, hottie, come swipe…

         I knew about all this—I’d been studying this—and yet, cut to a close-up of me barreling down the highway with my face scrunched up like a fist from thinking about all this, and here I was, rushing home for my date with the guy from Tinder, with whom I’d been talking on text for about two weeks like an excited schoolgirl: “Hey, you!”

         But had I paused for a moment to consider why I was doing this? Was I having a midlife crisis? Using sex with twenty-five-year-olds as a way to stave off my fear of dying? Or was I the bearer of such a bottomless pit of internalized misogyny that I was just blithely going along with whatever the patriarchy was currently telling me to do—offering up myself digitally and bodily to the next fuckboy who wanted to experience my night moves?

         But there was no time to think about all that now, going seventy miles an hour in rush-hour traffic. Not now, when I was cutting off the outraged dad in the Beemer, who for a second looked like he wanted to come at me, bro. “Don’t worry, bud, I see your kids in the back seat,” I signaled to him with a nod.

         I was jetting ahead of him so I could get home in time to shave my legs in case I’d be having sex that night with the guy from Tinder. Which I kind of hoped I would.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Abel, Abel of the beautiful lankiness which wrapped itself around me like a locket.

         The night I met him, he was twenty-three. I know—that’s young. But if you’re worried now that I corrupted this innocent youth in some lurid scene reminiscent of Mrs. Robinson locking Benjamin Braddock in the upstairs bedroom, nude, hold on. These kids today know from casual sex, coming of age in peak hookup culture, about which some cranky mansplainer always seems to want to tell me: “It doesn’t exist, things have always been this way.” But they haven’t. Hookup culture is, in fact, a thing—a thing with a vast body of research examining it, going back to its inception around two decades ago—and recognizing this is a necessary step, I think, toward any real understanding of the global warming of sexual relations in the digital revolution.

         A 2012 study by research scientists at the Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender, and Reproduction reported that 80 percent of undergraduates across genders and sexual orientations said they had had hookup sex, here characterized as sex without any expectation of a relationship. By the time of this study, hooking up was already replacing “more traditional forms of courtship,” such as going on dates. And this study was released shortly before Tinder took off, landing like a meteor in the midst of our already dinosaur-like rituals of courtship. Ever since then, it’s hard not to see how dating apps—of which there are now thousands of versions being used by hundreds of millions of people across the globe—have sent hookup culture into overdrive, like when the starship in a sci-fi flick blasts into light speed on its way to an unknown galaxy. “We are in uncharted territory,” Justin Garcia, the executive director of Kinsey, told me.

         “So chances are this Abel isn’t some choirboy,” I was thinking, getting closer to home, my foot seemingly unable to let up on the gas. I also knew that he was no callow youth from his many suggestive texts. He hadn’t hit me up with any horny devil emojis yet, or asked for nudes (I don’t send nudes, although like the majority of women who’ve used dating apps, I’ve received my share of unsolicited dick pics, one of which visually compared its subject to a can of Monster Mutant Super Soda in order to illustrate size and girth). However, he’d been flirting with me in a way that suggested some experience with the ladies, as well as an offbeat sense of humor.

         He’d been texting me in the persona of a courtly southern gentleman (or so I thought, as yet unaware of the extent to which he was a bona fide country boy), which I’d taken as a sign that he had some idea of how overly determined all of this dating business is—and always was, even before Big Dating co-opted it for big profits.

         “You sure are perdy,” he texted. He told me he “liked a good snuggle and sech.” And when his Gomer Pyle bit got too corny, instead of succeeding in being a commentary on corny, I’d just look at his profile picture again…

         Oh, that picture of Abel. How many times had I looked at that picture in the last couple of weeks? I wondered, whipping along. And what about that particular picture had captured my attention, as opposed to the thousands of others I’d seen in the relentless stacks of profile pics on dating apps? Maybe it was because it looked like an album cover from the seventies, the era in which I’d formulated my idea of what constitutes an attractive man: longish hair, scruffy beard, and a rock ’n’ roll vibe suggesting a loosey-goosey attitude toward sexual orientation; think Paul Rodgers of Free strutting across the stage belting out “All Right Now” at the Isle of Wight concert in 1970, a clip I’ve watched on YouTube more times than I would like to have to confess to.

         He was sitting on the floor of some music studio, playing a bass guitar, wearing a beanie, boots, and jeans, looking like the dictionary definition of “hipster man,” but thoughtful and gentle, bent down over his strings with an expression which seemed to say that, in this time of the great techno suck of our souls, he had somehow preserved his soul.

         “Oh, but listen to you now!” I scoffed. “Sounding like somebody who doesn’t know the score to this online dating horror show, projecting your own fantasies onto this virtual stranger!”

         As if I hadn’t been on enough dates with knit-cap-wearing hipster dudes to know that their pictures were as curated as an ad campaign by Don Draper. As mine were.

         And what about that guy who’d looked just great in his pic, but then he took off his hat and he had vampire ears, which he had had surgically attached to his head? (He was a goth from Orlando.) That was one of those nights when I bid a hasty retreat, coming up with a fake-text excuse: “Oh no, the babysitter says I should come home now…”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Careening off the highway onto Houston Street, I was starting to get apprehensive. What did I really know about this guy? Nothing really, at least nothing that could be confirmed with the usual sleuthing searches on Facebook, LinkedIn, and Google. “Most women these days could immediately be hired by the FBI,” one of my young women friends joked. Social media had turned us all into dating spies, which only seemed to make us better at hiding in plain sight.

         But this Abel was strangely Internet absent, I’d noticed. I couldn’t even find his last name, which he hadn’t told me, and I hadn’t wanted to spook him with my suspiciousness by asking him (in those days, Tinder was still all but anonymous). I only knew that he was from Tennessee, or so he said, and that he had a busy work schedule, or so he claimed. But working at what? I was dying to know. His answers to such questions had been jokingly vague: “I do a bit of this and that,” he’d texted.

         And, of course, I hadn’t been able to experience any of those in-person indicators which evolutionary biologists say we’ve developed over tens of thousands of years in order to be able to determine whether someone can be trusted—which, on some level, means trusted with our very lives. I didn’t know how he sounded; we hadn’t spoken on the phone—it just wasn’t done. And I didn’t know how he moved or how being around him felt. And, oh, how I wanted to know how he sounded, moved and felt—and smelled—how I’d fantasized about it all on those lonely jogs along the piney roads up in Vermont…

         “But hold on a minute now,” I was thinking, steering my rental car into the treacherously narrow Avis garage on East 11th Street, “that’s just blind lust! That’s the tech lords tapping into the lonely waves in your brain and igniting them with a shot of ego, spiking your excitement that this nice-looking young man is coming over to your house?”

         “Oh, what have I done?” I fretted, hurrying along the streets of the East Village, wrestling with my rolling bag, fully registering now how I was breaking all my own rules by inviting this young guy I had never seen before to come to my home. In the past, I had always insisted on meeting my matches in public, despite the usual attempts to “just come over with a bottle of wine,” “Netflix and chill.” But then, when none of them ever killed me, I guess I got used to the idea—“Well, he’s not going to kill me”—normalization being the name of this roulette game. What’s more, after a couple of weeks of flirty-dirty texting with Abel, I felt like I did know Abel—which, of course, I did not. But, as another young woman friend said, “Your guard is further down because it’s like, oh, I know you, I’ve looked at your Instagram.”

         “And what if he does kill you?” I asked myself as I stood in front of my bathroom mirror, blow-drying my wavy red locks, from which I had plucked a few white hairs—Ow!—nearly burning my scalp. Oh, that would look just great: “Journalist investigating the world of online dating is murdered by Tinder date.” Like what happened to Warriena Wright, the poor New Zealand woman who fell fourteen floors to her death on a Tinder date in 2014. She was twenty-six. Her iPhone captured sounds “consistent with him choking or strangling her.…She pleaded to be allowed to go home before repeatedly screaming ‘no.’” She seemed like the canary in the coal mine we hadn’t stopped swiping long enough to really think about.

         Oh…

         So should I tell someone this guy is coming over? I wondered, pulling on my cutest jeans, which I noticed had somehow shrunk—“Hey,” I thought, cramming myself into them, “did I leave them in the dryer too long?”—and the Fleetwood Mac T-shirt I had had since I was a teenager, now as thin and full of holes as my attempt to appear young and fresh.

         But then I realized I couldn’t text any of my young women friends, my babysitters and bar buddies and former sources on stories, who seemed to look at me as a kind of New York mom, a sort of OG of dating who was old enough to know what all of this had been like before social media, and who could reassure them in their feeling that, yes, this was all truly fucked up—and always was. Because even though we’d discussed how we were all on dating apps, those problematic little cattle prods of desire, I wouldn’t want them thinking that I sanctioned this sort of thing—allowing some random dude to just come over to my house without checking him out in a public place first. Not that it would necessarily keep us from getting raped or killed, which we didn’t talk about as much as we should.

         And then I realized I couldn’t text any of my older women friends either, my friends from high school and college and former jobs, almost all of whom were married and at home cozily reading the New Yorker and scrolling on Facebook and sipping pinot grigio or pinot noir (sometimes all at the same time). On top of which, I was pretty sure that most of them already thought I was more than a little bit strange for choosing to be a single mom, and at this point I didn’t think any of them had even heard of Tinder.

         “Hey, so I know we haven’t talked in a while, but I just wanted to let you know that this twenty-three-year-old guy I’ve never seen before is coming over to my apartment to probably have sex with me, so if you don’t hear back from me in like an hour, call the police, okay?”

         Oh no…

         So I realized I was going to have to go through this alone.

         Alone, alone.

         “How did I wind up alone?” I wondered, brushing on mascara, admiring my big green eyes. How they sparkled! “And look at those gorgeous lips,” I thought, applying lip gloss. “So kissable…”

         I was thinking all this, you see, as a way of gearing myself up for having a twenty-three-year-old survey me and decide whether I was worth that right swipe. “I hate that moment when they walk in,” said one of my young women friends. “You always feel like you’ll never measure up to their expectations, no matter how hot you look…”

         But that wasn’t really what was bothering me now, was it? I asked myself.

         I looked at myself in the mirror, putting down the tube of lip gloss.

         And I knew that, deep down, what was really bothering me was that no matter how much I told myself “all I wanna do is fuck,” what I really wanted was love, true love, a love where there is equality and respect and tenderness and orgasms for all; it was what I had always wanted.

         BUZZ.

         And there he was.

         “I don’t want to die! My child needs a mother!” I was thinking, reeling toward the front door, my heart now beating like a bouncy ball. Was this the moment when my familial history of heart disease was going to kick in? I was already on Lipitor!

         Still, I buzzed him in, and, as he was coming up the stairs, I glanced around my kitchen for something to protect myself from what I was now certain was going to be an immediate, murderous assault. And I spied on my kitchen counter the gold metal candleholder filled with pens and pencils and a pair of scissors, and—I know this sounds crazy, but isn’t everything about meeting up with a stranger off a dating app to have sex with kind of crazy?—I took the scissors and slipped them in the back pocket of my jeans. What I would do with these shears, if necessary, I wasn’t sure, but I had seen Dial M for Murder, and I knew they might come in handy.

         I opened the door.

         And there was Abel, a young man from Tennessee, recently arrived in New York.

         Dark hair, cut shorter than in his picture; tan skin (I’d find out later, his father was an Argentinian guitar player who’d rolled through town, capturing his mother’s heart). Full lips; soft, wide-set, caramel-colored eyes; high cheekbones (“My mama’s granddaddy was a Shawnee,” he’d tell me, when we got to talking). Medium height. Skinny. Wary. He seemed shy. Oh my goodness, I was thinking, he is shy. He reminded me of a glossy two-year-old rescue puppy who wasn’t quite sure what was going to happen to him, and I was the face on the other side of the cage, deciding whether I was going to take him in.

         We stared at each other a moment.

         “Hey,” he said.

         “Hey.”

         And we smiled.

         And I let him in.

         
            *  *  *

         

         That was four years before the night I so unceremoniously left Constance sitting in a French bistro to go running to meet up with this same young man. Four years before I slowed down to a walk along Second Avenue, wondering why I was rushing to see him all over again.

