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            Refusal

         
         I refuse to be good.

         
         This is a matter of survival, not inclination or mood. I refuse to be easy, and I refuse others’ preferences. I refuse to
            be amicable, and I refuse to appease. I refuse to go along, and I refuse to agree. I refuse to do what I was trained to do.
            Instead, I choose whatever lies beyond my social conditioning, even if I’m still looking for it, still spurring it into being.
            This is work of the mind, cerebral and tough; this is work of new language, new concepts, new intonations, and my thinking
            must expand to fit the scale of all existence. It is also body work, work that is nailed to my flesh. It is the gestating
            of new bones and anointing of muscle and fat. It is passing through the stomatous, black opening of my own cervix to the bright
            field waiting on the other side, in the wilderness. It is a lot to take on. But I welcome the challenge, and the mystery,
            and the darkness. It was in darkness that the universe was made; it is in darkness that each day is made new.
         

         
         I even welcome death. Not a death wish, not a yearning for the end of my life. But a death of the thing. That thing. That thing I must describe, somehow, to my daughter, digging and groping for ways to prepare her to meet an iniquitous and sinister
            world, without fouling her innocence. There is no language for it. Patriarchy points to it, sketching roughly what it feels
            like to be a woman in a world that hates women and that seeks to compress us into domestic and sexual service no matter what
            else we achieve or might want. But there is no word that viscerally sums up its cosmic scale, its shuddering reverberations,
            its microscopic slithering, that conveys the obliterating totality of living with it, and in it, and with it in you. There
            is no single word that comprehensively conveys the toll of being chased, one’s whole life, by that towering, unstoppable,
            spiny, screeching shadow, ominous like a sneaker wave—do not turn your back to the ocean—the nightmarish terror of its barbed, breathing, sentient presence gaining on you; you are never, ever out of its sight.
            The thing is an enclosure limiting the scope of your life, of how you can be seen and what you are permitted to see. The thing is a process: a hand around your neck, the grip so tight you feel your pulse beating against it; then loose enough, for a
            while, that you think, perhaps, it is finally gone. It isn’t. It is mummification while you’re alive, vocal cords snipped
            like a dog, like a bitch. It is a silencing. It’s getting punched and kicked and smacked but can’t you take a joke. It is
            being watched. It is getting screwed. It is fucking hot; it is thick and slim at the same time; it bounces, twerks, and grinds,
            and the men say daaaaamn!; it is never happier than when it’s posing for the calendar tacked above the urinal, bent forward, back arched, pulling down the strings of its bikini. Camera flash. It has mascara in its purse, and it practices winged eyeliner in the mirror, and it knows how to make sexy-sleepy-eyes at a guy when necessary but is not allowed to recount what it sees. It wears lip gloss and lip liner and lipstick and lip stain and lip oil but is not allowed to speak. It has legs for days, shaved and tanned and moisturized, but it isn’t allowed to flee. It washes and irons and fries and bleaches and wipes and sweeps and dusts and bakes and folds and cleans, but it is not allowed to build, or demolish. It is scared but is not at liberty to leave. It is angry but not allowed to fume. It is in mourning, but it’s too pretty not to smile. That’s the thing I want to die. There is no language for it. There is no word that sums up its scale. There is no one word for what you must endure and perform as a good woman, except womanhood.
         

         
         All my life I have tried to be a good woman. Before that, I tried to be a good girl. I have tried not to rock the boat. I
            have tried every way of accepting my fate. I have tried to accept what we are asked to sacrifice and become. I’ve tried, in
            other words, to capitulate to the thing, the unrelenting sweep of it, the rules and procedures of it, dancing across the stage
            while gagged and bound. I have tried to excel at the undertaking. To merge with it. To love it. To trust it. I wish I had
            refused, but I didn’t know I could. I wish I had refused, because compliance with the thing—with the process of living a good
            woman’s life—did not work, which is to say, compliance did not make me happy, or accepted, or whole. I am not the first woman to reach midlife and
            realize she was sold a bill of goods. To realize it was all a lie. A waste of my talent, my juice, my seeds, my time. To become
            alert to the startling fact that she has only a few decades left in which to experience undeniable freedom.
         

         
         No longer the maiden, not yet the crone; let me, in these thunderous middle years, root into refusal so that my failure to refuse doesn’t burden what’s left of my life, and so it doesn’t burden my daughter, my only offspring, my offshoot. Let me refuse the thing that hunts us. Let me turn my face from it like a headstrong child who will not eat what is offered. Turn my back like a willful teenager. We read these gestures as petulant, but that’s because we fail to consider that the refusal is not just a rejection of what is offered, but a turning toward something else, something better. Let me reclaim these gestures of refusal, repurpose them, imbue them with the grandeur of defiance, the thrill of noncompliance, and the steely spine of rejection not just as a matter of flighty, passing wishes but as a matter of politics, of life and death, of dignity and self-possession, of personhood. Let me be gutsy for whichever young women and girls are watching. I am not asking permission; I am summoning. 

         
         Let me rage, like a wildfire, like a wild party. I refuse to be good, but this is damn good anger. This anger is fine wine:
            better with age. Not to be wasted. Fit for special occasions. Fits of spectacular fury, nuclear emotion, a precise, clear
            blaze. Rage for the ages, collective rage that rocks tectonic plates and is the axis around which a new epoch spins. Epic
            rage. The kind a Greek goddess might sing about to open a poem, and I think she’d be thrilled to sing about a fellow woman,
            to leave needy, sulking, war-obsessed men seething in their tents and turn the full, staggering authority of her gaze and
            her emphasis to women at last.
         

         
         It is better late than never. Still, would that I had been armed long before now! Armed with language and art. Armed with
            the full scope of my intellect. Armed with the unsullied and unalloyed joy of my body and its senses. Armed with weapons.
            Would that someone had told me, When you see that thing, shoot to kill.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Mothers Superior

         
         Like you, maybe, I’ve wanted to believe. I’ve wanted to believe in God with the certainty of my Tía Bettie Jo, who, when my
            dad died, said of her brother, “He’s with Mom now, he’s okay,” her voice almost joyful. I’ve wanted to believe with the certainty
            of Nathan, a lover who said things like I’m not worried about it, God will guide me, offhandedly and with no hesitation, this extraordinary thought uttered as he did the most mundane things—shook hot sauce
            over a pile of fries or turned his baseball cap so it faced forward again. Or like my friend Maxine, who writes prayers in
            an embroidered journal, the kind that begin Dear God, her pen striding confidently over the page. They may be right to believe, rely, and trust. It was never so easy for me.
         

         
         The two people who first taught me about god—lowercase g: god as a concept, as a question, a possibility—were progressive and open-minded. First, my granddad, a minister who led the vibrant community at the First Unitarian Universalist Church of San Francisco for twenty years. I didn’t go to church often. Instead, I absorbed the Unitarian values and praxis through him reading me stories from different cultures and faiths, including ancient myths like Gilgamesh, and talking about them. Second, my mom, from whom I learned the skill of reverence. Reverence for the natural world, and for the astonishing things human beings can do through art and music. Instead of taking me to church, she would take me on sunset drives through the back shore, white clouds parting to unveil neon gold, peach, and blue, the bay water flecked with a glitter of light, Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” on the tape deck—and I’d think, with absolute clarity, Yes, in some form or another, God exists, and I am part of it all. In this setting, God was a series of searching conversations more than anything you could pinpoint; God was a flash of pastoral
            or artistic beauty.
         

         
         While these ecumenical, humanistic approaches to the divine felt right—I still believe God can be found in searching conversations
            and in beauty—they also felt insufficient. There were still the parts of me that wanted to sit in a church, partaking in ritual;
            that wanted to talk about God and to God without reservation; that felt uplifting chills listening to the poetry of Christmas
            carols; that read books about many faiths; that wiped away tears while listening to gospel music or even the churchy undergirding
            of Motown and R&B records. In other words, I still yearned for a more intimate bond with God than humanistic reverence could
            provide, but I could not open myself to it. Could not speak with or fall back on or praise God openly. Could not totally believe. Because something about it just didn’t feel true. Not in the sense of make-believe or the “magic sky fairy”—whether God is “real” doesn’t interest me that much as a question, because nobody knows and nobody can know. Atheists to priests, we’re all guessing. What didn’t feel true was the way God was being described to me. It was like looking at the blue sky and having everyone around me say, “What a wonderful red!” The dissonance was
            prohibitive.
         

         
         

         Things changed when I became a mother. It was then that I began to see the root problem with the descriptions of God I’d encountered
            in my Judeo-Christian culture: They described a father. The entire structure of God, as it was shown to me, was built around
            fatherhood. It was in nomenclature, i.e., the name we gave the divine. It was in imagery. It was in syntax. It was in prayers.
            It was in songs. It was in movies. Under this rubric, if I trust God as I would trust a father, if I believe that God’s paternal
            love is infallible and unconditional, total and always with me, I am believing in something that is contrary to what I’ve
            witnessed. It’s more than a leap of faith; it’s a suspension of all lived experience. Because the fathers I know often act in ways that make it nearly impossible for me to see fatherhood as a metaphor for or an example of the divine. First and foremost, they leave, or are technically present while also being largely absent. They can be absent physically, like my mom’s first husband, who packed his bags and left her with a one-year-old and a baby in the womb, and like my dad, who left when I was about two and retreated into a cave of messy, un-childproofed apartments and missed child-support payments and forgotten co-parenting schedules. Or they are absent emotionally; they are emotionally shut down, they do not (or cannot) express their feelings, they do not (or cannot) wade willingly into matters of the heart. For that, they rely on women. (Rebecca Solnit captures this succinctly when she describes going on a road trip with a boyfriend and hearing his dad say, “Keep in touch, your mother will be worried”; the mom/wife was the “stand-in for [the dad’s] inexpressible emotions.”) They also leave through laziness and entitlement: Fathers do less housework and cook fewer meals. They forget important dates. They can’t remember the name of the doctor or find the phone number for the dentist. They don’t pack lunches for school or remember the baby’s schedule. They don’t sit up all night through fevers. They don’t make and deliver the child with their body. We think of the tireless, bottomless, always-interruptible, always-keeping-track, self-abnegating job of motherhood, not fatherhood, because fathers don’t embody it. And when it comes to this non-doing, they generally get off easy—also from Solnit: “A mother may be treated like a criminal for leaving her child alone for five minutes, even if that child’s father has left it alone for several years.” The spiritual says, Sometimes I feel like a motherless child. And we all know what that means, don’t we? We can all feel the long, unreachable anguish, the illimitable solitude of not
            having a mother. Sometimes I feel like a fatherless child doesn’t have the same emotional gravitas. It elicits, for me, a shrug—many of us are, essentially, fatherless children, even
            when our fathers lived in our homes. Indeed, I recoil from renderings of God the Father, and I recoil from being instructed
            to put my unwavering trust in God the Father, because fathers, as a cohort, aren’t all that reliable.
         

         
         The qualities I was taught to see in God, these things I was taught to believe God does—the limitless, steadfast always of physical and emotional caretaking—these are not fatherly attributes at all. These attributes are motherly. Calling God a father seems like wishful thinking, delusion, or outright deception.
         

         
         It’s moms who keep their eye on the sparrow, who have every hair on a child’s head numbered. I notice when my daughter has
            a new freckle; but I have come home from work to see her bleeding from a cut on her head that her dad, somehow, didn’t spot.
            To be clear, I’m not talking about an enmeshment between mother and child that can be damaging, thwarting a child’s sense
            of self and chilling individuation. I’m talking about an unselfish, intuitive, reflexive expansion of consciousness that allows
            a mother to glance at her child and know the child has a fever, to feel in her chest when a child is lying. It is paying deep,
            deep attention. It’s empathy at galactic scale. It’s a commiserative, elegant transfiguration that fathers don’t seem to undergo
            in the same way. Many mothers in heterosexual relationships can testify to this phenomenon. They are attuned to the child
            and its environment with a near-psychic level of sensitivity, and their male partner is more likely to be tuned out, not because
            of lack of love, but because of something—nature or nurture—some lack of capacity or onus—that allows him to drift atop the
            currents of life that his female partner keeps in constant motion.*

         
         So little truth about motherhood exists as part of the cultural commons. We are left to imagine it, and this is a problem: Imagining something about which you know next to nothing means you might get it really, really wrong. I am the mother of one child. But in my teens and twenties, I saw myself with four or five kids. A gaggle of them around me, one in my arms, one in my belly, two or three at my feet, toddling beside me as I walked through gardens and across beaches, lost in my happy thoughts. I now understand the absolute silliness of this fantasy, which included not even a gesture toward motherhood’s more intense and relentless aspects. It was cherubic babes and tiny cotton clothes and the golden glow of fertility. It was 99 percent fulfillment—there was some vague sense in the fantasy that motherhood was “work,” but there were no specifics; there was nothing technical or palpable or evidence-based about that work in my daydreams. It was much closer to . . . fatherhood. Drifting along and periodically swooping in for parental duties, then fluttering off like a bird to something more personally gratifying.*

         
         That’s not what motherhood is like. There is no drifting away or swooping in; you are the air and you are the wings. Motherhood is an axis around which you are held. Motherhood is a further universe into which you are flung, and there is no way back to the universe from which you came. In practical terms, here’s what that looks like: 

         
         First, your understanding of who you are is permanently and turbulently altered. I used to be just me; now I’m somebody’s mom. Motherhood—which is to say, my relationship to another human being—is the first thing I think of when someone asks me to tell them about myself, and it is the first thing I think about when I wake up. My child, the extraordinary, Big Bang fact of her existence, rushes into my consciousness; and as soon as I get out of bed, my child, who sometimes sleeps next to me, will stir and wake; and when I get out of bed, I will make her breakfast and brush her hair and answer her questions and soothe her worries, and so begin the tasks of the day, which do not end until she is asleep at nine or ten—until I have put her to sleep, because this is also my doing—and even then they don’t end, because I think about her and my motherhood—how she’s doing with reading and impulse control and her friends, what I did well, how I messed up, what tomorrow will require—until I’m asleep, and even then, when I wake up to pee, if she is still in her bed, I pad to her room to make sure her blanket is on, to smooth the curls back from her forehead, to linger over her with a moment of protective love. This is not obsession; this is just mothering. What I’m describing is not some pathological hyper-engagement with being a parent or having a child—I contain multitudes, and many identities, and do many things. Nor is it necessarily or all bad. But it is total. Once you are a mom, motherhood contains, or is contained within, all things.
         

         
         And motherhood is an imperative, a duty of care and presence with which you can occasionally bargain but which you can never outright ignore, no matter how little you have to give. It requires me, for better and worse, to continue the making and mending of everyday life, even when everyday life, both current and future, feels insurmountable. There are countless times I’d prefer, or frankly need, to veg out, or cry, or just be left the fuck alone—but no dice, motherhood means keeping life going for my child with as much normalcy as possible. Motherhood means you keep turning the wheel, and you turn it again, and again, no matter how you feel at any given moment. The child refuses the food you prepared and yells that you are the worst mom ever—you can’t say screw this, leave the house, and go get a drink, because you must keep mothering; you watch your once-spectacular breasts morph into stretched-out sacks, nipples battered and elongated like wine corks—but you don’t stop breastfeeding, you keep on mothering; the husband calls from another city, where he traveled on business, to say he is never coming back—you hang up and get in the car, keeping yourself composed, because school is over and the kids need to be picked up, because you must keep mothering; the doctor has dreaded news—that night, you sing your child the song she knows at bedtime, your voice making a world of stars and wishes, and you reassure her, as you do every night, that all is well—you must keep mothering; through the phone, the advice nurse tells you that, at this point, the only thing to do is reach into the toddler’s butt and pull out the long, hard, compacted turd with your fingers—you do it, because you are the child’s mom, and you cannot stop mothering. (These examples aren’t made up. They come from my friends and from me.) 

         
         And motherhood is physical labor not just for the forty-odd weeks you carry your child (if your child is biological); it is embodied for decades. You are always on call to manage the turbulent, perpetual improvisation of bodies in motion. Over the years, I have grabbed whatever was close to wipe my child’s vomit and spit and snot and phlegm and urine and feces and blood from furniture, from toys, from animals, from her body, from my body, and from someone else’s as more spilled forth. I have slumped on my bed, weeping exhausted tears, grasping for the physical energy to finish the day. I have hoisted her wailing, thrashing heft over my shoulder and left the store, cart full of groceries abandoned behind me, because I can think of nothing else to do. I have worn braces on my wrist because of “mom thumb,” what doctors sometimes call an injury common in moms because they are holding their baby on one hip all day while doing everything with just their one free hand. I have called the doctor at three a.m., nauseated with concern, when a fever spiked again or her breath was wheezy or she still could not keep water down, avoiding the grenade of a question in the back of my mind: How would I go on—what possible reason would I have to live—if anything were to happen to my child? 

         
         And motherhood is staying engaged despite how boring the conveyor belt of child-rearing can be. It is bottomless buckets of
            unoriginal, obligatory tasks poured over you daily—like winning a pie-eating contest where the prize is more pie: filling
            thousands of water cups, cutting hundreds of fish sticks and apples and hunks of cheese into can’t-choke-on-this sizes, packing
            a million lunches. Tying shoes, combing tangles, playing chess and cards and hide-and-seek when you don’t want to, scheduling
            checkups, soothing tears, buckling and unbuckling the car seat, wrapping birthday presents, accepting the kid’s trash and
            shoving it in your purse, remembering social dates, answering why?, saying yes, repeating no, saying careful!, saying I’m watching, honey, saying I’m listening, sweetheart. It’s hearing (and having to answer to) Mom? asked and yelled hundreds of times a week. It’s reminding, cajoling, coaching, explaining, instructing, modeling, comforting,
            teaching, encouraging, noticing, yielding, setting limits, double-checking, crossing fingers, hurrying along, and having one’s
            mental eye always—always—turned toward your kid even when you aren’t physically with them, and the majority of it is thankless. Kids don’t appreciate it, male partners generally don’t get it, and the culture doesn’t witness it. This always-firing piston of motherly projects and duties creates what psychotherapist Lisa Baraitser describes as “constant interruptions to thinking, reflecting, sleeping, moving, and completing tasks,” which is to say, constant interruptions to one’s inner narrative, to one’s self-centered to-do list (brushing your own teeth, combing your own hair), and to the basic building blocks of selfhood.
         

         
         And motherhood is a slice right through your breastplate, leaving your heart exposed, beating rubescent and wet against the
            indifferent world. It is an opening through which life’s most trenchant emotions pass, often unbidden: lament and enchantment,
            vulnerability and bliss. This is because of how a mom loves her child. Motherhood changes you from someone who understands
            the theoretical idea of “unconditional love” to someone who is unconditional love, whose very body is a mass of that ferocious, lyrical feeling. I now forever carry, and am one with, an
            emotion so profuse and pure that it literally sometimes feels like my heart will explode from attempting to contain it; the
            pleasure of it hurts. To borrow from William Blake, motherhood requires you to “learn to endure the beams of love.” In my
            center now boils a core of unqualified devotion, and there is nothing my child can ever do or fail to do that will cool this
            feeling by even a single degree. This state of being is intense. It’s the sort of blessing that’s so dominating you must sometimes
            wrestle it to the ground in order to remember that you exist separately from it. And it is the sort of blessing—this love—that
            leaves you constantly defenseless against loss, against being destroyed by fate.
         

         
         In its totality, the experience of motherhood—physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual—requires quite literally everything you have; Irish author Anne Enright observes that children “demand your entire self” in a unique and total way. The work requires your all, she writes, “[and] it is a mixture of the ‘all’ a factory worker gives to the conveyor belt and the ‘all’ a lover offers to the one he adores. It involves, on both counts, a fair degree of self-abnegation.” Motherhood repeatedly anneals you, bringing every aspect of you, including your loyalty, your fear, and your patience, to a boiling point, then making you stronger as you cool, again and again. It is magical, really. It is also difficult. It is hard, hard work to be made stronger, and then stronger again. Mothers do it for their children. Mind you, this is motherhood under highly privileged circumstances; this is motherhood in peacetime, in safe shelter, with plenty of food and water. If it is hard flush with resources, it is only harder as those resources diminish. 

         
         If we talked about this, if we all knew this, and if we compared it to how fathers tend to show up, could we still, with straight
            faces, describe God’s love as fatherly? The lack of frank knowledge about, respect for, and vibrant, inter-gender dialogue
            regarding motherhood prevents us from seeing mothering for what it really is: the only set of human behaviors that truly comes
            close to what we say God is, or should be. As soon as I got this—which is to say, as soon as I understood the “father God”
            I was meant to rely on was actually best understood as a mother—a relationship with the Creator felt newly and truly possible. A god who acts like the fathers I’ve known? Highly suspect.
            But a god who acts like a mother? That is something I can depend on. Motherhood turned the key. What pisses me off is that I’ve longed for a robust relationship
            with God my whole life, and I didn’t become a mother until I was thirty-four. That’s anywhere from a third of my life to half
            my life when our culture deprived me of the kind of relationship we all deserve with our creator, whether you call that creator
            God or Spirit or the Universe (or science!). I want my time back.
         

         
         

         It isn’t just the actions of mothering, more than fathering, that are Godlike. It is also the desires of mothers, or those who mother, that are also more in line with what a genuinely loving God would want.
         

         
         If she exists, what would a God rooted in motherhood require of us, her children? God the Father, we are told, needs praise and submission. I don’t relate to those needs. In fact,
            as a mom, I recoil from them. All I need is my daughter to be well. I speak for most moms, I think, when I say that I’d like to be seen for all I do, I’d like to be thanked and praised. But all I need, really, is for my child to be okay. That is enough. That is more than enough.
         

         
         To be sure, some of this devotion is almost certainly socialized, not intrinsic. The noble, self-denying single-mindedness
            I’m describing here—the willingness of mothers to endure all pain, all privation, the most cataclysmic and awful misery you
            can think of for the sake of the child—goes awfully well with a politic of male dominance, with a society that kind of wants
            women to have babies, tend to the hearth, and shut up, with a society that would rather think of mothers as superheroes than
            give them help. I’m reminded of how the Hebrew Bible illustrates King Solomon’s juridical genius using the story of two women, probably prostitutes, and their motherly self-sacrifice, or lack thereof. I picture the radiant and ruddy king seated on his throne, curling locks of hair falling over his brassy shoulders, when two sex workers arrive, one holding a baby boy, nearly newborn. Both women claim the child is theirs. Solomon asks for a sword, telling the mothers he’s going to divide the child in two and they’ll each get half. One woman immediately pleads with Solomon to give the child to the other woman instead. She can’t bear to see the child harmed. This is how Solomon knows she is the real mother; her love is so adamantine, and her readiness to sacrifice her happiness so complete, that she’ll give away her baby and give away her motherhood before she’ll see the baby harmed. I relate to the pangs the true mother must have felt, her desperation to keep her child alive by any means; I’d do the same thing in a heartbeat. But who’s to say the true mother’s sacrificial stance was fully natural, fully inborn? It could have been at least partially the result of having internalized thoroughly her social role as one who will give up anything in service of her child. It could have been at least partially a response to patriarchy. Not all mothers are good. Some mothers are pathologically selfish, negligent, and abusive. I’d never argue that these women with their “unmotherly” behavior are somehow acting as warriors against patriarchy—they aren’t. But the existence of “bad mothers” suggests that not every drop of maternal sacrifice and caregiving is universal. At least some of it is learned. At least some of it is chosen. This makes it no less impressive. 

         
         

         Worth noting: Our collective failure of imagination, speech, and listening where motherhood is concerned, which both flows from and reproduces enforced silence about the arduous, boring, and ecstatic realities of mothering, has consequences well beyond how we understand the divine. It means little girls aspire blindly to motherhood, coached by dolls and movies and their families, and often build their young lives around securing the heteronormative circumstances to create “good” motherhood, namely, (being chosen by) a husband. It means women flailing in postpartum depression and postpartum anxiety disorders are scared to speak about their experiences even to the people who could help them. It means we can tolerate destructive state intrusions into motherhood and families even where the intrusions sever mothers from their children in racially terrorizing and disproportionate ways, like the work of the child welfare system. It means the Supreme Court can end a woman’s right to terminate unwanted or unfeasible pregnancies, and one of the justices—Amy Coney Barrett, a woman and mother but also, in this instance at least, a shrewd and relentless agent of patriarchy—can muse whether becoming a mother is such a big deal if you can just give the child up for adoption. 

         
         It is also worth noting what I’m not talking about, and that is a Western “goddess” trope. These “goddess” characterizations tend to be facile and simplistic, essentializing gender. I grew up in a place where I saw this a lot. At farmers markets and summer fairs, at yoga classes and health food stores, rich, white hippie-women threaded ribbons into their hair, wore flowing skirts and vaguely Celtic jewelry, sprinkled their faces with glitter, and “anointed” their bodies with oils, burning sage and gazing at the world with spacey, blissed-out expressions on their faces as they “embodied the goddess.” Yes, my description of them is judgmental. But wealthy, white women playing dress-up is what they were to me as a child, and it still rings true. However sincere they perceived their efforts to be—and I acknowledge that for any woman of any class or type, goddess stories in any form can be important, healing, and revelatory—these butterfly-wing-wearing, ultra-serene women were some of the most privileged people on the planet, and their identification with “the goddess” was apolitical, sometimes appropriative, and ultimately cosmetic. It was a vision of “God as a woman” that was bound up in binary gendered stereotypes, including that women possess a heightened connection to the Earth and its flora and fauna, that womanhood is normatively beautiful (long hair, flowing skirts, glittered eyelids), and that women are always and only benevolent, gentle, nurturing, etc. In this mental milieu, men are, of course, the opposite. But people of all genders are capable of all traits and behaviors. And if you happen to live in a society that uses gender as a defining characteristic and organizing principle—not all societies do—you’ll always find people who, with their behavior, presentation, and preferences, break, skirt, fudge, and push the norms because, at a minimum, the social aspects of gender are at least partially constructed. In other words, you’ll find “feminine” men and “masculine” women, to
            say nothing of people who are genderqueer, nonbinary, and otherwise live beyond normative categorization. I have no interest
            in this goddess of essentialism. She, to me, is as inadequate and untrue as God the Father.
         

         
         

         The two people whose work has most nurtured my new understanding of God are Black women; as poet and essayist June Jordan
            said, “Like a lot of Black women, I have always had to invent the power my freedom requires.” I’m thinking of Christena Cleveland,
            who wrote God Is a Black Woman, and Cole Arthur Riley, who wrote This Here Flesh. Riley uses a variety of gender pronouns—he, she, they—when talking about God. It’s casual and authentic, never overweening
            or “political,” though it has political impact. Cleveland asserts more directly (the title is pretty clear) that the most
            high, divine spirit is, literally, a Black woman, and chronicles her 400-mile journey on foot to visit the Black Madonnas
            of France. Both writers are pushing into a dense realm from which we—women and Black women—have been excluded for thousands
            of years. Both are hollowing out space, as an instrument maker with a cello, guitar, or trumpet, that must be there if one
            is to sing, to make sound. If one is to vibrate with maximum livingness, attuned to the full scope of human experience, plucked
            by unseen fingers, by what you might call the spiritual, religious, or soulful. (No, I’m not saying atheists or agnostics
            don’t live “maximum” lives; I’m saying that the more you experience, the more you experience. If that is contradictory, it
            is also true.)
         

         
         The idea that motherhood is the far superior model for any God worth worshipping may not be as radical as it seems. I know there are Judeo-Christian thinkers who agree with me on at least this: Fatherhood is not the best metric by which to construct, witness, or connect with God if for no other reason than because God is neither male nor female. I’ve read books and articles and heard sermons and lectures granting, as a sort of footnote, that though the speaker uses male pronouns to talk about God, God is, in fact, genderless, both encompassing and exceeding any notions of gender we humans come up with. And indeed, any word we use to talk about God is a crude symbol at best. But language matters. How we talk about God’s gender in a culture that uses gender to allocate money, power, safety, duty, and opportunity matters. Readability and convention are not compelling enough reasons to cast half the world out of likeness with God while the other half sees themselves continually mirrored. 

         
         

         Thinking of God as a mom and of motherhood as an expression of our divine nature not only helped me form a relationship with
            God, it helped me understand one of the most mysterious, instinctual moments of my life: When my daughter was about seven
            months old, I rocked her to sleep in the dark of her room one night and then lingered, swaying with her in the glider, soaking
            up her warmth and weight in my arms, beholding her. I could see the edges of sunlight around the blinds, hear the last birds
            calling. I had my period that week, maybe my second or third post-pregnancy. Birth trauma—which I was still actively processing—made
            me emotionally wary of tampons, of inserting a foreign object into this part of my body. Using pads meant I could feel the
            blood passing from my uterus and leaving my body, a gentle slide of warm liquid now and then. Holding my baby, feeling so
            close to her, my period coming out of me, I experienced a startling, fast swell of grief. Decisively, and without any thought,
            I reached one hand into my underwear and grazed my vulva. A light smear of menses on my finger, I faintly touched the crown
            of my daughter’s head. It left no mark on her. But a cataract of emotion came down on me, a deluge of bereavement.
         

         
         I knew what I was doing with that gesture before I’d even completed it—I was trying to recreate and reinhabit my child’s delivery. Those first nameless seconds when a baby is outside her mother’s body, but not fully separate from her. Dōgen Zenji, a Buddhist priest and poet, writes that at the instant of giving birth, the mother and child aren’t individuals,
            and that “you become a mother when your child is born, but [you also] become a child.” He’s right. There is a numinous unity between a mother and child in the liminal moment of birth, and, ideally, it is revered. Ideally, there is space and time for
            mother and child to consciously experience it, the mystery of their concurrent undividedness and separation. My childbirth
            was difficult, and that liminal moment wasn’t held. There were too many other things happening. No one in the room knew how
            to protect it.
         

         
         I reached for that moment often because I knew I’d been denied something, even if only by fate. I felt the loss, as if I’d
            made a journey but missed the climax, dozing off as we summited and waking up again at base camp. I told my midwife and doula
            that I felt as if my daughter and I had been separated prematurely, or without my full consent, that I was missing a piece.
            They advised me to create extra occasions for physical closeness by doing even more skin-to-skin contact, by using my finger
            as a pacifier, by taking baths with my child, her chubby, silken, newborn body lying on my thighs in the warm water. I did
            all those things, and they helped. But what I needed was more primal, more made of the stuff of birthing. Touching my infant daughter’s head with a tiny smear of menses was my mothering body calling the shots,
            its wisdom instant, irresistible, and irrefutable. It was The Creation of Adam, rendered in female embodiment instead of fresco.
         

         
         For a long time, I felt embarrassed about that spring night because it involved two things women are supposed to feel embarrassed about, i.e., my genitals and my bodily fluids—but so did making my child, and so did birthing her. Does it need to be said that the moment was not sexual, just as it’s not sexual to breastfeed, and it’s not cannibalistic when women lick their newborns? There’s a photograph that went viral some years back: A mother holds her baby immediately after birth, and as the camera clicks, her tongue touches the baby’s forehead in a wide, spontaneous lap. While some women affirmed her instinct (including doulas who’ve seen other moms do the same thing), other people freaked out. To them it was uncivilized and gross. But how small and narrow-minded! A moment like that one—holding a baby you’ve made and delivered with your body up to the sensory powerhouses of your nose, eyes, and mouth, perhaps with the umbilical cord still pumping, and suddenly, without thought, licking the skin that your body made, the skin that was part of your own body seconds before—happens on a scale so mammoth and deep that fastidious judgments
            like “gross” simply do not apply. Creation is messy, and it includes messy moments like the viral mom’s, and like mine. From mother house cats in cardboard boxes to lionesses
            in the savanna, this bodily, sensual connection with infants is what mammals do. It’s not for nothing that mothers tell their babies, “I just want to eat you up!” or “bite those cheeks!” It’s not for nothing
            that we nibble our babies’ toes and nuzzle their bellies, singing num num num num. It’s not for nothing that we draw in the scent at the crown of their heads, nearly woozy with rapture. The creator always
            feels an irrepressible desire to be close to its creation.
         

         
         Moreover, the “separateness” we think exists between mothers and babies is nominal at most, and, most of the time, nonexistent. Until a child is nine or ten months old, it has generally spent more time inside its (biological) mother’s womb than outside of it. It has spent more time sharing a body with its mother than not, floating right side up, upside down, and every which way in the dark, generative cavern of her stretching womb. Her body has been its sustenance, first the uterine lining and then nutrients flowing through the umbilical cord, and then, often, by milk from her breasts. Through it all, the baby is more “of” the mother than it is separate from her. 

         
         This lasts into young childhood, too. When she was about four years old, my daughter began to stutter. It was a phase, and
            a normal one, I learned. My biggest fear was that she would become self-conscious about it, so I made a point not to react
            when she said the same syllable or word sound again and again, seemingly unable to get to the next one. One night she sat
            in the bath, the water bubbly around her little body, chatting to me as I sat on the lid of the toilet, my face a mirror and
            receptacle for her quirky, passionate musings. She began to stutter over a single word. I waited. After a glitchy, repetitive
            moment, she paused, then said, Mama, you say it for me. To her, we were nearly one, or if not one, then the border between us was permeable. Indeed, I said words for her all the time—that is part of how we teach our children to speak. People who aren’t mother and child do this, too. It’s called finishing each other’s sentences, or reminding someone of the word on the tip of their tongue. It is a communion in which minds and consciousness seemingly commingle, and separate bodies do each other’s work. Nobody is hermetically sealed. The relationship between mothers and children simply reminds us of this fact. It can also remind us how thoroughly interconnected we are with all of creation, including the source of creation. 

         
         

         Poet and public intellectual Adrienne Rich describes ancient goddess figures as fully self-possessed: “She exists, not to
            cajole or reassure man, but to assert herself.” In other words, she doesn’t need to be venerated as a god in order to be a god. Her existence is sufficient. I love this. But I want more. I want no less than worldwide recognition that the only
            human behavior through which we might regularly glimpse and comprehend the steadfastness of God is the behavior of mothers.
            The impulse to touch holiness—to be “reverenced” by something—is most answerable in a mother’s body, in a mother’s work.
         

         
         Trans women and women without children are not left out here, because reducing motherhood to a bodily function, or a type
            of anatomy, or a function performed only for children, is absurd. Yes, my own connection to what I describe is through mothering my child, including gestating and
            birthing her. But mothering is a Godlike function. It isn’t bound to or defined by the genitals and organs, though genitals and organs can be a vital part of mothering. Motherhood
            is a verb. It is a doing, not a body. (Wonderfully, Rabbi David A. Cooper describes God as a verb, too—less a being or entity that acts and more a constant, interconnected unfolding.) Motherhood can be experienced through adoptions, and through rigorous and repeated caretaking more broadly—and we know it is women, with or without children, who do the bulk of this planet’s caretaking, including for their aging parents, their offices, their families, community members, and their adult husbands. (And sometimes ex-husbands! My dad was literate. But until he died, my mom helped him manage the paperwork of his life the way you would a kid or teenager. He’d pull up to the house in his loud, dirty truck, sealed, weeks-old mail in his hands, and they’d sit at the dining room table, her opening the envelopes and reading their contents, my dad offering the information she needed to fill out forms and write checks in her fountain-pen cursive.) And none of this is to denigrate dads. They have their role. Their role can expand so they are mothering, too. Perhaps we’d all be better for it. Enlightened, active fathers to the front, please! Yes, that sounds terrific. But I will not wait for that expansion. I might be waiting forever, and have been waiting long enough.
         

         
         I don’t believe everyone should believe in God; but I do believe those of us who want to feel God in our lives have a right to. Those of us who need to know, in our bodies, that we, too, are made in the image
            of God, have a right to. That right has been infringed by language, by institution, by imagery. In a different world, mothers
            could have known their bodies, hearts, and minds, their doing, as a dynamic, concentrated nucleus of the same creation from which we all come, as the core of a miracle that is raw but also transcendent. In a different world, men would know it, too. We can’t tally the cost of that not happening, because we can’t tally existential erasure. We can’t precisely assess the ramifications of lost chances or failures of imagination. But we can imagine forward: What if we talked consistently, gladly, and seriously about women and girls, and men and boys, being made in God’s female image, and being delivered by and through Her productive love and tireless, day-in-day-out care? And we can admit the obvious: We should attune our devotions to a mothering God, and to the Godlike qualities in mothering. You can’t tell me this world wouldn’t be a better place. You can’t tell me it wouldn’t put some steel and joy in the backbones of women, and some humility in the egos of men. 

         
         May it be so.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Wyoming

         
         We pulled off the freeway and into a parking lot because we were hungry and we had seen a sign for a franchise steakhouse
            glowing white against the sky. The parking lot was massive, outsize like so much of the middle of the country, and empty.
            We crossed the concrete, probably holding hands, and settled into our booth. A waitress gave us laminated menus. We ordered
            steaks and they came and we ate, the steak salty, ice-cream scoops of butter melting on the baked potatoes, the soda cold
            and sweet.
         

         
         I noticed the men in the adjacent booth, maybe because they’d noticed me. They were behind my then fiancé. Three or four of
            them, two facing me. White, middle-aged, rough. Work boots and dusty brown Carhartts, hair matted from the baseball caps set
            upside down on the table. Men just getting off work, men without their wives. One of them kept looking at me. Flirtation?
            Not quite—the shine in his eyes was attraction, but it wasn’t friendly. Our eyes kept meeting, though. A ways into our dinner,
            we were looking at each other again, and before I could look away, the man said porch monkey. He said it to me, and not to me. He was telling a story to the other men, a story that included that phrase, and when he said it, he’d made sure to be staring at me, his expression cocksure and unhurried. I heard it, and it was also as if I didn’t; a brief wave of dissociation. 

         
         Mine was the only Black face I’d seen for 500 miles, which was okay, in a way—I’d spent the drive from Nevada to Wyoming focused
            on the lonesome, rough beauty of the place: spiny mountains, Porter’s sagebrush, and blazing star flowers thick in the prairie
            grass, river water the color of brandy under the blue firmament. There in the steakhouse, I looked at my fiancé. I could see
            he was tired, his eyelids low on his blue eyes, his brown five-o’clock shadow two days long. He stared into space. He hadn’t
            heard porch monkey. But I had, the speaker’s eyes on mine, his face bright and pink with satisfaction, nearly postcoital, his arm slung across
            the back of the booth. I leaned toward my fiancé, felt the table press into my stomach.
         

