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      INTRODUCTION


      

      When The Women’s Room was first published in 1977, reviewers responded in outrage. That the book is now considered a classic, a given – known,

         digested, assimilated, no longer threatening – suggests that conditions have changed for women since 1977. And this is true.

         Feminist activism has generated major changes for women in law, custom, and climate. Young educated women today have opportunities

         that were rare or unknown to women of my generation – in educational, professional, social, and economic life. They now obtain

         scholarships to college, are admitted to graduate, law, and medical schools, are permitted to practise in hospitals and law

         firms, contract debt to buy cars or houses, and to get a telephone in their own names – something I was denied after I divorced

         in 1968. In other words, educated women in western countries can now choose their own lives; they are not forced into dependency

         on a man, as they had been for millennia. In other parts of the globe, however, women’s situation has worsened.

      


      

      Women leaders have always existed, but not since Theodora in the sixth century (and she was a wife, not an elected leader)

         has any of them been able to change law or customs to empower women as a class. Indira Ghandi, Margaret Thatcher, and Golda

         Meir held office on men’s sufferance as virtual men, and could not show concern for others of their sex – if, indeed, they

         had any. Large numbers of women working today in business and politics are subject to the same condition. But women do voice

         their concerns in international politics through organisations like the Women’s Environment and Development Organization (WEDO), which pressured the male-dominated ‘Earth Summit’ – the UN Conference

         on Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 to pay attention to female needs and approaches. Feminist activism

         supports women in Asia, Africa, and South America in breaking centuries-old taboos and unfair laws governing incest, rape

         and beatings. Women have demanded that police be retrained to treat rape, incest and beatings as crimes against women, not

         by them.

      


      

      In 1991, a woman accused a nominee for the Supreme Court of sexual harassment; another brought charges of rape against the

         scion of one of America’s richest and most prominent families. Although both women were punished for their courage, their

         acts would have been inconceivable fifteen years earlier. Both Anita Hill and Patricia Bowman were defeated in the male courts

         where they were tried (for it was the women, not the men, who were really on trial), but their daring and their defeat aroused

         women across the United States, inspiring a new wave of feminist political involvement and new feminist organizations like

         WAC (the Women’s Action Coalition).

      


      

      But the male response to women’s new independence has been intense, and under the pressure of male hostility, groups like

         WAC have become defunct or been weakened. As conservative, even reactionary, governments take power across the world, women

         have grown poorer than ever before. With their children, women still make up four-fifths of the very poorest people in the

         United States and are among the poorest classes throughout the world. Globalization promises further relegation of women to

         low-paid or part-time labor, while they still hold primary responsibility for unpaid rearing of the young. In addition, technological

         developments have made it possible to detect the sex of a fetus, which has led thousands of families in China and India, cultures

         which favor the male, to abort female fetuses. This has created an extreme sexual imbalance in those societies.

      


      

      Religious bodies have had the most antagonistic reaction to women’s empowerment. Movements erroneously called fundamental

         (as if they adhered to original principles; they do not) have sprung up in Islam, Protestantism, Judaism, and Catholicism.

         The Catholic Church tolerated abortion for millennia before the 1970s. A newly emerged sect of Judaism aggressively advocates

         the settlement movement and female subservience. The primary component of Protestant fundamentalism is female subservience,

         opposing abortion, divorce, homosexuality, and sex outside of marriage, as well as evolution, scientific experimentation with

         cells, and euthanasia. However, the most widespread and aggressive of these movements is Islam, which has declared holy war

         against all forms of modernization – industrialization, secular education, and any form of female liberation. (For further

         demonstration of these claims, see my The War Against Women.)


      

      Secular bodies oppose women’s empowerment more underhandedly. The men who run society – and it is still men who run society

         – are determined to halt women’s progress toward independence. The difficulty women experience in rising in corporate society,

         called the glass ceiling, is well known. Six men control almost all the media in the United States – book publishing, magazines,

         television, movie studios, newspapers, and radio. They are not friendly toward feminism, which has almost disappeared from

         the surface of our society. You will almost never see a feminist column on an op-ed page, a feminist article in a magazine

         or newspaper, actual (not satirized) feminist ideas on television or in the movies. Only magazines and radio controlled by

         feminists – and these are few and not well-funded – offers information on the feminist perspective.

      


      

      This might be understandable if feminism were a wild-eyed manic philosophy. But it is a belief, a politics, based on one simple

         fact: women are human beings who matter as much as men. That is all that feminism claims. As human beings, women have the

         right to control their own bodies, to walk freely in the world, to train their minds and bodies, and to love and hate at will.

         Only those who wish to continue to coerce women into a servant/slave class for men cannot accept this principle.

      


      

      

      In keeping with the political climate, the conventions governing women in culture (literature, television, movies, art, and

         music) have regressed during the past decade. On television, women still serve men, look up to them, and possess an innate

         understanding of children and are expected to take care of them. With a shocking degree of frequency, they work as prostitutes.

         The percentage of women who are prostitutes on television is surely far greater than that in actual life; even female detectives

         are dressed up (or down) to act as prostitutes. The treatment of women in rap music is even more contemptuous.

      


      

      Artistic conventions may seem abstract devices, but they have enormous impact. They reflect the actual subjects or approaches

         that are taboo in life. It was because The Women’s Room broke some literary conventions that reviewers reacted with outrage. Breaking conventions is even punished by death in certain

         societies. In life, conventions are rituals familiar, accepted words or actions which smooth over raw, difficult, or ceremonious

         occasions. We speak ’conventional’ words at funerals, at sickbeds, at weddings. In literature, conventions are formulas accepted

         by both author and audience as symbolizing the basic truths of their society. They are most powerful in the areas of greatest

         confusion and ambiguity – gender, race, and class.

      


      

      Literary conventions are often unrealistic or illogical, yet audiences accept them without question. Events in Westerns, thrillers,

         and spy stories frequently violate both character and common sense, yet we do not demur as long as the work accomplishes its

         main task – to show justice triumphant. We want – and used to expect – crime dramas to conclude with a sense of final justice,

         with the wrongdoer dead or imprisoned and the righteous vindicated. Most important, there is no doubt about guilt. It is for

         this set of experiences, which is as improbable as anything else in these dramas, that the dramas exist: they agitate us by

         suggesting that justice might not triumph, and calm us by assuring us that it does. Indeed, when film-makers began to violate

         this convention, their work required a new name – film noir.

      


      

      

      Different genres of literature are bound by different conventions, and some are more convention-bound than others. Television

         drama is the most conventional of dramatized forms of fiction; in books, mysteries, romance, ‘chick lit’ and ‘dick lit’ are

         most convention-bound. But all art is bound by convention. Audiences may not be aware of the conventions they uphold, yet

         react with outrage when one is broken, as in the outcry over Manet’s Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe; although nude female figures were accepted in painting, depicting two nude women with two dressed men at a picnic created

         a scandal. There have been outraged reactions to music – to Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps, for instance. Recently, some American congressmen and clergymen were so outraged by photographs by Robert Mapplethorpe that

         they tried to suppress them. A mayor of New York went so far as to shut down a subway station serving a museum that presented

         a picture of the Virgin by Chris Ofili, spattered with manure.

      


      

      Sometimes a break in convention is accepted as refreshing. Decades ago a spy novel by a new author showed the entire network

         of spydom to be shoddy, inhuman, and deceitful; instead of the traditional picture of our good guys and their bad guys, both

         sides were shown as tainted. Audiences accepted this vision because they had come to see government and power as suspect.

      


      

      Literature dealing with women is still very convention-bound and extremely resistant to change. Traditional ‘women’s’ books

         deal with young unmarried women. The action is her choosing of a husband, the only choice she has the power to make and the

         final choice of her life such books always end with her marriage. The crisis involves the risk of choosing the wrong man (the

         reader always knows he is the wrong man), being too proud and stubborn to choose any man at all, or a threat to her virginity

         or her reputation for virginity (which were equally serious threats). Even the great writers about women – Jane Austen, Fanny

         Burney, Charlotte Brontë, Elizabeth Gaskell, George Sand, George Eliot, Henry James, Edith Wharton, and Virginia Woolf, among

         others – were unable to break the convention of chastity. Good women were virgins when they married, and faithful within marriage – although good men like Tom

         Jones were permitted a bountiful variety of healthy lust. The heroine’s hymen was the hinge of the plot. Needless to say,

         that hinge always held. Although Sand lived in sexual freedom, Eliot lived with a married man, Wharton had a love affair outside

         marriage, and Woolf had female lovers as well as a husband, none but Wharton even hinted at similar arrangements in her work.

      


      

      Even after women began to move into public careers, writers about women could not overcome the convention that a woman must

         choose between a career and love-and-marriage. Although Charlotte Brontë worked all her life and presumably would have gone

         on writing after her marriage if she had not died; although Sand, Gaskell, Eliot and Woolf had productive careers along with

         marital or semi-marital arrangements, their experience was too atypical for them to be able to depict it as available to most

         women. Even Henry James’s remarkable Henrietta Stackpole gives up her career for a husband.

      


      

      The cowboy’s choice of horse and open trail over the yearning blonde in a high-necked gingham dress was no less inevitable

         than the affirmation of true love for women. Men were – and are still – being told that true manhood consists of freedom,

         work, adventure, and isolation; women were – and are still – being told that true happiness resides in love, shown as sexual

         attraction that endures. Thus, conventions are not mere devices: they are expressions of moral and political laws.

      


      

      In the fifties and sixties, films about women – when there were any – occasionally entered the troublesome area of sexual

         freedom for women, depicting sympathetic women who did not remain utterly virginal or faithful. But one knew that as inevitably

         as a private eye would lose his dream woman to a murderer’s bullet or a jail sentence – and thus be able to return, accompanied

         by the wail of a lonely clarinet, to his cheap apartment, his bottle of booze, and his lonely isolation – the sympathetic

         sexual woman would be dead by the end of the film, often killed in an accident caused by her own hysteria or remorse. Much as we might like Elizabeth Taylor or Simone Signoret, a higher justice was operating.

      


      

      While some conventions, like the demand for sexual ‘purity’, have eased, many remain. Convention has always held women’s work

         – what is still called women’s work – illegitimate as subject matter for serious literature: one could describe ruined casseroles

         or erupting washing machines or screaming children only as the comic frustrations of a wry, witty ‘mad housewife’. Christina

         Stead’s magnificent and still insufficiently read The Man Who Loved Children depicts actual domestic drudgery by the tormented, pathetic Henny: but that book took twenty-five years to reach a substantial

         audience, and survived only by word-of-mouth passed by women’s networks. And it is still savaged by male critics. Although

         novels like Stead’s, and Doris Lessing’s great The Golden Notebook and, later, The Women’s Room treat women’s work seriously, the subject still consigns a work to less than serious status in the eyes of literary critics.

         To put it another way: under no circumstances may the actual daily occupation of half of the world’s population be taken seriously.

      


      

      Most women, whether living alone or with others, have all or most of the responsibility for creating and maintaining a felicitous

         living place, for doing work that ranges from utter drudgery to sensitive psychological examination and highly creative invention.

         ‘Women’s work’ takes up much of the lives of almost all the women in the world. Indeed, it is the most important single work

         in the world. Without it, all other endeavors would falter; children and men would die or go mad, the world would be emotionally

         barren. In places where ‘women’s work’ includes farming, the people would starve without it – yet even here, men treat it

         as without value.

      


      

      We must question why women’s work is universally trivialized. Literary conventions are not mere technical devices; they are

         expressions of cultural laws. That women’s work is elided or trivialized in literature is directly related to the fact that

         this work is unpaid. Women comprise, in fact, a huge slave labor force throughout the world. To suggest that their work is

         important would undermine this economic arrangement. People who believe they are doing important, even essential, work demand

         appropriate payment.

      


      

      Further, that women are not paid for their work in a world that values money and worldly power above anything else, suggests

         that women are unworthy of respect. Thus, men can ignore the world view women develop in the course of lives spent taking

         care of others – children, men, the sick, friends, relatives. Men can complacently continue to exalt rationality, power, possession,

         and hierarchy, and to justify domination as a necessary and natural principle, unhampered by the criticism of women or men

         who entertain a different value system. Men in power do not even hear radical criticism because they have pre-labeled it invalid,

         soft-headed, or insane. Because the dominant class controls the discourse, only the independently thoughtful even perceive

         the insanity of our present culture.

      


      

      The Women’s Room broke another convention, one which has eroded further because of feminism and the emergence of wonderful lesbian novels.

         This is the idea that men are central to women’s lives. As long as a novelist observes this convention, no one will object

         to the fact that all the men in the novel are repulsive, hollow, selfish, or wooden. Male character is less important than

         male centrality. In a male-centered novel, the heroine clearly needs a man; whatever her fate, the male reader does not feel

         threatened since he knows she could be happy if only she had the love of a good man – one very like himself. (In an interesting

         sidenote to this, film depictions of Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth invariably show Selden as emotionally present and available – only somehow not at the moment – to Lily. This mocks the conclusion

         of the novel, and undermines Wharton’s point. If Selden were willing to marry Lily, she would not have to commit suicide.

         But filmmakers cannot bear to depict a male refusing to be a ‘hero’.)

      


      

      In fact, men are central to many women’s lives in puberty and early adulthood, when sexual identity is being explored. At

         this time, women are central to many men, too. But as we grow older, our work – whatever it may be – occupies most of our

         time and thought. ‘Love’ moves to a secondary or even tertiary position in our universe. The convention of male centrality was built

         into the novel, a form that emerged in a period in which man-made laws forced women into economic, political, and social dependence

         upon men. Women’s achievement of independence in these areas is still new, and since women continue to be expected to take

         total responsibility for rearing the young, independence remains a difficult and risky enterprise. The same male desire that

         created laws making women dependent on men appears in men’s adamant continuing refusal to accept responsibility for raising

         children, and often, for maintaining themselves and their living spaces – something all male animals do except man. Both acts

         foster the illusion of control, to which the masculine principle is dedicated. And again, forcing dependency on women serves

         to silence them, contains and gags radical criticism. Making men central to women’s lives serves to exalt men, to make them

         pivotal to all life, which they are not: millions of women and children live without men.

      


      

      But perhaps the major taboo in art, especially that created by women, is the suggestion that the male is not, by nature or

         desert, superior to the female. It is permissible – at least for men – to show a male as evil, ridiculous, or weak; but not

         to suggest that men as a class have no right to the authority or status they claim. The single belief that all world religions

         and nation-states share, whatever their deity or economic system, is in male domination. To challenge the assumption that

         men are, by nature or divinity, entitled to superiority over women is to challenge the core of almost every society in existence.

         Feminism challenges that core: if you believe that women are human beings who matter as much as men, you cannot accept that

         men are superior to women, whether morally, physically, intellectually, or politically. The Women’s Room challenges belief in male domination directly, and this challenge has led to attacks on the author as a ‘man-hater’.

      


      

      When I was asked, in 1977, what I would wish for The Women’s Room, I said I wished for a world in which no one would comprehend it because women and men had found a way to live together in felicity. Unfortunately, despite many easements on female life in the west, the world’s ethos has moved

         in the opposite direction – toward more hostility between the sexes. So severe is the situation today that I can imagine a

         time when novels like this one will not be allowed to be published. It is therefore still brave of Virago to publish it, even

         after all these years.

      


      

      Marilyn French, 2006


   




      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      1

      
      Mira was hiding in the ladies’ room. She called it that, even though someone had scratched out the word ladies’ in the sign on the door, and written women’s underneath. She called it that out of thirty-eight years of habit, and until she saw the cross-out on the door, had never
         thought about it. ‘Ladies’ room’ was an euphemism, she supposed, and she disliked euphemisms on principle. However, she also
         detested what she called vulgarity, and had never in her life, even when handling it, uttered the word shit. But here she was at the age of thirty-eight huddled for safety in a toilet booth in the basement of Sever Hall, gazing at,
         no, studying that word and others of the same genre, scrawled on the gray enameled door and walls.
      

      
      She was perched, fully clothed, on the edge of the open toilet seat, feeling stupid and helpless, and constantly looking at
         her watch. It would all have been redeemed, even translated into excitement, had there been some grim-faced Walter Matthau
         in a trench coat, his hand in a gun-swollen pocket, or some wild-eyed Anthony Perkins in a turtleneck, his itching strangler’s
         hands clenching and unclenching – someone glamorous and terrifying at any rate – waiting for her outside in the hall, if she
         had been sitting in panic searching for another way out. But of course if that were the case, there would also be a cool and
         desperate Cary Grant or Burt Lancaster sliding along the walls of another hallway, waiting for Walter to show himself. And
         that by itself, she thought mournfully, feeling somehow terribly put upon, would have been enough. If she had one of them,
         anyone at all, waiting for her at home, she would not be hiding in a toilet booth in the basement of Sever Hall. She would
         have been upstairs in a corridor with the other students, leaning against a wall with her books at her feet, or strolling
         past the unseeing faces. She could have transcended, knowing she had one of them at home, and could therefore move alone in
         a crowd. She puzzled over that paradox, but only briefly. The graffiti were too interesting.
      

      
      ‘Down with capitalism and the fucking military-industrial complex. KILL ALL FASCIST PIGS!’

      
      This had been answered. ‘You simplify too much. New ways must be found to kill pigs: out of their death new pigs spring as
         armed men sprouted from the bulls’ teeth planted by that mcp Jason. Pigs batten on pig blood. The way is slow and hard. We
         must cleanse our minds of all the old shit, we must work in silence, exile, and cunning like that mcp Joyce. We must have
         a revolution of sensibility.’
      

      
      A third party entered the argument in purple ink:

      
      ‘Stay in your cocoon. Who needs you? Those who are not with us are against us. Anyone who supports the status quo is part
         of the problem. THERE IS NO TIME. THE REVOLUTION IS HERE! KILL PIGS!’
      

      
      Writer No. 2 was apparently fond of this booth and had returned, for the next entry was in her handwriting and in the same
         pen: ‘Those who live by the sword die by the sword.’
      