         It was four years in which a lot had happened to make women angry, to make us want and demand change: the election of an avowed pussy grabber to the US presidency; the ascension of an alleged sexual assaulter to the Supreme Court; attacks on reproductive rights and civil rights, for starters. The Women’s March of 2017 was the biggest single-day protest in US history. The #MeToo movement, which kicked off that same year, had grown to international size, with women all over the world speaking out about sexual harassment, assault, and rape.

         It was four years in which a lot had happened for me professionally: I wrote a book, made a film. And yet, here I was, running back to this young man as if he had never hurt or disappointed me—as if he were my savior.

         “But why?” I asked myself, even as I continued on my way to meet him.

         Why do the women who want men still want them, I wondered, even when we know we don’t really need them, and, in fact, they’ve continually let us down?

         What are the lies we tell ourselves to keep opening the door?

         Something the feminist academic Elizabeth Armstrong said to me began to ring in my ears: “We need to puzzle out why women have made more strides in the public arena than in the private one.”

         As I passed by the dive bar with the neon sign where Abel used to have a few beers with his work buddies before coming to see me, I glanced in the window, as I had so many times before, hoping to see him. There, I spied the guys in flannel shirts like he wore, and the bartender who looked like one of the dudes I would have hooked up with before Abel came along and became the only one.

         Then he texted that he was waiting for me, standing outside my building.

         “Well, let him wait,” I thought, putting my phone away. I had some things to think over—I had a decision to make. Was I really going to just run right back to him after all I’d learned in my more than forty years of dating?

         And how far back did this go, I wondered, this conundrum of how much a woman should be willing to put up with from a man? To my mother? My grandmother? Were there cavewomen who got divorces? How many women were going through the same thing that I was that evening, asking, “Should I stay or should I go?”

         I thought of the Wordsworth poem: “The Child is father of the Man…”

         And is the woman the daughter of the patriarchy? I asked.

         
            *  *  *

         

         My parents met on the beach in St. Petersburg, Florida, in 1955. My mother was a long-legged midwestern gal with a short Audrey Hepburn haircut and squinting green eyes. She’d been told “men don’t make passes at girls who wear glasses,” so she often left her pair at home, once resulting in her being hit by a car. She was twelve at the time, and came out unscathed, she said, although my grandfather scolded her for inconveniencing the newlyweds who had run into her.

         My father was a short, blond, energetic Jewish boy from Miami, living in St. Petersburg while attending Stetson University College of Law. He wasn’t what you’d call handsome, but he had what Kramer on Seinfeld called “the Kavorka,” an inexplicable, irresistible appeal for women. He was given to histrionic displays of affection, my mother said; he once sold his blood to buy her a nightgown. She was so overcome by his attentions that she agreed to marry him. “I barely knew your father when we got married,” she told me. “I think I felt sorry for him. I have that thing where you feel like you have to be the caregiver.”

         In their wedding photo, it’s as if I can see the origins of two major strains of my personality and even my sexuality, right there in this odd family portrait, taken in the chapel at Stetson. Standing on one side of the frame are my Indiana grandparents, and on the other side my Russian grandparents. My Indiana grandparents look like humble, respectable folks. I remember them as being very calm and quiet—almost too quiet; you could always hear the grandfather clock ticking in their house. They were churchgoing Christians who reserved judgment of others, or at least any expression of judgment. Their response to almost anything you might tell them was, “Oh, that’s nice.”

         My grandfather was a postman and World War I veteran who played the cornet in a local Navy band. My mother said she remembers women flirting with him wherever they went, which he pretended not to notice. My grandmother, a sweet-looking lady in a dainty hat, had a charming way of talking out of one side of her mouth; she’d had an early stroke. Nothing about her meek appearance suggested the wildness of her past.

         She was a former farm girl, schoolteacher, stenographer, and suffragist who had marched for the women’s vote in Chicago; in faded, sepia-tone pictures she can be seen posing on mountaintops with her girlfriends, with whom she had traveled the country, wearing trousers. “My mother was a flapper,” my mother said. “Before she married my father, she was having the time of her life.”

         But then in the 1930s, when my grandmother was already in her thirties, her friends set her up with my grandfather, a widower with a young daughter (my aunt). He was looking for a wife. “And she became a housewife and took care of his kids,” my mother said. “Because that was what you were supposed to do. Nothing else you did was really admired.”

         And then on the other side of this family pic, we see the Russians. I mean them no disrespect when I say they look completely insane. It’s not just the expression on their faces—open-mouthed shock and brow-knitting rage, all baffling, given the occasion—but their clothes, which are ill-fitting, awful, and look as if they have been slept in. My grandfather’s glasses are bizarrely fogged up and my grandmother’s hat is askew. They’re both grossly overweight, like big blocks of solid life force. They look kind of scary; but they also look interesting.

         They were storytellers. When I see their faces I can hear their voices, with their thick Yiddish accents, telling their raucous tales of the old country and their various disreputable relatives here in America (one of my grandmother’s brothers was a racetrack gambler known as Morris the Horse, allegedly an inspiration for Damon Runyon). My grandparents met in my grandmother’s family’s general store, which served the Jews of Louisville, Kentucky. My grandfather was delivering oranges from Florida when he saw my grandmother standing behind the counter. My grandfather would drive down to Florida with a load of apples, sell the apples to buy oranges, and then drive back up north and sell these. Family rumor has it that this was all really a front for his business distributing bootleg whiskey, which he stored underneath the fruit in his truck. He changed his name from Seltzer to Sales while on the run from the cops.

         My grandfather was “tough,” my father used to say, with that uncomfortable admiration some abused children never seem to be able to escape from feeling for their tormenters. “When I was a kid I thought my father’s fist was coming out of my ear,” he would tell us, with a nostalgic laugh that always made me shudder.

         But before I could resent my grandfather for setting in motion this family cycle of pain, I would remember his place further back in the cycle: When he was sixteen he left his town in Russia after a pogrom in which he saw his father shot dead by Cossacks. He worked his way across Europe to Antwerp with his cousin Israel and caught a ship to America.

         The brothers and sisters he left behind all died in the Holocaust and were never mentioned. In his latter days, he sat in his junkyard with his snarly dog, selling auto parts and yelling for my grandmother—whom he called Shmaltz (like “Fats”)—to bring him his lunch. “She was the real brains of that family,” my mother said. “Can you imagine what she might have done with her life if they’d let her go to college? But she got pregnant with your aunt and had to marry your grandfather.”

         And finally, in the middle of this family pic, are my mother and father. My father is looking at my mother as if she’s the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. “I had to buy him that suit,” she told me. She’d been working in the art department of the St. Petersburg Times. She wanted to be an artist, but once she got married she became a housewife, like her mother.

         “Your father was such a lost soul, I wanted to help him,” she told me. “Sometimes I gave him money. My mother kept saying, ‘Are you sure you want to marry him?’ And I’d say, ‘I’m almost twenty-one, I can get married if I want.’”

         My mother did look beautiful that day, in her lacy, white, tea-length wedding dress, like something Debbie Reynolds would wear; but in the picture, she’s crying. People must have thought they were tears of joy. My grandmother is extending a hand to her, as if to console her.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The way people used to meet seemed like fate, like magic, I thought as I walked along, on my way home to meet Abel that night after leaving Constance. Is the secret ingredient of love really accident, to which scientists attribute the beginnings of life itself?

         So just how would I ever meet anyone again, if I ended it with Abel now, once and for all? How long would it be before the organic sort of meetings in which my parents and grandparents had found each other vanished forever?

         These chance types of encounters already seemed to be endangered—the young women and men I interviewed were always telling me, “No one approaches anyone in person anymore.” They talked about sitting in classes and bars and cafés and just wishing they had the guts to talk to that person sitting next to them, but instead going on a dating app or social media to try and find someone. The tech industry’s colonization of dating had changed human behavior so quickly, it seemed we were already losing the ability to connect on our own, to court and spark.

         But I knew it was dangerous to romanticize the past, and courtship has always been fraught with inequality. My mind flashed to an interview I had done for my documentary with Moira Weigel, the dating historian and author.

         It was 2016 and we were in the living room of the Brooklyn brownstone where Weigel had grown up. She was home, visiting from Cambridge, where she was a fellow at Harvard. I was there with my cameraman and soundman, Daniel Carter and Austin Plocher, two wonderful, bearded young guys. Weigel, a pretty, redheaded woman in her early thirties, was sitting in front of me on a dining room chair, talking about the ways in which people used to meet and mate.

         “The whole idea of dating and meeting a partner through dating is relatively new historically,” Weigel said. “For most of the history of the United States and elsewhere, people have usually met through family members or religious leaders or community leaders in supervised settings. Before there was dating, there was this ritual called ‘calling.’ You would sit with your mother or your aunt or whomever in the parlor, and a young man who might be interested in you could come visit you socially in your home.”

         And then, in the late 1800s and early 1900s, she said, “you have women starting to move to the cities to work and going out in public spaces, getting the freedom to meet and mix with men on their own, but also the responsibility of finding their own partner. There were more men and women in the streets, mingling in dance halls, and this becomes a matter of great concern to police and social workers.”

         I remembered then how, even as a little girl, when I would watch old movies on the TV in the kitchen as my mother made dinner, I had wondered on what authority the women in some of those early Hollywood films were always being sent away to “detention houses” and “reformatories,” just for being deemed “loose” or having a baby out of wedlock, like Barbara Stanwyck in Shopworn.

         “We haven’t done anything those society debutantes don’t do,” gripes a character in the Jean Harlow vehicle Hold Your Man, “but do you ever hear about those society girls being sent up?” I remember actually worrying that if I had sex I could go to prison.

         Years later, I read The Trials of Nina McCall by Scott W. Stern and learned about the “American Plan”—a shocking, rarely discussed government program in which women actually were incarcerated just for being deemed promiscuous or immoral, and therefore a risk for spreading STIs.

         “For much of the twentieth century,” Stern wrote, “tens, probably hundreds, of thousands of American women were detained and subjected to invasive examinations for sexually transmitted infections,” sometimes sterilized, beaten, or sexually abused. Women in poverty and women of color were especially targeted. And how telling that this cruel exercise in misogyny, racism, and classism was implemented at the height of the women’s suffrage movement, in the 1910s, when women were demanding political autonomy, as well as asserting more independence in their personal lives by doing this revolutionary new thing called dating.

         “The authorities were really very worried,” Weigel said. “There was a lot of anxiety about women having control over their own lives and not having family and social protections. I think, to a lot of early twentieth-century onlookers, dating looked like sex work. I think they really did think it was a form of prostitution.”

         “It basically is like getting a free prostitute, in a lot of men’s eyes,” I remembered Elizabeth Armstrong saying when I interviewed her for my piece about online dating. I can’t count the number of times since that I’ve heard someone say something similar. “It’s like getting a free prostitute,” they say, or, “Why do women put themselves on there like prostitutes?” Usually it’s a sexist man who’s saying this, or sometimes a woman who seems to feel superior to other women because of their sexual choices. Dating has always been threatening to patriarchy, it seems, because it means a loss of control over women’s bodies, and so, historically, it has whipped up sexist attitudes—and still does.

         “For me,” Weigel said, that day in Brooklyn, “the real turning point is when you start having mobile dating apps—then everyone has it on their phones and can sort of be dating all the time. You can Tinder in traffic. The effect of mobile dating apps is to feel like you should always be putting yourself out there, always be promoting your ‘product.’ It’s this application of the logic of consumer capitalism to private life,” she went on, “in this way that romantic and sexual desire are used almost like a lure to get you to keep consuming.”

         And in a society which shames women for being too sexually available—too “easy”—it’s striking to see how current corporate ventures into the dating realm are designed to make women constantly available.

         It was when courtship became a public rather than a private affair, according to dating historians like Weigel, that it became subject to market forces. And this is perhaps more evident now than at any other time in the history of dating, with the advent of digital technology.

         “Maybe we don’t think of it as part of the economy,” Weigel said, “because a lot of apps are ‘free,’ but what you’re doing when you swipe and swipe, swipe up and ‘super-like,’ is you’re providing valuable data to companies like IAC.”

