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Dedication

For my wing women of the past,

present, and future.

For Luca, my mighty little muse.

To my mother, Merri Louise

Acevedo, my first best friend.

For my lineage, Jesusa Maria Amaro,

Guadalupe Martinez, Juanita Garza,

Evelyn Farinacci, and my aunts-I carry

your light with me in all that I do.

To the women featured in this book whom

I had the honor of connecting with through

their words and stories, thank you for

courageously weaving together this tapestry

of sisterhood that we may build upon.

Women, this book is for us.
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Introduction

Discovering the Women Behind the Iconic Women

While writing my first book, That’s What She Said: Wise Words from Influential Women, I became a zealous student of women’s history and stories. These influential women’s lives acted as a mirror reflecting parts of me I didn’t know existed. It was a rebirth.

During this process, I began to unveil a common underlying theme for nearly all fifty of the influential women I profiled: each had the fiercest and most badass, devoted, lionhearted women in their lives. Whether it was a sister, a mom, a best friend, or a cheerleader, the majority of these influential ladies had wing women, those loyal, supportive relationships that helped them to get back up when down and to keep going after their dreams. As I wrapped up That’s What She Said, I couldn’t shake the untold stories of the power of platonic (and sometimes romantic) love and sisterhood, stories calling out to be prioritized and recognized.

Healing Our Wounded History

A quick review of humanity’s history shows that women were originally close-knit members of smaller communities or tribes and were often leaders. They healed, birthed, loved, laughed, learned, and created in groups. This was the ancient way until it was mostly desecrated by emerging colonizing and patriarchal societies. Once the circle was broken, women were actively oppressed, isolated from one another, and pitted against one another. Mass worldwide witch hunts and the lie of scarcity further perpetuated our mistrust toward each other.

We have been taught over millennia to compete with one another and that getting ahead means going alone, or worse, leaving others behind. We have focused on the rights of only a few while excluding the marginalized. The forces necessary to turn the tide are churning as we begin to understand that this age-old patriarchal model actually serves no one well. We see clearly now that separating us was a way to weaken us.

I admit that I have walked through a minefield of complicated relationships with other females throughout my life. I have competed, compared, gossiped, and harmed other women. I, too, have perpetuated this divide and separation, and I continue to ask for forgiveness and do the work of forgiving myself. I hold steadfast to Maya Angelou’s words: “Do the best you can until you know better. Then when you know better, do better.” If similar feelings surface for you, remember you are not alone. This is our collective wound to heal—together, okay?

I am deeply grateful for women like poet and writer Audre Lorde, who questioned the very notion of sisterhood and implored us to explore the multiple layers of intersectionality, like age, race, class, and sex, in feminism. Audre challenged us to deepen its meaning in a more authentic and inclusive way than had been offered in modern feminist movements. When I say “sisterhood” and “sisters,” my use of these words is expansive and welcoming. I mean all femme-identifying beings who resonate with these terms. Bring your whole self into these stories—you are welcome here. As Lorde so brilliantly calls out to us:

“What we must do is commit ourselves to some future that can include each other and to work toward that future with the particular strengths of our individual identities. And in order for us to do this, we must allow each other our differences at the same time as we recognize our sameness.”

-Audre Lorde

An integral part of true sisterhood is honesty, acceptance, and a willingness to grow. I’ve done my best to highlight these complex aspects within these stories.

“Wing Women” and the Curation of These Stories

The phrase “wing women” came to me as a sudden knowing while I was writing my first book. While this phrase, much like “That’s what she said,” might have sexual innuendo associated with it in our popular culture, I was amused by the idea of reimagining it into something more meaningful and celebratory. Since the English language lacks words with the potency to define the unnamable magnitude of these feminine bonds, I have chosen “wing women” and have intentionally paired it with butterfly symbology to represent the rebirth of the sacred feminine energies on this planet. Wing women support one another in their individual metamorphoses and in their collective rising.

The thirty stories featured in this book offer a glimpse into the relationships behind well-known female icons as well as incredible women-led efforts that have had significant impact in communities or the world at large. Some of these relationships were lifelong, while some were influential cameos.

In my friend and book doula Sue’s words, “Sometimes wing women show up in our lives for a moment, or for a lifetime, and sometimes it doesn’t end well, but they’re there for you when you need them most.”