      
      Wild printing in the purple felt-tip followed this in great sprawling letters:

      
      ‘FUCKING CHRISTIAN IDIOT! TAKE YOUR MAXIMS AND STUFF THEM! THERE IS ONLY POWER! POWER TO THE PEOPLE! POWER TO THE POOR! WE
         ARE DYING BY THE SWORD NOW!’
      

      
      The last outburst ended that symposium, but there were others like it scrawled on the side walls. Almost all of them were
         political. There were pasted-on notices of SDS meetings, meetings of Bread and Roses, and Daughters of Bilitris. Mira withdrew
         her eyes from a crude drawing of female genitalia with ‘Cunt is Beautiful’ scratched beneath it. She presumed, at least, that
         it was a drawing of female genitalia, although it looked remarkably like a wide-petaled flower. She wasn’t sure because she
         had never seen her own, that being part of the anatomy that did not present itself directly to the vision.
      

      
      She looked at her watch again: she could leave now. She stood and from force of habit turned to flush the unused toilet. On
         the walls behind it someone had printed great jagged letters in what looked like nail polish. The red enamel had dripped and
         each stroke had a thick pearl at its base. It looked as if it had been written in blood. SOME DEATHS TAKE FOREVER, it read.
         She drew her breath in sharply and left the booth.
      

      
      It was 1968.

      
      
      
      2

      
      She washed her hands vigorously, also from force of habit, and combed her hair, which was arranged in careful curls. She stood
         back, examining it in the glaring light of the lavatory. It looked a strange color. Since she had stopped dyeing it last year,
         it had grown out not just grayer, but with a mousy brown tinge, so she had been tinting it, and this time it had come out
         perhaps a bit too orange. She moved closer to the mirror and checked her eyebrows and the blue eye shadow she had applied
         only an hour before. Both were still okay.
      

      
      She stepped back again and tried to see her whole self. She couldn’t do it. Ever since she had changed her style of dress
         – that is, ever since she had been at Harvard – her self refused to coalesce in the mirror. She could see bits and pieces
         – hair, eyes, legs – but the pieces wouldn’t come together. The hair and eyes went together, but the mouth was wrong; it had
         changed during the past years. The legs were all right, but didn’t go with the bulky shoes and the pleated skirt. They looked
         too thin under the thicker body – yet she was the same weight now she’d been for the past ten years. She began to feel something
         rising in her chest, and hastily looked away from the mirror. This was no time to get upset. Then she turned back jerkily,
         looking at nothing, pulled out her lipstick and applied a line of it to her lower lip, her eyes careful to look at nothing
         but the mouth. In spite of herself, however, her eyes caught her whole face, and in a moment her head was full of tears. She
         leaned her hot forehead against the cool tile wall, then remembered that this was a public place full of other people’s germs,
         and straightened up hurriedly and left the room.
      

      
      She climbed up the three flights of ancient, creaky stairs, reflecting that the ladies’ room was in an inconvenient location
         because it had been added long after the building was erected. The school had been planned for men, and there were places,
         she had been told, where women were simply not permitted to go. It was odd. Why? she wondered. Women were so unimportant anyway,
         why would anyone bother to keep them out? She arrived in the corridor a little late. No one was left in the hallway, lingering,
         loitering outside the classroom doors. The blank eyes, the empty faces, the young bodies that ten minutes earlier had paced
         its length, were gone. It was these that, passing her without seeing her, seeing her without looking at her, had driven her into hiding. For they had made her feel invisible. And
         when all you have is a visible surface, invisibility is death. Some deaths take forever, she found herself repeating as she
         walked into the classroom.
      

      
      
      3

      
      Perhaps you find Mira a little ridiculous. I do myself. But I also have some sympathy for her, more than you, probably. You
         think she was vain and shallow. I suppose those are words that could have been applied to her, but they are not the first
         ones that spring to my mind. I think she was ridiculous for hiding in the toilet, but I like her better for that than for
         the meanness of her mouth, which she herself perceived, and tried to cover up with lipstick. Her meanness was of the tut-tut
         variety; she slammed genteel doors in her head, closing out charity. But I also feel a little sorry for her, at least I did
         then. Not anymore.
      

      
      Because in a way it doesn’t matter whether you open doors or close them, you still end up in a box. I have failed to ascertain
         an objective difference between one way of living and another. The only difference I can see is between varying levels of
         happiness, and I cringe when I say that. If old Schopenhauer is right, happiness is not a human possibility, since it means
         the absence of pain, which, as an uncle of mine used to say, only occurs when you’re dead or dead drunk. There’s Mira with
         all her closed doors, and here’s me with all my open ones, and we’re both miserable.
      

      
      I spend a lot of time alone here, walking along the beach in any weather, and I think over and over about Mira and the others,
         Val, Isolde, Kyla, Clarissa, Grete, back at Harvard in 1968. That year itself was an open door, but a magical one; once you
         went through it, you could never return. You stand just beyond it, gazing back at what you have left, and it looks like a
         country in a fairytale book, all little patches and squares of color, fields and farms and castles with turrets and pennons
         and crenellated parapets. The houses are all cozy, thatched-roof cottages, slowly burnishing in the afternoon sun, and the
         people who live in castle or cottage have the same simple outlines and offer themselves for immediate recognition. A good
         prince or princess or fairy has blond hair and blue eyes, and bad queens and stepmothers have black hair. I think there was
         one girl who had black hair and was still good, but she’s the exception that proves the rule. Good fairies wear blue gauzy tutus and carry golden wands; bad ones wear black and are humpbacked and have big chins and long noses. There
         are no bad kings in fairyland, although there are a few giants of unsavory reputation. There are lots of wicked stepmothers
         and old witches and crones, though. When I was a child, fairyland as it appeared in the books was the place I wanted to live,
         and I judged my surroundings according to how well they matched it: beauty was fairyland, not truth. I used to try to concentrate
         hard enough to make fairyland come true in my head. If I had been able to do it, I would gladly have deserted the real world
         to go there, willingly abandoning my parents. Perhaps you call that incipient schizophrenia, but it seems to me that that’s
         what I did in the end, lived in fairyland where there are only five basic colors, clear lines, and no beer cans cluttering
         up the grass.
      

      
      One reason I like the Maine coast so much is that it allows so little room for such fantasies. The wind is hard and cold and
         raw; my face is a little chapped all winter. The sea pounds in and no matter how many times I see it it excites me the same
         way the skyline of New York does, no matter how many times I see that. The words are trite – grand, powerful, overwhelming
         – oh, it doesn’t matter what one calls it. The thing is as close as I can come to a notion of God. The sheer naked power of
         those great waves constantly rolling up with such an ominous rumble, hitting against the rocks and sending up skyfuls of white
         froth. It is so powerful and so beautiful and so terrifying at the same time that for me it is a symbol of what life is all
         about. And there’s the sand and the rocks and all the life they foster – snails, mussels. I often smile to myself, calling
         the rocks snail tenements, shellfish ghettos. They are, you know: the snails are more crowded together there than the people
         in Hong Kong. The sand wasn’t designed for easy walking, and the gray Maine sky seems to open out into the void itself. This
         sky has no notion of – it can never have been in – brilliant lands where olives grow and tomatoes turn blood red and oranges
         shine among the green leaves of trees in front yards behind white stucco walls dusty under the sun, and the sky is nearly
         as blue as the sea. Here, everything is gray: sea, sky, rocks. This sky looks only to the north, to icy poles; you can almost
         see the color fading and fading as the sky arches northward, until there is no color at all. The white world of the Snow Queen.
      

      
      Well, I said I was going to try to avoid fairy-tale fantasies, but I seem to be incorrigible. So I’m feeling alone and a little
         superior standing in this doorway looking back at fairy-tale land and almost enjoying my pain. Maybe I should turn around.
         But I can’t, I can’t see ahead yet, only backward. Anyway all of this is ridiculous. Because I was on my way to saying that Mira had lived all
         her life in fairy-tale land and when she went through the doorway, her head was still full of fairyland images, she had no
         notion of reality. But obviously she did; fairyland was her reality. So if you want to stand in judgment on her you have to
         determine whether her reality was the same as other people’s, i.e., was she crazy? In her economy, the wicked queen was known
         by her face and body shape, and the good fairy by hers. The good fairy showed up whenever she was needed, never took a dime
         for all her wand-waving, and then conveniently disappeared. I leave it to you to decide on Mira’s sanity.
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      I no longer try to label things. Here, where everything seems so arid and austere, the place teems with life: in the sea,
         in the sky, on the rocks. I come here to get away from a greater emptiness. Inland a couple of miles stands the third-rate
         community college where I teach courses like ‘Fairy Tale and Folklore’ (can’t get away from it!) and ‘Grammar 12,’ mostly
         to female students who aim to do well enough here to get into the state college and acquire teacher certification and the
         joys of the ten-month year. Wait, I think, just wait and see how much joy it holds.
      

      
      Look at those snail clusters on that rock. There are thousands of snails, and mussels too, among the heaped boulders, clustering
         together like inhabitants of an ancient city. They are gorgeous, they shimmer with colors they’ve had for thousands of years:
         red and gold and blue and white and orange. They all live together. I find that extraordinary. Each one occupies its own tiny
         space, no one seems to push around for more room. Do you suppose there are snails with too little room who just die? It is
         clear that their life must be mainly interior. I like to come here and stare at them. I never touch them. But as I look, I
         keep thinking that they don’t have to create their order, they don’t have to create their lives, those things are just programmed
         into them. All they have to do is live. Is that an illusion, do you suppose?
      

      
      I feel terribly alone. I have enough room, but it’s empty. Or maybe I don’t, maybe room means more than space. Clarissa once
         said that isolation was insanity. She never says anything carelessly, her words come out of her mouth like fruit that is perfectly
         ripened. Unripe fruit she doesn’t deal in: that’s why she is silent so often. So I guess isolation is insanity. But what can I do? At the
         one or two parties a year I’m invited to, I have to listen to academic gossip, snarling retorts (never made in fact) to the
         president, nasty cracks about the mediocrity of the dean. In a place like Harvard, academic gossip is pretentious and hollow,
         full of name dropping and craven awe, or else it oozes complacency, the invulnerability of the elect. In a place like this,
         where everyone feels a loser, the gossip is mean-minded and full of that kind of hate and contempt that is really disgust
         at one’s own failure in life. There aren’t many single people here except for a few very young male instructors. There are
         damned few women, none single, except for one sixty-year-old widow who does needlepoint at faculty meetings. I mean, not everything
         is in your head, is it? Do I have to accept total responsibility for my fate? I don’t think it’s my fault that I’m lonely.
         People say – well, Iso wrote (she would!) – that I should drive down to Boston on weekends and go to the singles bars. You
         know, she could do it and she’d find someone interesting. But not me. I know it. I’d meet some middle-aged swinger with a
         deep tan and sideburns (not quite a beard) and a mod suit (pink jacket, maroon pants) and a belly kept in by three hours a
         week at the gym or the tennis club, and I’d die of his emptiness even more than I’m dying of my own.
      

      
      So I walk the beach. I’ve been coming out here all year, since last September, with a kerchief tied around my head, blue jeans
         splashed with the paint I used to try to make my apartment a bit more livable, an embroidered poncho Kyla brought me from
         Mexico, and in the winter months, a heavy, lined nylon jacket over that. I know I am already pointed to, whispered about as
         a madwoman. It is so easy for a woman to seem mad if she once deserts The Image, as Mira did when she ridiculously went out
         and bought short pleated skirts because she was back in college. But on the other hand, maybe they are right, maybe I am mad.
         There aren’t too many people here – a few surfcasters, some women with children, people like me who just come down to walk.
         But they all look at me strangely.
      

      
      So they look at me strangely: I have other problems. Because the school year ended last week and in the flurry of papers and
         exams I didn’t have to think about it, and then suddenly it was there – two and a half whole months with nothing to do. The
         joys of the ten-month year. To me it looked like the Sahara Desert, stretching on and on under the crazy sun, and empty, empty.
         Well, I thought, I’ll plan my courses for next year; I’ll read some more fairy tales (Fairy Tales and Folklore), try to understand Chomsky better (Grammar 12), try to find a better writing handbook (Composition 1–2).
      

      
      Oh God.

      
      It comes to me that this is the first time in years, maybe in my life, that I am completely alone with nothing to do. Maybe
         that is why everything comes crowding in on me now. These things that jar their way into my mind make me think that my loneliness
         may not be entirely the fault of the place, that somehow or other – although I can’t understand it – I have chosen it.
      

      
      I have bad dreams, dreams full of blood. I am pursued, night after night, and night after night I turn and strike out at my
         pursuer, I smash, I stab. That sounds like anger. It sounds like hate. But hate is an emotion I have never permitted myself.
         Where could it come from?
      

      
      As I walk along the beach, my memory keeps going back to Mira those first weeks in Cambridge, tottering around on her high
         heels (she always walked shakily in high heels, but she always wore them) in a three-piece wool knit suit, with her hair set
         and sprayed, looking almost in panic at the faces that passed her, desperate for a sharp glance, an appraising smile that
         would assure her she existed. When I think of her, my belly twists a little with contempt. But how do I dare to feel that
         for her, for that woman so much like me, so much like my mother?
      

      
      Do you? You know her: she’s that blonded made-up matron, a little tipsy with her second manhattan, playing bridge at the country
         club. In the Moslem countries, they make their women wear jubbah and yashmak. This makes them invisible, white wraiths drifting
         through streets buying a bit of fish or some vegetables, turning into dark narrow alleys and entering doors that slam shut
         loudly, reverberating among the ancient stones. People don’t see them, they are less differentiated than the dogs that run
         among the fruit carts. Only the forms are different here. You don’t really see the woman standing at the glove or stocking
         counter, poking among cereal boxes, loading six steaks into her shopping cart. You see her clothes, her sprayed helmet of
         hair, and you stop taking her seriously. Her appearance proclaims her respectability, which is to say she’s just like all
         other women who aren’t whores. But maybe she is, you know. Distinction by dress isn’t what it used to be. Women are capable
         of anything. It doesn’t really matter. Wife or whore, women are the most scorned class in America. You may hate niggers and
         PRs and geeks, but you’re a little frightened of them. Women don’t get even the respect of fear.
      

      
      
      What’s to fear, after all, in a silly woman always running for her mirror to see who she is? Mira lived by her mirror as much
         as the Queen in Snow White. A lot of us did: we absorbed and believed the things people said about us. I always took the psychological quizzes in the
         magazines: are you a good wife? a good mother? Are you keeping the romance in your marriage? I believed Philip Wylie when
         he said mothers were a generation of vipers, and I swore never, never to act that way. I believed Sigmund’s ‘anatomy is destiny’
         and tried to develop a sympathetic, responsive nature. I remember Martha saying that she hadn’t had a real mother; her mother
         did nothing in the way women were supposed to – she collected old newspapers and pieces of string and never dusted and took
         Martha to a cheap cafeteria to eat every night. So when Martha got married and tried to make friends with other couples, she
         didn’t know how. She didn’t know you were supposed to serve drinks and food. She just sat there with George, talking to them.
         People always left early, they never came back, they never invited her. ‘So I went out and bought The Ladies’ Home Journal and Good Housekeeping. I did it for years religiously. I read them like the Bible, trying to find out how to be a woman.’
      

      
      I hear Martha’s voice often as I walk along the beach. And others’ too – Lily, Val, Kyla. I sometimes think I’ve swallowed
         every woman I ever knew. My head is full of voices. They blend with the wind and the sea as I walk the beach, as if they were
         disembodied forces of nature, a tornado whirling around me. I feel as if I were a medium and a whole host of departed spirits
         has descended on me clamoring to be let out.
      

      
      So this morning (shades of the past!) I decided on a project to fill this vacant stretching summer. I will write it all down,
         go back as far as I have to, and try to make some sense out of it. But I’m not a writer. I teach grammar (and I hate it) and
         composition, but as anyone who’s ever taken a comp course knows, you don’t have to know anything about writing to teach it.
         In fact, the less you know the better, because then you can go by rules, whereas if you really know how to write, rules about
         leading sentences and paragraphs and so forth don’t exist. Writing is hard for me. The best I can do is put down bits and
         pieces, fragments of time, fragments of lives.
      

      
      I am going to try to let the voices out. Maybe they will help me understand how they ended as they did, how I ended here feeling
         engulfed and isolated at the same time. Somehow it all starts with Mira. How did she manage to get herself, at the age of thirty-eight, to hide in that toilet?
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      Mira was an independent baby, fond of removing her clothes and taking a stroll on a summer’s day to the local candy store.
         The second time she was returned home by a policeman she had directed. Mrs Ward began to tie her up. She did not mean to be
         unkind: Mira had been crossing a busy boulevard. She used a long rope, so Mira could still move around, and tied it to the
         handle of the front door. Mira continued in her disconcerting habit of removing all her clothes, however. Mrs Ward did not
         believe in corporal punishment and used stern reproach and withdrawal of affection instead. It worked. Mira had trouble removing
         all her clothes on her wedding night. In time, Mira’s fury and tears at being tied up abated, and she learned to operate within
         a small space, digging into things since she was not permitted to range outward. The leash was then removed, and Mira showed
         herself to be a docile and even timid child, only somewhat given to sullenness.
      

      
      She was a bright child: she finished all the textbooks on the first day of school and, bored, spent the rest of the term enlivening
         her classmates. The solution decided upon was to move her ahead, into a class ‘more on her level,’ as the teacher put it.
         She was moved ahead several times, but never found such a class. What she did find was classmates years older, inches taller,
         pounds heavier, and with a world of sophistication greater than hers. She could not talk to them, and retreated into novels
         she kept hidden in her desk. She even read walking to and from school.
      

