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Introduction

The Phlogiston Theory of Sexual

Relations, or Why This Book

Will Change Your Life




GENE: At this very moment you may well be standing in a bookstore, trying to decide whether to purchase this book—which, you deduce from the cover, involves differences between men and women. And because you are an intelligently skeptical person, you are thinking: Why should I spend my good money on a book that is rehashing the most tired subject on earth, a subject long ago chewed into an amorphous goo, like the food in your mouth the instant before you swallow it, a slimy succotash barely distinguishable from vomit?

Come to think of it, wouldn’t that be a great diet? You could eat as much food as you wanted, and absolutely any food you wanted, except that just before every swallow you would have to look in the mirror and stare at the slop on your tongue for five seconds. I’ll bet that would—

GINA: Stop.

GENE: What?

GINA: That’s disgusting. We can’t start this book in that disgusting, immature way.

GENE: It’s a diet tip! Women love diet tips!

GINA: Kindly do not tell me what women love.

GENE: Diet books fly off the shelves.

GINA: One, that’s not a diet, it’s an eating disorder. Two, this is not a diet book.

GENE: It could be. We haven’t written it yet.

GINA: It’s supposed to be about men and women, and humor.

GENE: Well, I’m simply trying to explain how clichéd and lifeless this subject matter is. How it has been explored and debated ad nauseam from Aristotle to Woolf, diluted into an insipid, gelatinous soup by communication experts and gender experts, and then salted with poison by every adenoidal comic who ever stood in front of a brick wall with a microphone and an inflated sense of self. I was merely trying to communicate how difficult it is to infuse this subject with anything even resembling originality or insight, and how only a fool or an egotist would attempt it.

GINA: We are writing an introduction. To the book. To get people to buy it.

GENE: Yes, we are

GINA: Do you think, perhaps, we might consider another approach?

GENE:

GINA: Not that there’s anything wrong with your approach.

GENE: Are you patronizing me?

GINA: I would not attempt to patronize someone as smart and funny and strong and manly as you are. I was just thinking we might begin in a less overtly self-destructive fashion. For example, we might explain how you and I met.

GENE: With women, it’s always about relationships.

GINA: Tell them how we met, or I will. In my version, you look very bad.

GENE: I write a humor column for The Washington Post Magazine. This means that every single week I have to come up with a funny idea, which means that occasionally I am reduced to reading my office mail, which pretty much consists of (1) semiliterate persons calling me names or (2) public relations agents trying to sell me a can’t-miss humorous story idea, such as the wonderfulness of a client’s new line of decorative pillows. One day, I came across a press release about a new book by Gina Barreca, a University of Connecticut English professor who was identified as an expert in “humor and feminism.”

Two things immediately occurred to me. The first was that a person being an expert in humor and feminism was like a person being an expert in oysters and accordions; I concluded that here was a terrific opportunity to plumb important sociological verities by humiliating some hapless, unfunny girl academic. The second thing that occurred to me was that my name was Gene, and hers was Gina, and that this was providential.

GINA: This is the part I hate. The gimmicky part.

GENE: You don’t hate the “hapless, unfunny girl academic” part?

GINA: No. I am not a hapless, unfunny girl academic. You discovered that, didn’t you?

GENE: Yes, I did.

GINA: Tell them how you discovered that.

GENE: In a minute.

GINA: Tell them now, or I will. In my version, you look very bad.

GENE: We had a humor contest in my column. And the readers voted.

GINA: And who won?

GENE: Gina.

GINA: Thank you. That was magnanimous.

GENE: Anyway, we kept doing columns, and we had this nifty name shtick going, and after a while I wandered over to Simon and Schuster and landed us a book contract.

GINA: The names are irrelevant. This isn’t a book because of some stupid gimmick. This is a book because we will reveal intriguing truths about human relationships in a funny and engaging manner. We’d be writing this even if I were Rhonda and you were Norman.

GENE: Norman and Rhonda?

GINA: Rhonda and Norman. Absolutely. Just as good.

DAVID ROSENTHAL: No, it’s not.

GINA: Who are you?

GENE: He’s our publisher at Simon and Schuster. I invited him. David, this is Gina.

DAVID: Charmed, I’m sure.

GENE: Rhonda and Norman. Contract or no?

DAVID: You walk in as Rhonda and Norman, I laugh you out the door. The gimmick is everything. You guys could be transcribing the Beijing phone book, for all it matters.

