Introduction

Feminism (n.): Plural

orld changes faster than we can fathom in ways that are
ed, These bewildering changes often leave us raw. The
al climate is shifting, particulatly for women as we contend
e refrenchment of reproductive freedom, the persistence
ltute, and the flawed if not damaging representations of
c'té consuming in music, movies, and literature,
comedian asking his fans to touch women lightly
siitachs because ignoring personal boundaries is oh
e have all manner of music glorifying the degrada-
n,‘and damnit, that music is catchy so I often find
g ong as my very being is diminished. Singers like
- know “we want it.” Rappers like Jay-Z use the word
cttiation. Movies, more often than not, tell the
f then’s stories are the only stories that matter.
] : nvolved, they are sidekicks, the romantic in-
alterthoughts. Rarely do women get to be the center
Rarely do our stories get to matter.
ng attention to these issues? How do we do so
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in ways that will actually be heard? How do we find the necessary
language for talking about the inequalities and injustices women
face, both great and small? As I've gotten older, feminism has
answered these guestions, at least in patt.

Feminism is flawed, but it offers, af its best, a way to navigate
this shifting caltural climate. Feminism has certainly helped me
find my voice. Feminism has helped me believe my voice matters,
even in this world where there are so many voices demanding to
be heard. '

How do we reconcile the impetfections
the good it can do? In truth, feminism is

Jard where the movement must be
always make the best choices.

with the flawed people who act in the name of the movement. .
~ The problem with movements is
associated only with the most visible figures, the
biggest platforms and the loudest, most provocative VOICES. Bt
" ferninism is not whatever philosophy is being spouted by the po]
ular media feminist flavor of the week, at least not entirely.
- Teminism, as of late, has suffered from a certain guilt by ass
ciation because we conflate femninism with women who advoca
personal brand. When these fig
heads say what we want to hear, we put them up on the Fem
Pedestal, and when they, do something we don’t like, we ki
them right off and then say there’s something wrong wit_h‘ fer
nism because our feminist leaders have failed us. We forge
difference between feminism and Professional Feminists:
T openly embrace the label of bad femninist. I do so bec:
aon flawed and human. T am not terribly well versed in fer
history. I am not as well read in key feminist texts as 1

people with th

femninism as part of their

of feminism with all -
flawed because it is a
movement powered by people and people are inherently flawed. -
For whatever reason, We hold feminism to an unreasonable stan-: :'
everything we want and must
When feminism falls short of out”
expectations, we decide the problem is with feminism rather than

that, all too often, they are
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I am still a feminist. T
. cannot tell ..
accept this about myself. you how freeing it has been to

-;::;)r;;i Itlhet: Iab.el of bad feminist because I am human. I am
o I.am no: tirymg to be an example, T am not trying to be per-
B oy T s SIII;’Ig t.o say I‘have all _the answers. [ am not trying
e P e e
: - s world, trying t
E)(:;: ;f;t}i}aziz ;J.vizztlng while also being my:elf:g aowigriiensingz
ries pink anc. il( es to get freaky and sometimes dances her ass

el C?OW}S; sh‘e knows', is terrible for women and who
..t?'t'hem feel rrfachzi?h W%t}.l repairmen because it's just easier to

fhom o= macho an ];t is to stand on the moral high ground.
e A e tn}nsl; ecause I never want to be placed on
: ]_f)_.ec':ted to pos: 1;31";?33116 '\Ifril;:natrlf Place‘f{ on pecestals are
ol : : they get nocked off when

.. keccikogl up. I regularly fuck it up. Consider me already
zzggg;l“fgdz:tngzr, I disavowed feminism with alarming

o ance ;u?i isgﬁz:;i:;n :;till fall over themselves to

SN ? 8 i ini
use 'when I was called a feministji t‘:: .ljbci:ils?;?ﬁii fen?lmsm

}tawa's generally intended as such. When I \m:l 2:3::31&
w _;nglg ;lah:;s.e 'days, my first thought was, But I willmgl;
i7obs. 1 had it in my head that I could not both be a fem-

'be sexuall
oD y open. I had lots of str T
ng my teens an 3 wenies. ange things in my head

VoW ini
b{}e;d fernImlsm because I had no rational understanding
ment. [ was called a femini
minist, and what I heard
teime cal : eard was
i3 gry, sex-hating, man-hating victim lady person ,
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femini i
o ism tohdommate all of womankind. It was easy to embrace
nism i i it
jeminis Iw ené'reahzed it was advocating for gender equalit
alm i
i all rea s,ﬂw ile also making the effort to be ir:ltersectior.laly
© era }tlhe other factors that influence who we are anci
w we move through the w ini
otld. Feminism has gi
how e . e ‘ sm has given me peace.
Feminisin ??.s given me guiding principles for how I write, how I
e Oi{ ! ive. I do strf:ly from these principles, but I alsc’) know
5 o ay w e; I'do not live up to my best feminist self
o Wom '
e en of color, queer women, and transgender women need
o e};cter Elcluded in the feminist project. Women from the
ups .
tgi mepandave een ;Eamefully abandoned by Capital-F Feminism
again. This is a hard, painful is 1 ,
fime his is 2 hard, painfu truth, This is where a
2 £ é)eople run into resisting feminism, trying to create di
ance ’ e e
fance etwezn the movement and where they stand. Believe me
fond erstand. For years, I decided feminism wasn't for me as :;
worm
o an, ;15 # woman who has been queer identified at vary-
] Iiore j in eJ(."i life, because feminism has, historically, been
nvested in improvin i ,

. g the lives of heterosex i
men to the detriment of all others wal whie
But two w ]

o er}(:ngf do not make a right. Feminism’s failings do
e he shou dbe_schew feminism entirely. People do terrible
: e time, but we don’t re i
ings , ularly diso i
B el . : gularly disowa our humanity.
w the terrible things. We should disavow the failurgs

feminism wi i

. without disavowing i :

1ng its many s

avé come. y successes and how far

This caricature is how feminists have been warped by the people
he same people who have the most

who fear ferninism most, t
to lose when feminism succeeds. Anytime I remember how T

once disavowed feminism, I am ashamed of my ignorance. Tam
ashamed of my fear because mostly the disavowal was grounded
in the fear that I would be ostracized, that would be seen as a

r, that Twould never be accepted by the mainstream.

troitblenake
T get angry when women disavow feminism and shun the fem-

inist label but say they support all the advances born of feminism
d to be there. 1 get

because I see a disconnect that does not nee

angry but 1 anderstand and hope someday we will live in a cul-
rure where we don’t need to distance ourselves from the feminist *
label; where the label doesn't make us afraid of being alone, of

being too different, of wanting too much. .

