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To all those who live their lives full of lobster moments
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Prologue

The Lobster

A wise-looking rabbi named Dr. Abraham Twerski gazes into the camera, his long white beard giving him an extra air of importance against the black backdrop as he explains the anatomy of a lobster.

The rabbi begins his online sermon with a description: a soft mushy animal living inside a hard shell. At first it’s comfortable there, but that rigid shell can’t expand. The lobster feels pressure and discomfort as it grows larger, and the shell becomes tight and confining. Eventually, he explains, the lobster hides somewhere safe while it casts off the old shell and grows a new one.

It’s important to note, he continues, that the lobster is incredibly vulnerable in this moment of growth, as it hides under a rock formation, protecting itself from predatory fish and other creatures of the sea. But the discomfort is well worth it. Stress may begin the process, but by the end, the lobster has a new shell that fits.

Of course, the lobster continues to grow, and eventually the new shell becomes confining, and the lobster must repeat the process.

The only way for the lobster to grow is to feel the discomfort, stress, and vulnerability that come along with shedding its shell, to grow a new one. Over and over again . . .





Chapter 1

Showtime

Ma’am, are you okay?”

The cop had pulled over and his partner rolled down the window.

Maybe it was my heels. I must have been wobbling as I walked across Second Avenue. At five-five, I’m committed to wearing at least four inches, but that doesn’t mean I do it gracefully.

The streets, which were usually filled with herds of NYU students bouncing between East Village bars, were now empty.

I glanced at my iPhone as the driver of the police car cut the engine.

It was 4:03 A.M. on August 18, 2008. My twenty-third birthday.

I adjusted my white-collared button-up that I’d deemed appropriate attire for anything professional and gave my best smile to the baby-faced cop and his older partner.

“Oh yeah, I’m totally fine!”

I was far too enthusiastic for this time of day. My body vibrated with the kind of energy you have before the years tick by and the circles under your eyes deserve their own nicknames. The kind of enthusiasm the policemen would surely deem a cover-up for a twenty-three-year-old trying to appear sober.

“It’s a bit early to be walking here,” he said. “This isn’t a safe area for a woman alone, this time of the morning. Do you need a ride?”

I wasn’t sure how true that was. The East Village seemed like a pretty safe place, even at 4:00 A.M. A part of me doubted whether I would’ve found myself in this same scenario had I not been a young white woman, making her way to work. I hesitated. Should I ride in the back of a cop car or wait for the subway?

After a bit of mental calculus, balancing the subway or a free ride, I climbed into the back seat.

“Fifty-Eighth and Eighth,” I called.

“So, where’re you headed this early?” the younger cop said, looking in the rearview mirror.

“It’s my first day on the job.” I paused. “At CNN.” It was the first time I’d said it. I let the words linger in the air.

“Fancy!” the older cop barked, winking, then taking a swig of coffee.

I grinned. I didn’t tell him it was a tentative position as a freelance news assistant. And I certainly didn’t tell him that my biggest accomplishment so far as a budding journalist had been getting a toe in the door. It involved every skill I had—tenacity without being annoying, creativity, and above all, scrappiness. I’d been working toward this moment for a decade.

As the police car came to a stop, I thanked the officers and exited to a lightening sky. The sun had yet to rise on the postcard view of Central Park; the streetlights danced across the buildings. It wouldn’t be long until the scent of vendors selling honey-roasted nuts and coffee for morning commuters filled the air. I took in a deep breath and looked around at the quiet streets, listening to the yellow taxis cruise by. As I walked through the revolving doors of 1 Time Warner Center, I felt like I was walking onto a movie set, complete with opening credits to my own life.

Inside the building, everything was dark and marble, and in the early hours, completely silent, apart from the clicking heels of rushed producers making coffee runs before the morning shows began, entering and exiting seamlessly with electronic badges. The security guards sat in an authoritative row near the doors and one of them noticed me stalling near the turnstile.

“Miss?” he said, looking over, his eyebrow raised, his demeanor questioning how I’d made it into the building.

“It’s my first day!” I said with unchecked enthusiasm.

He grunted and pointed me to another guard, who ushered me to the seventh floor. There, yet another guard who didn’t share my enthusiasm took a snapshot of me smiling too widely, adjusting my collar in time for the flash.

Then I was shuttled back down the elevator to the fourth floor, where dozens of desks dotted the open newsroom, cameras stretching their necks like giraffes hovering over the jungle of tangled monitors and blinking screens. Day or night, the newsroom was a labyrinth of incoming feeds, lights from the control rooms flashing on and off. Edit bays, where TV segments were cut to be later aired on shows like Anderson Cooper 360°, lined the hallways.

I’d spent the last week researching the producers I’d be working for, the ones who’d reported on 9/11. They were the hard-nosed journalists who ran toward the buildings, risking their lives to relay the news, documenting the horror of that day almost seven years ago. I had scrolled through YouTube videos, listening to their voices stating the facts. I studied their names, pressing pause and play over and over again. They were the real deal, and I was entering their bullpen. I’d be training under the best.

I took a seat and waited with a handful of other freshly minted news assistants. Despite my excitement, I knew where we stood. We were freelancers, entry-level nobodies with a one-year trial period to impress the right people, or else get out. I knew I’d have to find a way to make myself stand out in a sea of ambitious journalism hopefuls who’d made it this far. With relentless work, the right advocates, and perfect timing, I’d have a shot at a full-time position.

As the others exchanged tips and small talk, I sat silently, watching as producers stalked in and out of the newsroom, reporters marched around in their heels, and desk managers barked orders into their phones. I felt both terrified and like the luckiest person in the world.




Chapter 2

Wrecking Ball

My path to the newsroom started in middle school, the awkward and uncomfortable years when we have yet to settle into ourselves—the years we’re told we’ll grow out of. I was a pudgy preteen in an oversize flannel sweatshirt draped over khaki pants—the ones big enough to hide my discomfort in my own body, and the insecurity that came along with that.

