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			Praise for

			THE RECKONINGS

			“Looking for literature that will help you process the injustices and frustrations of today? Listen to Lacy M. Johnson, the sage we need. . . . A revelatory must-read.”

			—Refinery29

			“The Reckonings is not a book about changing the world. It’s philosophy in disguise, equal parts memoir, criticism, and ethics. It has bits of Eula Biss, Leslie Jamison, and Simone Weil, but its patron saint is Grace Paley.”

			—NPR

			“In this searching collection of essays . . . Johnson explores ideas of justice, retribution, and mercy.”

			—Newsday

			“A collection that converses with itself and the reader, asking us to question our beliefs and our roles in a system that perpetuates violence.”

			—The Millions

			“The twelve essays collected in The Reckonings form a kind of song cycle on the subject of justice, with recurring motifs and a basso continuo of moral urgency. Themes develop, intersect, change key. . . . Johnson dexterously arranges these disparate topics into a larger unity.”

			—The Texas Observer

			“[Johnson’s] essays on the violence humans inflict on each other and the earth—including racism, misogyny, and a variety of pollutions—challenge our culture’s expectations of justice and expose the limits of vengeance and mercy.”

			—Ms. Magazine

			“The Reckonings is a beautiful and complicated collection of essays. . . . A gorgeous combination of personal narrative and investigative journalism, these essays ask more questions than they answer—in the best possible way.”

			—Book Riot

			“Johnson writes with palpable compassion and brilliance, illuminating her deep humanity, while imbuing it in equal measure in the people she writes about and quotes.”

			—Literary Hub

			“This essay collection, which deals with bleeding-edge issues like sexual violence, social justice, and the misuse of power, feels like a necessary read for our times.”

			—Electric Literature

			“In The Reckonings, Lacy M. Johnson reflects on justice and retribution and raises difficult questions, all while using her own personal experiences with violence and injustice, as well as examples that affect the masses.”

			—Bustle

			“These essays attempt to parcel out several knotted problems and suggest forms of meaningful justice. . . . Johnson’s questions and answers are hard but necessary.”

			—Booklist, starred review

			“Johnson excels at providing critical analysis of social justice and uses a variety of works, including mythology and film, to make the case for forging ahead with mercy and compassion.”

			—Library Journal

			“[Johnson] makes a plea for activism, art, and . . . common decency . . . [in this] thoughtful and probing collection.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“I don’t know that I’ve ever been happier to be alive after reading any book.”

			—Kiese Laymon, author of Heavy

			“This is a hell of a book! . . . I can barely express how impressive this work is.”

			—Dorothy Allison, author of Bastard out of Carolina and Cavedweller

			“Lacy M. Johnson’s The Reckonings is breathtaking.”

			—Lidia Yuknavitch, author of The Book of Joan and The Chronology of Water

			“In lyrical and stunning prose, Lacy M. Johnson responds to our ongoing violence—environmental, racist, sexist—and dares to imagine what repair might look like.”

			—Sarah Sentilles, author of Breaking Up with God and Draw Your Weapons

			“Lacy M. Johnson’s The Reckonings is an essay for thinking people, which, in an age where the essay is reduced at times to clickbait headlines and recycled advice about dating and wellness, is the highest compliment.”

			—Emily Rapp Black, author of Poster Child and The Still Point of the Turning World

			“As ever, Lacy M. Johnson’s work here is ambitious and brave, and with The Reckonings she has written an essential book about what it means to emerge from darkness, bounding step by bounding step.”

			—Wendy S. Walters, author of Multiply/Divide and Troy, Michigan
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for you, with love


The unendurable is the beginning of the curve of joy.

—Djuna Barnes, Nightwood



THE RECKONINGS


Usually it is a woman who asks the question—always the same question. She is sitting near the door in the last row of the auditorium, having spent the last hour listening to me talk about what it means to have once been kidnapped and raped by a man I loved, a man with whom I lived, a man who even before the kidnapping had already violated me in every way you might imagine possible, especially if you were a man like him. Someone else in the audience asks what happened to the man, and I explain how he got away, how he is a fugitive living in Venezuela, raising a new family. This is not the ending anyone expects.

Now the woman has a question. She raises her hand, and when I call on her, always last, she stands and speaks in a clear, assertive voice: “What do you want to have happen to him, to the man who did this to you?” By “this” I know she means not only the actual crime the man committed but also all of the therapy, the nightmares and panic attacks, the prescribed medication and self-medication, the healing and self-harm. “I mean, you probably want him dead, right?”

No, I think. “No,” I say out loud. Her expression crumples; she looks confused. Everyone in the audience looks confused. This isn’t supposed to be how the story ends; it’s not the ending they want for themselves, for me.



The women at the book club don’t want this ending either. They are sitting around a long oak dining table in the home of our gracious host, who brings food out in many courses, during each of which the wine flows freely. They ask questions, mostly bookish ones, but eventually the conversation turns to the man I lived with, to how he got away.