1 try to keep my feminism simple. 1 know feminism is complex
and evolving and fAawed. [ know feminism will not and cannot
fix everything. T belicve in equal opportunities for women and
men. I believe in women having reproductive freedom and af:
fordableand anfettered access t0 the health care they need. The
lieve women should be paid as much as men for doing the sami
work; Feminism s a choice, and if a woman does not want
be a feminist, that is her right, but it is still my responsibility
fight for her rights. 1 believe feminism is grounded in support
the choices of women even if we wouldn’t make certain chioi
for ourselves, T believe women not just in the United States;

throughout the world deserve equality and freedom but kn
1 women of other cultures what

s

bec;(;xé ;azitilitlix::z ’io believe in the same feminism, Feminism
i ong as we respect the different feminisms
yw1t us, 5o long as we give enough of a dam

lize the fractures among us. nem
inism will better succeed with collective effort, but f
ggs can also rise out of personal conduct. 1 };ear m:?-
er;fge;i); th;y can’t find \)Efell-known feminists Wid}l]
4 ify. That can be disheartening, but T say, let

T am in no position to te
equality and freedorm should look like. =

I resisted feminism in my late teens and my rwenties becs
1 worried that feminism wouldn't allow me to be the i
o woman I knew myself to be. But then 1 began to Jedrt
about feminism. Jearned to separate feminism from Femi
or Fetninists or the idea of an Essential Feminism—%dﬁ
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us {try to) become the feminists we would like to see moving '
through the world. .
When you can't find someone to follow, you have to find a
way to lead by exampte. In this collection of essays, I'm trying
to lead, in a'small, 1mperfect way. I am raising miy voice as a bad
feminist. Tam taking a stand asa bad feminist. 1 offer insights on
our culture and how we constime it. The essays in this collection
also examine race in contemporary - film, the limits of ¢ diversuy,
and. how innovation is rarely satisfying; it is rarely enough. T call
for creating new, more inclusive measures for literary excellence
and take a closer look at HBO’s Girls and the phenomenon of
the Fifty Shades trilogy. These essays are political and they are .
personal They are, like feminism, flawed, but they come from a

[ME]

genume place. T am just ope woman trying to make sense of this
world we live in, P'm raising my voice to show all the ways we have .
room to want more, to do better. -
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a very dedicated fan base of women who remaitl s relieved to

see themselves in some small way.

Women of color come of age and have the same experiences
Dunham depicts in her shows, but we rarely see those stories be-
-atise they don’t fit the populat imagination’srendering of Other
- ‘girlhood, which is genetally nonexistent in popular culture, At
least there have been a fey shows for black women 10 recognize

I ane Was Miss America

't_héﬁls'elves—'—'thé aforementioned: Girlfriends, Living Single, A
Different. World, The Cosby Shoiw. What about othet women ©
color? For HiSpa'nié and Latina women; Indian women, M
Fastern women, Asian wornen, theit absence in popular culture

is-even inote pronoﬂnced,- their need for relief just as palpable

and desperate. R - L
The incredible problem Ciirls faces is that all we want is every-

thing from each movie of television show ot book that promises

to offer a new voice; a relatable voice, an important voic
want, and tightly so, to believe our lives deserve to be new, e
latable, and important. We want to see more complex, nUAnce:
depictions of what it really means to be whoever we are of wer

or hope to be. We just want so much. We just need so much. -
.. I'm more interested in a show called Grown Women abo
a group of friends who finally have great jobs and pay all their
bills in a timely manner but don’t have any savings and stﬂl_-' de:
with sloppy love lives and hangovers on Monday morning
work. That show doesn’t exist, though, because stability: hcfﬁ
little allure fot the popular imagination and Hollywood Tar
acknowledges women of a certain age. Until that show com
rig or I decide to write it, we have to deal with what we hay

I1i 1984, Vanessa Williams b i
o84 ecame Miss America, She
have o sfoi(;\zrdl l;::;:z n01;'41 nu?le photo scandal, bL:: (\)A;lhljnl ﬁ;
e mazing moment for black gi
tywher Cr\())(\/;lﬁ?;n:hwas the ﬁ’rst black woman to weall-( t}ggl;\&eiv-
e R, e pajeant s sixty-three-year history, I was ncs)i
e e gl aho carv;llx.nu'ch about pageants or being a beaut
e ot el Shg illiamis and her perfect cheekbones anc)lr
2 ecing teeth as e accepted the crown gave girls like me id
hat moment mad e vl;f}?f:h@& we too could be beautiful. -
e Yenessa ¥ i gms offered black girls a new image of
__the-AH_Americanaé _ 11rl could be, the more traditional image
iR I}Z could l?e found in Sweet Valley, an idgi-'
oo in suns Ev:rt ern.Cahfomia where the lawns’are pgr-
: mani mos.t e f);(():lze; ;Z f;sa?icfl b.ealéltiful and successful, As
0 . , lite in Sweet V. is episodi
:Iuai 112 ?ezjslza:ivi arlc to each day or week or Zifgtils Zﬁizdlc
e oo V011 e learned from life’s experiences ’The ysda
alley, are mostly happy. The meek iilheriterfl\li

alo
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62 even though I had neither a bedrd nor a mustache. My classmates
h ho wait. There is nowhere in the also called me Don King, T looked nothing like Don King. He’s a
' e to those Wi ' for one. I was told my parents “talked funny,” which I later

good things com mar, : v p ¥, ate
world like Sweet Valley Wakefield are the sweethearts of Sweet realized was a reference to their thick Haitian accents, which I did

. i akehic i1 gll their.
Flizabeth and Jessica with a :

not hear until they were pointed out to me, and then suddenly those
* accents were all I heard. I read books while I walked to school. I
‘had the strangest laugh—somewhat halted and tentative—and a
it of a bucktooth situation. I regularly wore overalls by choice and
idn’t really know any curse words, so that should give you a sense
where [ was on the social ladder—teaching for the bottom rung.
When 1 first started reading Sweet Valley High books, | wanted
gitls like the Wakefield twins to love me, I wanted the handsome
oys who chased girls like those Wakefield twins to love me. I
anted the popular kids to pull me into the shelter of their golden
\hrace and make me popular too. Popularity is contagious. Many
tovies from the 1980s bear this theory out. T had hope, is what I'm
saying, though certainly that hope was fragile.
hete was one particular group of golden, popular kids at my
chool. They're in every school, an interchangeable infestation of
good genes and big smiles and perfect hair and Guess or Girbaud
eans. I don’t remember much about grade school, but I remem-
1 the first and last names of the popular kids, If T returned to
v childhood neighborhood, T could point out their houses and
her geographical points of interest. I watched the popular kids
I'the time, trying to figure out how to breathe the air in their at-
osphere. They were so American and, therefore, exotic because
v had freedoms I did not. T was a different kind of American.
d conservative Haitian parents who wanted the best for their
but were also very wary of American permissiveness. I was