         IAC is InterActive Corp, the controlling shareholder of Match Group, Inc.—the biggest of Big Dating companies, with forty-five dating services used all over the world, including Tinder, Match, Plenty of Fish, OkCupid, and Hinge. For a long time, online dating businesses like Match Group avoided admitting that their services were selling users’ data, encouraging the impression that they were turning profits through subscriptions and ads alone. But then in 2020, a study by the Norwegian Consumer Council (NCC), a government nonprofit organization, confirmed what many had long suspected—that just like other ad-tech companies, many of the biggest dating sites, including Tinder, OkCupid, and Grindr (which is owned by San Vicente Acquisition LLC), do share the vast amounts of personal data they collect from users with advertising companies and marketers, who then use it to target consumers.

         With dating sites, this information can be extremely sensitive, involving users’ sexual orientation and preferences, gender identity, drug and alcohol use, and religious beliefs. The NCC discovered, for example, that OkCupid was providing an analytics company with data regarding its users’ political views, sexuality, and drug use. And this type of “sharing” is typically done without users’ explicit knowledge or consent, potentially violating a 2020 California privacy law, as well as the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation, an administrative code concerning data privacy.

         “The big shift with dating,” Weigel said, “is that courtship now happens in spaces that are owned by other people”—people who want your money and your data, people who don’t necessarily have your happiness in mind, but just want you coming back for more.

         “A bartender doesn’t care if you get married to the person you’re having a drink with,” Weigel said, “and in fact, it would be better for the bar if no one ever got married!” She smiled at the irony of it all.

         
            *  *  *

         

         By the time I was born, my mother had already realized she’d made a big mistake in marrying my father. The relationship wasn’t shaping up the way she had thought it would, as suggested by his early courtship. He wasn’t acting like a gobsmacked suitor from one of the Hollywood movies she’d seen at the double feature every Saturday growing up in Indianapolis. He wasn’t morphing into one of the perfect dads in the magazine and television ads the men of Madison Avenue were churning out, trying to entice her to buy new furniture and household appliances.

         She was trying her best to become the perfect little housewife as seen in these ads, serving up pound cakes and pot roasts and setting the table just right. But my father wasn’t acting like a Father Knows Best kind of father—he wasn’t even acting like the other fathers on our block (none of whom were consistently princes). He wasn’t grilling hot dogs in the backyard or playing football with us kids in the street at dusk. He was doing whatever he wanted. Which was not that.

         Our street was hot and bare and lined with small white houses. North Palm Beach was a newly minted suburb. There was hardly any vegetation except for the lawns, just a few skinny palm trees which gave off the air of embarrassed, naked adolescents. It was as if a giant bulldozer had pulled into whatever fecund Florida forest had been there before and vomited up a massive amount of asphalt and concrete, killing life, so that the suburbanites could move in and begin theirs.

         The dads were all young professionals—doctors, lawyers, dentists, accountants—and the moms were mostly housewives who wore aprons throughout the day. Everybody was white and Christian, except for a smattering of Jews, like us, who weren’t making a big deal out of it. Nobody ever said anything openly about race—not even when the family next door took their daughter out of our elementary school when our class was integrated. My mother pursed her lips and told us, “That wasn’t nice,” and my father said, “If I ever hear about you being rotten to any of the Black kids, you’re gonna see the back of my hand.”

         On Sundays, my mother would take me and my two older brothers to the Presbyterian church, where she played the organ. Apparently, my father thought this would provide a good image for his budding law practice. My brother Danny, always the rebel, the future punk rocker, would lead me and my other brother in singing the wrong words to hymns (“Oh, North Palm Beach, how foul the smell!”) and making farting noises, and my mother would get so embarrassed. I noticed she didn’t tell my father about it, though. She was protecting Danny.

         I have few memories of my father before about the age of eight. “Because you didn’t see him,” my mother told me. “He wasn’t there.” She left his dinner on a hot plate in the kitchen and sometimes he didn’t make it home to eat it, so it would be sitting there in the morning.

         Looking back, I think my father must have been bored by suburban family life. I think he might have been one of those people who would have been happier never getting married. But he was doing what was expected of him. He was doing what everybody else was doing, just like people now. His escape was his work. He was getting a reputation as the kind of divorce lawyer you called when you wanted a pit bull—which, as a formerly bullied Jewish boy, hazed by the guys at the University of Chicago (they once got him drunk, drove him to Wisconsin, and left him there without his coat, his sister told us), must have felt pretty good.

         Being a man, he could come and go as he pleased. So he came and went. He drove a Mustang convertible he would purr away in every morning when it was still dark out. I sometimes heard some of the other mothers and fathers on our block call my father a “workaholic,” which they said disapprovingly, as if they were saying “alcoholic.” Which some of them were. Drinks on the patios at twilight were a regular thing, as all kids knew, because we would run from house to house stealing cheese and crackers and pigs in blankets, running barefoot across the pesticide-soaked lawns. Passing through these gatherings, I sometimes heard the adults murmuring things about my parents. I was already a little eavesdropper, a listener at keyholes, fascinated by secrets, secrets about my own family.

         “Do you think he sees other women?” I heard one of the mothers say languidly one evening as my father roared off in his car.

         “If he does, he’s crazy,” said a father who was standing there, swatting a bug off his thigh.

         My mother was the pearl of Oyster Road: beautiful but “too thin,” they said. They didn’t talk about anorexia back then; they just said she “wasn’t eating.” Her long, black, Emmylou Harris hair started falling out, making clumps in the comb, which scared me when I would see them in the bathroom trash. Years later, my mother told me that her doctor had asked her, “Is anything making you unhappy?” Like a sad song I could hear in the background, I knew my mother was unhappy. She would play sad songs on the piano. She would get a look on her face when she drove us in her station wagon, as if she wanted to drive us all away from there.

         I tried to be what the adults called a “good little girl.” I baked cakes in my Easy-Bake Oven. I took care of my Baby Tender Love. I played with my big-bosomed Barbies and dressed them up in smart fashions. I watched Bewitched and I Dream of Jeannie, my favorite shows, both of them about women who hide their incredible powers to serve their husband and “master.” I wanted to be magic. I felt a wildness inside me I didn’t know what to do with. I ran around the house, pretending to fly on my toy broomstick. I would stay in my room, which my mother painted pink because she said girls liked pink, and read books from the adult shelves, which were always more interesting, revealing things I sensed were going on underneath the surface.

         I would go into my father’s study and write stories on the typewriter. Everybody seemed to think this was so funny of me to do, though I couldn’t see why; to me it felt necessary. They were stories about woodland animals having marital disputes (“Mr. and Mrs. Chipmunk had a fite”), which ended grimly (“‘What would you do without me?’ she said. He said, ‘Go on living’”). I wrote stories about love: “X was a dog. I saw him. I loved him. Oh, oh, X.”

         I fell in love with a little boy down the street and fantasized about taking my mother’s dulcimer and strumming it on his lawn with my hair in my face, like a lady I’d seen on TV. But I didn’t dare. I went to the library on my banana seat bike and read a book on how people have sex. I was interested in sex. Once, when I was sitting on the toilet, a bold-eyed little lizard appeared on the windowsill, on the other side of the screen, and his crimson throat started pulsing in and out, in and out, while he was staring right at me, and I knew that this had something to do with sex, and I was both freaked out by it and quite flattered.

         But I never felt I could talk to my mother about these things, because I didn’t want to upset her—she already seemed upset. My mother didn’t talk to me about much of anything in those days: “Time for dinner.” “Oh, that’s nice.” She made the food, she gave the hugs, but it felt like she wasn’t there.

         I knew that my father sensed my mother was unhappy, too, and I knew that he felt very guilty about that. He would get frustrated and yell and sometimes he would become violent. I saw him tip over his glass-topped desk. I saw him hit my mother. He hit my brother Danny too, when he said Danny was “talking trash.” “What are you, some kind of hippie?” my father would say whenever Danny’s hair grew longer than a soldier’s in the Vietnam War, which was always on the TV news, a disturbing green blur.

         I often found it hard to breathe. I would get up from bed in the middle of the night and go running into my parents’ room. Doctors didn’t talk about anxiety back then; they just said it was “wheezing.” They gave me yellow pills called Quibron and a vaporizer.

         My father would bring my mother gifts as penance: perfume, clothes, a toaster oven, and, once, a diamond ring (which, almost fifty years later, my mother gave me to sell in the Diamond District, to help fund my documentary). But the presents didn’t seem to make my mother any happier. Years later, she told me how it made her feel strange to know that there were women in the streets marching for her rights—marching against the very things she was experiencing on Oyster Road, things that she felt she couldn’t talk about with anyone she knew.

         And then, one day, my mother disappeared. She was gone for a few days, and then she came back. Soon after she came back, my father came home in the middle of the day and played Frisbee on the lawn with my brothers, still wearing his white button-down shirt and tie. I felt bad because he didn’t know how to throw the Frisbee—it went up and down instead of sideways, and everybody felt awkward. I listened at the door when he went in his study and got on the phone. “She’s giving me a week to get out of the house,” I heard him say. I knew what it meant. I ran next door and told my best friend, Teedie. “Oh, you poor thing,” she said with her southern twang. But I remember feeling an immense sense of relief, like when you can finally throw up after a long, painful stomachache.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As I walked back home that night after leaving Constance—wondering if I was going to let Abel back into my life, my body, my heart—I passed by Sake Bar Satsko. I looked in the window to see if Satsko or any of my young women friends were there, but it was a busy night and the place was looking rowdy, with rounds of sake bombs being downed, so I walked on by.

         It had been one of the great boons to my existence, fifteen years earlier, when Satsko opened her sake bar in my neighborhood. I had wandered in there one night, not long after it opened, after having a fight with my then husband. I had staggered out of our apartment in a weeping rage, still wearing my bathrobe, needing a moment away from him to calm down. When I came in and sat at the bar—and Sake Bar Satsko is mostly bar, a little hole-in-the-wall bathed in the light of red lanterns—Satsko made no reference to my strange attire and, after a few minutes, set before me a bowl of bright green edamame.

         We started talking, sharing the snack and a couple of glasses of wine, and soon I was telling her everything about myself and wanting to know everything about her. It turned out that we had the same birthday, were both single moms to daughters, and had lived lives full of adventures with men, but had now grown skeptical about the benefits of associating with them.

         “Oh, I’m done with them,” Satsko said in her decisive way. “One day you’ll be done with them too, and you’ll be so happy!” She gave her infectious laugh, which always felt a bit like she was laughing at you, too, but in a way that made it easier to laugh at yourself.

         After that, Satsko’s became my Cheers bar. The owner’s charming presence attracted a lively and eclectic young crowd. It was through becoming a regular there that I developed my circle of young women friends, with whom I found myself sharing stories of dating and dating apps.

         How I wished I could run into some of them now, I thought as I walked along. I wanted to talk to them about Abel. Abigail, Emily, Samantha, Kira, Dolly, Molly—where were they tonight? I wondered. They were the first women in my life with whom I felt I could speak frankly about men, because they were talking about them in a way that was new to me. They weren’t apologizing for how they felt or what they wanted; they weren’t sugarcoating their experiences in an attempt to seem successful at relationships. They didn’t slut-shame each other, or themselves, and they didn’t seem to think it strange that an older woman like me actually had a sex life. They were the most feminist young women I had ever known—all the more striking because they were living in a time of great misogyny, when at any moment they might be bullied or harassed online, where they spent a fair number of hours daily.

         “Thank God there wasn’t Instagram when I was in college,” said Abigail on a typical night at Satsko’s, scrolling through the feed on her phone.

         Abigail was twenty-five when we met. She was fashionable and fun, a rep for a music label who looked like Phoebe Cates’s twenty-first-century little sister. I followed her on Instagram, where she could often be seen in her stories, vamping in some self-ironically alluring pose.

         “Look at this,” she said, scrolling through her feed. “We all look the same.”

         She wriggled her shoulders, satirically kittenish, doing an exaggerated duckface.

         “I think objectification got worse with dating apps,” Abigail said, “because you were already posting hot pictures of yourself online in case some guy would check you out. And then everybody was on dating apps, which were specifically for hot pictures—and then dating apps got linked to Instagram and Facebook and Snapchat.

         “So now any time you post anything,” she went on, “you have to be thinking some guy might be checking you out off of Tinder or Bumble or wherever. The male gaze is constant. But that’s all of social media,” she added. “I’ve had guys I don’t even know slide into my DMs like, ‘Hey, girl, I like that ass.’ Like, I’m supposed to be flattered by this? Like that’s the most important thing about me?

