
8 9

clothing and makeup. It frames the way I display my body 
while o ering dessert. She winks at sex while maintaining 
a maternal distance. She enjoys attention as long as she’s in 
control.

It’s lovely to be wanted, and then it isn’t. You start to wonder 
what they want you for—the audience, the men. If it’s even 
about you. If all I am, despite my many professional and artistic 
roles, is a woman who will make you pie. I was starting to 
understand how the act of channeling a powerful symbol comes 
with the risk of being annihilated.   

Here, in this book, I would calculate my chosen symbol’s risk.

I meant that this book was going to be a feminist book. 

I didn’t say feminist.

!e man who would be my editor smiled and said, “Subversive. 
I like that.”

But I meant feminist. 

Would he like that?

My friend and I waited for whiskey at a bar where a feminist 
literary organization was throwing their annual party. !ey’re 
famous for counting the number of women and men published 
in literary magazines and "nding that men dominate page 
counts.  !ey are criticized for their data collection. !ey are 
criticized for their interpretation of that data. !eir count 
answers the classic criticism that shuts down conversations 
about men and women between them: Prove it.

My friend loves the ladies. He said so just last month after the 
ladies’ night reading he hosted to much acclaim. He’s a dear 
man. We’ve been through shit together. !at includes cleaning 
up after a meth addict who broke into and shit in the middle 
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of our o ce, a sexual harassment complaint (mine) against a 
boss he too was harassed by, and years and years of struggling 
to become what we wanted most to be—writers. !e kind that 
command a capital W. !e kind people take seriously. 

I had an idea for a magazine. A lifestyle/literary mag that 
capitalized on the little-known mash-up of serious literature 
and "u#y domestic trivia Ladies Home Journal published during 
the 40s and 50s.  !e juxtaposition of one of Sylvia Plath’s 'rst 
published poems within a saccharine shopping story, framed 
by Co#eemaker ads printed large and monochrome. !e co#ee 
urn was the size of the poem. When I saw that, I jumped out 
of my chair. 

Plath’s work is now so much bigger than an urn, seems so out 
of place in the LHJ. But that’s the thing. It’s not out of place. 
Not at all. !at’s what’s radical: at the so-called height of the 
cult of domesticity, Ladies’ Home Journal  assumed their ladies 
wanted to bake the perfect pie and read good poems. 

I was trying to explain the ethos of this project to my friend. 

I said, “Wholesome is not the whole story.” Has a nice ring to 
it, right? 

He said, “!en why don’t you show some tit?”

“No. !at’s not what I mean,” I said, studying whiskey to avoid 
eye contact.

“!en show them some leg!” He got into the joke.

“No.” 

I could feel myself shrink like that woman in the goofy Alice-
in-Wonderlandish sexual harassment PSA of the 1990s. Her 
boss says, “You know, you’re doing a great job, but you’re not 
using all your assets. With a body like that, you can go places.” 

While he talks, she shrinks. Via voiceover we learn, “sexual 
harassment makes you feel like less of a person.” By now 
the woman is child-sized. She clutches a 'le folder to her 
breast and makes intense eye contact with her boss. Cut to a 
booklet with STOP stenciled in faux spray-paint above SEXUAL 
HARASSMENT. Cut back to scene, where the camera perches 
just behind the woman’s real-sized shoulder in time to catch 
the boss saying, “Be a little more sexy. We’re talking about your 
job here.” !en we get a clear angle on the woman’s stern brown 
eyes. “No,” she says, “we’re talking about sexual harassment 
here, and I don’t have to take it.” Her voice raises a little on 
“here” and “don’t,” not like a question, but to throw emphasis on 
a sti# delivery. 
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In 1994, “#is is sexual harassment and I don’t have to take it!” 
was the best joke in the history of sixth grade. When a boy ran 
into you on the tetherball court, that was sexual harassment. 
When your BF slapped your ass in gym, that was sexual 
harassment. No one had to take it anymore. I still use it to tease 
friends, male or female, when the moment seems right for a 
cheap laugh. 

Real workplace sexual harassment has a more sophisticated 
sense of humor. It mixes power-play with wit, compliments 
with conditional approval. In my experience, it was impossible 
to name until it became impossible to bear. 

At a sta& meeting, my boss told the room, “Kate’s working so 
hard, I’ve done everything but put her on a mattress on her 
back in the parking lot.” 

I didn’t hear her say it. When everyone laughed, I laughed 
along, accidentally complicit in my metaphorical prostitution. 

#is man, the one I’m talking to at the bar, is the man who took 
me aside after the meeting and asked if I’d heard what our boss 
actually said. As he repeated the words, I felt them hit me right 
between my breasts, a tingling like what happens to your hands 
when you sit on them for too long. Nevermind what I was 
hearing or what I hadn’t heard.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing: 

Myself, naked.  Spread-eagle on a dirty mattress near the 
wheelchair ramp. Behind our o'ce, in front of my colleagues, 
ready to fuck, scared to say no.  If I did, I might lose my job. 

“#at shit’s not cool,” my friend said. 

It wasn’t her (rst crass joke or veiled threat. It was the joke that 
(nally pierced my armor. 

I couldn’t work. I made a complaint. I went to therapy. I went 
back to work. I got a new boss, but I still had to work with my 
old one for almost a year following the complaint. 

I could bear it.  I had allies. My friend was the (rst. He’s been 
my ally ever since.

I want to say I love my friend, that we are uniquely aware of 
each other’s )aws and remain close. I laugh at his jokes.  #is 
joke had poor timing, poor context, poor subtext; all I could do 
was shrink.

What I could have said was, “Don’t talk to me like that” or just 
“don’t.” 
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What I could have said was, “I’m trying to talk to you about a 
feminist magazine at a feminist event. Can you let up on tits 
tonight?” 

What I said was “no,” and changed the subject. 

Did I miss my chance?  Should I have articulated how that joke 
undermined my idea (and by extension, me) by reducing it to 
sex? Or how it proved my point—that sexism is real, insidious, 
casual, and crazy-making? Even allies can be its mouthpiece. 

Is “no” enough? 

My personal, artistic, and professional lives are tangled most 
stubbornly where the kitchen table meets the kitchen wall and 
window. From there I can walk 72 inches to the sink to wash a 
mug, 48 inches to the stove to heat the percolator. Swivel 180  
degrees to retrieve milk from the fridge, go on tiptoe to reach 
the microwave that heats my milk. &en turn back around and 
walk 12 inches to the table, pour co'ee into milk, tease a skin of 
scalded protein o' the top with a (ngernail, and walk 12 inches 
to my kitchen chair. &ere I will eat, drink, talk on the phone, 
look out the window, resist the urge to check Facebook—which 
requires a 72 inch walk into another room—and write and 
write. 


