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Introduction


One of my tasks at my first job had been to stand at the locked doors near the elevator bank and lead guests inside. I would stand in the doorway and wait and, when I heard the ping of the elevator reaching the publishing house’s floor, I’d start smiling. After shaking the guests’ hands I would lead them into the little waiting area where there were two armchairs and a little table next to a rack of our newest shiny hardcovers, and I’d bring them coffee or tea or water and then go sit back down at my desk. Then, when my boss was ready—he let some people wait longer than others—he’d tell me to go and get them, and I’d lead them through the maze of the office, chatting brightly over my shoulder. If the person or people walking behind me were men, I would be conscious of their eyes following the movement of my back, conscious always that I was like the books displayed in the waiting area: an ornament that demonstrated the company’s power. The ritualistic aspect of this duty appealed to me the same way waiting tables had. Sometimes the guests would ask to use the restroom on the way to my boss’s office and I would wait for them outside it until they finished peeing.


No one was waiting at the door to greet me when I showed up at the Gawker office for my job interview. If I hadn’t gone to a party there a few months earlier, I would not have immediately known it was an office at all. Later, after I started working there, I learned that people would wander in off the street all the time, mistaking it for an Internet café. The space would have made a good café—it was in SoHo, and there were plenty of laptops—but as things were, there wasn’t even a coffee machine.


I told one of the laptop people the names of the men I was there to see and sat down on the couch in the front of the office to wait. It was around lunchtime, and the smell of trapped gases given off by warm food in takeout containers filled the room. There was a low coffee table in front of the high-backed couch with piles of tabloid weeklies arrayed on it: Us, Star, In Touch. But they were back issues, much older than ones you’d find in any doctor’s office. I flipped through one of them, looking up periodically to see if my interviewers were headed over, and during one of these glances my eye caught on a scarf hanging on a coatrack near the door. The scarf was black and gold, from H&M—it was the scarf I’d lost on the night of the party! I went over to the rack and was in the act of draping it around my neck when they finally came over to greet me.


In another half hour or so I was walking out, wearing the scarf, wondering how things had gone. They hadn’t asked a lot of questions; they’d mostly told me what the job would entail and asked if I thought I could handle it, and I’d said “sure.” Throughout the interview I’d wondered whether the laptop people, eating their takeout lunches from containers next to their keyboards at the long black tables just a few feet behind us, were listening to our conversation. I’d made one joke that had gone over well: gesturing to the old tabloid magazines, I’d bragged that in addition to my publishing expertise, I was such an aficionado of celebrity gossip that I could list the last five people Jennifer Love Hewitt had dated. Luckily no one had asked me to name them.


I got the job. I started bringing my laptop to the office and setting it down at the long black table among the other laptop people. Some were programmers who kept their heads turned towards their monitors for hours at a time as they immersed themselves in code. But the others were bloggers like me.


My job was to write twelve posts a day about “media gossip,” which meant anything unpleasant or otherwise intriguing about anyone who had power in any Manhattan culture industry. There had to be enough posts so that whoever was sitting at my old desk at the publishing house, and everyone in Manhattan like her, could read something new whenever boredom struck, as I’d done. The posts could be as short as a few sentences explaining a funny photo or as long as a little article, a “field guide” about some person I was puncturing or promoting, or promoting by puncturing. Some posts were gleaned from the e-mails the site got from anonymous tipsters, who would forward us memos from their bosses, repeat rumors about their coworkers and higher-ups, and ask us to investigate news stories they found suspiciously lacking in salacious detail. I would investigate by quoting their anonymous allegations on the site and asking if anyone else knew anything more. The rule for tips was that if three people wrote in about the same thing, we probably ought to do a post about it, no matter how dumb it seemed. My coworkers and I would claim the tips we were interested in following up on by forwarding the e-mail back to the tips address with the word TAKING appended. Sometimes, especially if a tip seemed like it would be easy to make into a post just by tacking on a little context, a joke, and the word allegedly, more than one of us would TAKE it simultaneously and then we would have to figure out who was better suited to writing up the item, or who’d replied first, and the race to claim the good tips meant that our attention was continuously divided between the post we were currently writing and the constant hunt for the post we’d write next. Another attention-suck was the useless but irresistible impulse to skim the dozens or even hundreds of comments on my previous posts. Most of them were poisonous to some degree, and many of them seemed like they might be from young assistant types who knew more than I did, because they were still working at these companies.