         “But then”—she smiled—“I did kinda post all those pictures of my ass looking hot.”

         We laughed. We drank more sake.

         After the pandemic hit, I called Abigail to see how she was doing. I’d seen her in her Instagram stories, dressing up to go on fake dates for the amusement of her followers. She lit candles and made herself elaborate dinners and pretended to be having conversations with some wonderful fellow. It was funny, but it also made me sad. I wanted her to have some wonderful guy. I felt like Jimmy Stewart watching his Miss Lonelyhearts neighbor in Rear Window.

         “Oh, it’s better than talking to real men right now,” she told me on the phone. “I was under the illusion that maybe men were going to try and take the time to really get to know me now that we can’t leave our apartments, but they just keep badgering me about coming over. And when I was like, ‘No thank you,’ one of them accused me of being a ‘tease’ because I don’t want to get Covid! A bunch of them have asked for nudes, like, right away. Since they know there’s not even a chance of meeting in person, the objectification has become total.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was perplexing that dating apps, which were supposed to be fun to use, were making us miserable, and so we would talk about that when we met up at Satsko’s. It was perplexing, too, that we were still on these things, and that there seemed to be no other choice now but to be. Wasn’t the essence of feminism about having choice?

         It was for all these reasons, Emily said, that she had stopped using them. “I gave up on dating apps because the respect is zero,” she told us one night at the bar. Emily was twenty-six and studying for her PhD in psychology. She reminded me of Taylor Swift in her long-forgotten emo phase, with her dyed black hair.

         “The bar is so low,” she said. “You have some guy who has no perceptible job with this long list of demands in his profile, saying he won’t settle for less than perfect. Check him out.”

         She held up a Tinder profile she had screenshotted for “Jonathan,” a doughy young man in a panama hat. “Must be: blonde or brunette,” his profile said. “Be fit and toned, go to the gym 4 times weekly. Be no more than 5'11" and no less than 5'4" in height. Be available at all times. Give good head. Be able to cook and clean. Devote as much of your time to me as possible. Have a steady income of at least $70,000. Have own apartment that I can crash at occasionally. If you fit these criteria, swipe right. I will not settle for anything less. Also not interested in BBWs”—meaning “big, beautiful women”—“and no single moms.”

         “Well!” I said, with mock outrage. I was a single mom who wasn’t exactly small.

         Everyone laughed.

         The young women I met at Satsko’s were accomplished and smart and thoroughly flummoxed by what dating had become. It was sitting at the bar, listening to them talk about the disrespect they were encountering from the men they met on dating apps, that I started to think about how online dating had become the site of a potent new wave of backlash—the same hostile reaction to the gains of the feminist movement identified by Susan Faludi in her 1991 bestseller named for this phenomenon.

         It seemed to me that, as women had achieved more and more professional and political power, the destabilizing trend with which they now had to contend was the outrageous sense of entitlement and disrespect from the men they were dating and with whom they were having sex. And the new technology of dating, which encouraged men to think of women as less than human—as hot pictures, as objects—was enabling such disrespect to become normalized. It had made the once unacceptable mundane.

         My young women friends talked about men who wouldn’t commit to dates, much less relationships—and worse. “After that guy on Tinder just left me standing at the entrance to BAM [the Brooklyn Academy of Music] with two tickets to Parasite, I was like, that’s it,” Emily said. “And then there was the Bumble dude who straight up slapped me in the face while we were having sex.”

         She mentioned the incident with the brave and unsettling, no-big-deal off-the-cuffness with which I’d heard other young women tell tales of assault, or near assault, as if it was nothing surprising—which statistically, of course, it’s not. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), nearly one in five women in the United States have been sexually assaulted. But even beyond this well-known figure, there was something else going on. I was hearing, not only from the women I spoke to at Satsko’s, but many others I was talking to for my book and film, that it had now become a routine part of dating for some guy to start being violent in bed with you, and not as part of a mutual interest in BDSM.

         A 2019 study at the Indiana University School of Public Health found that nearly a quarter of adult women in the United States have felt scared during sex due to a male partner becoming unexpectedly violent. And it seems this trend isn’t just happening here, but other places around the world. In a 2019 study done by the UK’s Centre for Women’s Justice, nearly 40 percent of women under the age of forty said they had experienced “unwanted slapping, choking, gagging, or spitting during consensual sex.” This study described a “growing pressure on young women to consent to violent, dangerous, and demeaning acts.”

         “When you told him to stop, did he accuse you of not being sex positive?” Abigail asked Emily with a frown.

         “Oh, of course,” Emily said. “He tried to act like I was a boring vanilla loser because I didn’t want to be smacked around. So after that I decided I was just going to try and meet people in real life. And so I met this guy in the Nike store. He sold me shoes. He was cute. He asked for my number. And then we start texting and he won’t make an actual plan—he was being flaky, like most guys these days.

         “So I told him, look,” she said, “I’m old-school, if you want to see me you have to make a real date with a time and place and you have to show up on time, like our dads used to do. And he texts me back”—she gave a wait-for-it look—“Ooh, daddy issues.”

         “Oh my God,” we said. “Oh, no.”

         “Daddy issues is a what really gross dude-bros like to say when they’re talking about why women like to have sex,” said Amy, who was bartending that night, handing Emily a beer. “Like it couldn’t just be because we actually like to have sex—like, there must be something wrong with us, or we must be sluts because daddy didn’t pay attention to us or paid too much attention.”

         We said, “Mm-hmm.”

         “But who doesn’t have daddy issues in patriarchy?” Abigail asked. “It is literally a system based on the daddies being in charge so they can fuck women over. I don’t have issues with men because I have daddy issues—I have issues with them because I watch the news. I have issues with men because one in five women are raped.”

         “What I want to know is, if I have daddy issues, then why are you the one asking me to stick this dildo in your butt?” Amy asked.

         We laughed.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Amy was the one, among the enchanted group I discovered at Satsko’s, to whom I felt the closest. She was Satsko’s daughter, her mini-me, with a breastplate of intricate, colorful tattoos. It was Amy who had come up with the phrase “pussy affluenza” to describe the sense of entitlement in heterosexual men brought about by the explosion of options provided by dating apps. She was the first one to talk to me about a “dating apocalypse.”

         She was a little bit older than the other women I’d usually find at the bar, a few years which made a big difference in terms of technology—kids who’d gotten their phones at fourteen versus twenty. People in their early thirties had been able to see firsthand the seismic shift in dating which had occurred with the introduction of these devices.

         “Dating when I was in high school was still super sweet,” Amy had told me. “You would call each other up and go to the movies. People would actually say, ‘This is my boyfriend. This is my girlfriend.’ It was like, we’re gonna hold hands a little bit and then enter the world of sex together. It’s crazy to me that kids will never have that again,” she added. “Everything has changed. As soon as I got a PalmPilot, guys were asking me for nudes.”

         Which, she said, she did enjoy sending and receiving, sometimes, though never unsolicited. “A nude is like a vampire; it has to be invited in,” she joked.

         Amy said that she had initially embraced the changes brought about by technology, believing it would all lead to more sexual freedom and happy experimentation in relationships, but now she wasn’t so sure. “Like the idea of being in love suddenly seems unattainable,” she said. “I haven’t had a serious relationship in six or seven years. Sometimes I’ll have these weird moments where I’ll get all weepy and wonder, when am I gonna have that again? Is it even possible anymore?”

         It reminded me of a thread I had seen on Twitter around Valentine’s Day. “I don’t know who needs to hear this today,” the Tweeter wrote, “but I’m 23 and I’ve never had a relationship. I’ve never been asked on a date. For so many years, this has made me feel absolutely horrible about myself. But I’m learning I’m not the only one.”

         A deluge of comments followed, in which young women and men commiserated about the difficulty of finding love in the digital age. And if not love, then just someone who would be respectful and kind. “I just want a guy who will be nice to me and text me back,” said a tweet I saw from another young woman.

         “Where’s Abel?” Abigail asked me one night at the bar.

         “Oh, he’s off in the woods somewhere,” I said offhandedly, as I did whenever I didn’t know where he was, pretending like I didn’t care.

         
            *  *  *

         

         How I wished I could go back to that night in 2015 when he stood in my kitchen for the first time. How I wished that I could wind back the clock to that first moment, when there was so much promise: the beginning of a love affair.

         Where had it gone wrong? I wondered on my walk back home, the night he texted me when I was out with Constance. “Whatever happens tonight,” I thought, “if this does have to end all over again, please just let me relive that moment I first saw him…”

         “Hey,” I had said, “come on in.”

         And so we began.

         In my mind’s eye, it always plays in close-ups of his face, his eyes, his lips. We stare at each other and smile as if we’ve known each other forever and are seeing each other again after a long time apart: “Oh, hello again. There you are.”

         Who can account for attraction? That immediate feeling of connection? Not the brogrammers whose algorithms had arranged our meeting. For even as I stood there grinning at him goofily, my heart hammering away from the excitement of finally meeting him, I knew the promise of dating app algorithms was a con. No study has ever found that they work any better than pure serendipity in predicting the future success of a match—in fact, studies have shown that these algorithms promote superficiality, pushing on us those who most resemble others we’ve already chosen, in the same way Zappos suggests shoes. And if you get swiped on a lot, then you get pushed to the top of the stack, getting more and “better”—meaning better-looking—matches, while others who get swiped on less are pushed down, down, made into actual bottom-feeders by the cold selection of lines of code.

         However, this doesn’t deter dating app companies from telling their users that algorithms will find them love. eHarmony, the first algorithm-based dating site, launched in 2000, still boasts a “scientifically proven” matching system despite offering no evidence of their “proof.” In 2012, Scientific American reported that the company had not provided members of the scientific community with information about its matching algorithms that could be used to verify claims about them being scientifically based. In 2018, Britain’s Advertising Standards Authority banned an eHarmony ad which included the line, “It’s time science had a go at love,” on the grounds that it was misleading. And yet, in 2020, the eHarmony website still read: “What happens when you apply scientific research to dating behavior? A whole lotta love!”

         “I’m Abel,” he said, stepping inside.

         “I know,” I said, exhaling. “Hiiii…”

         I opened my arms to him, and he came to me without hesitation, and we stood there, holding each other, our faces buried in each other’s necks—one of the many things that happened and was about to happen that had never happened to me before on any dating app date. We kept hugging and hugging until we were hugging each other hard and fast, like we both needed to hug someone, like we had reunited after a long, difficult journey. I’ll never forget that moment of touching him for the first time, feeling his slender body with its sinewy muscles wrapped around me…

         Then he pulled back his head and looked at me with a funny little smile.

         “Goodness,” he said. “I guess I came to the right place.”

         It was then I realized that his accent was no act, not the ironic humor I suspected him of attempting when we were texting—he was just country. I knew that rolling intonation from many childhood summers spent at the camp in the Blue Ridge Mountains my mother sent us to so she could finally have some time to herself. Suddenly I was there, hearing the way the ladies in the kitchen always sounded like they were singing when they’d ask us: “Y’all want some more biscuits?”

         Oh, yes, please.

         All in a rush, I heard the sound of the rushing brook that ran through the camp and the old swinging bell they would ring to wake us up in the morning after a night of perfect sleep in our cabins, and the kids singing “Edelweiss” in the lodge at twilight, when you could see fireflies dotting the darkness. That’s how far back he went for me—to summers in the mountains, where I felt safe, away from everything that was wrong at home, and where everything smelled good, like pine trees and freshly cut grass.

         He smelled like cologne.

         “Aw,” I thought, “he put on cologne for me, this Abel.”

         Then he muttered something I couldn’t quite catch, because he was Heath-Ledger-in-Brokeback-Mountain hard to understand, and just as pretty. But before I would have to ask him “What’d you say?,” I kissed him.

         Now, there had been a number of kisses in the year since I’d started using dating apps—some things just shouldn’t be counted—and many more in the years before they were ever invented, but somehow this kiss felt like the kiss I’d been waiting for all my life. Like the kiss in Spellbound when Gregory Peck and Ingrid Bergman kiss for the first time: she closes her eyes, and all you see is door after door opening slowly, one after the other, until finally it’s a door opening to the sky…

         Allow me to introduce myself: Nancy Jo, movie buff and incorrigible romantic.

