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            I
Black-and-White Thinking

         
         
            Twenty letters for “In myth, the question ‘Which creature has one voice and yet becomes four-footed and two-footed and three-footed?’”
            

           
            Twenty letters for “What Freud called the question ‘Where do babies come from?’”
            

            
            Twenty letters for “In Greek mythology, its solution is ‘Man,’ but in Freudian theory, its solution is ‘Woman’”
            

             

            Answer: THE RIDDLE OF THE SPHINX

         

         
         *  *  *

         The Sphinx poses a riddle, and she presents an enigma. In the myth of Oedipus, written by Sophocles and revived by Freud,
            the Sphinx is a hybrid figure. Part human, part lion, and part bird, she’s as inscrutable as her words. She guards the entrance
            to Thebes, a threshold that Oedipus must pass if he is to return home and fulfill his prophesized fate (the patricide and
            incest for which his story is more often remembered). If Oedipus fails to solve the Sphinx’s riddle, she will descend from
            her perch and devour him, as she has so many men before. But Oedipus solves it: the creature with “one voice [who] becomes
            four-footed and two-footed and three-footed” is “man, who crawls on all fours as a baby, then walks on two feet as an adult,
            and then uses a walking stick in old age.” Oedipus prevails, and the Sphinx falls to her death. Or, in some tellings, she
            devours herself.
         

         
         The Riddle of the Sphinx, in other words, is a zero-sum game. It’s a contest for which there is only one victor, one victim,
            and one solution, which amounts to the death of the creature who is both a woman and not properly human at all. Language is
            the Sphinx’s doing and her undoing. Her riddle is meant to create logical order (baby, adult, old man) from the wavy incidence
            of human life. But she is disorderly: at once bestial and cerebral, she is a symbol of man’s fear and his fantasy, of woman’s
            appetite and her mystery.
         

         
         Like the Sphinx, the crossword puzzle constructor creates problems with language. To write a good crossword clue—a hard clue,
            one that frequent solvers will recognize because it’s appended with a question mark, signaling its deception—the puzzle-maker
            has to loosen a word or phrase from its common set of associations. She has to unsettle its forms—attending to the chance
            encounters between synonyms and homonyms, idioms and clichés—before she can set them down again. She reverse engineers the
            solver’s process, a task that involves scrutinizing a clue’s language for its ulterior meanings, latent puns, and allusions:
         

         
         
            Seven letters for “Complex character?”
            

            Answer: OEDIPUS

         

         A complex character, a trope of literary fiction, is typically a protagonist with conflicting motives and, therefore, one imagines, psychological depth. Because of the clue’s question mark, however, the solver knows that she’s being misdirected. She must take each word on its own, rummaging through its various meanings with the dexterity of a human thesaurus or a literary New Critic. Character could mean personality trait (“She had an unpleasant character”), alphabetic letter (“謎 is a Chinese character”), or eccentric (“She’s such a character!”); or, as in this case, it could mean a literary personage
            (“Oedipus is the titular character of a play by Sophocles”). Complex, meanwhile, could mean structure (“She lived in an apartment complex”); it could be an adjective (“I’ll never understand.
            It’s too complex”); or, as in this case, it could mean neurosis (“She has some sort of complex”). Through this process—unearthing
            the mundane magic of language’s overdetermination—the solver arrives at a solution: OEDIPUS is the character of a Freudian
            complex. The process repeats itself, clue by clue:
         

         
         
            Seven letters for “Sphinx-like?”
            

            Answer: RIDDLES

         

         In other words, the crossword constructor makes chaos out of language and then restores its order in the form of a neat solution.
            This relentless activity—tearing language apart and piecing it back together—was what I enjoyed most when I started making
            crosswords at age fifteen. Before discovering the grammar—to say nothing of the art—of writing clues, I simply wanted to get
            words to intersect, their letters to interlock in the squares of my graph paper notebook. I’d squint at words until they lost
            their meaning—until they were only a string of letters to be arranged and rearranged into units that were recognizably words
            again.
         

         
         I didn’t imagine a solver for my puzzles because, initially, I wrote them for myself. An aspiring Sphinx without an Oedipus, I wasn’t working to exhaust anyone else’s mental effort, so much as to test my own. Without a solver in mind, I wasn’t creating any real solutions, but false problems (What’s a three-letter word that ends in Z? What’s a synonym for X?) to distract from real ones and to tire my restless mind. I was consuming time, energy, and eventually my sense of self with
            word games. I wanted to retreat into the recesses of language—unsettling and resettling its forms—and I wanted to devour myself.
            To tear myself up and start anew.
         