People came in for meetings on the couch where my meeting had been and I didn’t hear a word they said. I put a coffee cup down on my desk and a month later I noticed that it was still there, the sludgy centimeter of once-liquid inside it long since congealed into a cloudy gray pudding.


My rule for myself was that if I could get two posts into the queue by nine I could afford to spend the ten minutes it would take for me to wait in line for a coffee and a tartine from Balthazar Bakery. This line would devolve into a scrum of loud, disorganized shoppers by lunchtime, but the early morning crowd was manageable, chic, and friendly, people who worked in Soho’s boutiques and boutique ad agencies. The conversations I overheard them having told me something, I thought, about what the people sitting at their desks reading my posts were thinking about. Sometimes I fantasized that they recognized me, and as my photograph began to appear on the site more often, eventually some of them did.


I admired the Balthazar employees, the way they danced around each other with studied grace as they fulfilled their patrons’ picky requests. They were under constant pressure to turn out standardized soy lattes in strictly delimited time windows, and they did it without seeming panicked or frustrated. I, on the other hand, would spend every minute in line besides the ten I’d carved out for the errand in a frenzy of tortured antsiness, with a reel of potential post topics unspooling continuously behind my eyes.


The moment I filled the day’s quota, I slammed my laptop closed and went home to Brooklyn. Sometimes when I got there I had to turn around immediately to cover a party back in Manhattan.


It wasn’t the first or the last of these nights that I remember most vividly; instead I remember one somewhere in the middle, when I was starting to get used to what I was doing. That night, I changed quickly into a borrowed black dress that, even though it was from Zara, seemed like it might pass for something a rich person would wear. I was going to a book party for a Devil Wears Prada–style roman à clef about working for one of the most legendarily terrifying bosses in book publishing, which was being held at the Soho loft of rich friends of the author’s. The subtitle of all our party report posts would be “Team Party Crash,” even though it was often the case—it was that night—that I had not just been invited but solicitously goaded by a publicist into attending.


I emerged from the subway a few minutes sooner than I’d intended. I walked once around the party block, then twice, being careful not to arrive too early.


The elevator opened into the apartment itself; I had expected a hallway, but instead there was a uniformed attendant, smiling impersonally and offering to take my coat. I wondered whether I had a dollar bill with which to tip her later to get it back, and whether that was even something you did in someone’s apartment. Behind the attendant the room was brightly lit, huge, and full of people. A woman’s burnished back gleamed in a backless nude jumpsuit. Another woman’s dress had a feather appliqué. None of these outfits, it seemed safe to say, came from Zara. The richly tanned leather furniture and the made-up skin and the leather couches that my studiously casual glances skimmed all seemed to have the same sumptuous texture. Whether this had something to do with lighting or the surfaces themselves was impossible to determine.


The solicitous publicist who’d invited me made a beeline for me and, in a hushed tone, pointed out the important people in case I’d missed them. I heard a mixture of fear and forced jollity in her voice, and I thought about how a few months ago at the publishing house where I’d worked I had knocked deferentially at the door of her counterpart there before entering and, in the politest way possible, asked her to do something on behalf of one of my boss’s authors.


I excused myself and found the bar.


After a drink everything began to seem less terrifying and more exciting, and I let myself stop thinking, for a moment, about how I’d describe it. I saw another gossip writer and felt a familiar surge of relief and gratitude; I could talk to him while I finished this first drink, and warm up to the conversations I’d need to have with people I would try to prod into saying something ridiculous enough to reiterate in tomorrow’s post.