Thus, I’ve highlighted the most awe-inducing attributes, strengths, and pivotal moments of each of these relationships—the ones that made me laugh, gasp, and cry—and the details that I couldn’t wait to text a friend about or share over coffee.

Sisterhood Is the New Paradigm

When you read through these stories, I hope this becomes clear: Our relationships with the closest women in our lives are often acts of heroic love. They are elusive and complex. They transcend and defy definitions. They are a stream of epic, life-enriching, world-changing love that flows through our collective story of womanhood. They have been sidelined, dismissed, and misunderstood for far too long and deserve recognition, exploration, and celebration.

Reese Witherspoon said, “Female friendships are the jet fuel of the future.” Sisterhood is a primal yearning. Our souls crave it. Our survival (and our highest joy!) depend on it. We were never meant to journey through this life alone. We know it is the way forward and a way of returning home to our true nature, with our wing women by our side.

“Butterflies can’t see their wings. They can’t see how truly beautiful they are, but everyone else can. People are like that as well.”

-Naya Rivera

We need wing women more than ever. We need them to remind us that we’re good and lovable and worthy. We need them to remind us that we’re going to be okay and to stand by our sides when we’re not. They are our sacred mirrors reflecting our goodness back to us so that we don’t get consumed by our own shadow or the chaos of this world. They show us how to turn on our inner light so we can navigate the dark abysses. They help us find the switch. “Just a little to the left! You’re so close! What if you move to the right?” Through their words and reflections, suddenly, the lights start to flicker back on inside of us. Wing women help us shine our brightest and share our gifts with the world, even when we doubt ourselves. When one woman’s light turns all the way on, it is contagious! We are just like stars in the night sky: when one star shines bright, it doesn’t take away from the other stars, it only adds to the luminosity of the whole.

This book is an offering for this new paradigm we’re creating and growing into, a paradigm where we value collaboration over competition and power with instead of power over. When we devote ourselves to one another, we all win. We become an unstoppable force. We are reclaiming, honoring, and embracing the ancient, knowing that we are better together. We always have been.

Emboldened by these examples, let’s reclaim our strength as sisters and take a collective leap forward to co-create a more harmonious, beautiful world.

You Write the End of This Book

I invite you to participate in this paradigm shift by creating the ending to this book. The last spread has been intentionally left blank. It is a space for you to creatively express yourself and honor the incredible wing women in your life through words or pictures. Keep it for yourself or gift it to your wing women. May it serve as a beautiful, personal way to say, “I love you . . . I adore you . . . I have your back . . . You’ve changed my life for the better!”

Wing women past and present and those yet to come: May we know them. May we be them. May we raise them. And may we soar together to unprecedented heights.

“Women’s friendships are like a renewable source of power. If we harness our power, we can change the world.”

-Jane Fonda

Share Your Wing Woman Story

If you have a story about an incredible female bond, please send it to hello@wingwomenstories.com to be included in a crowdsourced collection I’m working on.

[image: image]




Creative Collaborators

“TO KNOW HER, OR ANY ONE, ONE MUST SEEK OUT THE PEOPLE WHO COMPLETED THEM.”

–VIRGINIA WOOLF




Julia Child and Avis DeVoto
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What happens when you combine four-hundred-plus letters, thirty-seven years of heart-to-hearts, ten-plus years perfecting one French cookbook that led to writing nineteen more, and thirteen television shows . . . all sprinkled with life’s many moments of doubt, rejection, perseverance, and joy?

A recipe for a lifetime of friendship between unforgettable culinary icon, author, and TV personality Julia Child and her editor and ultimate hype woman, Avis DeVoto.

Before Julia Was Julia Child

Julia’s career had a slow, simmering start before Vanity Fair christened her “the woman who revolutionized America’s relationship with food.” She was born in 1912 in Pasadena, California, where she grew up tall (six feet two inches), wealthy, and popular yet eternally a little awkward.

She graduated from Smith College in 1934, during World War II; moved to Washington, DC; and worked for the Secret Intelligence branch of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the precursor to the CIA. She eventually served in India and China for the agency. When she was stationed in Southeast Asia with the OSS, Julia met the love of her life, Paul Child. They married in 1946, when she was thirty-four—considered ancient for those times—and relocated to Paris in 1948 for Paul’s new job with the U.S. Foreign Service.

Newly married Julia enjoyed a passionate, close connection with her husband but soon struck up another serious love affair . . . with French cuisine.