      
      Mrs Ward, convinced that Mira was headed for great things – which meant a good marriage, to that good woman – scraped together
         money to send her for lessons. She had two years of elocution, two years of dancing school, two years of piano, and two years
         of water-color painting. (Mrs Ward had loved the novels of Jane Austen in her youth.) At home, Mrs Ward taught her not to
         cross her legs at the knee, not to climb trees with boys, not to play tag in the alley, not to speak in a raised voice, not
         to wear more than three pieces of jewelry at a time, and never to mix gold and silver. When these lessons had been learned,
         she considered Mira ‘finished.’
      

      
      But Mira had a private life. Being so much younger than her classmates, she had no friends, but she did not seem to care. She spent all her time reading, drawing, daydreaming. She especially
         loved fairy tales and myths. Then she was sent for two years of religious instruction, and her concerns changed.
      

      
      At twelve, her preoccupation was determining the precise relation of God, heaven, hell, and earth. She would lie in bed at
         night looking out at the moon and clouds. Her bed stood beside a window, and she could lie comfortably on her pillow and gaze
         up and out. She tried to imagine all the people who had died, standing around up there in the sky. She tried to make them
         out; surely they must be peering down, longing for a friendly face? But she never caught a glimpse of one, and after reading
         a little history and considering how many millions of people had in fact inhabited the earth, she began to worry about the
         population problems of the afterworld. She imagined searching for her grandmother, dead three years now, and wandering forever
         through mobs of people and never finding her. Then she realized that all those people would be very heavy, that it was impossible
         that they should all be up there without the heavens falling down. Perhaps then there were only a few up there and all the
         rest were in hell.
      

      
      But Mira’s social studies texts implied that the poor – whom Mira already knew to be the wicked – were not really wicked at
         heart but only environmentally deprived. God, Mira felt sure, if He was worth anything at all, would be able to see through
         such injustices to the good heart, and would not consign to hell all the juvenile delinquents who appeared in the pages of
         the New York Daily News which her father brought back from the city each night. This was a knotty problem, and gave her several weeks of heavy brainwork.
      

      
      To solve it, she found it necessary to look into herself, not just to feel her feelings, but to examine them. She believed
         she really wanted to love and be loved, really wanted to be good and have the approval of her parents and her teachers. But
         somehow she could never do it. She was always making nasty cracks to her mother, resenting her father’s fussiness; she resented
         that they treated her like a child. They lied to her and she knew it. She asked her mother about an ad in magazines, and her
         mother said she did not know what sanitary napkins were. She asked her mother what fuck meant; she had heard it at the schoolyard. Her mother said she did not know, but later Mira heard her whisper to Mrs Marsh,
         ‘How can you tell a child a thing like that?’ And there were other things, things she could not put her finger on, that told
         her her parents’ idea of being good and her own were not the same. She could not have said why, but her parents’ idea of what she should do felt like someone strangling her, stifling her.
      

      
      She remembered one night when she had been very fresh to her mother about something, had been fresh because she was right
         and her mother refused to admit it. Her mother scolded her severely, and she went into the dark porch of the house and sat
         on the floor sulking, feeling very wronged. She refused to go in to dinner. Her mother came out to the porch and said, ‘Come
         on, now, Mira, don’t be silly.’ Her mother had never done a thing like that before. She even reached out her hand to Mira,
         to pull her up. But Mira sat sulking and wouldn’t take the hand. Her mother went back to the dining room. Mira was near to
         tears. ‘Why do I have to be so sullen, so stubborn?’ she cried to herself, wishing she had taken the hand, wishing her mother
         would come back. She didn’t. Mira sat on and a phrase came into her head: ‘They ask too much. It costs too much.’ What the
         cost was, she was not sure; she labeled it ‘myself.’ She adored her mother, and she knew that by being sullen and fresh she
         lost her mother’s love; sometimes Mrs Ward would not speak to her for days. But she went on being bad. She was spoiled, selfish,
         and fresh. Her mother told her all the time.
      

      
      She was bad, but she didn’t want to be bad. Surely God must know that. She would be good if it didn’t cost so much. And in
         her badness, she was not really bad. She only wanted to do what she wanted to do: was that so terrible? Surely God would understand.
         He did understand because they said He saw the heart. And if He understood her, then He understood everyone. And no one really
         wanted to be bad, everyone wanted to be loved and approved. So there was no one in hell. But if there was no one there, why
         have it? There was no hell.
      

      
      When Mira was fourteen, she had finished all the interesting books they would allow her to take from the library – they did
         not permit her into the adult section. So she leafed through the unappetizing family bookcase. The family itself had no notion
         what was in it: their books had collected themselves, being leavings from the attics of dead relatives. Mira found Paine’s
         Common Sense and Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil, as well as Radclyffe Hall’s Well of Loneliness, a book she read with complete incomprehension.
      

      
      She became convinced of the nonexistence not only of hell but also of heaven. However, without heaven a new problem arose.
         For if there were neither hell nor heaven, there was no final reward or punishment, and this world was all there was. But
         this world – even by fourteen one knows this – is a terrible place. Mira did not need to read the newspapers, to see pictures of exploding ships and burning cities, to read rumors of places called concentration
         camps, to realize how terrible it was. She needed only to look around her. There was brutality and cruelty everywhere: in
         the classroom, in the schoolyard in the block she lived on. One day, as she walked to the grocery store on an errand, she
         heard a boy screaming, and the thwack of a strap in the end house. Having been brought up with gentleness, Mira was horrified
         and wondered why a parent would do such a thing to a child. Had her parents done that to her, she would have been worse than
         she was, she knew that. She would have tried to defy them in any way she could. She would have hated them. But the terribleness
         of life existed even in her own home. It was a tight, silent place; there was little conversation at the dinner table. There
         were always tensions between her mother and father that she did not understand, and often tensions between her mother and
         her, as well. She felt as if she were in the middle of a war in which the weapons were like light beams, darting across the
         room, wounding everybody, but unable to be grasped. Mira wondered if the insides of everybody were as tumultuous and explosive
         as hers. She looked at her mother and saw bitter misery and resentment in her face; she saw sadness and disappointment in
         her father’s. She herself felt wild clamorous emotions toward them both – love, hate, resentment, fury, and a crying ache
         for physical affection – but she never moved, never threw herself at either of them in either love or hate. The rules of the
         household forbade such behavior. She wondered if anyone at all was happy. She had more reason to be than most: she was treated
         well, fed well, clothed well, safe. But she was a screaming battlefield. So what were other people? If this were the only
         world there was, there could not be a God. No benevolent mind could have created this earth. Finally, she disposed of the
         problem by dispensing with the deity.
      

      
      Next, she set about planning a world where unjust and cruel things could not happen. It was based on gentleness toward and
         freedom for children, and moved upward using intelligence as the distinguishing characteristic. The rulers of the world –
         for she could not conceive of a world without rulers – were its most intelligent and wisest members. Everyone had enough to
         eat, and no one had too much, like gross Mr Mittlow. Although she was as yet innocent of Plato, she came up with a structure
         remarkably similar to his. But in a few months, she disposed of that also. It was simply that once she had the whole thing
         perfectly organized, it bored her. It was the same as when she used to imagine stories about herself, stories in which she was adopted, and one day a wonderful handsome man, one with a real
         face, not like Daddy Warbucks’, but possessed of equal resources, would drive up to the Wards’ front door in his long black
         car, and claim her. He would take her to wonderful foreign places and would love her forever. Or stories about how there really
         were fairies, only they didn’t appear anymore because people had stopped believing in them, but she still did, so one would
         come to her and offer her three wishes, and she had to think a long time about those, and kept changing her mind, but finally
         she decided the best wishes would be that her parents could be happy and healthy and rich and if they were then they would
         love her and they would all live happily ever after. The trouble was the endings of these stories were always boring, and
         you could never go beyond the end. She tried to imagine what life would be like once everything was perfect, but she could
         never do it.
      

      
      Later, much later, she would remember these years, and realize with astonishment that she had, by fifteen, decided on most
         of the assumptions she would carry for the rest of her life: that people were essentially not evil, that perfection was death,
         that life was better than order, and a little chaos good for the soul. Most important, this life was all. Unfortunately, she
         forgot these things, and had to remember them the hard way.
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      Because at the same time that she was making all these decisions, she was being undermined. The problem was sex. Couldn’t
         you have guessed that? That Garden of Eden story hasn’t hung on all these years for nothing. Even though Genesis suggests
         and Milton insists that it wasn’t sex itself that caused the Fall, but was only the first place the reverberations were felt,
         we go on equating sex with fall because that’s the way it happens to us. The main problem with sex, I’m convinced (and now
         I’m beginning to sound like Val), is that it comes on us when we are already formed. Maybe if we were fondled and petted all
         our lives, it wouldn’t be such a shock, but we aren’t, at least I wasn’t and Mira wasn’t, and so the strong desire for bodily
         contact comes upon us as a violation.
      

      
      At the end of her fourteenth year, Mira began to menstruate and was finally let in on the secret of sanitary napkins. Soon
         afterward, she began to experience strange fluidities in her body, and her mind, she was convinced, had begun to rot. She could feel
         the increasing corruption, but couldn’t seem to do anything to counter it. The first sign was that when she lay in bed at
         night, trying to move ahead from her disposal of both God and Perfect Order to something more usable, she could not concentrate.
         Her mind wandered vaguely. She stared at the moon and thought about songs, not God. She smelled the air of the summer night
         and a tremendous sensation of pleasure encompassed her whole body. She was restless, could not sleep or think, and would get
         up and kneel on her bed, lean on the windowsill, peer out at the gently waving branches, and smell the sweet night air. She
         had sudden overwhelming desires to put her hand under her pajamas and rub the skin of her shoulder, her sides, the insides
         of her thighs. And when she did that, strange spurts would happen inside her. She would lie back and try to think, but only
         images rampaged through her head. These images were always, horrifyingly, of the same things. She had a code word for her
         decaying condition: she called it boys.

      
      Now, in the past fifteen years she had lived on earth, Mira had been quite alone, had lived mostly in her head. She had despised
         the children she saw jumping rope or playing tag in the streets: she found their occupations stupid. She despised the empty
         boredom of adults’ lives, gathered mainly from occasions when the Wards entertained friends, and found their conversation
         stupid. She respected only two people: her English teacher, Mrs Sherman, and Friedrich Nietzsche. But of all the stupid creatures
         that lumbered around on earth, the most stupid were boys. They were loud, truculent, sloppy, dirty, silly, boisterous, and
         dumb at school. Everyone knew that. Whereas she was smart and clean and neat and precise and able and got A’s even without
         studying. All the girls had been smarter than the boys until the last few years when the girls had started to get silly, too.
         One by one, they had started to lick their lips all the time to make them shiny, only to end up with chappedness around their
         mouth. They would pinch their cheeks to make them pink. And smoke in the girls’ room, even though you got expelled from school
         for that. Girls who had been smart in sixth grade acted stupid in class in seventh and eighth. They walked in groups and talked
         in whispers and giggled. She couldn’t even find anyone to walk to school with. But now she discovered that if she didn’t want to act like them, she really wanted to
         know what it was they were whispering and giggling about. That her easy disdain for them should turn into a vulnerable curiosity
         outraged her.
      

      
      And the boys! She would eye them furtively, having finished writing out her Latin declensions ten minutes before the rest
         of the class. She saw skinny necks, wetly plastered hair, pimply faces. They threw spitballs and made paper airplanes and
         never knew the answer when the teacher called on them. They giggled over nothing. And the girls would watch them, smiling
         and tittering, as if they were doing something clever. It was inexplicable, but no more so than the fact that if one of them
         looked right at her, she felt her heart start to pound and her face get red.
      

      
      But there was another problem, even deeper because she understood it even less than she understood what was happening to her.
         It had to do with the transformation of boys to men. Because everybody despised boys, everyone looked down on them, the teachers,
         her mother, even her father. ‘Boys!’ they would exclaim in disgust. But everyone admired men. When the principal came into
         the classroom, the teachers (all women) got all fluttery and nervous and smiled a lot. It was like when the priest came into
         the room when she was taking religious instruction: the nuns bowed all the way down to the floor, as if he were a king, and
         they made the children stand up and say ‘Good afternoon, Father,’ as if he were really their father. And when Mr Ward came
         home from work, even though he was the gentlest man in the world, all Mrs Ward’s friends would scurry home, their cups of
         coffee still half full.
      

      
      Boys were ridiculous, troublesome, always fighting and showing off and making noise, but men strode purposefully to the center
         of every stage and took up the whole surface of every scene. Why was that? She began to realize that something was awry in
         the world. Her mother was dominant at home; in school, the authorities had all been women except for the principal. But it
         was not so in the outside world. The stories in the newspaper were always about men, except once in a while when a woman got
         murdered, and there was Eleanor Roosevelt, but everyone made fun of her. Only the page that gave recipes and dress patterns
         was for women. When she listened to the radio, the programs were all about men, or else about boys like Jack Armstrong, and she hated all of those and would not eat Wheaties when her mother
         bought them. Jack, Doc, and Reggie did the exciting things, and the women were always faithful secretaries in love with their
         bosses, or they were beautiful heiresses needing to be rescued. It was all like Perseus and Andromeda, or Cinderella and the
         Prince. Of course it was true that there were also in the newspapers pictures of ladies in bathing suits being handed bunches
         of roses, and down at the Sunoco station there was a full-size cardboard poster of a lady in a bathing suit holding up a thing
         called a spark plug. The connection between these two puzzled her, and she pondered it long and often. Worst of all, she realized
         that her childhood notions, when she had read about and adored Bach and Mozart and Beethoven and Shakespeare and Thomas E.
         Dewey and thought that she would be like them, were somehow inappropriate.
      

      
      She did not know how to deal with any of this, and her fear and her resentment brought out all her stubborn pride. She would never be anybody’s secretary, she would have her own adventures. She would never let anybody rescue her. She would
         never read the recipes and dress patterns, but only the news and the funnies. And no matter what went on in her head about
         boys, she would never let them know it. She would never lick her lips and pinch her cheeks and giggle and whisper like the
         other girls. She would never let a boy know she even looked at him. She would not let drop her suspicion that men were only
         grown-up boys who had learned some manners and were not to be trusted, being also members of the inferior gender. She would
         never marry, having seen enough in her parents’ friends to warn her off that state. And she would never, never look like those
         women she had seen walking around with their bodies all popping out and deformed. Never.
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      She turned to literature. She looked for books about adolescents, books she could find herself and her problems in. There
         were none. She read every thin, saccharine ‘girl’s book’ she could find, and gave up. She began to read trashy novels, anything
         she could find in the library that looked as if it were about women. She swallowed them whole. She read, without making distinctions
         among them, Jane Austen and Fanny Burney and George Eliot and Gothic novels of all sorts, Daphne du Maurier and Somerset Maugham
         and Frank Yerby and John O’Hara, along with hundreds of nameless mystery tales, love stories, and adventures. But nothing
         helped. Like the person who gets fat because they eat unnourishing foods and so is always hungry and so is always eating,
         she drowned in words that could teach her to swim. She had a perpetual headache: sometimes she felt she was reading to escape
         from life, for the escape, at least, occurred. Her head always felt the way it would, years later, when she had smoked three
         packs of cigarettes in a day. She begrudged going to school, and often claimed illness; she begrudged sitting at the dinner
         table without a book. She read on the toilet and in the bath; she read late into the night; and when her mother insisted she
         turn out the light, she read under the covers with a flashlight. She had begun to do babysitting, and would sneak around the
         houses she sat in, searching for books, books she might not be allowed to take from the library. She struck pay-dirt one night,
         finding Forever Amber, and reading it in Saturday-night installments, always careful to slide it back into the closed china closet when she heard
         the Evanses’ car come up the driveway. Finally, a friend at school lent her The Fountainhead. That was it. She nearly swooned with it. She read it twice, and when the girl asked her to return the book, Mira asked her
         mother to give it to her for Christmas.
      

      
      Nevertheless, this reading she was so immersed in and that filled her entire mind for over a year was, in her own view, low. It felt like a kind of insanity to her, something she couldn’t help, but something that was not good. It swam in pinkish
         purple waters in the lower part of her brain, and she kept trying to lift herself out of it, to use the other part. Bored
         as she was doing the reading demanded in school – Silas Marner, Julius Caesar, The Autobiography of Lincoln Steffens – she realized that this reading was higher, whatever that meant. Good literature, what her teachers would call good literature, was not involved with the world. To be involved with the world is lower than not
         to be. The world is a cesspool, flesh is base, spirit and mind are exalted. A descent into the world of matter was like bathing
         a clean body in a muddy pool. It might perhaps be forgiven in the name of experience, but only if one learned from it and
         returned to the higher world. And it was clear that women never did this. Only the inferior sex did it. Oh, a few bad women
         did it too, but they never returned to the world of spirit and mind. Women were always pure and true and clean, like Cordelia
         and Marina and Jane Eyre. And they were always virgins, too, at least until they got married. What could sex be like, that
         having it was enough to damn you forever to the cesspool? She wanted to be good and pure and true like them, but she didn’t
         want to have the bad things happen to her that happened to them. She would try not to descend to the cesspool, but on the
         other hand, she was sinking in it day by day. She found some girlfriends; she even found herself whispering and giggling with
         them. She did not know how it happened. For a while, she resisted the magazines they read but eventually borrowed and finally
         even bought them. Seventeen was full of advice to girls about clothes, hairdos, makeup, and boys.
      