GENE: Thanks, David. Appreciate your stopping by.

DAVID: Glad to oblige.

GINA:

GENE: Just so we understand things.

GINA: We understand nothing. Our editor, Amanda Murray, told me she thinks this is going to rest on the strength of our ideas, the universality of our themes, and the chemistry that’ll develop between us.

GENE: May I point out that Amanda’s opinion, while certainly elegant, is also irrelevant? David is her boss.

GINA: Imagine my surprise. The American book industry employs thirty thousand women and six men. Guess who are the publishers?

GENE: Can we postpone the grating neofeminist tirades for one chapter at least?

GINA: People need to know there will be interesting, provocative material in this book.

GENE: Well, there’ll be smutty parts.

GINA: Yes, but they’ll be thematically justified. They will not be prurient.

GENE: Whatever.

GINA: We also should probably apologize for generalizing.

GENE: We haven’t written anything yet. You want to apologize already?

GINA: A book like this is bound to contain some unfortunate, broad-brush assertions about human behavior. We’ll declare that “men do this” and “women do that” without acknowledging the obvious fact that there are exceptions. We need to ask the reader to understand that the need to be funny requires conciseness, and conciseness requires shortcuts. We have to assure them that we will make every effort to avoid unnecessary or hurtful generalizations, and we have to hope they take no offense when we can’t.

GENE: Fat chance. All readers are oversensitive, hypercritical meatheads.

GINA:

GENE: That was a joke. It’s a humor book. We’re allowed to make jokes.

GINA: We also need to point out that we’re dealing only with heterosexual relationships. We cannot presume to speak for gay people, or speculate on how gay men and women relate.

GENE: You mean how gay men relate to gay women?

GINA: Right. Or gay men to straight women.

GENE: How about straight men to gay women?

GINA: What difference does it make? We’re not going there, period. Okay?

GENE: Okay.

GINA: Okay.

GENE: How about straight women to preoperative transgendered men?

GINA:

GENE: What?

GINA: I think I also want to make it emphatically clear that we are not an item. You and I.

GENE: I don’t mind if people think that.

GINA: I do.

GENE: Okay, we’re not an item. In fact, Gina and I have never met in person—and we don’t intend to. We correspond entirely by telephone and e-mail. Actually, Rosenthal wants it that way.

GINA: He does?

GENE: Yes. He wants us to meet for the first time on the book tour, to generate “buzz.”

GINA: Gimme a break.

GENE: It’s true. The publishing industry thrives on buzz.

GINA: Does Simon and Schuster make Bob Woodward manufacture his own buzz?

GENE: I don’t think he has to. Bob’s buzz is natural. He travels with it, like a horsefly.

GINA: The whole arrangement seems manipulative. I’m not sure I’m comfortable with it.

GENE: You were comfortable with not meeting me before you knew you weren’t allowed to meet me. Now you want to meet me?

GINA: I want to make it clear that it is in my power to meet you should I desire to do so. This is entirely at my discretion. We are centuries removed from chastity belts and chaperones and other measures engineered by men to restrict the freedom of women to go where they want and do as they wish.

GENE: Fine. Do you want to meet?

GINA: No.

GENE: Okay, then.

GINA: And since we’re on the subject of the depths to which publishers will sink, I think we need to explain that this book is not going to be like John Gray’s Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus. That was condescending. And chauvinistic. And dry.

GENE: It also sold sixteen squintillion copies. It’s been translated into 740 languages, including several that are entirely clicks and diphthongs. There’s probably a version printed in Wingdings, like this: [image: 7]

GINA: Well, that’s my point. The subject is inherently interesting.

GENE: Yes, but I suspect that our Mars and Venus will breach their orbits and collide in a screaming fireball from hell.

GINA: No problem. I like fireworks. What I’m saying is that this subject doesn’t have to be delivered in some humorless, pedantic fashion by a man.

GENE: It’s the man’s fault?

GINA: It usually is.

GENE: How about The Rules, by Ellen Fein and Sherrie Schneider—that runaway best-seller about how women need to bat their eyes and coyly withhold sex to catch a husband. Have you read it?

GINA: I have.

GENE: Did you or did you not want to puke?

GINA: I did.

GENE: So what’s your point?

GINA: My point is, we’re not a man or a woman. We’re both.

GENE: We’re a hermaphrodite? We have frighteningly ambiguous genitalia?

GINA: I prefer to think of us as Tiresias.

GENE: Who?