         
         I said, “You didn’t hear that, did you?”

         
         He shook his head. “Hear what?”

         
         “The guy behind us said porch monkey. He was looking at me.”
         

         
         “Huh?”

         
         I was whispering. Barely audible. So I repeated myself, adding, maybe unnecessarily, “Like, the racial slur?”

         
         We hadn’t paid the check. We hadn’t even finished eating. But, his face impassive and his body moving slowly, he gathered his baseball cap and hooded sweatshirt from beside him. He stood up, quietly told me to get my purse, and headed to the hostess station. He didn’t look at me. The hostess appeared, her smile wide, her hair clipped back from her face. My fiancé told her we needed to pay the check. “Oh, okay!” A bit of confoundment in her voice. I saw something palpitate through his body, maybe anxiety; when I see it now, I rub his shoulder and ask, You okay, hon? He kept clearing his throat and looking around, wrapping the knuckle of his pointer finger on the hostess station. I wondered
            if he was going to add something like, Those guys are harassing my fiancée with racist language. He didn’t. Nor did I; speaking for myself, in this moment of hazard with strange men, did not feel like my place while I
            was standing next to my fiancé. The waitress typed into a little machine or flipped her pad or took his credit card, and we
            settled the bill and walked through the double doors into the big, empty parking lot, the Wyoming sky cavernous, dark, and
            daunting. We stood beside the two-lane stretch of Interstate 80, which runs from the Pacific Ocean to New Jersey, and the
            roar of big rigs drowned out anything we might have wanted to say.
         

         
         

         Some guy called me a porch monkey, and my fiancé got me out of there. Like a good father, like a guardian angel. He did the
            right thing by any reasonable measure, and I never forgave him for it.
         

         
         What I wanted was for him to fight. Physically. For me. I wanted him to observe my peril and respond, like a soldier. I craved a physical demonstration of my worth, his body the vessel and medium for the proof. Even as I whispered to him across the Formica table, the fatty rinds of our steaks turning opaque as they cooled, a part of me was already imagining him standing up—six feet, two inches of masculine pride, of indignant protection—and confronting those racist hicks with his fists. Strong fists, a mechanic’s hands, hard and skillful. The idea thrilled me; it unnerved me, which is itself a kind of thrill, too. I imagined him swinging his arm into the meat of the other man, my then fiancé’s arm, which was skinny and freckled and pale and lay warm around me at night. I imagined his arm a rifle, oiled and loaded, deployed in my defense. I imagined a brawl, my fiancé’s hair askew, his mind blank, instinct taking over, a pure, manly, punishing desire to avenge me. The ferocity of a dog. The other guy would lose, obviously. And in the cheap hotel where we were staying, I’d tend to my fiancé’s wounds with the keen intuition of an auteur. Scene: She wets a scratchy white washcloth in the bathroom sink and dabs it on his lip. He winces. She holds a bag of ice to his knuckles. She bends forward and lightly kisses the bruise spreading on his cheek. She whispers, Thank you, baby. He pulls her close. They look into each other’s eyes. They clutch, they kiss, they fuck. She, in gratitude, a damsel saved.
            He, in search of relief, in search of calm after being plunged into the most choppy, sightless depths of his masculinity;
            he’s kicking for the surface; sex, release, her body—the only way to reestablish his equilibrium.
         

         
         That’s not what happened, though. There was no vengeance, and no subsequent merging of pleasure and vengeance, our normative
            gender roles eroticized and tightly coiled. Because his instinct wasn’t to fight. He didn’t talk to those men or shoot them
            a warning glance, let alone go ham. He didn’t engage them at all. Without even looking at me, he said, Let’s go, and hovered his hand on the small of my back as we wound through the restaurant to the hostess, and he pulled out his credit card, and he held the glossy wooden door for me and lead me to the Days Inn or Holiday Inn or Super 8 where we were spending a night on our drive from San Francisco to Detroit. He got me out of there, but I still felt exposed and diminished. It seemed I was (was I?) not worth fighting for. Whose gaze was I in? Which is to say, who was seeing me more powerfully in that moment? My fiancé, as he stared into the middle distance of the restaurant, as he steered me from the room without comment? Or those strangers, homing in on my race, homing in on this reality of my existence, making contact? 

         
         I thought of fairy tales, where the girls worthy of avenging are always an over-the-top version of mainstream pretty (big,
            dopey eyes; impossibly pointed noses; impossibly long, generally straight hair). That is their common denominator. I didn’t
            really see myself as pretty then, and when I did, it was fleeting and footnoted; I was pretty because the light was good and
            my lip gloss was sparkling, or I’d managed to avoid carbohydrates for a few weeks and the curves around my tits and waist
            were especially pronounced. Perhaps his choice not to fight for me was a sign of my ugliness.
         

         
         Also in fairy tales: The men worth their salt always avenge. They ride into battle. They fire their weapons. This is what
            makes them heroes. They clock and pound and make quick work of sweaty, steak-filled yokels in a greasy spoon outside Cheyenne,
            Wyoming. But not my man. He chose to leave, to, in effect, run away. Like a kid hauling ass from bullies, scrambling. Sensible, yes; I know that. I know that. For one thing, Wyoming was and is a permissive open-carry state. A wrong move and we might have been shot, our blood left in that gusty, bereft wilderness forever. But still. He chose something quiet, passive, and unseen, and in a corner of my mind, he suddenly flickered, the image of him no longer
            solid but blinking in and out; he seemed, despite my progressive politics, like less of a man.
         

         
         

         That moment, in which I experienced our shared diminishment, still pokes me a decade later. (Hero status precluded. Damsel status denied.) I still sometimes consider what his choice—not to risk his own body, not to damage someone else’s body on my behalf, not to fight—might mean about each of us. I know him better now than I did then; I know his tendency to avoid conflict and limit exposure. Perhaps that’s what drove him, plain and simple. And perhaps I should be unambiguously thankful for it—my own tendencies are different and not necessarily better. On a New York subway, years ago, a man made a V with his fingers and wiggled his tongue between them, staring at me, raising his eyebrows. The doors opened seconds later, and it was my stop, so I stepped onto the platform; then I turned around, flipped him the bird, and shouted, “Fuck off, loser.” He stood up and lunged across the car, toward the open doors, toward me and my mom on the platform, my mom’s mouth open as she stared at me, not believing I’d antagonized him like that, my body rigid and prickled with the adrenal rush of being in a man’s crosshairs. Then the doors slid closed, keeping us and that man apart. Hand on her hip, her expression still disbelieving, my mom said, “Jesus Christ! Now, what did you learn from that, Savala?” Scoffing, I said, “Next time I’ll wait till the doors are closing.” Indeed, if my fiancé hadn’t been with me at that steakhouse, I might have said some hothead thing to those hicks myself. Screw you. Go to hell. Dumb. Incredibly stupid. But it’s my nature, or it’s my learned response. It’s what comes out when I can’t take it anymore.
         

         
         

         In the hotel room, the sheet pulled up to my chin, I continued to ruminate as he slept. Or maybe he didn’t fight because I’m Black. Black women, even pretty ones, have such a precarious foothold in femininity, in the pink, satin-lined box where they keep
            ladies. That box that dudes carry in the crook of their armored arms, held tight to their chain-mailed chests, as they ride to battle
            for honor. We don’t really get to be women—in the sense of tender, soft, and in need of protection. They sack no villages
            and storm no castles in our gentle name. They prefer to send us into battle before the men, thinking us a front line of strong, indestructible things-with-vaginas. Is it possible that,
            though he loved me, loved me enough to “make me his wife,” to slide a diamond on my ring finger, some wire did not trip? Some
            alarm did not sound? Maybe his own internalized sense of Black womanhood left him feeling lazy, or reluctant, or useless,
            like I didn’t really need shielding because I, ever strong and not-quite-a-lady, could shield myself. He probably couldn’t see that some part of
            me, stuck in a culture that keeps my grip on normative femininity tenuous while telling me I must be normatively feminine,
            needed him to play the Man. I needed him to be my foil, against which my femininity could show in doe-eyed, blushing relief; if he didn’t play the Man, if his behavior crept across the line into the “feminine” space, then there was even less room for me to be the Woman. I wanted him to fight because any infringement on the feminine space I tried so desperately to occupy was, on some level, personally threatening—even an “infringement” as wise as his choice not to fight a crew of roughneck strangers. 

         
         This is not a need I’m proud of. It’s not even a need I strongly relate to when I happen to be residing in the more mature,
            evolved parts of myself. But we all have parts of ourselves that are young, that are stuck in childhood and adolescence, from
            which we’ve never effectively extracted the doctrines that were pressed into us. Doctrines about what it means to “be a man,”
            and what it means to be a woman (a “lady”). Mythologies that make someone else’s so-called gender-appropriate or gender-inappropriate behavior a signal of our worth. If your girlfriend won’t shave her legs, or is taller than you, or doesn’t want
            babies, is she less of a woman and are you, therefore, less of a man? If your boyfriend doesn’t like sports, or wants to paint
            his nails, or has small feet, is he less of a man and are you, therefore, less of a woman?
         

         
         I don’t think my fiancé and I ever talked about that night; not when we got into the hotel room, not on the next day’s drive,
            not ever. Not in the ten years I’ve repeatedly thought about it. I didn’t want to point out my needs, or his deficits. I once
            asked him if he remembered it, though. He was packing his bag for work the next day, and I was reading on the couch, the sound
            of our daughter’s music box tinkling through the wall. Remember that night in Wyoming when we were having dinner and those guys called me a porch monkey, or just kind of said it
               to me? That’s what I asked. I do, he said, and that was all.
         

         
         I also consider what his choice—not to fight—might suggest about how clearly, and even whether, he sees me. Whether he perceives and comprehends my female, Black body as something exquisite yet undefended in any and every space, because all spaces are acculturated. Maybe the answer is no; I didn’t get the gift of my husband’s aggression where I wanted to, where it might have protected me, or made me feel treasured,
            because he couldn’t see that I needed it.
         

         
         Where have I seen his aggression? When he’s watching football, of course. And when we have sex. There are overlaps. Like many men, his
            noises in both are similar. The grunts and ohs of two-point conversions and interceptions and fumbles so very like his sounds in response to my touch, or to touching me.
            The players with their pads and cleats and taped-up fingers, running familiar routes, leaping over and shoving through piles
            of other men, extending their arms to the spiraling pigskin and yanking it to their chests, stiff-arming as they dance down
            the field. This is mine, fuckers. When he watches those games, every autumn and winter Saturday, he comes alive. The animal in his soft-spoken, glasses-wearing,
            Atlantic-reading person becomes visible. Not everyone knows that animal, but I do. I see it in my bedroom. I often convert myself for its expression. I want him to be able to feel like a man. I’m often told how “strong” I am; I am a strong woman—who gets off on that? So I fold and subsume myself into the familiar tropes of a girl wanting it, a girl who feigns mild resistance but who, we all know, is deeply ready for a man’s old-school, primal strength in the only place he’s still allowed to show it, damn it. Arms above my head, his hands around my wrists; eyes looking up, the girlish gaze, the innocent-yet-slutty affect; hips bone to bone; mouths lip to lip; words in my ear; bending forward and over backward. This is sex. It’s a portal for both of us. We go somewhere; we’re not who we are—me with my strength, him with his tender insides. He gets to be rough—not in the sense of causing pain, but in the sense of governing and controlling. Like men back in the day. Or maybe like men today. I get to be—what? Wanted? An object of enormous, fervent desire. Does that work for me? Physically, sure, okay, I guess so. Come for me. I will, and sometimes twice. But does it feel good? Does my pleasure have to merge with my subjugation? Does his pleasure
            have to come through dominance, swung like a bat, at me? I have tender insides, too. You know, that’s what those players are
            doing—they’re dominating. They’re kicking ass. The win goes to whoever wants it most. Anticipation: He says oh!, his arms fly up into a Y, he stands up from the couch—will it happen? yes! touchdown—he whoops, he pumps his fist. I don’t care about this game. I don’t like this game. I think this game is bullshit. But even
            I cheer.
         

         
         

         Desire, desire everywhere you look: my desire to be left alone, to have my personal space respected by those men, their desire to engage (harass) me, my fiancé’s desire to protect me (I think) without any risk to himself (I think), my desire to feel the armor of my fiancé’s public protection. Desire is good. It’s the primary force of life. But it is also an indication that something is off, that the present moment isn’t quite right, isn’t quite good enough, that whatever it is you have, you want something different. Whether you are asking someone to pass the salt or asking someone to marry you, desire acknowledges some inadequacy in the status quo, some need or wish for things to be slightly, or significantly, different.
            Desire points to what we lack, or think we lack. It is a signal to scratch an itch, to solve a problem, to make yourself feel
            better.
         

         
         Of course, male desire is primus inter pares. We go out of our way to anticipate it, respond to it, and learn from it, perhaps because male
            desire can be not just consequential, but dangerous. Dangerous to women in a million practical ways (need I list them?), and
            dangerous to men in existential ways. Scholar Katherine Angel analyzes male desire in the realm of mainstream pornography,
            arguing that the recursive hostility toward women in these videos (“Take this, bitch. You fucking love it, bitch,” Angel offers) has nothing to do with female sexuality and is, instead, a way for heterosexual men to work out the aggression
            they feel toward their own weakness. In Angel’s vision, this weakness is part of desire; desiring a woman (or any partner)
            opens the doors to all kinds of experiences that frustrate the archetypal ideal of men as masterful and stoic and strong.
            To desire is to be vulnerable, and vulnerability is incompatible with normative masculinity, with what we think of as “manly.”
            Yes, “real men” are supposed to want women, but embedded in that wanting, deep below the surface, is, by definition, vulnerability
            and exposure. In pornography, we avoid this problem—that men have no choice but to experience vulnerability when they seek
            intimacy, and we don’t like vulnerable men—by making women wear the costume of vulnerability, and then having men react to it with despotic force and authority. Women wear the vulnerability because men cannot; to do so would be a profound threat to their normative social dominance, to their very identities as men. When the male actor gags and punishes the naughty virgin, or fingers the sleeping babysitter, or creampies the tight-assed
            MILF, what he’s really doing is gagging and punishing his own vulnerability—it’s just wearing the costume of a chick. My husband
            and I don’t have the kind of pornified sex Angel describes. And thank God. But her point landed for me. There is some of this
            dynamic at play; I recognize the idea of a man exorcizing the demons of his vulnerability through light, garden-variety domination
            of a woman’s body.
         

         
         It seems obvious that he’s learned some of this, over the years, from porn, and some of it, also over the years, simply from
            observing what “real men” do in life. As have I. My willingness to contort for him—meaning, to bend into a shape that can
            be dominated—to invite it or at least make space for it with my own murmurings and expressions and body language, comes from
            what I’ve seen, too. It’s a way for me to be, or appear, feminine in the “right” way, where “right” is dictated by a lifetime
            of Disney movies and sexist media coverage and, here and there, forays into free porn driven by my own curiosity. What is
            it that men like? How do people act and what do people say when they have sex? What does sexuality look like? Porn is one
            way to answer those questions;* it is also one way to ensure, before we understand the negative consequences of that assurance, that the sex we have is inspired by our relationships to dominant culture,* by what Audre Lorde calls “external directives.”*

         
         It also seems obvious that whatever those hicks in Wyoming were trying to do to me, it was, at its essence, some version of
            Take this, bitch. Some version of sticking their cocks into me against my will. Metaphorical cocks—there is a difference between a racist
            remark and rape. But cocks, nonetheless. Meaning, their strength, their impunity, their license to invade, their privilege,
            their sense of centrality and entitlement, their desire to belittle and dominate. In 1964, Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart
            famously said that pornography is nearly impossible to define, but you know it when you see it. Those sad, racist, little
            men in the adjacent booth, their offhand, blunt utterings of porch monkey, the way in which their voices remade the space around me, so that I was no longer in a restaurant booth with my fiancé but
            in the center of a bull’s-eye, alone, as they watched. They were aroused by their power to do that, to transport me from one
            space to another without my permission. They were aroused by their right to make me take it. I know it when I see it.
         

         
         

         It may be a lamentable truth that I wanted my fiancé to fight those Wyoming morons because I’m steeped in normative bullshit about what “real men” do, and because I wanted him to publicly confirm my femininity and his masculinity. But it is also true that I wanted him to fight because, in that restaurant, his aggression would have been more than just the “real man” impact of fist on flesh—it would have been speech. An offering. It would have been him lifting the chalice above his head and saying, to me and in front of everyone, I got you.
         

         
         Aggression—or lack thereof—is a form of language. It communicates. It communicates to someone (a child, a stranger, a crowd),
            and it communicates something specific (I can overpower you, I will—or won’t—protect you). In our bedroom, when we’re alone
            and, despite our lefty sensibilities, both ultimately oriented toward the crescendo final act of his orgasm, my partner’s
            aggression speaks to me. It tells me that, to a larger or lesser degree, in at least this one realm, he needs to dominate
            me. I know what he is thinking; the loop of our communication is complete, and I therefore feel, if nothing else, existent.
            But I’ll never know what he was thinking in that restaurant. He might have been upset but hoping to avoid a public freak-out
            (meaning, me freaking out); he might have been scared for his own body—he’d be the one throwing and taking punches, after all; maybe to
            fight would have been, paradoxically, to reveal vulnerability, the vulnerability of loving me—and he did not want to experience
            that. I’ll never know what he was thinking, and so I don’t know what he observed; I don’t know what he saw and how it fit
            or did not fit into his worldview. Nor do the porch monkey guys with their dirty baseball caps and mugs of cheap beer. Nor does the hostess who cheerfully wrote up our check. Nor does anyone. He gave no testimony. So, there’s no story being told, its concentric circles rippling out from dining room tables in rural Wyoming houses, moving along like tumbleweed, creating, eventually, an indelible ripple through town. There’s no mark. There is no record. There’s only the fact that I still think about it, and nobody else does. 

         
         Well, why don’t I just ask him? What he saw that night and what he made of it. I don’t ask because my ex-husband is not a talker. He is, in that way, very
            much a “real man.” We joke that I say more in ten minutes than he says all day. He is also a “real man” in the sense that
            he doesn’t deeply plumb his emotions. Most of the time, his feelings are a mystery to me. Door locked, curtains drawn. I do
            see him delighted—our daughter is a delight, with her corkscrew curls and slender feet and hammy, head-thrown-back laugh.
            And I see him angry; I know he’s really pissed when his voice starts to shake. Psychologists consider anger a secondary emotion—meaning,
            one that rests on top of, and therefore conceals, an emotion that is more disturbing or taboo to feel, an emotion that one
            is not allowed to express. Sorrow, despair, grief, terror, for instance. Any of those might be under that shaking voice, that
            tight jaw. Sometimes he is so angry his eyes well up; what is under those tears? They don’t fall. They are, I guess, reabsorbed
            into his body. If I ask him what he’s feeling, what’s going on, he will usually say, I don’t know. And if I were to ask him what he felt that night, what he made of what he saw, what was driving him, he would almost certainly
            say, I don’t know, too. This would be its own fresh pain. My muteness keeps our peace.
         

         
         

         It occurred to me only recently that my then fiancé, perhaps, did not know what porch monkey even means. Do all white people know the vocabulary of white racism, even the ones who aren’t overtly racist? Even the ones who would never, could never? I picture little white children gathered for story time, graham crackers and cups of milk and knee socks and sweet upturned faces, Mom or Dad reading from the Book of Whiteness, explaining the slurs and insults they should know even if they never use them. I texted my cousin, Do you think most white people know what “porch monkey” means? She’s white. She replied, Maybe? Ellipses. Then, I think it would ring a bell as racially problematic even if they weren’t sure of the particulars . . . I wonder if all men know the vocabulary of misogyny, even the ones who call themselves feminists. They must. They, too, see
            the films and TV shows, they see the magazine covers and read the books, they listen to the music and sing along, they, too,
            know history. They are sentient beings. They can observe who has been president and who the CEOs are and who gets raped and
            butchered and who gets paid more and who takes it.
         

         
         There’s a certain type of man I call a voting-booth feminist. He’s down with Kamala Harris. AOC rocks. He’s even kind of intrigued by Sarah Thomas, the first woman the NFL hired to be a full-time official. But he doesn’t, like, pick up his socks. He doesn’t cook much. He doesn’t clean much. He doesn’t watch chick movies or read women authors. He doesn’t decide to watch only ethical, feminist porn, preferring the free shit that works as fast and reliably as thick lines of good coke. If there is a way to integrate his so-called feminism into his private life, he doesn’t see it. Which is to say, he doesn’t want to see it. I know a lot of these men. They’re a lot like a certain type of white person who says they don’t have a racist bone in their body. 

         
         He would object to this assessment, but it’s possible my husband sees my womanhood more through the lens of his own sexual
            desire and domestic needs than through the lens of my precarity and his responsibility, both political and personal, to respond
            to it. It’s possible he sees my Blackness only peripherally, too; if Blackness is a kind of profound otherness to most white
            people, maybe I’ve grown “less Black” to him as I’ve grown more familiar. Familiarity can be good; I long for it—I want him
            to see my hair as just hair, hair like anyone else’s, not “Black hair.” And it can be bad; I bristle at it: I want him to understand that I don’t just
            have hair, I have Black hair—with all the politics and drama and history and promise that designation bestows. He can’t win. Nor can I. But it isn’t about winning; it’s about being seen. I am the most compelling evidence of my existence. I want to be witnessed. Like my existence, or don’t—here I am, either way. I wanted my then fiancé to be present so that he—not as some power-holding white man but simply as my partner, or, even more simply, as someone who knows me—can verify that I, that these moments in my life, took place. I want my testimony corroborated. And I want him to have personal knowledge of my life, of this part of it. Not because these wounds and vexed realities form the core of my personality—they don’t; marginalized people are always overidentified with their social and political struggles, are too often defined by how they are impacted by and resist their oppressions, and that’s not what I’m talking about. I am simply stating that, because these wounds and vexed realities are part of my life, loving me, knowing me, and seeing me require that you see them, too.
         

         
         

         Would that I could control how I’m seen. Would that I could solve this being hyper-visible or invisible in a given moment,
            in a given interaction, and simultaneously. Would that being seen as a woman, and a Black woman, was as simple as seeing a
            sign glowing against the night sky, or seeing—reading—the face of a pissed-off white man. Wishing does not make it so. Still,
            I pick up dandelions, little ubiquitous weeds, this plant that grows anywhere, even in spent, empty soil, even where no one
            wants it to grow, and blow their ethereal seeds into the air. My breath rushes over the bloom. It spreads private aches, the
            kind you can’t speak aloud to the people you wish could hear you, setting them loose on the wind.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Which Men

         
         I’m not a violent person. Still, sometimes I think about the man who sexually assaulted me and fantasize about the pleasure
            of pummeling his body with, as I’ve heard men say, my bare hands. How far do I go? Do I kill him? No. But I leave him senseless, dented and soft, head lolled to the side, eyes closed. The
            kind of body you might look at and wonder, Is he breathing?

         
         This will never happen. For one thing, the odds of me seeing this guy again are infinitesimal. Last I knew—and this was more
            than twenty years ago—he lived in Italy, tending bar and sipping little cappuccini, high on charisma but low on potential.
            He doesn’t strike me as someone I’ll run into in my world. I can’t picture him at, say, a conference on constitutional law
            hosted by an Ivy League university, or next to me flying first class. But if I saw him, I’d recognize him instantly, his brown
            eyes glittering coldly; like looking into the eyes of a wild animal—there is connection, but not shared consciousness, or
            there is shared consciousness, but not connection. That’s how his eyes were the night he assaulted me.
         

         
         A hazy neon light glowing in my peripheral vision, the thick feeling of a velvet curtain, the loud music, whatever was popular then—maybe Mary J. Blige’s “Family Affair,” which often played there. I can easily relive the feeling of the wall against my back, and his warm, steely body, soft-skinned and tan. I remember what I was wearing: an ice-blue halter top and brown pants—oh! those brown pants in such a tiny size, purchased my first week in Italy at the Miss Sixty store on via Roma, its arched glass doorway reflecting Florentine passersby. The pants had an attached, functionless, low-slung belt that was, if I remember correctly, the height of fashion in that place, in those days. (Note that I can answer with precision that witness-stand question, What were you wearing?) I put my thumbs through the loops of that belt, drawing attention to my exposed hips, and he put his thumbs through the
            loops, too, which was nice, while we kissed. It turned, though. Out of nowhere the whole thing tilted on its side, warped.
            I started to shake, I said no, and I pushed on his chest. He proceeded anyway. And though I was crying as I ran out of the
            club, though I knew what he’d done was wrong, was a transgression, and was obviously sexual, I didn’t call it sexual assault.
         

         
         I didn’t call it sexual assault, or call myself a survivor/victim of sexual assault, for reasons many women will recognize,
            and which struck me as obvious. First, I knew him and he was a nice guy—a real sweetheart, always giving us free drinks and
            compliments, and I really liked him, and we’d hooked up before. So maybe it was a misunderstanding.
         

         
         Second, I didn’t call it sexual assault because it could have been worse. Almost instantly, I allowed this notion that my assault “wasn’t that bad” to prevent me from addressing my pain and anger. To be sure, there is a spectrum of violence, and what happened to me is not at the most extreme end of it. But I did lose something—innocence, trust, my right to consent to a first kind of sexual encounter. I did endure something—physical and emotional. I was violated. I was never made whole. Part of remaining fragmented and un-whole was this inability to describe or name my experience in unequivocal terms. 

         
         Third, I didn’t call it sexual assault because I did not want to be a girl or woman who’d been sexually assaulted. That identity
            felt at odds with how I wanted to be: empowered, cute, unburdened, clean. Poet Terry Tempest Williams observes that, even
            though we desperately need them, words are “always a gamble.” They might give us something—clarity, perhaps—but take something,
            too, like other options and alternative explanations. If I claimed the identity—the language—of victimization and survival,
            I stood to gain insight, fellowship, righteousness. But I also, perhaps, stood to lose.
         

         
         I was twenty-one that night with Luca. I was thirty-nine the first time I mentioned it with a therapist. I described it as
            “something that happened.” I was bringing it up because, suddenly after eighteen years, thinking about it made me feel like
            I couldn’t draw a deep breath. I don’t know why. Perhaps because I had a daughter, and the tenuousness of her safety is rarely
            far from my mind, or perhaps because the experience simply couldn’t stay repressed any longer, and it had to bust out of where
            I’d stashed it, a box in my pelvis labeled disappear. Talking about it felt like an admission even though I’d done nothing wrong. I shared the story—the club, the dark room, the neon light, the belt loops, the pushing—and got to the end, to the part where it was over, and I asked my therapist, “But was it even sexual assault if he didn’t use his penis? If he only used his hand?” Yes, she said, it was. Her tone was adamant. 

         
         Later that day, I called my best friend of twenty-five years. She was home in Los Angeles, and I thought of the hot Santa
            Ana winds washing over her just as the cool Pacific wind washed over me. I asked her if she’d ever been sexually assaulted.
            I was nervous to ask, as if I were asking her to reveal something hideous, something wrong about her body, something wrong about mine—do you have secret hairy squid tentacles growing out of your inner thighs, too? It was a conversation we’d never had before. She said, “I don’t know.” She said she’d have to think about it. It strikes
            me now, as an older woman with a deeper political consciousness, that this is a remarkable answer, that you could write a
            doctoral thesis about this answer. Imagine another question about bodily trespass—have you ever been shot? have you ever been
            stabbed? have you ever been hit by a car?—where the victim/survivor would need time to contemplate whether it had happened.
            But, I get it; the same social forces that made her unclear on whether she’d ever been sexually assaulted had made me unclear,
            too. Maybe? No, I don’t think so, but possibly. Kind of, I’m not sure. Before we hung up, she said she did recall one time, decades ago, being groped by a cab driver, but wasn’t sure whether that
            “counted.”
         

         
         Legally, it does. So does what happened to me. There is no question about this. The Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (RAINN), the United States’ largest anti–sexual violence organization and an organization whose definitions center survivors and victims in a way that laws may not, defines sexual assault as “sexual contact or behavior that occurs without explicit consent of the victim.” California law, under which I currently live, defines sexual battery as, in part, “touching an intimate part of another person where the touching is against the will of the victim and is for the specific purpose of sexual arousal [or] sexual gratification.” And Italy, where I was assaulted, defines sexual violence as using force, threats, or the abuse of authority to force another person to commit or suffer sexual acts. Mine is a clear-cut case in any relevant jurisdiction. With my therapist’s help, I was able to see this. 

         
         I was also able to see the other reason I’d avoided the truth: I didn’t want to think about whether the men I’m close to had
            ever done what Luca did. Rejecting the proximity of sexual assault to my own life allowed me also to reject the potential
            proximity of people who sexually assault, 90 percent of whom are men.*

         
         Among that 90 percent may be men I love. Men I have worked with. Men who have driven me home. Men who have come into my house to repair heaters and washing machines. Men I have dated or slept with (or married). Men who are my friends. Men who raised me, taught me. “Good” men. The problem is that maybe, by believing the men in my life are good without verifying their goodness, I fool myself. Maybe I assume innocence when that should not be the presumption. After all, undoubtedly, at least some of Luca’s friends and family believed—perhaps still believe—he could never be the perpetrator of sexual violence. This is the burden women and girls must carry, but about which we aren’t supposed to complain: Not all men, okay, but to give the benefit of the doubt to all men, to give them all the grace of our trust, can get you killed, abused, or attacked. This isn’t hypothetical. It happened to
            me.
         

         
         It has also happened to millions, and millions, and millions of women in this country alone. Sexual assault is underreported.* Still, we can estimate that nearly 25 percent of women in college have been sexually assaulted—that is close to two million female students, more than the entire population of a city like Philadelphia, or San Francisco, or Dallas. One out of every six American women has been the victim of an attempted or completed rape; that is almost twenty-seven million people, or the entire populations of Switzerland, Israel, and Sweden combined. More than half of American women have been sexually assaulted—about the same number as the entire populations of Canada and Spain together. I will say it again: Men are doing this to many women. And we don’t know which men; instead, we know only that almost 75 percent of sexual assaults are committed by someone the victim knows. My lived
            experience bears this out. My social circle includes at least three women who were molested by a brother, one who was molested
            by her father, one who was molested by an uncle, one who was raped by a fellow church member, four who were sexually assaulted
            by boyfriends and/or husbands, and so on. These are intimate crimes in every sense. They involve intimate parts of the body,
            intimate violation, and intimate—or at least established—relationships. If anyone is going to assault me again, it will likely
            be a man I know. But is it likely that a man I know has committed assault?
         

         
         A study from the University of Kent illustrates the dizzying state of un-knowledge that results from living under the weight
            of not all men, but which men? Of 554 male students who participated in a survey about sexual conduct, 63 reported that they had committed assault, rape,
            or other coercive and unwanted conduct in the past two years. How many assaults, rapes, etc. are we talking about? 251. I
            am reassured, for lack of a less enthusiastic word, that it seems we’re looking at “just a few” men committing serial crimes,
            and not many men committing one-offs. But I am aghast that a full 11 percent of men surveyed admitted to sexually violent
            conduct—and again, which men?

         
         I suppose I could just ask and then know once and for all. My ex-husband, my brother and cousins, my professional relations,
            my old roommates, the man I’m currently dating . . . Hey, so, have you ever sexually assaulted someone? Putting aside the incongruity of asking women, who are powerfully conditioned not to bother or upset men, to toss all that conditioning to the side in order to inquire about a man’s possible history of sexual violence, there is at least one colossal problem with that fantasy: Men’s answers might not be trustworthy. This is a different problem than they might lie. This problem is better understood as their assessment might be honest but completely inaccurate. Because it seems a decent number of men aren’t very good at identifying sexual assault that isn’t explicitly called “rape.”
            Multiple studies have shown that when you ask male participants, Have you ever raped someone? and also Have you ever coerced someone into having sex with you? the same men will answer no to the former and yes to the latter. Most recently, a study at the University of North Dakota
            found that while “only” 13.6 percent of men said they would rape a woman if there were no consequences, a whopping 31.7 percent
            said they would “force a woman to have sexual intercourse.” The word rape, it seems, is more off-putting to these men than the act that defines it. To be sure, language presents a conundrum: Rape/force and coerce are not necessarily synonyms. If someone nags you or badgers you or bugs you or begs you or pesters you or hounds you, and you cave in, allowing sex you don’t really want to happen, have they coerced you? Have they forced you? Have they raped you? Or have they participated, alongside you, in the sexual economy of, say, a typical long-term relationship, during which sex drives are sometimes mismatched and sex is sometimes an act of kindness, or maintenance, or procreative windows. What feels like coercion to one person may feel like seduction to another; this reality alone suggests that the words we have to discuss these issues are as limited, shaky, inconsistent, and fallible as our collective thinking. Moreover, why do we resist holding men accountable for anything but the worst expressions of sexual domination? Why do we accept that insisting, pestering, badgering, and arm-twisting could just be par for the course? 

         
         Part of the problem, I think, is that words like force, coerce, and rape, along with their squishier cousins cajole, press, nag, and so on, force us to think about what the transgressor did rather than what the transgressed-upon experienced. In the context of sexual assault, which is so gendered, this means we have once more become engrossed by men and boys—what
            they did or didn’t do—instead of zeroing in on women and girls. And because we live in a world where men are deemed superior,
            we are more likely to protect their prerogatives than protect women. This learned reflex of centering male experience and
            male action while marginalizing female experience is exactly what consent culture strives to correct when it stresses that,
            ultimately, the identification of a coercive sexual act lies not in the nature or degree of coercion but in the consent or
            lack thereof. Under this rubric, it does matter that there is a distinction between, for example, pestering someone for sex
            and all-out forcing them, and we should recognize that coercion exists on a spectrum, but the only person who can say whether
            an incident was consensual is the person to whom it happened.
         

         
         The day when consent culture reigns may not be far off. Then again, who knows? Asking women to confidently refuse or withdraw consent feels almost cruel in a culture that constantly socializes women to prioritize other people’s feelings and subsume their own. At the turn of the millennium, an Emory University study asked 1,000 sexually active teenage girls what they most wanted to know about pregnancy prevention, and 85 percent said, “How to say no without hurting the other person’s feelings.” 

         
         

         As much as I have always scoffed at people who complain that seeking clear, affirmative consent ruins the moment, when faced
            with having a consent-focused sex life, I found myself slightly adrift. I recently dated a man who, before putting his hands
            on my breasts for the first time, said, “Can I touch them?” It threw me. I looked around, unintentionally comic, like What’s going on? “Yeah,” I said. He did it again when his hand was over my leg. Can I touch your thigh? I paused, perplexed. Yeah . . . After he’d gone home, I stood at the sink washing our wineglasses, recounting this mysterious interaction to my best friend.
            Why the hell did he keep asking? What was that about? She was puzzled, too, then proclaimed, Oh my God, he was seeking consent! It struck me as generational. At the time of this date, I was forty-two and he was thirty-one. I was used to being, well, manhandled (the word says it all). I was raised to expect a slightly scary, take-charge energy from the men I’m sleeping with. I was raised to recognize and trust my own desirability only if a man seemed nearly unable to control himself. Hooking up with a guy who received, however cursory, a more conscientious, consent-rooted orientation to sexuality meant adjusting my own frequency, tuning the knobs of my sexuality until I didn’t expect or require a frenzied, ravishing, bodice-ripper vibe in order to feel sexy. It took a while, if I’m honest, and in the back of my mind I wondered whether my thirty-one-year-old date was even into me. Indeed, straight men who focus on consent, or who aren’t that into sex, or who just have a slow pace risk their sexuality and sexual appetites coming into question. They can seem “gay” or otherwise “off” by the standards of heteronormativity, and their straight, female partners might wonder what the hell is going on. This is part of the bizarre lie that straight culture, and rape culture, sells to men and women alike: that male attraction must always contain a dose of brutishness, or at least a bit of force, to be real. 

         
         Another dilemma straight men face: how to like women when we live in a culture that doesn’t. It must be disorienting to desire closeness and communion with members of a subordinated class. Scholar Jane Ward describes this as “the misogyny paradox,” i.e., “the cultural expectation that men should like women [as sexual and romantic partners], even as they are socialized into a culture that normalizes men’s hatred of women.” She writes that we, as a culture, have not yet completed the “transition from woman-as-degraded-subordinate to woman-as-worthy-of-deep-love.” Accordingly, men who cherish their women and bend themselves to their women’s needs, desires, and well-being might be teased for being pussy-whipped, cunt-struck, or henpecked instead of being celebrated as role models. Men who do “female” things like wear nail polish or skirts or are interested in “female” things like expressing emotions are teased for incorrectly performing their gender. Little boys who have crushes on little girls get away with pulling their hair, as if that is an appropriate gesture of desire. Men who catcall women admiringly will, if that woman doesn’t respond with open, grateful reciprocity, flip on a dime, calling her a dumb bitch. A father can simultaneously love his teenage daughter and get off on violent porn narratives about punishing “slutty” underage girls. And, years ago, a man I was friendly with could in the span of ten minutes delight in my company and sexually attack me. 

         
         

         The sloppiness of our language and of our thinking means women are subtly encouraged to spend years ignoring their wounds,
            or trying to define them precisely instead of tending to them. This is madness. Imagine a doctor refusing to suture a gash
            until the patient could explain exactly what type of blade created it, refusing to clean a bullet wound because they did not
            know the bullet’s caliber. In the thick of monoculture moments and phenomena—the #metoo movement, the film Promising Young Woman, the Aziz Ansari wahala—many women published articles with headlines like “It took me 12 years to realize I’d been raped.”
            Mental health experts call this trauma response “unacknowledged rape” or “unacknowledged assault”—meaning unacknowledged by the survivors, who, sometimes for years, referred to their sexual assault with words (always a gamble!) like “bad sex,” “miscommunication,”
            or “a weird night.” A recent study from the University of Mary Washington estimates that 60 percent of female students experience unacknowledged rape. Women are often unfairly treated like unreliable narrators when we seek justice from the men and systems that harm us (or even just name those men or systems). When we speak truth to power, particularly about sexual violence, we are often disbelieved, made fun of, and accused of wanting things like fame and money. But personal experience and the data tell me that, when we fail to “reliably” narrate our stories, it isn’t because we’re making shit up to screw a man
            over. It’s because a lifetime of living in sexism blocks us from seeing when we’ve been trespassed against, and our language
            fails survivors. The benefit of that “unreliable narration” redounds to systemic misogyny, not to us.
         