: _ - chiagi myYO erican at school and Haitian at home. This required negotiat-
and wore thick bifo;gls. Ofcher 1 an 'my 1o be notice eve i fine balance, and I am a clumsy person.
oply black Kid in school, so 1 Was. 8o 4 -_g[-“',as sh'y”élfl Wik e is nothing more desperate and unrequited than the love
1 wanted very much to-go unnoticed. e

e il inpopular gitl nurtures. for the cool kids. One day, the kids
did't know how to fixc myself. My hair was ¥

icable ni ir, Beard,
carning me the inexplicable nigknames Ha r, Beat

ate blond and thin and perfe?ct ev::ice e perfec_
oo flaws. The Wakefield sisters are twins—WE" © \ Hous
. h}m'aglif;béth is the pood twin, and Jessica }s:télé r-zi)i?aﬂéyﬂ fad
i Jessica is a bad, bad girl, even though in: Wet__ g licre
t\fﬁﬂ: . er quite that bad; The sisters weat ma ¢ Y sica i
g-l-ﬂfi P': ‘and they drive a red Fiat. E11Zabefhlgn rilvals '_ et
ﬁecln a:he,r and are best friends, but they are als0. e
eac o'mplicated even when they are p_;:s:fecf,.._d A forbes e
arelgl" beth is responsible and universally 2 of e e Todd
o :fsd patience. She wants t0 bea ]Ournahl:;‘ft.t e p}ay:er.f--
r\;?’?ikinsl o tall, handsome, and F’C’Pul_at bﬂ; f_-smart' anc
orks 0;1 the school paper and is a cheerleg € gitie
1o the perfect combination. o L dlenioy
1.e_t1;;;si:aplikes boys and partying. She is Chgiﬁfj risabe
éssip flirting, and shopping. Shc? 10\76;30 toaluse o :
i’idthe,s' andt Elizabeth puts up with }t ZC e
', ssica Wakefield: She’s a cheerk?g e d, Pk
& bit of an-aithead; Jessica has ;:;;S e
. gence: She sometifmies says ankind things; l?ut ;:1 am'otié'n.
B 1 has a bit of & temper. She’s abl emOLT:
as a ses; Whﬂf_: E

alley, They

. noto
- ghe comes off as a

s impulsive an : er. She
112 1;1: kind of gitl who gtves 10 10 binm:;lmpgl ¢
controls her urges, at 1east‘"1'n(,)§t .Qf t ; i aré e
 The Wakefield twins aren’t refﬂ;. t e(y; e Siee
' .f. che Sweet Valley High series. 1 st?tte { rea o Iwas
Nl NTs e T was eight of ine years old. 3 Wo%
High booksw e ot

pmatn chi
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re-
what, I do not
the populat chque were teasmg me, about

in

cause 1 wa
because they were teasing me but also beh se v and Where
re of the gapmg dlstance between wher
: awa

I always knew there was something unnatural about Sweet
Valley. I did not care. I still don’t. T was well aware not every
one lives in a perfect suburb with perfect parents leading perfect
lives. T had been to Haiti, seen incomprehensible poverty with my
own eyes, so I knew my relatively good fortune was an accident
“of birth. T knew there is rarely such a thing as a happy ending. I
-understood that the Sweet Valley High books espouse an unre-
ahstic narrow ideal of beauty (blond, white, thin) and that any
‘town where everyone looks and acts the same is not to be trusted.
The one time a citizen of Sweet Valley (Steven Wakefield, the
“twins’ older brother) dated interracially, that relationship lasted
“for only one book (#94) because the couple decided, in the end,
_that they were too different. I also knew that verdict was suspect.
Like many writers, I lived inside of books as a child. Inside
: books I could get away from the impossible things T had to deal
ith, When T read I was never lonely or tormented or scared,
read everything I could get my hands on, and my parents in-
dulged and encouraged me. They were strict about things like
television and grades, but they never censored my reading ma-
tefial or questioned my love of Sweet Valley. We moved around
ot for my father’s job, but Sweet Valley never moved and the
eople never changed. The kids in Sweet Valley were a constant
nd in a small, poignant way, they were my friends.
1 waited for new Sweet Valley High books the way other kids
aited for new cornics or movie releases. Each time my mother
ook me to the mall, T went straight to Waldenbooks and quickly
nined the shelves in the Young Adult section, wondering what
wins and their friends and enemies would get into next.
hen the series began churning out thick super editions, I could
ve died and gone to Sweet Valley heaven. As my collection
f-Sweet Valley High books grew, I maintained the set meticu-
y, keeping the books in perfect order and pristine condition,
etimes my brothers would sneak into my room and reorder

I
' h secrets at a slurnber_ party ot goss1p1ng about ciute boys ._
o armg L. Ihad secrets. 1liked cute boys.: retort |
| hk?]?iht};edfi though T nieeded 10 corne updwﬁh i tlat;;l;;ym cor
5 round, to sho
ey them th? Couki:)lzfc‘; S? ;Tried my. ﬁngets at t’i}em h(;{c;
COOI peapich raniugrse on Mister in The Color Purp i) ar(a)m .:
M Cehe 13Ym§ just you it and see. I'm going to echS
o %’1@]& was Ty mother’s nickname for me, bise
o Amemab heloved firscborn, her first child bor; 11n t e
A e Ief ved my mckname Those popular kids al.lgt o
UmtEd Statzs For the fest of that year and into the n;x , e
sed I Oﬂessly about being Miss America, 28 1}111gs. ©
e mert s going, making comments about ‘sasAe s
e Campalgn e afound in front of me doing the Miss ]§1(1i .
i . orated props. Those kids made it clee:;:v ne:és
b TheY mcc}):ﬁ:l at the crown, but Pm stubborn an bal .
b e e Miss Amenca o L began to sincerely belie .
Wﬂhams hadbwonme Miss America. 1 reminded my classma_l ha
- il ;:3 which only fueled their petty torments.
e :grlelt 1 \x?as going " with that strategy.: 1ar o
oo Valley High books were extrem mely popu e
The et damoj;t girls immeditely 1dent1ﬁed as ai:i 1:zarn
R YO‘mg arliliost of the people who knew me wou d a:n 5
01“ : ]635“33 beth, minus het popularity, but [wasn't. In !
i Ehza : I was a bad glrl misunderstood and 1n§er
and i nybeac a gitl who was ‘confident and sexy alr\lﬁ s Ame
I 'Was' ? Jesmct;ntgd to be around, [ was the future Miss
fg_“fl ZZZZE:Z by my mother and Vanessa Wﬂhams
ica,
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rween us that often
their favorite toys
Sweet Valley High