GINA: The blind prophet from Greek mythology. He lived first as a man and then as a woman. This book will be the Tiresias of humor—a single sentience, privy to the dark secrets of both sexes.

GENE: Wow.

GINA: I have a Ph.D.

GENE: I dropped out of college to join a street gang in the South Bronx.

GINA: I know. I’m slumming.

GENE: So we’ll go chapter by chapter, visiting subjects about which men and women disagree.

GINA: Are there any subjects about which men and women do not disagree?

GENE: The reprehensibility of Hitler. We won’t visit that.

GINA: Fine.

GENE: On all other matters, we’ll basically be beating each other up.

GINA: We will not. That is a barbarous expression only a man would use. We will engage in a spirited and sometimes contentious exchange of views. The important point is that we’re not going to be writing familiar pablum handed down ex cathedra by one gender or the other. What we produce will be an entirely new substance, formed by the combustion of both.

GENE: Okay. I’m with you.

GINA: So, what should we call it?

GENE: The book?

GINA: The substance.

GENE: Does it have to have a name?

GINA: It would give us greater standing as contemporary social scientists.

GENE: You’re good.

GINA: I’m an academic. This is what we do.

GENE: Well, if what we’re writing is the product of combustion, and if we’re scientists, let’s call it phlogiston.

GINA: What’s that?

GENE: A product of combustion, according to a highly regarded nineteenth-century scientific theory.

GINA: I never heard of it.

GENE: Of course not. It was wrong. Ludicrously wrong. But people believed it for more than a hundred years. You see where I’m going here?

GINA: No.

GENE: If we’re scientists, we don’t have to be right. We just have to sound sure of ourselves. Being wrong is a hallowed part of the scientific process. For example, Pluto isn’t even a real planet. We know that now, but the guy who discovered it died as the Magellan of the cosmos.

As scientists, we can tell people whatever we want. We can tell them that if they don’t buy this book, they’ll never get laid again.

GINA: That won’t work for women. Women can always get laid, and we know it. Besides, women want something more meaningful. We want spiritual and emotional fulfillment.

GENE: Swell. We’ll promise them that. Phlogiston is a miracle substance.

GINA: What color is it?

GENE: Ha ha.

GINA: No, really. We need to agree on this.

GENE: You want to know the color of a substance that does not exist that stands as a metaphor for the texture of a relationship that has not yet developed in a book that is not yet written?

GINA: Yes.

GENE:

GINA: We have to resolve this before I agree.

GENE: It’s pink.

GINA: Splendid.

GENE: Happy now?

GINA: Quite.

GENE: I don’t think I like the way this is starting out.

GINA: I do.
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Sex and the Single Cell:

How It All Began




GINA: Why are there two sexes? Why not just one, or three?

GENE: I’d say the answer depends on your system of beliefs. According to Judeo-Christian tradition, for example, it was a decision by God. God created Adam in His own image, and then as an afterthought fashioned Eve from Adam’s rib to be his, and I quote, “helpmeat.”

GINA: Helpmeet.

GENE: Translation from ancient Hebrew is imprecise. The point is clear. To the rigorous theologian, the central and inescapable conclusion of this biblical allegory is: God has a penis.

To repeat, documentary evidence establishes persuasively that the deity is a man—-with a prominent Adam’s apple, a disdain for romantic comedies, and an almost religious appreciation of televised sporting events.

Still there, Gina?

GINA: I am.

GENE: Why aren’t you objecting?

GINA: You haven’t said anything I disagree with.

GENE: You concede that God is male?

GINA: Yes.

GENE: I thought feminists would disagree.

GINA: Feminists do not ignore the plainly evident just because it happens to be annoying or inconvenient. God creates the world in all its splendor and plenty—poof, a cornucopia of all things good and sweet—and then proceeds, as His first administrative act, to place everyone on a diet? A food restriction? This is a male God. In a female God’s paradise, you eat what you want. Plus, there would be no river named “Pishon.”

GENE: Pishon?

GINA: According to Genesis, that’s the name of the first river. Pishon is a name a guy God comes up with. It takes Him four seconds. He’s busy, He’s got a lot on his plate, He doesn’t care. “Okay, lessee, we got a river here, we’ll call it, I dunno, Pishon. Next!” A woman God names the first river something like Sweet-briar Estuary.

GENE: You’ve given some thought to this.