         
         I haven’t a clue whether Luca thinks of himself as someone who sexually assaulted a girl he once knew; but it’s more likely,
            I think, that he considers that night a time he tried to get laid but didn’t. This is if he considers that night at all. I
            haven’t a clue whether my male friends, family, and colleagues have their own versions of those nights, in which they were
            some version, slightly better or perhaps much worse, of Luca. And I don’t know whether they have the capacity—the language,
            education, emotional depth, self-awareness, and awareness of their partners—to ever see their actions as battery and assault,
            even if a neutral, educated outside observer would.
         

         
         

         Some theorists believe it is impossible for straight women to have nonviolent sex with straight men. The atmosphere of misogyny is just too pervasive, the miasma of animosity and revulsion too thick. I don’t love the idea that every time I’ve fucked a man it has been an experience of, on some level, at least partial violence, be it philosophical or physical. But I find the logic hard to write off entirely, particularly when I consider the words we use to describe how men have straight, penis-in-vagina sex with women: “murder that pussy,” “beat the pussy up,” “choke her out,” “smash it,” “dig her out,” “tear it up,” “rearrange her guts,” “nail her,” “pound her,” “bang her,” “make it burn,” “blow her back out,” “screw her,” “slaughter,” “kill it,” “hit,” etc. If that is what a man is doing to me (and these are things done to women, not with them), am I to understand the encounter as . . . peaceful? From writer Constance Grady: “Our words for sex are violent—pound, hit, bang—and our expressions for violent anger are sexual: fuck off, go fuck yourself, suck my dick. Our language treats violence and sex as near equivalents.”* It’s a depressing thought—that just because men love their female partners doesn’t mean they can scrub themselves of the
            male supremacy and female subordination in which they’ve been born, educated, and come of age. But I have no trouble accepting
            that we don’t know what America looks like without anti-Black racism, for instance, simply because we’ve never seen it. Nothing
            controversial in that observation, I don’t think; yet we recoil from concluding that straight sex is caught in the same kind
            of cultural path dependence. If there is a logical reason for this, I don’t see it.
         

         
         Consider, also, what goes on in free, mainstream porn—which I am not categorically opposed to, but which constitutes a meaningful amount of dense, high-octane, highly suspect “food” for the male sexual/romantic psyche, with nearly all men watching porn, and the average straight man watching it for more than an hour each week. Again, I don’t take issue with that on its face. Getting off, including through watching other people have sex, is fine, at least as a general proposition. But to call porn people having sex elides the vicious—even sadistic—truth of what these men are watching: Researchers from the University of Arkansas studied
            304 scenes from popular pornography videos and found that nearly 90 percent of them included violence against women (choking,
            slapping, gagging, hair pulling, etc.), to which the women generally responded neutrally or positively. A second and larger
            study from Indiana University examined 4,009 videos of straight sex from mainstream porn sites and found “women were the target
            of the aggression in 97% of the scenes, and their response to aggression was either neutral or positive and rarely negative.”
            According to the Archives of Sexual Behavior, mainstream porn tropes have become “a primary source of sexual education,” embedding
            new codes of sexual behavior in young men. A recent ASB survey of 487 American college-age men indicates that “the more pornography
            a man watches, the more likely he was to . . . request particular pornographic sex acts of his partner,” including nonconsensual,
            painful anal sex and nonconsensual choking, both of which are on the increase among teens and college-age adults. (Note, also,
            that when choking constricts breathing, it makes it impossible to say stop.)
         

         
         Look. Human sexuality is complicated. The diversity of human preferences and the vagaries of sexual imagination are not the problem. My point here is simply that we struggle mightily, at least in mainstream straight culture, to separate sex and violence. This struggle plays out in language and in depictions of sex designed for sexual gratification. Is it any wonder that women sometimes struggle for decades to understand that the “sex” they had was actually assault, or that men sometimes struggle to understand that assaults they committed weren’t just “sex”? 

         
         Porn, of course, isn’t the only reason many men and boys have a skewed sense of sexuality, one that concentrates on male desire
            while lobbing female desire to the shadows. From commerce and consumerism to our understanding of puberty, male desire is
            our North Star, while female desire has been dumped into a ditch. Turns out the internet is lousy with baby onesies featuring
            the words Daddy just wanted a blow job. But a onesie that says Mommy just wanted to ride Daddy’s face? That garment doesn’t exist. Or consider that desire is deemed the primary sign/characteristic of sexual maturity in men, while the possibility of pregnancy is treated like the primary sign of sexual maturity in women. The sexual appetites of teenage girls, for example, get far
            less airtime in this culture than the sexual appetites of teenage boys, even though studies show sexual desire is equal among
            the sexes. What isn’t equal is the sense of entitlement to express and fulfill those desires, and the entitlement to layer
            one’s sexual desire onto preexisting power dynamics and gender hierarchies.
         

         
         

         It can feel unbearable that the men I know are, in such an important way, basically unknowable. Because I was told not to ask. And because the men might not be able to accurately describe their own appetites, or experiences, or actions. Because there is a wide, deep zone of sexual violence and assault that we, collectively, prefer to call by another name. Trying to get laid. Being a little persistent. Going for it. I’m just beginning to tabulate the cost of this gendered ignorance, this subordination—of not being able to ascertain how dangerous the world is because it is too scary, maybe even pointless, to ask. I’m not actively afraid of any particular man I know, but I’m afraid of what I may not know, and what they may not know about themselves. The uncertainty is punishing. I, not they, pay the price—when I can’t
            relax enough to orgasm, when I must gamble with my safety, when I am exhorted to dole out my trust even though it hasn’t been
            earned. This is another defeat and devastation connected to that night, twenty years ago, when an awesome guy I knew sexually
            assaulted me. I carry it all with me, and don’t know if there is anywhere or any way to lay it down.
         

         

         
         If you or someone you know has been sexually assaulted or needs help understanding whether an experience constitutes sexual
            assault, help is available. You can contact RAINN’s confidential hotline 24 hours a day at 800-656-4673 or at hotline.rainn.org/online.
            More resources are listed at rainn.org/resources.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            The Recent Unpleasantness

         
         
            To remember is a discipline of waiting and distance.

            —Lena Khalaf Tuffaha

         

         Everywhere we look, time seems to move in inevitable, predictable rotations: seasons, rings, and orbits. This seems to be
            a law of the universe, or at least our niche of it: rolling, cycling patterns, with all phases of the natural world repeatedly
            revisited. We’re stupid to think we, little human beings and our eyeblink of existence, are exempt. We’re silly and proud
            to believe that, for us and us alone, time is a matter of pure linearity, shooting forward like an arrow, with the past always
            further away that it was a moment ago, never to be seen again.
         

         
         I don’t reject linear time entirely, or else I couldn’t function in this world. But nor do I entirely accept it. There is
            clearly more than just linear time—something more like an upward spiral, where time passes, yet we are never that far from places we’ve already been. To insist otherwise strikes me as phony, the emperor dressed in see-through minutes and hours. Still, the cultural insistence doesn’t baffle me. Because in a society whose history is full of depraved, deplorable stretches, imagining time as a straight, fast arrow pointing forever forward isn’t just a cultural hallmark; it serves a political purpose. It undergirds the entire American mythology. It lectures us that what we remember from, like, two seconds ago—that boy’s body in the street, that grandmother’s battle with a poll tax—is ancient history and no longer relevant, casting those of us who point out the lingering stench as failing to get over it. In a society like
            ours, worshipping linear time does not encourage us to continue cleaning up old messes. It encourages a peccant, fanciful
            mixture of optimism and lethargy.
         

         
         When it comes to understanding time, history, and how they inform each other, I was ripe for radicalization because, thank
            God, I’m a Black woman. Which isn’t to say that all Black women have misgivings about linear time, or come to see it as a
            reductive misconstruction, but that my misgivings derive from these features of who I am. Once I gave those misgivings their proper place at the core of my intellect,
            the patently obvious rushed forth: As a woman who menstruates, I know for a fact, I know in my flesh, that revolutions win
            over linearity every time. I know in my body that time cycles, which means we do not move endlessly further from the past, each “past thing” receding until it disappears. Instead, we
            revisit experiences again and again. A different version of them, sure, but a version nonetheless; we cannot wholly separate
            what is coming from what has been. And as a Black person, I know this “forward march” of history shit serves somebody’s interests, but not mine. The reality, at least as far as race is concerned, is that the past and the present intersect and merge. Black people live in a multiplicity of times—the Black present is inseparable from the Black past—and we know it. We know that when we walk down the street, the nineteen-year-old sees us and thinks she’s colorblind, and the ninety-year-old sees us and thinks of her childhood mammy. We know some regard us as equals, and some as coons, their minds “stuck in the past.” We know when a police officer sees a Black body, that officer is both in the present moment and in some long-ago place, submerged in every message he’s ever received about Black people. The synapses fire. The reflexes work their sick magic. Times collide. 

         
         

         Hardly anyone knows her name, because contending with her life means facing a time collision that, high-speed and head-on,
            would kill the fantasy that slavery was long ago.
         

         
         Àbáké was born in West Africa in 1860. She was kidnapped by slave-trading Dahomeyan soldiers. She was purchased by a white
            American. She was dragged into the leaden gut of a slave ship. She was transported across the Atlantic, and when the ship
            arrived in Alabama, she was trafficked with her mother and siblings into the disaster of American slavery. The white American
            who bought her in Alabama was a state representative named Memorable Walker Creagh; Memorable, though we don’t remember him, either. On Creagh’s plantation—better called a forced-labor camp—she was given a new name. Àbáké was replaced by Matilda, and Matilda became the nickname Tilly, though she didn’t use Tilly once she was free. Her mother was renamed Gracie, and her sister Sallie. A different trafficker purchased Matilda’s other siblings; they were taken to a different forced-labor camp, and, as best we know, Matilda never heard from or saw them again. 

         
         After the Civil War, after the battles of Mobile Bay and Spanish Fort and Fort Blakeley, Matilda remained in Alabama, sharecropping
            cotton. She moved a few miles north of Mobile to Africatown. She raised fourteen children. She farmed. She lived into her
            eighties, and she died in the new year, in the chilly season of fresh beginnings and resolve, in the year that brought us
            such contemporary marvels as the Jeep, the York Peppermint Patty, and the first computer-controlled software—January 1940.
         

         
         

         I had not heard of Matilda until a few years ago and came across her only because I was deep in the archives of Slavery & Abolition, a scholarly journal about enslavement and its aftermath, researching something else. I read a few pages about her life—born
            in Africa, trafficked to the United States through the Middle Passage, sold into slavery, manumitted after the Civil War,
            and alive to celebrate Christmas in 1939—and for weeks after could not escape the thought: Here is a survivor of the Middle
            Passage whose life overlaps with my dad’s, and with my godfather’s. It was a bit like realizing how close my birth was to
            Dr. King’s death, but the reverberation was much deeper, and more distressing, more personally troubling, like being in public
            and feeling the first dreadful, abdominal lurch that lets you know you’re going to shit something awful.
         

         
         

         My mom has babysat my daughter since she was a few months old. My mom’s caretaking creates a full circle, because when she—my mother—was a girl, her grandmother (Sarah) and grandfather (Joel) took care of her. They lived in a seaside town in Massachusetts. Joel was a writer, raised dirt-poor in Ohio. He was a casual and spontaneous man, warm and affectionate, the scent of Necco wafers, his favorite and ever-present candy, lingering around him as he tended the raspberry patch or whitewashed their stucco house. Sarah was a painter, her uniform of pearls and white blouses put together in an unpretentious way, bohemian and easy, her pale hair rolled up and pinned, her jewelry splashed around the top of the dresser in the bedroom. My mom remembers the smell of the house—linseed oil—and the well-worn feel of it, each room filled with secondhand furniture. My mom remembers her grandfather’s favorite meal—bread broken into a bowl, sprinkled with sugar, and splashed with fatty, cold milk. A vestige of his childhood poverty, she says. She remembers helping her grandmother prepare candy in the tiny kitchen, their two sets of hands pulling taffy, and, once a summer, lobster boils on the patio, cracked red shells piled in a blue ceramic bowl. She remembers walks to the drugstore, where the hardwood floor was covered in sawdust, to buy ice cream or sodas. She called her grandfather “Daddy” as a small child because he was, in effect, her dad; her actual dad was in Germany, a chaplain in World War II. When, ten years later, my mom’s family moved from the East Coast to San Francisco, her grandmother and grandfather made a yearly drive, every October, to spend six months on the temperate California coast. My mom remembers the kookiness and easy hilarity of her grandparents, their offbeat joie de vivre—how they slept on a mattress on the floor into their eighties, how she (my mom) and her siblings would play with them, making fart noises and singing goofy songs even though it was after bedtime. It was not all cherries and roses; the word nigger flew easily and often from Joel’s mouth; Sarah did not object. Joel refused to meet my mom’s children because their father
            was Black, and he disowned her when she married a Black man. He was a rural Ohio boy with a Southern edge. This was way back
            when. Judge him by the standards of his time, if you wish, or if you must.
         

         
         I’ve walked you through this landscape of memories because I want you to grasp the tremendous impact my mom’s grandparents
            had on her, how deeply they imprinted on her and how much they are a part of her, mind, body, and spirit. The earthy, fibrous
            scent of linseed oil, the polar white of freshened stucco, the soft, chunky padding of sawdust underfoot, the salty brine
            of shellfish. The sounds of Sarah frying tomatoes, the sound of that word uttered in every room of the house, like a name. These are things my mom remembers because she witnessed them firsthand.
            She witnessed and was part of her grandparents’ lives until they died in the 1960s. It wasn’t until I learned about Matilda
            that I fully grasped the importance of just how much my mom’s grandparents were in her life: Joel—the man who raised my mom, who
            was still hanging out with her when miniskirts and tie-dye and bellbottoms were a thing—was born only nineteen years after
            the Civil War, and Sarah—the woman who raised my mom, who was still in her life as Beatlemania and lava lamps and mood rings
            took hold—only twenty. 1884 and 1885 touch my child, born in 2015, through my mother, who bridges the gap, whose hands held
            Joel’s and Sarah’s hands just as they hold my daughter’s. 1884 and 1885 touch me.
         

         
         This is a question of intense, unappreciated nearness and contiguity. Of extreme and uncomfortable closeness. Of time not as a forward-moving track on which you can file away the past as categorically separate from the now, but as something much
            closer to a series of loops that wormhole and squirm and converge. I crunched the numbers and lingered over the microscopic
            temporal distance between Joel’s and Sarah’s births and that war.* The microscopic space between the people who raised my mom, and me. Then I unzipped my chest and slid the distance inside.
         

         
         Joel and Sarah just barely missed the concentrated, hardcore violence of chattel slavery. Instead, they saw the tail end of
            the momentary gleam of Reconstruction, and then, almost contemporaneously, the first swift, toxic flowering of the Black Codes,
            and the onslaught of Jim Crow. That’s the water they swam in. That’s how they were raised. What they were raised in, two little white kids. They carried it inside them until their deaths. Whatever influence my mom’s grandparents had on her
            is now part of the influence she has on my daughter. My mom’s life connects the two. They touch through her. Whatever Sarah and Joel carried in them—born barely twenty years after the Civil War, born to parents who were alive during chattel slavery, born into the thicket of Jim Crow, born just beyond the temporal grasp of the Recent Unpleasantness. I don’t want to overstate how present the past is. I don’t want to suggest that nothing has changed. But it is an indisputable fact that there is an alarmingly close connection between the past and the present, between the American past and present, and the connection is embedded in our own lives, in our homes, right now. In fact, as I write this, everyone
            currently over the age of eighty-one shares their life with someone who was enslaved on a plantation in this country after
            traversing the Middle Passage, against their will, from Africa. I’m thinking, of course, of the woman whose name almost nobody
            knows: Matilda.*

         
         

         I think about whether Joel’s temporal nearness to the Civil War explains, which is perhaps to say excuses, his lifelong, fanatical
            racism; we are encouraged to haul out the past when it might justify ignorance or depravity. Jefferson, Ohio, where Joel was
            born, is close to Kentucky. I’ve walked to Kentucky from Ohio; you just cross a bridge. It takes ten minutes. Call me crazy,
            but as soon as I set foot in Kentucky, I felt vulnerable and unsafe, and I turned around right away, eager to get back to
            the Union side with its Underground Railroad routes and antislavery stance, and this was in 2011. In the 1800s, when Joel
            was born? Forget about it. Because Ohio bordered slave-state Kentucky, and slave-state West Virginia, and slave-state Indiana, a place that, though free of slavery after 1804, became home to one of the largest, most active Ku Klux Klan communities in the world.* Southern Ohio in particular, where Joel was born, depended on the slave economy, and, in the late 1800s, its residents were
            likely to be from Virginia or Kentucky or descended from Virginian and Kentuckian kin (as was Joel; his grandfather was part of the slaveholding, Virginian wing of my family). Antebellum Ohioans aggressively resisted the immigration
            and integration of free Black people into their state. Before the Civil War, Ohio’s so-called Black Laws required every Black
            person entering the state to produce papers assuring their freedom and to provide a $500 bond to ensure good behavior (that’s
            about $14,000 in today’s money). Blacks in Ohio could not vote, serve on juries, testify in court against whites, hold office,
            or serve in the state militia. They could not attend public schools until 1848, and then only segregated schools. It was in
            Ohio that Margaret Garner, the escaped enslaved women who inspired Toni Morrison’s Pulitzer Prize–winning novel, Beloved, killed her daughter with a knife rather than see her returned to enslavement as slave catchers battered the door of her hiding place. After the Civil War and into the turn of the century, the usual slate of racist anti-Black policies and norms flourished in Ohio: Blacks were excluded from unions and the steady, good-paying jobs they provided; restaurants overcharged Black people or simply refused to serve them; theaters excluded Blacks or segregated them in the balcony (my dad and his sisters remember trudging up to the balcony of their segregated movie theater in the 1950s); amusement parks were usually for whites only; whites fled to what would become the suburbs; racist violence bubbled up, including lynchings. The list goes on, and you can probably fill it in without my enumeration. So, in the end, I get why Joel was racist. Look at the world he was born into. Of course, one need not be born into that world to be racist. One can be born into this world, or even the better world of tomorrow, and be as racist as Joel was, or worse, much worse. Again, we are all more proximate
            than we think.
         

         
         White and non-Black people are shocked—or at least they express shock—when racially motivated hate crimes occur. They’re shocked because they’ve been conditioned to believe we are no longer close to the problem. That enough time has passed and we are beyond all that. They have been handed a vision of time that elides reality. They haven’t done the math on the back of a napkin and seen, through Matilda or other figures, that our “racist history” is history the way leftovers in the fridge are history—only yesterday they were fresh. Killer cops. Crooked prosecutors. Blackface parties. Racist songs on the school bus. Alt-right cells in little towns and militia clusters in big cities. Birtherism. White men in khakis descending on a Virginia college campus, gripping their Home Depot torches, their eyes lathered with rage. I could go on. But the point isn’t the range and proliferation of racist events in contemporary American culture—though that is important to document. What interests me more is stimulating the recognition that there is no real temporal—and therefore no profound historical and cultural—distance between the people committing these sins and the people who, say, didn’t want Ruby Bridges to enroll in Louisiana’s all-white William Frantz Elementary School. We think of that moment, captured in black-and-white photos, as history. It isn’t. As I write this, Bridges is sixty-seven years old. Younger than my mother. Younger than Oprah, and Joe Biden, and Bill Clinton, and Jerry Seinfeld, and Cher. Only twenty-six years older than me. She desegregated that school in 1960. That’s living memory for about fifty-four million Americans, or just under 20 percent of the country. And let us remember that when six-year-old Bridges walked through the schoolhouse door, she had to be flanked by federal marshals for protection. Let us remember that she was walking to the sound of livid white voices, male and female, screaming, Two four six eight, we don’t want to integrate. Some, maybe even many, of those voices can still be heard in homes today, asking for the salt at the dinner table or saying
            good morning and good night. Bridges was walking into a building that was half empty, as hundreds of white parents had withdrawn
            their white children in anticipation of Ruby’s arrival. Is there reason to believe that a critical mass of those parents,
            or their children, are radically different today? Somewhat different, sure—times do change. But radically different? That
            they are right now engaged in an ongoing inventory of and atonement for the role white supremacy plays in their lives? You
            read the newspaper just like I do. What do you think? (Schools, by the way, are now as racially segregated as they were before
            Brown, due largely to the choices of white parents.) I picture Ruby’s small feet in black Mary Janes and white ankle socks, her thick hair adorned with a big, bright white bow. And I picture my great-grandparents—Joel and Sarah—still alive and watching that day unfold on the evening news, perhaps contemplating how their own parents were alive during chattel slavery, perhaps recalling how recent a memory the Recent Unpleasantness was during their own childhoods, how they saw armless veterans on trips to town. Whether they watched Ruby Bridges with consternation and bitterness or love and awe I cannot say, but I can guess. 

         
         

         I don’t want to repeat the very mistakes I am trying to reject, pretending the past isn’t worth all the attention we give
            the future and give the now, so we’re returning to Matilda. This is what I want to say:
         

         
         Every American should know Matilda McCrear’s name. She should be famous. She should have statues towering in parks. She should
            have a stamp. She should have a dollar bill with her face on it, the dark planes of her long cheeks etched in green and flanked
            by olive branches, like George Washington. Elementary schools should bear her name. The last known person to survive the Middle
            Passage and slavery is a hero, and while I don’t want to coat her with the suffocating lacquer of sentimentality, or suggest
            that she chose to sacrifice her freedom for this country, or diminish her to a teaching tool, I do want to suggest that her
            story is a holy tale of liberatory exodus we all should know.
         

         
         Here’s what else I want to say: Matilda McCrear never should have been forced here from Africa, because chattel slavery never should have happened. But she also never should have come here because, in 1807, Congress passed the Act Prohibiting Importation of Slaves, which took effect in 1808, the earliest date the Constitution allowed. Of course, slavery itself remained legal after 1808, and it became increasingly vital to American culture and the economy—it’s just that new slaves
            were meant to come from breeding the slaves who were already here. By 1860, enslaved people were more valuable than all the
            capital invested in manufacturing, railroads, and banks combined. In light of that tremendous wealth and the potential for
            fiendish profit, it is unsurprising (if still sickening) that white people created Black slaves by any means they could, including
            unlawfully; by the Civil War, thousands of Africans had been illegally smuggled into the United States. Timothy Meaher, a
            wealthy Alabama landowner and the son of Irish immigrants, was one of the smugglers. He chartered a schooner built of yellow
            pine, oak, and hand-forged pig iron, named it the Clotilda, and hired its builder to sail it. In 1860, the Clotilda returned from present-day Benin with more than one hundred men, women, and children crammed into the hold, a place of notorious
            and unspeakable woe, filth, sickness, and psychological torture. One survivor said they “almost grieved themselves to death.”
            Fretting that the Clotilda’s stench would alert Alabamans to its illegal cargo (it did), the captain chose to set the ship on fire after the captives
            disembarked. Its wooden parts sank to the bottom of the Alabama River. The men, women, and children aboard the Clotilda cost Meaher $9,000 in gold, but they were worth more than $180,000 in the United States. Profitable enough, I suppose, to
            keep anyone looking straight ahead.
         

         
         It seems instructive that, in 2018, when the charred remains of the Clotilda were found, parts of it were only under nine feet of water. No deeper than the diving end of a neighborhood swimming pool. Of course, to borrow from activist Rosa Luxemburg, those who don’t move won’t feel their chains. Timothy Meaher—the man who smuggled Matilda and her kin on the Clotilda—has a great-grandson, about my age. His name is Robert. He is unwilling to meet with the great-grandchildren of the Clotilda’s survivors, though they’ve reached out to him. He is stuck in the wrong kind of time. He hasn’t tried to move. He hasn’t
            paid attention to what Black bodies and women’s bodies might teach him. He thinks the past is over.
         

         
         

         When the Civil War ended, some of the Clotilda’s passengers wanted to return to Africa but, having been enslaved, did not have the money to buy passage home. Matilda wore
            her hair in Yoruba styles all her life. In her seventies she tried, unsuccessfully, to recover some sort of legal compensation
            for her enslavement and the agony of the Middle Passage. The past was not gone for Matilda, neither the delicate, gorgeous coiffures of West Africa nor the monstrous travail of enslavement. I see her plaiting
            her thick black hair, a glossy veil of grease on her fingertips. I see her walking home from the county courthouse after the
            judge dismissed her case for reparations. All this presence is possible only because of her Black, female body—hands, feet, hair a monument to duration, her story an opportunity for attunement to our own lives, the same epiphany of Blackness and femaleness that I carry, that helped me discern the erroneousness of the cult of linear time. The past was not gone for Matilda, and she knew it, as we should. We ought to bind ourselves to her, and in so doing, begin to bind up the wound that would separate us. It doesn’t take that much; we already know how time really works, we’ve just been told to forget, and to let go of our corporeal intelligence. We should not let go. We should hold on. The strength of our grip should tire us; the distance of the reach should not. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Lest We Die of Hunger

         
         On the cover of her double-platinum single “Anaconda,” Nicki Minaj squats on her tippy-toes, faces away from the camera, and
            looks at us over her shoulder, her gaze direct, the fourth wall broken. She’s opened her legs, spreading her thighs as wide
            as they can go, and she’s let one hand fall over the naked, succulent globes of her outstanding derrière. If you ask me, it’s
            hot. I stared at the photograph and tried to imagine my own body capable of such seduction, eye contact wily and ass indomitable.
            Nowadays, I see a version of this pose regularly on social media, everyone from soccer moms to coeds crouched and eyeing the
            camera this way, many of them white. But, originally, this away-facing squat and come-hither backward glance was a strictly
            Black pose, wasn’t it? It was ghetto. Hood. Hoochie. Black strippers and rappers and inmates. It comes from a certain aesthetic
            strain of American Blackness, though now everybody and they mama does it. Reminds me of a T-shirt I saw at a Lizzo concert:
            white girls copying gay boys copying Black women. That’s just how it goes.
         

         
         Twitter did not like what Minaj had done. The picture was too graphic, too raunchy, too much. The Guardian questioned whether “her almost-bare butt” was “too racy for her own good” and “a step too far.” The Huffington Post wrung its hands and called the image jaw-dropping. Minaj pointed out the hypocrisy, observing that Sports Illustrated regularly features bare asses on its cover and the images are adored.
         

         
         I was reminded of just how deep this hypocrisy runs when, a couple years ago, I came across a cheeky, astute collage by German
            artist and graphic designer Tony Futura. The work is deceptively simple: It simply superimposes Minaj’s image from “Anaconda”
            onto Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, one of Pablo Picasso’s most important paintings, in which women pose nakedly and stare at the viewer. Futura’s addition
            to this conversation is basically a meme, and I couldn’t find remarks from Futura about his process or intent. But to me the
            message was wonderfully clear: People flipped out about Nicki Minaj doing with her own body exactly what Picasso did with other people’s bodies to universal acclaim. We regard darn near the same image totally differently depending on who made it, and we do it in a way that is obedient to racial and gender hierarchy instead of to which author has more natural right to make the work. The costs for women are ongoing. A culture in which men have more right to create the archive of womanhood than women do means we don’t get to speak for ourselves. It means that, in the chronicles of humanity, we risk being seen but not heard, present as subjects but not authors. The problem is even worse for Black women: Historically speaking, most of the people and institutions whom we’ve empowered to document Black women’s lives, who’ve created lasting “images” of us—what eventually become the archive, or history, or “truth”—don’t particularly like Black women. The police, tax collectors, social workers, landlords, bankers, trial courts, psychologists, sociologists, et
            al. whose interactions with Black women have, over the last centuries, left a paper trail have almost always been consciously
            or unconsciously trapped in the pestilent muck of misogynoir. We lose the right to exist in all possible configurations, end
            up nailed to the wall under a gaze we don’t recognize or want.
         

         
         

         Picasso was twenty-five and living in Paris when he painted Les Demoiselles. It is a roughly eight-by-eight-foot canvas depicting five naked women, their faces unsmiling and their eyes lifeless. Two
            of the five women have somewhat normal faces. The other three have elongated, angular, oversize faces that evoke African tribal
            masks and (prehistoric) Iberian art. The women are prostitutes—les demoiselles d’Avignon means, literally, the young ladies of Avignon, but it references Carrer d’Avinyó, Barcelona’s red-light district. Contemporary
            viewers correctly understood the young women to be sex workers.
         

         
         The painting is considered a masterpiece and is part of 500 years of celebrated male artists painting naked women (Botticelli, Bronzino, Bouguereau, Fragonard, Courbet, Manet, Degas, Gauguin, Collier, Waterhouse, Cézanne, Munch, Klimt—I could go on). But it is also a break with those 500 years. Because instead of rendering the naked women softly and sensually, instead of painting their faces to match idealized notions of beauty, as was the norm, Picasso’s women are highly otherized, almost nonhuman figures, and they aren’t beautiful by the standards of their time and place. The African masks on their faces and their Iberian forms read as primitive and beastly. At its first exhibit, in 1916, many viewers found the larger-than-life image distressful. They did not like its directness, stylistic mishmash, or the women’s ugliness. Within about a decade, though, that initial dislike gave way to reverence, then worship. A century later, we continue to regard Les Demoiselles as a pivotal feat of ingenuity. It is the work that destabilized centuries of Western art, launching its modern era. We understand that Les Demoiselles is a painting with which all later paintings are, in one form or another, and whether or not they know it, in conversation.
            For over a hundred years, it has been an object of nearly universal respect and admiration, its creator a genius. For over
            a century, it’s been a tremendous influence on Western imagery and thinking—and rightly, we say.
         

         
         That’s the erudite, art-historical way of understanding Les Demoiselles. But there’s another way, less fancy but equally true: Les Demoiselles, and our final assessment of it, is just the same old shit. Picasso felt free to use brown and Black female bodies (their
            perceived sexual potency, magnetism, and bestiality) to make a point, his point—so he did, and we applauded him for it. He didn’t ask for permission to use women’s bodies or African imagery, and
            we didn’t ask him for proof that he was qualified to depict the sex workers he painted. He felt entitled, and evidently, he
            was. Foreheads to the floor, we bow before Les Demoiselles and its outspoken, hungry creator, admiring how he culled whatever caught his eye, including things that were not his, and
            depicted them how he wanted to. We have confidence in his instincts and his means.
         

         
         But we don’t have confidence in Nicki Minaj. We don’t trust her to use her own body, her own image, entwining it with her own music, to make her own art. She is the root and the fruit of the image. Though the image is in conversation with other music, like Sir Mix-a-Lot’s “Baby Got Back,” the only thing Minaj employed to make the image is her own body.
            In her gathering of material to display, she swept up only herself. But that, we say, is too much. In poor taste and not good for her. We do not trust her. Instead, we chastise her, and we doubt whether she can make good
            decisions for herself. Five thousand years of recorded human history and we still look askance at women who reach inside themselves,
            dig both hands into the fecund, ripe guts of their power, and do whatever the hell they want, depict themselves however the hell they want; double the woe if that woman is Black. Somehow, particularly when it comes to the
            sensual, the unseemly, we have convinced ourselves that Picasso, and other “great men” like him, can be trusted to depict
            Black women more than Black women themselves.
         

         
         Don’t get me wrong—I like Les Demoiselles. I like it for its knotty historical significance, and because I have an affinity for oversize canvases that engulf you,
            and because Cubism stimulates my thinking with its emphasis on deconstruction and reconstruction. And I admire the breadth
            of Picasso’s talent. Still, to borrow from theorist Andrea Dworkin, I refuse to live as if he is real and I am not.
         

         
         To be sure, Picasso’s infatuation with African masks yielded, on balance, some beneficial diversification to the Western canon, but infatuation is not comprehension. I’m not convinced he comprehended the masks he was using, making his use suspect or even ridiculous. He found them “savage,” and critics agreed. From the Museum of Modern Art: Picasso was obsessed with the “blocky, pared-down forms and forceful, angular planes” of “primitive” art, using their “striking shapes and contours” to inflect his own work with a “radical restructuring of . . . formal characteristics.” I’m most interested in the last bit: Picasso used the “primitive” quality of African and precolonial art to interrupt the classic, respectable, accepted templates of portraiture and figurative painting, particularly paintings of women. Literally, he took the colors and contours of the African masks to render the Les Demoiselles sex workers’ faces in brown and tan paint instead of peach and pink, and to make their faces masklike. (Some critics view
            these three women as actually wearing masks, some as having masklike faces.) More broadly, he used Black creativity and Black “likeness” to inject something he saw as raw, vehement, and animalistic into Western art, to trouble its lilied propriety. On the one hand, revolutionary. But on
            the other, white and European people do this all the time: read ferocity, defiance, and vulgarity onto Black, brown, and Native
            faces and bodies when, in truth, they don’t have any clue what they’re actually seeing. The expressions and forms they read
            as angry, wild, or sullen, for instance, may actually depict wholly different emotional states—self-possession, curiosity,
            enlightenment, sorrow, fatigue, equanimity, judiciousness. Any Black woman who has ever been called angry when she was, in
            fact, sad, worn-out, amused, or slightly irked knows this phenomenon well. And any Black man who has been deemed a mortal
            threat while he was, like, out for a stroll knows it, too. This self-centered, sloppy misread of Black and brown expression fuels not just tropes about Black adults, but the adultification of Black children (and its sometimes lethal consequences), the school-to-prison pipeline, even the use of African American Vernacular English by non-Black people who want to appear, for a moment, sassy, fed up, super-expressive, or thuggish. 

         
         In a letter to the French writer and art theorist André Malraux, Picasso claimed he “understood” the African masks. I don’t take him at
            his word. I don’t even take the art critics who believe him at their word. Whatever he felt he understood, Picasso was fully submerged in the extractive, grandiose climate of European colonialism that allowed him
            to see the masks in the first place—as European countries, including France, colonized African countries, they stole African
            art and trafficked it to Europe. Picasso never traveled to Africa. He saw the masks stripped of their cultural context and
            divorced from their makers. I have seen no evidence that his fascination with the masks was unmarred by the greedy, siphoning,
            self-aggrandizing cultural conditions in which he lived. Perhaps it exists, but nor have I seen evidence that his utilization
            of the masks aligned with how the masks’ creators used or wanted them used.
         

         
         Moreover, I’m skeptical of how Picasso rendered the women in Les Demoiselles because he was a pathological misogynist. We can’t honestly read anything he did artistically to, toward, or with women without factoring in his detestation of females. His granddaughter, Marina Picasso, described in her memoir how he related to women: “He submitted them to his animal sexuality, tamed them, bewitched them, ingested them, and crushed them onto his canvas. After he had spent many nights extracting their essence, once they were bled dry, he would dispose of them.” Picasso famously proclaimed that “women are machines for suffering” and said that every time he changed wives (he married twice, had six significant mistresses, and countless lovers), he should burn the woman he left. According to art historian Dr. Jane Eckett, “even his greatest innovation, Cubism, fractures and dismembers the female body, reassembling it as a pile of so many bones.” And though libidinousness is obviously not, by itself, misogynistic, in the full context of Picasso’s obsessive, objectifying, malicious impulses toward women, his demanding, maybe insatiable appetite for sex has probative value. It suggests that, genius or no, he probably struggled to render women without prejudice, if he ever even thought to. 

         
         No, I will not rely on him to show the world who we are.

         
         

         Just as Picasso is part of a tradition, so, too, is Nicki Minaj. The lineage of Black female artists challenging the boundaries
            of self-possession, self-expression, and sexuality is rich and diverse, including sisters and foremothers from Lil’ Kim to
            Trina to Donna Summer to (and especially) Josephine Baker. I like to suppose that each of these women brought her frisky,
            boundary-busting art to the world because—and only because—she wanted to. I like to think that Baker, for instance, truly
            desired to dance at the Folies Bergère, that she found it gratifying, pleasurable, and aligned with her truest aspirations
            even as she was surely aware of being seen through the deforming haze of the white gaze, the male gaze, and the colonial gaze; her most famous costume, consisting of a miniskirt made of rubber bananas and pearls strung across her décolletage, tells me she not only was aware of but was slyly playing with the white gaze, juxtaposing a skirt that shouted monkey with the most refined, and literally white, of jewelry. She said in interviews that she loved her work and it brought her
            happiness, and I have no reason to think this isn’t true; I trust her.
         

         
         The lineage goes back further than Baker, of course, but the further back we go, the less sovereignty we can confidently say any particular Black woman had at her disposal. One can’t think about Baker, for instance, without thinking about Sarah Baartman, also known as the “Hottentot Venus,” whose perceived sexuality was the source of her fame but who I cannot imagine describing her “work” as bringing her happiness. Baartman was a First Nations African woman brought to Europe by a British doctor and a Dutch merchant. Historians don’t agree on how much volition Baartman had in the decision to go to Europe. Some argue that she was forced against her will. Others argue that the doctor and merchant told her she could make money displaying her body in Europe, and she decided to try. Even in the latter scenario, Baartman, a Black, Indigenous teenager forced under colonialism to abandon her pastoral and nomadic culture and make a subsistence living as a domestic laborer for a grown, white, male settler, was making a “choice” under constrained, oppressive, and unjust circumstances. Either way, Baartman was not free in Europe, and she died a penniless sex worker. She spent her European life under the control of white men, including an animal trainer. For profit, and because they wanted to, these men confined and bound Baartman, displaying her as a spectacle in British and Irish “freak shows,” bars, universities, and museums where ticket holders, revelers, students, and, I guess, artists and art lovers could gawk at and touch her body, including what, to European eyes, were her unusually large vulva and buttocks. European scientists deemed her an example of African and Black people’s “eternal inferiority.” She was described in white newspapers as the missing link between human and beast. For most of the twentieth century, the Musée de l’Homme in Paris displayed Baartman’s pickled skeleton, pickled brain, and pickled genitals. 