      
      They read The Taming of the Shrew in English class; she got The Fountainhead for Christmas, and read it again. She tried to read Nietzsche again and found that he said women were liars, calculating,
         out to dominate the male. He said you should take a whip when you go to woman. What did he mean? Her mother did dominate her
         father, but her mother was not a liar. Mira lied, but only to get out of going to school. Still, it was impossible not to
         respect Nietzsche; he was smarter than even the men teachers, much smarter than Mr Woodiefield, her father’s boss, who had
         come with his fat wife to dinner one night and Mira’s mother had said afterward how smart he was. But why should Nietzsche
         say carry a whip? Mira’s father liked her mother to dominate him. He liked her. Whenever he grumbled and grouched, it was
         at Mira, not at her mother. Kate was his dog, his horse, Petruchio said; the teacher said that was the way it used to be.
         But when they were at the Mittlows’ for dinner, fat gross Mr Mittlow would bark ‘Milk!’ at his wife, and even though she was
         just as tall as he and pretty fat herself, she would jump up from the table and run for a pitcher of milk. And sometimes they
         would hear screaming at night and Mrs Ward whispered to Mira that Mr Willis beat his wife. She also told her that the German
         butcher who lived across the street with only his daughter, would chain her to the bed when he wanted to go out drinking at night, and when he came back, he would beat her. Mira didn’t ask how her mother knew this.
      

      
      And since she had begun to buy magazines, she let her eyes wander among them on the rack and she saw, even though she immediately
         averted her eyes, that a lot of them had pictures of women in black underwear on them, or women chained up and naked and a
         man standing over them with a whip. In the movies too, these things happened. Not just the ones at the Emporium, the theater
         she and her friends were not allowed to go to, although there were pictures like that in the cases outside, but even in regular
         movies, sometimes the hero would spank the heroine, who before that was fresh and talked back, like Mira herself. He would
         come bursting through a door and pull her over his knee and she would yell, but after that she would adore him, she would
         follow him with her eyes and obey him submissively, and you knew she loved him forever. It was called conquest and surrender,
         and a man did one and a woman did the other, and everybody knew it.
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      These things crept into her imagination as her hands crept about her body as she lay in bed: it was perhaps inevitable that
         there would be a meeting of elements. Her first experiments with what she did not know until years later was called masturbation
         were inept, but incredibly titillating. She was drawn to continue bravely in them, terrified about what she might be doing
         to her body, but charging boldly onward. And invariably her mind, as she probed and rubbed, was drawn to what she did not
         know until years later were called masochistic fantasies. She grasped at any material, and there was never a dearth. History
         lessons about the treatment of women in China, the laws of England before the twentieth century, or the customs of Moslem
         countries would provide her with weeks of new fantasies. Shakespeare’s Comedy of Errors, and plays of Romans, Greeks, and Englishmen offered visions of worlds where such things were permitted. And there were lots
         of movies like Gone With the Wind, or movies with Nazis invading a little town in the Netherlands and taking over the big houses in which lived the daughter
         of the man who owned it, or with mean men, like James Mason, threatening beautiful women. Even lesser scenes could serve to
         trigger the alert imagination.
      

      
      She would choose a culture, a time and place, and embroider all the surroundings. At the center, there had to be a power struggle. Years later, when she finally encountered pornographia, she
         found it tedious and dull compared to her own brilliant fantasies with their stage sets, costumes, and the intense power struggle.
         She realized, after hundreds of hours of mind-wandering down the corridors of male cruelty toward women, that the essential
         ingredient of her titillation was humiliation, and for that, a power struggle was necessary. Her female characters might be
         noble and brave, spunky, tough, or helpless and passive but resentful, but they had to put up a fight. Her male characters
         were always the same, though: arrogant, convinced of male supremacy, and rule, but always intensely involved with the female.
         Her submission is the most important thing in the world to them, and worth any effort. Since he holds all the power, the only
         way she can defy him is to resist. Yet the moment of surrender itself, the instant of orgasm, always seemed to Mira a surrender
         of both characters. At that moment, all the fear and hate the female character felt turned to love and gratitude; and she
         knew that the male character must feel the same way. For that brief time, power was annulled and all was harmonized.
      

      
      But if Mira fantasised masochistically, she did not act so. She recognized that there was a large difference between life
         and art. In the movies and in her fantasies, the things that were done to the heroine hurt but did not hurt. They left no
         scars. She felt no hatred for the hero afterward. But that was not so in life. In life such things would hurt and scar and
         build up incredible hatred. Mr Willis beat Mrs Willis, but she was so thin and frail and had teeth missing and hunched-over
         shoulders and she looked at her husband with blank eyes. Mira could not imagine Mr Willis who was also rather thin and frail
         and blank, acting like Rhett Butler. And both Mr and Mrs Mittlow were large and bossy. He had glasses and she had a broad
         stiff bosom and they lived in an immaculate house and talked about their neighbours and their automobile. Even if she jumped
         when he spoke, Mira could not imagine him chaining her up and torturing her.
      

      
      It was sex itself, Mira decided, that was the humiliation. That was why she had such thoughts. Two years ago she had been
         her own person, her mind was her own, a clear clean space for the working out of clear, clean and interesting problems. Mathematics
         had been fun, an elaborate puzzle, and people had been unwelcome distractions from the play of mind. Suddenly her body had
         been invaded by a disgusting, smelly substance that brought pain to her lower half and anxiety to her mind. Could other people
         smell her? Her mother said she would have this the rest of her life, until she got old. The rest of her life! The blood caked on the napkin and chafed her. It smelled.
         She had to wrap it up in toilet paper – she used nearly a quarter of a roll – then carry it to her room and put it in a paper
         bag and later carry it downstairs and put it in the garbage. Five or six times a day for five or six days a month she had
         to do this. Her clean white smooth body had this inside it? Mrs Mittlow had said that women build poisons up in their bodies
         and they had to be gotten rid of. Women always whispered about it, for men, she understood, were not subject to such things.
         They did not have the same poisons in them, Mrs Mittlow said. Mira’s mother said, ‘Oh, Doris!’ but Mrs Mittlow was insistent.
         The priest had told her, she said. So men remained in charge of their bodies; they were not invaded by painful and disgusting
         and bloody events they could not control. That was the great secret, that was what boys knew and laughed at, that’s why they
         were always poking each other and looking at girls and laughing. That was why they were the conquerors. Women were victims
         by nature.
      

      
      Bad enough the body, but even her mind was invaded by shadowy longing, yearnings as deep and vague that, as she sat on her
         bed near the window, she thought only death could fill them. She fell in love with Keats. Mathematics was no longer fun and
         she dropped out of calculus. Latin was all about men doing stupid things, so was history. Only English stayed interesting
         – there were women in it, blood, suffering. Still, she kept her pride. Part of her mind dropped out of the world, but her
         feelings were kept strictly private. Whatever she felt, she reasoned, at least she didn’t have to show it. She had been shy
         and withdrawn, but she became stiff, aloof, mechanical and rigid. Her posture and walk became stiff – her mother urged her
         to wear a girdle although she was slender, because her bottom might wiggle when she walked, and boys would see. Her demeanor
         towards boys was hostile, even furious. She hated them because they knew. She knew they knew and that they were not subject,
         they were free, and they laughed at her, at all women. The girls who laughed with them knew too but had no pride. It was because
         the boys were free that they ruled the world. They went about on motorcycles, they even had their own cars, they went out
         alone at night, and their bodies were free and clean and clear and their minds were their own, and she hated them. She whirled
         to attack if one of them even dared to speak to her. They might, at night, control her imagination, but she was damned if
         in the daytime they so much as touched it.
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      Gradually, as her body developed mature configurations, and boys began to cluster around her, Mira began to perceive that
         boys wanted girls as much as girls wanted them. She also heard some whispered stories about things called wet dreams. And
         if she still did not see males as being like her – but then she did not see females as being like her, either – at least they
         were not quite the terrifying strangers they had been. They too were subject to nature: that was some consolation. Their bodies
         too had changed: they were less skinny and pimply, and the smell of male cologne and hair cream reinforced her sense that
         they, like girls, cared about how they appeared. Perhaps some of their laughter had been out of embarrassment as severe as
         hers. Perhaps they did not look down on women as much as she thought. Perhaps.
      

      
      She was attending a small local college, still much alone. She had lost her age handicap, because she had worked as a clerk
         in a department store for a year after high school in order to save enough money to go at all. The Wards were in hard times.
         So she was eighteen or almost eighteen, like the others, except for the veterans who were swarming back from World War II.
         Girls tried to be friendly with her, but she talked to them only to discover that they were as silly as the girls in high
         school, interested in nothing but boys and clothes. She retreated, as usual, to her books. In 1948, the Saturday-night date
         was a necessity for anybody who was anybody: Mira was often nobody. But her mind had returned, and if it was not as clear
         as it had been, it included more. She loved to sit and read and grapple with Hawthorne’s moral philosophy, or figure out alone
         the political implications of Rousseau’s philosophy. She was disappointed if she found her own discoveries in someone else’s
         book, as she almost always did. She would sit in the cafeteria, drinking coffee and reading, and look up to find them – boys
         – fluttering, clustering around her. She was bewildered, surprised, incomprehending, and flattered. They sat all around her,
         they told jokes, they teased her. Some asked her out for a Saturday-night date. She would go to a movie with one of them.
         They wanted to ‘neck,’ but she despised it. She had slapped the face of the first male who had placed a kiss on her lips,
         finding it wet and ugly, hating the feel of another flesh against her own. Some accused her (who was so afraid of her own
         desire that male violence be committed upon her) of committing violence upon them by her attitude. This gave her pause. Nevertheless, she would get out of the car. ‘My
         parents don’t allow me to sit in cars in the driveway,’ she would explain firmly.
      

      
      Still, they hovered in the cafeteria. They laughed and joked, sparring for attention. She had the sense of being the only
         spectator in a circus full of monkeys who would one by one jump on the cafeteria table to perform, scratching their underarms
         and making faces until they were pushed off by another squeaking member who did somersaults and grunts. If their behavior
         only mildly entertained her – Mira was very serious – her wonder at why they had selected her kept her in awed silence. She
         smiled at their jokes, which were mostly scatological but sometimes sexual, having learned enough to pick up what it was they
         were talking about – most of the time, at least. What she did not know was why they were funny. She hid her ignorance under
         smiles, and was astonished to learn later that she had gained a reputation for easy virtue by her tolerant acceptance of their
         foreign language.
      

      
      She did not learn this, however, until sometime later, and only then was she able to connect it with her difficulties in cars.
         Still, she would have been all right had she followed her feelings, but she had been doing some reading in psychology. She
         had learned that her form of orgasm was immature and showed that she had not yet moved into the ‘genital’ stage of development.
         Maturity was the great goal: everyone agreed about that. A mature woman relates to males: everyone knows that too. So when
         they slid their arms around her, or tried to grab her body, she began to sit passively and even to turn her face towards theirs.
         They would bend their heads toward her, and kiss her. Then they would try to get their slimy tongues inside her mouth. Ugh!
         But since she had not cut them off entirely, as she had done before, they felt, with what reasoning she never knew, that she
         owed them something. They would pull her back, they would struggle to get a hand inside her blouse or on her thigh under her
         skirt. They would begin to breathe hard. It outraged her. She felt invaded, violated. She did not want their slimy mouths,
         their clumsy hard strange hands, their breath, on her mouth, her clean body, her fine ears. She couldn’t stand it. She would
         pull violently away, grateful that they were parked in her driveway, and uncaring about what they thought or said, leap out
         of the car and run up to her doorstep. Sometimes they followed and apologized, sometimes they only slammed the door she had
         left hanging open, and pulled out of the driveway with screeching tires. It didn’t matter. She didn’t care. She stopped going
         out on Saturday-night dates.
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      One bright fall day (Mira was nineteen) a tall, gawky boy named Lanny, who was in her course in the Structure of Music, approached
         her as she was walking across campus, and began to talk. She had noticed him in class: he seemed intelligent, he knew something
         about music. They talked briefly, and suddenly, gracelessly, he asked her to go out. She was surprised. She looked at his
         eyes. They were shining at her. She liked his awkwardness, his lack of polish: it was such a change from the hollow suave
         manner adopted by most of the young men. She agreed to go.
      

      
      As she was dressing on the evening of their date, she noticed that she was excited, that her heart was pounding, that her
         eyes had a special shine. Why? Although she had liked his manner, there was nothing extraordinary about him, was there? She
         felt as if she were falling in love, but couldn’t understand why or how. During the evening they spent together, she found
         herself deferring to him, smiling at all his demands, seeing his face as beautiful. When he brought her home that night, she
         turned to him and when he kissed her, she kissed him back, and the kiss penetrated her whole body. Terrified, she pulled away;
         but he knew. He let her go, but two nights later they went out again.
      

      
      Lanny came to her with a kind of intensity. He had a wild imagination; he was disconnected, gay, unbound. He had been spoiled
         – totally accepted, totally approved – by his family, and he was a free spirit, full of gaiety and assurance and eccentricities.
         He told her that when he woke up in the morning, he immediately began to sing, that he would take his guitar with him into
         the toilet and sit there, singing and playing, while he defecated. She was astounded, being herself one of those people who
         have to drag themselves up in the morning in a silent house where such behavior would have been seen as an insane disturbance
         of the peace. He was like that all the time. He would collect people, call her suddenly, come pick her up, and a whole car
         load of them would be off to a tavern, someone’s house, Greenwich Village. Wherever they were, he was restless, he wanted
         to be off again, to get a pizza, to play some music, to visit someone he had just thought of but who was suddenly his best
         friend. He kept her out all night, and he rarely pressed her sexually. She was enchanted. She felt herself stodgy beside him, bound by obligations like papers due, a job to go to, books to be read – in short, responsibilities.
         He shrugged off such trivia; it was not, he said, what life was all about. Life was about joy. She leaned toward him, yearning;
         she wanted to be like him, but could not. So she lived his life and her own too. She stayed out all night, night after night,
         and slept much of the day, but she did her work as well. She grew quite haggard and tired, and she began to feel resentment
         because it seemed to her that Lanny only wanted an audience. He grew chilly when she tried to participate, when she jumped
         up into the singing group and stood with her arms around his (and she believed her) friends. For him, she was the smile of
         approval, the applause, the admiring gleam.
      

      
      They were rarely alone at night, because when she had to leave, everyone would pile into the car with them and drive her home.
         Or he would get too drunk to drive, and someone else would drive her home. But on the few occasions when he did take her alone,
         and would put his arms around her in the driveway, she would turn to him fully, loving to kiss him, loving to hold him and
         have him hold her. The impulses in her body no longer frightened her; she felt ecstatic. She loved the way he smelled, not
         like most of the boys, of shaving lotion or cologne, but of himself. She loved his hands on her body, and he never pressed
         them too far. She thought she was in love. After a time, she began to invite him into the house. He took it as a further invitation,
         which it probably was, but she would allow herself to get just so passionate before she pulled away.
      

      
      They talked about it, he all reassurance, she all doubt. But she could not move. She wanted him: her body wanted his, and
         her mind wanted the experience. But her mother’s dire message about sex was engraved on her brain. It had nothing to do with
         dirt and sin: it was far more potent. Sex, Mrs Ward said, led to pregnancy no matter what boys said, there was no sure way
         to avoid it. And pregnancy led to marriage, to a marriage enforced on both, which meant poverty, resentment, an immediate
         baby, and ‘a life like mine,’ Mrs Ward ended, her face alone testimony to what that was like. Mira had long noticed, and resented
         her father’s adoration of her mother, her mother’s disdain of him. The turned cheek when Mr Ward tried to kiss his wife hello
         in the evenings, the bitter grimaces at his statements, the arguments fiercely whispered in the dark at night when Mira was
         supposed to be sleeping, the grinding poverty of their life that was only now beginning to abate: all represented a life no
         one would choose who had a choice. She told Lanny some of this, told him of her fear of pregnancy. He said he would ‘use something.’ She told him of her mother’s
         warning that nothing was safe: he said that if she got pregnant, they’d get married. He even offered, finally, to marry her
         first.
      

      
      Looking back, Mira could imagine some of what he felt. He had come, it must have seemed to him, more than halfway, and she
         had not budged. That made her a flirt, a prick tease. He had offered her marriage: what more could any woman want?
      

      
      But the very qualities Mira loved in Lanny made her dread him as a husband. Mira understood – what young woman does not? –
         that to choose a husband is to choose a life. She had not needed Jane Austen to teach her that. It is, in a sense, a woman’s
         first, last, and only choice. Marriage and a child make her totally dependent on the man, on whether he is rich or poor, responsible
         or not, where he chooses to live, what work he chooses to do. I guess this is still true; I don’t know, I’m a bit out of touch,
         but sometimes on my car radio I hear a song that seems to be popular now. It’s pretty, but its lyrics go something like this:
         ‘If I were a carpenter, and you were a lady, would you still love me, would you have my baby?’ It asks the woman to ‘follow’
         her man, in whatever condition he chooses to live, as if a man alone could be a substitute for a life. Anyway, I understand
         Mira’s hesitations. What she discovered suddenly was that she wanted to pick her own life. It was a breathtaking revelation
         to her, and it terrified her, for she didn’t know how she was going to be able to do that. She recognized it for the shocking,
         divisive, arrogant rending of the social fabric that it was. Even convincing her parents, for instance, that she would like
         to live away from home would be a terrible feat. And what would she do then? She had some idea of what kinds of jobs she wanted,
         but she never heard of women getting them. She knew she wanted to be sexual in a free way: how could she manage that?
      

      
      Whenever she thought of marriage to Lanny, the picture that presented itself was of herself on her hands and knees scrubbing
         the kitchen floor, a baby crying in the next room, while Lanny was out carousing with the boys. Life was about joy, he would
         insist, and if she asked for responsibility, she would become the oppressive, demanding wife – the ball and chain, the grim-faced
         haggard who did not understand that boys would be boys. She saw herself weepily complaining to him, him stalking out of the
         house to go find solace with his mates. Her film would not run any other way; she could not come up with a sweeter picture.
         The role he offered her was not the role she coveted. She continued to refuse to sleep with him.
      

      
      He began to call her less often, and when they did go out together, he would not speak to her. He was always in the center
         of a group of friends. Sometimes he abandoned her completely, and someone else would have to take her home. But no one made
         a pass at her. It was clear that she was Lanny’s property. She became aware that she had developed a reputation at school.
         She never fully understood how this happened. She was outspoken and free-thinking in class and out, and she would talk about
         anything. She had frequent serious discussions of conventional morality, and even about sex, which she approached dispassionately
         and abstractly, and with very little knowledge. She freely admitted to atheism; she attacked contemptuously bigotry and any
         sort of sloppy thinking, and she tolerated dull minds poorly.
      