         
         *  *  *

         I wanted to see myself as a complex character—someone worthy of inquiry, which is to say attention—but I had no proof of my
            psychological depth. I wanted to be read as unreadable, legible as illegible, understood to be a woman, or really a girl,
            of mystery. Like most teenagers, I wanted to be something more than what I was. I had to invent my complexity, and so, to
            put it plainly, I began writing crossword puzzles and I began to starve myself. The connection between puzzle-making and anorexia
            will strike most people as tenuous or arbitrary, but to me, it felt intuitive: both were efforts to make my mental strength,
            the willed intensity of my interiority, obvious. Both were also extensions of adolescent megalomania, allowing me to feel
            that I was mastering forms that should be unmasterable—that the body of language and my body could be brought to heel with
            the brute power of cognition. But neither words nor bodies are zero-sum games. Neither can be defeated, however hard I tried.
         

         
         In the five years that I wrote crossword puzzles for no one, I clung to anorexia, as a set of restrictive food behaviors and as an anchor for my wayward identity. I was acting willfully and then compulsively. I was reaching for sublimity—to become a boundless mind, to defeat matter—only to find myself in a bureaucratized world of doctors, therapists, scales, and blood samples. I had notebooks and planners filled with calorie counts and puns, meal plans and puzzle themes. My relationship to words and to food was highly formalized—as if both were basically immaterial, existing more powerfully in my mind than on the page or the plate. Their material forms (the notebooks and meals) were, at best, incidental and, at worst, a painful burden. I had achieved complexity, and I was miserable. 

         
         I first learned about the people who create crossword puzzles when, at age fifteen, I watched the documentary Wordplay. The indie film featured celebrity crossword fans, as well as a handful of puzzle constructors, and reached its narrative
            denouement at the American Crossword Puzzle Tournament, a weekend-long speed-solving contest, and by all measures, the apex
            of American nerdery. It was through Wordplay that I learned that crossword-makers are called “constructors”—not “writers,” nor “setters,” as they’re called in the UK—and
            only sometimes, albeit rarely with a straight face, “cruciverbalists.”
         

         
         It wasn’t so much Wordplay’s star cameos, its speed-solving prodigies, or their collective ethos of jittery intelligence that captivated me. Instead,
            I was drawn to the movie’s C plot, the actual creation of a crossword, performed onscreen by Merl Reagle, a prolific, syndicated
            constructor based in Tampa Bay, Florida. Reagle’s star turn in Wordplay is distinctly unglamorous: he’s featured in a midsize sedan, driving along strip malls, riffing on roadside signage: “Dunkin’
            Donuts: put the D at the end, you get Unkind Donuts, which I’ve had a few of in my day.” Like many puzzle fanatics, Reagle lived in a house full of crossword paraphernalia:
            black-and-white ties, mugs, and, as was prominently featured in Wordplay, a crossword mural in his living room. “Noah’s Ark right there?” he says on his drive, referencing a local pet store. “You switch the S and the H around, and that’s No, a Shark!”
         

         
         The hard-core kitsch aesthetics of Reagle’s life weren’t exactly what drew me in. With these simple puns, the lowest form
            of humor, he seemed to be accessing something foundational about language—a quasi-mathematical code that could be rearranged
            and manipulated through brain power alone. When the filmmakers took us into Reagle’s dining room, where he plots out a crossword
            with grid paper and pencil, I internalized the puzzle’s protocols: perfect 180-degree symmetry, elegantly interlocking words,
            a minimum of black squares, no jargon or linguistic waste, only “good words.”
         

         
         What makes for a good word, in the eyes of a crossword puzzle constructor? The language of aesthetic judgment is gustatory—one
            has “good taste” or feels something in “one’s gut”—but crosswords are meant to transcend physical sensations. Solvers of the
            Times puzzle may have heard of the “Sunday morning breakfast test,” the paper’s requirement that its crosswords not turn the stomach
            of a morning solver. (“URINE would bail me out of a corner a million times a year,” Reagle says in Wordplay. “Same with ENEMA,” he adds. “Talk about great letters. But you gotta keep those words out of puzzles.”) This was one of
            many rules instituted by the architect of the contemporary puzzle, Margaret Farrar, the Times’s first crossword editor. She believed that a crossword should activate your mind, not your body.
         

         
         Perhaps, then, it is of little surprise that crossword constructors have imported the language of math into their process. A “good word” might be a term with a high vowel-to-consonant ratio (AREA, ERIE, OREO) or extreme anagramability (LIVE, EVIL, VEIL, VILE). The latter tend to have a near equal number of vowels and consonants, making them useful for filling in the grid between less balanced—or predictable—words. But like the assessment of a mathematical proof’s “elegance,” the standards for a good crossword word might be more capricious. Why was it so rewarding to watch solvers in Wordplay fill in the squares for 1-Across (“Stark and richly detailed, as writing”) with ZOLAESQUE? Was it the unlikely combination
            of Z and Q? The word’s improbable specificity? Its rolling sound off the tongue? When I started writing puzzles, ascribing arbitrary
            but absolute value to words and letters came to me naturally. Anorexics, like crossword constructors, are predisposed to black-and-white
            thinking.
         