“I’d kill him for you,” one says.

“I’d kill him on the spot,” says another.

They carry guns in their purses, they have told me. Maybe they are angry enough to use them.

One brings up a story she heard earlier in the day: a local man has been convicted of a boy’s murder. The boy was seven when the local man raped him; he turned eight on the day the local man burned him alive. The boy survived long enough to implicate the man, who was charged with capital murder after the boy died. He was tried, convicted, and sentenced to forty years in prison.

“Justice has been served,” one of the women in the book club says.

“How is this justice?” asks another. “He’s going to spend the next forty years living off our taxes.”

“He should be burned alive,” the host says, “the same way he tried to kill that boy.”

She has been quiet the entire evening, in and out of the kitchen, up and down from her chair. Now she is seated at the head of the table, looking at her hands, which twist and untwist an ironed napkin over the middle of her plate. “What do you want to have happen to him?” she asks me.



This woman, like every other woman who asks the question, sits with her back to the wall, like I do when I have the choice, or near the door in the last row of every auditorium. Sometimes she is my mother’s age, or my age: she wears oversized sweaters, little makeup, pulls back her hair in a simple bun. She does not want attention. She has children, like I do, and like I do, she sometimes struggles to love them well. She will tell me this after I have finished answering questions, when I am sitting at a little table signing books. She has a story that is similar to mine “in ways,” and she doesn’t even know what to feel about it anymore.

Sometimes the woman sitting near the door, or against the wall, is an old woman with crepe paper hands. Sometimes she is not a woman but a man—an old man my father’s age in a ten-gallon hat, who tells me he was raped by an uncle when he was the age of my son. Or the person who asks the question is a man young enough to be my son if I had started much earlier, who tells me the question is for himself, or for his girlfriend. They both have a story like mine, he says, and they have not yet found an ending to it. I am surprised at how the people sitting near the door in the last row of the auditorium always have a story like mine.

I carry these stories with me because I don’t know what else to do with them. The details may differ. If it is not the story of an abusive lover, perhaps it is a mother, or a father, or an uncle; or it is the story of a friend who has been killed by a stranger while trying to do the right thing, or a woman who is shot in the back of the head while asking for help; it might be a story about the abuse of power, or authority, of the slow violence of bureaucracy, of the way some people are born immune from punishment and others spend whole lifetimes being punished in ways they did nothing to deserve.

In my story, there was a man I once loved very much, and because of the self-destructive way in which I loved him, I didn’t want to leave him when he abused me first with his words and then with his fists. I told myself I could fix him. That this wasn’t who he was, not really. I let him keep showing me who he really was until I finally believed him and left.

I had already lived a few lives by that time, I thought—a farm girl from Missouri, a door-to-door steak salesperson, a sex worker, a model in New York, a survivor of domestic violence and sexual assault—but I was afraid none of these lives had sufficiently prepared me to live the one I wanted more than anything else. I had only just begun thinking of myself as a writer around that time, but I told myself I had probably not read enough books, had not visited enough continents, was not smart enough or wise enough, didn’t have anything to say, and no one would want to hear it if I did. I thought there had been a mistake in the cosmic register. Somewhere there was another Lacy Johnson who could keep straight when to use lay instead of lie, who actually belonged in all the places I began finding myself, who deserved all the good things that suddenly seemed to be happening to me.

This is all to say that the worst violence that man committed was not against my body but against the story I told about the person I believed myself to be.

I was twenty-one when that man kidnapped and raped me and tried, but failed, to kill me. The man got away, and I got away; he is a fugitive living in Venezuela, and I am a writer of books. The last one I wrote was about him, about the day he meant to kill me but I lived. It was not easy, not the writing and not the living—not until I often found myself standing in front of strangers telling them there is justice for me in standing here, in this room, alive and breathing and telling my story with my own voice.

It is not the ending to the story anyone expects—not even the one they want, because they want a return, a redemption, a retrieval of all I had lost for my part in the story; they want suffering for him. They want blood, guts, gore.

Now that would be justice, they think.



My mom tells me she wants him dead. She has just read the book—even though I told her not to, even though she told me she wouldn’t. She, like the woman sitting at the head of the table in the book club and like the woman sitting near the door in the last row of the auditorium, feels unsatisfied by the story I have told about my life, because it cannot be reconciled to all she has been told about how these things should end: that the man who did the terrible thing should suffer as much as I have suffered, and as much as she has suffered, if not more. In all of the movies she has seen, this is how it goes: the person who has done a terrible thing falls from a very tall building, or is incinerated in a ball of white-hot flames, or is shot in the dark by police, or at the very least is led away in handcuffs. She wants an ending like that for herself, for me.

