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YOU KNOW YOU LOVE ME




To Henry and Sassy,

XOXO
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INTRODUCTION: XOXO

Unlike Serena or Blair, I wasn’t the most popular girl in school. I mean, I wasn’t unpopular, but those “queen of the lunch table” vibes just weren’t me. I had friends, but they played sports and did activities and weren’t available from the hours of 3:00 p.m. and 5:30 p.m. on weekdays. Total losers, amirite? So I made new ones on my TV, which was not too far a journey from the books I absorbed myself in as a kid. My routine on school-day afternoons was as follows: get off the bus, drop everything in a pile on the floor—hopefully in my room but probably on the stair landing to give my family the right opportunity to trip on it (hi, Mom and Dad, sorry)—heat up a snack (shout-out to ham-and-cheese Hot Pockets, IYKYK), turn on the tube, and visit with my other people. You wouldn’t know them. They were older. I was more than likely too young to be hanging out with Donna, David, Brandon, Brenda, Kelly, Dylan, and their classmates, but I was hooked on Beverly Hills, 90210 before you could say, “Da na na na, da na na na, CLAP CLAP.” I may have turned on the TV in order to avoid algebra and calculus homework, because I got straight Cs in math no matter how hard I tried, but really, Beverly Hills, 90210 taught this once-sheltered kid from a New York City suburb a lot about the real-world situations she and her real-world friends would encounter later on.

I watched Brenda struggle with losing her virginity. I stressed about Emily slipping Brandon that U4EA drug. (Which—was that the gateway to the Zendaya-helmed HBO teen orgy, Euphoria?) I saw Donna grapple with recognizing and getting out of an abusive relationship. I cried when Kelly admitted the details of her rape, even though, looking back, I have a lot of feelings about sexual abuse and assault as depicted on screen, but we’ll get to that. I screamed when Dylan’s dad exploded (real fans know he didn’t die, but it was a shock anyway) and when Kelly got shot in the stomach and somehow developed amnesia. Beverly Hills, 90210 had rehabs and graduations and cheating and interventions and Luke Perry (RIP, king) quoting Lord Byron. And as a teenage girl, I ate that shit up.

Of course, after watching all of Beverly Hills, 90210 in syndication, I needed more. For me, Beverly Hills, 90210 was like a high school romance. You think that it’s the end-all, be-all, but in reality, you’ll break up in your first semester of college and eventually, you’ll meet someone else that’s more attuned to your interests and who you are as a person, and then you’ll be all “Oh, so this is what love is.” Luckily, the 2000s were the Renaissance of teen TV, with the WB (later to become The CW after combining with UPN), FOX, and more churning out shows with twenty-something actors playing high school teens. I may have ceased being a high school student in 2005, but that didn’t mean I stopped following the fictional ones. I voraciously consumed basically every teen drama at the time, meaning I was playing the field with The O.C., One Tree Hill, Felicity, Dawson’s Creek, Popular, Roswell, and Everwood, to name a few. I was just weighing my options. Seeing what else was out there. Lots of fish in the sea and all that.

And just like that, I fell in love. True love. Let’s set the scene: It was the fall of 2007 when I found myself studying abroad in London, the sole Long Islander and sole representative of my university. I picked up, traveled half a world away, and knew absolutely no one. To say I was initially homesick is an understatement. The fall of 2007 was also the time in which a little show called Gossip Girl debuted on The CW. I had caught the first few episodes while I was still stateside and vowed to continue my infatuation across the pond. Except the Wi-Fi at my university was so bad that it would just constantly drop (with no wired connection, thank you very much, which, don’t even get me started, is this a major city in 2007 or 1960?), leaving multiple LimeWire and iTunes downloads broken over and over and over again. But I knew that I needed to see Gossip Girl, so my roommate and I would force our computers to download every new Gossip Girl episode from iTunes every week. It didn’t matter how long it took. We. Would. Be. Watching. Everyone was talking about it at home! And we couldn’t be left behind for three months, lest the zeitgeist pass us by. Viewing was available only on a teeny and yet heavy Dell computer screen, but we’d pack our Oreos and milk and Cadbury Fruit & Nut bars and indulge in a little piece of the United States for an hour a week. I don’t know if it was because I very much saw myself as a Serena—because I was bottle blonde and a little boho in nature and she also favored faux-suede knee-high boots like the ones I kept buying at the Primark in Piccadilly Circus (hers were Chanel, of course)—or if it was because I understood the secret New York language Gossip Girl spoke so much that it felt like comfort food, a salve for homesickness, to watch these pretty rich kids with pretty rich problems. Gossip Girl was everything I loved about the teen television of yore, with enough modern sass and New York cool to make it my absolute new obsession.