         Or maybe it was just that I was so starved for a kiss with some passion in it, after the past year of such rough, impersonal encounters. Or maybe it was that I knew that it might be the last time I had a chance like this—because I was swearing off dating apps, once and for all, I promised. Or maybe it was because I was getting older.

         “Goodness gracious,” he murmured.

         Then his hands went down around my hips, and he let go of me and went walking back a step. And I saw that he was holding up the scissors I had put in my back pocket, in case I needed to kill him—in case he was going to try and kill me.

         He held them aloft, looking at them quizzically. It was as if he was trying to say something, but he couldn’t quite get it out, like he might have a stutter—oh, and I saw that he did have a stutter.

         “What you doin’ with these?” he said finally.

         “Oh, I—” I cast about, trying to think of how to explain it. A giant pair of scissors in my pocket. “Um—”

         “I ain’t gonna hurt you,” he told me.

         It was the first thing that made me love him, I think—that he immediately understood, without my having to explain. That he didn’t see me as paranoid or crazy, but as a woman who knew there was reason to be scared. Scared of a strange man in her house. Scared of men.

         That he knew I had cause, and that he wasn’t offended, and didn’t try to make it about him. That his first thought was to allay my fears, and not to attack me for wanting to protect myself. All of this made me want to kiss him again.

         “I’m not gonna hurt you either!” I said.

         He handed me back the scissors. I put them on the counter.

         “Can I have some water?” he asked. “I’m feeling a little light-headed. I think I gotta sit down…”

         “Guileless and sweet,” I thought, smiling, getting him his water as he wandered into my living room. Maybe I was gonna love this one a little bit.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I’d seen one great love. And I suppose that ever since it started, it had been my ideal. It was the love of my mother and my stepfather, the man she left my father for. They’ve been married now almost fifty years.

         When my mother went away for a little while, it was with him. I happened to be there on the day they met. It was at the home of a neighbor lady, whose younger brother was visiting Oyster Road with a bearded college classmate. I remember peeking out from behind my mother’s soft green skirt and hearing her voice become lilting in a way that I had never heard before. I remember her rocking back and forth on her flat sandals. And I knew she was flirting with the young man with the beard.

         She was thirty-seven and he was twenty-seven at the time. They caused a bit of a scandal on Oyster Road. The day she drove us out of the suburbs in the station wagon with our suitcases and the dog, my brother Danny stared out the window and said, “You’re doing the right thing, Mom. There’s nothing for us here.”

         When I wonder what love is, I think one possible definition might be the feeling that my stepfather, a former French literature major who resembled Adam Sandler, exhibited in wanting my mother so badly that he was willing to take on her three strange, difficult children. Danny was sullen, obsessed with chess, and plagued with the worst case of acne I’ve ever seen, poor guy; my other brother was a nervous eater and into doing magic tricks; and then there was me, with my gold, octagon-shaped glasses, freckles, and braids, which I insisted on wearing after reading Pippi Longstocking, whose heroine I idolized for her bravery and physical power, although I myself was so sensitive I cried at least once a day. We were not cute, I realize now, and we were rather terrifying.

         But love my mother my stepfather did—if there was no other proof, he took my brother to a magic convention—and she loved him. They were crazy in love, always “smooching,” as my stepfather liked to say; they couldn’t keep their hands off each other, which seemed to annoy my brothers to no end, but I thought it was lovely. “Love is all you need,” I thought, just like the Beatles sang. And the effect of love was that my mother was happy now, always beaming and blushing. She still seemed far away from me, somehow, but in a different way that was preferable. She was eating again. And I had stopped wheezing, which everyone attributed to the “change of air.”

         We moved into a little yellow house with a Spanish tile roof and a front porch with a wooden swing, where I would read hundreds of books over the next few years—every novel I could get my hands on, from Charlotte’s Web to Middlemarch to Invisible Man.

         My stepfather owned a restaurant in Coral Gables, that lush and beautiful suburb of Miami, with its streets framed with canopies of oaks and banyans. The place was a little hippie watering hole nestled in a Publix shopping plaza. It was called the Spiral, after the spiraling properties of yin and yang, the Chinese concept of dualism, which was somehow connected philosophically with the Zen Buddhism–influenced macrobiotic diet, of which my stepfather was a great advocate. The problem was he couldn’t cook; but my mother could. She was such a good cook, it made me sad for the other kids sometimes, when you would go over to their houses for dinner and wonder how they could stand to eat whatever was being served (like in “Rapper’s Delight” when Wonder Mike says, “The macaroni’s soggy, the peas are mushed / And the chicken tastes like wood”).

         After my mother became the head chef at the Spiral, the restaurant came into its own. All that creative energy she had, which had never been remotely tapped, was now flowing into the restaurant’s vegetarian lasagna and shrimp tempura and the creamy miso dressing on cornucopia-like salads. After she came on the scene, the place transformed into an unlikely Miami hot spot, attracting some counterculture celebrities such as Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin, whenever they were in town. And then there were our homegrown stars, like the impossibly cool cats of KC and the Sunshine Band and the lionlike Bee Gee brothers, who moved to Miami in the mid-seventies.

         “Your parents owned that hippie restaurant?” a former editor of Sports Illustrated asked me in the nineties, when I was a newbie reporter at People and working in the Time, Inc., building. “Whenever I was in Miami I used to go there to check out the hippie girls,” he said. “None of them wore underwear.”

         The creepiness of his comment aside, it’s true that the Spiral was a hothouse of sexual revolution sex, full of romantic intrigue, which I found out about in my usual way, by listening when no one thought I was. “What’s an orgy?” I remember asking my brother Danny, who just laughed and called me a “perv.” Talk of sex was happening openly and gleefully at the Spiral in a way that I had never heard on Oyster Road. “I love my lady to be on top!” I remember one of the customers announcing as I cleared the table (in those days, no one seemed fazed by having a ten-year-old working in a busy restaurant).

         Our head waiter was a dashing young Cuban guy named Roberto, whose ongoing barrage of sexual innuendo was as much of a draw as his good looks. I remember him walking up and down the aisles to “Jive Talkin’” playing on the radio, the red hankie in his back pocket flapping jauntily against his tight jeans. Looking back, I can see that the Spiral was an oasis of tolerance for many of the people who gravitated there, and I think the credit for this really goes to my stepfather, who was that rare type of guy who never judged anyone for who they were.

         
            *  *  *

         

         But that didn’t mean that the gender roles in our household were any less traditional, which I noticed even as a little girl. I was the one who cleared the table as my brothers and stepfather sat kibitzing over their desserts and my mother did the dishes. My mother was devoted to making elaborate dinners for her young husband. “I was just taking care of somebody again,” she told me ruefully, years later, talking about going from one marriage right into the next. We ate so much, I became positively rotund, and I couldn’t help but feel ashamed that my legs, coming out of my scooter skirts, weren’t coltish and straight like I knew they were supposed to be—like Marcia’s on The Brady Bunch—but chubby and curvy, with my freckled knees.

         “What is happening to you?” my mother asked me one day, when I could no longer fit into any of my clothes. I saw her face flash with a disgust I associated with how she felt about my father. I knew that she saw my father in me—I looked like him, I didn’t look like her. After she said this, I went to the garage to cry, as I did whenever my brothers hit me, which they often seemed to be doing. “Well, what did you do to them?” my mother would ask, if I complained. My brothers had learned that this was how boys treated girls, and I don’t think she saw the connection to my father, or knew how to tell them differently.

         I was ashamed of my weight, ashamed of my crying. I escaped into books. I rode my banana seat bike to the Waldenbooks on Miracle Mile in downtown Coral Gables every Saturday to buy more books. I escaped into movies. I would go by myself to the art deco Miracle Theater, where I sat in the balcony alone, one afternoon, riveted, watching Tatum O’Neal in Paper Moon. My mother told me she didn’t want me to see this film because the little girl in it smoked and swore—but that was exactly why I wanted to see it, because the little girl was breaking the rules, and I was already getting the sense that the rules were rigged against girls.

         It thrilled me, seeing a little girl like me being smart and savvy enough to con the con men in her world, and survive by her wits. Watching it again, years later, I realized that another reason I might have been so affected by this film was the tangled relationship between the little girl and her father, played by Tatum O’Neal’s own father, Ryan O’Neal. In some ways, their relationship mirrored mine with my father—both on- and off-screen, from what I’ve gathered from the celebrity gossip mill and Ryan and Tatum’s later attempts at reconciliation in the painful-to-watch-it’s-so-close-to-home 2011 reality show Ryan and Tatum. O’Neal was like a handsomer, Irish version of my dad—in short, a misogynist with a heart of gold—and Tatum was the child who called him on his bullshit.

         But I hadn’t started doing that yet. After my parents divorced, we saw my father on the weekends. He would drive down from West Palm Beach to see us—about a seventy-mile trip—or he would send one of his secretaries to come and get us. The secretaries, always strikingly pretty young women, were always preferable. My father was the worst driver I’ve ever been in a car with—it’s actually amazing that we survived our childhoods with him at the wheel, particularly when he would drive us after dark, as he had night blindness and could barely see ten feet in front of him. On top of this, he had a permanent case of road rage—lots of swerving and honking of horns. And then, when we finally arrived at his apartment, he almost always found another reason to be mad at someone, usually Danny. He had stopped hitting Danny, thankfully, probably having been sufficiently put in check by the divorce.

         My father’s apartment was a standard seventies bachelor pad, decorated by his young women friends, who also picked out his albums (Paul McCartney singing “Jet,” the lyrics to which caused me to look up the word “suffragette”). I could hear them whispering and giggling in the mornings when he was sneaking them out before we got up. There were Playboys and Hustlers hidden under my father’s bed, which I saw my brothers take into the bathroom with them when he went to work. I knew that my father was going through something, and that part of how he was dealing with it was with sex.

         It had no doubt given him a jolt that his beautiful wife had left him for a man ten years younger than he. He referred to my stepfather as “the hippie on the motorcycle,” although my stepfather didn’t own a motorcycle. My father, who had a Don Rickles–like knack for coming up with a put-down, would often ask us whether we were “getting enough protein” now that we were being raised vegetarian and “living on gruel.” He filled up our time together with activities we wouldn’t have chosen, such as going to Monkey Jungle in Miami, where, back then, the spider monkeys roamed free and would crawl up your legs, begging for peanuts, which always scared me. My father seemed to realize that these outings were miserable for us, and to make up for it, he gave us stuff that my mother didn’t like us to have, like Atomic Fireball candy and Mad. He let us to stay up late and watch the off-color Dean Martin celebrity roasts. I can still hear his rough laugh.

         He knew I liked books, so he gave me books—classics like Dickens, Dickinson, and Austen. “Be the doctor, not the nurse,” he told me, an attempt at being encouraging which managed to be both empowering and offensive to nurses. “If any boys come near you, tell them your father is capable of homicide,” he told me, laughing. Of course, I knew he was only kidding, but it made me never want to tell him anything about what was happening between me and boys and men.

         
            *  *  *

         

         A lot was happening. My boobs were growing, and boys were noticing, and men were, too. By the sixth grade, I had a serious pair of knockers—a word I hate, but which I use now to convey how it sounded to me when I heard a grown man use it as I bounced by him one day on Miracle Mile: “Nice knockers, kid.” I really needed a bra, but I was too embarrassed to ask for one, and my mother seemed too embarrassed, in her midwestern way, to bring it up. So I tried to hide my bouncing boobs under sweatshirts and oversized T-shirts that said things like “May the Force Be with You” and “Keep on Truckin’.”

         But the boys in my school were still very aware of what was going on under my clothes, and if they didn’t see for themselves, there was the mass alert from our PE coach, who took to calling me Big Red. Thanks, Mr. Novak. I missed twenty days of school that year, claiming sore throats and stomachaches, but really I was avoiding the mockery of the boys.

         And then there were the daily assaults of a particularly psycho boy named Roger.

         Roger was the boy who followed me into the walk-in closet at the back of our homeroom nearly every day and grabbed my boobs. The closet was where my orange school patrol belt and plastic helmet were kept, and I was allowed to go and get them before leaving class five minutes early in order to attend to my patrolling duties. At that time of day, the other kids in the class were usually running around, talking loudly and packing up their things, and our teacher was preoccupied with end-of-the-day concerns. Roger was always lying in wait, with a shit-eating grin on his face, as he watched me grow more and more nervous about what was about to happen.