         
         Here, unexpectedly, we return to Picasso: The Musée de l’Homme was built to replace the demolished Musée d’Ethnographie du
            Trocadéro. Before its demise, Picasso walked the halls of the Trocadéro and encountered, for the first time, the type of plundered
            African mask he so pontifically used in Les Demoiselles. The museum that exhibited stolen art for uninformed, troublesome consumption by its public is, almost literally, the same
            museum that believed, until 1976, that it was okay to exhibit the bones, brain, and vulva of an African woman all but held
            hostage in France, caged and displayed during her lifetime for curious European onlookers, her body incorrectly read as heathen,
            ribald, and uncivilized. The reputed painter who frequented those highbrow halls and (mis)used the African art to paint “savage”
            female sex workers is celebrated, while actual African sex workers, like Baartman, were deemed subhuman. This is what I mean when I say Picasso was soaked in a crippling
            culture of misogyny, anti-Blackness, and colonial avarice. Convince me that he was not. Convince me that white men using Black
            women to make art today aren’t soaked, or at least a little wet, from a culture of misogyny, anti-Blackness, and colonial avarice, too. Convince me they can tell the world about us better than we can. 

         
         There is an instructive addendum to Baartman’s story: In 1994, Nelson Mandela, South Africa’s first postapartheid leader,
            asked the French government to repatriate Baartman’s remains for a ritual burial by her people. For eight years, France resisted.
            The Musée de l’Homme’s assistant curator, Philippe Mennecier, argued against returning Baartman’s remains to her homeland
            and community, saying, “We never know what science will be able to tell us in the future. If she is buried, this chance will
            be lost . . . for us she remains a very important treasure.” I fully believe that Mennecier thought he—to use Picasso’s word—understood the importance of Sarah Baartman, her life, her body, and her legacy. I also fully believe that he did not.
         

         
         I’ve read and heard so much about these old white farts, and so little about the people who interest me most. I want to know
            what Sarah Baartman considered “a very important treasure.” I want to know what Sarah Baartman understood. What appetites and desires drove her, inspired her, and eluded her? Which was she able to satisfy? We can never know, and I consider this a massive loss, not only because she is a seminal figure in history, but because the racism, sexism, and colonialism under which she created her life mean her story comes to us through the voices of the very people who least understood her, who most shunned her. She must have been groomed, as so many women and Black women are, to make do with our famishment, and to cope with the limitations placed upon us. Of course, there is a spectrum: A woman can stipulate to the practical reality of her manacles while living the life of a revolutionary, a gourmand, a philosopher, an inventor, and more inside her mind. It is that mind—the unknown fascinations, wantings, triumphs, and experiments of someone like Baartman—that I wish we could know. If she had made art about her life, if she had been given the widest of berths, her choice of materials, complete freedom to speak, carve, layer, and even destroy, to leave an indentation of her own design, to sire her own legacy all by herself, we would. 

         
         As much as the inner lives of women and Black women from the past have been lost to us, we can know the inner worlds of women and Black female artists, and women generally, alive today. We just have to give them the space and resources to tell their stories. Their portraits and self-portraits, their prose
            and poetry, their lyrics and films are the ones we should elevate, cleave to, shine light on, beg for more of. But they cannot
            create unless we value their right to creation, and that means valuing their appetites. We have to feed them and allow them to feed themselves all the material
            they can eat, including the material of their own sexuality and erotic lives. And make no mistake: Creativity is, at its core,
            hunger. It is an ongoing thirst—a need for material, an urgency to speak, a longing to make a record of our true existence.
            We have to believe that women and Black women are intelligent enough to know what they need in order to work, and intelligent
            enough to express themselves without intervention and paternalism. We have to support and give space to their drives, their
            passions, and their lust for material with which to produce, to make, to tell.
         

         
         I can’t separate our cultural mistrust of Black women’s creative appetites from our cultural mistrust of Black women’s actual appetites. The culturally contrived connection between fatness—which we see as an extension of appetite—and Blackness is
            well documented. To justify human slavery and the racism that followed, it was essential to degrade Blackness and uplift whiteness.
            One way this degradation played out was by portraying thinness as a symbol of control, restraint, discipline, grace, and intelligence—and
            associating it with whiteness. At the same time, fatness was portrayed as a symbol of gluttony, laziness, lack of control,
            and lack of discipline—and was associated with Blackness. In Fearing the Black Body: The Racial Origins of Fat Phobia, scholar Sabrina Strings describes this process by focusing on the messages of women’s magazines. For example, an 1836 issue
            of Godey’s Lady’s Book, the most widely read women’s magazine in antebellum America, urged white readers to curtail the amount of food they ate
            in the interest of “beauty,” warning that “excessive” eating created an African-seeming body that was improper for a white
            woman. In 1897, Harper’s Bazaar declared that “to be fat is to be miserable” for a white woman wanting social success, positing that a fat white woman could
            only be desirable if she “burnt-cork herself”—in other words, if she darkened her skin to look Black. This is the same amalgam
            of anti-Blackness, fatphobia, and misogyny that ensnared Sarah Baartman and continues to ensnare Black women; when Nicki Minaj
            called out the two-faced judgment over her “Anaconda” photograph by comparing it to the ritualistic, nationwide fawning over
            the Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition, she didn’t add that the asses in Sports Illustrated tend to be white and petite, but to a knowing reader, that was implied. The uproar and disapproval can’t be separated from Minaj’s female Blackness or her ass’s rotund resplendence. It seems obvious that a culture disgusted and frightened by Black female fatness, that associates Blackness with fatness generally, and that blames fatness on appetite would quite naturally try to limit Black women’s appetites across the board. 

         
         These frightened gatekeepers aren’t altogether wrong: There is something undeniably hungry, even predatory, about the mind
            of an artist. Because we know that it’s all, potentially, material—information, inspiration, stuff we can use. Case in point:
            In the 1960s, Joan Didion saw a five-year-old tripping on LSD and described the (harrowing) scene as “gold.” Not a humane
            reaction, and not a feminine reaction. But a writer’s reaction. An artist’s reaction. There is an appetite at work, and without it you cannot bring art
            into existence. Would we trade the Didion we had for one who didn’t know good material when she saw it? Certainly not. If
            you want the creator and her work, then you must respect her appetite.
         

         
         

         In 2021, my then husband and I decided to divorce. I wanted to write about it. I needed to. What stopped me was my identity not just as a woman, but as a woman with a child. There is no way to write about the end of a marriage-with-kids without implicating the innocent child, perhaps revealing things they wouldn’t want revealed, or sketching scenes they’d rather not observe. I felt stuck: Could I stick to my selfish principles, insisting on my right to hunger and material in service of “my art,” even when it meant scraping the protective glaze of privacy off my child’s life, and her father’s? My zeal for expression felt selfish and insensitive, so I sat on it, but it did not fade. 

         
         Black women artists showed me the way forward. Of course they did. Because they know better than anyone how to smuggle the
            imperative to express through the checkpoints of racialized, gendered rules thrown over their creativity and self-ownership, including
            what we, as women, owe to our families.
         

         
         Coursing through Lemonade, Beyoncé’s 2016 album, is her husband’s extramarital affair with an unnamed woman. In Valentino couture and mudcloth, in
            color and in black and white, Beyoncé conveys us through shock, indignance, betrayal, wrath, and despair. She takes us through
            acceptance, reconciliation, and redemption. What struck me most, though—more than the hooks or textured visuals or cameos—was
            that Beyoncé is a mother. Mothers, maybe more than any other women, are supposed to shut the hell up and get on with it. Black
            mothers in particular: Since the dawn of this culture, Black mothers have been expected literally to watch their children
            sold into slavery and then keep on going like it was no big deal. But here was a mother making a public statement of her own
            volition, on her own terms and at iconic scale, about a fracture in her marriage, domestic peril, and the still-tender, rankling
            spasms it created. This is hard enough as a woman. But a woman with a child? To do this, Beyoncé had to internally dismantle
            two hard-hitting cultural commandments.
         

         
         The first is a variant of appetite suppression: Women should be silent. Gender socialization suppresses female voices, telling girls and women to keep quiet about transgressed boundaries, to be of service to others (and especially men) without complaint, to be pleasant and unobtrusive without fail, and, at least in the Black community, to protect Black men from embarrassment under the harsh white gaze by keeping our mouths shut about any of their misbehavior. Any hunger to speak should be restrained for the greater good. The second rule is that mothers should be selfless. This one is harder to dispose of because there’s some truth to it. Mothers should often be selfless—that’s the only way the newborn baby will live.
         

         
         Maybe it was effortless for Beyoncé to break the rules of female silence and motherly selflessness, a total cinch, but I doubt
            it. I suspect it was tough. I suspect she carried on only because she felt, as artists do, the blinding, commanding imperative
            to speak, as if not speaking would maim her, as if silence would sink her. That’s not hyperbole. The imperative to deliver
            what’s coming through can feel as necessary and urgent as the contractions of labor; after my daughter was born, I remember
            telling a friend that labor was like being strapped to a freight train, its force and strength and size absolutely overwhelming,
            totally unstoppable. Martha Graham famously called the artist’s version of this imperative “a vitality, a life force, an energy,
            a quickening.” She warned that “if you block it, it will never exist through any other medium and it will be lost.” Worse,
            though, is that trying to block the expression can be like trying to block that train. Good luck to you. It will, at the very
            least, feel awful.
         

         
         I must also give Cardi B her due: After thinking through a sketch of this essay, I was driving down the curving hills of my neighborhood listening to “Money,” in which she raps about her man eating her ass like soufflé, when it dawned on me that she, too, is a mother. Not only is she writing about sex in its candid, saucy grandeur, in the very same song she repeatedly mentions her daughter and the hustle to make a good life for her. I grinned, looking at the sunlit houses and gardens, excitement in my chest as if I’d discovered a secret. I couldn’t care less about whether those lyrics are too profane for the average listener or the airwaves—but I care a lot that they are written and spoken by a mom. A mom—and therefore a woman who, though surely keeping her child in mind, as I do, ultimately blasted through the walls of good-girl socialization and selfless empathy in order to make her work, to devote herself to it. 

         
         It’s not quite right to say that Lemonade and Cardi B gave me the freedom to write about my divorce—I would have done that anyway. But they gave me the freedom to
            share that writing. The clarity of their (Black! Female!) voices, sonically but also creatively, and egotistically, was an
            energizing libation. Their selfishness freed me. Their insistence on their right to use the material in their lives to make
            their art despite the potential for career-limiting, family-infuriating consequences was a gift. As if these women are apex
            predators, and as if I am one, too, I honor their appetite.
         

         
         bell hooks said of writing, “No black woman writer in this culture can write ‘too much.’ Indeed, no woman writer can write ‘too much.’ . . . No woman has ever written enough.” If art (and life) require appetite, then I say no woman’s appetite has ever been big enough, either. No woman has ever consumed or created to her maximum, God-given capacity. A period of womanly selfishness, even gluttony, and a world forced to capitulate, may be a necessary inversion for a people from whom so much is taken. I want all women to eat their fill of material and use whatever they need to use to say whatever they need to say. And because I am Black and love Black women, and because we have been misused and bridled so often, I want this for us most of all. If this makes me unattractive, or difficult, or too much in your eyes, okay. If it makes you take two steps back, cool—I will utilize the space. This isn’t grievance I’m dwelling
            in, it’s hope. I’m not grinding an ax; I’m sharpening a blade. There is a difference.
         

         
         What we’ve lost while sabotaged by cultural limitations and delayed by cultural hurdles is irreplicable. It’s a decimation
            we cannot compute. We can, however, respond. We can stand in the cemetery of disappeared stories and mourn, and we can refuse
            to let anyone dig one grave more. The freedom of being our own ever-hungry beloveds, of being ravenous for our lives, and
            for the world, and for the places where we and the world touch, and the freedom to express it all, frank and unrepentant—that
            is what I want for us. My God, we have spent so much time and energy trying to be respectable, and proper, and suitable, and
            good. Squishing our urges and cravings to fit the tiny places they give us like too-big feet in too-small shoes. I want us
            conquering and swashbuckling. I want us slaked and sated, as entitled to take what we need as a queen wandering her gardens,
            plucking lemons from muscular, fragrant trees. I want us indulging long and deep, lest we die of hunger.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Boom
*
         Several months into my relationship with my future husband, a biopsy came back inconclusive, as did a second one. Could be cancer, we advise surgery. There was a risk that the operation would injure my vocal cords and I’d lose my voice entirely, forever. My future husband
            drove me to the hospital—I was so thankful to have him beside me—and he sat on a thin-cushioned love seat and looked at old
            magazines all morning, glancing up whenever the doors swung open. When I awoke, groggy and convinced no time had passed, I
            was alone in a white room beside a white curtain. The first thing I did was whisper, Can I still talk? I heard my voice. Relief rocked through my body.
         

         
         I took walks in our neighborhood while healing, a scarf thrown around my neck as if I liked the look, but really it was to
            hide the bandage, and then the scar. September in Michigan, the first plunks of acorns falling from oak trees and hitting cars, the first ochre and goldenrod leaves in the gutters. For months, my voice was husky and alluring. Kind of thrilling, actually. But it tired easily. My throat was often sore. I couldn’t sing. Crying came out a sort of hobbled, squeaky warble. Yelling and screaming were nonstarters. Normal inflammation, the doctor said. I think that was my last conversation with him. There was nothing more for us to do or talk about—the final,
            postoperative biopsy came back normal. I was glad, but it also struck me that the surgery, the whole ordeal, had been unnecessary.
         

         
         My voice is now mostly fine. The surgery’s aftereffects have ebbed. There’s a wisp of vocal fry, but it’s minor. My voice
            still tires quickly, but on days when I speak a lot I can baby it with lemon and tea. And I still can’t scream like I used
            to. I sometimes wonder if, in an emergency, anybody would hear my hollers. I don’t even hear my screams fully; they feel faint even when loud. Or I wonder how long I could scream before my voice gave
            out. An hour? Two? If, say, I fell down the canyon slopes near my house, if I landed with a broken ankle and a twisted wrist
            in a thicket of poison oak and foxtails, how many screams would I have in me before my throat was silent? I hike with a whistle
            now, tied around my neck with an old shoestring.
         

         
         Screams are not like other sounds. This is poetically true, but scientifically true, too. Our brains interpret most noises—taking
            time to decipher them, make sense of them, pull out patterns and meaning. But screams get no interpretation at all. They are
            routed instantly to the amygdala, the cluster of neurons that sits a few inches above our tongues and is charged with recognizing
            and drawing our attention to threats.
         

         
         The scream is what I miss.

         
         

         On a January night, with the blue evening outside the house and my kid chattering about knock-knock jokes, I imagined plunging a steak knife into my husband’s shoulder. I wasn’t especially mad at him; it was more that I decided to let myself fully picture it. Normally, if the tip of acute spite or rage surfaces in my consciousness, I quash it. I smooth it out, my palm running across the puckered fabric of my emotion like a mother’s hand on the forehead of her feverish child. 

         
         Chris Rock has a bit where he says that unless you’ve considered murdering your spouse, you aren’t truly in love; I was thinking
            of it that night. He’s joking, of course; but of course, he’s not. What would it be like to really imagine such a thing? I
            pictured a heathen roar coming from my mouth, a guttural howl as I stood and reached across the table, the blade in my hand
            and then deep in his body, the serrations tugging his flesh. A grim and awful vision. Not an actionable desire—you might call
            it ego-dystonic—but one I was interested in allowing some space. I wanted to see what it felt like not to rush it offstage.
         

         
         It felt fine. Good, even. I glanced guiltily at my kid—to think such a thing in her presence! About her father! But people
            have thought and done far worse in front of their kids. I went back to my experiment. What would he say? How would he react?
            In the vision, he’d look slowly at his shoulder, the avalanche of astonishment falling over his face, and he’d put his hand
            over his heart as if to pledge allegiance. He wouldn’t speak. If he said anything at all, I supposed it would be brief—a whispered,
            stupefied good God. He doesn’t believe in God. (“If you want your kid to be an atheist, then send them to Catholic school. . . .”) But it’s the kind of thing one says in moments of maximal shock and duress. The plane in freefall. The pistol pointed at your chest. The bomb ticking down, chunks of calamitous, shrapneled debris about to topple everything. Good God. Boom.

         
         

         We stand at the altar, poised to become. We stand on the precipice. I haven’t a clue what men long for. But if we’re women,
            we’ve perhaps longed for all of it, the whole enchilada and its minuscule details, for decades. The invitations and save the
            dates, the menu, the registry. The venue, the flowers, the dj/playlist/band. The color scheme: cinnamon and sage, mulberry
            and ash. The hair and makeup. The spotlight. The white dress, satin and silk and taffeta, cream and alabaster and ivory and
            pearl, our bodies awash in fabrics and colors that tell a long, long story: of hands picking flax in sunny fields and tending
            to silkworms in the dark, hands twirling fiber into yarn, hands at the loom, hands threading needles; the corset tied around
            our chests, the bodice pressed lavishly to our breasts, the buttons a trail of snowflakes down our spines. It all adds up
            to an unassailable imprimatur.
         

         
         We stand at the altar. We recite our vows. My sister said, The vows are the wedding. Meaning, nothing else actually matters—the tailored dress on a satin hanger, the peonies in mason jars, the fake eyelashes and champagne—none of it matters. Only the vows. I was shocked by the luminescent, flexed energy between me and my husband as he spoke his vows and I spoke mine. I felt solid and lustrous in his gaze. I had never held the blue of his eyes so firmly. I said the part about promising to accept your love just as I am, and tears ran down my face and down my throat and ran between my breasts and onto my stomach, and I remember the tickle
            of that, the release as cool water made its way down my glimmering, heavy body. My husband held my hands tightly, and I held
            his, and something held us both—the gravity of the promises, the steadiness of our love, the excitement of husband and wife—in a single orbit of each other.
         

         
         We stand at the altar with good intentions and optimism. It’s the beginning of the rest of our lives. Our. That gorgeous word, bulging at the seams. Yes, there are things that give us pause. You think about them in a quiet corner
            of your mind. His profligate way with money, half-deconstructed Amazon boxes piled on the porch. Her dim libido—she will often
            oblige, but she doesn’t initiate, even after you found the courage to tell her that you need to feel wanted, too. How he stares
            into his phone for aimless hours, the room growing dark, and says no when you ask if he’d like a book (or a hobby). How she thinks her burps are cute—and at first, they were, those raucous,
            tomboy sounds emerging from such a soft mouth—but it’s not the first few months anymore, and manners and mystery matter, you
            know? Those were not necessarily our issues, or maybe they were; it doesn’t matter, you get the idea. You hope some of these
            things will change, shift, improve. You believe they will. You are in love, in love the same way you are in a physical place, the experience as definite and irrefutable as walking through Paris, or Tokyo, or along the Nile. You can’t imagine these glitches and knots solidifying, spreading, becoming inoperable. You can’t imagine your own inability to change. Or your partner’s. Or that you may change in different directions. Or that you may change in ways that hurt each other, each of you thorny and spicular, your union like a cilice tight on the thigh. You stand at the altar with your ear cocked, because there is a sound coming from somewhere. But there is no way to know whether what you hear is the warm, steady, sought-after beat of a life lived so close to another person, or a countdown to something awful, inevitable: a swung ax, god-size and ruthless, splitting the load-bearing walls, blowing out the windows, blowing off the doors, letting in the night, bisecting what had grown into a single, living, eight-chambered heart. 

         
         

         One night, my husband told me he’d never been truly happy in our marriage, or maybe in our whole relationship, that it had
            always been more bad than good for him. A part of me doesn’t think this is true. That the evidence suggests otherwise. But
            that’s what he said.
         

         
         His words were not the final straw. Perhaps they should have been; they were just more straw in the middle of the pile. I think we were in our bedroom. I think I was in the doorway, and he was next to the dresser. I think I gasped. I think I hinged forward at the hips, sort of crumbled downward, my torso pulled toward the floor by a weight. I whispered, “What do you mean ‘never’?” “Just what I said. I’ve never been truly happy with you.” I remember thinking about his proposal, how he knelt on one knee and held up a diamond ring in the thin, wintry air of Denver. I remember smacking the dresser, which we’d had for a decade, which I’d painted white, which had four drawers for me and four drawers for him, and how the top of the dresser stung my open palm, and the anguished, screeching, burning steam-chuff of thoughts that pumped through my head, the questions, the expletives, the gawking, gaping holes. What came out of me was breathless—I can still feel the sharp tightness of the air passing through my throat: “Then why did you marry me?” His answer did not feel satisfactory, though I could relate to it, and therefore, maybe, had no grounds on which to judge
            him. He said, “Because I hoped things would change.”
         

         
         

         I bought a body bag—the boxing kind. The bag was smooth and bright white, like a giant pill. The white was almost blinding
            in the afternoon sunlight. Punching it felt extraordinarily good, almost orgasmic: my biceps pulsing, the force of my weight
            thrown forward, the rhythm of the beating, sweat in my eyes. I’d walk into the garage buzzing with acrimony and emerge (temporarily)
            sated.
         

         
         It occurred to me that the tall, white column of the bag looked like a wedding dress—ha. I thought about taping a photograph
            of my husband’s face to the bag, though I never did. I didn’t want my daughter to see it if I forgot to take it down. And
            that idea was too Lifetime movie, too un-nuanced; I was, at that point, all over the place, nothing unitary or steady about
            my feelings. I was just as likely to scream into a pillow as I was to crumple into his arms, whispering, Can I have a hug? I could feel that he did not want to hug me. He was saying yes because he did not know how to say no, or maybe because I was the mother of his child. I’d hold my head lightly on his shoulder, not relaxing. The whole thing—the indignity of asking for those embraces, the familiar bones of his thin shoulder on the bones of my face, the cotton of the blue checkered shirts I bought him, his cedar and soap smell—would draw an animal of pain dripping from my chest. I knew how unattractive my emotion was to him. Heart on my sleeve, heart open-mouthed and loud. I turned it down; I turned it down again. 

         
         The end felt inevitable. A slow-motion fall that I both watched and experienced. Still, I told people, We have not made any decisions, we are still married, because those words were like a rosary I strung together to impose a semi-heartening order on the chaos of a splintering
            marriage, and because they were true.
         

         
         

         By the night of the never been happy conversation, I had already felt lonely for years. Womanhood is inherently lonely, trapped as we are in our bodies and the
            matrix of rules that govern them, in the endless dog-chases-tail of whether (could it really be?) our little, particular personal
            lives are also, indeed, political. But this was a different kind of loneliness. It was loneliness like a disease, one that
            felt shameful because it existed despite the presence of a partner—because marriage is supposed to protect you from loneliness,
            that repellent, unattractive human state. In her book The Lonely City, Olivia Laing describes an encounter at a train station with a solitary old man who repeatedly tried to strike up a conversation with her, how uncomfortable and anxiety-provoking it felt “to have the force field of his loneliness pressed up against [her],” to be faced with his “overwhelming, unmeetable need for attention and affection, to be heard and touched and seen.” I don’t think I ever quite reached that old man’s penurious emotional state, but I sometimes wondered whether my loneliness showed, whether it hovered just off my body like an obscene aura. 

         
         Loneliness abhors a vacuum, and I found myself regularly flirting with a man at the dog park, noticing the texture of his
            russet-colored hair, the angles of his face, the white ticks of his scruff, the shape of his calves. He was a geologist with
            a deep voice, dark eyes, and a mug of tea in his hand as he and his dog strolled the sunlit field every evening. I never assumed
            it was personal, exactly, but when we spoke, he looked at me with such directness and warmth, his gaze like an open-ended
            question. It made me feel worthy of interest, and male interest. I told my husband, quietly and calmly, because quietly and
            calmly was my best chance of reaching him. We stood in the hallway, the heater clicking on for the first time that year and
            emitting its dusty smell. I’m vulnerable, I said, to attention from other men. I did not want to cheat. I was not trying to make him jealous. I was trying to make him do. Something, anything. I meant what I said as an alarm. For years, he’d been telling me he’d withdrawn because I made him
            angry. How? I’d ask. By doing what? And he could not say. For years, though he always refused, I’d asked him to pursue the answers to my questions through individual therapy or books or articles or a men’s group or taking a few months and traveling, anything, something; now I was trying to clarify the stakes. To yell without yelling. Open! I cannot live this way! My husband stared at the wall. In the silence, and in the mind-altering smallness that engulfs you when your partner has not really looked at you in months, maybe years, I tallied the things I’d given up in exchange for keeping our domestic dyad intact—eye contact, tenderness, conversation, another baby. Eventually the dog-park thing faded, and another man caught my eye. An intellectual ocean swimmer who was charmed by the sound of my laugh; it felt mutual. My husband guessed I had a crush. I said, “Does it bother you?” He said, “No.” His tone was certain, matter-of-fact. “Why?” I asked. I had no idea what his answer would be. He said, “Because you can’t act on it.” A reference, I think, to the fact that this dude, like me, was married. And a reference, I think, to my husband’s certainty that I would tolerate solitude endlessly. But I did act on it—my attraction to this man—in my mind, over and over. 

         
         And what was my husband doing all this time? All these years, when he was unhappy and uncommunicative but said he wanted to
            stay married, when he could not articulate his insides or empathize with mine, when he would not get help or help me? Finally,
            at my hysterical behest, he gave individual counseling a half-hearted shot, seeing someone from our HMO twice a month for
            one brief, rainy spring. They mostly talked about sports, he said. Then he quit. Did he take quizzes to identify his so-called
            love language and attachment style? Did he revisit every beveled edge of his childhood with an exorbitant, out-of-network
            psychoanalyst? Did he pray and meditate and consult the psychic anointed Best of New York by New York magazine? Did he sign up for weekly tips and assignments to get a marriage back on track? Did he dog-ear the articles and leave them on my bedside table? Did he enroll us in a Communication for Couples class, seven Mondays in a painfully bright conference room, consuming burnt coffee and bland cookies, listening to a facilitator wax poetic about her successful marriage? Did he plan dates and text the babysitter and shave his legs and dab perfume behind his ears and buy lace underwear? Did he gasp for breath and choke out, This is killing me? Did he sob into his pillow like a teenager? Did he beg, Tell me what you need? Did he say, that first time, and then a hundred times, and one final time, Can we talk? Did he research mediators? Did he mock up custody arrangements, color-coding Google Sheets cells at two a.m.? Did he research
            dozens of books on divorce for kids, reading them all, returning half as the Amazon employee raised his eyebrows? Did he script
            what we would tell our daughter? Did he make an appointment with the Certified Divorce Financial Analyst who cracked jokes
            and kept apologizing for it? Did he daydream of how he’d redecorate his house without me in it? Did he quietly pack the white
            glass plates and some of the books and the wooden chessboard in discrete cardboard boxes, knowing it was coming? Did he fantasize
            about fucking other people just to feel warmth, just to be seen? No, he didn’t. Because, truly, in this marriage I did everything.
         

         
         

         After we decided to divorce, our couples therapist asked us each how we were feeling about our decision. Devastated. Bereft.
            Blown apart. Frightened. Enervated. Furious. And also, maybe, yes, relieved that this long, long winter was over. Maybe, maybe, somewhere beyond my current pain-addled comprehension, I could sense something like excitement, something like the deep, pooling, lava-hot energy of my life beginning, once again, to flow. But mostly I felt like someone had died and was somehow still dying. That isn’t hyperbole.
            When you are married, the marriage itself becomes a third body, a third person who requires attention and care and whom you
            love. Your marriage is a member of the family. Our therapist turned to my husband. “And you?” My husband paused, shrugged
            his shoulders, and said the only thing he’d ever say about how ending our marriage felt: “Uh, a little sad, I guess.” I had
            hoped things would change.
         

         
         It reminded me of months before, an earlier session with the same therapist, after my husband told me he did not want another
            child and he wasn’t going to change his mind. He was at his limit, and he didn’t want to be any more tied to me than he already
            was. (A body blow, this was. Like being pummeled by the grill of a Ford F-150. Roadkill.) I should have seen it coming; sometimes
            indecision is just an unarticulated no. But the reality is that I didn’t; I continued reading articles about spacing siblings and I bought books about adoption and I pulled sweet, soft, oatmeal-colored onesies from store shelves and held them to my cheek. I interpreted his indecision as something that would ultimately resolve in having another baby, because how would it not? We made such a delightful, delicious baby the first time. And parenting our daughter was the way in which we were most deeply aligned; we found the same deep pleasure in caring for her and felt the same extraordinary, prodigious, unconditional love for her. We’d long agreed to have two children. We wanted our kid to have a sibling. We were both interested in adoption. And I could not envision a man curtailing a woman’s motherhood because he’s tired, because he’s not sure it’s the right time. We are always tired. It is never the right time for momentous change. One moves ahead anyway. I was ahead. I was looking back, shielding my face from the sun, squinting at the horizon, waiting for him to catch up.
         

         
         What I remember most about the weeks after he told me his decision—I will never want another child with you—is my face: puffy and red from crying. Blowing my nose all day and spraying cold streams of Afrin up both nostrils at night.
            The constant ache in my sinuses and upper teeth, my bloodshot eyes making the green of my irises glow like a vampire’s. I
            stared for hours at the tan, tinderbox hillsides near our house and contemplated how one goes about giving up the dream of
            a child, what kind of exchange would warrant that loss.
         

         
         In our next counseling session, the therapist asked my husband, “Over the last couple of weeks, have you given any thought
            to how your decision has impacted Savala?” My husband thought for a moment, a long, frosty moment, a moment in which I braced
            myself, my shoulders rising, my chest tightening, my teeth clenched, in which I looked down at the carpet and focused on a
            single point, a single loop of jute, in which I made an effort to breathe silently so as to not disrupt my husband’s thoughts
            as I waited for his answer. Finally, he said, “No.”
         

         
         What I wanted was to shriek, to punch something and caterwaul. The image that came to me was a woman, on her knees, wailing and beating her chest with her fists. I wanted to do that thing in movies where someone stands up so quickly and with so much force that their chair flies backward and the desk falls forward. It would have felt good even to laugh, the hysterical laughter of grief, perhaps—how it leaps out of you at dark moments and flings you hard like a wet rag, leaves your body limp and briefly liberated. But I don’t remember saying anything at all. I remember thinking that if I reacted with passion—if I made him angry—he’d move even further away. 

         
         

         As much as, by the end, I wanted out, as much as I could not have stayed in my marriage and been well, as much as I was, ultimately,
            unwilling to suffer and inflict suffering in perpetuity, the actual mechanics of separation felt like cutting off my leg with
            a butter knife. Dull blade, sensate tissue, and hard bone all the way through.
         

         
         I struggled to understand who was leaving whom; I felt I needed that information. Like the rosary of We have not made any decisions, we are still married, being able to say “My husband left me” or “I left my husband” felt like order, control. But after more than twelve years
            together, you are intertwined. It’s hard to tell who is doing what, who is acting and who is reacting. You form a single,
            tangled tapestry. Does this thread belong to you or to me? If I pull it, which of us falls apart?
         

         
         Overwhelming tasks. Crushing realizations. Facts that you have no choice but to metabolize, to take, lying down or bending
            over, your pick, baby. We have to tell people. I did not want to tell girlfriends and cousins and neighbors; I felt I owed everyone an apology. I did not want to tell the people who came to our wedding, who watched us marry each other and say forever. Culturally, long marriages are still the gold standard, and divorces are the tragedy; my shame was overwhelming and isolating.
            The only person I wanted to tell was my dad, to update the record for him—but he’s dead, so I stared at his ashes in the box
            in my closet, and I stared at a photograph of us, me a ruddy-cheeked toddler and him in blue jeans, his rifle against his
            thigh. I whispered, Hey, Pops, but didn’t say more. I can’t wear my ring anymore. I did not want to nestle it into my jewelry box beside J.Crew pearls and Target hoops. I did not want to get it appraised,
            to watch the jeweler dissect it for value and flaws. I did not want to list it on those sad, flooded websites alongside thousands
            of other engagement rings, women posing their manicured hands in the sunlight and taking a photo with their iPhones to upload
            for their listings. I did not want to go to the office without it, its indentation lingering on my finger like a neon sign.
            I did not want to give up the light, how it shot off rainbows and drew everyone’s eye. I need to fill out those forms. I did not want to do the paperwork, the checking of boxes and filling of bubbles, the collecting of tax returns and IRA statements and student loan interest and publishing remittances, the reviewing and signing and filing of documents like drinking water from a fire hose. I did not want to be single again, showing my midlife body to a person I barely knew so we could have sex and ascertain the strength of our chemistry. I did not want to split up the good Japanese knives and French pots and pans. I did not want to tell my child what was happening, to deliver the first real blow of her life. I did not want to not see her and hold her body in my arms every day. I didn’t even want to cede control of how her hair is combed and braided each morning. I did not want to watch my husband roll a suitcase down the stone walkway and drive to an apartment I’d never seen, his car full of boxes. I can’t keep calling him my husband.

         
         And there are the losses that are harder to quantify, or even describe. The loss of someone who knows you, even if they no
            longer see you, or care to. One night, I was reading to my daughter, both of us snuggled on her bed, me reciting the words
            on a glossy, colorful page and her holding my hand, her eyes closing despite her desire to stay awake. I was keenly aware
            of her physicality as I read. I noticed the jersey of her pajamas and her warmth coming through the fabric; the mother-intoxicating
            smell of her hair; the prairie of brown freckles across her velvety cheeks. I felt her toes, wrinkled after the bath, still
            hot. And I thought about giving birth to her, delivering her into this world. For those months before her birthday, she traveled
            with me and me alone, across parking lots and up staircases and around tracks, my belly hard and heavy, full of the swirl
            and pops and swoosh of her spins and kicks and hiccups, and I’d rub my hands over her and tell her her name. Toward the end
            of my labor, when the contractions felt like they would crush me, while I waited desperately for the bud of my cervix to open
            its final, crucial, pink centimeters, I said her name again. I said, Gemma, Gemma, it’s time to be born. It was the first time I’d said her name in front of anyone who wasn’t my husband. I was drained; I was alarmed—in my memory, which rocks and swells like an ocean, my head is sweaty and tossing on the hospital pillow. But I was also fully and firmly inside myself, my concentration wholly interior and nailed to the moment, to the process inside me. We were both in my body, me and my daughter inside it together—extraordinary. Things progressed but never, not once, according to plan.
            Blood on the sheets, vomit on the floor. The plane nose-diving, the pistol touching your temple, the bomb ticking down. It
            was not always clear that I would survive. And I still gave birth to that child. My husband watched this. He watched me for those thirty-something hours. He saw my most shattered,
            precarious moments. He watched my body defuse the bombs, one after another, wires in my shaking hands, hour twenty, hour twenty-five,
            hour thirty, the skin on my fingertips splitting apart. He watched me survive and give life at once—deliver. Here’s the thing: I poured something singular and mighty out of myself in that labor, and it’s gone now. All of it. Some
            future partner—if there is one—will never know I had that in me. Does this mean a future partner can never know me the way
            my husband did, and therefore can never love me as he did? I was thinking all this as I read, my isolation electric, my daughter’s
            hand falling away, her sleep filling the room with tranquil quiet. My voice shook. It could have been rage; it could have
            been despair. I turned off the light and pulled up her covers and went to my bedroom. My husband was watching TV. There was
            no point telling him what was on my mind. He would have nothing to say.
         

         
         

         I stayed because I remembered how I’d sit at the bus stop waiting for my dad to pick me up on “his days,” swinging my feet above the sidewalk, my neck sore from looking left to where his shitty, baby-blue truck would, theoretically, emerge, until so much time had passed that even to me, with my childish hope, it was clear he’d forgotten, or gotten caught up in something, and he was not going to come, leaving me to cross the street again with my overnight bag, walk back to the house, up the red steps, my chubby hand on the brass doorknob, my mom’s voice already beginning to call out, He didn’t show?; I decided that keeping the family in one home was paramount.
         

         
         I stayed because my husband said he was cold and distant because I made him angry. I thought, Okay, we can work with that! Because where there’s a reason, there’s a solution. I asked, at least a hundred times, what I was doing, or not doing, that
            made him so bitter and pissed. He said he didn’t know. I remained trustful that we’d figure it out. He’d have to start, because
            I didn’t live in his brain, but we could do it together. Isn’t that the whole idea? Two people growing through their union?
            Using their conflicts to evolve, to understand themselves and their partnership with deepening clarity? I believed that, so
            long as he had a reason for the aloof contempt and palpable disdain with which treated me, even if the reason was vague and
            unexamined, I could stand it. I could stand it because eventually we’d figure it out, and then it would be better.* There is profound arrogance in that—I insisted on believing that, despite all evidence to the contrary, if I pushed long enough and hard enough, my husband would change; nobody can change the iceberg of habits, fears, and preferences that is another human being. But it is also a manifestation of something sadder, a sense of deep worthlessness; it took several years (and therapy) for me to interrogate the second half of my marriage more vigorously, for me to apply what I teach my child to my husband: Just because you’re angry doesn’t mean you’re allowed to hurt people. 

         
         I stayed because I was afraid of being a woman alone. Afraid of a psychopath breaking into my manless home as I slept, lured
            by its vulnerability. Afraid of a cancer diagnosis or a family funeral or a late-night trip to the ER with no partner holding
            my hand, keeping vigil. Afraid of cracks in the drywall, leaky pipes, the check engine light. Afraid of never having sex again
            with someone who cares about me, of having already experienced my last moment of fond, mutual erotic care with another human
            being. But more than anything, I was afraid of being unmarried, of losing the ballast and buttressing of that word—wife—and how it held my identity together, gilding me with worth. I could not imagine my life lived single and well. Certainly, there are millions of women, and I know some, who live rich, contented decades without a romantic partner, but, as Laing also observes, past your thirties, “female aloneness . . . carries with it a persistent whiff of strangeness, deviance and failure.” Add to this my own baggage, and divorce was an intolerable thought. I am a woman for whom marriage was a buffer against my darkest, most germinal and stubborn fears—that I am ugly, and that I am, in my totality, not good enough to be wanted. Removing the buffer was unthinkable until the buffer itself caught fire, singed and burned the very tenderness it was meant to protect. 