I also watch these movies on occasion, and I admit there is a certain satisfaction when Uma Thurman’s Beatrix Kiddo finally kills Bill on the patio of his villa with the five-point exploding heart technique. He knows what he has done, why she has come; he does not even try to stop her. I take pleasure watching Noomi Rapace as Lisbeth Salander condemn her rapist by tattooing that word into his chest. She violates him in the same ways he violated her, and a few more for good measure. When Sophie Turner’s Sansa Stark allows Ramsay’s own dogs to eat him alive, she smiles a little, and there is something in me that smiles also. These men deserve this punishment, the stories tell us, and it feels good to see someone get what he deserves.

I know this is spectacle, entertainment, not actual life, though life also has its share of spectacles. I would be horrified, find I often am, to see anyone actually murdered, much less tortured, out of some thirst for revenge. The spectacle reinforces over and over a story I want to believe about the world even though I have never yet witnessed it for myself: that everything will come out right in the end, that bad things eventually happen to bad people, that good people eventually receive all the blessings they deserve. Everyone gets their just desserts, the story tells me so I can go on.

But what if that doesn’t happen? What if, as in my story, the person who does the terrible thing more or less gets away with it? Does that mean there is no justice to be had or made or found? What does justice look like in a situation where the crime is not intimate and personal but massive and public, and there is no one person to blame? What if the wrong person is blamed? What if we punish the right person but in the course of doing so cause unnecessary pain? What if we ourselves feel pain by performing this duty of punishing person after person, day after day? How could we not? What does justice look like in these situations? Is justice even a “real” thing that any of us can achieve at all?



There is a story we have each heard from birth that when someone does something bad, something bad should happen to that person in return and that this turnabout is justice. This story is a very old one, I’ve learned, older even than the law of an eye for an eye we find in the Old Testament, traceable back to the pre-Babylonian period, to the Code of Hammurabi, the oldest surviving record of ancient law:

If a man has put out the eye of a free man, put out his eye.

If he breaks the bone of a free man, break his bone.

If he puts out the eye of a serf, or breaks the bone of a serf, he shall pay one mina of silver.

This is the lex talionis—the law of retaliation—written more than five thousand years ago when vengeance ran amok, when a man might steal his neighbor’s cow, for instance, and the neighbor would respond by murdering that neighbor’s entire family. As we tell it now, the lex talionis is mandate—you must put out his eye—but the law was in fact meant to put a limit on vengeful action, to curb what humans understood to be our baser instincts.

Then, as now, we want to transform our suffering: to take a pain we experience and change it into the satisfaction of causing pain for someone else. We watch Clint Eastwood as Josey Wales turn his grief into hatred in order to pick up a gun, and watch Ving Rhames as Marsellus Wallace turn his terror and near annihilation into the promise of “going medieval” on his rapists, and us as his audience into accessories to all the suffering this promise might mean.

“To see another suffer is pleasant,” Nietzsche writes; “to make another suffer is still more pleasant.” He’s thinking in particular of how tempting it is to imagine punishment as a kind of redemption for guilt—the German word shuld means both “guilt” and “debt,” and one primary meaning of the word redemption was to buy that debt back—a trick of the mind that tells us that every injury has some equivalent of pain or sacrifice. There is, as Nietzsche points out, a strange accounting in this: a crime creates a debt; the criminal becomes a debtor, the victim his creditor, whose compensation is the particular pleasure of bearing witness to a cruel and exacting punishment.



Is that justice? Would I cheer, and cry, and jump up and down if the man who kidnapped and raped me were kidnapped and raped, and beaten, if I could grind him down with my rage until there was almost nothing left of him? If I could watch him suffer in all the ways he made me suffer or, better yet, cause that suffering myself? The story tells me to imagine it would feel satisfying: a release of adrenaline or perhaps the relief from it. Catharsis: a cleansing. To be honest, I’m not sure what justice is supposed to feel like. There is a shut place I carry inside me. If I caused him to suffer, would that go away?

I have found photographs of him on the Internet that suggest he is living with a woman who has given birth to two of his children, both girls. In the photos, he is as unhappy in his new life as he ever was in the one he lived with me. On vacation, he grows sullen because the trip isn’t going his way, and when the family joins him in the ocean he frowns and looks away from the camera, afraid of being recognized, of what the photograph will reveal. The older daughter, who is the same age as my son, sits on her mother’s lap, the mother who is love and safety, who makes a wall with her body between the daughter and him. Does he notice she does this? He holds the baby a little above his lap and away from his body. At a party, he dances back and forth in front of the children, and also their parents who are watching, because he has an audience, and in public he performs a version of himself who is charming, who is fun to be around, who is everything anyone ever wanted a person to be. Behind closed doors, he is angry and irritable, a man so fragile and insecure that he rages at anyone who does not reflect back the version of himself he wants to see. This is why his wife and daughters look, in the photographs, a little hollowed out inside. I can see everything he is doing to them. Everything he has already done.

You probably want him dead, strangers tell me.