She recalled, “As soon as I got into France and realized what it was all about it came upon me that that’s what I had been looking for all my life. One taste of that food and I never looked back.”

In 1950, at age thirty-eight, Julia enrolled in Le Cordon Bleu culinary school, where she, the only woman in her class, discovered the French culinary scene was a predominantly male field that didn’t take female chefs seriously. Luckily, she made friends with Simone (Simca) Beck and Louisette Bertholle at a women’s cooking club, and the three opened up a French cooking school together called L’École des Trois Gourmandes (the school of the three hearty eaters), where they mostly taught American women living in France. The trio tested and perfected recipes over the next decade that would eventually be compiled into the groundbreaking book they coauthored, Mastering the Art of French Cooking.

Julia had yet to meet the real sous-chef to her career just across the Atlantic Ocean.

It All Began with a Kitchen Knife

Through a twist of fate, Avis DeVoto and Julia Child connected in 1952, when Avis was answering her husband’s mail. Avis, a cosmopolitan woman, mother, culinary enthusiast, and editor living in Cambridge, Massachusetts, was married to Bernard DeVoto, a prolific historian and journalist who wrote an essay declaring his disdain for insufficient American-made knives. Julia wrote Bernard a letter, wholeheartedly agreeing and including a proper carbon steel paring knife from Paris as a gift. Avis opened it and was so enthralled with Julia, she wrote her back a six-page thank-you letter asking about her studies and the complex sauces she was creating. The two bons vivants with their refined taste hit it off immediately.

The Perfect Pairing

The two quickly became pen pals, and their letters transitioned from polite professionalism to casual affection. Avis once wrote to Julia: “I feel that I can communicate more readily and freely with you than anyone in the world.” And Julia to Avis: “Anyway, it is lovely to be perfectly at ease, and to be able to discuss anything at all; and may it remain ever so!”

When Julia first shared her plans with Avis about writing a cookbook that would be a comprehensive guide to cooking the French way for an American audience, Avis responded with tenderness: “I most heartily approve of the general scheme and am absolutely convinced that you really have got something here that could be a classic and make your fortune and go on selling forever.”

A friend like this helps speak a dream into existence.

Just like that, Avis became one of the main champions for Julia’s book (and entire career), helping her fine-tune recipes from coq au vin to beef bourguignon. While Simca provided technical expertise for the book, Julia took on the bulk of the work. Avis became her unofficial line editor and helped them problem-solve the translation of the cooking techniques for Americans because she had a keen understanding of which herbs, spices, supplies, and ingredients were available in the U.S. Julia relied heavily on her sister, Dorothy; Avis; and Simca to test out the recipes she mailed them from overseas (often labeled “TOP SECRET” and “CONFIDENTIAL”). Louisette had initially helped with the earlier recipes but dropped out of the project in the later stages.

After three years of letter-writing and book-conspiring, Avis and Julia finally met in person in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1954. The Childs showed up to the DeVotos’ fancy Sunday cocktail party. Julia proceeded to take over their kitchen, charming all the guests with her delectable food and wit.

[image: image]

Julia wrote Avis after that trip, “It doesn’t seem at all possible that less than two weeks ago you were all but words on paper . . . It did not then seem that love on paper would not blossom into love in the flesh, and it certainly did with an all-embracing bang.”

Once the five hundred twenty-four (yes, five hundred twenty-four!) recipes for Mastering the Art of French Cooking were completed, Avis leveraged her husband’s connections in the publishing world and linked Julia up with a top food editor. Avis also encouraged Julia to ask for fair pay and to stand her ground with publishers, advising, “Don’t for the love of heaven let anybody rush you into anything. One step at a time.”

Please Pass the Rejection

Julia gained interest from the American publisher Houghton Mifflin, yet when she turned in the complete manuscript, her publisher rejected it for being too large and complex. For seven more years, Julia (with Simca’s and Avis’s support) toiled over the recipes and the manuscript.

When she delivered the new manuscript to Houghton Mifflin, the executives (all men) again unanimously rejected it, believing it was too much, too precise, and too overwhelming for the average American housewife.

This feedback crushed Julia’s spirit, and believing she had potentially wasted over a decade on this book, Julia confessed to her friend,


“I am deeply depressed, gnawed by doubts, and feel that all our work may just lay a big rotten egg.”