It was a bright autumn morning when my mother sat my brother and me down on the pinstripe couch and told us that our father didn’t love her anymore. She closed the curtains, and a new era began. It was painful, and I struggled to adjust to the unsteady new family dynamic, one where my father was no longer an everyday part of my life and my mother was grappling with a broken heart and the anger that now filled our home. Our gray wooden house at the top of a long driveway in the leafy suburbs of Atlanta had a shadow cast on it. I retreated into my journals, where I wrote about the battles happening under our roof, stories about strangers, and suburban observations. I poured myself into the act of writing, filling worn notebooks with song lyrics that resonated with the isolation I felt. I held tightly to my friends’ families, to their warmly lit homes full of laughter and home-cooked meals.

In the meantime, my mother tried to comfort us by taking us to a suburban mecca: McDonald’s.

We went at least once a week, my mother trying to help us feel normal, to give us something to look forward to. During this time, McDonald’s introduced a new promotion: if you supersized your order, you could play Monopoly. Dutifully, we supersized our fries and sodas, peeling off the thumbnail-size playing pieces, hoping to win a prize or get a monopoly. As in the real game of Monopoly, everyone wanted Boardwalk. It was the most expensive property, and if you got that royal-blue tab, you could win a million dollars.

Within a year, I’d gained fifteen pounds and was one card away from a million dollars. All I needed was Boardwalk. The quest became my escape from reality—from the snobby suburbs of Atlanta, the divorce, the pain, and the overwhelming desire to fit into a world that seemed carved out for other people.

Perhaps if we had a million dollars, my mother wouldn’t worry about our shifting financial reality. If we were to achieve Boardwalk, the cruel middle schoolers on the bus, whose mothers refused to accept mine into their stifling circles, whose worst weapons weren’t their sharp words but their general disinterest, would pay attention to me. If we won the game, maybe my father would call more frequently.

I was a “good girl,” not by choice, but by instinct. Instead of staying out past curfew and dabbling in mischief, I felt a responsibility to be my mother’s “plus one,” to stay by her side and take on an adult role that included emotional support. My father, despite being a well-loved doctor, bristled at my anger. His new home was on the other side of town, but it felt like the other side of the country. Our family collectively ached, all of us unable to fully process the pain, manifesting in choose-your-own-adventure coping mechanisms, most of them unhealthy: Class photos with tack holes stabbed through the eyes. Doors slammed, and fingers and hearts broken. Our house, once filled with nightly piano recitals and spaghetti and meatball dinners, was paralyzed with anger.

I remembered my parents touching only once, years before. I’d held it with me, playing it over in my head like a song on repeat. My mother and father were driving me and a friend to the movie theater. We sat in the back of our white minivan, chattering as the car filled with music. Frank Sinatra’s “The Way You Look Tonight” began playing. My father looked over at my mother, his mouth creeping into a warm smile, and placed his arm around her shoulders. When she beamed back at him, I knew this was their song.

Now the music was replaced with muffled rage. As chaos swirled around me, I felt invisible. But I always held on to the hope of something better—of Boardwalk. Something better was just one meal away. Somewhere around the corner “spectacular” existed. A life where tight-knit communities in the beautiful green suburbs were nonjudgmental of broken families, where holiday dinners had five types of pie and heaps of laughter, where I wasn’t numb, and scared, and invisible—where anything was possible.

I cried myself to sleep when my brother went to boarding school, far from our chaotic home. I dug half-moons into my palms when I transferred to a new school in hopes of branching out from Holy Innocents’ Episcopal School, a southern, conservative high school where I was one of the only Jewish girls. No matter how much I had tried to fit in, I stuck out; I didn’t have blond hair or blue eyes or parents who owned part of the Coca-Cola empire. When one of the boys told me I was going to hell because I didn’t believe in Jesus, I laughed reflexively and shrugged, wondering if there would ever be a place where I didn’t have to try so hard to laugh off the feeling of being an “other.” I was uncomfortable in my own skin, in my tiger-striped retainer and frizzy hair that wouldn’t stay behind my ears.

But transferring to a new school, I felt even more invisible than I had before. The “nice Jewish girls” my mother told me about avoided eye contact. Our imperfect family wasn’t warmly welcomed in those circles.

Within a year, I transferred back to my old school, this time making my own space. Instead of attending tailgate parties, I listened to ska bands and drove myself to the Roxy Theatre in Buckhead, a short drive from my home. There, I’d watch string-cheese-thin musicians drape themselves over guitars and sing stories about another world. CDs by Reel Big Fish, RX Bandits, and Something Corporate were strewn about my used white Ford Explorer. I’d blast “Punk Rock Princess,” windows down. In reality, I was far from punk rock, and even further from a princess.

At sixteen I became managing editor of the student newspaper. I had opinions on everything and penned op-eds on why gay people should marry and a particularly blistering piece on the insensitivity of the county fair’s bouncy slide, which was in the shape of the Titanic. But I spent most of my time writing a column called “Spotlight,” where I had the opportunity to profile whoever I wanted. Being one of the least athletic students no matter the sport, I came to know the sidelines. So instead of writing profiles of the sports stars, I interviewed those behind the scenes.

Coach Red, the track coach who was well into his eighties, was tall and had kind eyes. It had been many decades since he’d run a lap and the other kids laughed when he tried directing sprints. During our interview, we sat atop the mats in the corner of the gym, and I asked him questions that I’d scrawled out in my notebook. He lit up when he discussed meeting his wife decades before and fighting in World War II. It was the first time I experienced the “light bulb moment” in an interview: that moment when the curtain falls and reveals something about a person that changes your point of view. As we were nearing the end of our interview, he opened up about his struggle with Parkinson’s disease. Under the lights of the basketball court, he started crying. He talked about living the rest of his life knowing what it would be like to die soon. The man people snickered at as he moved slowly, directing runners like a sleepy cop at a traffic stop, was gone. In front of me was an inspiring human who’d fought a war, found love, and was now beginning a new battle, staring at his mortality. The conversation was raw, it was real. His words were the most meaningful thing anyone had ever said to me.

So what if I can’t run a lap? I want to tell these kinds of stories for the rest of my life. And so, for the last two years of high school, I used my newspaper real estate to profile other castoffs, including Annabelle, the ancient library lady who definitely had biblical secrets, and my own grandpa, also a war hero, who was one of the first doctors to desegregate waiting rooms in the South. I dubbed these profiles “corner stories,” and through them, I found a sense of belonging, a solace in other people’s inability to fit into the norm.