GINA: I haven’t wanted to. It’s unavoidable. Advance a few dozen millennia, and you find God looking for a woman to bear the baby Jesus. His first criterion is that she is a virgin. Listen, there is not a woman alive who gives a crap about who is a virgin and who is not. This is an entirely male preoccupation. So, yeah, God is a man. That pretty much explains endometriosis.

GENE: You sound bitter.

GINA: No, just resigned. A guy God answers a lot of questions, including why women are still earning seventy-five cents on the male dollar. Anyway, it’s not my favorite creation scenario. You got another one?

GENE: That would be that humans evolved over millions of years from single-cell organisms. At some point during this process, in the primordial ooze of the early Paleozoic period, two sexes developed as an adaptation to better shuffle the gene pool and make the various species more developmentally supple. Thus, complex organisms became more resistant to the onslaught of opportunistic disease and more likely to evolve. I think we can all agree this is fine as far as it goes, but it still does not explain why women cannot seem to parallel-park a car without smooshing one tire against the curb.

GINA: Actually, you raise an important question.

GENE: I know. We’re talking about the tragedy of needless sidewall damage.

GINA: You asked it in a typically hostile and adolescent fashion, but the question is valid: Why are obviously necessary and explicable anatomical sexual differences accompanied by seemingly unnecessary and inexplicable gender-based behavioral differences?

GENE: Right. Like tire smooshing. Or the color thing.

GINA: The color thing?

GENE: You know, the fact that eggplants are purple.

GINA: Eggplants are not purple. Eggplants are eggplant. Or aubergine. Or indigo-violet.

GENE: This is precisely my point. The color thing.

GINA: As it happens, gender differences in color sensitivity can be explained. It’s Darwinian. In most species, the male is more colorful—so, in courting, the female needs to be able to distinguish a teal neck ruff from a turquoise one from one that is yet another subtle shade that would have no meaning to you, a shlumpy male. But it does not explain the many other areas in which men and women seem to diverge in outlook, proclivities, priorities, emotions, and so on. In short, the mysteries of gender.

GENE: Dames—who can figure ’em?

GINA: And right there we can observe another behavioral difference. Women care about behavioral differences, and men do not. Women are fascinated by them, obsessed by them, plagued by them, intent upon analyzing them so as to better adapt to them. Men are content to throw up their hands and say, “Dames—who can figure ’em?”

GENE: I object to that. Men notice the behavioral differences, and we care about them.

GINA: Only to the extent that they can interfere with your ability to obtain sex.

GENE: Well, that’s a very sincere form of caring!

GINA: Honestly, have you ever taken any time at all to reflect about how women behave?

GENE: Yes, I have.

GINA: Share your reflections.

GENE: I have never understood why women fret about visible panty lines and waste so much time trying to hide them. Hasn’t anyone informed them that men love visible panty lines? This behavior is a total mystery.

GINA: I’m speechless. I just don’t know what to say.

GENE: You could compliment me on my powers of observation and analysis.

GINA: Does the panty paradox exhaust your arsenal of philosophical inquiry?

GENE: I can’t think of anything else at the moment.

GINA: I see.

GENE: You’ve got more questions?

GINA: I can think of one or two.

GENE: Shoot.

GINA: Why do women feel guilty about everything and men nothing? Why, when you ask a man how he’s feeling, does he survey himself and think, “I’m not cold, I’m not hungry, I’m okay,” and when you ask a woman how she’s feeling, she begins with “I’ve been insecure lately, does it show? Is that why you’re asking? I’ve got issues, but I’m working on them….” and soforth?

Why do women care about the color of sheets and towels? Why do men care about the way maps are folded? Why do women have long fingernails that they are encouraged to make into objects of art, while men with long fingernails look like Nosferatu? Why are men turned on by the thought of two women having sex but the idea of two men having sex doesn’t do a thing for a woman? Why don’t men stock up on greeting cards for future occasions?

Why do women take care of the photographs in every household while men take most of the pictures? Why do men hate pink? Why do only women like music boxes? Why do men like excavating machines? Why are men so frightened of menses that any mention of it—incidental or tactical—will send them scurrying away? And is this what is really meant by “feminine protection”?

Would you rather have your beloved have sex with somebody else who is only vaguely important emotionally or fall in love with—but never touch—the other person? I know. Well, women feel the other way. Why is that? And why don’t men ask questions like this?

Why don’t men like older women (meaning older than me) when women like older men? Why are men frightened by big women? Why are men’s urinals so public? Why do women, but not men, leave eleven-minute messages on answering machines? Why do men like helicopters? Why do women save nice paper bags from fancy stores?