dering. On a fundamental fevel, the writing is extremely bad. The
word “appalling” comes to mind. The narrative structure is so
deeply flawed it physically pained me. The story jumps from the
present told in third person past tense to the past told in first person
present tense. Sometimes the narrator changes from one twin to the
next, and then other times the narrator is another, lesser character.
I have spent more time than I care to admit trying to make sense of
these authorial choices. Every so often, some sort of Web 2.0, social
media reference is dropped into the narrative as if Pascal is saying,
“Look, I'm still relevant! Twittet! Facebook! Oh my!”
- The twins and their friends are all a decade older, but there is
little evidence of any emotional maturity. You would expect that
-the twins, as wornen in their late twenties, would have sex lives,
_f'but most of the sex in the book is strangely antiseptic, eroticism
from another room, as if the audience is still tween and teen gitls,
‘When you do see a bit of Elizabeth’s or Jessica’s sexual personas,
it's written so you can only cringe. Many of the petty grievances
rom high school linger, and most of the characters come off as
he very worst people in the world. The whole enterprise has the
eel of caricature. The twins have been written in such a way that
_miakes you think Pascal (who created the series but didn’t write
:'15157 of the original books) has no idea who the Wakefield twins
fe, Elizabeth and Jessica display behaviors so uncharacteristic
hat the simplest explanation is that Elizabeth and Jessica have
oth been lobotomized. I don’t want to give too much away, but
roughout the novel, we're supposed to feel sorry for Elizabeth.
wever, she is portrayed as-such a self-indulgent, self-pitying
-of a woman you statt to feel like she deserves her misery.
essica, on the other hand, were supposed to hate, but she’s pro-
sionally successful and in a loving relationship and has a per-
ality. She scems rational and interesting and as vibrant as ever.
- tiiakes mistakes but in a really human, endearing way, When
find yourself rooting for the person yourre supposed to hate

i b
the books. Minor skirmishes v_voulfi erspt i::l
ded with me doing something like burylng
E':n ¢he backyard. 1 was quite serious about my
in .

S P S for the -
bOOkS- AT . o heat 3_1' humaﬂ, to k)ng
s SRR "efﬁﬂ-' 1t is ﬂatuf 3 . . better
= Nqsmlgl“?lfasrlgﬁieﬂ we 'car'i"rem?.mb@ out hl.s’t?mesfi;end.- 1
o B B e Life happens faster than T can MBS Ly
thanthely ;-Vii it my love of Sweet Valley r.em;m.sr_:a ding gt
' &mnegr StT 'O\W{;én T tead the books now, I knowd » -afternoons;
1mme ;a ei'-r-émémber'what" it was like to-spend. m?ns'and Toid.
bagée,::elitvauey_ hanging out with the \Wakeﬁﬁjn;\jg)dd Willins
in oW o Vaw Parman oy
.1 Tila Fowler and Bruce e ks and
Roglg;‘anii:; llé?gb'e'rt" The nostalgia feel for these books o
and Wins " eetiache, o T i
o tess iy chiest aches : L P
these Qeo};;l? I::::; Y]};'ljia;'n'c:iﬁe Pascal was teleas:ﬁ;lg Sﬂ;zz t g:z tg
\W};‘_‘ tz'a; an up date to the Sweet Van‘_’-y Hégbeszrn o‘;)sessi'n.'g
Co”f i:’:o th,e future, 1 basically lost my shit anbegargl o e |
ar .
Z%out what was going SR

down in Sweet Valley. 1 |
o k’s release. S Valle
day; ‘1; t31(1)t'het?lzc.r;jj:rling on the day of its releaseifﬂ;':;t :111 .
oA 23010 " v Kindle, 1 spent the
o e doentaaded to my Banad st
. Con .de-”té‘fl é%zfe wasnt a page I tusned eyecironécaiyfiif
o .]:‘lQUI'IS = mlg'didh"t. think Girrrrrrerrl, laugh alow ',nal'exﬁé
he .Wh?r’e’. Reading this book <was avocal and:emcziti;wéét Vil
Mmr?mem i work, and when T got h‘om&?, }11 fea Cine, s '
Covsfidontial again. The book was, 88 U BN PEr e
CO??-ﬁ eﬁ to the memory of the original Sweet Vatey FHST T
an insu T
i\nS:I read;, L kept thinking; They 0

uld have called men :
- ill; 1t
o idea who Tam, but stidh
o eThay of course; have no Voo 1 4t e
Cbeqp. Tﬁzi; 'r'zéiny-' ¢ans of Sweet Valley ate ogt th::;l an
s e . .
o kilo}\:;ve qritten this book in the manr.le;lt stZIsld why so
CQU; oot Valley Confidential riakes you undet

the death of publishing. The bookf.i be

- people are {amenting
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To be fair, Sweet Valley Confidential could never have satisfied

the expectations of those of us who fell in love with the original

Sweet Valley High series. Like I said, nostalgia is powerful and

i a
plot of the novel, the narrative has taken

1.
(For the record, TEAM JESSICA 4 EVAD

because of the overall

ically wrong tura. : the gratuitous N .
dfagl‘:: tlzing remains gloriously the same, though g that power builds with time; it often reshapes our memories. It’s
e c1r?11 tions of Elizabeth and Jessica ® beaﬁti ins are described not that the original Sweet Valley High books were the mark of

CSI "?wééf Valley High 1: Doubz_le Love, the TW great literature, but that to some preteen and teenage gisls, the
_ h 111 o e s e . _ books were the most familiar and resonant expressions of our
' t uS y ': T i bi 5 f’e:é'é Ieyé's. ' éﬁd.péyfeﬁt : ngst and our fondest wishes for ourselves, the girls we wanted to
i .tbez.r.s-hoﬂldq-le_ngtb blond‘@fﬂ‘, xagct duplicates of one - become. There is a young giel-heart still throbbmg in many'of us.
California tans, Elizabeth ard Ies;zc_a zf)_gre e e sben they swiled. Those of us who read Sweet Vailey Conﬁdentml were looking to
: oo down fo the 3 dimples in their left chee hing presents from recapture some of the Sweet Valley magic from our youth.
‘Ofoer; - patching

ound ber neck

B b s birthday last June Despite the book’s flaws, the magic was very much there for me.
th birthday :

Teasily embraced the drama, the absurdity, the wild implausibili-
ties. You would not believe what's going down in Sweet Valley and
"-Wh_o has ended up with whom, but let me tell you, it’s all a delicious
candal. Someone’s gay! Someone betrayed her sister. Someone’s
Hiving in New York City. Someone got married to a wealthy but
ontrolling man and lived in Europe until she escaped. Someone is
gaged to be married and everyone’s talking, A guy we all thought
as a prince of a man is really just a man. Someone has turned into
‘real bitch. Someone uses baking to sublimate her sorrow. Some-
ite had cancer. Someone became a real asshole, Someone hasn't
nanged one little bit. Someone got filthy rich, Someone got filthier
ich. Someone died. Someone. loves someone else in a tragic, un-
equited way. Amidst all the drama, some things in Sweet Valley
't change. There are many happy endings. As mindless, escapist
srtainment, Sweet Valley Confidential delivers.