“If we know in what way society is unbalanced, we must do what we can to add weight to the lighter scale,” Simone Weil once wrote. In the years since I left that man, I have fallen in love many times, made a father out of a man I met on the Internet. I have created life, written whole worlds, outlined entire moral geographies for two barely domesticated children, and have learned to welcome the strangers who arrive at the doorstep of my soul. I’ve called myself a writer now more than half of my life, and during all this time, I have learned that sometimes the hardest and most important work I’ve done has meant turning a story I couldn’t tell into one that I can—and that this practice on its own is one not only of discovery but of healing.

Is justice a story about healing? Justice is blind, we are told; it is served, maybe like a severed head on a plate. It is a destination, the path to which is long and sometimes crooked and bent. The Roman emperor Nero called it justice when he threw Christians to the beasts in the Colosseum. For some, justice means sticking to the laws, or enforcing them. For others, it means helping friends and harming enemies. Aristotle observed that justice, like language, is a “special characteristic” of humans. Plato suggested that justice is “an inward grace.” “Might is right” is another enduring view—might meaning violence, of course, and violence being the opposite of grace.



More than anything else, what I want is a reckoning. Not only for myself, not only for him. I want it for everyone who asks the question: the woman with the crepe paper hands, the man in the ten-gallon hat, the boy who burned and his mother who must have barely lived. I want a reckoning for the woman shot in the back of the head and the man killed while running away—for the children who survive him. I want a reckoning for the person who believes he deserves to take life, and for the person who has been sentenced to offer his. I want a reckoning for all the wars politicians ask our children to fight on their behalf, and for all the children those wars fail to protect. I want a long line of reckonings. I want the truth told back to us. I want the lies laid bare.

“No,” I say to the woman who has asked the question from the back of the room, or from against the wall, or sitting at the head of the table. “I don’t want him dead. I want him to admit all the things he did, to my face, in public, and then to spend the rest of his life in service to other people’s joy.” She is struck silent and leans back in her seat.

This is the ending I want. I don’t want him dead. I don’t even want him to suffer. More pain creates more sorrow, sometimes generations of sorrow, and it amplifies injustice rather than cancels it out. I want to let go of my anger and fear and pain. I want to let go of the hatred and enmity and spite. I want that shut place to open. The ending I want is inside.



GIRLHOOD IN A SEMIBARBAROUS AGE


In my dream I hear the dog barking. I’m rushing down a hill through the forest and looking over my shoulder. I’m running and hiding and afraid for my life, and all the while the dog is barking. He barks as I open my eyes and adjust to the darkness in my bedroom, and barks as I rise from the bed, and barks as I shuffle to the other side of the house, where I find the dog with his slick black nose inches from the door leading from the kitchen to the garage. My husband is out of town, and the dog has heard a noise outside in the driveway, and now his bark is a deep, frantic alarm. I place my hand on his head, rub his ears. I tell him, “It’s okay, buddy. Go back to bed.” I rub my thumb through the soft hair on his temples and speak to him in a whisper even though I know he doesn’t understand a word I say. The dog barks and growls, his hair standing up on end. I rub the underside of his ears and say, “It’s okay, buddy. It’s okay.”



Back in the bedroom, the documentary I was watching before I fell asleep has continued to play. Werner Herzog is leading his camera crew down a ladder into the limestone cave of Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc, in the Ardèche region of southern France, where a group of spelunkers has discovered the oldest cave paintings in the world. Herzog and his crew make their way through the cave single file. They are instructed not to touch anything, not even to step off the two-foot-wide metal path. In the last and deepest chamber of the cave, the camera focuses briefly on a hanging stone outcrop, on a triangle etched in black charcoal. It’s supposed to be a female body, the oldest painting ever found.

Standing in the very back of the farthest, deepest chamber of the cave, the scientist explains that on the other side of the outcrop, the black triangle of the Venus is joined by a second figure, The Sorcerer: a bear-man or mammoth-man who appears to be crossing over the female, consuming her, taking her body for his own.

“And here we are,” says the scientist, “some thirty thousand years later, with the myth that has endured until our days.” Female and bull. Woman and beast.



I wake up when a hand grabs my nightgown and pulls. My son is climbing into bed next to me, insinuating himself under the covers, laying his head down on my arm. It’s bright outside the window already, and we nearly drift back to sleep before I sit straight up, note the time, and then we are all racing to eat and dress and tumble out the door. We drive too fast to school while my son sings a song he has learned and my daughter talks over him about the lessons she will have today. A talk show plays on the radio: “It’s not so much the attacks on the villages but specifically the abductions of girls that is telling them that they should not be going to school. They say girls are supposed to be married and in the home,” the guest says before I turn off the radio. My daughter stops talking to listen, then says, “Wait. What happened to the girls?”

I change the subject back to her lessons, to geometry and multiplication and plot maps, to the research she has been doing on the world’s smallest island nation, the Republic of Nauru. As she begins telling me about pandan cake, we pull into the parking lot of her school.