A pretty, intense woman who had married the heir to something banal but lucrative spent some time telling me about what breast-feeding was like, clearly angling to have her swollen cleavage photographed by the Gawker photographer who alternately trailed me and wandered off when I spent too long chatting with someone he deemed unimportant or uninteresting-looking. The uniformed attendants circulated with hors d’oeuvres. A man who wore a blazer over a screen-printed T-shirt—he’d changed out of his work clothes into his casual outfit—told me that I looked like I “belonged in the East Village.” This was a year after Neil Strauss’s book about being a pickup artist had been published but a year before it was made into a reality show, so you would often still come across guys who’d deploy its techniques, like “negging” you with a gentle insult, totally unselfconsciously. The T-shirt-and-blazer guy went on to tell me about his job “in finance.” I excused myself by saying that I had to go home to Brooklyn, which was true. I’d promised my boyfriend that I’d see him play a show that night at a coffeehouse performance space in Bushwick called Goodbye Blue Monday. That, technically, was where I belonged.


But as I bade farewell to the photographer and the author of the book the party was for, I felt the buzzy partyish energy and sense of purpose begin to drain away. A few minutes after I collected my coat from the attendant—without tipping; there was no obvious receptacle and it seemed too weird to fumble for a crumpled bill—and left the bright loft, I was sitting alone in a grimy subway tunnel, absently turning the pages of a magazine. The pictures registered slightly, but I’d absorbed much too much information already that day to even begin to read the words.


As the train headed out of the tunnel and onto the Williamsburg Bridge, I closed the magazine and looked out the window at the borough I was leaving and started writing the post in my head. Nothing too mean about the author, whom I liked, nor her friends, so whom could I safely mock? The rich people for being rich, I supposed, and the heiress-by-marriage for talking about lactation. And the finance guy, for wearing a stupid shirt and for being a tool and for working in finance. And myself, for being intimidated by a party held in a rich person’s home. Easy. I would race through it and get on to the next thing. I was getting better and better at cranking these things out, better and better at scanning a room or a page and isolating the appropriate things to hate. I was eager for it to be tomorrow already, so I could sit down at my desk and start racing through the day again. I wondered if the finance guy would read the post and recognize himself. He’d thought he’d just been hitting on some ordinary girl! He’d been such an idiot.


Joseph’s band had been scheduled to be the first band on a bill of seven, kicking off a show that was meant to start at ten, and when I walked in I thought I might have missed them. There was a counter on one side of the room, and the rest of the space was full of old schoolroom desks, sprung couches, and folding chairs. Dog-eared paperbacks and toys cluttered the room and lined the walls; the eyes of dirty teddy bears stared from the ceiling, from which the bears hung suspended. Everywhere there were sweaty young people. It was hard to get out of the habit of scanning a room for things to hate. I rolled up the sleeves of my black dress to make sure that at least a shadowy edge of tattoo showed, feeling stupid for doing this but doing it anyway. I didn’t know anyone here. When I’d walked into the book party, seven or eight faces had looked immediately familiar. I scanned the crowd for Joseph.


He was easy to spot with his shaved head and tall, broad-shouldered frame and thick glasses, which is not to say that there weren’t several men in the room with an almost identical look. Joseph sometimes referred to Williamsburg as “the hall of mirrors.” But he was the tallest and, in my eyes, the most attractive of the cadre of doppel-hipsters. I reached up to brush my lips against his scruffy cheek, but he was distracted, nervous about playing. I asked him when he thought the band would go on, and he said he didn’t know. I wished him luck and wandered off toward the bar-counter, where I ordered a hot cider, unspiked because I lived in terror of waking up too hungover to file my first post by nine. He went over to sit with the other members of his band, their heads conspirational and close as they hunched over their beer cans.


A band that wasn’t Joseph’s went on, filling the room with highly amplified electro-acoustic noise. The band members punched buttons on machines and manipulated pedals to make high-pitched whines and repetitive beeping loops, which was even less fun to watch than it was to listen to. Regular attendance at this kind of show had long been an occupational hazard of being Joseph’s girlfriend. I did think he was inventive and talented, but sometimes when I listened to his band or a band like it noodle into another extended car-alarmish solo, I’d find myself thinking about how unfair it was that, even though thousands of people read Gawker, Joseph refused ever to be one of them. He thought the site was shallow and vile.