-. - their parents on their sz'xtee_'ﬁ : o AR
SRR o . Valley Confidential,t .
o sioht years later, in Sweet ValeY ly, like
1 riw?nt{iife s;rme though theit description has aged ﬁney o
ook muc ’ o ' '

winer

I;z'..%e'.tbé.'twi.n.s. of ;fbat ?)oém,. Elizabeth and I.mm Wakefield appeared
interchangeable, if you considered only their face.s..
% Asd what faces they were. -
.  Gorgeous. Absolutely amazing
ar Their eyes were shades of aqus

The kind you couldn't stop locking.
that dariced in the light like s;m;;d
es, ov / LT, ihick, light brown Lasie
: H ?’.’?ﬁom.fmne"S;t'T:/ja‘;?fuf;:ffjii:eek& Their silky bl'o.mi ha;f “
| long.?ﬂm:f??(;:d fell just below their shoulders. Aﬂfi to comrlljb . ¢
  . ?be _“f_sm mg :bei;"rbs'j:' lips looked as if they were peﬂczgeid oTz. T eaf
| 't"_’__e pirfect?if:é irong with their’ Figures; eithet. It was as if bz?zgrz_s. /

S wdsnt d . Hoe o

- possibiltes all fell togther perfecth. |
e Tiens e S was never going to become Miss America. I know that now. Va-
v Twicer L T R R i e |
B .S géf vl 4y Confiden .:sginhams anc.l her glittering teeth could only do so much.
Wﬁen I fisst read the passage from 1w 1ty applanded be onetheless, I continue to have a very active fantasy life. In one of
v.voke someone up with my Jaughter. Lliteratly 3PP el more elaborate, embarrassing flights of fancy, I win an Oscar for

I was so thrilled by the ex'quisit.e' badness. -
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writing the Best Adapted Screenplay based on my bestselling novel,
which has graced the New York Times bestseller Jist for at least fifty-
seven weeks. At the Oscar ceremony 1 am wearing something flaw-
less by a designer with a long, exotic pame. My hair and face are
beat, I don't trip when 1 walk up the stairs in my Louboutins t© :
accept my honor. My date is My husband, who i the most hand:.
- sOmE, famous movie star in the world: He is madly, uxoriously i
{ove with me, and he fyeamis as 1 stare into the audience. He will:
win Best Actor later in the evening because he starred in My movie:
That's bow we met: In my acceptance speech, 1 thank my parents
and my agents and my famous movie-star fusband and my friends
1 thank Prancine Pascal for creating the land of Sweet Valley an
Vianessa Williatns for teaching me 1 could be beautiful. Then 1 cé]l_'_
out the names: of the golder; popular kids who never loved me:
caise my Oscar over my head with one hand, and 1 point Y fingets
at 2 camera with the other, once again like Miss Celie laying @ cﬂf_éé
on Mister. 1sa; «] opce told you Twas going to become Miss Am
ica, Thisisn't the Miss America crowh; bt jt's pretty damn close
. As-a black girl, as a Haitian gitl, 1 was not supposed 10 5@
myself in the Sweet Valley High books, but did. Perhaps it wa
because L:too lived in the suburbs, perbaps it was because 1w
\ooking for the way toward 3 perfect life and becoming Mi
America, but T felt the Sweet Valley stories deeply. 1 read and
seread the books countless times. The drama, recycled plots;a
tudicrous circumstances spoke to Me profoundly. This may als
explain why in high school 1 become utterly devoted 1o Beve
Hills 90210, which took the Sweet Valley High formula and el
yated it tO high art. Sweet Valley Conﬁdent;ial-reminded me of
most awkward years and the silly promise 1 made 1o a silly groL
of kids, The book reminded me of the solace, €scape and qu
joy 1 found in Sweet Valley. Some experiences are nivers:
girkis @ girl whether she lives in West Omaha or Sweet Vi
Books are often far mote than just'books. o

Garish, Glorious
Spectacles

The green girl likes to watch berself suffer

—KATE ZAMBRENG, Green Girl

Gender ou
.gemy i 03 j"ﬁ; :;2 fuod ;bf construed as a stable identity or locus of
sy constiuted : ;o?s acts fofllow; rather, gender is an identity

e repeciion of o zme,Tmstzmted in an exterior space through
the stylization of the bo(::;S. he effect of gender i produced through
. ;m?mdcme way in which b i’i;ﬂd, llJt?ﬂ.CE, must be understood as the

s constit C.? i y. gestures, movenients, and styles of var-

. ute the illusion of an abiding gendered self.
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against one another, against t
erform theit gendeF. ‘

he most terrifying is just
ch these s
ce that we are pot that despe:

he camera, against t

expected to p
- What may
is; after alk: We say we wat

elves to have that reassuran
chaps w
d, we seé, mote. thai

gaﬂshly exposed

Ours
We are not that green. But pe

in the green girls interrapte
plamest reﬂecnons of ourselves

reak themselves
he ways they are

how teal reality television

hows to, feel better about
rate. -

e watch these shows because .

n anythmg, the
bu tunfettered .

Not Here to Make Friends

My memory of men is never lit up and illunsinated like my menory of women,

—MARGUERITE DURAS, The Lover

In my high school yearbook there is a note from a girl who wrote,
Tlike you even though you are very mean.” T do not remember the
irl who wrote this note. I do not remember being mean to her, or
0 anyone, for that matter. I do remember that I was feral in high
chool, socially awkward, emotionally closed off, completely lost.
Or maybe I don’t want to remember being mean because I've
hanged in the twenty years between then and now. Around my
ot year, I went from being quiet and withdrawn to being
an, where mean was saying exactly what I thought and making
‘astic comments relentlessly. Sincerity was dead to me.

Thad so few friends it didn’t really matter how I behaved. I had
thing to lose. T had no idea what it meant to be likable, though
as surrounded by generally likable people—ar, I suppose, I
was surrounded by people who were very invested in projecting
ikable facade, people who were willing to play by the rules. T
likable parents and brothers. I was the anomaly as a social
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outcast. Even from a young age | understood that when a girl
s unlikable, a gitlis a problers. 1 also understood that 1 wasi't
being i ntentionally mean. L was being honest (admittedly,-without
tact), and Twas being human. It is either a blessing or 2 CUrse that.
those are carely likable qualities in a woman.

others requi .
oo q'ulfre an explanation for Mavis’s behavior. The .
08 e ]
plestg 11S or her unlikability in order to tolerate h y| iequire
e ; . er. i
xplanation, of Mavis as human, will not sufﬁceI oo

- In many wa 4 ST
ys, likability is a very elab .

CO&E Of . . y elaborate lle; a effOI'm

P fO];:OO\I;d:}l}C‘t dictating the proper way to be. gharacteiiceil a
character’s unlzisq C}E)-C;? become unlikable. Critics who Critici\;e(;

_ ability cannot necessaril
merel ; . sarily be faulted. T
o 313; fﬁg‘e“?g awider cultural malaise with all things uteyi -
: gs that dare to breach the norm of social acceptalf'F 5
. LIty.