She likes to walk to her classroom alone, so I hug her at the gate and watch her go. Today she is wearing leopard-print leggings under floral-printed jean shorts with high-tops and black socks pulled up to her knees. She hasn’t brushed her hair in days, and it forms a kind of ratted halo at the back of her head. She tucks one strand of matted hair behind her ear, hikes her backpack over her shoulders, and walks toward her classroom in long, confident strides. She never waves to me, never even looks back.

My son likes to have his hand held, his backpack removed, to thumb-wrestle and win, and then to give me an elaborate high five with one and a half turns, three kisses, and two hugs before he will allow me to leave him with his most beloved teacher in the classroom. By the time I return to the car, the radio segment is over, so I search on my phone for the video that has apparently surfaced. It is fuzzy, out of focus. A man stands in the center of the frame, a machine gun slung over his shoulder. He is flanked by two armed soldiers, both wearing balaclava, both standing still as stone. There’s an armored vehicle in the background. The man is laughing and scratching his head. Subtitles scroll at the bottom of the screen while news anchors provide commentary: what the Nigerian government is and isn’t doing, the ways the Nigerian military is and isn’t corrupt, the role the US government does and doesn’t play in all of this. The man in the fuzzy video laughs and gestures and scratches his head while he says: “I repeat, I took the girls! And I will sell them off! In this world there is a market for selling girls!”



No one is in the office when I arrive. I unlock the door, turn on the lights, and put on a pot of coffee. I leave the lights off in the room where my desk is so I can see anyone who comes in before that person sees me. It’s one in a set of self-protective habits I have, all of which I do without thinking. There are scissors in a cup near my monitor; I keep them visible and sharp.

I drink a cup of coffee while reading the news and learn there is some controversy surrounding an upcoming retrospective in Japan of the now-deceased Polish-French painter Balthus. Throughout the many decades of his controversial career, Balthus’s paintings reflected an ongoing, even obsessive infatuation with prepubescent girls. In one painting, the young girl has her eyes closed, her fingers locked above her head; she raises one foot on the stool in front of her, revealing her white underwear. In another, a partially dressed adult woman holds the undressed school girl across her lap, pulling her hair with one hand, strumming her genitals with the other. The child appears nearly catatonic except that with one hand, she reaches up to pinch the adult woman’s right nipple.

Over three years, the painter made ten portraits of this girl, the adolescent daughter of his neighbor; over his career, he painted dozens of portraits of girls around her age, always in some state of vulnerability and undress. He famously claimed a quality of sacredness for his “angels”—that’s what he called these girls he painted—rejecting all accusations of eroticism as a perversion in the mind of his viewer. In each painting, the girl closes her eyes, or looks away from the painter’s gaze. The violence is insinuated but not explicit. It is art, after all, and art must be, above all other things, beautiful.



I admit: I do not understand what about these paintings is supposed to be beautiful. There is violence here, a brutality that annihilates, that destroys. They give me the same hunted-animal feeling as that painting at the back of the farthest, deepest chamber of the Chauvet cave. The cave was discovered by spelunkers in 1994, when I was sixteen. That same year, Nicole Brown Simpson was found murdered just inside the front door of her Brentwood home. I remember coming home from my after-school job each day to see a recap of the televised murder trial. The chief suspect was her ex-husband, the former football star and actor OJ Simpson.

At the time, I knew very little about Nicole Brown Simpson. I learned from the trial that she had been beautiful, a former model, the mother to OJ’s two young children. She had been crowned homecoming queen by her high school football team, had met OJ when she was a girl herself, barely eighteen and just out of high school, working as a waitress in Beverly Hills. After they married, she was a dutiful mother, her friends told reporters, waiting for her children in the car pool lane, shuttling her son to karate and her daughter to dance. “You beat the holy hell out of me & we lied at the X-ray lab & said I fell off a bike,” she wrote in a letter to OJ before their divorce.

Photographs from the crime scene appeared on the cover of nearly every tabloid at the supermarket where I worked: photos of the bloody footprints on the floorboards of the white Bronco OJ had driven through Los Angeles in a low-speed chase. Photos of Nicole Brown Simpson’s bloody legs sprawled across the sidewalk. The men in my checkout line would gaze—blankly? longingly?—at these photographs while they waited for one another to pay. As one walked out the door, the next approached and turned his gaze to me.

According to the prosecutors’ version of events, the murderer knocked Nicole Brown Simpson unconscious, placed his foot on her back, pulled her head up by her hair, and slit her throat, a wound so deep that her severed larynx could be seen through the opening. I remember the day OJ tried on the leather glove found at the murder scene, how he stood from his seat behind the wooden table and tried to pull the leather glove over a white latex glove he wore to protect the evidence. He smirked when he realized it couldn’t be done. I remember how he held his partially gloved hand up for the jury, the cameras. See? See?