         When Roger came upon me in the closet, I’d try and dodge him, doing shimmy-shimmy shoulder moves I’d copied from Mercury Morris, the halfback for the Miami Dolphins (my father took us to all the home games), but this only seemed to make Roger all the more determined. He always got in his squeeze.

         I never told anyone about what he was doing to me. I was mortified by the fact that he had singled me out for this ugly ritual, and I didn’t want anyone thinking about my boobs any more than I suspected they already were. I couldn’t imagine having that conversation with our teacher, a perpetually disapproving-looking lady who wore a large gold cross, nor with my easily embarrassed mom. It wasn’t something I had ever heard anyone talk about. I’d never heard the words “sexual assault” or “harassment” in a movie or on TV, where they did sometimes mention rape, but it was always presented as something very shameful for the woman. I was afraid that if I said anything, everyone would laugh at me—not Roger, but me—which very well might have happened. And so I resigned myself to being Roger’s sexual object, which felt as horrible as it sounds.

         He always snickered, during his flashes of groping, like he was enjoying getting away with something. Years later, I was reminded of him at one of our drinking sessions at Satsko’s, when Abigail said, “They say humiliation is the emotion we feel most deeply—it’s how women are silenced.” I thought, yes, and there’s something even worse to consider: the way humiliation conditions girls to be accepting of sexual violence.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Even as a little girl, I was aware of the basic principles of feminism, as well as the concept of right and wrong, which to my mind are almost the same thing. I knew that the things that were happening to me were caused by inequities in the treatment of my gender, a subject very much in the news, with the fight for Title IX and the ERA.

         I’d been hearing about feminism since I was six, when I remember sitting on the couch with my groovy teenage babysitters—long-haired sisters in bell-bottoms and fringe—watching The Dick Cavett Show, and they clapped and cheered for the lady on TV who was yelling at the man with the pipe who was making women dress up like bunnies.

         When I looked up the clip on YouTube, years later, there was feminist author and activist Susan Brownmiller telling Hugh Hefner, “You choose to see women as sex objects, not as full human beings.” (When I interviewed Hef decades later, in 2001, he hadn’t changed a bit; he had seven women living with him, all in their late teens and twenties. “I’m an orgy guy,” he told me.)

         I remember my brothers scowling when I did a little dance when Billie Jean King beat Bobby Riggs in the nationally televised “Battle of the Sexes” tennis tournament in 1973; and I remember the episode of The Partridge Family about the girl who starts a “women’s rights” group called the Power of Women (POW). “All they wanna do is throw out that phony double standard and stop being treated like second-class citizens,” said Laurie Partridge, my former TV queen.

         But why wasn’t I learning about the history of the women’s movement in school? I wonder now. Why weren’t we all learning about the Grimke sisters, Ida B. Wells, and countless others? It wouldn’t be until college and beyond that I would learn about women’s struggle for equality, but what a difference it would have made to me, and what a difference it would make to girls now. Decades later, schools are still not teaching the story of women as they should. Women are still “not well integrated into US state history standards,” according to a 2018 study.

         Instead, I found myself trying to protest without an abundance of language to do it with. I’d already gotten into arguments with neighborhood boys about whether girls could do everything they could do, or if they were as smart or strong. “Yeah, but you can’t do this,” said one of the boys, whipping out his floppy little penis—the first one I’d ever seen—and shooting a stream of urine at me. This got a big laugh from the other kids.

         I knew there were women out there in the world who were fighting so that women and girls wouldn’t be treated this way, and I wondered when they were going to deliver me from this. I don’t remember anybody ever telling me what to do when bad things happened to me, if I were catcalled or groped or harassed. Back then, nobody I knew ever talked about such things, and nobody admitted that they happened to girls all the time. I think too few people do even now. I’ve interviewed girls who have told me their parents have no idea that they’ve been bullied or pressured into sharing a nude picture—or, sadly, even raped. They don’t want to upset their parents, they say; they don’t want to feel judged or ashamed.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Does misogyny affect girls’ health? It was certainly affecting mine.

         In the sixth grade, I developed symptoms of what I could later identify as OCD. Weird things had started happening in my brain. I had to throw the towel up in the air three times after showering or I was afraid something terrible would happen to me. I had to brush my teeth in time to the tune of “Turkey in the Straw” (Why this song? I have no idea) or someone would find out about the things Roger was doing to me at school. I had to have everything in my room pointing up and to the right, or I would fail a test or get in trouble somehow. I still do these things, sometimes, when I’m feeling particularly anxious. A shrink once told me, “You felt like you needed to be in control, because things were happening to you that were beyond your control.”

         And just when I was starting to wonder if maybe I should tell someone about all this, because it was all getting pretty strange, my body changed on me again. Sometime between the seventh and eighth grades, it emerged from its sweatshirt cocoon looking like a Vargas pinup.

         The boys at school were always making lists, rating the “foxes” in our grade, and I was never on these lists, except when the boys were separating the girls into body parts and I landed in the category of “best tits.” But now—oh, wow. “Look at me now,” I marveled, surveying my naked body in the mirror. I went and snuck a pair of my mother’s high heels and put them on and looked at myself naked again, thinking, “Hey, I look just like a stripper!” And what was I going to do with this amazing bod? I knew that what I was supposed to do was to show it off so others could ogle and desire it and rate it favorably. I knew I had to show it to the world.

         Suddenly, I wanted to buy lots of things: tube tops and tank tops and Candie’s high-heeled sandals and Love’s Baby Soft lip gloss—“Because innocence is sexier than you think,” said the ads, which had pucker-mouthed models who looked younger than I was. I wanted to buy things to help me look sexy, because now I was in possession of the holy grail: a teenage girl’s beautiful body. I wanted to cause a sensation like Brooke Shields in the Calvin Klein ads. “You wanna know what comes between me and my Calvins? Nothing,” said Brooke, who was fourteen, like me.

         I wanted to be sexy like the whispery-voiced women on Charlie’s Angels (my brothers had the famous Farrah poster up in their room, like every other boy), even though I hated how they acted dumb, like Suzanne Somers on Three’s Company. I still wanted short-shorts like hers. I wanted to look sexy like Olivia Newton-John as Sandy when she comes out in her leather pants at the end of Grease, after she stops acting like an uptight little virgin people made fun of (“Look at me, I’m Sandra Dee”). I took pictures of myself naked in my room with a camera on a tripod, lolling around on my bed. It’s amazing to think of how these photos came back from the lab without a hitch—it was a different time, as they say. If there had been an Internet back then, my boobs would have been all over it. I would have been doing all kinds of dances on TikTok.

         Looking back, I can see that none of this actually had anything to do with sex—it was sexualization, a most powerful form of social conditioning which grooms girls to turn themselves into sex objects, and can make them anxious and depressed, among other things, studies say. For here I was, a proud little feminist, now furiously pedaling my bike to Walgreens to buy more lip gloss instead of to Waldenbooks to buy more books. I wanted to look sexy—but I knew I wasn’t ready to have sex. I wanted men to want me, but I didn’t want to have to do anything about it, and I was horrified whenever they expected me to.

         “How about you come back to my hotel room with me?” a man of about forty whispered at me one day in a store, breathing down my neck.

         “I’m fourteen!” I protested.

         “That’s okay,” he said, leering.

         I ran away.

         The waiters at the Spiral—hippie boys of twenty-two, twenty-three, all of whom looked like extras from the set of Almost Famous—were always smirking now when they talked to me, touching my hips, my waist. When I was working as a bus girl, clearing tables, it wasn’t unusual for some male customer to covertly grab my ass. My first kiss, if you can call it that, was from a thirty-year-old dishwasher who stuck his tongue in my mouth, slimy and sweaty as hell. “Ewww!” I exclaimed, turning on my heel. From then on, I zoomed in and out of the dish room so fast, banging down the bus trays so hard, that not a few plates were smashed.

         There was a waiter named Pisces who was always figuring out ways to be the one to drive me home, car rides during which he would put his hand on my knee and hold forth about his devotion to the Indian guru Meher Baba. “We had to tell him to cut it out,” my mother said, years later. “We thought it was so weird he wanted to drive you everywhere.”

         But then why didn’t you talk to me about it? I wanted to ask her, though I didn’t say anything. It was one thing to talk about what had been done to us, something else entirely to ask why we hadn’t protected each other.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Living with misogyny requires a lot of compartmentalization. How else to accept the fact that a man has hurt you and treated you with disrespect, and yet you want to run back to him and take him inside you again and again?

         I asked myself these things as I walked along that night after leaving Constance, wondering what my choice about Abel was going to be. Because once you get into choice—the things you choose, rather than what just happens to you—you get into an area where you might see a lot of contradictions in yourself, contradictions in what you want versus what you do, and in what you think is right versus what you want.

         These puzzles went back, for me, to the beginnings of my choosing men at all. I remember, in ninth grade, wondering how to square the fact that men were harassing me on a fairly constant basis with the prevailing notion that, in order to achieve happiness and social success as a girl, I had to have a boyfriend.

         But I did want a boyfriend, and I wanted a boyfriend for reasons other than just the promise of status. I wanted to be kissed and touched. I wanted to know about sex. I had already figured out that that little button down there between my legs felt very good when touched, and I was starting to wonder if there was a way to get a boy to touch it (not always so easy to arrange even now, as many women can attest). I knew that it was called a clitoris from my library reading of The Joy of Sex, although I had never heard a single person say this word out loud—and rarely do even now.

         But I didn’t want to be touched by just anyone. I wanted to be touched by someone who loved me. I wanted to be loved—adored. I wanted a boy to love me in the enthralled, devoted way Gomez Addams loves Morticia. “Cara mia!” he would exclaim. “You set my blood aflame!”

         I wanted a boy to talk to me the way Jimmy Stewart talks to Katharine Hepburn in The Philadelphia Story. I had seen this film on Miami’s Channel 6, which ran a double feature of classic movies every afternoon, and which I would often watch, alone in my room, while applying face masks and doing leg lifts and homework. When that scene came on where Jimmy Stewart and Katharine Hepburn are drunk and arguing after a party, tingles of excitement went up my sides all the way to my neck. When Stewart says, “There’s a magnificence that comes out of your eyes and your voice and the way you stand there and the way you walk—you’re lit from within!” and then grabs and kisses Hepburn…Well! I thought, I would do almost anything to get a boy to talk to me like that!

         I might even let him do things to me if he would say such things—and mean them, of course. But how did you get a boy to say these things? And would he say them if you let him touch you? Or would that just make you kind of a slut? I already knew that this was a sexist word, applied freely to girls who let boys do things to them, but I wasn’t sure how to find my way out of this particular catch-22, being fourteen and wanting to know what it was like to do things with boys. On my own terms.

         
            *  *  *

         

         In the ninth grade, I picked a boy named Sean to be my boyfriend. I think I chose him well. He was a nice boy, one of the nicest I’ve ever dated to this day. Back then, he was low-hanging fruit, a nerd boy in the group of smart nerds who wore Star Wars T-shirts and quoted lines from Steve Martin’s comedy albums (“Let’s get small!”). Despite my newly hot bod, I was still considered a geek, a freak, and therefore undatable by less nerdy candidates.

         But Sean was cute, despite his hair, a huge blond afro which resembled a clown wig. He didn’t seem to know that he was cute, nor did any of the other girls in our grade. But I saw it. And I liked it. And so I decided I was going to make him fall hopelessly in love with me, though I didn’t really know him well. We had only one class together, chemistry, where he always sat in the back with the other nerd boys, drawing ballpoint pen pictures of the Millennium Falcon.

         “How do you get a boy to like you?” I asked my mother, a subject I instinctively knew she would warm to.

         “Make him cookies,” she said, adding that her own mother had told her that “the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.”

         Unable to, or refusing to, do anything in a normal way, I made Sean one single, king-sized peanut butter cookie about the size of a medium pizza. Within an hour of me delivering it to him at the end of his wrestling practice, we were frantically making out under the bleachers on the PE field, our lips all crumbly with said cookie.

         After that, we started making out everywhere and at every possible opportunity. We made out after school in my bedroom when my mother and stepfather were at work, and at night after we’d been talking on the phone till 1 or 2 a.m. We’d get so horny we couldn’t stand it anymore, and he would ride his bike through the streets and sneak up to my bedroom and we would make out some more. Once, we almost got caught when my little brothers woke up (my mother had had twins at forty-two, a couple of cute, rough-and-tumble little guys), and so Sean and I started making out on the kitchen floor by the back door, so that he could get out quickly if needed.