" Inevitably on every eality television program, someone will
boldly declare; “I'm not here to make friends.” These people do
<o to establish that thiey are on a given program to win the neb-
ulous prize or the bachelor’s heart or to get the exposure they
need to begin their unsteady rise to a modicum of fame. They
make this declaration by way of explaining their unlikability
or the inevitably unkind edit they're going to receive from the '
show’s producers. It isn’t that they are terrible, you see. It's simpl
that they are not participating in the show to make friends. Thé
are frecing themselves from the burden of likability, or they ate;
perhaps, freeing us from the burden of guilt for the dislike and
eventual contempt we might hold for them. s
Tn the movie Young Adult, Charlize Theron stars as Mav
Gaty. Nearly every ceview of the movie rajses her charag:t’e__ij
unlikability, painting her with a bright scarlet U, Based onth
_ character’s critical reception, an unlikable woman em'bodies_;'"_ ;
mumber of unpleasing but entirely human characteristics. Mavis
beautiful, cold, calculating; self-absorbed, full of odd tics, in:
sitive; and largely dysfunctional in neatly every aspect of her li
These are, apparently,-unacceptable traits for a woman; pattl
larly given the <heer number working in concert. Some revi
go'so far as t0 suggest that Mavis is mentally i}, because thi
nothing more celiable thar armchair diagnosis by disappro¥
critics. In his review, Roger Ebert lauds Young Adult screefls
Diablo Cody for making Mavis an alcoholic because it
cuch a context, Mavis would simply be insane.” Ebert and 11

Why is likabili i |
\%I_hezhz ijlzi;;léttyof;vgn a question? Why are we so concerned with
A Cactlg;n, som-eone' is likable? Unlikable is a fluid
o gnaron v theri Z applied to any character who doesn’t
e eader ﬁI'ldS palatable, Lionel Shriver notes
SR mma?iczal Times, that “this ‘liking’ business has,
e Ioval:.)le 01;1 ap};larovai a'nd affection.” We need char-
- Some might sugg:;t lt}i:att ti)g C}?km’tg)?t
S : : s likability question i 3
f;ileslgrlln;:klslfe in which we reﬂexiv(elly click fLaﬂ]zey’ ’p(:, f};zt
e e grksatés up‘date and bit of personal trivia shared
F orin (_mline bl.lt iertamly there is a culture of relentless af-
.. S#re on or er,d thi; \gggﬁ }:E);: :i;rtsightﬁd to believe that this
e ., ress what or who i
- agé}_ os “?11“1 ::(:Z Izntilthe Internet..I have no doubt thai\ﬁiﬁi{;
S’ o erdean CE{_a-S about this persistent desire, in so man
o the prones ; 11.11i turn, to belong, to have our deftness az
T ané} ! code of conduct affirmed.
s likable Wantipefson Wl?o has struggled with likability—
s greatc’i e ng to b'e h‘ked, wanting to belong—I h
: eal of time thinking about likability in the stori:: ;
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[l (l e1 1sa 61’{6 QO Q

cead and those T write. T am often drawn to w0
to those who behave in socially unacceptable ways, $4Y whatever keep up appearances. Mearwhil
. . . . : hi
is on their mind, and do what they want with varylag Jevels of unspoken rival and cousin, th g everyone looks down on May’s
regatd for the consequences. 1 want characters t0 do bad things- dares to defy social Conver;t‘ Ougltess Olenska, a woman who
: - . ions d
ro think ugly - ribl . , who dates to
.  rible marriage, who dares to want real passion ?OLmlem e
in her life even i
if

- and get away with theif misdeeds. Twant characters
facters to 1

R, thoughts and make ugly décisions. I want characters
- takes and put t_hémselves first without apologizing forit. .

tha . )
that pailSSlOﬂ is found with an unsuitable man
- We're not supposed to i .

1 don’t even mind unlikable characters whose behavior 18 PsY trigues me because she is int ) h'er’ e s

[ dont even e i pot o e fo el _ er .

chopathic or sociopathic. This is not-to say 1 condone, for exanl- blur of social conformity, We' o v o e o

| . yLco e . . We're supposed to li
Apierican Psychos 'y spect, May for being the proper aﬂ%ps tf) o e e
weet innocent she i
carries

ple, murder; but Patiick Bateman, in

interesting man.There is 2 psychiatric diagnosis for his Unﬁl_«;:— ‘ersclf as; but in Wharton's ski ;

ability, a deviant pathology, but he has his charms, particul'z:l_rl' M&y Welland is as hum;);: 5 Sf;ﬂled hands, we eventually see that

in his scathing self—awgrenéss-. Serial killers are people too, an else. This question of lik al;izﬁ;y \tileriedfo;e ?S unlikable, as anyone
: ould be far more tolerable if all

wr;ers were as talented as Edith Wharton, but al
! dar more pernicious than the characte hose ik
e fous : 1s whose likabili
ﬁ'k'abie_ i;t’izo;?t\:;ﬁnnba narrative are the characters Wizilizrgesla
lamienting the perf S on \henc s preat deal of i, even o
o en yfeatured in the popular Sweet Vall ,
AN Cho{_arles. Elizabeth is the good girl who alw: "
e S e Icez, even when she has to sacrifice her coays
s go}gl' g}z &def. She’s a good daughter, sister, a‘zz
o o Ig. fma etb s likability is downright loaths’on
e, e Of' liiri elr Nfl:ihe Olesen over Laura Ingalls Wiicile.
a0 < II ity is lgrge}y a futile one. Oftentim .
o C amcter Eléi;pty df}:slgned as such to show that he 0: :inz
I_a?ying o Tohp ay by the rules and cares to be seen
e e . The likable character, like the unlikab
cter, | generally used to make some greater narrative ;ci'nlte

they are funny. “My conscietce, . Bateman thinks:
go (pta

sometimes
peared a long time a

ihe novel; “my pity; my hopes disap
ably at Harvard) if they ever did exist) o
1 want characters to do the things T am afraid to do for fﬁ

of malking myself more unlikable than 1 may-already be. Lwa
characters to be the most honest of all things—humat.

That the question: of likability even exists in literary cOOV:
tions is odd. It implies that we ate engaging in 2 courtship.
characters are unlikable, they don't meet out mutablt_:-:_,;'va-'_
ctandards. Certainly we can find kinship in fiction; but Hite
. merit shouldn’t be Jictated by whether we warit to be rien

-~ lovers with thosé about whom we read.u S
- Frankly, I find “good,” purportedly'-likable character
" unbearable. Take May Welland in Edith Whatton

of Trinocence. May's likability Is; to-be fair, deliberat

Wharton has made so Newtand: Archer’s passion £

Olenska is ever mote fraught and bittessweet. St
kirid of woman who always dOeseVefything'ri:ghf,

n in literary criticisii, vrri .
2 in ltera }317 cr1t1c1§m, writers are told that a character isn”
; ; ar . TR . . C er
_ acter’s likability is directly proportional t 1?:?1 :
o the
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38 Orban Pamuk? Or Alice Munro, for that matter? If you're reading I
to find friends, you're in deep trouble. We read to find life, in all its L

possibilities. The relevant gquestion isi’t “Is this a potential friend for
me?” but “Is this character alive?”

in
e for women
icularly T4 ¢
This is par ften differen
i vel's writing. 1100 O
quality of ano

|
fu]les are a 15
fiction. In literature, as in life, the in which an unlikable man
nces