My students don’t see the brutal connection between the Balthus and the Venus painting in the Chauvet cave. I have gotten off topic. Today we are talking about the evolution of feminist art in the second half of the twentieth century, particularly about the history of women painting naked, dancing naked, fighting naked men, rolling on the floor naked covered in raw meat. I am showing clips of Marina Abramović’s early performance work; in this video, she is smashing her naked body into the gallery walls. It is upsetting one of my male students. “How is this not pornography?” he asks. He’s almost had it with this class, and especially with me, with the “weird sex art” I keep showing them, the “uncomfortable conversations” I keep asking them to have.

“It’s rage,” I tell my student. “Or perhaps the symptom of it.” He’s unconvinced, just as frustrated by Expansion in Space as he is by Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece, in which she allows audience members to use a pair of scissors to cut away her clothing. A recording of one performance in 1965 begins with women from the audience climbing onto the stage to snip a portion of Ono’s sleeve, a button, a square inch of her collar. They are not practiced in reducing one another in this way. Soon men also join in, one at a time, and cut off long strips of her skirt, her sweater; one cuts off a whole sleeve, and another in the audience cheers him on. One cuts off the front of her sweater, exposing the slip she wears underneath; he is applauded by other men. Throughout all of this, Ono’s face is expressionless, and remains expressionless until a man cuts her slip along the line of her cleavage, revealing her bra, and goes on cutting. She moves her hand slightly to cover her body, an instinct toward modesty. He cuts her bra straps, and she moves her hands up to keep herself covered. He is still cutting when the recording stops.

I watch this performance now, fifty years later, and I can’t help grinding my teeth. Here is the lesson all women must learn beginning in girlhood: how to accept the brutality others are willing to commit. Girls are taught that to show anger, to yell, or to fight back is “unladylike.” To curse or shout is to be “vulgar,” and unattractive and undesirable; and if we are undesirable, we have no value or worth. At all times every day, we are saturated with an ideal of the woman we are all supposed to become: a woman who is soft and pliable, who is round and supple, who is easily overcome, is penetrable, vulnerable—someone who is small and powerless and weak. Each day we see this ideal projected at us from movies; it is sold to us on billboards and in magazines; it arrives as fact each day in the headlines and is reinforced by the mythology of our most ancient art.

There is nothing more sacred in our culture than precisely this: that a woman’s body belongs more easily to any man than it does to herself; that every man is allowed to be not only a full and complete person but also, whenever he wants, a total beast.

My student doesn’t like Cut Piece, and he doesn’t like Marina Abramović either: how she yells and curses naked, fights her male collaborator naked, and dances naked to the point of exhaustion, to the point where her nudity doesn’t even seem like nudity anymore.

“Why do they always have to be naked?” my male student wants to know.

I ask whether he has this same objection to any of the many traditions of European art by men for other men that take the nude female form as their primary subject. “Think, for example, of The Birth of Venus,” I say. The nude goddess emerges from the ocean, freshly born and fully mature, covering her body with her hands. Or the Sleeping Venus, in which the nude goddess reclines on a pile of blankets on a hillside, one hand behind her head, the other covering her genitalia. Or the Venus of Urbino, which depicts a naked woman reclining coyly on an ornate couch, one hand curling inside herself, the other around a cluster of flowers. She looks directly at the viewer, meets his gaze with what we are to understand is a blush of shame or desire. Or both, in turns.

“The artists we are talking about today intervene in the myth of that tradition,” I tell my student. He shakes his head. “I just don’t get it,” he says.

He is being intentionally difficult, I think, because he has been allowed, all his life, to be however he wants. It isn’t that he is scandalized by what he sees but by what he refuses to. Earlier this semester, after one of our first classes, he approached me and asked whether I would be interested in “hanging out.” Whatever possessed him to proposition me—his professor, a woman nearly old enough to be his mother—it wasn’t any idea he has of the woman I am, but his idea of the person, as a woman, I could not possibly be.



I tune into the radio show while I am driving to my children’s school and hear the guests agree that there likely won’t be justice for the girls. Boko Haram has split them—the nearly three hundred of them—into dozens of groups of maybe five or six. One suggests that many of the girls, if not all of them, have now been smuggled across the border from Nigeria into Cameroon, Chad, or even farther. Another video has apparently surfaced in which the girls recite the first chapter of the Quran. They are dressed head to toe in gray and black veils, eyes down, palms up, their lips barely moving. The leader of Boko Haram is joyous and exultant: “These girls you occupy yourselves with . . . we have already liberated them!”

Boko Haram might use the girls as ransom, the guests say, asking for tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of dollars in exchange for the girls’ return, and if anyone pays it, chances are they will use the money to kidnap more girls, whom they will also ransom. Meanwhile, the kidnapped schoolgirls serve Boko Haram as human shields, preventing the Nigerian Air Force from attacking Boko Haram camps.

The guests on the cable news show agree that as days turn to weeks, which turn to months, and then into years perhaps, the greater the likelihood is that the girls will be used as a form of twisted compensation for new recruits. The leader of Boko Haram has threatened to sell them into marriage “in the market.” The guests do not say, but we all know, that a time will come for that final brutality: when we cease to refer to them as girls.