While I was soaking up every bit of the episodes, I noticed that they—both the show and the vibes—felt extraordinarily different from those of predecessors like 90210 and Dawson’s Creek, for example, thanks to the rise of internet culture and social media. Yes, Virginia, there was a world before social media, and it was way different. Because of the wildfire word-of-mouth that came with a hot show like Gossip Girl, plus the powers of the fledgling internet before it became a hub for “bean soup” and misinformation, Gossip Girl’s cast of relatively unknown actors became instantly uber-famous overnight. They were everywhere! And suddenly, it was possible to know exactly where Blair Waldorf got her headbands and tights—the now-defunct, absolutely perfect department store Henri Bendel, BTW—and then possibly get them yourself. The rapid-fire pace of social media and the internet allowed for “Hey, did you see this new show?” and “OMG, what just happened?” and “What song is playing in this scene?” and “I have to find that shirt she’s wearing.” Fans like me could get instant results and spark instant conversation, and for the time, this was a new frontier. Gossip Girl was the show that launched thousands of Tumblr pages, millions of tweets, and dozens of LiveJournal mentions from people like me. There were all kinds of fan pages and Reddits and MySpace moments dedicated strictly to the fandom of Gossip Girl and whatever character each fan was “stanning” at that particular moment. The music. The clothes. The attractive actors. The must-see moments. None of it would have moved so far without the wild, wild west of the 2007 internet. The only show of that time that used the internet—games and tricks and landing pages and mysteries (but no social media)—to stir its fan base up was LOST, and the Dharma Initiative wasn’t nearly as sexy as Chace Crawford. Plus, Gossip Girl was on the internet and about the internet, whereas shows like LOST just used online supplemental content to keep fans engaged.

(What was Serena Van Der Woodsen if not the world’s very first influencer, BTW? She would have absolutely slayed selling on TikTok shop, don’t you think? She would never stoop so low as to shill for powdered greens online, but I do see Serena as one of those girlies that convinces you that a red-light therapy mask and the right workout set will change your life when it’s really generational wealth and good genes that make her who she is, like Lauren Santo Domingo, who I am obsessed with.)

The entire premise of Gossip Girl was built around an internet blogger (remember bloggers? We call them Substack writers now) who spied on the residents of the Upper East Side. While Beverly Hills, 90210 and other teen shows of the past inspired fashion, language, and trends in the culture at large, Gossip Girl did it with the accelerant of social media. And though it had an early primetime viewing slot on The CW, Gossip Girl pushed the envelope on what could be done on a network drama in terms of sex and drugs and teenage shenanigans. Spoiler alert: it did not make friends with critics and parents. And, reader, teens and adults alike loved that!

Gossip Girl made the viral marketability of a show a thing—Pretty Little Liars’ villain, A, could not have made it as far as they did without Gossip Girl first lurking in every Upper East Side corner. Shows like Pretty Little Liars and Euphoria became millennial and Gen-Z water-cooler talk (or is it just Stanley talk or something now in the 2020s?) because Serena and Blair did it first. Come to think of it, Gossip Girl had a disappointing reveal in its series finale (Dan was Gossip Girl, which, don’t worry, we will talk plenty about later) and then Pretty Little Liars did, too! That’s called precedent, people!

And it’s not like Gossip Girl is any less culturally significant today than it was in 2007. Why else would it have gotten a short-lived reboot on HBO Max? Why else would fans have gone feral when the show was taken off Netflix to start streaming on HBO Max only to go back to Netflix again due to popular demand and more streaming cash? A Gossip Girl meme even provided plenty of laughs and imagination even through the darkest days of the Covid-19 pandemic (Go Piss Girl!). Brightly colored tights and wide, prim headbands are a thing because Blair Waldorf put them in the fashion zeitgeist in the 2000s. (Well, costumer and fashion icon Eric Daman did, but we’ll get to that.) Though Gossip Girl certainly had its problems—there’s a distinct lack of diversity
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