         
         *  *  *

         I don’t remember where I first heard about anorexia. The word floated around my world, lower Manhattan in the 1990s and early
            aughts, as omnipresent yet meaningless to me as the back-of-the-magazine crossword puzzles that traveled, untouched, in and
            out of my home. That is, until anorexia—and crosswords—assumed unreasonable meaning in my imagination. At the start of tenth
            grade, I read in a health-class textbook that high-achieving, affluent young white women were the population most likely to
            succumb to anorexia. I found in this portrait, and in the common identifiers of the disease—extreme thinness, eagerness to
            please, a penchant for self-punishment—a near-description of me. Or, more precisely, an aspirational description of “me.”
            A “me” I could love, if I worked at it.
         

         
         Anorexia became a rigid template on which to trace my pubescent identity, as the gap between it and I became a gap that I could close, if only I starved. It was a distorted fantasy of success that, despite the textbook’s illustration, ignored the actual demographic reach of eating disorders and betrayed the stony limits of my teenaged imagination. Diagnoses for mental illness are notoriously reductive, and I wanted to be reduced. 

         
         After two weeks of fasting—eating nothing at school, picking at my dinner at home—I visited my older sister at college. I
            wasn’t yet ready to disclose my new identity to her, and so I ate what she ate. I did so without fear, something I wouldn’t
            be able to replicate for five years. And yet, I couldn’t really do it then: when I woke up in her dorm room the next morning,
            tallying up what I’d eaten the night before, panic ran its course through my body. I had erred; I had lost myself. But I settled
            my nerves, feeling relief and even gratitude, that with this fresh day I could return to order, return to anorexia, which
            was already a return to “me.”
         

         
         There was a single word of the textbook’s description of anorexia that fueled my new attachment to it. Anorexic girls, the
            book said, tended to be “perfectionistic.” Whether willfully misreading or simply falling prey to a malapropism, I know that
            I split the word in half in my mind, hearing not “perfectionistic,” but “perfect” instead. Anorexic girls were perfect, and
            I could be too. By the winter of tenth grade, the error of my thinking had become obvious: I wasn’t perfect but stuck; I wasn’t
            perfect but cause for concern.
         

         
         I had locked myself into a strict pattern of behavior, and I couldn’t simply go back to another way of thinking or eating. I wasn’t experimenting with a new weight regimen; I had conceded my autonomy to an autocratic weight regime. Eventually, doctors and parents—and my own fear instincts—intervened. I would have to gain weight to stay in school and avoid hospitalization. I decided that I would gain the weight but retain control: I would do so by eating arbitrarily but truculently defined “good” foods, not “bad” ones. I would eat four large meals a day, and between each one I would write a crossword puzzle. My war with my body at a temporary cease-fire, I escaped into an abstract matrix of letters and words. The simple fifteen-by-fifteen-square grid gave order to my racing thoughts and offered a replacement high for that of starvation. If, by the dumb logic of my eating disorder, I was losing something special about myself by gaining weight, I was bolstering my fragile self-esteem by creating puzzles. 

         
         In fact, “crossword puzzle constructor,” I found, was a compatible identity container with “anorexic.” She has a discipline, I imagined people thinking, so she must be disciplined. A little neurotic, maybe—but the cultural residue of female hysteria, made trite by its distance from Freud’s couch, might
            have them convinced that this simply meant “adorable.” And, without a doubt, she must be smart. I was using these highly impersonal
            labels to develop a personality. I was misrecognizing myself in their image.
         

         
         The French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan describes such scenes of misrecognition—scenes in which we feel the gap between who
            we are and who we want to be—as foundational to the development of the ego. But his English translators always retain the
            French spelling of misrecognition (méconaissance) in his writings, because Lacan was playing with French to unmask this psychic truth. He understood “self-knowledge” (or,
            a pun on the French reflexive pronoun me and the French word for knowledge, conaissance) as the flip side of “misrecognition.”
         

         
         Méconaissance (misrecognition) = me-conaissance (self-knowledge). By this logic, there is no way to know the self outside of a tragicomic interplay between who we are and who we aren’t, who
            we could be and how we feel. The anorexic, then, is just another person trying to be a better version of herself. That she
            risks death in so trying is the most disastrous paradox of the disease.
         