         But we weren’t just making out—we were doing “everything but,” as we used to say. I sat on his face this way and that. He fingered my clit. I sucked his dick. I found that I loved dicks—or at least, I loved his, which seemed to bode well for my future experience of penises. I discovered there was this whole narrative with dicks, where they would get hard and grow and explode and collapse in ecstasy. A dick told a story all its own, and I loved being in command of that narrative.

         I loved all the feelings I was feeling in this wonderful new escape into someone’s arms—the thrill of a mouth, a tongue—all the transportive sensations where you didn’t have to think about anything except this body you were experiencing. I loved the way Sean seemed so concerned about me and whether whatever he was doing was making me feel good. “Does this feel good?…Does this?” he would ask. There was a feeling in the zeitgeist at the time that it was a point of pride for a man to show some consideration for a woman in bed (as seen in the great ballads of Barry White), and I feel such affection for him, thinking back on how he was trying to do that.

         And then one night, we were lying there in the dark and he looked at me, splayed naked across the kitchen floor. “This body,” he said, running his fingers along my side.

         “Do you love me?” I asked.

         I don’t really know what made me ask him this; it just seemed like it was time for him to tell me. It was what always happened in movies and books, that a man and a woman would kiss and somebody would say, “I love you.” I had been waiting for him to say it.

         “Do I love you?” he said, sitting up. “I don’t know if I love you, exactly. I like you,” he said. I liked him too. We’d been spending a lot of time together, hanging out, walking home from school, talking about movies and music. I’d introduced him to Elvis Costello, whom I’d learned about from my cool big brother Danny. We made out to My Aim Is True.

         “I’m not sure I know what love is,” he said, looking worried. “Do you love me?”

         When he put it like that, it made me wonder if I did. What was love, after all, and did I love him? It made me think of all the reasons I actually might not love him. I didn’t like the way his breath smelled sometimes; I didn’t like it that he didn’t have fuller lips. I didn’t like the way I had to pretend he was giving me an orgasm; I hadn’t actually had one yet. I hadn’t wanted to correct him in whatever he was doing, as I was afraid it would spoil things, undermine his confidence, make him think I wasn’t sexy. And I knew from seeing women in movies have sex, that women were supposed to have orgasms immediately and constantly, and everybody thought that was very sexy.

         “I don’t know,” I said.

         I realized that maybe I’d made a mistake in thinking you could just pick someone out of the blue and make him fall in love with you; maybe that wasn’t the way it worked. But then, how did it work? I wondered.

         “Well, do you think we’re going to have sex?” I asked him.

         He lay back against my shoulder and said with a smile, “Oh, I think we will…”

         There was no reason for him to doubt it. Things were certainly moving that way. We hadn’t yet entered the Moral Majority era and its condemnation of teenage sex. But there was something about the way he said it—like it was a foregone conclusion, like he knew I would do it—that maybe tapped into all of the semi-threatening messages I’d ever received about being a “nice girl.” Or maybe I just bristled at his sudden air of entitlement, I don’t know, but the next day, I broke up with him. Standing by our lockers in school, I told him, “This just isn’t working for me,” repeating a line I’d heard some actress say in a movie.

         Years later, in the wake of his divorce, he called me from a hotel room in Tallahassee where he was lying in bed with a pack of ice on his dick, recovering from a reverse vasectomy (he’d started dating a younger woman who wanted to have kids), and he told me angrily that my breaking up with him so abruptly and without any good explanation had been the worst thing that had ever happened to him. He made me feel so bad about it that I told him to come to New York and have sex with me, as if I owed him this. (Although, to paraphrase a popular slogan about men and women, I didn’t owe him shit. Anyway he never did come.) I didn’t tell him what I was really thinking: “Well, if that’s the worst thing that ever happened to you, then you’re doing okay…” I didn’t tell him about what happened to me just a few weeks after our breakup.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It happened at the University of Miami, just a few blocks from where I lived. I was with my friend Janice, who was a year older than I and had already slept with the police officer she would eventually run away with. She was sexy and she taught me to be sexy—how to swing my hips when I walked and tie my shirts up above my belly button and nonchalantly lean over to reveal my cleavage. She said, “It drives men crazy.”

         “Let’s go to the University of Miami and meet some guys,” she said one day after school.

         We sat in the grassy quad pretending to be students, and then we were in some boys’ dorm room drinking beer and watching Match Game with Gene Rayburn. And then all of a sudden, Janice and her guy weren’t there anymore, and I was lying on a bed making out with this college freshman. I could hardly believe it, because he had a real mustache like Mark Spitz on the Wheaties box and his body felt so incredible, so much bigger and stronger and more muscular than Sean’s. It was a real man’s body, I thought; I put my hands all over it.

         “You’re so wet,” I remember him saying, inserting his fingers in my vagina. He wriggled out of his shorts.

         “No, no, I don’t think I’m ready for this,” I told him. “Stop.” But it was too late; he was already inside me. I turned my face to the wall. It hurt so bad at first, but then I went somewhere else in my mind, thinking of my cat Puff and how he was so grumpy all the time and didn’t like anyone but me to touch him…

         I rode my bike home, trying not to sit on the seat because it stung. It was late. I stopped a block away and unhooked my bike chain. “Where have you been?” my mother screamed at me from the front porch. She was furious about me worrying her and missing dinner. I told her that the chain on my bike had broken and that I’d had to walk it home from somewhere far away. I never told her what really happened. It wasn’t until years later, when I was reading accounts of women describing their sexual assaults, that I realized I had been raped.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I started using dating apps in 2014 to get over a guy named Axel Wang. I was despondent, heartbroken, and a young friend said to me, “Why don’t you just go fuck somebody on Tinder?”

         But before I can explain what made me fall for a guy like Axel, I have to back up a couple of years, to 2012. That was thirty years after I had been a teenager, thirty years in which I had gone to college and graduate school and worked for a while as an English teacher in Japan, and then moved to New York City and gotten married and divorced from a college classmate and become a reporter and a writer and had my daughter and settled in to life in the East Village, a single mom to my middle schooler and companion to an aging German shepherd named Boo.

         We were happy. I was happy, being Zazie’s mom, enjoying attending to every little thing she needed done: making her breakfast in the mornings and having talks with her about feminism, which I slipped into our conversations like I dripped vitamin drops into her juice. We watched I Love Lucy on the Hallmark Channel in the mornings as I brushed her hair, talking about how Lucy was subversive—and also not—and pondered why the ads for cleaning products always showed women fighting over who had a cleaner tub. It became kind of funny; we would giggle. What an absurd way to portray us women! We talked about which was a better book, Jane Eyre or Wuthering Heights, and how we wished David Bowie was our friend, or Michelle Obama.

         We had so many conversations, I and my little girl, who loved to talk-talk-talk and draw and paint pictures and dance as old, white-whiskered Boo looked on with cloudy eyes. Things were good. Except for whenever a man came around, or I let one come, interestingly enough.

         In 2012, my life changed with the death of Amanda Todd. She was the fifteen-year-old Canadian girl who was driven to suicide by a new kind of torture. Cyberbullying doesn’t seem a strong enough word. If it had been the Middle Ages—and this might be a new Dark Age, however lit up it is with our LED screens—Amanda Todd would have been made a saint, the patron saint of girls on social media.

         She was cyberbullied, cyberstalked, sextorted, beaten up, and left lying in a ditch by a mob of kids at her school. Her family kept moving, trying to escape her ruined reputation after an older man she met online screenshotted a picture of her breasts and circulated it around the Internet. She hanged herself after posting a haunting video of her turning over cards with her suicide note. “I have nobody. I need someone,” she said.

         I wanted to be that someone. Lying in bed, unable to sleep at night, I would think of her, and the girl I used to be.

         When I asked my boss, Graydon, if I could do a story on girls and social media, he suggested that I look at not just one of these tragic cases that were coming up more often in the news—Steubenville, Audrie Pott, Rehtaeh Parsons, and many more—but spread my net wider to see if these were signs of a more pervasive cultural problem. No one was really talking about how social media was affecting the lives of girls. Few were talking about the pressure to get likes, or the related rise of sexualization online, where girls were rewarded for looking hot. There was still this idea, relentlessly pushed by the marketing teams of Silicon Valley—as well as certain academics, some of whom were discreetly funded by tech—that social media was always harmless and fun and socially progressive, and any criticism of it in regard to how kids used it amounted to a moral panic.

         But when I talked to girls, I heard a different story.

         “Social media is destroying our lives,” said a sixteen-year-old girl in LA.

         “So why don’t you go off it?” I asked.

         “Because then we would have no life,” she said.

         What was most troubling to me about these conversations I had started having with girls was what I was hearing about how social media was changing the power dynamic in dating, intensifying old sexist attitudes as well as generating new kinds of misogynistic behavior. Boys were casually asking girls for nudes, which they saw no problem with sharing nonconsensually. Boys were communicating with girls online in ways that amounted to sexual harassment, although nobody was calling it that yet. Boys were availing themselves of their exponentially increased access to girls through social media platforms, which seemed to be heightening their sense of power, as well as whetting their appetite for acting like players.

         “It leads to major manwhoring,” as one girl said.

         I was sitting with a sixteen-year-old girl on a bench at the Grove, the mall in LA, in early 2013, when she took out her phone and showed me a new dating app called Tinder. She said that she’d been using it to try and find a random dude to lose her virginity to after she’d had her heart broken by another guy who’d said that he loved her, but then she found out he was “talking to” several other girls on social media simultaneously.

         “I mean, I should have known,” she said. “All men are basically whores.”

         She said she’d met up with a guy from Tinder at a mall, and he’d wanted her to get in his car, but she refused, so they wound up going to a Pottery Barn and making out on a couch. She said she found the whole experience depressing.

         Tinder had only been out a few months, but kids were already on it—and, as I write this, still are. Though the app banned thirteen-to-seventeen-year-olds in 2016, kids still make fake profiles to join. There are no age checks on dating apps, despite many documented cases of sexual assaults and rapes of minors, some as young as eleven and twelve years old. Big Dating has remained silent in the face of evidence that children are being harmed through the use of their products. Which should really tell you all you need to know about Big Dating.

         In 2020, the Subcommittee on Economic and Consumer Policy of the US House Committee on Oversight and Reform launched an investigation into the lack of age screening on dating apps owned by Match Group, Meet Group, New Grindr, and Bumble Trading, citing “dangerous and inappropriate situations” involving minors. Finally, the government is taking note of the dangers; hopefully it won’t give up until dating apps are held accountable.

         Remembering my own curiosity about sex and the sexualizing influences that had so affected me when I was a girl, I could understand very well why underage kids were going on these apps. To me, watching that girl swiping at the Grove that day, Tinder had the look of a thing that was going to change everything. I never dreamed what it would mean for my own life.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When my story on girls and social media, “Friends Without Benefits,” came out in Vanity Fair in the fall of 2013, it went viral. Millions of people were reading it all over the world. I started to get emails from people in places as far-flung as Sweden and Indonesia saying things like, “It’s just like that here”: parents telling me about terrible things that had happened to their daughters online, girls talking about their experiences with cyberbullying and harassment. It felt like this was a subject I should keep reporting and writing about, so I sent a proposal out to some publishers and got the chance to do the book that would become American Girls.

         And then one night in early 2014, after I had started reporting that book, I was walking home from the subway past a bar in my neighborhood called Manitoba’s, and I glanced in the window and saw some guys I had a feeling I should talk to.

         Manitoba’s is an old punk bar on Avenue B, dark and grungy with a wall of booths which are optimal for making out in or—so I would soon learn—small enough to enforce a closeness, and with perfect lighting. Manitoba’s was about to become my go-to bar for Tinder dates, because it was just around the corner from my house, making it easy to break away and get home quickly, if necessary, and no one knew me there.

         But I wasn’t on any dating apps yet. I was just passing by when I saw these boisterous young guys through the window. They had the sloppy smiles of men you could get to talk. So I went in and sat down next to them and asked if they had ever heard of Tinder.

         “I swipe right on every girl,” one of them said rowdily.

         “All guys do,” another said. “We swipe right on every girl. It’s just a numbers game. The more you swipe right, the higher the chances you’ll bang.”