After graduation, I couldn’t wait to reboot my life at the University of Michigan, in a prestigious program for wannabe writers like myself. Most people from my high school stayed nearby, attending schools like Auburn, the University of Georgia, or Clemson. Yet despite the ongoing warnings about the frigid weather and gray skies, I knew one thing: I wanted distance. Every single college I had applied to was hundreds of miles away.

The summer before matriculating, I, like so many others, created my first Facebook profile. The company had just opened up its platform beyond the Ivy League schools to allow other college students to join, billing itself as an “online directory” connecting people through social networks. Signing on to Facebook—which had recently dropped the “the” from “The Facebook”—made me feel like a pioneer in a new digital era.

“I think you just add me?” my friend Jackie said excitedly as we huddled over her computer, duffle bags packed for our big exits.

We both now had a Facebook friend, each other, and we promised to stay connected as we went our separate ways.

After landing in Ann Arbor, my mother drove me to campus, where I found my dorm room and dropped my suitcase on a well-worn mattress. Before leaving, she wrapped her arms around me for a beat too long. “I love you, honey,” she said, before slipping out the door. For so long it had been the two of us, but today I was entering a new phase of adulting. Shrieks and laughter filled the hallway. Unbeknownst to me, the prestigious writing program I’d been accepted into had the college’s largest dorm rooms, a secret known to a subset of Long Islanders who’d applied to the program for its larger living quarters. Day one in Lloyd Hall, it was me and all the Long Island girls—some with big goals, all with big rooms. I was both thrilled and shocked. Here I went from being one of the only Jewish girls to looking similar to every other girl around me.

But even though I looked the part, I still didn’t fit in. The stick-straight hair, Ugg-boot, Hard Tail–legging uniform was a religion I had yet to learn. Gone were the shaggy-haired, door-holding boys from the South. The guys at U of M had spiky, gelled hair and came from wealthy, fast-talking enclaves. I’d entered a new world.

Desperate to find my place, I joined a sorority because, according to people who seemed to know more than I did, that was what out-of-state students did. But while I looked like the other girls in Kappa Alpha Theta, on the inside, I felt like the vintage E.T. doll I’d bought at a thrift shop in Ann Arbor. My stint at the sorority ended after I was scolded for not cheering loudly enough during a recruitment event. Looking around at my “sisters” clapping in unison, chanting “I just can’t get enough of Theta. Go, Theta!” I realized I’d reached my limit and resolved to find a home beyond Washtenaw Avenue.

During this time, I never stopped journaling. My habit of filling notebooks carried over to coffee shops in Ann Arbor. I found new corner stories and characters, like the elderly man with a long white beard who played harmonica in The Diag on campus. I dropped my green JanSport backpack next to him and listened to his music, channeling the story of a man who many thought was homeless but was actually a retired professor struggling to reconnect with his son.

Journaling was my main outlet for synthesizing my thoughts and feelings and developing an understanding of the world around me. It was my safe place, where I could write about whatever I wanted—not the five-paragraph essays one of my strict English teachers in high school had demanded. Other than my experience writing for Mrs. Klepper, who quickly became an advocate for me on the newspaper staff, writing in school was always a chore, not a channel for storytelling or creativity.

But in my writing programs in college, everything changed. An instructor introduced me to the work of Joan Didion, whose writing thrilled me. Didion’s sentences were long and descriptive. She captured people and ideas, and applied meaning to the everyday events that to many might seem mundane. I dog-eared pages of her books and essays: a bride in Vegas became a telling anecdote, loaded with meaning. There was something unique about Didion’s voice and the way she universalized her feelings. I was drawn to her honesty. I’d never been encouraged to write in such a conversational way. Didion was raw and intense. She was everything I feared: She didn’t play by the rules. She made her own. The writing program I was part of became an outlet for creativity, and a place where the flurries of sentences and observations I’d spent years piling into journals found a home. The more I became engulfed in stories, the more I knew I wanted to make them my career. I doubled down on any writing opportunity I could find and began volunteering at the college television station, writing segments for WOLV TV.

My junior year, I got my big break. I was introduced to an editor from Glamour through a college friend whose cousin was connected to the magazine. The editor offered me the opportunity of a lifetime: to go undercover to a “purity ball,” a ceremony where young girls sign purity pledges to their fathers, who become the “safekeepers” of their daughters’ virginity until it can be “given” to their husbands—all happening in my home state of Georgia.

I was thrilled. This was the ultimate corner story, and I was going undercover—with my dad. At the time, my father and I were barely speaking. Weeks before, he’d informed me that he was getting married to Harriet, his girlfriend, with whom I had no relationship. I swallowed my shock, choked out congratulations, and blurted out my question: Would he be willing to attend a purity ball with me?

Over the years, our relationship had gone from rocky to tumultuous, but he was genuinely happy to take part in building my career. It was my first foray into journalism beyond academia. And if I did well, it would open doors.

I returned to Atlanta and together we flew to Jekyll Island, Georgia, which, according to Google, is known for golf, faith, and sea turtles. I pushed away the discomfort that accompanied the only one-on-one time my father and I had had in over a decade and focused on the assignment. The idea behind the purity ball was fascinating . . . and weird. Girls as young as nine were signing pledges, declaring their fathers the safekeepers of their sexuality, with a backdrop of ballroom dancing and motivational speaking. At its core, the event was meant to highlight the importance of father-daughter relationships. How ironic, I thought, as I offered my dad a packet of airplane peanuts.

Within two hours, we were walking into the lobby of the convention center. My heart stumbled in my chest. We were surrounded by preteens in sparkling princess ball gowns, their hair wrapped in braids and crowned with tiaras. I tugged at my snug white dress. Damn, it was too formfitting. The fact that I even had a form meant I was one of the oldest attendees by far.

Dad adjusted his glasses and stood uneasily in the check-in line behind a cluster of girls with long white gloves stretched to their elbows, clutching their fathers’ hands. I crossed my arms and held my breath as a man asked for our last name.

“Segall,” my father said.