It was eleven, and then it was midnight, and still Joseph’s band showed no sign of being about to go on. I was so bored that I was flipping pages in a faded paperback that I’d found in one of the piles, squinting to see by the greenish-yellow stage light, when Joseph found me and told me that the bill’s order had been reversed: his band was now headlining. They would play last. He was still nervous, but I could also tell that he was proud, and happy, and excited. I sighed, exasperated, and told him I was leaving. “You’re what?”


“I’m leaving!”


He couldn’t hear me over the squawking, so we headed outside. I explained that I had to get up for work in less than six hours, that I wanted to see him play, but that I was tired and couldn’t imagine sitting through much more. He listened patiently and when I was done he got out his phone and called a car service, and then he stood and waited with me for the car to come. I kissed him good-bye. I couldn’t tell whether he was mad, but right then I was too tired to care.


It would be another half a year or so before Joseph and I broke up, but when we did I kept thinking back to that night, I think because everything that happened between us after it was epilogue. The moment I got into that car, we were done. I should have stayed, of course, and seen him play. But—and this isn’t the cop-out thing people always say to excuse their mistakes about how all their experiences have made them who they are and so they have no regrets—I don’t know that I would stay, if I could choose, now, to have done so.


I can look back and recognize the things I’ve done and said that were wrong: unethical, gratuitously hurtful, golden-rule-breaking, et cetera. Sometimes the wrongness was even clear at the time, though not as clear as it is now. But I did these things because I felt the pull of a trajectory, a sense of experience piling up the way it does as you turn the pages of a novel. I would be lying if I said I was a different person now. I am the same person. I would do it all again.
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Flower


The bulging plastic sheath of cookie dough was nestled obscenely in the cupholder of Phillip’s Honda Civic hatchback. I pulled off a chunk: it was still cold. It hadn’t been very long, maybe half an hour, since Jon Strass had taken it out of the fridge as we breezed through his empty-after-school house. This was just the kind of debonair playboy lifestyle Jon Strass led: he could come home, grab a tube of chocolate chip cookie dough from the fridge, and take it up to his room to eat with a spoon before (and even a little bit while) being deflowered by an older girl from swim team, then run off to play with his friends from the neighborhood, leaving the girl to find her own way home. You had to admire his chutzpah. Also: his centerfold torso, his dick through his Speedo. “You act like you’re fourteen years old, everything you say is so obnoxious funny true and mean,” I sang along to Liz Phair in Phillip’s car. The lyric made me think of Jon, not least because he actually was fourteen years old.


Well, I was only seventeen; it wasn’t like what I’d done was illegal. It was just wrong, and also it was crazy. “And not in that ‘Oooh, you’re so crazy!’ fun way,” Phillip said. “Like, in fact you are crazy.” He took his eyes off the road and leaned toward me. “Also, you are even more nuts if you think people aren’t going to find out about it. Luke is going to find out about it. Are you prepared for that to happen?”


“Okay, thank you for coming to pick me up,” I said, and turned to stare out the window. We were driving past our high school. On the outside it was all brand-new featureless red brick, like a prison or a mall. On the inside it was more like a mall, with three tiers built overlooking a big main-drag stretch of hallway. Three thousand people went to school there with us. Phillip was right that some substantial percentage of them would eventually hear about what I had done. I was not into thinking about that right then. I beamed out at the blank walls of Montgomery Blair and sang to them, with Liz, about wanting someone’s dick “jamming slamming ramming in me.”


Phillip sang along too. Phillip would have fucked Jon Strass in a heartbeat. We looked at each other and smiled. “So,” he said. “Come on, tell me, I know you want to.”


“Hmm?”


“Ha, come on. You know. How was it?”


I described the scene to Phillip the same way I would later describe it in my diary, the same way I described it to myself in my head while it was happening, with florid details and thoughts and feelings cribbed from song lyrics or movie sex scenes. In real time, I mostly only thought about how the Strasses’ house smelled. Four people lived there: Jon, his older brothers, and their mom. But her presence seemed incidental: the house looked like a fortress for teenage boys, or a shrine to them. Their sports laundry spilled from duffel bags in the hallways, full of the smell of detergent and their sweat. Overpowering this smell was the scent of pine, rising from the floorboards or from the crushed needles in the yard outside. It wasn’t artificial, like Pine-Sol or something: it was the smell of warm sap. It was almost disgustingly sexual. It was a too-symbolic detail, the kind this story is full of, starting with the tube of cookie dough.