My son runs into my arms as soon as I turn the corner and his embrace nearly knocks me down. I gather his lunch box, and school supplies, and the worksheets he has completed and stuff them into his backpack. The two of us walk hand in hand across the playground in search of my daughter, who likes to hug me only after we are out of sight of all of her friends. She has had an “interesting” day at school, she says.

On the way home, she wants to know what sex is. It’s not the first time she has asked. She’s in a mixed-age classroom, and her older friends have begun to develop breasts and body odor, moving toward a border she hasn’t fathomed yet. I try to deflect the question. I say, “We talked about that the other day, remember? Dad and I said that sex is a way we describe our bodies.” She says that isn’t what the older boys in her class say. I want to know what these boys say. She looks out the window, furrows her brow, and says, “Something else.”



I hear the dog barking even before I open the door. He is barking and barking up to the moment the door is open, and then his tail is wagging, and he is so relieved that he rubs his muzzle over every inch of my legs, and all over my children’s faces and in their armpits as they drop their backpacks by the door.

While my son gets a snack from the kitchen, my daughter goes into her room to play with her dolls. She sits on the floor with her long legs folded under her while she changes their shoes and brushes their hair and moves them through a tiny beautiful house. In the tiny kitchen, the dolls decide what kind of tiny cake to eat. In the tiny bathroom, they apply makeup and look in the tiny mirror. This is how it begins, I think, playing along at the game of being beautiful, captive, small.

I read the mail and water the plants in the garden and put the children’s dirty lunch kits in the dishwasher while my son crawls between my legs taking bites of his food and growling like an animal. There’s a torn piece of construction paper folded at the bottom of his backpack. Inside is a crude sort of drawing: a wide cloud of black scribbles next to a stick figure that looks vaguely like a dog, or maybe a small bear. He says, “It’s you and me, Mommy,” his smiling mouth full of apple and string cheese.

Female and bull. Woman and beast. That myth I am supposed to believe haunts my past, and present, and also my future—a threat, or maybe a promise, that is fulfilled in all our days. What kind of man does this myth ask my son to become?

My daughter cries out, “Help!” and I rush to her room, to find that only the dolls are in danger. She has tied the tiny beautiful feet together with rubber bands, the tiny beautiful hands with long pieces of ribbon. She has put all the tiny beautiful dolls together into a box and placed it on a very high shelf.

They call out with my daughter’s voice: “Help! Help!”



At night, the dog shuffles with me toward the back of the house where my son sleeps soundly in his room, one hand around his blanket, the other under his cheek. My daughter hears me passing her doorway and asks for a glass of water with ice in it. When I hand her the green plastic cup, she asks what a terrorist is, a word I am at first surprised to learn she has heard. “A person who does terrible things to make other people feel afraid,” I say.

“So he’s a bad guy,” she says with her mouth to the rim of the green plastic cup.

“Yes,” I say, thinking it is better, just now, to keep things simple. “A terrorist is a bad guy.”

“Sometimes bad guys take girls,” she says, the tiny lift of a question mark at the end, to show me she wants to understand the terrible story about the kidnapped school girls we have heard on the news.

“Yes,” I say, sitting down on the edge of her bed. “Sometimes bad guys take girls.” And I do not say this out loud to her, but this is what keeps me up at night checking all the locks on the doors. I sleep with one eye open because of a danger that I know is real. I do not go running in the dark of early morning without the dog I have trained to protect me because I have been told since birth that I am not strong enough to protect myself. It’s why I do not take my eyes off her when she walks away from me, except to see who else might have their eyes on her. It is a lesson I want, very much, to unlearn.

In the darkness of her tiny room, I can see her eyebrows fold together as she hands me the empty cup.

“I don’t want to be a girl.”



The barking begins while the dog is lying right beside me on the bed and grows louder and louder as he races through the house, sliding toward the door, sounding his frantic alarm. Outside, a man walks his dog in the darkness past our house. Tomorrow, it will be the man who comes to install the washing machine, or to paint the walls, or to deliver a package; the man who delivers pizzas, or flowers, or offers to update our security system; the man who wants to bring us into the fold with his pamphlets and his skinny black tie. The dog growls, his nose to the window, his hair standing up on end. He listens for the threat he believes may be outside.

I stand beside him, my hand on his back, listening also.



THE PRECARIOUS


My father kept two guns in the house where I lived as a child: a shotgun for hunting quail and a rifle that had been his father’s, which is what he used to hunt deer. One winter, he showed me how to hold the gun against my shoulder, where the safety was, how to pull the trigger, when to brace for the kick. He emphasized, in his solemn, intimidating way, that shooting even one bullet has an effect that you can’t take back. He tossed clay pigeons toward the forest while I fired bullets after them. Each clay pigeon exploded into dozens of pieces once I got the hang of it. He made me learn how to load the rifle—bullets as long and slender as my fingers—and how to load the shotgun, each round a casing that held tiny metal pebbles that would spray in a wide stream, like so many seeds on the wind.