         
         And I stayed because, when my future husband held me on an early date, city lights beyond the balcony, the taste of sugar in both our mouths, I felt a mellow, sweet, illuminated bliss, like the sparkling threads of fireworks as they drift down from the sky. At diners in Detroit, where we’d get baskets of hot, salty fries at midnight, we’d hold hands, fingers interlaced, and though I could tell whose fingers were whose, I could not tell my body from his. He would bring our hands to his face and kiss them, and then I would do the same. I loved his hands, how they felt like strong promises of devotion on my body. I loved his bumpy nose. I loved his lips, his dark hair, his tattoos and the stories behind them. The slant of his body on his motorcycle. The way he watched me cross a room. The lanky, casual swing of his arm when he threw a baseball. His knowledge—every single thing about tools and science and cars, things I knew nothing about. It was easy to love him. There was no confusion. We planted flowers in the backyard and caught fireflies near Lake Michigan. He lay on his back on the sidewalk and fixed my car; he gave me mittens with a heart stitched on each palm. I made him Pop-Tarts from scratch, cutting butter into flour, simmering jam on the stove. He drove in the snow to get me fresh apples. I brought him his favorite beer. We lay in bed and had to touch. We loved into—and also beyond—these first years of exhilaration, when we were so sublimely altered by each other, the world covered in roses. What I’m saying is that it was not always so difficult; it was, sometimes, incredibly good. We shared the abundant, fragrant beginning like two people feeding each other from the same plate, honey on our fingertips, and when the early buzz faded, as it does, we looked at each other and decided to keep going, we decided to tend the garden, to see what we could make of the seeds and soil. And we did make something—our precious child, our twelve years, a life. I know it was real. 

         
         

         Also real: the possibility that what I’ve viewed as a personal failure—the failure to keep my marriage alive—is actually a
            systems failure. The system here is gender itself. Maybe my marriage was a victim of how deeply gendered my husband and I
            are. I recently read Rebecca Solnit’s description of gender as a homeostasis of “reciprocal silences.” Silences that are not
            inborn, but learned and socially enforced. Women silence “the feelings that aren’t ladylike and deferential,” things like
            “ambition, critical intelligence, independent analysis, dissent, [and] anger.” This is the price women pay for normative womanhood,
            which includes men’s approval and acceptance. Men silence their emotions more generally, but especially their malleable and
            soft emotions. That’s the price they pay for normative masculinity, for “power and membership” in the club of manhood.
         

         
         My husband could express nothing toward me but anger and unapologetic indifference. And I chose mostly to suppress the rougher sides of myself—my aggression, hunger, dissent, ambition—for fear of his anger and the withdrawal it always foretold. When I did express coarse, primal emotions, I often did it in a muted, tenderized way; my hunger and rage and dissatisfaction got funneled through crying, which was sincere but was also, I think, an unconscious attempt to leaven myself, to be softer and more palatable. To be less abrasive. When asked why I didn’t express myself more ardently, more fully, why I didn’t demand better treatment, I’d say, Because if I do, he’ll leave. And what is a woman without a man? When asked why, for all those years, he would not or could not express anything other
            than fury compressed into cold, livid indifference, my husband would say, I don’t know. He would not investigate that fury. He would not give it up. He would not risk losing it. Because what is a man without
            his anger?
         

         
         The homeostasis Solnit describes may be balanced, in its way—kept carefully intact by the people trapped inside it—but it isn’t equal. Within the homeostasis, wives often struggle to please and nurture husbands who don’t seem eager to grow, or carry their full domestic weight, and who don’t even seem to like women that much, who would rather be in their “man cave” or at work than hear the sound of their wife’s voice, or buy her a box of tampons, or protest for abortion rights on her behalf, or take her name. Yes, this is my story; maybe we were just a mediocre match; maybe I’m just a bitter bitch; maybe it’s sour grapes . . . Except my story is also, to at least some degree, the story of nearly every straight partnered woman I have ever met or read about, whether or not they file for divorce. (Seventy-five percent of divorces are initiated by women.) Heteropatriarchal gender socialization means wives, as a category, are expected to accept and work with entitled, emotionally constricted, often childlike male behavior as normal. Men are from Mars, right? No. Both men and women are from planet Earth. We aren’t polar opposites, we are fellow travelers evolved from the same dirt and water, the same simian roots, blessed with the same life force. It’s what scholar Jane Ward brilliantly identifies as “the braiding together” of heterosexual love norms (marriage is a “trap” for men) and men’s learned aversion to women (misogyny) that propels us into thinking we are so different from one another, the men just wanting simple things like anal sex on their birthdays and silence when they get home from work, and the women wanting and needing—and therefore creating, managing—everything else, as nature intended. But that is not all that men are. That is not all that women are. This confusion demeans us all. 

         
         

         My former husband moved to a bungalow nearby, with a deck trellised in old wisteria and a view of the northern bay; I’ve been
            there three times to pick up or drop off my daughter, and noticed that on each occasion the blinds were closed to the view.
            Make of that what you will.
         

         
         Still, some residue of his bristly indifference toward me lingered in the house; I felt it even with him gone. But there was
            no need to negotiate with him in order to address it; I could do it myself, and alone, and to my liking. So I hired deep cleaners for the house that is now mine. I saged it, paying attention to the doorways, swinging the burning cluster of leaves like a thurible, the tendrils of earthy, green smoke rising serenely in the spring air, drifting around my nose. I clipped rosemary from the garden—my garden—rinsed the sprigs in cold water, and made a bouquet for the dining room table; rosemary is associated with fresh starts and with dominant women, which, I suppose, is what I am. I moved through the rooms, emitting myself, my will. I replaced the bedroom carpet with sunny hardwood. I replaced the dark kitchen counter with white stone. I replaced the holey, stained towels with a new batch, their fluffy, waffled texture as bright as fresh snow. I replaced the hand-me-down blanket with new linen, soft and the color of cream. It is partly metaphor and partly just style, but my house, the one where I live alone but not lonely on the days and nights when my daughter is with her dad, is rooted in strong light. Illumination. 

         
         I recoil from saying that this house is now governed by and filled with female energy, though it’s true. A part of me resists
            the binaries and facile categories embedded in that concept—female energy. And yet, it is true that the house contains a calm, and a beauty, and something like a sense of flow, that it didn’t before. This could just be the absence of tension. It could be that the emotional field in the house contains less pain than it did before, when my ex-husband and I were constantly jostling. And it could also be that womanhood is a superior human state, and that where womanhood flourishes unimpaired, life is simply better. I am still grieving, and the mourning is a slow and deep slog; still, this post-marriage aloneness involves a piquant freedom. Because I do not mistreat myself, and I am not distracted from my life by responding to mistreatment. Sometimes, in optimistic moments, I think about a second marriage. I believe in marriage and, to some extent, in men. Yet I cannot fathom sharing this home again, not yet and maybe not ever; here are my four walls, in which I never, as a woman, have to shrink from, or grow despite, the silence of a stifled man. The silence and solitude around me now are useful, if for no other reason than because I chose them, afraid though I was. I’ve created the spaciousness into which I speak. I am audible. I reverberate and expand. If this means there’s no room for what a man brings to a home, or a life, then maybe I must say, So be it. Maybe I must have myself.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Enfant Terrible

         
         Bad is not the same as naughty. Naughtiness passes. It’s a moment of delinquency followed by a moment of discipline. My mom
            spanked me once or twice; though I can’t recall the offense, I remember looking at the pale blue walls as her hand struck
            my naked backside. I called my dad a bastard once and watched him rip my doll from my hands and throw it out of the truck.
            Occasionally my mom reprimanded me for being fresh. Ms. Stenger, my sixth-grade history teacher, refused to call on me for
            a month as punishment for speaking too often out of turn. Those rascally behaviors didn’t amount to a persistent flaw in my
            very being. But there are many ways for a little girl to be bad; I was the worst.
         

         
         Who knows why I was fat. Genes, surely. I come from big, substantial people, Mexican and Black stock, many of us heavyset and heavy-boned. Sometimes we pass it to our children, as my dad passed it to me. Or maybe, I was fat because I ate more calories than I burned; I remember being told I ate too much and had internalized that idea by the time I was three, when, for several weeks, I put myself on a starvation diet to, in my words, solve my “problem with food.” Of course, a toddler doesn’t come up with starvation as a plan unless the onslaught of body control is already upon them, and they don’t talk about their “problem with food” unless
            they’ve heard the words many times before. Indeed, I was scolded at home for how much I ate, and teased, and told I was a
            pig. After a week of my starvation diet, in which I consumed only broth and plain yogurt, my mom booked an appointment with
            a doctor. I insisted to the doctor that I wasn’t hungry and continued to refuse food. After almost twenty-one days and losing
            X pounds, I announced to my mom and siblings, “See, I don’t have my eating problem anymore.” I’m told they exchanged alarmed,
            guilty glances across the dinner table, where for weeks I’d intensely monitored what they ate and how they ate it but wouldn’t
            eat anything myself. They thought of how they’d routinely harass me about my appetite, and about what I looked like, the roundness
            of my toddler body an affront. A therapist suggested a family meeting; in the meeting, I said, I don’t like it when you call me fat. I asked them not to anymore. They agreed. I asked, What if they forgot and did it anyway? They did forget, and did it anyway,
            repeatedly. The only person in my family who never teased or berated me for my body or my appetite was my dad; I never had
            the chance to ask him why.
         

         
         I was forced to diet over and over—each stretch of restriction followed by an inevitable stretch of gorging. Gorging was a natural reaction to the deprivation I felt. It’s also likely that the more I dieted, the higher my set point increased, meaning the baseline weight for my body, making my mom think even stricter dieting was necessary.*

         
         Whatever the reason, I was a fat little girl. Is that an oxymoron? We treat it like one, as if fatness cancels a girl’s right
            to be treated gently, as if, by having a larger body, she no longer deserves the protection of youth. But I was a little girl, who played intricate, extended make-believe games where I harvested flowers in the garden and made potions
            and brews, who read books closely, who colored for hours with my basket of markers, who worried in the dark, who knew only
            the world I was shown.
         

         
         During early, middle, and late childhood, my diets were synced with my mother’s. When she climbed back on the wagon, I heaved
            myself up with her. When she fell off, I tumbled, too. I’m not sure if my mom was actually fat or “overweight.” I’m not even
            sure what those words mean. But she wasn’t skinny enough for her taste, and neither was I. We cycled together. Though phrasing
            it that way suggests I had some choice in the matter, and that we were equals. That isn’t true. I had no choice, and I had
            no ability to safeguard myself or fight back. I was utterly contained within and piloted by the current of my mom’s life as
            the inevitable ping-ponging between restriction and free-for-alls continued, year after year. (A vivid memory: thinking to
            myself, Yes! after my mom said we were going to stop at This Can’t Be Yogurt on the drive home. Our new diet starts tomorrow, she said, so tonight we’re going to “pig out.” I ordered a half vanilla/half cheesecake with hot fudge and cookie dough. She got something, too. At home, the next day, she removed ice cream from the freezer, chips from the cabinet, and a package of store-bought brownies, tossing each ceremoniously into the trash can.) 

         
         Yes, I internalized my badness quickly, and the internalization stuck. In first grade, I pulled the teacher aside and confessed
            to her, I’m fat. I said it with shame because I knew my family was ashamed of me. My teacher asked how much I weighed. I whispered
            in her ear, “X pounds.” She nodded sympathetically. Still, some part of me wanted to protect myself: Later that year, I ran
            to a different teacher, crying. Older boys had cornered me on the playground, in a dark corner of the barn, and forcefully
            poked my tummy with their fingers, chanting, “Human beach ball! Human beach ball!” My stomach hurt where they poked me. I
            remember her response as a nonresponse. Something like a pat on the shoulder as that pack of ruddy, freckled boys ran across
            the playground, whooping and laughing and kicking up dust, my experiment in self-defense thwarted.
         

         
         Maybe I was eight when I began to take ownership of the dieting process, which is to say, when the adults around me decided
            I should have more independence and responsibility for remedying the ways I was bad. The ShapeDown program included a workbook
            that asked me to circle “good” snacks from the choices: carrots, celery, chips, cookies. The book told me about Pam and her
            day and made me answer questions: Pam was upset that her mom said, “No TV.” She wants a cookie to feel better. But Pam also wants to meet this week’s weight-loss goal. She should a) eat the cookie, b) read a book, c) exercise. The program also included nutritional counseling. I met every week with Laurel Mellin, the woman who founded ShapeDown. She
            had yellow hair, like an evening primrose, and smooth, oily skin with nectarine-colored blush. She was bony, with demure,
            ladylike wrists wrapped in gold bracelets, and when she crossed her legs, the top one fell like a ribbon. She leaned forward
            when she lectured me about what to eat and what not to eat, how much was too much and how much was just right.
         

         
         In high school, I took over the project completely. Note that the project was not working; I was still fat; fatter and fatter
            still. But I had no capacity to see myself as okay; fat liberation and body neutrality were a long way off. With the roiling
            desperation and angst of a teenager, I sought new, more caustic techniques. Emblematic of my efforts: My best friend and I
            slouched over a book at the public library reading side effects of methamphetamine, our backpacks slung low, her purple hair
            falling on the page. We were contemplating buying speed from a grungy junior and going camping at her family’s cabin in Humboldt.
            We’d return home slender, at last; but in the end, we didn’t dare. In the end, the cabbage soup diet felt safer than meth.
            Those soupy days were long, the sour steam rising from the stove for each meal. Week one, week two. Despair setting in.
         

         
         In college, I go off the rails, fueled by self-hatred and the praise of those around me who watched my body burn down like a candle. I’m in my dorm in Manhattan. My feet pound the basement treadmill for two hours, three hours, house music in my ears, and then, because I’ve earned it, I get dinner: one fluffy, pure-white spoonful of aerosol whipped cream. The next day I skip class to run again, earning a slice of deli meat. I tally each day’s calories in my journal and write fat pig!, an exhortation, a fear, an identity. After months I finally fit a size X at French Connection; this was my goal. I’m not a freak anymore, I journal. But within a week that size is not small enough for me, and I have a new goal. I befriend a chic, fuzzy-armed
            girl with loads of money and a cupcake obsession who happens to be bulimic. And my new mentor, who I admire for her Tribeca
            loft and marble bathroom cluttered with French skin care, tells me sincerely that if throwing up my food provides relief,
            then it seems like a good coping skill.
         

         
         God help me, I even kept this shit up in Italy. Turns out you can do Atkins there: Just don’t eat bread or pasta. I taste the mozzarella and tuna and arugula salads now, and feel the astringent
            chase of multiple espressos from a dainty white cup. I learn that 1 kilogram is 2.2 pounds, making my weight in Italy relatively
            low, and it is thrilling to program such a small number into the elliptical machine at the gym on via Bigari. I’m up all night
            with my boyfriend, and when I pad out of my bedroom in the morning, I lift my arms up to stretch and my jean skirt—blue, mini,
            a size X—falls off my hips. I laugh. That day I make a point to say, Mi sto ingrassando! Which means I’m getting fat! I know this isn’t true. I know I’m shrinking, but I’m performing. I’m performing the role of a woman, and seeking applause,
            which he gives, looking closely at my hips and crying out, Ma dai, sei perfetta! which means Please, you’re perfect.
         

         
         Harlem years: I run before and after work even in the snow, my sneakers occasionally sliding out from under me on the icy, deserted paths of Morningside Park, the sun barely up, my knees stinging. I sit on the roof in summer and count raw almonds from a bag, the sun hitting my shoulders, cheeks, and nose, Puerto Rican Spanish coming up from below. I stir-fry a thousand chickens and a thousand broccoli florets, eating in gloomy silence. Climbing the subway steps, I grab some of my belly beneath a slinky red skirt and ask my friend, “When is this going to go away?” She says, “Soon.” Soon, I can shop in the junior section, though I am nearly six feet tall. Soon, I stop wearing bras. My roommate comes back from three months in London and says, “Wow, you look great!” Triumphant, I tell her, “I’m losing weight.” She says, “I think you’re done!” A mixed message, no? 

         
         Lower East Side years: I spend $400 every week on my trainer at Crunch. It’s my entire college-job paycheck. I start telling him my goals, but he cuts me off and says, “I know the body you want.” He’s good. The first weeks my thighs sear while I lower myself to pee. My arms tremble when I put my coat on. My core feels stabbed when I cough. He tells me to stop eating salt; to keep nothing but cold cuts in the fridge; to, once a week, “spike” my metabolism with a huge, sugary, carby meal. He suggests I switch from 100 ounces of water each day to 100 ounces of green tea. I do it all. Once, we happen to be at the same restaurant, and he catches me eating pizza on a Friday night. I quickly say, “It’s my metabolism-spike meal!” But then—bad luck—he walks past me the next day while I’m eating French toast at an al fresco table. He shakes his head and throws his hands up, pissed. Am I just going to waste his time? he asks. I have no answer. It doesn’t occur to me that this form of surveillance shouldn’t feel familiar and natural. 

         
         A year later, I’m crossing Avenue of the Americas, and the summertime city is a sweltering, gray box, walls closing in and
            reflecting strange glittering light at the edges of my vision, cabs colliding, crosstown blocks unending, my skirt a white-and-yellow
            houndstooth, a skirt of victory—the smallest item I ever wore—which I can only wear for a couple months before my goodness
            gives out, my badness emerging from inside me like an unwanted baby. Subway steam in my face, more stars around the edges
            of my eyes and cotton-candy brain, so tired; in my purse, my mason jar of lemon juice, cayenne pepper, and a splash of maple
            syrup sloshes, mostly backwash, warm, bitter, fiery. This is Day 18 of nothing but that horrible liquid.
         

         
         I just want to be pretty. I just want to not be disgusting. I just want to be good.

         
         My decades of dieting were links in a family chain. A Philadelphia basement, gray cement, dim light, and my mom stands with her hands tight around her waist, sucking in her stomach, looking down at her fair, adolescent torso and appraising its potential, its shortcomings. Footsteps on the stairs—her mother’s. Her mother sees her daughter in that familiar pose and says, “Oh, Susie, you’re never going to have a small waist.” My mom is at a New England beach with her mother and grandmother, salty air and rhythmically crashing waves, and Grandmother points to other women as they walk by, demanding, “Am I thinner or fatter than her? What about her?” Like dominoes, but they fall backward in time. Also forward. My mother looks at my body, soft and jiggly, winsome and irresistible when you are a newborn but not so good once you are three or four, and thinks to herself, Something must be done. I learned it from her, she learned it from her mom, who learned it from her mom, and so on. There is a saying in the fat
            liberation community: I am fat because my ancestors were. Amen. But also, I am a dieter because my mother and her mother were.
         

         
         It’s not to lay blame at the moms’ feet, which our culture is so quick to do; surely my adolescent mom was smothered by the
            white beauty norms of the 1950s, with the fitted bodices, cinched waistlines, hourglassy, full skirts, and the mandatory girdles
            of Christian Dior’s New Look. Surely, she was told by corporate advertisers, movies and television, and even dolls how her
            body should be shaped, what it should weigh, and what it should look like, particularly to men. (The Slumber Party Barbie
            of 1965 came with a scale permanently set to 110 pounds and a bedtime book. The front cover read, How to Lose Weight, and the back cover said, “Don’t Eat!”) None of these practices originated with her mother, and yet social norms are transmitted through people, especially through parents. We may not create the norms in our culture, but we communicate them with our choices and actions. From Naomi Wolf, whose decades-old scholarship on body image remains sharp and useful despite her recent forays into off-kilter politics: “A mother who radiates self-love and self-acceptance actually vaccinates her daughter against low self-esteem.” We model, and like all models, we are watched and we are copied. This is the reason I stay so committed to life in the heretic ecosystem of fat acceptance, of body diversity acceptance, of body liberation: What I model matters. I am living proof; so is my mother; so was hers.*

         
         

         More annoying than spending decades on the fool’s errand of turning myself into a thin person (intentional weight loss doesn’t
            work*) was that it also took me half my life to see that a thin me would be no improvement upon a fat me. I didn’t learn about fatphobia and anti-fat bias, and how they are cultural constructions, not natural or universal laws, and how they grow like new tumors from the tumor of chattel slavery and colonialism, and how fat liberation and body neutrality offer potent, dynamic medicine of which anyone can avail themselves, until I was thirty-six. It wasn’t until my early forties that I witnessed the impact of this medicine in my own life: to finally stop dieting, to let my body choose its weight and size, to dwell peacefully in the realm of the “bad body,” to sink into it, to expand within it, to allow myself to be touched and seen within it, to spread and settle like tidal water over the marsh of my own life, is to discover on levels both cellular and celestial that there was never anything bad about my body to begin with, and there never will be. It is to become, in some ways, a non-woman, at least insofar as womanhood is defined by the body project. Scholar Sander Gilman posits that dieting is a process by which a woman shows she understands her role in society. Stop dieting, or pursuing the body project in general, and you are no longer correctly embodying the role of Woman. Becoming a non-woman, though, leads to a womanhood (and personhood) so ripe and unmodified that it has prehistoric gravitas, that it is aligned with biological rather than industrial aesthetics and rhythms, and makes the embodiment of culturally sanctioned “womanhood” feel like a sad, pitiful scam. Not the women themselves—but the system that defines proper “womanhood” as thinness, or the quest for thinness, in service of the state, the economy,
            and male supremacy. It is the system that equates thinness with beauty, then makes beauty the price women pay for admission
            to society. This is, of course, what my mom was trying to give me: beauty. Beauty is the illusion of safety and security,
            and it is also, sometimes, the presence of safety and security. Beauty is impossible to fully remove from imposed and artificial
            rules of desirability, or from consumption, or the male gaze, or what scholar Tressie McMillan Cottom calls “the preferences
            that reproduce the existing social order.” Beauty is despoiled and problematic, but it is also a yes. It is a lock that closes
            the door against certain kinds of suffering and a key that opens the door to certain kinds of treasure. Every mother wants
            to give this to her child, so I forgive my mom for the awful skills she made me learn and practice.
         

         
         

         Sometimes I’m bitter that this has been my lot. More often, these days, I’m thankful. Thankful that I am too fat to have the right kind of body, the “good” kind. Thankful that the zone of normality will never admit me—and that I now know this. I will always be a little bit strange; to borrow from the late bell hooks, I’m attached to the body politic/the social body, but I don’t live at its center, in the hearty heartwood, in the belly. I am tangential, estranged, ancillary. I am at and was born into and will die in the margins, where we are all persistently, visibly weird, incurably off-kilter. The normative center provides its gifts to whom it likes but the gifts come with strings: compliance, eternal striving, nondisclosure. What I see now, in my forties (!), is that when you wrap your head around otherness as a windfall, not a curse, the margin reveals itself to be a fertile, thriving, wide-open place. A place that can be mercifully free from the constant production of acceptability and goodness—if you are truly marginalized, then, ultimately, you’re not going to be let through the narrow gates of normativity. Period. Accept this, and you can stop trying. The hustle ends. The shoulders drop. Like the margins of a book, the margins of a culture are spacious enough for you to add and explore and leave traces of your own discovery and insight. To ask questions that the center can’t tolerate, to flow beyond the typeset lines; the margins are more durable than the center. 

         
         It is also true that the margins can be a place of pain (the injuries of not-belonging) and punishing public policy (retrenchment, for example). I’m not hawking rose-colored glasses. Nor am I offering the specious, reductive, commercial “body positive” rallying cry of everyone is beautiful! Part of the point of the margins is precisely that everyone doesn’t need to be beautiful. That beauty is not the only value. That “beauty” as our culture defines it is a scam, and it therefore serves
            us well to cultivate a taste for “ugliness.” Ugliness is rich ore because ugliness is useful. Again, from McMillan Cottom,
            elaborating on her declaration that she is ugly: “When I say I am . . . ugly, I am not internalizing the dominant culture’s
            assessment of me. I am naming what has been done to me. And signaling who did it.” In other words, to claim ugliness and reject
            “beauty” can be an adept, insolent, inspired act. In a similar vein, activist and writer Mia Mingus challenges us to move
            “beyond a politic of desirability” and toward “loving the ugly.” Both Mingus and McMillan Cottom are talking about physical
            ugliness, but I would add ugly behavior—behavior that is not womanly, or feminine, or “attractive”—to this discourse. If we
            say we are bad, nasty, disagreeable women, we are not internalizing the dominant culture’s assessment of us—we are naming
            the dungeon of gentility and sweetness we were made to live in, and we are pointing to who built it, shoved us in, and locked
            the door.
         

         
         

         I’m so convinced of the vitality and value of the margins—or what you might call countercultural instincts and investigations,
            or what you might call the places where “loving the ugly” is not only possible but desirable—that embracing them has become
            one of my core values in parenting. My child is my child, carrier of my histories, and I worry she’ll be particularly vulnerable to dieting. In order to fortify her, I build a home life free from diet culture. Since she was born, I have gone out of my way to treat all foods as neutral, to model all food as potential sources of pleasure and nutriment (physical and/or emotional); to speak well and never poorly of my fat body in front of her, and to let her see and observe my body with all its softness, strength, and volume; to display a variety of body types on our walls and knickknack shelves and in our books and media; to speak with her about fatphobia so that she has the vocabulary to identify and undermine it. I am breaking, or at least chipping away at, the deeply entrenched rituals of body loathing and body controlling that I was forced to practice, in my home of origin and in society, and that I’ve worked to drive out of my psyche. I am, in other words, decentering the center and affirming the margin. 

         
         Here’s an example of what this looks like in practical terms: One night when she was about six years old, my daughter had
            her customary scoop of speckled vanilla-bean ice cream for dessert, cleared her plate, and asked me if she could also have
            some chocolate chips. I said, “We already had dessert, sweetie. We can have chocolate chips tomorrow.” She pulled an aw man face and began to turn away—but before she did, I realized I wanted a few chocolate chips, too. I said, “Wait. Actually,
            chocolate chips sound good.”
         

         
         She watched me open the cabinet and reach for the glass jar, her eyes wide, a grin spreading on her face. I unscrewed the lid and shook a few into my hand, and a few into her hand, and we tossed them back, the flavor dark and fragrant. She said, “Can I have more?” I said, “No, that was enough, I think.” She began to turn away—but before she did, I realized I wanted more, too. I said, “Actually, yes, let’s have more.” I was laughing, and she was laughing. I unscrewed the jar and shook a few into my hand, and a few into her hand, and we tossed them back, both of us surprised and delighted. I decided to expand the moment’s plenitude. My daughter watched me put the jar away . . . pause theatrically . . . and pull it back out, saying, “I think just a few more, for good measure . . .” Her face! I wish you could have seen it. Lit from within, her freckled cheeks shining, her eyes sparkling with excited disbelief, head thrown back with laughter. I unscrewed the jar and shook a few into my hand, and a few into her hand, and we ate. 

         
         In one way, this was pure fun. In another way, it was political. I not only wanted a few (more) chocolate chips myself, I
            wanted to acknowledge the presence of her appetite, and mine, with levity and acceptance—even glee. I wanted to take a moment
            that often floods us with a false sense of our wrongness, with unnecessary embarrassment—wanting or going back for just one
            more bite, experiencing our resolve “falter” in the face of desire—and rebuild it as a moment of humor and humanity. I wanted
            to do this for my daughter.
         

         
         I want to model for her that she can trust food, even food to which we have a culturally fraught relationship, even food that
            is supposedly “not good” for our bodies, including cosmetically (i.e., things that “make you fat”), like sweets. She can trust
            her desire.
         

         
         It isn’t lost on me that it’s easier to go easy on food rules if your child is thin, which mine is, at least right now. Much harder to go with the flow when your child is fat. I have compassion for my mom because she was doing her best, simply responding to the stimulation around her. I’m sure I’d struggle with intuitive eating if my child was heavy. I went through a brief phase where watching her grow caused me anxiety. I couldn’t figure out why. Then it dawned on me that, in my own childhood, growing was not good. Getting bigger and getting heavier even in the natural, expected, and needed ways of a maturing child were
            not things we celebrated. I saw my child growing, and some chunk of my psyche went through an interior wormhole, back to the
            days when my own growth was frightening, shameful, and probably a prelude to some new rule: no dinner until after I did the
            trampoline; or no trick-or-treating this year, I would stay home with my mom while my friends got candy. Once I understood
            what was happening, it stopped.
         

         
         Still, even if she remains slim, I’m glad to be teaching my daughter countercultural skills around food and countercultural
            cheerfulness and neutrality around her body. Because it is the foundation for countercultural skills beyond her body. No matter what my kid looks like, there will be times when the only way to find justice or love for herself, or
            to ensure it for others, or even to inch toward it, will require being bad. Breaking the rules. Screwing the protocol. It
            will require pissing people off. This world is a fucked-up place, with authoritarian instincts and retrograde views about
            gender animating centers of power; I want a daughter who understands herself as capable of countercultural rule breaking.
            Who can hold her own, who knows how to throw her weight around if she wants to.
         

         
         

         Lucky for me that my daughter is naturally drawn to the villains of the story. At age five, she was fascinated by the Wicked Witch of the West, with her hunched shoulders, bright green face, and hourglass of rusty-red sand, but bored by corny, cutesy Dorothy. My first instinct was to nudge her away from identifying with the Wicked Witch, to gently but firmly steer her toward sympathy for the daffy little orphan with the glittering red shoes. Instead, I watched, and I came to believe that girls in particular need this edgy play, this identification with the antihero, if they are going to survive this world intact. Psychologist Jean
            Piaget famously called play “the work of childhood” and “serious learning.” Play that trades in some meanness, and refusal,
            and selfishness (without actually hurting others) is a balancing tonic in a world where girls are socialized constantly to
            be peachy, thoughtful, and giving, quiet, polite, and attentive no matter the personal costs. Moreover, practice makes perfect;
            how can she be comfortable with her selfish, villainous instincts if we’re always shooing her away from being bad?
         

         
         To be a girl or woman who is self-possessed and self-actualized, and behaves accordingly is to be a villain. Double that for girls and women of color, or girls and women with other intersectional identities that are
            censored, frowned upon, or in danger under patriarchy, anti-Black racism, and other normative, systemic toxins of our day.
            In a culture that prefers you to be perennially pleasant, agreeable, and pleasing, it is downright villainous to be anything
            else, but you have to be something else if you want to live a life that is ample and satisfying on your own terms, and if you care at all about collective liberation. You have to be willing to play, at least sometimes, the villain, directing the action, or at least influencing the action, with your “evil” desires for choice, for a voice, for autonomy, for egalitarian connection, for equity, for inclusion, for something other than neoliberal solutions to our problems. 

         
         Playing the villain in the conference room (no, I will not let you speak over me) or the bedroom (no, I do not like that)
            or the delivery room (no, I will not be quieter) or the public pool (no, I will not cover my body because I’m fat) or the
            coffee shop (no, I will not smile because you told me to) or the press conference (no, I will not stand by my man) or anywhere
            women exist is easier if you’ve had some practice. If she or someone she knows ever needs an abortion and happens to live
            in a post-Dobbs society. If she ever crosses a parking lot after dark and sees a shadow moving toward her. If she is presented with the opening
            doors of an elevator and needs to decide whether to step onto it, riding with a man who sets off her fear instinct, or wait
            for the next one. If—when—she encounters injustice that she can address without causing further harm to anyone involved, including
            herself, I want her to know she can deploy her mettle in unwomanly ways to drive the plot of her life. There’s a reason self-defense classes (for women) often involve repeatedly yelling “no,” “stop,” or “fire” (which people are
            more likely to respond to). Practice making the sound. Practice hearing your voice. Practice piercing the silence, the herdthink
            of societal expectation. Practice externalizing resistance, rage, and refusal so that, when the time comes, you’re ready.

         
         

         Part of supporting my daughter’s development as a “bad” girl and woman is showing her images of other women being bad. (As lawyer and activist Marian Wright Edelman said, “You can’t be what you can’t see.”) The same way I’ve adorned my home with figurines and photographs of fat women, the same way I myself embody badness through fatness, I choose to steep my child in images of politically rebellious women. The fact that we are Black has made this less of a joy than I’d anticipated. 

         
         One photograph we talk about is Kathrine Switzer at the 1967 Boston Marathon. It’s one of my favorite photographs, though in some ways it breaks my heart. Switzer is midstride, right foot down and left knee bent. Her expression is single-minded, but also bothered—she is focused on her run but aware of something else, too. She wears dark Adidas sneakers, a skinny dark headband to hold her hair off her oval face, and bib number 261. Also in the photograph are twelve men. Most of the men are wearing tracksuits, sneakers, and marathon bibs. But the man directly behind Switzer is wearing dress shoes, slacks, and a blazer. His middle-aged face is twisted in frustration. His stride is off-balance, his right hand and fingers outstretched as if to yank Switzer toward him; he is a marathon official, and he was trying to push Switzer off the track because she is a woman. There were no written rules forbidding women from running the marathon, but, by custom, it was male only; Switzer registered with her initials, obscuring her gender. She began the run with her hood over her head, hiding her long hair, but it eventually fell back. Switzer writes in her memoir, “Instinctively I jerked my head around quickly and looked square into the most vicious face I’d ever seen. . . . Before I could react he grabbed my shoulder and flung me back, screaming, ‘Get the hell out of my race!’” The official did not succeed—she refused to be knocked off course, and several of her fellow runners, all men, helped shield her. Switzer is the first woman to officially run and complete the marathon.* In interviews, she said she didn’t set out to make a statement, she simply wanted to race. But after the male official’s
            sexism and physical violence, she became fixated, as a woman and for women, on finishing. (Soon after, The New York Times interviewed Boston Athletic Association director Will Cloney about Switzer competing in the race given that the rule book
            didn’t mention gender and Switzer had a valid bib. He said, “Women can’t run in the Marathon because the rules forbid it.
            Unless we have rules, society will be in chaos. . . . If that girl were my daughter, I would spank her.” The reporter then
            adds: Not if you gazed into those big, brown eyes, you wouldn’t.)
         

         
         Switzer is not the first, only, or most important woman to behave “badly” in a way that plows right through sexist norms and creates an emancipatory plot twist, especially if one cares about drawing from racially diverse sources, as I do. Switzer is white and from a middle-class background. She doesn’t represent all women, and she doesn’t fully represent the majority of women, most of whom are people of color and living in socioeconomic deprivation and precarity. Switzer can’t fully represent, for instance, the enslaved Black women in my family, my foremothers, whose very existence was “bad.” While I never want to overidentify marginalized people with their marginalization (including my daughter), those women’s every move, every breath, has to be understood, on some level, as profound and penetrating resistance, as a refusal to vanish in the maw of ruthless exploitation. I do not want to erase them, or flatten the idea of women’s resistance, by focusing on Switzer. 

         
         But the photograph of Switzer is evocative as a document because it captures something rare: a vision of female disobedience
            that includes male collaborators offering aid. One man is trying to knock Switzer out of the race, but some of the men are
            helping her. Some of them are using their bodies to shelter her or trying to ram the official off the track. Who knows what
            these men are like outside that one moment. Maybe they pinched their secretary’s ass. Maybe they punched their wives. But
            this photograph is evidence of their ability to collude with a woman engaged in ethical destruction, with a woman who would
            not behave, who would not be good. Every revolution needs coconspirators, people positioned on the inside but aligned with
            those on the outside.
         

         
         Herein lies the sadness, or at least the diminished joy: I’ve searched for photographs of men helping Black women. Instead,
            I found Black women acting alone. Powerfully, but alone.
         

         
         Ieshia Evans, a thirty-five-year-old Black nurse from Pennsylvania, mother to a young boy, stands alone in the street with the self-possession and poise of a dancer awaiting her cue, the hem of her dress moving in the breeze, as two (seemingly male) police officers in thick black riot gear rush at her, almost skid into her, to place her under arrest, handcuffed. They are in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, on a ninety-degree, muggy July day, less than a week after two different police officers shot and killed Alton Sterling. The image, captured by freelance photographer Jonathan Bachman, went viral. News outlets compared it to other iconic images of protest, of dangerous encounters between citizens and the state, including the Tank Man image from Tiananmen Square. 

         
         Another evocative image from that same summer shows a Black woman confronting an armed cop by pointing a bloodied finger in
            his face. The blood drips down her hand and arm. Her expression is dogged and cheerless, brows furrowed. Like the Evans photo,
            the image documents protest against state violence following the police killing of Black citizen Keith Lamont Scott in Charlotte,
            North Carolina.
         

         
         There is Angela Davis, her arms clasped by white hands as two male FBI agents escort her after her arrest. There is Fannie
            Lou Hamer’s bruised and swollen face, fatigue and grief in her eyes. There is Rosa Parks holding up her booking number, white
            flower and beaded barrettes in her hair. There is Pauli Murray with their dark glasses and wide smile, writing at their desk.* There is Sojourner Truth with her white shawl and thick fingers. There is Harriet Tubman with her piercing gaze. There is
            Dolores Huerta, nearly ninety years old, in police custody in Fresno, California.
         

         
         Yes, there are photographs of Black, brown, and non-white women engaged in brave acts of defiance and protest—but they tend to be alone. This is a shame. It’s a shame that we don’t have documentation, plentiful and “viral” documentation, anyway, of men helping Black and brown women. Men who might drive Black and brown women across state lines to receive reproductive health care or
            start uncomfortable conversations with male friends and family about predatory or entitled male behavior, including misogynoir,
            or take women’s studies courses and ethnic studies courses, who consume intersectional feminist theory and art; who write or support laws and policy initiatives
            that benefit women and femmes, especially brown and Black ones. Or like my dad, who refused to tease me as a child or chastise
            my appetites, who would let me eat foods forbidden at my mom’s house. There are a million points of entry into every struggle.
            Are there a million entrants? I’d like to think so . . . But how do we know? And how does it impact the culture if there is
            no documentation?
         