Why do men have such trouble getting along with their fathers and why do they think it’s such a big honking sad deal that every piece of “important” literature in some way reflects this titanic struggle? Why don’t men ever admit they feel cold?

Why do men carry four thousand dollars’ worth of loose change in their pockets at all times but always present a twenty to the cashier? Why do women like miniatures? Why it is considered part of the woman’s job to make sure her family is neither constipated nor afflicted with diarrhea? Why do women buy books about men’s inner turmoil but men do not buy books about women’s inner turmoil?

Why is the theme song for women’s relationships “Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow?” whereas for men it is “We’ve Got Tonight, Why Don’t You Stay?” Why do men want to have sex with women they would never introduce to anybody they actually knew because it would be too embarrassing? Why do women want to introduce some guy they are sleeping with to everybody they have ever met?

Why do men like kissing for a long time at the beginning of a romance but then you have to make an appointment with them to get kissed for more than five seconds after you’ve been in said relationship for a couple of years? Would you rather be in bed with a woman who could make you laugh or a woman with a twenty-four-inch waist? Do you think a woman would rather be in bed with a man who could make her laugh or one hung like a sixteen-ounce can of Bud? Are you sure? I didn’t think so. Why is that?

GENE: You are irritating, do you know that?

GINA: I am interesting and educational.

GENE: That was extremely passive-aggressive.

GINA: It was not.

GENE: Why are women so passive-aggressive?

GINA: Good for you. You found another question.
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It’s Not Merely Amusing—

It’s Historical




GENE: Men are, and have always been, the principal architects of history.

GINA: Agreed. But—

GENE: No, allow me. Women’s comparative insignificance as major players in the advance of civilization is the result of their virtual enslavement over thousands of years by the rigors and restrictions of their biological responsibilities. Though requiring enormous fortitude and emotional strength, this role remained subordinate, a condition perpetuated by men, who actively prevented women from achieving even a semblance of economic independence, political enfranchisement, social parity, or even literacy.

GINA: Agreed.

GENE: Because of this palpable disadvantage—undiminished until very recently by advances in contraception, universal education, and other fruits of nascent feminist social movements—only a bigot or an ignoramus could survey the breadth of civilization and conclude that the female sex has shown itself innately deficient in the capacity to lead, or to create, or to pioneer in important fields of endeavor. The inescapable fact is that, until modern times, women simply haven’t been given the chance.

GINA:

GENE: What?

GINA: I am waiting for your uncontrollable spasm of misogyny.

GENE: I just want to be fair about this.

GINA: Uh-huh.

GENE: Really.

GINA: Why don’t you just let it out? It’ll be good for you. Clear the air.

GENE: Aristotle Beethoven Confucius Da Vinci Einstein Franklin Gandhi Hippocrates Ibsen Jesus Kafka Lincoln Mandela Newton Orwell Pericles Quintilian Roosevelt Saladin Tolstoy Utrillo Van Gogh Washington Xavier Yeats Zoroaster.

GINA: Feel better now?

GENE: Yes. Thank you.

GINA: Pol Pot, Vlad the Impaler, Vanilla Ice…

GENE: No need to go there. We are at a rare point of agreement. History belongs to men. Eventually it will not.

GINA: We are not at a rare point of agreement. We are at a predictable point of disagreement. You are defining history as a relentless march of progress. I define it as an appalling parade of debauchery and oppression perpetrated by bloodthirsty lunatics with penises, interrupted by the very occasional humanitarian achievement. History would have been entirely different, and better, if women had been the dominant sex.

Unfortunately, the die was cast from the earliest stirrings of civilization. The women were squatting in caves and yurts, conceiving babies, birthing babies, nurturing babies. They turned to the men and said, “We’re busy in here perpetuating the species—go, get out of the house. Find something to do. Make history.” So the men went out and got into trouble.

GENE: And then?

GINA: And then nothing. That’s history. History is men bum-bling out of the house and getting into trouble. History, as recorded by men, has traditionally been a chronology of wars. This does not occur in a matriarchal society. In a matriarchal society, there is no war.

GENE: You think a world designed by women is a paradise?

GINA: I didn’t say that. I said there would be no war. I did not say there would be no stresses. There would be bitchiness. There would be crankiness. There would be sarcastic remarks. My point is that hostilities between nations would be entirely different things. You would hurt their feelings.