      
      Increasingly, people regarded her strangely and made odd remarks. It was, however, not her mind or her manners that they criticized;
         it was her morals. She was loose, but a bitch, whatever that meant. It was clear that people believed she was sleeping not
         only with Lanny but with others as well. She applied for a job in the college bookstore and was told by the manager, a thin-necked,
         pimply-faced man in his twenties, that he not only wouldn’t hire her, but he felt sorry for the man she married. She was astonished
         by this, since she had never met him before, but he shook his head knowingly at her: He had heard plenty about her, he said.
         She was a castrater, domineering. Some people told her that others thought she was a snob. One day a young man from her history
         class came up to her on campus, smoking a pipe. He seemed to want to talk, and she was glad. She liked him – he seemed a gentle,
         intelligent fellow. He asked her a few questions: were her parents divorced? had she ever been taught Christian doctrine?
         As she grew wary and gazed at him intently, he pointed to her cigarette and told her that she should know she was not supposed
         to be smoking while walking across campus. It was forbidden to women, he said.
      

      
      The presumption of these males in telling her what she was supposed to be enraged her, but beneath the anger and contempt
         was a profound sense of discomfort, wrongness in the world. She felt that people were in league against her, trying to force
         her to give up what she had gone on calling ‘myself.’ However, she had some good friends – Lanny, Biff, Tommy, Dan – who were
         unfailingly kind and respectful, and with whom she felt easy and had fun. She did not care at all what people said behind
         her back, and although she wished they would not say such things to her face, she dismissed the people and their comments as stupid and insignificant.
      

      
      Nor did she worry about what people might be saying about her to Lanny. She was sure he knew she loved him, and also that
         she mistrusted him; she was sure he knew that if she would not sleep with him, she would not sleep with anyone. But their
         friendship soured. They had several bad fights. When they did not openly fight, they pulled against each other, as if they
         tugged at different ends of a one-foot rope, neither moving far in any direction. He called her rarely now; he told her that
         because of her he had been forced to resort to dating Ada, the campus prostitute. For the first time in her life, Mira felt
         jealous.
      

      
      Still, she could not give in. She didn’t want to be in a power struggle with him, but each of his actions convinced her of
         the rightness of her original judgment of him as untrustworthy. She was too frightened of sex to risk it without a sense that
         he was, and would be, there for her. Now, when they were together, he talked only about how much fun he had with his male
         friends; and pressured her toward sex. He seemed to have no other interest in her; when she spoke he barely listened. He never
         asked her about herself. Eventually, he stopped calling altogether.
      

      
      She was miserable. She curled in on herself. She felt she had to withdraw, feeling defeated, feeling that it was, after all,
         the world that she wanted and the world that she was repudiating. But she had no choice. She tried to tell herself that the
         life she wanted would someday be possible, that someday she would have it all, adventure and excitement and independence.
         But she also knew that such a life had, for her, to include sex, and there was no way she could reconcile that danger and
         those aspirations. She saw her choice clearly as being between sex and independence, and she was paralysed by that. Since
         she always risked pregnancy, which meant dependence, a sexual woman lived with Damocles’ sword always over her head. Sex meant
         surrender to the male. If Mira wanted the independent life, she would have to give up being sexual. The situation was a terrible
         incarnation of her masochistic fantasies. Women were indeed victims by nature.
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      Young men like to say that young women want to be raped; no doubt this statement is intended partly to alleviate their guilt
         about the kinds of pressure they place on women, but there is a germ of truth in it. Young women caught in psychological bonds
         like Mira’s probably, at moments, half welcome a violent solution to the dilemma. But the kind of rape they imagine is like
         the one in The Fountainhead: it springs from passion and love, and it has no consequences more serious than the consequences for Justine’s body of all
         her whippings and torture. No broken bones, scars, destroyed tissue. Act without consequence, arrows with rubber tips, comedy:
         like the cartoons they make for children in which the cat or bear or whatever gets smashed over and over, but always rises
         from its own ashes. Revocability is an ideal, it frees us from the grimness of puritanical insistence on the seriousness of
         all things.
      

      
      Sex, being what it is, is pretty drab for young people. Val used to say it was wasted on the young. She said they combined
         the utmost in desire with the utmost in ineptitude. I told her she’d been reading too much Shaw. She didn’t even smile. Earnestly,
         she went on, amending her statement: the males had the utmost in desire. Females, she said, whether it was from fear or physiology,
         wouldn’t reach the utmost in desire until their thirties. It was nature, she thought, that had made humans strangely; it had
         intended young men to rape and impregnate young women and then go their way, as the gods did in Greek myth. The young women
         were supposed to have the babies and bring them up alone. Then, in their thirties, the young women became sexually charged
         – if they hadn’t died along the way – at which point they become terrifying to the male of the species. The men sniff the
         female’s revenge, and identify such women with forbidden mothers, or scorpions, witches, and sibyls. By this time, most of
         the older males were dead from their adventures or dissipations, so the older women tried to seduce young men, although without
         the violence young men used on women. She said the ideal marriage was between exhausted middle-aged men and young women, or
         between middle-aged women and young men. The young woman would get pregnant by a young man, and then the older man would take
         over and take care of her without giving her too hard a time with sexual demands, and when he did make love, would have some idea of what he was about, and would give her at least some pleasure. Then, when she was older
         and the old geezer had kicked the bucket, she’d send her kids out into the world and take in some struggling young guy who
         could satisfy her sexually, after she’d taught him all of what she’d learned from her years with the old geezer.
      

      
      Val amused us with many such evening entertainments, but I thought it made sense, at least as much sense as the way things
         are presently ordered. I said the major problem was for the young women to bring up the children. It was different when everyone
         lived on the land, and a woman could grow her crops and kids at the same time. She said if a society wanted children, it would
         have to pay for them the same as it paid for guns and bombers. She said that if it paid for them, it might value them a little
         more and spoil them a little less.
      

      
      At any rate, it does seem true that a young woman may sometimes behave in a way that can be called titillating, and that men
         take such behavior as being directed entirely at them. Now there’s no doubt that most of us are a little finer, a little more
         attractive and electric when there’s someone in the room who appeals to us sexually. I’ve often seen blushing young men with
         shining eyes behave in the same way, but no one says of them that they want to be raped. If, after taking a few steps forward,
         they then decide to retreat, no one accuses them of being cunt teasers. In fact, the disappointed woman probably thinks it’s
         all her fault. The mating game is as complicated as the dances derived from it – that terrible, wonderful, macho flamenco,
         for instance. Maybe it was easier back in the old days when it was performed with bodyguards called chaperons: the girls could
         be as free and gay and thoughtless as the boys without having to worry about consequences. Now we have the pill, but that
         doesn’t work quite the same way. It might have helped poor Mira though. There was just no rational way out of her dilemma;
         all the alternatives rot. Like being in a burning building, the fire beyond you, two windows in front of you, one looking
         down on a tiny bunch of firemen holding a canvas that looks no bigger than your thumb, the other looking down on the filthy
         Hudson River. When you are in situations like that, the only thing you can do is close your eyes and plunge. No amount of
         ratiocination can help you decide whether the fire is only a corridor deep and you could reach the staircase beyond, whether
         your chances are better with the water or the net.
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      One evening, after a long silence, Lanny called and asked Mira to go out. Her heart fluttered a little, like a bird long grounded,
         whose broken wing has healed, and who is tentatively trying it out. Perhaps he would be willing to try it her way – to be
         friends, to stay close and loving until someday she would be ready to risk. And she knew, as soon as she opened the door to
         him, that she, or at least her body, loved the gangling awkward figure with the pale disconnected eyes and the smooth long
         hands. But he was stiff and polite; in the car, he barely spoke.
      

      
      ‘You seem angry?’ she ventured.

      
      ‘Why should I be angry?’ But there was a sarcastic twang in his voice. It silenced her.

      
      After a long pause, she asked coolly: ‘Why did you call me, then?’

      
      He did not answer. She glanced at him. His mouth was working.

      
      ‘Why?’ she pursued.

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ he said in a dull voice.

      
      Her mind was in tumult. He had called her, it seemed, against his will. What could that be but love, something beyond simple
         desire? She wanted to go someplace quiet, where they could talk, but he drove to Kelley’s, a college hangout near the campus
         where they had often gone. It was a saloon: knotty pine paneling and college pennants, a long bar in front, a few tables and
         a jukebox in back: red-checkered tablecloths, blaring music, and the smell of beer. As usual on Saturday nights, the place
         was mobbed; they were standing four deep at the bar. She did not like standing at bars, and Lanny took her to the rear, and
         unusually polite, helped her with her coat. She sat down; he went to the bar to get their drinks. There was a bartender who
         waited table, but with such a crowd, they would have to wait long for him. Lanny disappeared into the mob at the bar. Mira
         lighted a cigarette. She sat. She smoked another cigarette. Men paused and gave her the once-over on their way to the toilet.
         She was humiliated and anxious. He had met some friends, no doubt. She glanced at the crowd, but she could not spot him. She
         smoked another cigarette.
      

      
      She was tamping it out when Biff and Tommy came in through the back door and saw her. They came to the table, asked where
         Lanny was, stood around talking. Tommy went up to the bar and came back in a few minutes with a pitcher of beer, and he and Biff sat down with her. She talked with them, but she was stiff and the
         corners of her mouth were trembling. After the pitcher was nearly empty, Lanny suddenly appeared, carrying one glass – her
         Canadian Club. He stared coldly at his friends, then at her, plunked the glass down in front of her, and stalked stiffly back
         to the bar. Biff and Tommy looked at each other and at her: all three shrugged questioningly. They went on talking.
      

      
      Mira’s innards were quivering. She was angry with Lanny, but much more she was confused, uneasy, and even frightened. Why
         had he called her in the first place? Had he intended to take her out and ignore her all night? She remembered, miserably,
         many nights when he had done that, but there had always been a group of friends with them. She felt, above all, humiliated,
         and that gave her strength. The hell with him. She would act as if she didn’t care. She would act as if she were having fun.
         She would have fun. She grew very animated, and her friends responded with high spirits.
      

      
      Other people joined them. Biff got another pitcher of beer, and brought her a Canadian. She was touched. Biff was so poor.
         She smiled at him and he glowed at her. Biff always treated her as if she were fragile and innocent; he hovered, protecting
         her, but never tried to make a claim on her. His haggard cheeks, his tattered jacket cuffs hurt her. She wanted to give him
         something. She knew he would never approach her sexually. Because of his limp, probably: he was in college by virtue of a
         scholarship given to poor children with disabilities. Biff had had polio. So, bright as he was, attractive as he could have
         been if he’d had enough to eat, he never made the first move with women. And because she felt safe with him, she could afford
         to love him. She smiled her love at him and he smiled love back. Tommy was gleaming at her too, and Dan. They were all singing
         together now, over a third or fourth pitcher, she had lost count, being on her third Canadian.
      

      
      She no longer had to act: she was having fun. She was having more fun than she did when Lanny was around. He always made her feel as if she didn’t belong,
         as if she should not be joining in, but should be sitting in a chair against the dining room wall, faintly smiling, watching
         the men around the table eat and drink. It was sex, she thought, that caused the problem. With these friends, that didn’t
         come up, so they could be just friends, could have fun together. They were her comrades, her brothers, she loved them all.
         They had crisscrossed arms and were holding hands around the table, singing ‘The Whiffenpoof Song.’
      

      
      Lanny did not return. People were playing the jukebox, and Tommy asked her to dance. She agreed: they were playing an old Glenn Miller record that she liked. They kept playing. They put on
         ‘Sentimental Journey,’ ‘String of Pearls,’ and ‘Baby, It’s Cold Outside.’ She kept dancing. They kept buying pitchers of beer,
         and a fourth Canadian sat melting and sweating on the table. Other people arrived, people she didn’t know well but who were
         in her class and knew her name. They were playing Stan Kenton now; the music, like her head, seemed louder, wilder. She noticed
         while she was dancing that there was no other girl in the back, that she was the only one dancing, that the guys were standing
         around almost as if they were lined up, waiting. But it seemed all right, because, she reasoned, there was only one guy dancing
         at a time, too.
      

      
      The lindy is a man’s dance. The male gets to hurl and whirl his partner all around the floor and he can just stand there.
         It must have been invented for men who didn’t know how to dance. Mira was dizzy from all the swinging around, but she was
         loving it. She was moving and swinging and her head pounded, but the outside world had disappeared, she did not have to think
         about Lanny. She was music and movement, she was irresponsible, she did not even have to think about her partner, since whoever
         he was, she didn’t care about him. She was whirling in a great ballroom, she was sheer motion.
      

      
      As a song ended, Biff appeared suddenly at her side and took her elbow in his hand. He whispered in her ear: ‘I think you’d
         better leave.’
      

      
      She turned on him indignantly. ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Mira.’ His voice was urgent. ‘Come on.’

      
      ‘I have to wait for Lanny.’

      
      ‘Mira.’ His voice was low, but almost desperate. She was totally bewildered.

      
      ‘Trust me,’ he said, and since she did, she docilely allowed him to guide her through the crowd and out the back door. They
         stood there for a moment, then he said quickly, ‘Let’s go upstairs.’
      

      
      Upstairs was an apartment shared by Biff and Lanny and two other boys. She had been there at many parties, and Biff had often
         been the one to drive her home after Lanny collapsed, using Lanny’s car. So she felt no nervousness at all. But the fresh
         air had made her know how drunk she was, three Canadians being more than her system was used to, and when they got upstairs,
         she fell on the couch.
      

      
      ‘No,’ Biff said, and pointed toward the bedroom.

      
      She obeyed him easily, let him help her up and lead her gently toward the bedroom she knew was Lanny’s. He helped her gently onto the bed, and when she was lying there watching the room swirl,
         he softly placed a blanket over her, went out, and closed the door. She thought she heard him fuss with the key, but the dizziness
         made her so wretched that she forced herself to go to sleep.
      

      
      After a time she awoke, gradually, drifting in and out of puzzlement. She seemed to hear noise, shouting, slamming, arguing.
         It grew louder. She tried to sit up. The room was still whirling, and she half-sat, resting her body on her arm. She listened,
         trying to make out what was happening. The noises grew nearer, they seemed to be coming down the hall toward the bedrooms.
         There was a crash, slams, it sounded like a fight. She leaped up and headed for the door and tried to open it. It was locked.
         She fell back and sat on the bed, sitting there with her shoes off, huddled in the blanket. The noises subsided. There were
         door slams, several of them. Then silence. She started to get up again, planning to pound for Biff to let her out, when suddenly
         the door flew open, light poured in blinding her, and a figure was standing in the doorway.
      

      
      ‘I hope you’re satisfied, you slut!’ Lanny shouted.

      
      She blinked. He slammed the door. She sat there blinking. There were other slams, then again quiet, then the door opened again.
         Biff came in and switched on a dim lamp on the bureau. She blinked at him. He came over and sat on the bed beside her.
      

      
      ‘What happened?’

      
      His voice sounded thin, like someone else’s voice. He talked around and around; she did not understand what he was saying.
         She asked questions; he tried to parry them. She insisted. At last she understood. The dancing, he said, and Lanny’s leaving
         her alone. It was all Lanny’s fault, the bastard. So those guys got the wrong impression. It was not her fault. They didn’t
         know her as Biff knew her, didn’t know her innocence, her ‘purity’ he called it. So …
      

      
      ‘All of them?’ she asked, appalled.

      
      He nodded grimly.

      
      Her mind churned that. How would they manage that? ‘In turns?’ she asked him.

      
      He shrugged disgustedly.

      
      She put her hand on his arm. ‘Biff, you had to fight them all off? Oh, Biff!’

      
      He was frail; he weighed less than she did. ‘It was okay. Not real fighting, just some shoving and yelling. No harm done.’ He stood up. ‘I’ll take you home. I’ve got the keys to Lanny’s car.’
      

      
      He had tried hard enough to spare her the ugliness, as if not knowing were somehow less ugly than knowing. But nothing could
         spare her that. He drove her home in sympathetic silence, and while she was endlessly grateful to him not only for doing what
         he had done for her, but for being who he was, she could not speak to him. She thanked him over and over, in a monotone, but
         could not say anything more. She went up to her room and lay on the bed and fell immediately into a deep sleep and slept for
         fourteen hours. The next day she did not get up at all. She told her mother she didn’t feel well. All Sunday she lay there.
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      She was overwhelmed. This was what it was all about, all the strange things she had been taught. Everything fell into place,
         everything made sense. And that everything was too big for her. Other girls went to bars, other girls danced. The difference
         was she had appeared to be alone. That a woman was not marked as the property of some male made her a bitch in heat to be
         attacked by any male, or even by all of them at once. That a woman could not go out in public and enjoy herself dancing without
         worrying what every male in the place was thinking or even worse, what they might do, seemed to her an injustice so extreme
         that she could not swallow it.
      

      
      She was a woman and that alone was enough to deprive her of freedom no matter how much the history books pretended that women’s
         suffrage had ended inequality, or that women’s feet had been bound only in an ancient and outmoded and foreign place like
         China. She was constitutionally unfree. She could not go out alone at night. She could not in a moment of loneliness go out
         to a local tavern to have a drink in company. The twice she had taken the train during the daytime, to make excursions to
         museums in New York, she had been continually approached. She could not even appear to be lacking an escort; if that escort
         decided to abandon her, she was helpless. And she couldn’t defend herself: she had to depend on a male for that. Even frail,
         limping Biff could handle such a situation better than she. Had those guys gotten her, all the rage and hauteur and fighting in the world wouldn’t have helped her.
      