I clenched my teeth, convinced that the name alone would give me away—as it had in the many debutante balls, cotillion classes, and chapel events I’d attended in my youth.

The man found our name on the list.

“Head on in, sir,” he said with a thick southern accent, pointing my father to the open doors of the ballroom.

Level one. Pass, I told myself.

Dad and I moved past the ice sculptures and colored balloons, weaving through groups of girls in puffy dresses to our table, which was labeled with a large white card that read, “Gentleness.” At each of our seats, there was purity paperwork to fill out.

Dad reviewed the card in front of him—a father’s purity prayer that asked him to be a positive role model (fair request) and to protect my purity (hmm). I reviewed mine. Remain pure in all areas (I can’t swear to that). The pledge declared my dad the high priest of my sexuality.

Dad was a good sport. I watched, amused, as he was asked to join the “fathers circle” to recite the pledge prayer with the other men. A distant, analytical thinker, he stood and repeated a passage vowing to be my sole male relationship and the protector of my purity until marriage.

Then, standing with the girls, I dedicated my virginity and purity to my father until marriage. As I watched the girls reciting their pledges, I sensed the gravity of the promise, but there was no way that paperwork I would have signed as a ten-year-old could represent the twenty-one-year-old me. Especially when it pertained to something as personal and evolving as my sexuality.

I couldn’t wait to write about it. When I returned to the University of Michigan, I composed a long piece about the implications of young women signing away their sexuality before even knowing what it was. It was thoughtful and nuanced—my first think piece. When I sent it to the editor at Glamour, I truly believed this was my big break.

And so began my worst nightmare.

It was a typically gray Ann Arbor afternoon when I walked into Amer’s Deli and my flip phone rang. It was the editor from Glamour. She cut straight to it:

“Laurie, quick question. Are you a virgin?”

I racked my brain as I ducked behind a shelf of Utz potato chips. While it might seem like I had nothing in common with a pack of purity-ball pledgers, I, too, was a virgin. But nowhere in my essay did I happen to mention that I’d never had a boyfriend, or that I had trouble with basic male interaction. A part of me still felt like the awkward middle schooler searching for a seat on the bus. I’d had a slow start, and then struggled to catch up. It seemed like I was the only one left who hadn’t had the full sexual experience, but the more I watched the gelled-haired guys at U of M, the less rushed I felt to experience it. So I’d resigned myself to waiting until I found the right person.

“I mean, it’s not like I’m waiting because of a pledge,” I began rambling to my editor, who I imagined was perched in a gleaming office with soaring views of Central Park. “I just didn’t fit in at my high school, and the guys in my dorm spend more time on their hair than I do . . . It’s too late to lose my virginity casually, and besides, there are no viable options.”

The editor wasn’t listening. “We want this in first person,” she cut in. “More personal.”

I must have said something before I hung up. If I rewrote this piece the way the editor wanted, I’d never find a boyfriend.

I failed the test. No number of drafts could make me declare my virginity to the University of Michigan or, well, the entire country. But the piece wasn’t killed. Every draft returned felt less and less me, more simplified, less nuanced. The “think” aspect of the piece was slowly replaced with lines written by an increasingly frustrated editor. I knew I was inexperienced, so I picked my battles, afraid to speak up when asked to write certain sentences that I felt cheapened the event.

An early proof of the magazine arrived in the mail, and I tore through it to find my story. There was my byline, followed by a short piece written by someone else. In the first paragraph, it declared “At 21, I’m still a virgin” and went downhill from there, explaining how I’d “faced the regret of a meaningless hookup,” which, in all my awkward interactions with men, I hadn’t. Above the essay was the picture of me in the white dress, beaming next to my father, holding my signed purity pledge.

There was no doubt that after this got out, I’d be a virgin forever. I knew it would be catnip for the Ugg-boot brigade at Kappa Alpha Theta.

The timing of my nationwide humiliation worked out well. Thankfully, I had signed up for a study-abroad program in London and left the country just as the magazine hit the newsstands. Jennifer Connelly’s smiling face beamed from the cover, alongside a bold headline offering fifty shortcuts to a sexier body. Inside the dozens of editions lining the newsstands was my article, “I Crashed a Purity Ball.”

My virginity was everywhere; the article, which was supposed to be limited to the American edition of the magazine, soon appeared internationally as well, haunting me from my London flat. At twenty-one, I had an International Declaration of Virginity under my belt, along with an important realization: I didn’t want to work for a women’s magazine. I needed to get as far away from this experience as possible. Forcing myself to breathe, I challenged myself to find a summer internship at a news outlet as opposite to Glamour as possible. While I had a year until I graduated, it was common knowledge that a solid internship your junior year could lead to a job opportunity by graduation day. If I was going to accomplish my goal of breaking into the news industry, I had to intern at a company I wanted to work for after college.

I needed to get a job at CNN.

Over the next few months, from my twin bed in Paddington, I mastered the art of the cold call. I tracked down the head of CNN’s human resources and called her once, twice . . . many times. With each message, I toed the fine line between stalker and persistent. Somehow, I got the balance right and received a response.

My victory was quickly tempered by rejection. Lots of it. I was turned down for internships with Anderson Cooper’s team (my dream job); Glenn Beck’s show (in retrospect, maybe not the worst thing); and one or two other shows that no longer exist.

Eventually I landed at CNN International for a summer internship. There were two producers and a whip-smart correspondent with short hair and a warm smile. Her name was Maggie Lake, and all I wanted was to do great work for her.

On my first day as an intern, I walked around the cafeteria at lunchtime, tray in hand, contemplating where to sit. Since my unit was small, there were no other interns to befriend. The Anderson Cooper crew, on the other hand, immediately formed a clique. They had a certain aura, and in all fairness, if you were logging tape for the Silver Fox, you’d have pep in your step, too. The Anderson posse was led by a blond guy who looked like a Disney prince and wore a different patterned tie every day; he would later become an Instagram influencer. But this was years before Instagram even existed.

At a loss, I found a food station and stood in line to pay for an overcooked burger.

“How’s it going?” a middle-aged man asked, looking in what seemed to be my direction. He was a large guy in a striped polo shirt and wire-framed glasses. It took me a second to realize he was speaking to me.