Ways
*for girls. Thete ate A% e { termi tO explain those Ex
¥ gd i antihero, carning @ Speaah tradmonaﬂY likable. The
i bﬂleh a;ahe deviates frofn the nor t » in the Rye;
10 W iC

Perhaps, then, unlikable characters, the ones who are the most

atche - human, are also the ones who are the most alive. Perhaps this
. d Caulﬁeld in The @ dark, ot tor- L . : P
- lisg begmnmg Wlth HOI - itably interestmg at " intimacy makes us uncomfortable because we don’t dare be so
: is long: An unlikable man s insert even'When he might behave. ~alive,

mented, bt ultimateh}’} Comitleh:fl’y explanation
distasteful ways. This 18 sels of Phili
lxirlm}isfor the populatity Of}f aﬁlsieprrlzcticaﬂy hi (and of.
twho thing -
one heﬂfo}fl o Wn;er\xi?h thei# neuroses ad self-loa
ability of his me

1y fro 1 one page to - - A great deal of nonsense is written every day about characters in
) . : 10 : . . . .

ssc, bunaniity ) Boldly on dllsp S‘;)e;(;on'LeS'ﬁ point of ObSGS-S o ... fiction—from the side of those who believe too much in character
co le, it . ¢ critics

re unhkﬂ ’ - arid amatett . :

“When women a ongd )

i and from the side of those who believe too little, Those who believe
incritical conversations ©

T can coine up
ip Roth WhO ES :

: In How Fiction Works, James Wood says,

Hasiig 10 _ ble) toa much have an iron set of prejudices about what characters are: we

alike: Why are these wornen ?i;able (and therefore a(‘;ceptf;_ o - should get to “know” them; . . . they should “grow” and “develop”,

aren’t they making themsel\;esb 1 Wé" ckly interview W?h C al.r o and they should be nice. So they should be pretty much like us.
e 5 Try o Publistets Ve . which features

to polite societyr o

Messud about her novel ije1
" rather . unhkable protagonist;

Wood is correct, in part, but the ongoing question of charac-

life has become, the mtervliﬂf ter likability leaves the impression that what we're looking for in
downmght angry about what ?e?r s with Nora; 'Wouldﬁ’o‘l?_' ° iction is an ideal world where people behave in ideal ways, The
¢ to be frien J there we have 1t i
said, ‘T wouldl’lt wan v And t .

question suggests that characters should be reflections not of us
but of our better selves.

Wood also says, “

bly gﬂm in a
o unbeﬁl'a aractets
outlook 2 a?imosto make friends wzth the ch .
readér was nere

d
and she d1dnt like what she foun

There is nothing harder than the creation
eRary
Messud for her part had_?_?hé

of fictional character.” 1 can attest to this difficulty, though with
RERR I S perhaps less hyperbole. I have, indeed, found several other tasks
pt? Woild yau wart rder over the years, Regardless, characters are hard to create
o want 10 be fri ”e” cause we need to develop people who are interesting enough
to hold a reader’s attention. We need to ensure that they are
me measure of credible. We need to make them distinct from
selves (and, in the best of all words, from those in our lives

sake wlm.t kmd Of

For heaven' bert Humbert? Wou?d y

. be friends with Hum

: leom Sinais n
: waﬂa Mcheey S“bbatb? S km}p “Any Of ihe cbamctm t
= Oscar Wao? Antigon

il RaSkolm Tfinite Jest? Any of ”‘9‘3
.’mmcters i In Aimic
: 5 Anyof the ¢ > OF Martin
e Correcuons e
T acters in anythmg Pﬁ’

chon bas ever W
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unless of course there is 2 need to settle scores). Somchow they

need to be well developed enough to carry a plot, or carry a nar-
dure ihe tribulations we writers tend

cative without a plot, or en
1t’s no wonder so many characters

to throw at them with alacrity.
are unlikable, given what they have to put up with.
coltisa SEdﬁCtivé: position witers put the reader in when they
_ éfeaté_'aﬂ interesting; unlikable character—they make the reader
" complicit, in ways that are both uncomfortable and intriguing:

i€ 'peo'plé'\xﬂth miessy lives are the point of certain narratives, if
unlikable women are the point of certain narratives, novels like::

Battleborn, Treasure Island!!!, Dare Me, Magnificence, and many
othets exhibit a delightful excess of purpose; with stories filled
with women who are deemed unlikable because they make $0-
called bad choices, describe the world exactly as they see it; and:
are, ultimately, honest and breathtakingly alive. o

These novels depict women who are cleatly not participating
s and whose characters are the

in their nasratives to make friend
bettes for it. Freed from the constraints of likability, they are able
to exist on and beyond the page as fully realized, interesting, and
realistic chiaracters, Perhaps the saying “the truth hurts” is wha
lies at the heart of wortying over likability or the lack thetreofs
Bow much of ihe truth we're willihg to Subject"ourseives to, hi
‘much we are willing to hurt, when we {inmerse ourselves in th
safety of 4 fictional wosld. i
Sara Levine's Treasure Islan

_ Al features a narrator who is
Jikable in cutious ways: She is utterly self-obsessed, acts withi
considesing C’Oﬁsequeﬁces;-'and always makes choices that :
benefit herself over others. She is intensely preoccupled Wit
book Treasure Island and sets out to live her life by the book
core values: BOLDNESS, RESOLUTTON, INDEPENDEN
and HORN-BLOWING. ‘As the harrator careens from oxj

St " Not Here to Make Friends 91

created disaster to .
another, she is
createc : utirepentant, There is no re-
. mp 10111 or }l}esson learned from misdeeds. There is no i "
oral to . vy
o the story, and that makes an already incisi . d 'gy
igent novel even more compelling e
When you thi '
ink about it, th
. , these core values the n i
reasure Island!!! seeks to live by—BOLDNESS ;E;d(t;{,{]n

‘their fictional lives.

o~ In ‘ ibor’
is le'Ii:‘ I;Eﬁtanbon s You Take 1t from Here, a woman, Smidge
sentially ﬁnishg ;‘al?cer and wants her best friend, Danielle, to es-’
:.band s Compantioz ]'O b Of ralsing her daughter and being héf hus-
“one, but what reall in grict. The k.)OOk,S premise is an interesting
i, She is the kind yEtands apart is how deeply unlikable Smidge
‘any friends——bn o betson who, it might seem, shouldn’t have
‘nipulative Andossy,slﬁtense, controlling, unrepentant, and ma-
and a com.mﬁnityet;? © has a best f riend, a daughcr, a husband
is gone, Ri‘bon’sy - Iéiople Wh:O will deeply mourn her when Sh‘;
it ;;ea astness in this character’s lack of likabil-
__have i d e n-ever panders by making Smidge someho
ind of epiphany of character simply because she ;Z

dying. Ribon is -
STHE : unwavering in what ,
_t.h_e novel is the better for it. she shows us of Smidge, and

isti
Oun;c;};vic}), :e[tlternateiy -buﬂy, manipulate, and charm others
" Instead of judging the book, she calls into ques-