      
      And she would never be free, never. Never. It would always be like this. She thought about her mother’s friends and suddenly
         understood them. No matter where she went or what she did, she would always have to worry about what men were thinking, how
         they looked at her, what they might do. One day some months before, in an elevator on her way to the dentist’s office, she
         had overheard an ugly aged woman with dyed red hair and a crooked back talking to another woman, fiftyish and fat, about rape.
         Both of them were clucking their tongues, talking about locks on doors and windows, and they looked to her as if to include
         her in conversation, as if she were one of them. She had looked away, full of contempt for them. Who would want to rape them?
         It was wishful thinking, she thought. Yet a few nights later there was an item in the newspaper about an eighty-year-old woman,
         raped and killed in her own apartment.
      

      
      She thought about what would have happened had Biff not been there and her mind went black with the horror, the blood, the
         desecration. It was not her virginity she treasured, but her right to herself, to her own mind and body. Horrible, horrible
         it would have been, and her beloved Lanny would no doubt have called her slut and said she had gotten what she deserved. He
         would simply have erased her from his list of women one is required to treat with respect. That was the way things were. And
         no matter how high she held her head, no matter how alone she walked, that is the way things would stay. It was ridiculous
         to talk about injustice; it was useless to protest. She knew from her few experiences of talking about women and freedom that
         such protests were always taken by men as invitations to their taking greater freedoms with her.
      

      
      Mira retreated. She was defeated. Her pride, such as was left her, was spent entirely in not letting the defeat show. She
         walked alone on campus, head high, an icy look on her face. She sat alone in the cafeteria, or with Biff, or a girl from class.
         She averted her eyes from any male who passed her, and never smiled at them even when they greeted her. She was never sure
         which of them had been there that night, there had been so many, such familiar faces, so dizzy and smoky an air. If she happened
         to see Lanny at a distance, she walked the other way.
      

      
      At the end of the school year, she met Norm. He was the son of friends of the family, and she met him at a family cookout. He was gentle and intelligent, he treated her with respect, and
         he never pressed her toward sex. Her dream of choosing and living a life of her own had vanished. Any life in which she was
         alone would contain the risk of encountering that pack of savages. Bitterly, she thought she was being unkind to those usually
         called savages, who would probably never behave that way: only civilized men behave that way. Bitterness closed her in. She
         had lost her life. She would live out a half-life, like the rest of women. She had no choice but to protect herself against
         a savage world she did not understand and by her gender alone was made unfit to deal with. There was marriage and there was
         the convent. She retreated into the one as if it were the other, and wept at her wedding. She knew she was renouncing the
         world, the world that a year before had shimmered with excitement and allure. She had been taught her place. She had learned
         the limits of her courage. She had failed, she had been vanquished. She would devote herself to Norm, and crept into his arms
         as into a fortress. It was true what they said: a woman’s place is in the home. When Biff heard she was getting married, he
         came up to her in the cafeteria, congratulating her in front of a group of young men. ‘I really congratulate Norm,’ he said
         loudly. ‘He’s getting a virgin, that I know.’ It was to justify her in some way, she knew; but also, he meant it as a compliment
         to her. She closed her mind to him, then. They thought one thing or they thought another: but their thinking was all the same.
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      Some dramatic sense, probably culled from reading plays, or female Bildungsromane, which always end with the heroine’s marriage, make me want to stop here, make a formal break, like the curtain going down.
         Marriage should mean a great change, a new life. But it was less a new beginning for Mira than a continuation. Although the
         external events of her life changed, the internal ones remained much the same.
      

      
      Oh, Mira was able to leave her parents’ tense home, and pick out little things – towels, throw rugs, some curtains – that
         would turn their furnished rooms into her own ‘home,’ and she enjoyed that. She and Norm had taken a small furnished place
         near Coburg, where Norm was in medical school. She had left school, and with few regrets. She did not want to go back there
         again, to have to look at those faces again. She did most of her reading on her own anyway, she reasoned, and would learn as much out of school as in it. Norm would finish
         med school and his internship while she worked to support them, and once he was out, the future would be secure. They had
         worked it all out.
      

      
      After a honeymoon spent in Norm’s parents’ New Hampshire cottage, they returned, he to the books and she to try to find a
         job. She was hindered in this because she could not drive; she asked Norm to teach her. He was reluctant. In the first place,
         he needed the car most days, in the second, she was not mechanically apt and would be a poor driver. He took her in his arms.
         ‘I couldn’t bear to live if anything happened to you.’ Something nagged at her, but she was so encompassed by his love, so
         grateful for it, that she did not probe to find out what it was. Taking buses, and begging her mother to drive her around,
         she finally found a job as a clerk-typist for $35 a week. They could live on that, but not well, and she decided to try to
         get a job in New York, commuting back and forth from New Jersey. Norm was horrified. The city! It was such a dangerous place.
         Commutation would eat up a third of what she earned. She would have to get up early and arrive home late. And then there would
         be the men …
      

      
      Mira had never told Norm about the night at Kelley’s, but he either had the same fears as she, or he had sensed that she had
         them, because the unspoken threat contained in the word was one he was to continue to use for the next years – indeed, until
         it was no longer necessary. If he had not, Mira might have learned to overcome her fears. Armed by the title of Mrs, property of some man, she felt stronger in the world. They would be less likely to attack her if they knew some man had her
         under his protection.
      

      
      She gave up the idea of the city, accepted the clerk-typist job; Norm got a part-time job, spending much of his time reading
         beforehand the texts he would be studying in the fall, and they settled into their life together.
      

      
      She had enjoyed their honeymoon. It was incredible delight to be able to kiss and hold without fear. Norm was using only condoms,
         but somehow being married made it less threatening. She was shy about revealing her body. So was Norm for that matter. And
         the two of them giggled and delighted in their mutual shyness, their mutual pleasure. The only problem was, Mira did not reach
         orgasm.
      

      
      After a month, she decided she was frigid. Norm said that was ridiculous, that she was only inexperienced. He had married
         friends and he knew that it would pass in time. She asked him, timidly, if it would be possible for him to hold back a little, that she felt she was on the verge, but then he would come, and lose all
         erectness. He said no healthy male could or should try to hold back. She asked, even more timidly, if they could try a second
         time. He said that would be unhealthy for him, and probably impossible. He was a medical student, and she believed him. She
         settled back to enjoy what she could, and waited for him to fall asleep to masturbate herself to orgasm. He always fell asleep
         quickly after sex.
      

      
      So they went on. They entertained friends on occasion: she learned to cook. He always shared the laundry chores with her and
         took her grocery shopping on Friday nights, when she got paid. If she teased him enough, he would help her clean the apartment
         on Saturday. Sometimes she felt very grown up: when offering a drink to a guest, say, or when putting on makeup and jewelry
         before leaving to go out with her husband. But most of the time she felt like a child who had stumbled, bumbled into the wrong
         house. Her job was stultifyingly dull; the long bus rides with other gray, tired people made her feel grimy and poor. At night,
         Norm turned on the TV (the one purchase they had made with wedding-gift money), and since there was only the kitchen and the
         bed-living room, she had no choice but to hear it. She tried to read, but her concentration was continually broken. The tube
         is demanding. Life felt hideously empty. But she told herself that was only because women are educated to think that marriage
         will be a sudden panacea to all emptiness, and although she’d fought off such notions, she had no doubt been infected by them.
         She told herself it was her own fault, that if she had wanted to do real studying and intellectual work, she could. But, she
         argued, she was so tired after eight hours in an office, two on buses, preparing dinner, washing dishes – a job Norm simply
         refused to touch. Besides, Norm always had TV on at night. Well, she argued back, it would be better when he started school;
         then he would have to study at night. Nevertheless, she was approaching her twentieth birthday: look, her other self said,
         what Keats had done by twenty. And finally her whole self would rise up and wipe it all out. Oh, don’t bother me with it!
         I do the best I can!
      

      
      Part of her knew that she was simply surviving in the only way she could. Dull day by dull day she paced through her responsibilities,
         moving toward some goal she could not discern. The word freedom had dropped from her vocabulary; the word maturity replaced it. And dimly she sensed that maturity was knowing how to survive. She was as lonely as ever; except sometimes at
         night, she and Norm, cuddled up together, would talk seriously. One night she was discussing what she wanted: to go back to school and eventually get a
         Ph.D. and teach. Norm was horrified. He mentioned the problems, financial difficulties, her exhaustion – she would have to
         do all that and still cook and clean, because when he went back to school he would no longer have time to help her. She argued
         that they could share. He reminded her that after all he was the one responsible for earning the living: he didn’t insist,
         he wasn’t peremptory, he didn’t demand. He merely stated it and asked if that weren’t so. Frowning and puzzled, reluctantly,
         she agreed. It was what she had wanted: Norm was responsible, not like Lanny. He would never leave her to go out and get drunk
         with the boys while she listened to a crying baby, down on her hands and knees scrubbing the kitchen floor. Medical school
         was difficult, demanding, he added. She could do that, she insisted: do what he said he couldn’t, go to med school and still
         help out in the house. He pulled out his big gun: there would be guys, they would give her a hard time, male professors insisting
         she screw her way to a degree. He was too obvious this time. She pondered. ‘Sometimes I think you’d like to lock me up in
         a convent, Norm, where only you could visit me.’
      

      
      ‘It’s true. I would.’ He was serious.

      
      She turned away from him, and he fell asleep. In three months, the protection she had sought had already become oppressive.
         It was what she had wanted too, wasn’t it? If she had been less wretched, she would have laughed.
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      Survival is an art. It requires the dulling of the mind and the senses, and a delicate attunement to waiting, without insisting
         on precision about just what it is you are waiting for. Vaguely, Mira thought of ‘The End’ as Norm’s finishing both med school
         and his internship, but that was so far off, and five years of the boredom she was living in seemed so unendurable that she
         preferred not to think at all.
      

      
      Norm went back to school, and as she had expected, no longer watched TV. But she found that she could not concentrate even
         though it was off. She suspected the problem was not just tiredness; when she picked up a serious book, one that made her
         think, she thought. And that was unbearable, because to think involves thinking about one’s own life. She read at night, read
         voluminously. It was like the beginning of her adolescence. She read junk: mystery novels, light social satirists like O’Hara and Marquand and Maugham.
         She could not handle anything more true.
      

      
      She blamed Norm for nothing. She took care of him, worried about him, cooked what he liked, and asked nothing of him. It was
         not Norm she hated, but her life. But what other life could she have, being the way she was? Although Norm was often ill-tempered,
         he insisted that he loved her and was happy with her. It was the stupid school he hated, the stupid finicky professors. He
         was not doing well: he got through his first year with an undistinguished record. He blamed his low grades on being upset
         about her. For she was pregnant.
      

      
      It was May that she missed her period. This made her nervous because she was regular, but also because, after her first disastrous
         attempts with a diaphragm, Norm had insisted that they continue in the old way. He did not like her fiddling for ten minutes
         in the bathroom when he was full of ardor. And she suspected that he wanted control over the situation himself. She worried
         about the risk with condoms, but sometimes, when they were very broke, Norm used nothing at all, and withdrew before orgasm.
         She felt that was risky; he assured her it was all right.
      

      
      The way she gave herself over to him in this area seemed strange to her in later years. The fact was she hated using a diaphragm.
         She had come to dislike sex entirely, for he would get her aroused and leave her dissatisfied; now, when she masturbated,
         she wept. She realized, looking back, that she had given her life over to him just as she had perforce given her life over
         to her parents. She had simply transferred her childhood. And Norm, although he was seven years older than she, had been in
         the army during the war and had a few adventures, was not old enough to have a twenty-year-old child. Perhaps, in some dark
         hidden place in her mind, she had wanted a child: perhaps what she was waiting for, what she called maturity, involved having
         one and getting it over with. Perhaps.
      

      
      At the time, it felt like a disaster. How would they live? White and drawn, she went to a gynecologist. She came home with
         the news on an evening when Norm was studying for an important exam. She was worn out from work, the bus rides, the hour’s
         wait in the doctor’s office. She imagined as she walked the two blocks from the bus stop that maybe Norm would have cooked
         some dinner. But he was studying, eating cheese and crackers when she came in, and he was irritated with her for being out
         so late, although he knew where she had gone and why. As she entered the apartment, she looked across the room at him: he stared mutely back. For three weeks they had discussed
         little else: there was no need to speak.
      

      
      Suddenly he threw the book he had been holding across the room.

      
      ‘You’ve just ruined my life, do you realize that?’

      
      She sat down on the edge of a rocking chair. ‘I just ruined your life?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll have to quit school now, how else are we going to live?’ He lighted a cigarette with nervous intensity. ‘And how am
         I supposed to study for this exam when you come home with this? If I flunk it, I flunk out. Did you realize that?’
      

      
      She sat back, half closing her eyes, detached. She wanted to point out to him the illogic of his last sentences. She wanted
         to point out to him the injustice of his attack. But the fact that he felt right in making it, felt that he had legitimate
         grounds to treat her like a naughty child, overwhelmed her. It was a force against which she could not struggle, for his legitimacy
         was supported by the outside world, and she knew that. She tried. She leaned forward.
      

      
      ‘Did I chase you around the bed? You said your way was safe. You said it, Mr Medical Student!’
      

      
      ‘It is!’

      
      ‘Yeah. That’s why I’m pregnant.’

      
      ‘It is. I tell you.’

      
      She looked at him. His face was nearly blue at the edges, his mouth a tight cruel accusing line.

      
      Her voice faltered. ‘Are you saying you are not the father of this child? Are you suggesting it happened some other way?’

      
      He glared at her with bitter hate. ‘How should I know? You tell me you never slept with anybody but me, and how can I tell?
         There sure was enough talk about you and Lanny. Everybody talked about you. You were free enough in those days, why should
         it be different now?’
      

      
      She leaned back again. She had told Norm about her fear of sex, her fear of men, her timidity in a part of the world she did
         not understand. And he had listened sweetly, caressing her face, holding her close to him. She had thought he understood,
         thought it even more because he seemed, despite his stories about army adventures, to share it – her shyness and fear and
         timidity. She thought she had escaped, but all she had done was to let the enemy into her house, let him into her body, he
         was growing there now. He thought in the same way they did; he, like them, believed he had innate rights over her because
         he was male and she was female; he, like them, believed in things they called virginity and purity, or corruption and whoredom,
         in women. But he was gentle and respectful; he was among the best of men. If he was like them, there was no hope. It was not
         worthwhile living in such a world. She leaned back farther and closed her eyes; she began to rock gently in the chair. She
         went into a quiet darkened place in her mind. There were many ways to die, she did not have to think about that now. All she
         had to do was find a way out, and she had done that. She would die, and all this would end. It would go away. She would never
         again have to feel what she was feeling now, which was just like what she had been feeling for years, except stronger. The
         rockets were exploding all over her body. Her heart ached no more than her stomach or her brain. It was all exploding in fire
         and tears, and the tears were as hot and hurtful as the fires of rage. There was nothing to be said. He simply would not have
         understood. It went too deep, and it seemed that she was alone, that she was the only person who felt this way. It must be
         that, although she felt entirely right, she was wrong. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.
      

      
      After a long time, Norm approached her. He knelt down at the side of her chair. ‘Honey,’ he said sweetly. ‘Honey?’

      
      She rocked.

      
      He put his hand on her shoulder and she shuddered away from it.

      
      ‘Get away from me,’ she said dully, her tongue cleaving to the roof of her mouth. ‘Just leave me alone.’

      
      He pulled a footstool over and sat close to her, putting his arms around her legs, laying his head in her lap. ‘Honey, I’m
         sorry. It’s just that I don’t know how I’ll finish school. Maybe my folks will help us.’
      

      
      She knew it was true. She knew that he was just frightened, as frightened as she. But he felt he had a right to blame her.
         Upset as she had been when she heard the news, it had not occurred to her to blame him. She had seen it simply as a mess they
         were in together. She put her hands on his head. It was not his fault. It was just that everything was poisoned. It didn’t
         matter. She would die and be out of it. When she touched him, he began to cry. He was as frightened as she, more frightened
         maybe. He clutched her legs tighter, he sobbed, he apologized. He didn’t mean it, he didn’t know what had got into him, it
         was ridiculous childishness, he was sorry. He clutched and cried and she began to caress his head. He cheered up, he looked
         at her, he caressed her cheek, he joked, he wiped away the water that was running down her face, he laid his head against her breast. She wept fully in great jolting sobs and he held her against him in astonishment,
         not having known, saying, ‘I’m sorry, honey, oh, God, I’m sorry,’ thinking, she imagined, that she was weeping about his suspicion
         of her fidelity, not knowing, never to know, never to understand. Finally he smiled up at her as her sobs came less often
         and less strong, and asked her if she weren’t hungry. She understood. She rose and made dinner. And in January, she had the
         baby, and a year and a half later she had another. Norm’s parents lent them money on a note: eight thousand dollars to be
         repaid when he went into practice. After that she got another diaphragm. But by then she was a different person.
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      Virginia Woolf, whom I revere, complained about Arnold Bennett. In a literary manifesto, she attacked his way of writing novels.
         She thought he placed too much emphasis on facts and figures, grimy dollars – or pounds – on exterior elements that were irrelevant
         to the dancing moments that were a person. That essence shone, she felt, through my accent, through ten-year-old winter coats
         and string bags laden with vegetables and spaghetti, shone in the glance of an eye, in a sigh, a heavy if enduring trudge
         down the steps of a train and off into the murky light of Liverpool. One doesn’t need a person’s bank statement to see their
         character. I don’t care much for Bennett, and I love Woolf, but I think his grimy pounds and pence had more to do with Rhoda
         and Bernard than she would admit. Oh, she did know. She understood the need for five hundred pounds a year; and a room of
         one’s own. She could envision Shakespeare’s sister. But she imagined a violent, an apocalyptic end for Shakespeare’s sister,
         whereas I know that isn’t what happened. You see, it isn’t necessary. I know that lots of Chinese women, given in marriage
         to men they abhorred and lives they despised, killed themselves by throwing themselves down the family well. I’m not saying
         it doesn’t happen. I’m only saying that isn’t what usually happens. If it were, we wouldn’t be having a population problem.
         And there are so much easier ways to destroy a woman. You don’t have to rape or kill her; you don’t even have to beat her.
         You can just marry her. You don’t even have to do that. You can just let her work in your office for thirty-five dollars a
         week. Shakespeare’s sister did, as Woolf thought, follow her brother to London, but she never got there. She was raped the first night out, and bleeding and inwardly wounded, she stumbled for shelter into the next village she found.
         Realizing before too long that she was pregnant, she sought a way to keep herself and her child safe. She found some guy with
         the hots for her, realized he was credulous, and screwed him. When she announced her pregnancy to him, a couple of months
         later, he dutifully married her. The child, born a bit early, makes him suspicious: they fight, he beats her, but in the end
         he submits. Because there is something in the situation that pleases him: he has all the comforts of home including something
         Mother didn’t provide, and if he has to put up with a screaming kid he isn’t sure is his, he feels now like one of the boys
         down at the village pub, none of whom is sure they are the children of their fathers or the fathers of their children. But
         Shakespeare’s sister has learned the lesson all women learn: men are the ultimate enemy. At the same time she knows she cannot
         get along in the world without one. So she uses her genius, the genius she might have used to make plays and poems with, in
         speaking, not writing. She handles the man with language: she carps, cajoles, teases, seduces, calculates, and controls this
         creature to whom God saw fit to give power over her, this hulking idiot whom she despises because he is dense and fears because
         he can do her harm.
      