“It’s my first day, so I’m just trying to get by,” I said with a candor that surprised me. But something about him was comfortable and inviting. I immediately trusted him.

I scanned the room. The Anderson clique huddled at a table with no empty seats. Should I sit alone? Was that sad?

“You’re in luck,” the man exclaimed, his vivid eyes lighting up behind the glasses. “It’s my first day, too! I’m Ross.”

An ally! I let out a sigh of relief. He invited me to sit with a group, and as we got closer, I realized they were older and shared the kind of ease that only comes from decades of working together. As soon as I sat down, it was clear that I’d joined a group of old-timers, Ross included.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “I’m not actually new here. I work in the edit bays, creating TV packages that air on prime time.”

I released my anxiety in a burst of laughter. He invited me to stop by, so in between live hits for Maggie Lake, I spent my free time in his edit bay, watching as he pieced together stories like puzzles—sound bites and images that turned into television. He showed me how hours of tape, scattered shots of anchors around the world, and images became three-minute pieces that landed on Anderson Cooper or Larry King Live. Ross worked in high-pressure situations, weaving images, words, and sound to create nightly mini masterpieces.

One day led to another, and before long I was spending more and more time with Ross. I found comfort in his edit bay; my conversations with him were the kind I could have had with my father, asking for career advice and opening up about my insecurities.

When I wasn’t in the edit bay with Ross, I was at on-site shoots assisting with interviews and providing backup for producers. Since Maggie’s team was so small, I got to do more than just log interviews, like the Anderson Cooper interns did. This was long before the days of automated transcripts, where services transcribed recorded interviews. Instead, interns listened to hours of taped interviews and logged every word for producers, so they could piece together news packages. The process was excruciating. An hour-long interview meant spending half a day, depending on how quickly your fingers moved across the keyboard, typing out every word the interviewee said.

My assignments sent me across the city and all around the building, and I took the opportunity to speak to everyone: producers who typed hurriedly into their phones as they waited in line at Starbucks on the tenth floor; associate producers who searched for footage at the tape library; and my favorite security guard, Gary. I became a frequent visitor to the control rooms, watching the operators behind the scenes. I befriended Roger, a welcoming camera operator in Studio 52. We discovered a shared love of Disney movies and show tunes, and he soon became my accomplice for impromptu karaoke sessions in his soundproof control room, where he’d pull up Little Mermaid karaoke on YouTube and give me teleprompting tips.

Every day I learned a different shortcut that opened another door and unearthed a new secret. For example, I quickly figured out the power of befriending the photojournalists responsible for shooting Maggie’s segments. Befriend the shooters, and the shoot would be much smoother. Interns who didn’t respect a shooter’s schedule and didn’t take time to organize productions correctly were in for a rude awakening. Crossing the photojournalists, many of whom had been at the network for ages, made life much harder for the interns trying to organize a shoot down the line.

After three months of absorbing every detail I could during my short stint, the internship ended. I stopped by Ross’s edit bay with a handwritten card, a hug, and one conclusion: I’d mop floors to stay in the newsroom.

Arriving back in Michigan after a semester in London and a summer in New York City, I wasn’t prepared to return to the college bars and sorority-lined streets. I was ready to move on from football games and tailgates, from frat parties and my small bubble, and into something bigger.

The following spring, after I’d graduated, Ross made a call to CNN’s breaking news desk and got me an interview with the managers of “the Desk.” In the thirty-minute phone interview, I spoke with two intimidating, no-nonsense voices on the other end of the line—managers Gene and Eden—who asked me basic questions about my internship and news knowledge. I couldn’t read the inflection in their voices as we ticked through the interview questions, and after what felt like an emotionless call, I hung up wondering whether our discussion had been wonderful, terrible, or somewhere in between. Miraculously, I received news a couple days later: it had gone well. I was in—kind of. My official title was “freelance news assistant,” and the job description was to roll prompters for anchors, mic up guests, make calls to investigate breaking news stories, and help producers in a time crunch get news on-air quickly and create television packages for the shows. Hours varied: 6:00 A.M. to 2:00 P.M., 11:00 A.M. to 7:00 P.M., or 3:00 P.M. to 11:00 P.M.

With a few weeks’ notice, I moved to a shared three-bedroom apartment in a five-floor walk-up in the East Village. My neighbor Mario, who dressed in long gowns and sometimes called himself Maria, sang beautiful opera ballads at all hours. Directly underneath my bedroom, a local bar called Bua, run by Irish bartenders, offered drink specials to residents; it soon became a place to call home.

But under no circumstances could I get too comfortable. My job at CNN would last only one year before my freelance hours ran out. After that, the network couldn’t legally keep me any longer without offering me a full-time position with health insurance. I had less than twelve months to charm someone into hiring me as a full-time employee.





Chapter 3

The Bullpen

My first days as a news assistant were a whirlwind of notetaking and survival. I was only a floor below Maggie’s small unit, but I was far from the cocoon of my summer internship. Now I was in the bullpen, where assignment editors barked hard-to-grasp orders that I’d scribble into my reporter’s notebook before fully understanding their meaning.

“Segall! We need you to ingest tape on seven for Berke, and then log the interview for seven P.M. Let us know when you’re done. Tapes Desk.”

Oh my god. Was that even English?

“Yes! Of course!” I’d say, grabbing a pen and praying that another, more senior assistant would help me translate.

The other assistants proved either helpful or harmful, with little in between. Within days, I’d identified the ones who were willing to help, and the ones who were happy to watch me fail miserably. The helpful ones recited control room numbers, gossiped about the producers, and relayed teleprompting-nightmare stories.

“I remember when the teleprompter crashed when I was prompting for Campbell Brown,” a news assistant named Erin recalled, her eyes growing wide. “The whole control room stood up and screamed at me, ‘PROMPTER!’”

“They didn’t call you by your name?” I asked, slightly horrified.

“Oh no. When you teleprompt, you are nameless. And never correct them,” she responded, referring to the producers who sat side by side in the control room orchestrating the show from what felt like a spaceship command center.