         
         The closest things I’ve found were photographs of Ruby Bridges accompanied by three US Marshals as she leaves William Frantz
            Elementary School. To be sure, the uniformed men are offering protection to our six-year-old heroine as she physically integrates
            that swampy, obstinate pocket of post-Brown racism. And this matters. But it doesn’t quite show what I’m looking for. There are also many images of Tim Walz standing
            beside and behind Kamala Harris in the 2024 presidential election, which is, I guess, adjacent to what I’m talking about,
            but not quite it. Because both the marshals and Walz were just doing their jobs. They were just carrying out their duties
            as assigned. What I’m hungry for is men who are themselves being bad. Men whose behavior represents a breach of normative directives, whose solidarity comes at a cost or at least with a risk. I want men who put something on the line. Again, it isn’t to say that men don’t do this at all; it is to say we don’t have documentation of it at the level of critical mass, at the level of culture. And because culture creates culture, the absence matters.
         

         
         

         An interesting aside: Black women, women who invented forbearance as much as they invented resistance, appear to be the country’s
            fastest-growing group of gun owners. Maybe Black women have deduced that, in this country, where we are so often unprotected,
            becoming armed and therefore (at least theoretically) dangerous is the best way to drive the plot. As of 2023, Black women
            make up the majority of the National African American Gun Association and appear to be buying guns at a higher pace than other
            demographic groups. Recent studies in Chicago and North Carolina track with a national trend: The number of Black women seeking
            conceal-carry permits is increasing. A small but nationally representative survey from Harvard University’s public health
            department showed that, among people who purchased a gun for the first time between January 2019 and April 2021, 21 percent
            were Black and 48 percent were women. And according to the National Shooting Sports Foundation, almost 87 percent of gun stores
            nationwide saw an increase in Black women buying guns in 2021. It seems unnecessary to say that Black women tend to cite self-defense
            as their reason for purchasing a gun—most gun owners do. The difference between Black women and most gun owners, though, is
            that we are far more likely to be victims of crime than the typical white dude with a rifle rack in his truck or a Glock in
            the bedside drawer.
         

         
         I don’t relish the idea of gun ownership as an increasingly popular national pastime. But, when it comes to women, I get it. Female violence is rare, and countercultural, but sometimes critical. My mom had a gun, a tiny little thing my dad gave her to protect herself, us kids, and the house, our sunny blue rental on Sir Francis Drake Boulevard. She fired it just once, aiming up into the midnight sky, the bullet flying like a dragon above the blackberries and ivy and apple trees; she’d seen a male figure in the yard and didn’t know it was my sister’s boyfriend on his way to climb, invited, through her window. My head couldn’t have been more than ten feet from where my mom stood, but I slept through the bang! of hot gas pushing ammunition through the barrel, tucked into my twin bed in the hallway that served as my bedroom. I didn’t
            even twitch. Maybe this is as much my daughter’s inheritance as her vulnerability to dieting; maybe she comes not just from
            women who have struggled to outwit the panopticon of body control, but also from women who do not shy from self-defense and
            disruption, who can fire a gun or sleep through the shots.
         

         
         This musing (wish?) is not a condonation of violence. (Though please note that we condone female violence in the realm of dieting, where the language takes on a decidedly rough, self-harming cast: Burn your fat, chisel your abs, carve your thighs, scorch calories, shrink down to nothing.) For one thing, imagining violence is not the same as committing it, and when you are the underdog hoping just to live freely, imagining, wanting, or even committing violence is a profoundly different project than when you are the top dog looking to maintain your position. The latter is about greed. The former is about dignity, freedom from physical domination and the mutilation of the soul, and, sometimes, survival. Professor Nimmi Gowrinathan shrewdly observes that, whether we like it or not, “there are women for whom peaceful resistance is a death sentence.” Or, as Sri Lankan Tamil activist and writer Ambalavaner Sivanandan put it: “The violence of the violated is never a matter of choice, but a symptom of choicelessness.” 

         
         

         I want my child to have choices. And to have true choices in her body, she can’t be afraid of it, or hate it, or be brainwashed
            into controlling its every urge. She must be fluent in her body and let her body speak. Meaning she must be able to read her
            body’s signals, be they fear, rage, or hunger, and she must allow her body its voice.
         

         
         Evans, the Black Philadelphia nurse photographed in the Baton Rouge street as police nearly crashed into her serene, coolheaded
            figure, says that in that moment she had “no fear in [her] body.” She attributes it to God, and I won’t dispute that. Divine
            intervention is real. But so is the power of practice; I practiced dieting and exercise drills as a young child and carried
            them out perfectly as an adult. One of the most poignant aspects of witnessing girlhood from an adult vantage point is that,
            if the girl is in a basically healthy environment, she, like Evans, has no fear in her body. Which is to say fear of her body, but also fear of what can be done to her body, or the bodies of others. I don’t want to watch my child lose this, yet I will. It is inevitable. The world is a fucked-up place. The best I can hope for, then, is that she retains her sense of villainy, her sense of dark—i.e., countercultural, counter-norm, and therefore “bad”—power, and her sense that she is entitled to drive the plot. Hope is thin armor, though, and I won’t rely on it. It is far better to let her be bad now, even to encourage it, than to squeeze my eyes shut and hope the world treats her kindly, hope she can rally an unyielding, noncompliant response when, inevitably, it doesn’t. If she has coconspirators and allies, if she is blessed enough to be flanked by men who want to see her soar, I will be jubilant—and amazed. I won’t count on it. I will prepare her to stand alone. No knight on horseback makes his way to the battles. I will let her practice villainy so that she can use the ugliness of her strength, so that she can say no. I want to dip her in a pool of self-trust and defiance, like Thetis dipping Achilles. If there were some dead-of-night, supernatural thing I could have done while pregnant—sleep naked under a full moon, or drink ocean water; if there’d been a womanly spell of protection in which to wrap her, fur of she-wolf and a she-hawk’s tail; if a crone had come to me on one of my walks through the brackish marshlands or the winter hills and offered me a strange, glossy fruit, and told me that by swallowing it I’d arm my daughter, make her able to hear and heed, always, her instinct for dissent, I’d have closed my eyes, reached out my hand, and gulped it down whole. 

         
         If I’m relying on the grammar of fantasy here, it’s because I have to—having little-to-zero cultural evidence that another
            way is possible means I must imagine. I must daydream. But fantasy can become reality. It doesn’t have to remain illusory. It can be captured, the way
            a camera captures an image, by people prepared to act.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            The Made World

         
         All we have made, we’ve made with men in mind. All the designed and built material of our world, we’ve made considering what
            men want and don’t want, do and don’t do, like and don’t like, how they are and are not. As if they were touched by the Creator’s
            hand first. As if they are the body itself. As if women are derivative.
         

         
         Here is a handful of the things we’ve designed and built based solely on the body of a man: crash-test dummies; CPR dummies (they often don’t have breasts); the height of straps and safety bars on public transit; health-monitoring trackers on phones (Apple’s didn’t monitor periods until 2014); personal protective equipment worn by everyday people, including N95 masks; personal protective equipment worn in nonexclusively male industries, including police and military body armor; seat belts; the size, shape, weight, and general design of hand tools; medical devices like CPAP machines; building design (particularly public bathrooms); the height at which pictures are hung in galleries and museums; public policy regarding the acceptable levels of radiation exposure, including nuclear radiation; the formula for the standard temperature setting in an office; studies about occupational hazards (we study coal dust and miners but not the housekeeping chemicals that surround people doing “women’s work”); medical research into diseases and medications; and voice-based technology (which sometimes fails to comprehend words spoken at a typically female pitch, and other times fails to comprehend “female” concepts. Journalist Caroline Criado Perez writes: “When Apple launched their AI, Siri, she (ironically) could find prostitutes and Viagra suppliers, but not abortion providers. Siri could help you if you’d had a heart attack, but if you told her you’d been raped, she replied ‘I don’t know what you mean by “I was raped.”’”). 

         
         This man on whom the built world is based and around whom it revolves even has a name. He is “Reference Man.” Reference Man
            is twenty-five to thirty years old, weighs 154 pounds, and is 5'6" tall. He is white and has a “Western European or North
            American” lifestyle. He has long been used to make calculations for products, dosages, design, and more. Hello, Reference
            Man! Nice to meet you. Wait, my bad. We have met before: in bars, pounding pitchers; in college, raising your hand; in my
            office, talking over me; at the corner store, coming on to me; on the subway, spreading your legs as if to remind me that
            you deserve space and my job is to be small so that you can have it.
         

         
         It’s as if, as Criado Perez describes it, we are trapped in a “type of unthinking that conceives of humanity as almost exclusively
            male.” Sometimes even products made for women are tested without thought to women’s bodies; until 2023, the capacity of tampon and menstrual pads was tested with saline, not blood or even a liquid with similar properties to blood, making the absorbency charts on the back of the box essentially useless. It’s as if they—the men naming and designing things, identifying “pain points” and “disruptions,” and perhaps the one or two non-males in
            the room, assimilated to male centricity or silenced—are trapped in idiocy, lured there and then tied down. It would be good
            to free them.
         

         
         Note that none of this is accidental, or mandatory. The made world could have been designed with curiosity, and with inclusion,
            and with a humanism rather than a “manism” at its core. The disability justice movement tells us that inclusive, empathetic
            design is possible. To be sure, people with disabilities had to lobby and fight for curb cuts and ramps, but they did happen,
            and have now become internalized as essential aspects of design whether, for instance, one uses a wheelchair or not. But I’m
            less optimistic about design changes that include, or are based on, the needs of women. It is too massive a project, too far
            upstream, too against the current in a society still tied so tightly to misogyny and male normativity, to envision easily.
         

         
         I am not the average man, and so my body is jettisoned like too much weight on a sinking boat; I’m flung to the furthest reaches
            of the galaxy. God help me. God help me if, say, I need CPR—because my tits are huge. God help me if tampons cause some kind
            of womanly health problem—your uterus grows eyeballs, looks around, and starts screaming, perhaps—because they won’t have
            studied it, and I and my heavy perimenopausal periods go through tampons like potato chips. The doctor will probably tell
            me it’s in my mind, it’s just hysteria. Y’all are fucking hysterical. Women! Rolls eyes. Leaves room.
         

         
         Do you know the cure for hysteria, that strictly female disease whose symptoms include melancholy, sexual frigidity or sexual desire, nervousness, and a “tendency to cause trouble for others”*? It’s to be fucked and impregnated. Fucked by curative dick and filled with spermy elixir vitae until you are with child,
            and all is well. That’s according to the fathers of medicine, our illustrious Greeks of antiquity. Hysteria, from the Greek
            hystera or womb. They believed that if it didn’t get fed with sperm regularly, the womb began to wander around the body, looking
            for semen and causing mayhem, causing its female host to lose her shit. Treatments ranged from stuffing wool up your vagina
            to genital massage to fumigating your vulva with strong smells to lure the uterus back to its proper place. (Aretaeus of Cappadocia,
            one of Greece’s most celebrated doctors, described the uterus as “an animal within an animal.”) But the ultimate cure, the
            best way to stop the incessant uterine rabble-rousing, the top-of-the-line treatment, was marriage, intercourse, and pregnancy.
            The genital massage could no doubt be nice, as could the intercourse—it’s admittedly a relief to see some nod to potential
            pleasure.* But you can’t escape the fact that the preferred treatment was, in essence, shackles. The shortened leash of wifehood and
            motherhood. Domestic annihilation.
         

         
         It is not just the cultural norms and objects and infrastructure of life that are made for men. It’s also the laws. It’s the net of rights and obligations we’re all suspended in. It’s the rules, the very notion of fairness. Laws are about who has value, who can be harmed, who should be compensated for harm, who has a right and who has a duty. Men made laws based on what they wanted to protect, what they cared about, what they believed was theirs. 

         
         This is not an abstraction. American law derives mostly from British common law. From men with powdered white wigs high as
            wedding cakes and tight satin pants, who paced in chilly British courtrooms and gazed at maps with made-up borders, men who
            thought of people as units of labor and of time as a resource to be used and of women as hysterical and of the earth as their
            dominion and of their cocks as little gods. It’s from these laws—these men’s opinions about who and what should be protected,
            about who and what was up for grabs—that our own laws emerge.
         

         
         The central figure in these laws was “the reasonable man.” Dreamt up centuries ago in Europe, the “reasonable man” was the fictionalized person judges, juries, and attorneys considered to determine whether a plaintiff’s harm warranted redress, or a defendant deserved lenience. Would a “reasonable man” have been offended by the defendant’s conduct, for instance. Or, would a “reasonable man” have been able to control himself under such circumstances, for instance. This latter example is a classic in the law of provocation, which generally found that it was reasonable for a man to kill his wife upon learning she was cheating; given the circumstances and that female adultery was long considered the “highest invasion of [a husband’s] property,”* a husband’s decision to strangle or shoot or stab his wife to death was reasonable; he therefore should be charged with manslaughter,
            not murder. As late as 1970, the California Supreme Court embraced this backward thinking by defining the question before
            it as whether “the defendant’s reason was, at the time of his act, so disturbed or obscured by some passion . . . [that it] would render ordinary men of average disposition liable to act rashly or without due deliberation and reflection.”*

         
         From this antiquated ecosystem flowed the laws of coverture, which subsumed a woman’s entire legal personhood into her husband’s
            upon marriage and prevented her from entering into contracts on her own, or making money on her own, or filing a lawsuit on
            her own, or owning her own property. Laws that forbade women from cutting their hair without their father’s permission. Laws
            that forbade women from working in “male” trades. Laws that made it illegal for women to drive alone. Laws that prevented
            women from voting. Laws that forbade premarital sex. Laws that forbade white women from having sex with men of color. Laws
            that forbade women from sitting on juries. Laws that asked rape victims, Well, what were you wearing? Laws that forbade contraception. Laws that legalized marital rape in all fifty states until the 1970s. Laws that recognized a company’s right not to hire a pregnant woman, or a woman with young children. That, until 1974, allowed banks to require single, divorced, or widowed women to have a man cosign her loan application. 

         
         This isn’t just the past: Right now, in this country, there are laws that grant rapists parental rights. That permit men to
            take photographs up a woman’s skirt without her permission. That permit child marriage.* That don’t recognize a woman’s right to withdraw consent in sexual interactions. That compel women to carry pregnancies they
            do not want. This is where we find ourselves. They tell us this world is for all. They tell us that, if we don’t fit, that’s
            our problem, not the world’s. No. This world was made for men.
         

         
         We could try to reform it, I suppose, little changes here and there, minnows nipping at a whale. Or, we could torch it. Abandon
            all effort to adjust, and to amend, and to improve the world made for men. That’s right. Now and again, the time is ripe for
            mutiny. When in the course of human events, etc., etc. Because, ladies, you been had. You been doped. You been hoodwinked.
            Bamboozled. Led astray. Run amok. So, raze it. Take it down to the studs and then light them on fire, too. This entire world—all
            this made substance created for man, right down to the law books—is flammable. It will burn. It will disappear. Whole civilizations turned to ash, orange groves in a nightmare, men weeping at last. We can grieve it together. We can conjure it together. I will strike the first match, and we will circle the earth like hawks and drop the match wherever we wish. It will be like this: 

         
         The grass, dry and long, will catch. Soldiers everywhere—the final stand of the world made for men—will hear the first sirens,
            bending down to quickly lace their dusty boots, photos of girlfriends between their teeth. But they have no weapons that can
            stop this.
         

         
         Our north coast will burn, what they called “the new England,” and the masts of ships long buried in the Atlantic will catch
            fire, and then it will be gone. Detroit will go up, the Midwest, Chicago, those salt-of-the-earth people, lawns mowed by neighbors,
            transplants opening coffee shops, grandmas on porches. The West Coast, fog and craggy rocks in the ocean, golden poppies and
            gold in riverbeds. It all must burn. Wall Street. Street kids and preachers, line cooks and cops. The banks must burn, the
            money like puff pastry crackling in a fist. Pink bear-spray canisters on keychains. Laptops and travel mugs and designer handbags.
            The flames will burn beehives and rabbit holes and all the butterflies from the trees. Mud will turn into fiery stew that
            consumes Mississippi huts and Vermont springs. Hippos in zoo pens and almond trees planted in rows—burned and burning.
         

         
         The bougainvillea in Capri will go up in a burst of pink glitter. Fields of lavender will burn with a soapy tinge, and the
            weary purple of the smoke will make some people cry out; not us. The foie gras pens and their sad, fragile contents. The Queen’s
            jewels, filigree and gold, and oil refineries and the flags of nations and crosses on church walls. The Colosseum and the
            fjords, London Bridge and chocolate bars, the City of Light and the hygge-y vibes, all aflame.
         

         
         The last coca plants will burn in their pretty rows, rounded leaves and bright red berries, and the birds overhead will crash giddily into trees, high out of their bird minds. I suggest we inhale. The jungles will go up wet and green, the dunes will turn black, the cities will sizzle and pop. Machu Picchu will go. Those ancient stones, the Peruvian air a thin lace of oxygen, gone. The whole of Brazil in one glassy, screaming flame, then the tip of South America, its land-curl dry and cold, then hot, then gone. The Northern Triangle in a weeping squeal that will remind us of the photograph, it was on the news, a Honduran toddler in red sneakers, the federal agent with a latex glove reaching into the mom’s tight pockets, the man-made world roaring as the child cried. It all must burn. 

         
         Africa will burn: one city and then another, Lagos, Cape Town, Addis Ababa, Casablanca, Accra. The sands, the Nile, the gorillas,
            the grass, the ghettos, the palaces, the bones, the colonizers in their graves. Waterfalls, thick mountain ranges, diamonds
            buried in ore. They will all burn. Townships. Countries. Africa will be the hardest; Africa will feel like an inflection point.
            Cradle of civilizations.
         

         
         Shanghai. Jaipur. Mumbai. Bamboo and Japanese maples and pink cherry trees flashing their blossoms like peddlers. The leggy
            fingers of Thai dancers. Grubby roots of turmeric and green cardamom pods in glass jars on kitchen shelves. Guanyin in her
            ceramic shrines. Rhododendrons of Nepal, and prayer flags in the icy sky.
         

         
         The flames will eat the penguins and the ice, and the navy-blue water that caps off the hulls of the last tankers, empty and
            bobbing, their oil sunk to the bottom of the sea.
         

         
         Yes. If we drop a match on this thing, this made world, that means the whole world burns. That is the price of building a world without considering us. Vietnam, the Congo, Mexico City, Madrid. Jade plants, books,
            sewing thread, bread. Bottles of ink, reams of paper, sheets of music. The made-for-men world must go, and because the made-for-men
            world touches everything—everything! we screech like harpies, we bellow like beasts—everything must burn.
         

         
         All creatures drink of joy. That’s what it will feel like to watch the made-for-men world go, fueling its own demise as one mess after another joins
            the conflagration: all creatures drinking of joy. The joy is like a bright yellow sun, and we are like children, illuminated,
            chasing it. We may even hold out our hands to feel the heat on our palms. We may even jump up and down yelling, Yes! Yes! with tears in our eyes. Like we are burning, too, but the flames that touch us will cleanse, not hurt, removing all bad touches
            and scars and swallowed screams.
         

         
         Newborn, we will be.

         
         And we will remake the world in our image. We will forget you. There will be no trace of you. We won’t reference you for anything.
            You will not exist as we assemble a glistening, infant world from scratch.
         

         
         Is that fair? Not at all. But that is partly the point.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Witness

         
         
            Monticello

         

         A sign outside Sally Hemings’s dwelling warned visitors: Prepare to enter a dark, windowless room. Indeed, it was: whitewashed walls, maybe ten by twelve feet, devoid of light, the air cold and thick, filled—it seemed to
            me—with the inaudible, ghostly sound waves of a silent, centuries-old dirge, lamentation distorted by time but held intact
            by the strength of the suffering.
         

         
         This is what I sensed standing in the room where Hemings slept and lived; her bed the site of rest, of dreams, of pleasure, but also, I think, of terror, of hell. We can’t know everything that happened there, but we can know who did it, and to whom it was done. Thomas Jefferson’s unwashed breath. His wire spectacles on his narrow nose. His hands, forever soft from holding pencils and books and fine silks. He came to her at night. He joined her on that straw pallet. He moved his body; he lay on his back. There in that room. Or he beckoned her—someone arriving, their familiar footsteps audible before their body filled her doorway. She walked to Jefferson, trudging up the hill to his alcove bed draped in French Jacquard, thousands of acres of tobacco and virgin forest beyond his arched windows. Mourning, a requiem, a warbled ripple of minor chords. 

         
         I could be wrong. Maybe they were in love. Breathless anticipation. Long embraces. Tears of relief, delight. Gazing and holding
            hands and talking into the night, the sky inky and stippled with the glistering asterisks of white-hot stars, so many stars,
            blinding gemstones in the black ether. Orgasm and orgasm and orgasm, made together, given freely. Sweat and trembling. Bliss
            and repose. A miraculous meeting of minds and bodies and genes, lifetimes of fruitful coitus between master and slave.
         

         
         What they felt for each other is a mystery. It’s possible that, in decades of life with Jefferson, Hemings experienced all
            the usual feelings one feels for a long-term sexual partner, or quasi-romantic partner, for the father of one’s children,
            including love, pride, safety. To completely deny the prospect of Hemings’s positive feelings for Jefferson is to deny her
            yet another measure of her humanity. It also denies her humanity to assume that Jefferson could not love her because she was
            a slave, because she was Black. Black women are always having to prove that we are desirable despite our Blackness, and I
            won’t ask that of Hemings. I leave space for all possibilities.
         

         
         Still, as I lingered in her dwelling—the tight, windowless, stone chamber barely 100 yards from Jefferson’s resplendent mansion—I didn’t feel love, pride, or safety. That is not what I sensed. I intentionally went into this trip, into Monticello, and into Hemings’s room without expectations, making the decision to be open to whatever did or did not present itself. And what presented itself, what instantly came up, what grew in me fast and heavy and sharp like a pointy root made of iron and racing breakneck for the sun, for air, so as not to suffocate in the darkness, was despair. I was in Hemings’s room for, I’d say, ten seconds before I began to cry. I cried silently; the other people in the room, my guide and other visitors, were white. I didn’t want to make noise in their presence. But my tears came fast and voluminous like grain pouring from an overturned sack. I knew I wanted to leave something of myself there; evidence that we feel for her. The remnants of my body an offering. I wiped my wet cheeks with my fingers and put my wet fingers on the wall, the grit of the old stone chilly against my skin. And then I kissed the wall, firmly, pressing my lips to it, and to Hemings. To her Blackness, her femaleness, her captivity and livingness. To her history, to her space, to her meaning. 

         
         

         Monticello was the first stop on my trip to Virginia. That hallowed hilltop is a diorama not just of my family, which included
            white people enslaving Black people in the 1700s and 1800s, but of the entire country. Monticello is a template by which we
            continue to live: It was built and still stands on the land of the Monacan, a Siouan Native American nation, who, by Thomas
            Jefferson’s time, were already decimated by the war and disease that is part of ongoing settler colonialism.* Enslaved people built Monticello, from the mansion at the summit of “little mountain” to the hand-carved furrows of its vegetable gardens. Enslaved people worked it, from the levers that lifted wine bottles, by rope, through the lightless cellar to the majestic dining room, to rough, black iron nails, hammered fourteen hours a day by enslaved children in the choking heat of the nailery. It was a shrine to capitalism, its owner obsessed with ever-increasing profit and efficiency, its success fueled by the toil of a perpetual serf class. It remains the throne of an irony so supreme no other irony will ever be greater: the juxtaposition of radically egalitarian, ecstatic, electrifying truths, like all men are created equal, with the cruel, butcherly practice of chattel slavery. It was both integrated and segregated; there were white people and
            Black people living together, but not in proximity; or in proximity, but not together.
         

         
         

         I signed up for the guided Slavery at Monticello tour and waited at the designated spot for a crowd of fellow travelers to
            amass. It didn’t. I was the only person on the slavery tour, though other tours, ones that didn’t focus on slavery, were well
            attended. My guide, a white woman in her fifties, said this was typical. We set off on the dot, not waiting for stragglers.
         

         
         We walked up the wide steps, passed between the Greek Doric columns and through the door, and as we ambled around the first floor, I learned about Thomas Jefferson through his things, objects he loved, such as the Great Clock with its driving weights dangling like ball sacks and his map of Africa and his French architect’s table, his garden shears and red-and-white chessboard and silk damask curtains. That was all interesting enough. But the first thing I felt any connection to, and what is still stuck in my throat like a paring knife, was dimples in the brick walls, each about the size of a peanut. I pointed and asked, “What are those?” My guide said, “Fingerprints.” I peered at them closely. She continued, “From the little boys who made the bricks.” “Slaves, right?” I asked. She answered, “Yes.” 

         
         Maybe because I’m a mom, I thought not only of the children and their small hands but of their mothers, who made those hands
            in their bellies and delivered those hands to this life. Children and mothers. All pressed together and torn apart.
         

         
         

         Monticello had three main mothers. Three childbearing women who are inseparable from the place, though not all of their children
            were forced to make bricks from sunrise to dark. The first and most urgent was Sally Hemings, the enslaved girl (and then
            woman) with whom Jefferson maintained a sexual relationship for decades, and with whom he had at least six children. It is
            to her I now turn, because it is she who cried out to me for witness. But I can’t pay homage to her—I can’t testify in this
            court—without also telling about two other mothers, both related to Hemings: Martha Skelton Jefferson, Thomas Jefferson’s
            wife, who bore six children on that hill; and Martha Jefferson Randolph, Jefferson’s daughter with Martha Skelton, who bore
            twelve.
         

         
         The bloodlines are a tangled, rank mess, the kind of mishmash produced by social and economic systems that locked some people into subhuman status while giving others carte blanche over them, that encouraged white men to keep enslaved Black women pregnant, including by raping them, and that did not permit Black women, enslaved or free, to refuse sexual advances or thwart abuse. Sally Hemings’s dad was John Wayles, the white planter who enslaved Elizabeth Hemings, her Black mother. John Wayles was also Martha Skelton’s father, making Sally Hemings and Martha Skelton (Jefferson’s wife) half sisters. When John Wayles died, his estate—which included the Hemingses—passed to Martha Skelton, who, by then, was married to Thomas Jefferson. Because of coverture, Martha Skelton’s property—including her father’s estate, which included the baby Sally Hemings—actually belonged to Thomas Jefferson. Hemings was a toddler when she first arrived at Monticello from Wayles’s plantation. She entered that undulating, fertile land, a sweet kiddo and a piece of chattel, owned by her own father, then bequeathed to her father’s married daughter/her half sister, then finally absorbed into the estate of that half sister’s spouse, a man who would be president, and her final owner, and the father of her kids. 

         
         Everyone knows, I think, that when she was thirteen or fourteen, Sally Hemings traveled to Paris, France, with Jefferson,
            by then a widower, to be a maid for his daughter Martha, caring for her clothing, jewelry, hats, and quarters. And everyone
            knows, I think, that when Hemings returned from France with Jefferson, she was pregnant with his child.
         

         
         My question is why? Why did she return?
         

         
         Chattel slavery did not exist in France, and once there, it was possible for enslaved people to successfully petition French courts for their freedom. Historians agree that Hemings could have made a move for freedom, and perhaps did. I think she at least thought about it, because, when she returned, it was after extracting a stunning promise from Jefferson: Once they reached adulthood, he would free their children. There was no reason for him to make this promise except if her return depended on it, except as part of a compromise. 

         
         Indeed, freeing slaves was anathema to Jefferson. Over fifty-three years of slaveholding, he freed only 1.6 percent of the
            many hundreds he held captive, i.e., about 10 out of 600. He was meticulously, adamantly, moronically racist. He deplored
            Blacks as a cohort, maintaining that Blacks were inferior to whites, and that race mixing was repulsive. (No comment.) He
            kept his forced-labor camp intact all his life. Jefferson wasn’t known personally to whip or beat the people he tyrannized
            and trafficked at Monticello, but the overseers he hired were, and that’s how Jefferson liked it. Gabriel Lilly, one of his
            favorites, had a reputation for enthusiastic violence, beating sick enslaved people to the point of incapacity to send a message
            to others. When ten-year-old children were late arriving at their nail-making posts in the frigid, predawn dark of winter,
            Lilly whipped them for “truancy.” Jefferson at times worried that Lilly’s cruelty might impact the morale—and therefore the profitability—of his slaves, but in the end, he applauded it, observing, for example, that the children making nails fourteen hours a day really did “require a vigour of discipline” to be maximally productive. Jefferson called his cruel overseer “as good a one as can be.” He wrote to his son-in-law, “Certainly I can never get a man who fulfills my purposes better than [Lilly] does.” To conceive of him giving in to the demands of any Black person is to conceive of him submitting to them, an unlikely prospect. 

         
         How, then, did Hemings pull off this negotiation with Jefferson? Because Jefferson was ferociously committed to slavery and
            his place in it. And because the power asymmetries between them could not be more striking. Hemings was fifteen at most, Jefferson
            was forty-four. Hemings was female, Jefferson was male. Hemings was Black, Jefferson was white. Hemings was destitute and
            not legally entitled to own property or learn to read, Jefferson was a wealthy elite who would become president of the United
            States. Hemings was, under the law, a subhuman slave, and Jefferson her Godlike master.
         

         
         Maybe she succeeded because Jefferson was out of his mind with passion, infatuated with this fair-skinned, silky-haired girl
            who looked, in certain evening light, so very much like her half sister, his dead wife. Maybe Jefferson was so transfixed
            that he would have agreed to saw off his feet rather than lose her.
         

         
         Maybe he agreed to Hemings’s terms because of his mania for capitalism. Jefferson calculated that he could expect a 4 percent
            return on investment for every enslaved child born at Monticello. When Hemings became pregnant in France, she was a vessel
            not just for his progeny but for his profit. Perhaps he’d sketched on the back of a French napkin, figuring how many children
            this fifteen-year-old might bear over the next thirty years, how much money he’d amass during the twenty-odd years before
            he freed them, and found he’d come out on top. Perhaps he even figured he might never have to free them, returns on investment redounding forever; he could change his mind, and what could Hemings do? He could sell her if he wished, or she could die before their kids reached adulthood, from smallpox or scarlet fever or (the irony!) childbirth. 

         
         Or maybe she pulled it off because, though technically Black, she wasn’t really Black to him. Jefferson might have looked at Hemings and seen a white girl, then a white woman. And though he knew the law
            of hypodescent, and took advantage of it as her owner, he might have been hard pressed to find the Black in her. Contemporaries described Hemings as “mighty near white,” with “long straight hair down her back.” She was
            considered beautiful, something that Black women, by the typical white person’s definition, could not be. Hemings was a “quadroon,”
            i.e., only one-quarter Black, and all those white genes showed. I’m sure she could pass. Indeed, two of Hemings’s children
            with Jefferson were so mighty near white that he gave them permission to leave Monticello early instead of labor as slaves,
            and they went on to pass successfully in Washington, DC, society, their Black heritage never discovered. (Oh, to find them,
            to observe them moving through the communities in which they chose to live! Beverly and Harriet—seed of a president and a
            slave. These lost children, the color of bone, rice, and pearl, of cream, jasmine, and snow, simply vanished, the truth of
            their legacy buried in their chests like treasure in a field, their descendants, even today, in the dark.)
         

         
         Yes, Hemings being “mighty near white” must have had something to do with it. Our children will look so much like you, she might have said, one pink hand on her belly. Why condemn them to a Black fate when they will be so white? Spoken or unspoken, this truth, the fact of her whiteness and how it would mix with his, would have hovered in the room, a third body, a third party to the discussion. 

         
         And Hemings being “mighty near white” might have made Jefferson more willing to hear her out, to entertain her ideas. Maybe
            she got a little extra wiggle room, a little more elbow room, a bit more latitude than she would had she looked Black. Remember—this
            man was racist. It seems obvious he would respect a Black person who didn’t look Black more than one who did. It seems obvious
            he’d endow them, in his mind, with more intelligence, refinement, and potential. There is Jefferson, belly and blood full
            of wine, listening to his Sally talk of freedom for their children, briefly seeing a white girl before him, then a Black girl,
            then a white girl again, the edges blurred, the divisions watery and nebulous. Surely being mighty near white gave Hemings
            a temerity of which her darker kin could not avail themselves—they might feel brave, and they might wish to negotiate with a white man, to push him to capitulate, to rebuff his sense of entitlement and dominance, but the risk
            of that temerity was too high. The result of a miscalculation too catastrophic to risk. Light-skin privilege was as real then
            as it is now.
         

         
         Whatever the reasons, when he agreed to free their children, Jefferson confessed to Hemings that he knew slavery was wrong
            not only as a matter of far-off philosophical principles—he already stated that in his writings—but wrong in his daily life,
            on his homestead, under his thumb. It was wrong on his mountain, in the tunnels beneath the 11,000-square-foot, thirty-three-room mansion where enslaved people ran back and forth to keep him and his loved ones comfortable. It was wrong in his subterranean caves where teenage girls mended his daughter’s dresses. It was wrong in his tobacco and wheat fields, where women with newborn babies dripped breast milk for their infants into the dirt. It was wrong in the obscure patch of forest where, far from the main house, enslaved Monticelloans returned to the earth with unmarked graves, depressions in the soil collecting pine needles and rainwater. The sin was embodied in him, in all he built, all he touched. Despite his rationalizations, and the ways his little imperialist mind contorted itself
            in search of absolution, he was, in fact, doing evil. Hemings forced Jefferson to lower his head, even if only for one second
            in a long-lost room thousands of miles from home, and concede that “his” human beings should be free. See the man bowing before
            a Black teenage girl and her implausible demands. See her desire for self-determination transformed into agency and daring.
            See her hungers arrange themselves like legionnaires into rhetorical skill, into persuasion. Hear her mind growling like an
            unfed stomach. And see Jefferson made low by his own desires. Hear his voice, as if replying to his boss after she’s given
            an order, uttering his compliance: Yes.

         
         

         The official tour proffered that Hemings’s “house” was an upgrade from what most enslaved people endured, and hinted that
            Jefferson didn’t do more for her because he didn’t want to show too much favoritism lest he disrupt the peace of his mountaintop
            idyll.
         

         
         But I think the room was vengeance. Retribution for her hubris. I think he fumed the next day, sober now, staring at the Seine and chewing his inner lip. I think he glanced a single kinked hair on her head, a strand that did not seem, under the light of bright morning, white, and remembered the African stink in her veins. I think he never forgave himself. Because this dirtbag, who lived morning, noon, and night in velvety opulence, provided the mother of his children with living quarters that amounted to a miserable, windowless box. I wouldn’t keep an animal there. A space so thrumming with anguish that a sign now warns visitors to prepare themselves before
            entering. Yes. I believe the room was vengeance. Because he never gave her more than that room, and he didn’t free her, either.
            She was permitted to live off the plantation after he died, but he never, ever freed her.
         

         
         

         And another thing: Why was Sally Hemings, a child, able to do what the other Monticello women most proximate to Thomas Jefferson did not? Through her future offspring—through her own body—she pushed against enslavement,
            a practice she observed even among kin.
         

         
         The adult Martha Skelton (wife) and adult Martha Jefferson (daughter) made no such moves, had no such clarity and no such courage. Instead, they did what well-behaved white women were supposed to do: comply silently with the rules of racial hierarchy. They did more than comply. They snuggled against it like the chest of a lover; they sucked from its nipples their whole lives. Literally: Martha Skelton conscripted enslaved women to nurse her children; Martha Jefferson was one of the kids who drank Black women’s milk, and Martha Jefferson’s kids did, too. We have no evidence that either of these grown Monticello women pushed Jefferson to live up to his own professed ideals. We have no evidence that they refused to benefit from slavery, or at least tried to minimize, as best they could, their benefits. We have no evidence that they dreamed of a world of humanistic equity but were afraid or overwhelmed or otherwise unable to act on their deeply held longings and tortured by their shortcomings. To the contrary: They went in on the slaving life whole hog, ordering captives here and there over the acreage, floating on the caretaking they provided (the hair brushing, the panty laundering, the necklace clasping), witnessing their beatings (in ambiance if not in person), ordering their sale when money was scarce or debts needed to be paid. Never mind that some of these people were their family. They pretended not to see. 

         
         My tour guide suggested that I judge the Jefferson family by the “standards of their time.” But it’s a fallacy to think slavery
            was fine with everyone in those days. It is a fallacy because enslavers—and all who benefited from chattel slavery—were wrong
            by the standards of their own time, too. Sally Hemings knew that, and so did Thomas Jefferson. Their negotiation proves it. As soon as chattel slavery came to be, there were abolitionists. There were always Black people
            vaulting into the fatal indigo of the Atlantic to escape from slave ships, or leaping from rooftops to their deaths, or sprinting
            into the night-terror of Southern wilderness, aiming North, listening for dogs and catchers and summoning courage vaster than
            the sky. There were always Black moms killing their babies to spare them lives of enslavement, their deaths an appalling mercy.
            There were always Black people resisting. And white people, too. There were always speeches, songs, sermons, lectures, dances, letters, leaflets, proposed laws, books, poems, protests, rebellions, riots, schemes, dreams, drumbeats, and prayers for abolition. Many of Jefferson’s contemporaries implored him to live up to his words “all men are created equal” and end enslavement at Monticello; he did not. It’s true that, particularly in the 1700s, Jefferson occasionally wrote that slavery should someday end, but his public declarations appear to have had minimal meaning in his personal life except for his children with Hemings. Thinking of Jefferson’s lofty public musings about liberty and equality, Virginia abolitionist Moncure Conway said, “Never did a man achieve more fame for what he did not do.” 

         
         

         After the tour ended, my guide reminded me that I was free to stay as long as I liked. She reminded me that the café was down
            the hill and stocked with hot coffee and hot soup. She pointed toward the shuttle stop, and she gave me her card. I thought
            I might go back to Hemings’s room. I planned to, I felt I should. I wasn’t sure I’d borne witness to her thoroughly. I pictured
            myself standing there for hours, as if she were lying in state and I were a guard. Maybe I’d have the space to myself, and
            that would be nice; when I’d emerged from her room two hours before, two older white couples waited to enter, one man saying,
            “Well, because she was hot, that’s why!”
         