-Julia to Avis on Jan. 12, 1958
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Interrupting her spiral of despair, Avis wrote,


“Dearest old J: what you are doing is casting a great light over the mysteries of french cooking. stand by your guns, my lamb.”

-Avis to Julia on Jan. 17, 1958
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Doesn’t everyone deserve such a reassuring voice in their ear?

Avis called it. Several months after the rejection from Houghton Mifflin, Julia landed a book deal with a different publisher, Knopf.

At long last, in 1961, Julia’s 726-page book Mastering the Art of French Cooking was published, and it went on to become one of the most notable culinary bestsellers, with the New York Times proclaiming it “probably the most comprehensive, laudable, and monumental work on the subject.” It has sold over 2.5 million copies to date. Julia’s book bucked the growing trend of fast, soulless cooking in the 1960s and inspired homemakers everywhere to reimagine what they were capable of in the kitchen. In the book’s acknowledgments, Julia dubs Avis the book’s “foster mother, wet nurse, guide and mentor.”

At forty-nine, Julia was just getting started. In 1963, she went on to launch one of the first cooking shows led by a woman on TV. The hit series, The French Chef, became the first educational program to win an Emmy Award and created an entirely new genre of television (you’re welcome, Rachael Ray and Emeril Lagasse!). Avis joined her production crew, helping her troubleshoot how to prep, cook, and present complicated French recipes in a fun way for each short televised episode—not an easy feat when you’re the first to try it! Americans were spellbound by Julia’s larger-than-life presence, endearing awkwardness, and contagious enthusiasm for her craft. She became the crème de la crème of her industry, wrote seventeen more books, toured the nation and world sharing her gifts, and continued hosting TV shows for years to come. In 2001, in the last years of her life, she donated her custom-built kitchen from her Cambridge home to the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC, so the public could see where the magic happened.

Better with Age

The two friends continued collaborating and pushing the boundaries of what success looked like for midcentury women, both thriving in parallel yet unique ways. While Julia became a public-facing figure, Avis flourished in her own pursuits, becoming a staff member at Radcliffe College (the college for women at Harvard University at the time) and established herself as a successful book doula, assisting other up-and-coming chefs and writers, such as renowned British food writer Elizabeth David, author of Italian Food. She was also a prominent leader with her husband in environmental activism and land conservation. In her later years, she proudly declared herself “a career woman.”

After writing each other more than four hundred letters, which are now archived at the Schlesinger Library at Harvard University, thanks to Avis, Julia and Avis were finally able to enjoy their relationship in person when Julia and Paul relocated to Cambridge, Massachusetts, in the 1960s.

In 1989, Avis died of pancreatic cancer at the age of eighty-four. Julia passed away from kidney failure in 2004 at ninety-one years old. Their earth-side friendship was complete, and their bond has forever left our lives more pleasurable and delicious.


“All from one kitchen knife. It was a miracle, wasn’t it? To think that we might easily have gone through life not knowing each other, missing all this free flow of love and ideas and warmth and sharing . . . we share really almost everything.”

-Avis wrote to Julia, Sep. 1, 1956
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Frida Kahlo and Lola Álvarez Bravo
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Frida Kahlo and Lola Álvarez Bravo were two artists who became lifelong friends when they met in high school in the 1920s in Mexico City.

While their modes of creative expression were different—Frida was a painter and Lola a photographer—these two shared an affinity for things that most others overlooked. Intrigued by one another’s artistry, they had a sense of mutual respect, ease, and understanding. They truly saw each other.

Frida, one of the most influential and famous female artists of all time, is known for her portraits, self-portraits, and works inspired by nature and the culture of Mexico. She is also known for alchemizing her pain, from a lifetime of health issues and struggles, into her creative power.

Lola, who became one of Mexico’s most important photographers and is regarded as one of the first female photojournalists, is known for portraying “a Mexico that no longer exists.” She would wander the streets, documenting the seedier, mundane sides of Mexico City that had never been captured before—death, prostitution, and strangers—although it was considered dangerous for a woman to be out alone.

Lola later reflected, “I was the only woman fooling around with a camera in the streets. All the reporters laughed at me, so I became a fighter.”

One of Lola’s favorite subjects was her dear friend Frida.

“When Frida spoke, when she walked, when she painted, when she expressed herself, she already inspired something. To me, it was like birds and flowers



Artists in Their Own Right
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