I nodded knowingly. The “prompter” position was low on the totem pole, but important. You were in charge of manually scrolling words on-screen, which the anchor read live on-air. Mess it up, and you made a room full of enemies, including the anchor. Maybe it wasn’t a bad thing that we weren’t referred to by name.

Erin laughed as she recalled “the incident,” but it was clear she was still traumatized. “I’m pretty sure someone almost threw something at me,” she said with forced cheer. “I nearly quit that day.”

I had yet to learn how to teleprompt, but I was already having heart palpitations.

“That sounds like a nightmare.”

“Oh, you haven’t prompted for Sandra yet,” she replied. “Just make sure you don’t make eye contact.”

“Seriously?”

“No joke.”

Beware of Sandra, I scribbled into my notebook.

Day three in the bullpen, I met Deb.

“‘Kids’?” I asked, referencing one of my favorite MGMT songs.

“Yep,” she said, unimpressed by my ability to identify the music blaring from her headphones.

“Me too,” I said, plopping my iPod in front of her.

She may have been disinterested, but it was 6:00 A.M., and we were the only news assistants on the shift. Within hours, other news assistants would arrive to join us in the bullpen, but for the time being, her options for human contact were slim.

As we awaited our assignments, we learned that we had both graduated from the University of Michigan and neither of us had felt like we belonged there. While I’d been a woefully miscast sorority sister—a southerner who’d landed in a sea of gelled hair and gossip—at five-ten, with long, bushy dark brown hair tamed by keratin treatments, Deb resembled a “nice Jewish girl” who’d fit seamlessly into the sorority parties I’d come to know (and fear) during my Lloyd Hall days. But she was different: she had no ability to “play the game.” She was terrible at small talk and couldn’t be bothered to have the types of conversations that occurred over jungle juice in sticky frat houses.

Deb grew up in Tenafly, New Jersey, in a suburb filled with gossip and expectations set by the Jewish mothers at the car pool, and had felt a similar sense of isolation at the University of Michigan.

“Segall, get the guest from security and bring them to Studio 53 for their segment,” an assignment editor barked midday as the newsroom awoke to phones ringing like alarm bells and producers shouting updates over their computers.

“Okay!” I said enthusiastically. I looked around; most of the other news assistants had disappeared.

“That guest is a nightmare. He made Sarah cry once. Also . . . he’s creepy,” Deb whispered. “Next time he’s on the schedule, you have to disappear around his arrival time, for self-preservation.”

“Is that why everyone’s missing?” I said, looking at the empty desks.

“Yep. Oh, and make sure Esther likes you,” she said, referring to the bureau’s business manager in charge of all the news assistants’ schedules. “The more she likes you, the more hours she’ll give you.”

Deb quickly became my whisperer, looking out for me when no one else would. We were both extremely independent, convinced marriage would be a tough sell, and had a fear of societal norms: baby showers, registries where people sought expensive silverware, and growing up in general. We had an easier time talking to people struggling with loss than those who were defined by gains. We were both disorganized, ambitious, and empathetic. We were perfect allies for the newsroom, and even better candidates for best friends.

Over the next days, I started to notice her habit of tugging on a strand of her hair. In the background of no-nonsense news commentator Jack Cafferty’s live shot, I could spot her on-screen, one of the people dotting the newsroom chairs, yanking at the same strand for hours, waiting for her next assignment.

After one of Cafferty’s viewers called in to complain about “distracting people in the backdrop,” one of the newsroom executives immediately called Deb into his office to lecture her. When she exited his office, I could see her blinking back tears. I caught her eye and gave her a reassuring smile, offering up as much news-assistant solidarity as a facial expression would allow.

“Should we grab a drink later to celebrate the most interesting thing to happen on Cafferty’s show?” I whispered to her as she walked by. She gave me a grateful glance.

In reality, it was anxiety that kept her tugging on that same strand of hair. She didn’t have to tell me—anxiety was like our secret handshake. I understood the feeling so well. Sometimes I watched people having conversations, feeling like I was in a movie, or was a ghost, watching from afar. I circled phrases in my head, wondering what to say, how to partake, what people were actually thinking. I overanalyzed every interaction, which was exhausting. Alcohol helped, until it did the opposite. I was nervous and restless, and so was Deb. But the moment we found each other, it felt like a deep exhalation.

Deb was one of the most thoughtful people I’d ever met, and I soon learned that she was also an incredible photographer. She took portraits of people—strangers on the subway, elderly women in parks, pedestrians on the street. We walked from the Time Warner Center down to Forty-Second Street, the flashing neon billboards blinking as throngs of tourists snapped photos with a life-size Batman and Minnie Mouse. Deb wanted to get a picture of Elmo, without the mask.

“Good luck,” I said, as we approached. But within a couple of minutes, Deb, who spoke fluent Spanish, was deep in conversation with Elmo from Peru. He lifted his mask, revealing an elderly man with deep-set eyes and worn, leathery skin. She snapped a photo, and he immediately replaced his mask.

When Deb took photos, her subjects didn’t look better or worse; they looked like their true selves. She captured everything about them—years of pain, a crossroads, an unseen love story. But as extraordinary as Deb was at pointing and shooting, she was that bad at faking it and schmoozing. Smiling at unreasonable bosses and reporters with hair-spray helmets, navigating tricky newsroom politics—those were my abilities. I’d spent years feeling like I didn’t fit in at my conservative Christian school, and then felt like an outsider all over again in college. But the feeling that I fit nowhere gave me the ability to fit anywhere. Like a chameleon, I could read the newsroom and shift colors and tones, depending on the executive, the reporter, or the scenario I encountered. A child of a messy divorce, I was used to standing back and watching the plot unfold, to understanding the subtext of conversations and what people really meant to say. I’d spent my childhood pushing for recognition in a home that didn’t leave much room for it, so I knew how to ask the right questions to help someone feel seen and make them feel special.

Deb, on the other hand, was creative and introspective, and interpreted the world through the camera’s lens.

One morning, she sat slumped over the news desk, particularly quiet.

“All okay?” I asked, trying to toe the line between prying and concerned.

“I’m fine. I get like this. I have for my whole life,” she said, waving a hand.

“Have you ever tried antidepressants?” I asked, going out on a limb. “I used them in college.”

She studied me, unsure of what to make of the comment.