         “Tinder’s like the most efficient pussy-delivery system ever invented,” said another.

         The others laughed. “Good one!”

         There were three of them. They were soldiers, part of an Army reserve unit near Albany, come into the city for a night of fun. They were all in their early twenties, with buzz cuts and loud-colored polo shirts, drinking Yuengling. In the coming months and years, as I continued to report on technology and dating, I would hear a lot of guys talk in this callous way about meeting women online, but hearing it for the first time, I felt kind of rattled. They sounded so delighted, so giddy with this new technology that was making it so much easier for them to “smash.”

         “What’s it like?” I asked. “Do you go on dates?”

         “Noooo,” they said, laughing.

         “Why not?”

         “You don’t have to,” one of them said. “To be perfectly honest, you don’t have to.”

         “Why spend the money?” another asked.

         “Blow jobs for free? Hey, I’ll take it!” said another.

         As I tried to maintain the frozen smile on my face, I noticed a fourth member of their group, who was standing off to one side, not saying much. He looked a few years older than the others, in his leather bomber jacket.

         “I don’t really know these yahoos,” he whispered hotly in my ear. “I’m their sergeant, but it’s just the reserves.”

         His name was Axel, he said, steering me over to a booth to have a more private conversation. He was short and compactly built, with small dark eyes and big white teeth. He reminded me of Sluggo in the Nancy comic strip, with his stubbly head.

         “Not all guys are like that,” he reassured me unconvincingly, with his raspy gangster’s voice. “They’re just young and dumb and full of cum, know what I mean? When you get older you want to settle down. Like me. I have a wife. Or I did…”

         He told me his wife had left him for another guy while he was away in Iraq; but I would find out later that his wife had actually left him for a guy she met while they were swingers in a polyamorous community. Axel told me a lot of lies that night, and most other nights. He never went to Iraq; he had a desk job stateside during the war. His name wasn’t even Axel Wang—it was Anthony Romano. He was an Italian kid from Staten Island. He just liked the name Axel Wang—he thought it sounded cool—and so he had changed it, weirdly enough. For a long time, I assumed he was part Chinese, until he confessed that, no, he wasn’t, “but a lot of people think that—it doesn’t hurt with diversity hiring.” I was astonished.

         He told me he was thirty-two; he was twenty-eight. He told me he wanted to be a journalist and was doing a graduate degree in journalism at a good college—this much was true, and may have accounted for why he glommed on to me that evening: his roving ambition. He saw me as a connection. He told me he was a cameraman for a major TV network—actually he was a production assistant—and that his deepest desire was to make a documentary film about sex trafficking.

         “How are you going to do that?” I asked him, interested.

         He told me about his plans with such earnestness that I believed him. Or did I believe him because I wanted to, because I found him strangely hot? What in the world ever made me get involved with Axel Wang? I’ve wondered many times. It’s true, he had a bad boy sexiness. But why do women fall for bad boys in general? It’s a peculiar phenomenon. Psychologists say that our attraction to such men, with their grandiose sense of entitlement, sociopathic tendencies, and propensity for violence, is determined by natural selection—a desire to partner up with a man who could, say, kill saber-toothed tigers—but I don’t buy it. I think it must be that living with misogyny trains women to become attracted to misogyny itself, scarily enough. Because what’s a bad boy if not a misogynist?

         And then there was the fact that Axel was in the Army—a man from the military, no less, the driver’s seat of patriarchy—which irrationally made me trust him even more. Soldiers were good guys, I remember thinking, soldiers were guys who could handle stuff. And so this Axel was going to make a documentary film…I had to admit, I was a bit jealous.

         “Where do you get the camera equipment?” I asked him.

         We went outside to keep talking while he smoked a cigarette. If I’d had a movie camera back then, I would have panned to the other soldiers at the bar and recorded what I imagine were their knowing grins as they watched their very sexually active sarge exit with the curious MILF. I suspect, at least, that was the category they put me in, as a way to account for any interest they might have had in a woman in her forties. (I was forty-nine at the time, and still holding up pretty well.)

         I think of my sexual history as divided into BZ and AZ—“Z” for my daughter, Zazie. I had strict rules about not bringing someone home with me; I didn’t want her to have to experience the discomfort of knowing a strange man was in the house with her mom. So, AZ, you could count the number of guys on one hand, but BZ—now there was a time. I sometimes missed those days, when romantic adventures could commence when you least expected it.

         It felt like BZ all over again, when I found myself sitting in Axel’s car, making out with him not twenty minutes after we had left the bar. He was parked right in front of my building, so I agreed to get in his beat-up Toyota Corolla with him, because I wanted to hear more about how one goes about making a documentary. And suddenly he was all over me, climbing on top of me like an overexcited bulldog. But he was so funny and weird—moaning my name in his Staten Island accent—that it made me want to laugh rather than scream. I pushed him back onto his own seat when he tried to get his hands down my pants. He wanted to have sex right there in the front seat.

         “I live on this block!” I told him, shoving him away. “I have to go upstairs and let the babysitter go home!”

         “I’ll wait for her to leave,” he insisted. “I’ll stay here until you let me in.”

         There were red flags flying with this guy like a parade for the anniversary of the Chinese Communist Party, but did I pay attention? I’m reminded of that line of Karen Hill’s in Goodfellas after Henry asks her to hide his gun: “I gotta admit the truth. It turned me on.”

         But there was also something else going on, something that had nothing to do with sex; it was ambition, all right, but not Axel’s this time—it was mine. After I went upstairs and got into bed, I started thinking about that guy out there in his car and his outsized confidence in his plans to make a film. And I wondered: Why can’t I be like that? Why can’t I do that? Why do men always seem to think they can do whatever they want? And why did I so often doubt myself, thinking that the things I wanted to do were impossible, or that no one would let me do them?

         Then I sat up in bed and I realized that, hey, I wanted to make a documentary film. And not because Axel Wang had said he wanted to, but because I had wanted to ever since I had interviewed that girl at the Grove in LA. I remembered then how, as I’d sat there listening to her talk, I’d seen flashes of her telling her story on-screen. Because I knew that what she was talking about—the ways that technology was weaponizing misogyny and undermining the possibility of relationships and love—was so unprecedented, and so dark, that people needed to hear about it, and not just in a book, but in a film. And then it just seemed so right to me that I’d met Axel Wang that evening, because I was going to make a documentary about girls and social media, and he was going to be the cameraman and help me do it.

         “Call me tomorrow,” I texted him.

         
            *  *  *

         

         We came to each other gently, at first, Abel and I, the first time we made love. I say “made love” as I would never have described my encounters with any other guys I met on dating apps. It was the night we met.

         It felt like such a relief, to be with someone, finally, who was sweet and sensuous, I almost started to cry. Thankfully, though, I kept my feelings at bay, because there was already so much going on with us, with me being older, I was afraid I might scare him, if I hadn’t already.

         I could see that he was trying to impress me with his confident strokes, his ability to last. I got a sense of just how young he was, and how much he wanted to show me he was a man who could please a woman. Prince playing on my playlist, his face euphoric in the candlelight.

         We fell into a groove and got lost in each other.

         “How does it feel?” I whispered to him.

         “Feels warm,” he said.

         Early the next morning, I woke up and found him wrapped around me. I hadn’t felt a man hugging me from behind in bed like that in so long. I had taken to stuffing a pillow behind me to create the feeling of someone next to me in the night. They had products for this now, “body pillows” for this lonely time in which we lived, in which almost half the adult population is single, and more than half of single people are women.

         Often it’s our choice, to be single—a complicated choice, one that I myself had made over and over again, chucking men right and left when they angered or displeased me, or when I realized that I had no other choice but to get away, because they were hurting me or bringing me down.

         And yet, it felt so good, now, to be cuddling with someone. All mammals seem to like to cuddle, to nuzzle and spoon, even some reptiles do. Cuddling releases oxytocin, the so-called love hormone, which our brain spews ecstatically when we’re touching, making us feel bonded. Studies have shown that touch is vital to our mental and physical well-being at all ages. (Though some people prefer not to touch, of course, often as the result of traumatic experiences.)

         As soon as shelter-in-place orders went into effect due to the pandemic, I noticed how people were talking about their sorrow over the loss of touch. Mental health professionals started publishing articles about how this could be as hard on people as anything else about the crisis. Almost instantly, Facebook rolled out a new hugging emoji—a face hugging a heart. As if this could replace our need to give and receive affection through physical contact.

         It made me think about how unfortunate it is that hookup culture has put so much emphasis on the stark act of sex while downplaying the need to cuddle and hug. Cuddling is usually avoided in hookups, confusing as it can become to bond with someone you might not ever see again, someone you don’t want to lead on—or, at least, that’s what you sometimes tell yourself, as you hold back to keep from getting hurt. But how deprived we feel without this, I remember thinking, feeling Abel wrapped around me, like a lion with its mate. I snuggled back into him.

         And then, suddenly, we were fucking again—well, good morning, sir!

         He held me tight, pulling my hips to him as he thrust into me and I pushed back, my hand balancing against the wall. His fingers were on my clit, moving around and around just the way I like. What man had ever done that without having to be shown? The sex was faster and harder than the night before. We didn’t say anything after it was over. He fell back asleep almost immediately, snoring a little on my shoulder.

         I extricated myself from his embrace and got up to go to the bathroom.

         When I saw myself in the mirror, I laughed out loud. I looked horrible. I looked happy, with my blotchy skin and messy hair, as if I’d just emerged from an explosion. I sat down and peed, chuckling to myself about what I had been up to, to acquire this look of a woman who had been properly fucked, for a change.

         And then it hit me: We hadn’t used condoms.

         I’d just fucked a stranger all night and hadn’t used a condom?!

         I thought of my friend, the late Donald Suggs, the journalist and gay-rights activist, my daughter’s spiritual father. I imagined him shaking his head at me from on high (he’d passed away from a heart condition in 2012), asking, in his kindly baritone, “Why don’t you want to protect yourself, sweetie?”

         “How could you do this again?” I asked myself.

         It wasn’t the first time I’d messed up. Ever since I’d discovered dating apps, I’d been sliding. In dating app dating, condoms didn’t seem to be a thing—which had unnerved me, at first, as someone who went to college during the AIDS epidemic, when condoms became a given; but then, I guess, I just got used to it, like most everybody else in hookup culture. I’d sworn to myself ever since my last round of negative tests, however, that I would never, never, never not use condoms again. But then here came this beautiful stranger on a night when I was feeling so lonely and as if this was my last chance to ever have sex again. And it just happened…

         “Oh, but now you sound like a teenager,” I scoffed, flushing the toilet, washing my hands. I didn’t sound like someone who should know better—not like someone who’d been interviewing hundreds of young people about sex and dating over the past couple of years and arguing with them about the continued need for prophylactics. Arguing against their protestations that “this isn’t the eighties” and “it doesn’t matter, everybody’s on PrEP”—the HIV-prevention drug, which, no, everybody was not on, and even if they were, it still didn’t prevent a lot of other troublesome STIs.

         “Condom fatigue,” as it’s known to safe-sex educators, is so significant a phenomenon that it has had an impact on the condom industry. In 2015, Trojan did a study to look into the reasons behind decreased condom use and found that nearly 40 percent of people who didn’t use a condom during their last sexual encounter hadn’t discussed safe sex first. Such lack of communication is one of the hallmarks of hookup culture, in which you’re not likely to know the person you’re having sex with all that well, something the introduction of dating apps only seems to have aggravated.

         Abel and I hadn’t said a thing about safe sex. We just fell into bed.

         In 2019, the CDC reported that cases of syphilis, gonorrhea, and chlamydia had reached an all-time high the previous year, and public health officials have said they believe that dating apps are one of the reasons. The impact of dating apps on public health has been identified as so serious a problem that health officials have sought the cooperation of dating app companies to track and prevent outbreaks. Some of these companies have resisted, not wanting to be involved in STI prevention because of the stigma associated with admitting that their products could be contributing to the rise of infections. In 2015, Tinder responded with a cease-and-desist order when the AIDS Healthcare Foundation put up billboards and bus ads across LA warning that online encounters on dating apps like Tinder and Grindr could lead to unsafe sex. Under pressure, the following year, Tinder agreed to add a health and safety section to its app, as did other major sites such as OkCupid and Grindr.
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