on'a woman’s likabili . .
o n’s llljkai];nhty.. Again, there is an armchair diagnosis of
el ase. Pathologizing the unlikable in fictional characters

an almost Pavlovian response,
are Me, by’ i
; ¢, by Megan Abbott, is a book about high school cheer
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her own [i
her © boyfﬁ.eri};e }ﬁasla daughter who is involved with her boss
e u}rl o l:1’5 ma}rried to another woman, She feels re-
e Jtrh'us“ and’s death- but is matter-of-fact in recon-
cling! «Was o is. “Was §he feheved, shut that she was?” Susan
e € ls;lzmdetmng in her that was relieved by any of
is? 1t anyone ou1 admit s.uch a thing, she should be able to
: SN fezla slut but a killer” Susan does go on to acknowl-'
e thatshe nost ﬁiir%fo;m; e}:}bsence in the loss of her husband,
.in ;his foedom s Iibml(ljestitroughout the novel she indulges
~ So much / s g
o Zi, Ji\{/[\z,ing‘icence 1s. grounded solely in Susan’s expe-
plences, ber avk rd perceptions of the world she has created
e onties ‘criate for hers.elf. We also have the pleasure of
o ;n Celzr late forties as a deeply sexual being who
i ecfaally unash HI?C in her want for material things as she be-
e e ofre att?ched to the mansion she has inherited
Thoush the pros H:) t€1:1; gives over to lush excess and meditation‘
Vhat remains cor [1).6‘ ing is this woman who reveals little rej
in her life. In a les:eittzsgdsil:h\?ys e e peopl
in ber. : . emorse would be i

ezﬁ:z{euil;fﬁ:& ebLI; zaMagnﬁgfﬂce we see how a \:rl;;zzmjriz
feeme: ny, is able to exist and be part of ’
ot COE?E?]SO lfgrﬁl;eﬁnd remorse and the kinds o?entrapanj:l?s]
that could howd | ? e c}.laracters back. We are able to see j

of nothing looks like. . e

expect. Populated

leaders, but it is nothing like what you might
by women who act with boldness, resolve, independence, and
a prioritizing of the self, these mighty principles from Treasure
Tsland!!l, Dare Me is both engaging and terrifying because it re-
 yeals the fraught intimacy between gitls. It'sa novel about bodies
* and striving fot perfection and ambition and desire so naked, $0 -
" palpable; you cannot help but want the deeply flawed women in-
- the book to get what they want, no matter how terribly they go
about getting it. The young women at the center of the novel;
Beth and Addy, are friends as much as they are enemies. They
betray each other and they betray hemselves.. They commit
wrongs, and still they are each othet’s gravitational center. On the
phone; after a drunken night, Beth asks Addy if she remember

y bays, booking out legs arond

ot we used to bang ot the wionke

cach other, and bow Sirong we got and how no one could ever beat
 us, and we could never beat each other, but we'd agree 10 each release
. our bands at the count of three, and that she always cheated, and I

always let ber, standing beneath, looking up at her aid grinning my. :

gap-toothed, pre-orthodontic grin.

¢ us how Addy has always seen Bet
d loved her nonetheless. Throug
nt, remains unlikab
n for it, no clear trag

Tt is a motment that show
plainly, and understood her an

out the novel Beth, and Addy to an exte
here js no explanatio

cemmains flawed, but t
tory bétween cause and effect. Traditional parameters of likab The short story collection Baztleb
. L . . s oy a - :
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dine al Nido,” there is an epigraph at the beginning. Normally, T
do not care for epigraphs. 1 don't want my ceading of a story 10 be
framed by the witer in such an overt way. This story’s epigraph,
though, is from the Rhagavad Gitt, and reads, ‘Now T am become
Death, the destroyet of worlds.” From the outset we know that
~ only fuift Jies ahead; and the story becomes & matter of learning

. just how: (hat ruin comes o, We learn of 4 woman who “walks
Sut on 4 man who in the end, she'll Jecide, didn’t love et enough;
though he in fact did love her, but his love wrenched something
inside him, and this caused him to hutt her.” Really, though, this
is a story about when the womarn was & gir}, sixteen, with a friend,
Lena, the kind who would follow the natratos, “OUT girl,” wherever -
she went. There is a0 evening in Las Vegas, and an incident in &
hotel room with some boys the girls meet, 01€ that will irrevocably:
change the friendship, one that could have been avoided if 2 flawed
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dinary lengths—faking Ler own furder and framing her husband;
Nick—to punish his infidelity and keep him within her grasp- A
4was 80 excessively unlikable, so unrepentant, $0 shameless, that
at times this ook is intensely uncomfortable. Flynn engages ina
clever manipulation i which we learn mOre and more about both.
Nick and Amoy in small moments, SO that we nevet quite kﬁo‘\}f
how to feel about them. We never quite tenow if they are likable o
unlikable; and then we do know that they are both flawed, bot
terrible; and stuck together in many ways, and it is exhilaratin
see a writer who doesn’t blink, who doesn’t pull back.: a

. There is a line of anget that runs throughout Gone Girl, and
for Amy, that anger is born of the unreasonable burdens womett
are so often forced to bear. The novel is 2 psychological thril
but it s also an exquisite charactet study. Amy is, by all account
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This is certainly how
ing and intelligent, but
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And the Rise of Women. What does it even mean to suggest that
the end of men is explicitly connected to the rise of women?
There’s no denying women are doing better than they ever have,
but is that really saying much? When you consider what life was

like for women before suffrage, before Title IX, before the Equal
Pay Act, before Roe v. Wade, before any number of changes that
“made life merely tolerable, most any success women encountered
Z'JW()uld seem like a rise in circumstance.

" Rosin has clearly done a great deal of research and makes com-

pelling arguments. I particulatly appreciated the way she tried
‘o advance the conversation about gender by upending our ex-
pectations. So often when we talk about gender, we have tunne]
vision, where we can only understand the lives of women as being
‘grounded in disadvantage (the endless “having it all” debate, for
_example). Rosin complicates that notion by revealing the many

ways women are gaining the upper hand in education, several
ndustries, and the culture at large.
I'was skeptical as I read The End of Men, but Rosin makes it
asy to respect many of her ideas. At the same time, it’s pretty
easy to frame an argument convincingly by being selective in the
ata presented. No writer or critic is free from this selectivity,
ut at times it stands out as problematic in The End of Men. In.
e chapter “Pharm Girls: How Women Remade the Economy,”
osin discusses the rise of women in the pharmaceutical industry.

She notes that “in 2009, for the first time in American history, the

alance of the workforce tipped toward women, who continue to
over around 50 percent.” This is an encouraging, important sta- -
stic, but according to 2010 census data, women still earn 77 pet-
ntiof what men earn and that cannot be ignored. We make up
alf the workforce but pay a pretty steep price for that privilege.
‘hroughout the chapter, Rosin highlights the great strides
omen have made as pharmacists, how they are practically domi-
ng the field, and it is truly inspiring to see how far we've come