Phillip and I spent a lot of time in his car. Sometimes we’d go into DC, to all-ages shows at the Black Cat or to this one café where we smoked cigarettes and ran into people Phillip somehow vaguely knew. Sometimes we’d just go to a particular Wendy’s on Rockville Pike whose drive-through window was open late. We were always a little disappointed to arrive at these destinations.


Phillip would pick me up—I had given up on getting my license after denting the minivan’s fender on a pylon during my third time failing the road test—and we would turn on the radio or a tape that we would sing along to, competing to drown each other out as we slipped across five lanes of deserted nighttime highway. We sang Bikini Kill and Sleater-Kinney and Stevie Nicks and Rainer Maria and the Rondelles and Tuscadero, but as senior year was drawing to a close, we more and more listened to Liz Phair, who knew how we felt, or told us how to feel if we didn’t know.


She knew what it was like to be frustrated about living with people you hated, what it was like to be pressured to perform, to impress. But most of all she knew how important sex was, how it felt to need it, how necessary and urgent a crush could feel. We’d known, of course, that people besides us felt these ways—we had read a lot of books and watched a lot of movies and TV shows. But most of the time the girls in these stories were trying to avoid sex and were loath to leave their parents’ protection. And if anyone in these stories was a boy who wanted to fuck other boys, he was usually a sidekick or a red herring, like that swing-dancing dude Cher tries to date in Clueless. Liz gave us permission to do stupid things and consider them adventures. She sang about trying to fix the car she’d totaled while high “with a rake for a crowbar” in a song called “Stuck on an Island.” You could make mistakes and grow up to consider them funny. You could be imperfect and obviously horny and you could sing wrong notes sometimes and you could still be, in your way, important. “Heal my disgust into fame and watch how fast they run to the flame,” went the end of the prayer—“Help Me Mary”—that was the second song on her first album. Liz’s prayer had worked for her. We sang along so loud. We hoped it would work for us, too.


The future was uncertain. My future was particularly uncertain. That winter we’d all gotten our thick and thin envelopes from different colleges and even Phillip, who got straight Ds in spite of and because of his unique ADD-addled brand of brilliance, had fared better than me. I had been sure that my sweet boyfriend Luke and I would end up together at the artsiest Ivy, since I’d spent four years engineering my transcripts and my life in that direction. But so had a lot of the other thousand people I was graduating with—we went to a magnet school full of groomed overachievers who larded their résumés with titles like “Assistant Treasurer of the Model UN.” Luke got into Brown early decision. I got into one school, a safety in Ohio that I hadn’t even bothered to visit before deciding to apply.


The fact that this was the worst thing that had ever happened to me says a lot about how smooth-edged my life had been up until this point. I’d thought that I was smart, that it was my smartness that made me exceptional. Now I had to adjust my thinking in one of two ways.


1. I wasn’t smart, but something else made me exceptional.
2. I was neither smart nor exceptional.


Option 3, a Zen combination of “college admissions are not the ultimate referendum on your worth as a human being” and “everybody is smart in different ways,” didn’t occur to me until years later.


This is all by way of explaining that I was in a weird place that spring. I’d tried so hard to be good. I’d seen that being good was ineffective, at best. And also, every single thing happening in my brain and body was about sex and the complicated constellation of gratification feelings clustered around sex that, because I was a girl, I had taught myself to call “love.”


Luke and I had mutually lost our virginity in a deliberate, ceremonial way just after my sixteenth birthday, and since then we’d had sex exactly thirteen times. I romanticized everything we did to each other in my diary, fluffing it and surrounding it with semi-plagiarized curlicues. But at swim practice, four days after receiving the last of my thin envelopes (wait-listed by Sarah Lawrence, which had accepted Phillip), I was letting myself think qualitatively about our sex life.
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