      
      So much for the natural relation between the sexes.

      
      But you see, he doesn’t have to beat her much, he surely doesn’t have to kill her: if he did, he’d lose his maidservant. The
         pounds and pence by themselves are a great weapon. They matter to men, of course, but they matter more to women, although
         their labor is generally unpaid. Because women, even unmarried ones, are required to do the same kind of labor regardless
         of their training or inclinations, and they can’t get away from it without those glittering pounds and pence. Years spent
         scraping shit out of diapers with a kitchen knife, finding places where string beans are two cents less a pound, learning
         to wake at the sound of a cough, spending one’s intelligence in figuring the most efficient, least time-consuming way to iron
         men’s white shirts or to wash and wax the kitchen floor or take care of the house and kids and work at the same time and save
         money, hiding it from the boozer so the kid can go to college – these not only take energy and courage and mind, but they
         may constitute the very essence of a life.
      

      
      They may, you say wearily, but who’s interested? Well, you can go read about whales, or stockyards, or rivets if you like,
         or One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. Truthfully, I hate these grimy details as much as you do. I love Dostoevsky, who doesn’t harp on them but suggests them. They are always there in the background, like Time’s
         winged chariot. But grimy details are not in the background of the lives of most women; they are the entire surface.
      

      
      Mira had gone down twice, and she was to go down again. Then she drowned. After all her years of growth and preparation, she
         reached maturity – for isn’t giving birth to a child the realization of maturity? And then began the dwindling down. Woolf
         saw that, noticed it often – how women shrink after marriage. But Mira’s going down, or even drowning, is also called sanity,
         accepting the inevitable one is not powerful enough to change. Still she was right when she wept walking down the aisle to
         be married; she was right when she wept in the rocking chair, choosing death.
      

      
      Our culture believes strong individuals can transcend their circumstances. I myself don’t much enjoy books by Hardy or Dreiser
         or Wharton, where the outside world is so strong, so overwhelming, that the individual hasn’t a chance. I get impatient, I
         keep feeling that somehow the deck is stacked unfairly. That is the point, of course, but my feeling is that if that’s true,
         I don’t want to play. I prefer to move to another table where I can retain my illusion, if illusion it be, that I’m working
         against only probabilities, and have a chance to win. Then if you lose, you can blame it on your own poor playing. That is
         called a tragic flaw, and like guilt, it’s very comforting. You can go on believing that there is really a right way, and
         you just didn’t find it.
      

      
      People I respect most, like Cassirer, beautiful soul, insist that the inside remains untouched by the exterior. Is this true,
         do you suppose? All my life I’ve read that the life of the mind is preeminent, and that it can transcend all bodily degradation.
         But that’s just not my experience. When your body has to deal all day with shit and string beans, your mind does too.
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      Norm’s confident sense that somehow this baby was all Mira’s doing infected her. Although she was aware that rationally this
         was ridiculous, Norm’s behavior – apologetic towards his parents for his rebellious wife who had gone and done exactly what
         they had warned her not to do, kindly tolerant of Mira’s condition, tossing off his poor grades at the end of the first year
         as being not really her fault – was more potent than any rational argument. And by now, of course, it was all her doing. The thing was growing inside her. She began to feel squeamish,
         a drop of oil crushed by a boot. The roofing company she worked for did not like pregnant women in their office: pregnancy
         was somehow obscene and ought to be hidden, like used sanitary napkins. Mira stuffed what was left of her pride into the small
         box of mementos where it belonged, and went begging. She explained that her husband was a student – a medical student. It was a magic word. They allowed her, out of the kindness of their hearts, to work up to her eighth month, only
         adjuring her always to appear clean, neat, and well-groomed.
      

      
      She was sick during the entire pregnancy, with constant nausea and stomach pain. It never occurred to her that this might
         be other than physically caused. Her small body swelled up enormously with the child, and by the seventh month she was miserably
         uncomfortable. She ate constantly to calm her stomach, and gained thirty-five pounds. During the last month, after she had
         stopped working, she was so off balance that even walking was an effort and lying down was not much better. Mostly she sat
         in the darkened living-bedroom, her great belly propped by cushions on either side of her, feet propped on a footstool, and
         read Remembrance of Things Past. She shopped, and cleaned the apartment and cooked, and took the laundry to the laundromat (little dreaming that after the
         baby was born this would become one of her greatest pleasures – the chance to get out of the house alone, or at least accompanied
         only by a great white silent uncrying laundry bag). She ironed sheets and Norm’s shirts and paid bills and read the recipe
         columns of the newspapers searching for an interesting or different way to serve inexpensive foods. The thing she most notably
         did not do was think.
      

      
      I don’t know what it is like to be pregnant voluntarily. I assume it’s a very different experience from that of the women
         I know. Maybe it’s joyful – something shared between the woman and her man. But for the women I know, pregnancy was terrible.
         Not because it’s so painful – it isn’t, only uncomfortable. But because it wipes you out, it erases you. You aren’t you anymore,
         you have to forget you. If you see a green lawn in a park and you’re hot and you’d love to sit on the grass and roll over
         in its cool dampness, you can’t; you have to toddle over to the nearest bench and let yourself down gently on it. Everything
         is an effort – getting a can down from a high shelf is a major project. You can’t let yourself fall, unbalanced as you are,
         because you’re responsible for another life besides your own. You have been turned, by some tiny pinprick in a condom, into a walking, talking vehicle, and when this has happened against your will, it is appalling.
      

      
      Pregnancy is a long waiting in which you learn what it means completely to lose control over your life. There are no coffee
         breaks, no days off in which you regain your normal shape and self, and can return refreshed to your labors. You can’t wish
         away even for an hour the thing that is swelling you up, stretching your stomach until the skin feels as if it will burst,
         kicking you from the inside until you are black and blue. You can’t even hit back without hurting yourself. The condition
         and you are identical: you are no longer a person, but a pregnancy. You’re like a soldier in a trench who is hot and constricted
         and hates the food, but has to sit there for nine months. He gets to the point where he yearns for the battle, even though
         he may be killed or maimed in it. You look forward even to the pain of labor because it will end the waiting.
      

      
      It is this sense of not being a self that makes the eyes of pregnant women so often look vacant. They can’t let themselves
         think about it because it is intolerable and there is nothing they can do about it. Even if they let themselves think about
         afterwards, it is depressing. After all, pregnancy is only the beginning. Once it is over, you have really had it: the baby
         will be there and it will be yours and it will demand of you for the rest of your life. The rest of your life: your whole
         life stretches out in front of you in that great belly of yours propped on cushions. From there it looks like an eternal sequence
         of bottles and diapers and cries and feedings. You have no self but a waiting, no future but pain, and no hope but the tedium
         of humble tasks. Pregnancy is the greatest training, disciplining device in the human experience. Compared to it, army discipline
         that attempts to humble the individual, get him into the impersonal line that can function like a machine, is soft. The soldier
         gets time off to get back to his identity; he can, if he is willing to take the risk, retort to his superior, or even bolt.
         At night, as he lies on his bunk, he can play poker, write letters, remember, look forward to the day he’ll get out.
      

      
      All of this is what Mira did not think about, or at least tried not to think about. It was in these months that she developed
         her pursed lips and the set frown on her brow. She saw the situation as the end of her personal life. Her life, from pregnancy
         on, was owned by another creature.
      

      
      What is wrong with this woman?? you ask. It is Nature, there is no recourse, she must submit and make the best of what she
         cannot change. But the mind is not easily subdued. Resentment and rebellion grow in it – resentment and rebellion against Nature
         itself. Some wills are crushed, but those that are not contain within them, for the rest of their days, seeds of hate. All
         of the women I know feel a little like outlaws.
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      At the end of her pregnancy, Mira could sleep only for brief snatches. Her body was so big and painful that any position hurt
         after a while. She would get up gently, so as not to wake Norm, put on the cotton wrapper which was the only thing that fit
         her now, and tiptoe into the kitchen. She would make tea and sit drinking it at the kitchen table, staring blankly at the
         walls which someone had papered in yellow oilcloth patterned with little red houses with smoke coming out of their chimneys,
         and a little green tree next to each.
      

      
      One night she could not sit. She paced the kitchen for an hour, thoughtless, listening to her body. The pains began and she
         woke Norm. He examined her and timed her, joked about the good luck that his course in gynecology had occurred the previous
         semester. He said it was early, but that he would take her to the hospital.
      

      
      The nurses were cold and brusque. They sat her down and asked for information: father’s name, mother’s name, address, religion,
         Blue Cross number. Then they gave her a hospital gown and told her to get undressed in a cold damp room that looked and smelled
         like the locker room of a gym. She was in some pain now and the very air of the place irritated her as it brushed against
         her skin. They ordered her to get up on a table, and they shaved her pubic hair. The water was warm but it got cold as soon
         as they put it on her body, which was already shivering. Then they gave her an enema: it drove her insane, she couldn’t believe
         they were doing this to her. Her belly and abdomen were aching worse and worse, as if part of her insides were pulling away
         from the rest and wrenching the organs with it and pounding down on her pelvic bones like a steady hammer. There was no let-up,
         no rest, it just kept happening. At the same time, they were pumping warm water into her backside. It pulsed upward in a different
         rhythm, then bent her double with a different cramp. When it was over, they told her to get up on the table again, and they
         wheeled her into a different room. It was bare and functional: white walls and four beds, two against each wall, foot to head. They put her feet up into stirrups and laid a cloth over her knees. Every so often a nurse or an orderly would come
         into the room, lift the cloth and peer in. Out in the hall, beds on wheels were lined up waiting to enter the delivery room.
         The women on them were moaning, some crying, some silent. One screamed, ‘God damn you, Morris, you bastard!’ and another kept
         weeping, ‘Oh, God, dear God, Mary, Jesus, Joseph, help me, help me.’ The nurses threaded through the corridors unheeding.
         One woman shrieked, and a nurse turned and snapped at her, ‘Stop being such a baby! You’d think you were dying!’
      

      
      The bed behind Mira was closed off by a pink curtain hanging on iron rings from a bar set in the walls. The woman in the bed
         kept expelling air in great gusts: ‘Unnh! Unhh!’ She called for the nurse, but no one came. She called several times, and
         finally gave a piercing shriek. A nurse ran in.
      

      
      ‘What is it now, Mrs Martinelli?’ There was irritation and contempt in her voice. Mira could not see the nurse, but she imagined
         her standing there with hands on her hips and a sneer on her face.
      

      
      ‘It’s time for the spinal,’ the woman wailed in the irritating whine of the child, the helpless, the victim known and accepted.
         ‘Tell the doctor to come, it’s time.’
      

      
      The nurse was silent; there was a ruffling of a sheet. ‘It’s not time yet.’

      
      The woman’s voice rose hysterically. ‘It is, it is! I ought to know, I’ve had five kids. I know when it’s coming. It’ll be
         too late, it happened before, it was too late and they couldn’t give it to me at all. Tell him, tell the doctor!’
      

      
      The nurse left, and after a while a gray-faced man in a rumpled suit entered. He went to Mrs Martinelli’s bed. ‘Well, what’s
         this I hear about you stirring up a rumpus, Mrs Martinelli? I thought you were a brave girl.’
      

      
      The woman’s voice cringed and whimpered. ‘Oh, Doctor, please give me the spinal. It’s time, I know it’s time, I’ve had five
         kids … you know I told you when I came to you what happened to me the last time. Please.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not time yet, Mrs Martinelli. Quiet down now and don’t bother the nurses. Don’t worry. Trust me. Everything will be
         fine.’
      

      
      She was silent, and he trudged out, his mouth pursed, Mira was sure, with contempt for the troublesome woman. She firmed her
         own mouth. She would not do that, she determined; she would not act whiny and childish and cry. She would not utter a sound.
         She would be good. No matter how bad the pain got, she would show them that a woman could have courage.
      

      
      Mrs Martinelli was stubborn, though. She was silent only until the doctor left, like a child who has been warned that another
         cry will reap another blow, and waits until the parent has left the room to resume their whimpering. She cried softly, talking
         to herself, murmuring over and over without pause, ‘I ought to know, I’ve had five kids, it’ll be too late, oh, God, I know
         it’ll be too late, I know it, I know it.’
      

      
      Mira tried not to feel. It was not the labor that was agonizing her: it hurt, but not too much. It was the scene – the coldness
         and sterility of it, the contempt of the nurses and the doctor, the humiliation of being in stirrups and having people peer
         at her exposed genitals whenever they chose. She tried to pull away into some inner place where all this did not exist. A
         phrase kept going through her mind: there is no other way out.
      

      
      Suddenly Mrs Martinelli shrieked again. A nurse came in, sighing angrily under her breath. She did not speak; Mrs Martinelli
         was simply screaming now. The nurse ran out, then came back with another nurse. Swiftly they pushed back the pink curtain.
         Mira half sat up. A third nurse came in with the doctor and saw her.
      

      
      ‘Sit down, lie down!’ she ordered Mira, but Mira rose up and awkwardly turned her upper body to watch. They were beginning
         to wheel Mrs Martinelli’s bed out of the room. Mira looked: between Mrs Martinelli’s raised knees a small furry brown head
         was emerging from a pinkish doorway. A nurse glanced at Mira and quickly threw a cloth over Mrs Martinelli’s knees. The woman
         was just crying out, ‘Oh, Jesus, help me, God, help me.’ It was too late for the spinal, too late for reproach. They wheeled
         her into the delivery room.
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      An hour and a half later, they sent Mira home. Her labor had completely stopped. She sat in the apartment, knitting her fingers.
         Norm went to school, but told her he would be near a phone all day. She sat in the kitchen, staring at the wallpaper. In midafternoon,
         the pains started again, but she did not move. She did not eat or drink. When Norm came home, earlier than usual, he took
         one look at her and cried out, ‘What are you doing, sweetheart? You should be at the hospital!’ He gathered her up and helped her down the stairs. She let herself be manipulated.
      

      
      They put her back in the same bed, in the same room. The baby was coming, she knew that. It was painful, but the pain was
         only physical. Her mind held another sort, much worse. She kept thinking: This is one thing that once you’re in it, there’s
         no other way out. She rebelled. She refused to have anything to do with it. It had happened against her will, beyond her control;
         it could end as it chose, against her will, beyond her control. The room, the moaning women, the nurses, faded. There was
         a clear white space just above the pain, and she stretched her head to breathe in it. She was vaguely aware that someone gave
         her a shot, that they were wheeling her someplace. She heard her doctor’s voice scolding her: ‘You have to push! Push! You
         have to help!’
      

      
      ‘Go to hell,’ she said, or thought she said. And lost consciousness.

      
      They delivered the baby with instruments. It arrived with two deep cuts in its temples and a pointed head. The doctor came
         to see her early the next morning.
      

      
      ‘Why did you hypnotize yourself?’

      
      She looked at him vaguely. ‘I didn’t know I did.’

      
      She lay there surrounded by pink curtains in a different room. The light came through the curtains; the world was pink.

      
      They would not let her see the baby. She began to ask about it after a few hours, and they told her it was a boy and that
         it was fine. But they wouldn’t bring it in.
      

      
      She raised herself up from the bed. ‘Nurse!’ She called peremptorily, the first time in her life she had acted that way. When
         the nurse came through the pink curtains, Mira spoke with contained fury: ‘I want to see my baby! It’s my baby and I have
         a right to it! Get it!’ The nurse, surprised, darted out. About twenty minutes later another nurse appeared, carrying an infant
         in a receiving blanket. She stood about a foot away from Mira, holding it, but she would not let Mira touch it.
      

      
      She was wild. ‘Get my doctor!’ she shouted. Luckily, he was in the hospital, and came racing in about a half hour later. He
         looked at her with worry in his face; he asked her some questions. Why did she want to see the baby?
      

      
      ‘Because it’s my baby!’ she exploded, then, seeing the concern on his face, she settled back against the pillow. ‘The way
         they won’t let me see it makes me think there’s something wrong with it,’ she said more calmly.
      

      
      
      He nodded understandingly at this. ‘I’ll have them bring it,’ he said kindly, and patted her hand.