         
         But I didn’t go back. My back hurt. My feet hurt. My head hurt. I was tired and cold, and my sweatshirt was damp from the rain that fell in periodic sweeps. The prospect of facing that room again, but this time enervated by information and grief, my insides drained from me and scattered across the plantation, as evening fell and my body ached, was too much to bear. So, I turned and walked to the shuttle stop, and I sat down and waited, my mind blank with fatigue. I didn’t go back, and in that way I was unlike Sally Hemings, who, after she’d had a chance at freedom, who evidently had a choice never to face Monticello again, did the wildest, most implausible, most astounding thing: She returned. 

         
         We can’t know why. There are no records. No journals, letters, or lore. No stories passed down, no rumors or interviews or
            evidence. Knowing in any historical sense is impossible. But here’s what I think. Sally Hemings returned to Monticello because,
            as racially queer as genetics and law made her, and as much as whiteness might have parted to let her in (as it did for two
            of her children), she didn’t want to be white. In four centuries of our racial hierarchy, many lightest-of-light Black people have felt differently. They’ve
            chosen to slip into that other, supposedly honeyed realm, to leave the dark, sacred night of Blackness behind. And who can
            blame them? However convoluted a passer’s emotions, and however little passing interests me, personally, there is a watertight
            logic in running from a house that has been set on fire. This, perhaps, is why many a passer’s Black community chose to support
            them, to keep their secrets, to resist any urge to ruin a sister or cousin or best friend’s new life with the scalding light
            of truth. One hopes the passers, ever in precarity, and having necessarily adopted, at least outwardly, the anti-Black norms
            of whiteness as a category, still understood deep down that their success was the product of communal Black work.
         

         
         

         It was more than a year before it dawned on me what Sally Hemings and I have in common: We are both mixed Black women, of Virginian stock, who descend from slaves and slaveholders, and who had children with white men under a system of white male supremacy, children who were light-skinned and, in the right setting, could pass. Not for nothing, that’s some overlap. I’m not saying the times in which we live and our social conditions are identical. Obviously, they aren’t. But I can’t actually think of another human being with whom I share these biographical details. They’re out there, I’m sure—more women born of that uniquely American dialectic. But I don’t know them. Maybe this overlap explains why I’ve been writing about Hemings, and reading about her, and thinking about her since I returned from that trip to Virginia. If I can understand her story, I can understand better some of my own. Because I think about what it would mean for my kid to have children with a white person, the Blackness of our genes diluted and diluted again; I’ve thought about this since I was a teenager, decades before I knew whom I’d have children with or if I’d have them at all, and I felt the plum-colored hollow of despondency that would come with losing our Black history, squandering our Black blessing, our embodied archive, and losing my dad’s magnificent Black genes to the passage of time, and to choices. And I think about whether subtle strings of white supremacy and male supremacy weren’t being plucked in my marriage, whether a white man can love a Black woman without painful complication, and vice versa, whether such love isn’t, in the final analysis, contraindicated. And I think about what it means to be a multiracial Black person, to have one’s Blackness be a bit curious, just a bit outside the normative. And I think about what it means to descend from slaves and slaveholders. To haul that irreconcilable contradiction around in my body. 

         
         
            The Land

            The air had a metallic aroma. It was cold and dry, slatey and sharp; locals commented on it. I had to coat my lips and cheeks
               with Aquaphor before I went outside or they burned in the wind.
            

            
            I didn’t know if I’d find the land, but I prepared for the day assuming I would. The night before, I stood in my dismal hotel
               room, still processing Monticello, windows on an air shaft and walls painted a flat, sucking navy, wearing socks because I
               didn’t want my feet to touch the carpet. I emailed my ex-husband and my best friend the GPS coordinates of my destination,
               which, based on Google Maps, was the middle of nowhere, rural as fuck. This is where I’m headed, I believe it’s the land I’m looking for. I told them when I planned to leave the hotel, what my estimated arrival time should be based on the 120-mile drive, and
               relayed a description of my rental car and its license plate. I told them where I planned to park—if possible, near the corner
               of Milltown Road and Rattlesnake Creek. I told them I planned to walk onto the land and spend some time there, but if they
               hadn’t heard from me by five p.m. EST, they should worry.
            

            
            The next morning, I ordered two breakfasts at a diner, one to eat at the counter and one to bring on the road. The diner was playing loud, upbeat jazz and filled with white people, and a muted TV on the wall played a black-and-white film that, while I was there, consisted of two Black people in tuxedos tap-dancing, grins on their faces. Genuine jolliness, maybe; or not. Hard to say. My plate arrived, piled with fried eggs and crispy hash browns, and I closed my eyes for a moment. God is good, God is great, thank you for what’s on this plate. The lady next to me, older than me with a silky gray bob and fair skin, said, “That looks good.” After a minute I responded,
               “It sure does! Sorry, I was saying grace.” She smiled and said, “I should do that, too.”
            

            
            An hour outside Richmond I pulled into the parking lot of a drugstore. My best friend had texted me the night before, You should wear red! So that if I had to walk through the woods, any hunters would know I was a person and not a deer. I found a cheap red hat
               and flimsy red scarf in the Christmas clearance bin and bought them.
            

            
            I added the red clothes to the paper bag in the passenger seat, tucking them beside a bouquet of flowers, an empty glass jar
               and its lid, a fresh stick of palo santo, a lighter, a copy of my first book, a pair of scissors, a Sharpie pen, and a blank
               piece of paper.
            

            
            The Confederate flags flew unflinching and vivid on the highway, strung every few miles to a pole in a parking lot or on the side of a building. Some were massive. Big enough to drape a dwelling. Thirty by fifty feet, the nylon rugged and weatherproof, the flag, according to one retailer, perfect for schools and churches with—one would hope, given the $4,000 price tag—a one-year “no fade, no fray” guarantee. Some flags were smaller, rippling above a garage door or on a porch post, modest and screeching at once. It’s funny; when I’m in California and I see an American flag on someone’s property, I think, Ugh. Meaning, that’s not a house I’d necessarily want to approach. But in Virginia, where Confederate flags abounded and increased
               the farther I and my little rental car got from urban life, the handful of homes flying the American flag were reassuring
               reprieves. They felt safe. A door I could knock on if I ran out of gas. A resident who wouldn’t make my heart pound.
            

            
            My route took me through winding roads, the landscape nondescript in its appearance but still, for me, full of quiet menace.
               As I drove, I wondered about what the land looked like a hundred years ago, and two hundred years ago, and three hundred;
               was the tidy, one-building high school cotton acreage back then? Were the small, simple homes slave shacks, one foundation
               under the other? The terrain, as it transitioned from city to suburb to the sticks, felt stuffed, full of snuffed-out lives,
               the dirt packed with bones and seeping bad energy.
            

            
            GPS worked for most of the drive. It got spotty at the end, as did Spotify. But, after two hours on the road, and after a
               final swooping turn through a thick patch of evergreen trees, I arrived, slowing my car to a stop and surveying my surroundings.
            

            
            The sun was lower than I’d planned on, but it was nowhere near dark. On my left stood a crumbling white house tucked into the shade. The house showed no signs of life, the windowpanes cracked and opaque with dust, the truck in the driveway cobwebbed and rusty. Still, I couldn’t tell if it was occupied. On my right stood a small brick building—a room, really—with a faint and peeling ad for soda painted on one wall, its style striking me as something from the 1940s. Also on my right, an arch bridge made of stone and concrete. Below the bridge, Rattlesnake Creek flowed toward the Falling River, tumbling heavily and throwing up spray as it encountered rocks and fallen trees. I stood on the bridge and leaned over, watching the water, excited; this was the place, these were the markers I’d seen—the bridge, the little brick building, the creek meeting the river—not only on Google Maps but on the antebellum maps I’d hunted down and pored over, nose to screen on my laptop, nose to paper in the library’s archive room. This was the place described on the land deeds that started my family’s slaving. 

            
            There was a particular spot I wanted to get to, the exact point where a thread of water, a kind of tributary of the larger
               creek, separated the land I was parked on from the actual land my family owned. I straightened on the bridge, ready to see
               if I could find that exact point, the property line, and noticed fuck niggers spray-painted on the guardrail in large, blocky letters right beside me.
            

            
            I ventured off the road, treading lightly past the brick building with the soda ad, trying to avoid stepping on sticks or dry leaves that might crack and alert anyone to my presence. Almost immediately I could see, through the wintery scrub of understory, my family’s old property line, the line beyond which the people we enslaved lived their lives, had existed, their ghosts as real as their bodies once were. I could also see a chain-link fence separating me from where I wanted to be. Walking up and down the road, getting as close to the fence as I could without crawling through the bushes, I finally found a spot where the fence was broken, or had been cut, a corner of it peeled up stiffly. As foolhardy as it probably was to crawl through that opening, to push through yards of crackling bushes onto private property as a trespasser, in the middle of Virginia nowhere, with no cell-phone reception and no idea who might be around, with the sun casting long, lanky shadows, my Black body unarmed and female, with fuck niggers close enough to read and a thousand Confederate flags in my rearview mirror, I had to do it. This, I knew, was the price
               of bearing witness. As far as I know, no one in my family—which is to say, no one descended from the slaveholders—has ever
               visited the land or made a proper pilgrimage. This isn’t to say there was no penance whatsoever; maybe there is, and I just
               don’t know about it. But I needed to put my body on the land. I needed, as with my visit to Sally Hemings, to put my body
               in the room, and to kiss the meaning of the place. I needed to corroborate with my own life what happened there, and who did
               it, and to whom it was done.
            

            
            Quickly, I unlocked my rental car, yanking the red hat over my hair and tying the red scarf around my neck, and yes, as the itchy fabric enclosed my flesh, I thought, reflexively, of a noose. I grabbed the paper bag filled with flowers and my other supplies. I closed the car door quietly, looked around, and made my way to the torn fence, holding the bag to my chest as I pushed through bushes, snapping twigs that sprang at my face, hoping I wasn’t covering myself with spiders. I crouched down and squeezed through the fence hole, feeling the metal edge scrape down my back, shoulder to hip. Once through the hole, I hurried deeper onto the land, sandy sable dirt underfoot, wanting to get out of the sight line of that crumbling white house and whoever might pass down the road, perhaps to further develop their graffitied manifesto on the bridge. Sweating from adrenaline, I pulled off the hat, tucked it into my back pocket, and stood still to catch my breath, surrounded by the murmuring of water. 

            
            The tiny creek that served as the property line, and that I’d have to get across to get onto our old land, was, in fact, not
               so tiny. Flush with winter rain, it was much wider and deeper than it looked in satellite images, which, I realized then,
               had been taken in the summer, or at least not the winter, because all of the foliage was green. I’d pictured taking my sneakers
               off, rolling up my pants, and crossing in a hop or two, or maybe not even needing to remove my shoes, barely getting them
               wet. But to cross this creek, I’d need to swim 15 feet in brown, icy water of unknown cleanliness and depth with a current
               that might have been stronger than it looked, and then, after swimming back, make the two-hour drive to my city hotel in wet
               clothes. I walked closer to the water’s edge and turned to my left; there, maybe fifteen yards away, was a beam bridge, linking
               the land I was on with the land on which I needed to be.
            

            
            One foot on the bridge to test its sturdiness, I said, “Okay, here I go.”

            
            And I walked across.

            
            

            I can’t describe what happened there. Not because I don’t want anyone to know—I do! I want us all to know. But because words are just symbols, and because I’m not a poet. Transcendence isn’t something you can write. It isn’t something you can show or tell. You can only realize it graced you. You can only open yourself, and be undone. 

            
            

            
               A Ceremony of Remembrance for the Enslaved

               
                  	Cross the bridge.

                  	Bend low. A humble kind of low. Put your knees in the dirt. Put your hands in the water. The water is cold; keep your hands
                     in it. Be porous; let the water, clear and brimming, the same river they knew, enter you, sweeping up your fingers, up your
                     arms, across your shoulders, and down into your chest, into your stomach and pelvis, where viscera have assembled themselves
                     for keening. This moment is a baptism. Meanwhile your cells, continually shedding, drift deeper into the river, fleshy embers
                     of you merging with a body they once knew, once touched. This is a homecoming.
                  

                  	Light your smudging herbs and watch the silver tulle of their smoke roll up to the wintering sky. Let the plants burn until
                     they are gone, fiber transmuted into ash and air.
                  

                  	Find a spot; you’ll know where. Dig with your hands into the cold dirt. When the hole is deep enough, bury a page. A love letter, a eulogy, an atonement. Submerge language into the land where no apology was ever granted. Cover it thoroughly, so nobody will ever find it and it will never be dug up; it is still there. 

                  	Sprinkle sugar for sweet tooths if they had them, and to wish for sweetness in their lives.

                  	Speak to them, their ghosts. It doesn’t matter whether you believe in ghosts. It doesn’t matter whether they can hear you.
                     Talk.
                  

                  	Play music for them. It doesn’t matter whether you believe in ghosts. It doesn’t matter whether they can hear the song. Let
                     melodies into the air like birds.
                  

                  	Unscrew the lid of the glass jar. Scoop dirt inside. Seal the lid. Some of this place comes home with you, so that you can
                     always see it, and so they’ll never be alone again.
                  

                  	Cast flowers onto the water, many flowers, slowly. Yellow, white, and purple petals, dark green stems and leaves. They float
                     away on fast water, conveyed to destinations unknown.
                  

                  	Leave.

               

            

            

            There is one part of my ceremony that I am not putting in the official record, but that nevertheless took place. Before I
               left, and thinking of my white ancestors instead of the people we enslaved there, I pulled down my pants and undies and pissed.
               I urinated on that homestead of horrors, and on the memory of its masters. They deserved this small desecration.
            

            
         
         
            The Coast

            A Black man stood at the sign, pink palms pressed to it, his head bowed as if in prayer, or spell casting. A white couple
               sat on a bench a hundred feet away, a terrier on a leash at their feet. Blue-green chops of the Chesapeake Bay hit the seawall
               and made thick foam. The sky was clear and bright, the air crisp and cold.
            

            
            I closed the car door and walked to the sign. The man looked up. “Hi,” he said. “Hello,” I replied. “Are you here for Point
               Comfort?” He nodded. I said I was, too. We chatted for a moment—where he was from and where I was from, his name and mine—and
               then we stopped, a natural pause. I stepped forward, close enough to read the writing. The first documented Africans in Virginia arrived here in August 1619, it began. After a moment, he said, “Should we get a photo?” I agreed that we should. He put his arm around my shoulder, and I put my
               arm around his waist, and he held his phone out and took a picture of us, two Black strangers holding each other in front
               of the historical marker at the water’s edge.
            

            
            Point Comfort, a last-minute swerve to the right when I’d planned to drive straight to Washington, DC. Point Comfort, where
               the first ship carrying Africans bound for slavery rumbled ashore four hundred years ago. The ship was called White Lion. It was English but based in the Netherlands. Its human cargo had been kidnapped in Angola by the Portuguese, then forced onto a slave ship bound for Spanish colonies, then kidnapped, again, by the English, Europe all over this mess like rats. John Jope, the White Lion’s captain, negotiated with the colonial governor, ultimately agreeing to trade the twenty-or-so Angolans for food; the captives
               left the ship in the hands of colonial settlers, their monthslong journey from Angolan shores and over the Atlantic ending
               at Virginian farms.
            

            
            Near the sign was a dock. I walked to it, then out over water the color of dark, polished amazonite, its surface spiky like
               cut gems in the wind. I stayed for a while, leaning out, feeling the jar in my sweatshirt pocket. The jar contained soil from
               the land. Soil I dug up before I buried a page of my book and a piece of paper on which I’d written black futures. Before I pissed on the memory of my white slaveholding ancestors, without whom I wouldn’t be here, without whom my child
               wouldn’t be here, but whose memory, at least a little, deserved to be dishonored. The soil had dried overnight from dark mud
               to tan crumbles. You can’t undo the past, and the people we enslaved can never rewind the spool of their lives, sailing east
               this time, back to Africa, if that’s where they or their parents came from, if they even wanted to, which of course I can’t
               know. But I unscrewed the jar, shook half the land into my palm, focused on it for a moment, and flung it to the sea from
               whence all things come. I told them, There are Black people in the future and we’re doing okay. And We remember you.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Good Advice

         
         
            1. Define Sex Right

            I said to him, “When we have sex, I think it would be nice to have candles.” He said, “What do you mean ‘when we have sex’?”
               I said, “When we fuck.” He tapped my nose with his pointer finger and said, “We’re already fucking.” We are? Oh. Obviously. Lots of things might have made me feel like an old fuddy-duddy with this younger man—the mortification of taking selfies
               together, in which his skin looked handsomely grown but not weathered, and in which mine, like in that Seinfeld episode, looked like an old catcher’s mitt, all puffs and lines and sunspots. A typical midforties face. But the thing is,
               that’s quite different from a thirty-year-old face. Or when, on occasion, he used slang I didn’t know, or knew but couldn’t recollect the meaning of immediately because I didn’t use it anymore, like when he referred to Oakland as “the Town,” to which I replied, “Where?” before remembering, blushing under his amused side-eye as we sped down 580. Or my boobs, handfuls of which had the quality of bread dough when you drop it out of the bowl after a rise, a kind of voluminous droop that, I thought, he possibly had never seen before, being raised on free porn and having dated, most recently, a woman in her twenties. 

            
            But what made me feel most old, most of another era, was my reflexive definition of sex as a penis in a vagina. Totally ridiculous. For one thing, partners that don’t have a
               penis between them have sex. So do partners that don’t have a vagina. But I was raised to believe that anything other than
               penis-in-vagina sex, or PiV as they say, required a modifier. It was oral sex, or lesbian sex, or anal sex, or gay sex. And the things that came before that moment of PiV were merely sex-adjacent—they were called “foreplay,” which sounds
               like something you do to warm up for golf. They didn’t really matter. You could do all those things and still be a virgin,
               just like you could do none of those things and still be a virgin.
            

            
            Any feminist worth her salt will remind you that virginity is made up. Consequential, to be sure. Being concocted from thin air doesn’t make something meaningless; race, time, and money are made up, too. And like race, time, and money, the concept of virginity is mostly used to control. It’s used to surveil, monitor, frighten, exploit, discipline, and punish women, girls, and people with vaginas (the people about whose virginity we care the most; originally the term only referred to women). It’s used to entice and tease and please and reassure men. Virgins are hot, virgins are clean, virgins are yours, and so are their kids. “Virgin porn” often involves an embarrassing close-up of an actress’s obviously-glued-together vaginal opening, then pans to the quizzical, expectant face of her male partner. We see his fingers probe the closed opening, then a grin spreads on his face. These videos tell you to pay to see the rest, promising real blood. The whole thing would be comical if it wasn’t deadly serious. Girls and women have been killed, families ruined, fortunes and futures lost because someone, somewhere, by choice or force, turned out not to be “a virgin.” (Oh! The dismay on his face—he was almost crying—when the man with whom I first had PiV sex, my wonderful boyfriend, the first man to make
               me come, which was why I decided to fuck him, or, as I thought of it then, let him fuck me—the total disappointment when he checked the sheets and saw no blood. He said, “You weren’t a virgin. You lied to me.” I assured him I was. And, I was. I have no idea if he believed me. I have no idea what was more upsetting to him—that he thought I’d been dishonest, or that
               he thought I’d been dishonest about him being my first.) These vestiges of an archaic society, patrimony of forebears hell-bent
               on female subservience and female usefulness, no longer serve. They have the gamey stink of long-unwashed male junk, if you
               ask me. Nasty.
            

            
            Luckily, we aren’t bound by straight culture and heteronormativity even if we happen to be straight. Define sex however you want. One working definition: Sex is the activities that sexually arouse you. Another: Sex is when a person brings another to orgasm. Another still: Sex is when a person stimulates another person’s, or their own, erogenous zones. I’m less interested in zeroing in on a complete and final definition than in leaping through the aperture of the question. It is possible to build a world in which “having sex” is as personal a definition as it is an experience. In which sex is in the eye, body, or mind of the haver. In which we are not path dependent. (Consider that we tend to think of men as the active parties in PiV sex, imagining the penis like a great sword that plunges, that penetrates, that enters the vagina; we could just as easily understand a woman’s vagina as masterfully catching, enveloping, consuming, or cocooning a penis.) Oh, the chaos! The discomfort and strangeness and calamity! The utter inability to control sex if we all define it for ourselves. All sorts of canons and standards would topple, suddenly inapplicable, or useless, or too confusing to apply. Some of that toppling would be good; some would be bad. 

            
            It’s worth the risk, because a maximally gratifying sex life hinges on defining sex right, which is to say not at all, or
               at least not at all collectively. It hinges on self-knowledge, self-assessment, and a sense of broad inclusion. When my younger
               paramour reminded me that all the stuff we were already doing, mouths and hands here and there, was sex, a boil of awful pressure
               popped and disappeared. My mind could breathe. The angst regarding when we were going to do the deed, and how it was going to be (good for him?), and how I was going to look (superhot, please Lord!), and how I was going to move or be moved on or move with or however the fuck you describe what bodies do during all that mess—that angst had been weighing on me, as it has been weighing on me my whole life. Do not get me wrong: I’m a sex-positive person, and PiV sex can be delectable. But it’s been the sine qua non for long enough. It’s dominated long enough. Women deserve to lay down the lodestars of PiV sex and virginity; we are, after all, the ones who deal most urgently with its consequences. We deserve to play with, scrutinize, and embrace new parameters, new contours, new meanings for sex, as often as we want to. We deserve a syntax of our own. 

            
         
         
            


         
   


2. Pay for It, Part I

            Riddle me this. You can pay for many things that help you get laid. You can pay for manicures and pedicures, for waxing and
               sugaring, for lipstick and mascara, for thin-strapped bras and matching thongs. You can pay a club’s cover. You can pay for
               cocktails that loosen you up, slide you from the chick who hates speaking up in meetings to the chick who is grinding her
               ass into a stranger, singing, Please don’t stop the music. You can pay for membership to an app that will, in theory, introduce you to the person you’re going to fuck. You can pay
               for medication and devices that let you fuck without procreating. You can pay for medicine and procedures that will terminate
               pregnancy if prophylactic measures fail. And you can pay for childcare if you want to have the kid, or have no choice. This
               being America, you can and will pay for the health care you need during pregnancy, labor, and delivery. It goes on and on.
               Hell, you may end up paying for the kid’s college degree. You can pay for everything that surrounds fucking, every spoke of
               that wheel, but you cannot pay for the fucking itself. You cannot pay for the hub.
            

            
            Paying for sex is illegal, and, anecdotally at least, that’s the first reason most people give when asked why they don’t. But we do all kinds of illegal things. Little white crimes. We jaywalk, and drop litter, and text while driving. We take pens from the office and buy booze with fake IDs and give friends our Xanax when they’re nervous about flights. 

            
            Close to 30 percent of men say they have paid for sex. I know a few of them. They’re matter-of-fact about it. Years ago, a
               guy pal vacationed in Prague, wandering happily among the Gothic buildings and their ochre roofs, bingeing on beer and pork
               knuckles and Kafka and cafés. Toward the end of the week he visited a club. Amid the digital thumping of EDM and the poles
               of light from colored lasers, he started chatting with a woman. She told him she was a sex worker and, that evening, on the
               job. His calculation was quick, effortless: I’m horny. She’s working. Let’s go. No hand-wringing. No shame, no big deal. They left the club. She gave him head. He paid her. They parted.
            

            
            But I don’t know any women who have exchanged money for sex. Maybe this is because there’s no presumption of safety with strange
               men, so spending an hour with one in a hotel room, for instance, could be as likely to lead to a police report as an orgasm.
               Maybe it’s because a woman’s orgasm isn’t guaranteed in the same way it usually is for men. Maybe it’s a thread of demisexuality
               among the fairer sex. Maybe it’s a coincidence. But I don’t think so.
            

            
            I think the real reason women don’t pay point-blank for sex is because it just isn’t ladylike, it just isn’t proper, and most of us are still yoked to the idea of being or appearing to be the right kind of woman. We want to be normal. Paying for sex directly—the way you swipe your card at the nail salon—reveals hunger and ambition that is unbecoming. The hunger to fuck; the readiness to fuck without all the relational gymnastics; the willingness to use one’s money selfishly. We are taught to trade our relational work for sex, not our cash. 

            
            I considered paying for sex. I considered it at great length, in great detail, with great trepidation, with great debates
               between me and girlfriends, me and my therapist, with Sturm und Drang. On the surface, it seemed like a simple solution to
               a complex set of problems, one of which was simply that I wanted to have sex but I didn’t want to date. And yet, and yet—I
               scratched below the surface, and the complications started to explode like popcorn kernels, slowly at first, and then like
               something that might get out of hand. How would I even find a sex worker? If the sex worker was a man, how could I ensure
               I wouldn’t be raped and killed?* How likely was a random sex worker to grok the idiosyncratic pathways to my climax? Would the experience permanently alter
               my dignity, leaving me coated with a sleazy, scandalous slime that I could never scrub off? Could I even enjoy sex under these
               conditions? Or, dear God, might I enjoy it more, buttressed by a novel sensation of agency and authority, free from the boring dictates of cis-het sexual performance, free
               to make my pleasure the cynosure of those hours? Regardless, could I ever admit to what I’d done? To friends, to my therapist,
               to future partners? To my daughter, should she ever ask? In other words, could I actually go through with it, accepting all
               the implications and ready, at least in theory, to face the externalities?
            

            
            The irony is, with all the jitteriness and pearl clutching, I failed to grasp that I had already paid for sex. I’d paid in ancillary ways—purchasing makeup and push-up bras and bikini waxes and cocktails. But I’d also
               paid pretty darn directly. There was a guy, and he was hot as hell, hotter than grease on a smoking skillet, like Lord, even my lesbian friends swooned. Our attraction was palpable, electric, deep. He had a job, but he had no money. Money slipped
               through his fingers. He was kind of a kid like that. So, it was always my treat. The drinks, the Lyfts, the food, the tickets.
               I even gave him cash because he said he needed it, and I had it to spare. Soon after—like, very soon—he ate me out for the
               first time. Rain fell and wind howled and “Beauty & Essex” came through the speaker, and I came on his painfully handsome
               face, scruff on scruff, the acquiescent ecstasy of orgasm. Our relationship progressed, and he got a raise, and the money
               thing evened out. But I think, in the final analysis, that was sex I paid for. It wasn’t ideal—not because I wholly reject the idea of being a sugar mama, but because I don’t have endless liquid cash like that, and I’m
               sentimental at heart, prone to developing feelings after enough sex has been had. Still, I got the sexual release I wanted
               without having to launder his gym clothes or cook his dinners. In the final analysis, it was worth it.
            

            
            I’d like for you, reader, to have that experience if you want it. This is about public policy, obviously, but also about shattering restrictions and cutting cords that limit how directly women can swap money for sex. I’m not into the commodification of anything, including people and pleasure. Megawatt capitalism is a joke, with its repulsive need for a permanent underclass and its delusions of limitless growth. But I am into a culture that calls a thing a thing, and that sees women barter their own shit for their own needs without fuss, state intervention, or shame. Women deserve the full range of human experience. We deserve more than having to be subtle, sneaky, or sly when it comes to sexual desire. We deserve our full cup of bliss. 

            
         
         
            


         
   


Pay for It, Part II

            Sometimes in movies men hire a hooker and then just talk with them. The men are lonely. They don’t need sexual release so
               much as emotional pouring-into. It always struck me as sad. The men they cast in these roles don’t tend to be hot as fuck,
               or super successful and charming. They’re usually nerds or dorks or just very beta, smothered in layers of isolation. But
               I get it now. After the end of my marriage, there was a period of months when I felt, literally, like I might lose my mind
               if someone didn’t see me, hold me with their eye contact, their energy, and yes, their arms. So, I paid a man to do this—a man I had great rapport with, and knew to be sincere and thoughtful, and found attractive but did not want to date. I paid him $500 a week, for four weeks straight, in exchange for six hours of his time each Thursday; I thought of it as a heavy, concentrated course of medicine. I paid him so it remained clear to him, and to me, that this was not romance; it was work. It was services rendered, and it was cash exchanged, like how I pay a personal trainer or my therapist. It felt unorthodox, possibly even bonkers; said therapist cosigned the idea, though, and the man I had in mind was game, and my raw need for sweetness and company trounced my ego’s wish to appear normal. These sessions, as we called them, were the best money I have ever spent. Coco Chanel said the best things in life are free, and the second-best are very expensive; in the best of all possible worlds, my marriage would have flourished indefinitely; failing that, I would have left the confines of that marriage stuffed with so much emotional nourishment that I could live off it, like a camel, for months. But this is the second-best world, the world in which enduring the end of my marriage left me hollowed out, devitalized, and starving, and it cost money to get what I needed on the timeline that I needed it. I’d have paid twice as much. Because, my goodness, the way this man understood the assignment, something neither of us had ever done! Within moments of me broaching my idea, he replied, “So, you need me to make you feel really, really tended to and held with warm, healthy masculine energy.” Yes, I do. And the hours and hours of good conversation, whatever I wanted to talk about, for as long as I wanted to talk about it, his
               mind nimble enough to go anywhere; the hours of restorative eye contact, so much I could bathe in it, my whole body afloat
               in curative waters; the sensation of his chest against my cheek as we lay down, his arm around me, quiet for a long time until
               I choked up and said, This feels nice, and he replied, You deserve this, Savala, and deep tears came, the impacted suffering of a frigid, dead marriage flowing out of my mind, off my body, because I was so sturdily enfolded in his sensitivity and strength; the way in our last session, with the sexual assault I’d experienced for some reason on my mind, I asked if he would do this weird thing, which was to gently rest his hand on top of my (fully clothed) vulva, and keep it there for a bit, and send it gallantry and protection, and he did. And in exchange for this rehabilitation? Just money. I owed no emotional or relational responsibility to this man. I did not have to do one single thing for him. I did not have to care about him, or consider him, or reshape myself for him, or yield to him. I did care about him, of course, as another human being and in an ethical sense as my “employee,” always asking him to speak up
               if I ever wanted anything that struck him as funky. And honestly, though our time together came about in an unorthodox way,
               the content of it was quite mainstream—we literally talked, snuggled, and looked into each other’s eyes. The alchemy was that
               I did no domestic or interpersonal work for this man; I had permission to be radically selfish, concerned only with lading
               my heart-coffers with the sensation of being witnessed and nurtured. The magic was framing our time as a transaction—albeit
               a sacred one—rather than as a prelude to a relationship or a test-drive for compatibility or an audition for love. I did not
               want to be chosen; I wanted to be served. I want all women to have this kind of emotional servicing, if they need or want
               it, especially women who have tipped themselves over and poured themselves out, for years and decades, so that others could
               drink. We deserve to be cared for without having to care back.
            

            
         
         
            3. Feel Anything

            You may be taught that the proper thing to feel during sex is love. But sex can be a portal for other emotions, too. Other states of being. Ravenous yearning, for instance. Ire, for instance. Haughtiness. Rebellion. Self-reliance. Those can be healthy, wonderful things to feel while screwing, too. 

            
            Let’s assume mutual consent for this paragraph: It’s possible to ride someone with the force and determination of a warrior,
               battle crazed and victory bound, to feel dogfight tenacity animating your thighs and lungs and ass, driving you forward, ruthlessly,
               like the pistons of a train; this is good sex. It’s possible to sit on someone’s face like a queen, to press the regal tang
               of your crotch into their open mouth like a puff of mystical, consecrated smoke, to tell them, Kiss the ring, to experience jubilation at your own capacity for dominion; this is good sex. It’s possible to feel the stirrings of fury
               as you close in on orgasm, to become so angry as you climax that you bellow, punch the pillows, punch the mattress, tears
               streaming down your cheeks, a buried emotion dislodged and flying, a moment of vaporizing clarity; this is good sex. It’s
               possible to be so selfish in your horniness that you cancel a work meeting, or therapy, or a dinner date to bring forth, all
               alone, that starburst of concentrated, rocket-speed pleasure, a Sistine Chapel painted by your own hands; this, too, is good
               sex.
            

            
            It is especially important for women to know this. Because wives outlive husbands. Because relationships end, and while they
               last, they move through different pockets and currents of feeling, some lovely, some rotten. Because women deserve more than
               sex as a vehicle for expressing love, caring, goodness, and fertility. We deserve to see that all situations carry the seed
               of all feelings.
            

            
         
         
            4. Relish Chivalry

            There’s always some asshole who says, But doesn’t feminism mean you should pay for my meal, or hold the door for me, or carry my heavy bag? In a Platonic vacuum of a world, sure, that’s what parity of the sexes means. We don’t live in that world. We live in a world
               where women are trained to anticipate and elevate other people’s feelings and experiences, to do the emotional labor that
               goes along with the making and mending of everyday life, ad infinitum, especially on behalf of men—and where we do. Chivalry
               disrupts this tidy, toxic arrangement. Chivalry is, in my experience, the only practice in our culture that encourages men to perform emotional labor for the benefit of women. Because ultimately, that’s what chivalry is: It’s noticing and anticipating opportunities to make someone else comfortable, to make their life a little easier and more pleasant. It’s thoughtfulness, attentiveness, and consideration. The opening of doors, the hoisting of suitcases into an overhead bin, the purchase of flowers—they may have roots in antiquated ideas about women’s physical strength and delicacy. But in this world, when most of us understand that those antiquated ideas are (and always were) bullshit, these gestures take the shape and vitality of feminism in action. Chivalry asks men to take ownership of caretaking. It also asks women to accept caretaking without apology. It’s a kind of role-playing, really, except it isn’t make-believe. As long as women are oppressed, we deserve rituals that subvert, reverse, and turn what we’re accustomed to inside out. We deserve more than attending to others and eking our pride and satisfaction out of that role. We deserve a seat at the table of abundance. 

            
         
         
            5. Don’t Stop at Marriage

            Eventually I was ready to date again. I expected to feel rusty—it had been almost twelve years—but I didn’t expect to feel
               clueless. Because I’d spent my late teens and entire twenties dating. I’d clocked the 10,000 hours required for mastery. I
               dated and dated and dated. I dated stupendous guys, like the long-haired grad student who, by way of gracious goodbye and
               gratitude for what we shared, sent me flowers after our amicable breakup; and not-great guys, like the buff, nerdy economist
               who told me over oily cheeseburgers that he was engaged but didn’t want to lose what we had. I dated for reckless, fast fun,
               giving and receiving orgasms in cramped, graffiti-covered bathrooms at Lower East Side bars, sweaty hands pressed against
               the dryer for balance. I dated earnestly, writing love letters during class and slow dancing in the middle of Mulberry Street
               on a brisk, empty afternoon, tiny Italian flags strung between buildings, bright against the darkening winter sky. I even
               cheated, once, my twenty-year-old lips shaking during a slow kiss with a stranger, because my relationship was half over and
               I wanted to know how it felt to experience that part of dating, too.
            

            
            At the back of my mind, with all those men, even when I pretended or believed it wasn’t there, was this thought: Could he be the one? Like a metronome, guiding my moves, keeping me in the pocket. I had that thought with the man I ultimately married. But I
               also had it with the French guy who said he was only in town for one night but then took me back to his apartment. I had it with every fair-to-middling Match and OkCupid and eHarmony date, drinking my glass of wine slowly enough so that
               I didn’t seem rude, though I was eager to leave. I had it with ex-cons and married men and men I wasn’t attracted to. Which
               is to say, no matter the circumstances, and even when I didn’t particularly want to, I wondered—with pining that was, depending
               on the setting, sincere or merely habitual—whether this man might be the one I would marry.
            

            
            Of course I always thought that. Being female, I was aggressively socialized for marriage starting in childhood. Not getting
               married simply wasn’t an option. To be a spinster was, it seemed, a fate worse than death. I was seven or eight when my mom
               let me see the original Little Mermaid, my first Disney movie. It was playing in the small, stucco building of the local theater, and I was enthralled, my fingertips shiny with fake popcorn butter, the thick red swoop of Ariel’s floating hair and the dark underside of her bangs, the pale, impossible angles of her thin waist, the massiveness of her eyes and tininess of her chin capturing my imagination. Within the strokes of the animator’s pen was not just a potent definition of beauty but a frank, unqualified message about the trajectory of female lives: Girls who win at life give up who they are, including their voice and their independence, to be partnered with a man in marriage, to be chosen by him. That is their quest, their target, and their victory. In marriage and marriage alone, a girl finds her significance, her meaning, self-realization. She finds her home, her safety, her completion. 

            
            There’s nothing new about the idea that girls are socialized for marriage. I knew that even as it was happening, though I
               lacked the language to critique it. I’m not even sure I understood it was worthy of critique; I usually rolled my eyes at my mom’s feminism, and thought of it as a bitter, sour-grapes reaction to her being
               single rather than as the reason she chose to be single.
            

            
            What was new was the insight that, having treated dating and connection with men solely as a means to marriage, and having
               been trained and coached and all but shoved onto that conveyor belt, I left my marriage in my midforties with no clue how
               to date for marriage-free pleasure and companionship. I had no idea what it looked like, in practical, actionable, everyday
               terms, to want someone, to love someone, to lean into a bond and build on it, to have faith in it, to hold and be held, but
               to not want to tie the knot. Even years after realizing this, I don’t yet have new, strong neural pathways. I find myself
               daydreaming about a wedding ceremony I do not desire—casual, this time, city hall on a blustery San Francisco morning and
               then breakfast, or maybe a seaside elopement. I find myself imagining a man’s teary face as he watches me walk down the aisle—an
               aisle down which I have no desire to walk. I find myself asking, But where is this going? when, actually, I don’t want to go anywhere near the where implicit in the question: a ring, a vow. Or But how do I know for certain how you feel about me?—meaning, without engagement, a wedding, forever.
            

            
            The lesson here could be that you can’t know exactly how someone feels about you without marriage. That the reason we get married is exactly to create an environment
               in which one can trust the bond. Except marriage doesn’t reliably do that. Marriage does other things, like provide tax advantages, and make
               having children more socially acceptable. Marriage (usually) means there’s someone holding your hand if you are hospitalized
               or at a funeral, and not for nothing, that is awesome. Marriage means, for better and worse, that you learn to bear things
               you would not tolerate outside of marriage. (That is both the wonder and the hell of the institution.) But marriage does not
               guarantee anything, including its own longevity. Half of marriages end; some of the ones that endure are wonderful, but some
               are just as grating, miserable, and ill-advised as the ones that don’t.
            