GENE: That’s it?

GINA: That’s plenty. It might even escalate, because that is the nature of the human species. In time, regrettably, societies would develop weapons of mass hurt feelings. These would be cruel, I do not deny it. Like, you would make sweeping public statements about the children in the other country: “Your children are ugly and have bad table manners.” Then you would feel terrible, and you’d talk about it. There’d be a lot of communication. In a matriarchal society, the telephone would have been invented very, very early, right after the wheel. But my key point is, no wars.

GENE: There would be no territorial disputes? No one would want anyone else’s land?

GINA: Why would you want someone else’s land? You can visit. If you own it, it’s just more to clean.

GENE: Slavery?

GINA: No. It’s true that women have a weakness for servants. But they go to great lengths to secure the admiration and respect of their servants. A woman will clean her house before the cleaning lady comes so that the cleaning lady won’t think she’s a slob.

Actually, in a world run by women, women would be each other’s slaves. They would clean each other’s houses. Women love to do that. You’re much better at another woman’s house than your own. Give a woman a shot at another woman’s closet, for example, and she’ll sweep that sucker clean of anything that wouldn’t look good on her friend or that’s been out of style for sixteen years and unwisely kept for sentimental purposes. It is very gratifying. That’s why women all gather in the kitchen and do the dishes together.

So, no slavery per se. Reciprocal servitude. An excellent arrangement.

GENE: Religious persecution?

GINA: No. There might have been a Catholic Church, for example, but it would not have had a hierarchy. Women do not like hierarchies. So there would have been no burnings and lynchings and autos-da-fé. No Crusades. The church would have been mainly for tapestries.

I am not saying a matriarchal society would be perfect. I am saying it would be vastly more peaceful. No society run by women is sending its sons and daughters to be slaughtered by the sons and daughters of another society run by women. Control of the spice trade is not a reason for genocide. Women do not go to war over nutmeg.

Basically, women historians would not have been reduced to defining pivotal moments in history by battlefield events. Chapter 12 would not be “The Defeat of the Spanish Armada.” That would not be the sort of thing to usher in a new era. Eras would be defined by collective realizations about the nature of harmony, goodwill, and better living through cooperation. Chapter 12 might be “When We Learned That if You Wash Your Hands You Get Sick Less.” That would start an era.

Cooking with Garlic, another era. An important pivot of history would be the Discovery That Taking Turns Works Well in Most Situations. A major historical figure from the 1200s would be named something like Phoebe the Nice. She would have an assistant, Francine the Amusing. We would currently be in the Era of Good Feeling Because of Epidural Injections.

GENE: Hard to argue with this sort of logic.

GINA: It certainly seems evident to me.

GENE: So I guess if we examine the grand sweep of history, wherever we do find women who rose to positions of power and prestige, we will discover rare pockets of benevolence dotting the savage landscape of a male-dominated world. Take Queen Isabella of Spain, who is mostly known for spreading cheer among orphans, building vast libraries to educate the rabble, and sprinkling the countryside with parks and flower gardens, to the delight of millions….

Oh, no, wait. My mistake. Isabella was the one who is mostly known for personally starting the Spanish Inquisition by instructing Torquemada to crush people into beanbags. She was certainly a feminist, though. She made sure her female descendants had every opportunity to rise to power. Her granddaughter was Queen Mary I of England. That’s the one they called Mary the Positively Adorable.”

Oh, hold it. That’s not right. They called her Bloody Mary. She must have invented the Bloody Mary mix.

GINA: Having fun?

GENE: Hey, looky here. It turns out Mary earned the name by personally ordering hundreds of heretics burned to death from the feet up! Sometimes they’d have packets of gunpowder attached to their limbs so that prior to dying, they would get to watch their feet or arms blown off.

Elizabeth I, the paragon of all female monarchs, killed three cousins who threatened her power. And then there are the early years of the medieval Frankish Empire, in which several women rose to absolute power and distinguished themselves in entertaining ways. In the sixth century, Fredegund terrorized Paris for twenty years in a bloodthirsty exterminocracy considered one of the most sadistic and monstrous reigns in all of history. She made Caligula look like Eleanor Roosevelt. In time, Fredegund wrested the throne of Nuestria from her sister-in-law, the nearly equally savage Brunhilde, and gave it to her thirteen-year-old son, Chlotar. Chlotar thanked his mom by having Brunhilde dragged to death by a wild horse.
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