Sensing her pain, her dislocation, I invited her over to my place.

That weekend we climbed the five flights to my East Village apartment, and then we went right back down to start the evening at Bua. We ended up barhopping around Lower Manhattan, the next morning waking up with hangovers and stories of strangers we’d befriended the night before. This became our routine, and the weeks passed in a blur. Late nights and early mornings in the newsroom, we bonded, scheming over stories we wanted to shoot, sipping Malbec (her) and gin and tonics (me) after hours. After years of struggling to find where I fit, I felt at home in the newsroom, spending booze-fueled evenings with Deb.

A month into my new gig, on September 29, 2008, I was sitting in the newsroom when it erupted.

“Get Ali on-air!” our bureau chief shouted from his glass office down the hall.

“He’s en route!” another producer called.

The Dow was plunging. One hundred points, two hundred points—it just kept dropping. CNN’s chief business correspondent, Ali Velshi, an animated bald man with black-rimmed glasses, ran to the camera propped in front of the newsroom desks and started giving live updates.

“Shock and panic on the trading floor!” he exclaimed. His voice grew louder, and he began waving his hands as the Dow continued to drop. Phones were ringing, emails dinging, with alerts including phrases like “historical losses” and “financial crisis.”

Suddenly we were in a full-blown recession. Overnight, jobs became scarce, and while I was in one of the most exciting seats in the world, I was stuck in a game of musical chairs; when the music stopped, either I’d get a job offer or I was out. Now more than ever, I felt the pressure to distinguish myself from the other minnows. Guest greeters. Tape loggers. Producer’s helpers. Occasionally we might get to write a wire. Six A.M. call times meant we saw each other hungover, and we bonded at strange hours against an intense backdrop only a newsroom could provide. But we all knew that only a few of us would survive. The only way for any of us to go from being a freelance news assistant to being a fully employed one was for someone to leave a full-time position. Uncertainty hung over the news desk, and people held on tightly to their jobs.

The nature of the job was sink or swim, and the tasks weren’t always glamorous. But no matter what the request, I smiled and reminded myself how lucky I was to be needed: “Segall, I need you to log two hours of the auto bailout.” “Segall, I need you to teleprompt at six A.M. for [insert everyone’s least favorite anchor’s name here].” But every so often, I got handed a big assignment that made it all worth it.

By March 2009, I was no longer a newbie news assistant. Over drinks, Deb and I had toasted the first wire I’d written for CNN.com, an article about how a small business was trying to make do in the global recession by opening up a topless coffee shop in Maine.

“I know what people want,” the shop’s owner had explained to me. “People like nudity, and coffee is profitable. Sure, I’d start a coffee shop, but I’d be out of work in a week.”

“To boobs and business!” Deb lifted her wineglass, and we clinked, toasting the article, my first time trending on CNN.com.

Later that month, I was in the middle of checking the guest list when my phone pinged. It was the desk manager calling me over.

“Segall,” he said with a smile. “Think you can handle the Madoff case?”

“Yes!” I practically screamed. “Whatever you need.”

Bernie Madoff had swindled the city’s finest out of millions in the largest Ponzi scheme in history. It was a New York–based story under a national spotlight. I might have been low on the totem pole in the newsroom, but I was about to win the gold medal of news assistant assignments.

“Go to the courtroom tomorrow first thing!” the desk manager called out. “Hold a spot for Allan Chernoff. Make sure he gets in and assist with everything breaking.”

At 4:00 A.M. the next morning, March 12, 2009, I made my way downtown to Pearl Street, which was already beginning to glisten with the blinking lights of cameras and satellite trucks. In the next hour, the street would continue to liven with media: ABC, CNN, NBC—everyone would be there. I battled dozens of other nobodies like me who were at the courthouse early to secure a spot in the courtroom for someone more important, who’d appear live with news of Madoff ’s fate as soon as it broke.

That was the easy part; then came the catch. The courtroom didn’t allow phones, so as soon as the news broke, Allan Chernoff would have to rush out and relay it to the cameras in an old-school game of Telephone. The only problem: there would be a slight delay from the time Allan left the courtroom to the time he’d be in front of CNN’s cameras. After all, he couldn’t teleport to our cameras with the news, and he couldn’t call the moment it would be announced, because he would be phoneless.

After locking down a spot for Allan, I had a thought: I won’t get a full-time position if I only play by the rules. I have to make myself more valuable than a placeholder. Once Allan had taken my spot in the courtroom, I found a spillover room with pay phones lining the corridor outside. With just the right amount of maneuvering, I realized that I could hear the speakers in the spillover room while picking up the pay phone outside. I could use the pay phone to call in the news in real time. This would mean we could get the news out faster than the other networks. An anchor live on-air could read the news in real time, giving Allan the opportunity to make his way out to the camera and share details about what it was like inside the courtroom. A brilliant plan! But it was a risk. I wasn’t sure if it was allowed. What if I was discovered and kicked out? I would probably be teleprompting for Helmet Hair or tape logging for the next few weeks, and I definitely wouldn’t secure a full-time position.

My head was spinning as I walked over to the pay phone. I’m really rolling the dice here, I thought, as I looked at everyone crowding inside the spillover room.

I waited, trying to focus on my breath and slow my pulse. Then it was time for Madoff to admit his crimes.

“I operated a Ponzi scheme,” I heard him say to the jam-packed courtroom. “I thought it would end quickly but it proved impossible.”

I dialed the news desk number that connected me to a line full of CNN news producers and writers and began relaying the information.

“I always knew this day would come,” he went on.

Then came his plea. He pleaded guilty to all eleven counts. As his words were delivered from the courtroom into the spillover room, I didn’t have any more time to think.  Here we go.

“Madoff pleads guilty to eleven counts,” I recounted in real time, my heart pounding as the desk manager on the other end repeated my updates.

My brilliant plan was working until I saw a security guard walking swiftly toward me. Please don’t let me be arrested before I get a full-time job, I prayed to the news gods.

Mind racing, I decided I’d rather be underestimated than penalized. As he approached, I greeted him like we were best friends, waving with an embarrassingly wide smile. And then I continued with my call.