            
            Focus exclusively on marriage—from childhood!—and a trillion other arrangements and constellations of human partnership get no attention. They’re starved of our imaginations, and our imaginations are starved of them. We don’t develop the aspiration for, or even the ability to envision, other ways of being in connection, in relationship, and in community with one another. It’s a multiplicity that is never born. Note that I’m talking most particularly about straight culture, with its normative weight and sprawl. Queer people have been imagining, fashioning, and welcoming romantic, emotional, and sexual bonds outside the system of marriage for ages, and even though same-sex marriage is legal in the US, queer culture continues to ask what else is possible, while straight culture, well, doesn’t. Black people, too, who for centuries in the US could not legally marry, and whose partnerships existed under constant threat of violent and involuntary rupture, have had to devise and sustain alternative ceremonies, arrangements, and visions of romantic kinship. 

            
            In a society obsessed with marriage as the crème de la crème of loving bonds, as a marker of privilege, rightness, and normalcy,
               we can’t blame any individual woman (or person) for “failing” to develop the skills, interests, and daring that might foster
               and foreground deep, nonmarital romantic and familial bonds. But we can decide that those skills, interests, etc. have value—and
               realize that they are not going to be delivered to us. If we want them, we have to develop them ourselves. We have to till
               foreign soil in our own minds and feed ourselves alternative realities, divergent imaginaries. The cost of forgoing this work
               isn’t just a more sluggish, cramped life of the mind, it is a diminished capacity for relationship itself. It means we may
               miss out on meaningful relationships, the true zest and radiance of life, because we don’t know how to hold them. But women
               deserve maximal connection. We deserve a working compass. We deserve to be prepared for love however it finds us.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Girl/Woman/Other

         
         
            Cliffhanger

            There would have been an element of unknowing. They would have been waiting to see, with their own eyes, that the sonogram
               was right. My brother and sister in the waiting room, tweens bored by the long hours but excited by the moment. My dad in
               his bell-bottom blue jeans, chain-smoking Marlboros to steady his nerves despite no smoking signs on every wall. Pitocin in my mom’s arm, red hair sodden with sweat. I am her third child, and though her first two births
               were easy, this one is harder. She’s struggling to push, for some reason, as if she can’t connect her muscles with the doctor’s
               coaching, until my dad puts his face close to hers and says, Susie, push! Concentration, force, power—and out I come, determined and fiery. Miracle of life. Mystery of creation. The basic checklist—ten
               fingers, ten toes, a spirited squall from my pink throat. And confirmation, fateful words, world-making spell, It’s a girl!

            
         
         
            Asking

            “Do I have a nice back?” My back was bare. I was in a swimsuit, maybe, or had pulled the back of my shirt up over my head
               so the person behind me could see it. The person behind me was my dad, visiting the house for some reason. I was probably
               nine. In a movie, I’d seen a scene where the love interest slips into a party with a low-backed, glittering green dress, and
               in her wake an entrancing world unfolded: Women raised a single, invidious eyebrow, men loosened their ties, one bit his fist.
               Perhaps this was a beauty available to me. I did not have a nice face, or nice hair. My stomach was too big, so were my feet. But maybe
               my back was something good; I tried to imagine it like the actress’s, her spine a bony, sibilant S as she walked. My dad sputtered an awkward laugh and said, “Uh . . .” and wandered away. I felt his embarrassment. It surprised
               me, then became my own. I understood that I shouldn’t have asked him my question, but I didn’t know why. Nine is a funny age;
               I see it in my daughter and her friends. They are children, but they are also aware that their bodies hold some meaning, that
               their bodies will be looked at; when they pose in front of the mirror now, they jut out their hips and make Instagram smiles.
               They are mimicking; they don’t register (let alone experience) sexuality and the erotic the way that an adult or even a teenager
               would. But they have already grokked that there is a grammar there, a gnarly somatic vernacular associated with their gender
               and their flesh, and their impersonations are green, curious forays into forming its first syllables, not yet knowing what
               it foretells.
            

            
         
         
            Hunch

            My spine is bent in the shower, curved like a comma, the sparks of water as tiny as grains of salt. I am peering at myself.
               My stomach and its scar. The divot of my belly button. The triangle of hair between my legs. I am reaching for the place where
               my legs join the bottom of my pelvis and holding a blade there and sliding the blade in careful, light strokes on my skin,
               then holding the blade under the blast of water so I can use it again. There is a name for this place: the bikini area. I
               picture an uncharted place on an antique map, old-fashioned letters writing a r e a, derived from the Latin word for open ground, a place of mystery, and maybe menace, a place on which something ought to be built.
            

            
            I am washing between my legs, an unscented bar of soap traversing curves. I am washing my armpits, also shorn, and washing
               everything twice to be sure. I am shaving my legs, moving in assured, long strokes from where an anklet would rest all the
               way to my hip. What sparse leg hair I have is blond—college roommates would cry out with jealousy, You don’t even need to shave! But I’d imagine the sensitivity of a man’s palms, as if they were finely calibrated and capable of detecting any unexpected
               blip; I have somewhere learned that a woman should be smooth and that men notice when she’s not.
            

            
            There is a plastic tube of vanilla-scented lotion from Bath & Body Works. I have read in a hundred magazines that most guys consider vanilla an arousing smell. That and, if memory serves, cinnamon. Smells of hearth and home, of baking. I rub the cream onto my body, from the tops of my feet to the underside of my chin. I skip my underarms, because that’s where my deodorant will go. I skip my breasts, in case a guy ends up kissing them; I don’t want my skin to taste bitter or strange. And I skip my face. I have separate lotion for my face. Something mattifying. Something that doubles as a primer, gripping my foundation so it stays in place all night, a girdle of honey-colored powder. 

            
            There is the problem of peeing. If I pee at any point, then all this washing of my “area” to decouple it from the animal reality
               of my body will be for naught. My roommate and I get around this with a cute plastic watering can, pink and little, which
               we keep on the bathroom windowsill. It can always be filled, and we can always be rinsed, warm water sluicing over our smooth,
               mysterious places, so we are fresh for our partners, though “partners” is a stretch. Being fresh is important because we are
               empowered and therefore oral sex is a given, and though we’re empowered enough to say, Yes, go down on me, we are not empowered enough to say, That’s not where my clitoris is. My roommate and I always giggled and smirked about that watering can, how these partners would never know what we used it
               for, and we envisage them standing over the toilet scanning the room for the potted plant that wasn’t there. She told me the
               name for the contraption in Farsi: aftabeh. Why be ashamed? In Europe, an older Italian with straight black hair to her butt
               and loose, dimply thighs in tight white jeans explained to me that the real reason they have bidets is because they like to
               fuck a lot, and she raised her eyebrows and laughed, no shame.
            

            
            There is also the problem of shitting. It’s not an option and has to be avoided. There are ways, if you’re thoughtful, to make sure you shit in the morning, and then eat very little for the rest of the day so there is no chance you’ll have to shit again, thereby risking the appearance of any hint of uncleanliness before the partner slides your undies down and gives you his first light kisses. So that’s what we do. We start Saturday morning with dark coffee and Camel Lights, and for the rest of the day we nibble: half a pita, an apple, a cube of cheese. The benefits are threefold: no chance of needing to poop, our pregaming shots will hit faster and harder, and our stomachs will be flat, no postprandial paunch revving up self-doubt. We’d seen Pulp Fiction a million times, with the little French girl in her dark bowl haircut mooning over potbellies and pancakes, and it fascinated
               us—that a man, or a woman, could like a belly; could they really?—but it did not free us. Maybe because Bruce Willis was skeptical.
               (I know his name; I don’t know hers.) He says, “You think guys would find that attractive?” And she says, “I don’t give a
               damn what men find attractive. It’s unfortunate what we find pleasing to the touch and pleasing to the eye is seldom the same.”
               For us, pleasing to the eye was the primary goal; touch only came after the eyes were pleased.
            

            
            I spray perfume on my wrists and dab my pointer finger into the wet circle there and dab the finger behind each ear and between my boobs. Usually, John Paul Gaultier’s Classique eau de toilette, but sometimes Viktor&Rolf’s Flowerbomb, and sometimes Mugler’s Angel. All these men on my body, their thick, warm scents. I brush my teeth and floss. I do something with my hair; if it’s straight, I refresh my ends with a flat iron, and if it’s curly, I zhoosh it and fluff it and pull particular curls forward or backward for maximum cuteness. I pick out underwear—bright, lacy, something that will be like a candy wrapper when he sees it. I pick out jeans, tight, low, and flared. I pick a top, tight and skimpy. I slide my feet into strappy high heels, my toes freshly lacquered, my cuticles dissolved and pushed and snipped by a girl at the salon who hunched over my feet like I hunched over my body in the shower, and the soles of my feet are freshly rubbed with a device that looks like a Microplane and that the girl at the salon said would slice me right open if I didn’t stop twitching from the ticklish sensation. I turn left to right, right to left, head cocked in appraisal, sucking in my stomach, moving my tits around in my bra, imagining what a man will see: someone pretty, someone they’d like to fuck. I did not even enjoy sex then. I enjoyed being someone whom someone else wanted to have sex with. I enjoyed the sport of flirting. I enjoyed kissing, how its softness could make my whole body tingle. And I enjoyed feeling hands on me, if they were trustworthy hands. But I didn’t really enjoy sex-meaning-intercourse, the sweaty heft of it, the here-we-finally-are-at-act-three of it, the pushing or jolting or hammering of it, the feeling of a man inside me about as interesting as the feeling of a sock on my foot. Still: That was the goal. The certainty of being someone a man wanted to sleep with. What cheap currency. What a chintzy, thin coin for such a rich and brilliant realm. 

            
            The next morning, if we’d been successful in our ablutions and rituals, if we were a bit lucky, then two random, hungover, morning-breathy dudes would open our two creaky doors and tiptoe out of our bedrooms, mine overlooking Sackett Street’s brownstones and trees and my roommate’s overlooking a restaurant’s back courtyard. It always felt safer to bring men to our home, to our turf, than to venture to theirs. Maybe these dudes noticed the tawny color of the hardwood floors in the Brooklyn sunlight. Maybe they took turns in the bathroom, pissing long, yellow arcs and cracking their necks, cupping cold water into their mouths. Maybe they said hey to each other, or maybe they missed each other entirely, one leaving at seven and the other at seven fifteen. 

            
            But back to Saturday night: My roommate and I take turns telling each other how hot we look. You look so hot! You look so
               hot! You look so hot! You look so hot! It seems like we were screaming it. It seems like we were laughing, and maybe crying,
               and taking more shots and screaming it again.
            

            
         
         
            La Petite Mort

            Unless you tuck your spine just right, it can hurt to be fucked from behind. I don’t have atypically plentiful experience in this arena, but more than once a conversation has shifted into a lower key, usually late at night or after some wine, and a girlfriend says, “So, can I ask you a question about sex?” It must be random. It must also be random that I was first in my circle to figure out the tuck thing, that if you scoop your pelvis forward instead of arching your back like an actress, some constellation of tissues shifts enough that it feels good instead of bad, a delicious, greedy slide instead of a wincing thump. That night, I had a hard time finding the exact angle, so it hurt the whole time, the beat-beat of pain against my cervix; but I heard his blissful groaning, felt the vise of his hands in the crease between my thighs and my hips, understood that he was enjoying himself immensely; so I breathed—it was not intolerable, it was not constant, I had come earlier—and as I stared at the wall and the sheets beneath my face, I waited for it to be over. I doubt he noticed the braced stiffness in my back, though he must have been staring at it, or at least sometimes looking at it. Usually when we see someone’s back it’s because they’re walking away. 

            
         
         
            Fa un po’ così

            He’d been asking. I always demurred.

            
            We were on the Lower East Side, maybe it was Alphabet City—Avenue C sounds right. The icy winter air tangible around the edges
               of the windows, the apartments across the street empty. We’d cooked pasta for lunch, and before we sat down, he’d dashed from
               the apartment to buy bread, unable to enjoy a meal without knobs of torn ciabatta on the edges of our plates. “One can’t dine
               without bread, my dear,” but in Italian. He was still jet-lagged. After lunch, full and sleepy, he napped.
            

            
            I put on an ivory slip with lace trim and looked at my body, how the lace lay over my breasts and the satin lay across my
               belly, and the white of it showed bright against my tan skin. The slip was like a costume. It made me feel like Anne Bancroft
               in The Graduate—like I had her wise, feline glory, all smoky sighs and black eyeliner, delicate fingertips and hunger, confidence and lust.
               And the slip reminded me of women I’d seen costumed in movies and art. Claudia Cardinale in 8½, Fellini’s voluptuous, self-referential dreamscape, the white satin poured like glaze over her hip, the brushstroke of sunlight
               on her neck, her downward gaze contemplative and mellow. Elizabeth Taylor in Butterfield 8, the tilt of her body so candid, her bronze high heels the color of the liquor in her glass, her fingertips resting lightly
               on the door frame, her chocolate hair coiffed to classy, staid perfection except for one thick, wayward curl. Cindy Sherman’s
               Untitled Film Still #7. The slip was meant to conjure something archetypal, something highly feminine, a gendered heuristic allowing a lover to
               quickly reach the conclusion that I was a certain kind of young woman. The kind who wore a simple, plain white slip over my
               twentysomething body—classic, beautiful, mature. Innocent and knowing at once. I was experimenting, though it wasn’t a very
               informed experiment. It wasn’t rooted in heightened political consciousness or any type of deep and critical feminism. And
               I barely thought of myself as a woman. I was, what—twenty-two? I’m almost certain my friends and I still referred to ourselves
               as girls, and it would be another decade before we stopped.
            

            
            But what an irresistible scene! Manhattan, flurries of snow and slatey, evening light in the quiet streets, my Italian boyfriend dozing on the bed, the apartment bare-bones but chic, with its wood floors and cast iron and brick, with its walk-up perch in an artsy neighborhood. I thought I was casting myself in the scene and this was power. I thought I was being the artist and the subject at once, the person who creates and the person who stars. I thought I was doing what Sherman did—she was a hero of mine—by playing the role of the woman she wanted to be, or wanted us to see, with utter conviction, convincing us completely. I had no camera, but I was playing with vision, with the visual shortcuts that comprise a culture, with sight, with what we read onto what we see. Sophia Loren said, “Sex appeal is 50 percent what you’ve got—and 50 percent what people think you’ve got.” I wanted to play, with command, in the overlap between those two spaces. And in my slip, knowing how the light hit my body, knowing how I would look to my boyfriend, knowing he would read the image and who I would be in his sight, I felt power, a kind of control. 

            
            I remember: He was sitting at my desk on the computer, and I crossed the room in the slip, and he didn’t look up until I was
               next to him, my tummy an inch from his arm. When he saw me, he whispered, Wow, and turned his body away from the screen, toward me. Quietly, he said, You’re so beautiful, and he looked at my belly and breasts beneath the fabric, and then he looked up to my face, his expression sincere and thrilled.
            

            
            Soon he was asking again, and I was demurring. I did not want to go on top. I gave him various bullshit reasons—it hurt my
               knees, it didn’t feel as good, etc. As I spoke, I felt the scratch of his beard on my chest, played my fingers in his hair.
               He sat back. “Wait,” he said. “Is it because your stomach goes a little like this?” He wobbled his hand. It’s prettier in
               Italian. Is it because your stomach fa un po’ così? Yes, it was. I think I blacked out.
            

            
            There are many lessons to draw from this episode. First, that we hide nothing from our lovers; our lovers know what we look like, which parts of us shake or wobble, which parts are taut, which parts wrinkle and which parts curve. From this realization springs distress—you mean he can tell I have cellulite?!—but also freedom, if we let it. Second, that the power I thought I was amassing through my carefully chosen
               clothes, through setting a certain kind of scene and through playing, as a kid or an actress plays, a certain kind of woman,
               was precarious power indeed. It could be crushed easily, with a single comment, with one gesture, a hand moved loosely in
               space. From this realization springs depression—you mean my sex life is going to be mediated by (internalized) isms and phobias?!—but
               also something riotous, something traitorous to the culture, if we let it. I did not let it. I stopped at distress and depression,
               because I didn’t know there was anything beyond them. “Is it because your stomach fa un po’ così?” I have no memory of what
               I said in reply. For all I know, that Jell-O-esque jiggle might have turned him on, and it, or the freedom of truly existing
               in and inhabiting my body, might have turned me on. I only know I never did go on top with him, not in three years of dating, two of which came after that night. Because
               my stomach went a little like that jiggle of his hand, and because I couldn’t handle seeing it, or him seeing it, though we
               both knew it was there, though it was the truth.
            

            
         
         
            


         
   


Breasts, Part I

            Starting at six to eight weeks, your breasts will become heavier, bigger, fuller, and denser, and your nipples and areolae will darken and grow. Your breasts will feel tight and itchy as your skin stretches, and your skin may develop the shimmering ripples of stretch marks, as if they are water and you’ve skipped a stone across them. Your breasts may be sensitive, especially to cold, the February wind like a slap, or even the cool air when you step from the shower. They may leak the thick, yellow syrup of colostrum, and as you get closer to your baby’s birth, the colostrum may become thin and watery, like tea. The veins in your breasts will appear larger and darker, like the branches of navy-blue trees. 

            
            These are the external signs, and I don’t remember noticing many. Only that the Midwest winter was even more excruciating—I
               often held my hands over my chest, pressing hard to distract myself from the sting. And at some point in the spring, if I
               massaged my breasts like frosting bags, like I was trying to bring the frosting to the tip in order to decorate a cake, a
               willowy trail of colostrum emerged from the pinpricks in my nipples, and I’d grin at my face in the bathroom mirror, enveloped
               in milky steam. But my boobs didn’t get bigger. They never felt more heavy or dense or sore. Nothing darkened, neither areolae
               nor veins. There were no stretch marks like iridescent ribbons around twin gifts of motherhood.
            

            
            Not to worry, the midwife and books and doula said, it doesn’t matter how many external changes you observe; everything is
               working on the inside. This is true. And what spectacular work it is. The fat in breasts is there mostly to protect their
               milk-making parts, as are the connective tissues and ligaments. After birth, an ebb and flow of hormones tells grapelike clusters
               of cells, called alveoli, to make milk; they have been preparing for this for months. When your baby nurses, her jaw and tongue
               press down to create suction, and milk flows through a hidden railroad of ducts to her mouth.
            

            
            My milk never came in, never arrived, was never created. I considered why. Maybe because my breasts were not shaped right. Maybe because they weren’t placed right on my body, falling wide on my chest so that every time I was measured for a bra at Nordstrom or Victoria’s Secret the lady with the measuring tape said some version of Let’s get these girls pressed together. And then, when I was in the bra, she’d inexplicably say some version of Wonderful, look at that separation! The bra was meant to bring the tits into a careful, oxymoronic alignment—close together but separated, higher up and sticking
               out but also held still, subdued. This process of being fitted for bras is where I first got the real, woman-to-woman inkling
               that my boobs were not normal (“let’s get these girls pressed together”) but also where I learned that, ha! in fact, no boobs
               are normal. None of them. If they all must be lifted and separated and padded and minimized and squeezed and hoisted in order
               to look “normal,” then they are all hopelessly fucking weird, and we are all, this whole mess we call a culture, hopelessly
               fucked.
            

            
            Maybe my milk did not come in because I was too fat, or too thin. Maybe because I didn’t pump enough in those first postpartum days, the astringent lights in the cardiac ICU gushing over me like ice water as I tried to sleep through the electric pounding in my body. Maybe because I didn’t latch my baby right away—there was some distance, some dark gap, some shifty chasm of time between the celestial moment she came out of my body and the moment, a bit later, when she was put on my chest, her face puffy, her eyes closed, her spectacular, rosy mouth puckering toward the rosy circle of my left nipple. Maybe because I did not take the lactogenic herbs for very long; my cardiologist said there was no data on how they interacted with my newly prescribed heart medication, or the newly diagnosed condition; I chose to stop swallowing the capsules of ground-up leaves. Maybe that was wrong of me. 

            
            I pondered these things on the toilet, sitting in the plastic sitz bath, warm water infused with herbs soaking my nether regions.
               At my checkup, the midwife examined my wound and said I was looking good, we were gettin’ there, and keep up that soaking,
               just a couple more weeks, and she asked conspiratorially, have you already lost the baby weight? Keep up that soaking. Getting
               there. It felt good. Good the way a hot bath does, your muscles unclenching and mollified by the warm, heavy tug and press
               of the water. Sitting there, I’d pick up my breasts and hold them. I’d study them in their nonfunctioning emptiness. I’d squeeze
               in a downward motion, again and again; occasionally there’d be one thin white arc that shot from my nipple and landed silently
               on my thigh.
            

            
            Right after the sitz baths, I’d pump, trying to get as close to the round-the-clock schedule the lactation consultant advised,
               though it was hard in my state. No matter how I pumped, I never got more than an inch of milk a day, and my baby never fed
               at my breast without howling in hunger. I pulled the pumped tablespoon of milk out of the bottom of the bottle with a syringe,
               and I fed her like a baby bird. I still have that plastic syringe in a box in my closet labeled memories. After the syringe, I gave her a bottle of formula, crying as I mixed it, guilt in my stomach like vomit, and she’d drink and drink, and stop screaming, and sleep. Then I’d take a slow, subterranean walk around the neighborhood, the hot air on my skin, my brain in a shroud, my inner voice whispering a chant with my footfalls, Useless, failure, useless, failure. I’d think, Why am I even here if I can’t feed my own child? The devastating darkness of my thoughts was in such contrast to the days, June in Michigan, bright blue sky and fireflies
               and kids walking home with ice-cream cones, and to what was visible, me and my healthy baby, we’d made it, hadn’t we? Mama
               and baby are doing great.
            

            
         
         
            


         
   


Breasts, Part II

            My mom once told me that no matter what you do, your boobs end up looking like two empty purses. We were in a dressing room at a suburban Macy’s. I was helping her refresh her wardrobe, picking out belts and cotton dresses and scarves. I waited for her to undress so I could help her into something. Oh, her thin, old-lady legs in their nylon knee socks! Her big, old-lady belly in her beige nylon underwear! Her breasts swinging low, two chariots, sweet and—like chariots—having carried so many things, the pleasure of men, her own pleasure, and the newborn lives of me and my siblings. I remembered some movie where a man tells his son, “If you want to know what a girl will look like in thirty years, just look at her mother.” With love, and with humor, I said, “Mom, I hate to break it to you, but your glory days are over.” I was maybe twenty-five. She laughed and laughed, and crossed her ankles to keep from peeing; she’s borne three children, and she calls us her spears, the spears she thrust into being and into the earth. Later, she told my dad, her ex-husband, what I’d said—“Mom, your glory days are over”—and he sat up straight and made his face of both sincere and playful indignation, crying out, “What? Your glory days are just beginning!” My mom was the love of his life. I don’t think she felt that way about him; I think a different man has that designation in her heart. Either way, it is good to see your mother loved. 

            
         
         
            Broad

            It’s clear, we know now—the marriage is over. And though we still share a house, I quietly download a dating app and make
               a profile, curious what it’s like out there, no intention of using it, I am too broken for that.
            

            
            My choices were: a few extra pounds, broad, and supersized. I don’t mind any of these classifications so long as they sit
               well with the people who use them. “A few extra pounds” feels, to me, like maybe twenty. Twenty pounds can look remarkably
               different on different bodies; on some people it’s a striking gain or loss, and on others it’s invisible. But I think, as
               a culture, when we hear a few extra pounds, we think something like fifteen, twenty, maybe twenty-five. So that’s out.
            

            
            “Supersized” is a trickier term. I hear it and think: TLC show. Which is a tricky association. Those shows are problematic for how they pathologize and fetishize and exploit fat bodies, even if they are financially advantageous for the fat people who star in them, and even if they come with the imprimatur of a camera, a spotlight; there is dignitary value in being seen, in existing within the cultural field of vision rather than beyond it. Still, I don’t think of my body as a TLC-show body. Maybe it is, but that’s not how I see it. And I am the one doing the seeing, at least initially, at least in this unfamiliar phase during which I contemplate what it will be like to tick a box for my body type and then upload pictures to prove it. 

            
            Which leaves me with “broad.” I chuckle. I rather like it. For the way it summons a certain kind of salty, smart, experienced
               gal, a grande dame, maybe the big-armed doyenne of a beloved barroom or a whole neighborhood. That woman is no ingénue. And
               I like it for the way it suggests width and thickness, a density of presence and purpose. Both apply to my body, and to me,
               as I stand in my high-waisted cotton underwear and wireless bra, flat-footed in the hallway, brushing my teeth, running the
               house, telling my forgetful, soon-to-be ex-husband to remember this or that, gazing at my round stomach reflected pristinely
               back to me in the mirror that I, just this morning, scrubbed clean.
            

            
         
         
            Gathering Crops

            There is no point in braying against gravity and stretch marks and sore knees. There is no point in fighting the loopy hang of my triceps when I lift my arm to wave hello and goodbye. No matter how many push-ups and squats I do—and I do them—I am not young. I can grow stronger; I cannot undo time. There’s no point in procedures that, in the chilly air of an outpatient office and under a faceted orb of ultrabright light, use acid to lift the freckles, crow’s-feet, furrows, and lines off my face; time will accrue again. I have found three gray hairs, always near my left temple, but I find them far enough apart that I always forget I’ve found others, and when I text my best friends saying, I found a gray hair! they say, You found one last year, too. My new dentist began the checkup by pressing her lips together and peering at my teeth, which I bared for her like a grinning
               chimp. She said, Do you have any goals around closing the gaps? No. Okay, good, she exhaled. At your age, there’s not much
               we can do. An email arrived from our HMO telling me I am now eligible to schedule a mammogram and should discuss the pros
               and cons with my primary care physician. I picture my boob squished like an overripe tangelo between two metal plates and
               continue, once a month, when I remember, to dig my fingers into my breasts like you do when you make focaccia, checking for
               lumps. I’m having some issues with my reproductive system, and everything turns out fine, but they run tests to rule serious
               things out; the nurse clicks through the results, her glossy nails tapping the mouse, and at one point says, Well, you’re
               still fertile, we know that much! She’s so surprised. Time accrues, time accrues. All over us, from top to bottom. There is a scene in Sex and the City where Samantha is screwing an old rich dude. Old like in his nineties, rich like diamond bracelets at dinner. We learn that his lips were not the lips of an old man. Same with his touch. But his ass? Filling half the screen as he hops to the bathroom, the skin on his white derrière like the folds of a curtain drawn back by a hook—his ass is absolutely the ass of an old man. Am I headed there? Eventually. But I’m not there now. Nowhere near it. My ass is still round and firm and cute, with a fetching bounce after a smack. I know because I occasionally take selfies in the mirror to check, and I occasionally smack my ass in the mirror to check, too (as one does). The point is, this isn’t winter. This isn’t the end. I am only at the end of summer. I am still at the very beginning of autumn. Half the year is gone, but half the year is left. There is still daylight, and a harvest. 

            
         
         
            


         
   


Breasts, Part III

            As if they were overripe pears, heavy-bottomed and golden, their softness yielding to your mouth.

            
         
         
            Fate

            Come to find out, the body, including the mind but not just the mind, is a container for memory. We exist because our cells
               remember how to make us. We want chocolate and sex and cigarettes because we’ve had them before and remember the pleasure.
               We hit home runs and pick ripe fruit because we remember how. Our muscles remember the dance. Our veins remember the direction
               the blood should flow. We sing and speak and write because we remember the words. I think of how I cook the same food my mom
               cooked, and how I’m so like my dad in how I prefer to keep people I don’t know at arm’s length, and I wonder whether my mom
               cooked for us what her mother cooked for her, and whether my dad’s wariness of strangers and loyalty to family was just like
               his father’s; if we all aren’t just repeating each other, growing into the space carved for us by forebears whose traits we carry, forever circling. Perhaps it is memory preordained, all of it. Maybe we are locked in, our bodies to our pasts, shared and individual, and though, with great exertion, we can take the chains off, they will leave their mark. 

            
         
         
            Afterlife

            Sometimes I feel the dispiriting unlikelihood of protecting my daughter from the onslaught; the culture is enormous, and I
               am a mere speck of hope and effort. I at least want to give her a shot. A real shot at outpacing what stalks us. A better
               shot than I had. And if the thing seizes her anyway and hurls her into its black hole, if the past is prologue, as I must
               concede it often is, though the concession is a spearhead to my heart, leaving it pierced and bleeding out, in pain indescribable—then
               even when I am dead and gone and free to move on, I will visit her in that place. I’m her mother, her safe harbor. I could
               never leave her there alone.
            

            
         
         
            Inception

            In the end I just want to be other. Someone other than a girl or a woman, with all girlhood and womanhood inescapably require. Not a boy or a man, and not someone nonbinary. I want something further. Free of all that. Out of range and yonder. I am not talking about changing my gender. I am talking about changing the universe. So I can be someone with no social identity and no political identity. Someone who is untethered. Inscrutable to isms. A person who sits on their back porch and feels the sun heat the planes of their forehead and cheeks, someone who squinches their toes in thick, nubby wild chamomile underfoot, presses their palms to their fat thighs, feels wind on their skin and the creek in their ears, and simply is; free of sex, without race, without intersections, without child, without spouse, without mother and father, without antecedents
               or stratum. A body that is always off duty, as if it is un-embodied. I’d like to be me, but have me be free. I would like to be someone who feels the rush and release of their pleasure without external directives or cues,
               without memory. I would like to be someone whose body is an unnamed animal, moving in unmapped water, conscious only of its
               senses and its intelligence. I would like to be invisible to men. I would like to be invisible to women. Beyond judgment,
               beyond voyeurism, beyond comparison. I have been a Girl. I have been a Woman. Are these my choices? My only meaning? Because
               I’ve been enclosed by those identities all my life, locked in; I have no life beyond them; I look back, and my identities
               are, in every moment—even the best, most voluntary moments—in some minute way constrained, because they all took place within
               the context of my assigned status. I imagine a capacious otherness, the solace of self-regard where that self is unencumbered by the categories that create its subjugation and, yes, its exaltation, too. I imagine inhabiting gigantic, resplendent otherness, otherness like a band of wild stallions, a ripe, existential otherness that no one can catch, which nothing can name, which no one can enlist, which cannot be brutalized or confined, and to which nothing—neither the good nor the bad—can stick. I imagine “the right to be nothing to anyone,”* to be sublimely free from the relations that tell me who I am.
            

            
            Oh! how I need a new encounter with the world. How I yearn for the compressed, ravening core of my livingness to unfurl, rise,
               and fling its face to the sun, bold and unimpeded. The depth of my longing shocks me. The longing grows. It covers ground.
               It prowls. I sing to it, I sing with it, and at last it catches fire.
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            * Excitement over the equalization of housework and child-rearing among a new generation of American adults was premature;
               studies continually show women do more than men, even working women, even women married to or partnered with progressive men.
               A representative 2023 study from the Pew Research Center showed that women do about 2.5 times the domestic labor of their
               male counterparts. This amounts to 4.6 hours of unpaid and often unacknowledged/unseen labor from women (such as washing dishes,
               arranging or performing childcare, grocery shopping, caring for aging parents, keeping the social calendar, organizing appointments
               and schedules, sending birthday cards and thank-you notes, folding laundry, etc.) compared to a mere 1.9 hours for men. Allow
               me to point out that these figures come from what Pew calls “egalitarian marriages,” where a husband and wife each contribute
               approximately half of the family income. Not that any heterosexually partnered woman needs a study to know this; she just needs to be a sentient being who can observe
               her own surroundings.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Yes, there are societies in which norms dictate that men are primarily or at least equally responsible for the raising of
               children. They tend to be (wait for it) matrilinear or in some ways matriarchal. See, for example, the Mosuo people of Lijiang,
               China. Other matrilineal societies, which give lie to the notion that patriarchy is universal and therefore natural, include
               the Khasis in north India; the Minangkabau in West Sumatra, who number in the millions; the Haudenosaunee in North America;
               the Bribri in Costa Rica; and a significant number of communities in what scholars have termed Africa’s “matrilineal belt,”
               a swath of diasporic communities that run from the Atlantic Ocean to the Indian Ocean, crossing Angola, Zambia, Malawi, and
               Mozambique.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Actress and activist Jameela Jamil has observed that learning how to have sex by watching porn is like learning how to drive
               by watching The Fast and the Furious.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * My phrasing is a riff on language from scholar Kevin Quashie, who, in The Sovereignty of Quiet, describes “pleasures that are inspired by familiar or social relationships or identity” as opposed to those that come from
               our authentic, unsullied interiority.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Language from Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power by Audre Lorde.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * And 90 percent of victims are women. Men and nonbinary people can be, of course, survivors of sexual assault, too. They are
               not, however, the focus of this essay. Nor are female and nonbinary perpetrators.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * The statistics in this paragraph are from RAINN as of November 2024. RAINN’s website notes: “Sexual violence is notoriously
               difficult to measure, and there is no single source of data that provides a complete picture of the crime. On RAINN’s website,
               we have tried to select the most reliable source of statistics for each topic. The primary data source we use is the National
               Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), which is an annual study conducted by the Justice Department. To conduct NCVS, researchers
               interview tens of thousands of Americans each year to learn about crimes that they’ve experienced. Based on those interviews,
               the study provides estimates of the total number of crimes, including those that were not reported to police. While NCVS has
               a number of limitations (most importantly, children under age 12 are not included), overall, it is the most reliable source
               of crime statistics in the U.S.”
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * The Steubenville rape trial is illustrative. There, the defendants famously testified that they didn’t know their behavior
               constituted rape even though the girl they victimized was so drunk she couldn’t speak or stand up, was vomiting, and, according
               to one of the defendant’s text messages, “was like a dead body.” It’s a gut-churning possibility—that any human being might understand “sex acts” in that context as
               consensual or consider it plausible enough that they’d put that argument to a judge and jury. But it isn’t particularly incredible. Not when you consider how misogyny, rape culture, language, and male dominance—which includes the failure to see girls and
               women as full human beings—overlap.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * The Civil War was also known as the War of the Rebellion, the War of Separation, the War for Southern Independence, the Second
               American Revolution, the War of Northern Aggression, the Great Rebellion, Mr. Lincoln’s War, the Brother’s War, and, with
               such ludicrous tact, the Recent Unpleasantness.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * As of the writing of this book, Matilda is the last known survivor of the Middle Passage and slavery. But regarding the latter,
               she was not an anomaly. During the 1930s, there were over 100,000 formerly enslaved people still alive in the United States.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * By the 1920s, 30 percent of native-born white men in Indiana were KKK members, and by 1925, over half the elected members
               of the Indiana General Assembly and the governor of Indiana himself were members of the Klan.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Marriage is complicated. This doesn’t, and can’t, paint a complete picture.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * I believed, and still believe, that a life of deep feeling, insight, and expression is superior to one of less. My husband
               thought differently, and I did not accept it, which is to say, I did not truly accept my husband for who he is. I wanted more
               from him—more feelings, deeper insights, richer expressions. Maybe in this way we were simply a bad fit. And I do have sympathy
               for him; it must be hard, sometimes even excruciating, to live with someone who’s unsatisfied with what you give.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * As much as I find the question why problematic for how it pathologizes fatness and assumes there must be a reason for the “aberration,” and as much as I believe
               many fat people exist simply because fat people exist, it’s hard for me, as waterlogged as I have been in the cult of thinness,
               not to wonder sometimes about my own origins.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * There is empirical proof, too. Studies suggest that girls as young as five develop ideas about dieting and bodies based on
               whether their own mothers diet. Consider that one in four children has dieted by age seven, and 80 percent of girls have been
               on a diet by age 10. As the nonprofit Common Sense Media put it, “5-to-8-year-olds who think their moms are dissatisfied with
               their bodies are more likely to feel dissatisfied with their own bodies.”
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Intentional weight loss works, at best, for about 4 percent of the population for a few years. There are no studies showing
               that it works long-term at the scale of population. Not that any dieter needs a study to know this. Gladly, weight loss is
               not necessary for a healthy, well-rounded life.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * The first woman to run the full Boston Marathon was Roberta (Bobbi) Gibb, the year before Switzer. But Gibb did not run with
               an official number. She hid in the bushes before the race began and joined the runners secretly.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * From the Pauli Murray Center: “When discussing Pauli Murray in general, we interchangeably use she/her/hers, he/him/his,
               and they/them/theirs pronouns, or we refer to Pauli Murray by their name and title(s).”
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Rachel P. Maines, The Technology of Orgasm: “Hysteria,” the Vibrator, and Women’s Sexual Satisfaction. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Though the diagnosis of hysteria lasted into the 1950s, treatment through pleasure did not. In the Victorian era, clitoridectomy
               was considered a cure, along with still top-of-the-line marriage and pregnancy.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Brief for San Francisco Domestic Violence Consortium et al. as Amici Curiae Supporting the People of the State of California,
               People v. Beltran, 56 Cal. 4th 935 (2013) (No. S192644.), 2012 WL 1859371 at 7–8.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * People v. Berry, 18 Cal. 3d 509, 515 (1976), (citing People v. Logan, 175 Cal. 45, 49 [1917]) (emphasis added).
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Every US law forbidding child marriage has exceptions, including where parents grant permission. In 2017, The Denver Post found that the total number of children wed in the United States from 2000 to 2010 was estimated around 248,000, and that
               “almost all of them [were] girls, some as young [as] 12.”
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Note that, today, over 2,600 people are enrolled in this federally recognized tribe. Part of the project of settler colonialism
               and its conceptions of time is to perpetuate the myth that Native Americans are anachronistic. That they are members and relics
               of a bygone era. This is not true.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * It is far more likely for sex workers to be the victims of violence than the perpetrators. But then, it is far more likely
               that the sex workers are women and their clients are men.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * From The Sovereignty of Quiet by Kevin Quashie.
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