      
      She began to understand that because of the way she’d acted during delivery, they thought she was crazy and would harm the
         child. Later in the week, a nurse confirmed that sometimes women do. Sometimes they even kill themselves, or try to. It had
         a name: post-partum depression. She smiled bitterly. It was insanity, of course. All women were thrilled to get pregnant,
         overjoyed to go into labor, and worked their mightiest to help the nice doctor. They were all good little girls and when their
         babies were born, they were just so happy! And cuddled the little darlings and cooed. Of course. And if you didn’t do that,
         you were nuts. It never occurred to anyone to ask why women would kill the babies that had cost them so much pain, or kill
         themselves after the pain was over. But she had learned her lesson. They had the power. You had to act the way they expected
         you to act or they could keep the child of your own body and your own pain from you. You had to figure out their expectations
         and adjust yourself to them, and if you did that you might be able to make it in this world. When the nurse came again with
         the child, Mira smiled at her. She asked again about the indentations and the pointed head, not trusting what the morning
         nurse had told her. She understood that those marks were a stigma upon her, not the child: she had not pushed. Finally the nurse laid the infant in her arms, and after watching her for a few minutes, left.
      

      
      It felt funny. The nurse had said not to leave its neck unsupported, because it could not hold up its own head. And not to
         touch the top of the head because it was still soft, the skull wasn’t closed yet. It was terrifying. The baby looked old and
         wizened like an aged man. It had some fuzz on its head. When she was sure the nurse was gone, she stopped smiling and opened
         the receiving blanket. She peered in. Two arms, two legs, hands and feet intact. She looked with amazement at the ten tiny
         nails on hands and feet. They were a little bluer than the rest of the body, which was splotched red and blue. Nervously,
         peering up to see if the nurse had returned, Mira undid the pins on one side of the diaper. A penis, tiny as a worm, suddenly
         darted up and pissed right in her eye. She laughed.
      

      
      She closed the diaper up again, and surveyed the baby. She saw family resemblances, mostly to a dead uncle of hers. It was
         lying with closed eyes, but its mouth was working and the tiny hands were convulsively clutching. It must be scared, she thought,
         after all that time in the warm dark. She put her pinky into the tiny palm when it opened, and it grabbed her finger hard and held it fast. The tiny fingers turned blue with the effort, the nails were dead
         white. Something went through her body as he clenched her pinky. He seemed to be trying to get it to his mouth. She smiled:
         always, always, from the very beginning: I want, I want. She left her finger in his grasp and helped him guide it to his mouth.
         He tried to suck at it, although he didn’t seem really to know how. She held him close against her breast and lay back resting
         with him. He settled against her, almost turning toward her, and relaxed. After a while, the nurse came and took him away.
      

      
      Mira rested against the pillow, her body utterly still. Her arms felt empty. She felt something happening inside her body,
         a pull that started around her genitals and pierced through her stomach, her chest, her heart, right into her throat. Her
         breast ached. She wanted to put it in his mouth; she wanted to hold him in her arms. She wanted to put her finger in his hand,
         and to let him lie against her, warmed by her body, feeling her heartbeat. She wanted to take care of him. What she was feeling,
         she knew, was love, a love blinder and more irrational than even sexual love. She loved him because he needed her; it was
         secondary that he happened to be hers, to have come from her body. He was helpless and he would move against her as if her
         body were his own, as if she were a source of everything he wanted. She knew that her life would from now on be dictated by
         that tiny creature, that his needs would be the most important thing in her life, that forever and forever she would be trying
         to fill that convulsive grasp, that rosebud hole of mouth, wiping urine out of her eye. But somehow it was all right because
         of that love, which was not just love, which was more even than need: it was absolute will and the answer to all ache.
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      She had heard, during the course of the day, voices outside the pink curtains. They were soft, even whispered, and she had
         not heard what they were saying. But now the nurse, apparently deciding she was sane after all, pulled back the curtains around
         her bed. She was in a large bright room with three other women; the beds were all placed with the headboards against the walls.
         The women greeted her like a late guest for whom they had been waiting.
      

      
      ‘Oh, you’re awake! We tried not to disturb you.’

      
      ‘How do you feel? Do your stitches hurt?’

      
      
      ‘Your baby is beautiful. I saw the nurse bring him in. He’s going to be a hoosher! He woke up the whole maternity ward last
         night.’ She laughed, showing several missing teeth.
      

      
      Mira laughed too. ‘I feel fine, thank you. And you?’

      
      They all felt fine. They were in the middle of a conversation. Later, Mira could not remember what it had been about. It didn’t
         matter: their talk was never linear, it did not have a beginning and an end, a point to be made. It went round and round and
         round. They could talk about anything, because the point was not in what they said. For four days, Mira listened to them;
         she even joined in. They compared how many stitches they had but never complained about them, except once, when the curtain
         was drawn and the nurse was bathing Amelia, Mira heard her whisper a little anxiously that she was having considerable pain
         ‘down there’. They compared pounds and ounces of childflesh produced, oohing at tiny Amelia’s thirteen-pounder. They compared
         number and order of children. Grace had seven, Amelia four, Margaret had two, and this was Mira’s first. ‘Your first!’ they
         exclaimed, smiling with joy, as if she had accomplished some marvelous feat. She had. She was one of them now.
      

      
      They talked about their other children. Margaret was worried about her three-year-old: would he accept the new baby? Grace
         laughed, then caught herself and put her hand on her side with a gasp. She had had a Caesarean. She didn’t worry about such
         things anymore, she resumed. Her children would be confused if they did not find a new baby in the small crib every two years.
         How old was her eldest? Mira asked. Sixteen, she said. Mira wanted to ask, but did not, how old she herself was. She could
         have been anywhere between thirty-four or -five and fifty-odd, Mira calculated, but she looked fifty-odd. She was the one
         with the missing teeth. When Mira saw her husband, who visited that evening, she knew that Grace had to be in her thirties:
         her husband looked young.
      

      
      They talked and talked and talked, but had great delicacy. If one of them leaned back against the pillow and closed her eyes,
         the others lowered their voices and sometimes subsided into complete silence. They talked about babies, children, rashes,
         colic, formulas, diets, fretting. They talked about the best way to repair a torn carpet, their favorite recipes for hamburger,
         easy ways to make a sunsuit. They had their children categorized and discussed them that way: one had a temper, another was
         shy, a third was smart, a fourth didn’t get along with his father. But they seemed to make no judgments about these things. They gave her no sense that they were pleased or displeased with temper, shyness, intelligence, or harmoniousness.
         Their children simply were, they were what they were, and the women loved them no matter what they were. It was their children
         who occupied them; they rarely mentioned their husbands. When they did, it was in passing, as one might mention the rules
         of the institution in which one is incarcerated. Husbands were strange, inexplicable creatures to whom one must defer, outer
         constrictions which must be placated. One would eat no fish, another no vegetables, another refused to eat with children at
         the dinner table. One bowled three nights a week and had to be fed early. One permitted no vacuuming to be done while he was
         in the house. Their private relations with their men, their feelings, were hidden, and Mira felt strongly that they were secondary
         to the great, the engrossing fact of children.
      

      
      She was drawn to these women because of their warmth and their easy acceptance of her. She realized that had she lived down
         the block from any of them, they might not be so accepting. The hospital ward, like any artificial collective, makes for easy
         bedfellows. Their conversation often bored her, although she learned from it: she went home and mended the carpet in the bed-living
         room as Amelia had suggested, and it worked. But it was not their conversation itself she listened to: she listened to what
         lay beneath it. As they grew stronger and the pain of the stitches subsided, they laughed more often and more heartily. Husbands,
         mothers-in-law, children: all were subjects for humor. But they never talked about themselves.
      

      
      They did not complain, they did not insist, they did not demand, they did not seem to want anything. Mira, used to the egotistic
         male world with its endless ‘I’, being in fact part of it herself, was astonished by the selflessness of these women. She
         had always enjoyed asserting her intellect, her opinions, her knowledge, but as she listened to what a month ago she would have called stupid conversation, she heard what the women were
         really saying and it shamed her. It was: yes, I am like you. I worry about the same things as you – the everyday, the trivial,
         the petty economics, and small repairs. And I, like you, know that these mundane events somehow mean more than the large sweeping
         things, the corporation mergers, invasions, depressions, and decisions of the President’s Cabinet. Not that the things I am
         concerned with are important. Heavens, no, they’re just little things, but they matter, you know, they matter most to a life.
         To my life, my children’s life, even my husband’s life, although he’d never admit it. My husband threw a tantrum because there was no coffee in the house one morning! Would you believe it?
         A grown man. Yes, these things matter very much to them. And my own life – well, my life is bounded by small things. When
         Johnny has had a good day at Little League; when the sun pours through the kitchen window in a certain way on a fall morning;
         when I am able to transform cheap meat into a delicious stew, or my shoddy room into something almost – not quite – beautiful;
         those are the times I am happy. When I feel useful, when there is harmony in my world.
      

      
      She listened and she heard their acceptance, their love, their selflessness, and for the first time in her life, she thought
         that women were great. Their greatness made all the exploits of warriors and rulers look like pompous self-aggrandizement,
         made even the poets and painters look like egotistical children jumping up and down shouting, ‘Look at me, Ma!’ Their pains,
         their problems, were secondary to the harmony of the whole. The same women who had moaned or cursed downstairs in the labor
         room had chosen to forget the pain, the bitterness. Brave they were. Brave and good-humored and accepting, they picked up
         the dropped stitches and finished knitting something warm for someone else, letting their own teeth rot and skimping on clothes
         to pay Johnny’s dentist bill, laying aside their desire like a crushed flower from their first prom stuck in the back of a
         baby book.
      

      
      She looked at them with eyes blinded by sunlight and smiled, hearing Margaret worry again about whether her three-year-old
         was unhappy without her, and Amelia worrying about whether her mother was remembering to put fruit rather than candy in Jimmy’s
         lunchbox, and Grace, silent and lined with her worries, hoping that Johnny had got his bike fixed, and that Stella was coping
         with the cooking. She smiled with them, laughed with them at the absurdities of the big world. She was unable to be with them
         with more than her heart, but that was that. She felt she had arrived, finally, at womanhood.
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      Valerie, of course, snorted when she heard this. We were sitting around in Val’s place one night, Iso and Ava, Clarissa, Kyla,
         and me, and Mira told us about her experience of childbirth. It was in the late fall of 1968, and we didn’t know each other
         well as a group. We were still skirting around the edges of politeness, not yet sure enough of each other to let it go completely,
         but getting there.
      

      
      Although we weren’t aware of this then, we had been brought together by our dislike of the same things – values and behavior
         we saw all around us at Harvard. Our dislike was of a specific kind: all the first-year graduate students were unhappy there.
         But we were not so much unhappy as outraged, and our dislike, as we would come to realize, was the expression of a profound
         and positive sense of the way things ought to be. On this evening, however, we were still feeling each other out.
      

      
      We were complimenting Val on the beauty of her apartment. She had little money, but she’d painted it, filled it with plants,
         and strewn it with odds and ends collected in her travels. It was a delightful place.
      

      
      And Mira said – in that sort of gushing suburban way she had – how wonderful women were, look at Val’s beautiful apartment,
         no man would have been willing to do it or would have had the imagination, especially with so little money. And Kyla, who
         had also beautifully fixed up her and Harley’s apartment, jumped to agree. Then Mira said she’d suddenly seen how great women
         were after giving birth to Normie, and she described the experience. And Val snorted.
      

      
      ‘You bought it! You bought the whole damned bag!’

      
      Mira blinked.

      
      ‘How convenient to have a whole class of people who give up their lives for other people! How nice, while you’re out doing
         things that serve your ego, to have somebody home washing the bathroom floor and picking up your dirty underwear! And never,
         never cooking brussels sprouts because you don’t like them.’
      

      
      Everybody burst in at once.

      
      ‘It’s true, it’s true!!’ Kyla crowed.

      
      ‘How come you don’t do that for me?’ Isolde grinned at Ava.

      Clarissa, serious-faced, tried to get a word in – ‘I don’t think
         …’

      But Val was not to be stopped. ‘I mean, Mira, don’t you hear what you’re saying? “Women’s greatness lies in their selflessness.” You might as well say women’s place is in the home.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense!’ Mira began to turn a little pink. ‘I’m not prescribing, I’m describing. The constrictions exist. No matter what
         you say about the way things ought to be, they are the way they are. And if the world changed tomorrow, it would be too late
         for those women …’
      

      
      ‘Is it too late for you?’ Kyla shot in.

      
      Mira leaned back, half laughing. ‘Look, all I’m saying is that women are great because they get so little and give so much
         …’
      

      
      ‘Exactly!’ Val stormed.

      
      Isolde giggled. ‘She’ll never be allowed to get it out.’

      
      ‘They have so little room,’ Mira went on doggedly, ‘but they don’t get bitter and mean, they try to make that little room
         graceful and harmonious.’
      

      
      ‘Tell it to the women in the schizophrenic wards. Or the ones who sit in their kitchens drinking themselves to death. Or the
         ones covered with bruises from the husbands who got drunk last night. Or the ones who burn their children’s hands.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not saying all women …’

      
      ‘Okay,’ Clarissa began authoritatively, and the room quietened a bit, ‘but not all these things spring from the same root.
         Men have constrictions too.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not worried about men,’ Val exclaimed. ‘Let them worry about themselves. They’ve taken pretty good care of themselves
         for the past four thousand years. And women’s problems do all spring from the same root: that they’re women. Everything Mira’s told us about her life shows it to be one long training
         in humiliation, an education in suppressing self.’
      

      
      ‘That’s as if you’re saying women have no individual identity,’ Isolde demurred.

      
      ‘They don’t. Not when you talk about women’s greatness or women’s constrictions: as soon as you say that, you’re admitting
         an identity among all women, which implies lack of individuality. Kyla asked if Mira had been destroyed by her constrictions,
         and the answer is yes, or nearly so. Look!’ she plunked her glass down on the table, ‘my real point is that to tell women
         they’re great because they’ve given themselves up is to tell them to go on doing it.’
      

      
      Mira held up her hand like a traffic cop ordering Stop. ‘Wait,’ she ordered. ‘I want you to keep quiet a minute, Val, because I want to answer you, but I have to figure out what
         I want to say.’
      

      
      
      Val laughed and got up. ‘Okay. Who wants more wine?’

      
      When she returned, Mira said, ‘Okay,’ in that thoughtful way we had all picked up from Clarissa, whose mind clicked points
         off like a clock measuring precise moments, each one preceded by ‘Okay.’ ‘Yes. I want them to go on doing it.’
      

      
      Howls.

      
      ‘I mean it. What will happen to the world if they don’t do it? It would be unbearable. Who else would do it? The men go to
         work to make life possible and the women work to make it bearable.’
      

      
      ‘Why are you in graduate school, then?’ Kyla was nearly leaping out of her chair. ‘Why are you living in – pardon me – that
         sterile grungy drab apartment of yours? Why aren’t you making a nice cozy home for your boys and your husband?’
      

      
      ‘I was! I would be!’

      
      ‘And you loved it.’

      
      ‘I hated it.’

      
      They all laughed, and Mira too grinned wryly, then began to laugh.

      
      ‘Okay. You’re not saying – tell me if I’m wrong, Mira – but you’re not saying that creating felicity is all women should do.
         You’re saying it’s part of what they should do. Am I right?’ Kyla still perched forward, as if Mira’s answer were the most
         important thing in the world to her.
      

      
      ‘No. I’m saying it’s what they do do, and it’s beautiful.’

      
      ‘Okay.’ It was Clarissa this time. ‘But if they want to and can do other things as well, so much the better, right?’

      
      Mira nodded, and everyone leaned back. A kind of peace fell among them. They were glad that their boundaries meshed. But the
         peace was only momentary.
      

      
      Val leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. ‘Sure, sure. As long as women do what they’re supposed to do, what they’ve
         always done, we’re told. (But I doubt it: when they were out plowing the fields or hauling in the fishing nets or marching
         to war, as they did in Scotland and other places, they didn’t have much time for interior decoration or gourmet cuisine. This
         whole shit about what woman’s labor is supposed to be is only about a hundred years old – do you realize that? It’s no older
         than the industrial revolution, and probably really began on a wide scale in the Victorian period.) Well, anyway, if women
         do what is now conceived to be their natural and proper job and have any time or energy left over, they then have permission
         to do something else. But in fact if you’ve been brainwashed into selflessness, it wouldn’t occur to you to do what you wanted to do, you wouldn’t even think in such terms. There isn’t enough you to want.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not true!’ Kyla exclaimed. ‘I do both. I really take care of Harley, I take care of the apartment, 1 cook – Harley
         always makes breakfast, of course,’ she added quickly. ‘And I do what I want to do too.’
      

      
      Isolde’s quiet voice broke in startlingly. ‘And look at you.’

      Everyone turned to look at Isolde instead, even Kyla, who almost
         jumped around in her chair to face her.
      

      
      ‘You’re a nervous wreck, you have bags under your eyes, you get hysterical every time you have three drinks …’

      
      ‘Wait a minute, I’m not that bad …’

      
      ‘For Superwoman,’ Val smiled at Kyla, ‘it may be possible if difficult. What about more ordinary mortals?’

      
      It went on like that. It was Clarissa, finally, who came up with a solution, who suggested that the only way to resolve it
         was to insist that everyone should have some selflessness, that everyone should act in both roles. Everyone agreed.
      

      
      But you know, it didn’t help. It was a rhetorical solution. Because the fact is that everyone doesn’t act in both roles and
         probably can’t and not everyone would be willing to accept that and so the whole thing seemed to me as if we’d been talking
         about the street plan and architecture of heaven. In fact, it didn’t make much sense even for us to insist that men and women
         both should be selfless, because although we were all in graduate school, all of us took the female role at home, especially
         Kyla and Clarissa, who had husbands, and Val, who had a child, and sometimes a man staying with her. Even Ava, who rarely
         did domestic tasks, would rush home from work when she and Iso were having guests for dinner because she was convinced that
         Isolde’s cooking would poison everyone. She’d cook chicken tarragon and risotto and worry over it. And we were supposed to
         be ‘liberated.’
      

      
      I mentioned this, and Isolde sighed. ‘I hate discussions of feminism that end up with who does the dishes,’ she said. So do
         I. But at the end, there are always the damned dishes.
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