On quail-hunting days, I woke early to dress in my warmest clothes, ate breakfast quietly in the kitchen, and then went into the garage to put on someone else’s coveralls, a kelly green John Deere ski cap, and gloves stiff with someone else’s sweat. I slipped into someone’s tall boots, left sitting by the back door for all the months and years of my memory. My father opened the garage door, and as the cold blew in toward us, he gave me a look that contained all the gravity of the moment and held out the shotgun to me.

My father and I walked through the frozen pasture down to the creek bottom while the dog ran ahead, listening, smelling, rooting out the birds. The Earth is so quiet in the winter, the sound turned down, and the color turned down, and also the temperature. I could hear my feet crunching the ground between the frozen turned-down cornstalks, and my breath in the scarf over my face, and my father’s feet and the quiet grunts he made getting over a hill. The dog stopped and pointed into a bush. My father gave the signal for me to turn the safety off, to raise the gun and get ready. He reminded me with his eyes to be careful, not to shoot the dog or him or myself accidentally, and gave the command to the dog to flush the birds. My heart raced. The dog followed its nose into the bush. The birds exploded in every direction into the sky. I raised the gun and looked down the end of my barrel, my finger on the trigger.



The words autopsy and atrocity share an ancient root, I recently learned, a single proto-Indo-European syllable from which we derive dozens of words about seeing—words like biopsy, binocular, and optics, as well as panopticon, a device like a telescope once used to “see everything” and also a prison where the warden can see everyone else but remain unseen.

I stumbled across this little fact while looking for a word that might describe all the violence I find myself seeing lately. It seems that not very long ago, I saw a photograph in the newspaper of three people, shot dead, lying side by side in an empty lot littered with plastic cups and water bottles and bits of trash. I will never forget this photograph and wish I had a word to describe its effect. In the background, there are more people, out of focus. People take cover behind a fence. Emergency responders perform CPR. Right there in the newspaper, next to headlines about the stock market and on the same page as an ad for toothpaste.

What kind of seeing is required to take a photograph like this? What kind of seeing is required to look at it? I learn from the story accompanying this photograph that half an hour earlier, these people were dancing and singing and having a great time. From his hotel room window, the shooter saw thousands of people in the crowd below. From that distance, they were anonymous, meaningless, vulnerable to harm. More vulnerable than me, the shooter must have thought, while he spread an arsenal of semiautomatic weapons at his feet.



I was eleven when I went quail hunting with my father for the first and last time. Later that same year, my great-grandmother died of natural causes. She was eighty-nine. I’d never been to a funeral before, but my mother told me I should put on tights and a dress. I rode in the back of a car and sat with my cousins in pews at the church. We passed notes and poked one another in the ribs until the time came to approach the casket. I stood in line, head bowed, until my turn came. I almost didn’t recognize her: hands crossed and eyes closed under the too-thick makeup, the too-poofed hair. I couldn’t hold back the tears that came and came. I hadn’t known her very well, and I wasn’t even very sad. But there she was, dead, and before that she had been alive, sitting in a wheelchair in the sunroom of a smelly nursing home and calling us all by the wrong names. In my memory, the light in that sunroom seems to come from everywhere.

Something changed when I saw my great-grandmother’s dead body. Something in me broke a little, and then it broke again when a friend crashed her motorcycle in the forest and snapped her neck. There was a wake for her in the middle school gym, all of us looking at the photos of her propped on easels next to her coffin. We held hands, leaned our heads together, passed tissues back and forth down the rows of seats. A year later, one friend drove his truck head-first into another truck on the way home from a football game. I already knew by then what to expect, how to prepare. Another was missing for days before they found him in the barn, a gun still in his mouth, his finger still on the trigger. I stood in the line, looked, one last time, into a face that no longer looked like a person I knew. I feel much older in this memory than the date, 1993, tells me I actually am.

Suddenly I noticed that there was always someone on the bus or at my lunch table talking about a movie a friend or cousin had seen that was rumored to show real footage of people dying—of being killed in executions, suicides, and particularly gruesome road accidents. Traces of Death, it was called. I never wanted to watch that movie, but I’ve since grown so numb to images of extreme violence that it isn’t even particularly disturbing to watch it. In the footage of Pennsylvania state treasurer R. Budd Dwyer’s live televised suicide, for instance, Dwyer reads a long prepared statement before passing sealed envelopes to his staff. A final brown envelope in his open briefcase on the table contains a .357 Magnum. He pulls it out, waves it around carelessly while people in the audience begin screaming. He holds out his hands, telling them to stop, “or someone is going to get hurt.” They go on screaming. He puts the gun in his mouth, pulls the trigger, and slumps to the floor. I barely even flinch.
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