“Yes, Mom, it’s historic! What an unbelievable day!” I exclaimed to the entire CNN news desk on the other end of the line.

The guard paused for a moment, perplexed.

There was silence on the line. A muffled confusion. A planning producer in Atlanta laughed.

The guard put his hand out for the receiver, but he didn’t arrest me. I hadn’t technically broken a law, and we got the news out fast. By the time I raced outside, Allan was staring straight into the camera, live on CNN, which had already reported the news: “Madoff pleads guilty to all eleven counts.”

By the time I returned to my East Village walk-up, the cool winter sun had set behind the fire escape of 126 St. Marks Place, and I was almost too tired to drag my body up the steps. My mind was still buzzing, but my legs had had enough. Flopping onto my twin-size daybed I’d proudly purchased from IKEA, the only one that would fit in my tiny brick corner room overlooking the always-awake street, my mind finally had time to process the day. Breaking news, I realized, was like a giant puzzle. Even if I didn’t know the answers, the key was to think quickly and confidently, and, no matter what, to avoid showing anyone that I was afraid.

Of course, I was constantly afraid. I was afraid that I wasn’t good enough. I wasn’t smart enough. I’d screw it all up. Only Deb knew my secret, because she shared it.

But despite the fear that failure was right around the corner, my survival instincts said keep going—just say yes, and figure out the rest later.

A month later, when the 2009 swine flu epidemic hit New York, a producer walked over to my desk. “Anderson Cooper needs to interview a child or family of a child with swine flu. Tonight. Find one.”

“Sure!” I said, and jotted down: Locate a child with swine flu to go live on Anderson.

The producer handed me a short list of names of known parents whose children had swine flu. Great! An easy start.

I made my first call and learned that Mrs. X had already been contacted by five assistants from other networks and papers—and she wasn’t interested. Apparently, every producer in every newsroom in Manhattan had the same list, and every parent had been dodging their phones, which had been ringing nonstop for days with requests to interview their children.

There had to be another way.

By late afternoon, my notebook was filled with ideas slashed through with giant X’s. None of the traditional avenues were panning out. With nothing left to lose, I decided to go to the one place no senior producer would think to go: Facebook.

At the time, Facebook was still a platform for millennials—young professionals, college kids, and high schoolers. Hoping none of the higher-ups would think I was screwing around in the middle of the news day, I began my deep dive. I noticed that a lot of the infected kids went to the same high school, and most of them had gone on the same spring break trip to Mexico. I sifted through their Facebook groups. There were groups devoted to high school basketball, last year’s prom, and, sure enough, a group devoted to the spring break trip in Mexico.

Should I join the group? Can’t hurt, I thought, adding a number of students as friends, and feeling relief that my lack of inhibition—the spirit that helped me befriend bodega clerks and the hipsters who ran the crepe joint on my block—was translating nicely to my day job.

It wasn’t long before I was messaging with a high schooler with the flu.

Hope you’re feeling ok, I typed, wondering what an appropriate opening line for a cold Facebook message to a stranger, inquiring whether he had swine flu, should entail. I decided on concerned but not overbearing, and used my youth to my advantage, cracking a couple jokes before convincing the recipient to put his mom on the phone, while I brought in our producer.

Within fifteen minutes, Mom and the producer had a talk, and hours later, Anderson was wearing a protective mask over his perfectly combed hair, in their backyard in Queens, interviewing the young man from afar.

As I watched the interview air on TV from my desk in the newsroom, I had two important thoughts: one, Anderson managed to look good even when covered in a protective tarp; and two, there was something noteworthy about my first real booking having occurred on Facebook.

From there, social media became my tool for investigation. When phones started ringing about reports of a plane going down in the Hudson River, I checked my Twitter feed and saw what would become one of those historical moments in the site’s history, a tweet by @jkrums: “There’s a plane in the Hudson.” Along with it was an image of people walking carefully on the plane’s wings to the lifeboat. A producer flagged the tweet to the newsroom, and others raced toward the Hudson to cover the story.

At the time, I was one of the few people in the newsroom with a Twitter account, having nabbed “LaurieSegallCNN” when I first started. I immediately messaged @jkrums, and we followed each other. Within minutes, I’d asked for his phone number and passed it on to our producers. It didn’t take long until he was live on-air, speaking about the iconic image he’d snapped and tweeted. It became a touchstone for breaking news.

That tweet represented so much of what I was learning: the power of technology to democratize information, to report, to communicate. Emerging platforms like Facebook and Twitter were beginning to break news, bolstered by the rise of smartphones and the fact that, increasingly, so many of us were carrying them. I had traded my BlackBerry for an iPhone when they debuted in 2007, and after Apple introduced the App Store, I watched as it became a canvas for creative ideas that could reach millions. I was intrigued; but in the newsroom, technology seemed more like a sideshow than the main event.

The hard-nosed journalists I worked for were focused on other things: the recession, President Barack Obama’s first year in office, the sudden death of Michael Jackson, and the balloon boy hoax.

I learned to negotiate interviews from Dara, a producer with a reputation for being kind to the news assistants.

“We’d love for you to come on and share your story,” she’d say to a mourning mother. “But I don’t want to force you to do something you’re not ready to do.” There was empathy in her tone. I knew she meant what she said.

Other producers taught me to triple-check my sources.

“How do you know he’s credible?” Alex, a producer who’d been a staple of the news desk for years, pushed me when I brought him a tip from a source. “We need more to go off of. Keep going.”

I learned to work quickly, but cleanly. I learned how to pick up the phone instead of relying on email; how to check the facts until I was certain without a doubt; how to pursue a story relentlessly and with integrity.

But my year at the Desk was coming to an end, and unless a position opened up, I’d be jobless, stuck with rent I couldn’t afford, my dreams of becoming a journalist crushed.

Then, in what appeared to be a bit of luck, the news desk announced a rare opening: they needed a Tapes Desk coordinator. The job was to take in all the incoming feeds, give them media source numbers to ingest into CNN’s system, and feed them out. I’d worked as hard as anyone and thought I had a good shot.

“I bring a creative approach to the news, and a young approach to a constantly changing industry,” I explained, listing my accomplishments to the executive grilling me.

It had been nearly a year
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