         
         *  *  *

         A prevailing cultural logic assumes that the anorexic’s desire to fast is triggered by the overly literal intake of commercial
            images—in magazines, on Instagram—of stick-thin supermodels and celebrities. As the feminist critic Abigail Bray writes, many
            people believe that anorexia is both an eating disorder and a “reading disorder.” Accordingly, anorexics are twice victims
            of improper consumption. Bray, however, rejects this etiology of the disease, which implies that the anorexic suffers simply
            from an inability to distinguish fact from fiction. The anorexic does flirt with literalism—The culture tells me to be thin; here you go, I’ve done it!—but she is just as likely to practice a highly creative misreading of cultural cues, as I did when I took my textbook’s cautionary
            tale as aspirational.
         

         
         The puzzle of anorexic reading habits was made most apparent to me when, at age nineteen, I left college and checked in to
            an inpatient treatment center for women with eating disorders, in the infelicitously named town of Paradise, Utah. I didn’t
            write crosswords in Paradise. I have never liked to work with other people watching: the supervisory gaze interrupts the escapist
            conceit that I might exist only in a virtual space of moving letters on a page. And everything in Paradise—eating, sleeping,
            shitting, reading—was highly supervised. As a budding English major, I brought more books than clothes, hoping a self-guided
            course in American literature would suit my convalescence. My favorites were the works of Saul Bellow and Philip Roth, whose
            matter-of-fact bawdiness was a welcome antidote to the facility’s earnest mix of Mormonism and group therapy.
         

         
         I learned that my books were being monitored in treatment when my therapist prevented me from reading Roth’s Anatomy Lesson. The title suggested to him some perverted relation to the medicalized body, and to be fair, he wasn’t entirely wrong. When I asked what books, in particular, were banned from Paradise, I was told that this was ultimately left to the therapist’s discretion, but that they tended to belong to one of two genres: books promoting dieting, and those detailing the conditions of Holocaust internment. Each, I was told, might be perilously read as instructional. 

         
         The anorexic’s attraction to the stories of Holocaust victims could be seen as yet another symptom of her “reading disorder”—consuming
            descriptive texts as prescriptive. But as I understand it, this perverse attraction reveals a more structural condition of
            the starving mind: one that is rooted in obsessive fixation and the logic of substitution, allowing a single feature of the
            human body to stand in for the totality of one’s self-worth—or allowing the signs of starvation, in Auschwitz or Utah, to
            stand in for each other as abstract equivalents.
         

         
         Linguists call this way of thinking “paradigmatic.” It’s a method of focusing on language’s interchangeable patterns (I, you, and we are all the same parts of speech, for example), as opposed to how language operates in context, connecting various parts
            of speech to each other in meaningful syntax. Both the anorexic and the crossword constructor tend to think paradigmatically.
            Crossword clues and answers must be perfect substitutions for one another. A crossword puzzle has no syntax, just sets of
            words that interlock and interchange. Likewise, the anorexic stops seeing herself in syntactical relations: she doesn’t think
            of herself as existing in time, in space, harmoniously or disharmoniously with others. Or at least, these relations are subordinated
            to her thinking in patterns of substitution. Of course, weight loss = good; weight gain = bad is the governing pattern that determines many of the smaller ones—what to eat, and when, and how—that freight her day and
            her self-image.
         

         
         *  *  *

         In 2010, a few months before I left for treatment, my boyfriend persuaded me to start submitting my crosswords to the New York Times. My first was a puzzle with a “Grade Inflation” theme. The college I was then attending was famous for resisting grade inflation
            (our unofficial motto was “Anywhere else it would have been an A”), and with that maxim in mind, I created a puzzle that did
            the inflating my professors wouldn’t. All of the Bs in the grid were turned into As, making new (and frankly goofy) phrases as a result: nine letters for “Monk’s karate blows?” (answer: LAMA CHOPS).
         

         
         Will Shortz, the newspaper’s longtime puzzle editor, encouraged me: if I was quick with my revisions, he said, I could be the youngest woman to publish a crossword in the paper’s history. (I wasn’t that quick; I became the second youngest.) At the time, I didn’t know that the process for constructing puzzles had been digitized and therefore expedited. Most constructors now use software with imported word databases to help them write their puzzles. An algorithm slots words from their curated databases into their grid designs. In the age of software-based construction, the puzzle-maker’s obsessive energy, once focused on interlocking words, has been displaced onto building and refining a word database. The constructor places her black squares in the program’s interface, adds “seed entries” (either the entries that make up a puzzle’s theme, if it has one, or words that she generally wants to see in her grids), and presses a button labeled “autofill.” Based on how the constructor has ranked the words in her database (0: don’t include it in the grid; 100: include it whenever possible), the program will fill the grid with words around the black squares and seed entries. The process is not, ultimately, automatic. Like a singer using Auto-Tune or a photographer using a digital camera’s automatic focus, the constructor using software is still responsible for several variables that inform its computerized output. Most significantly, she still writes the clues. But now that clue databases exist, listing every clue that’s ever run for every word in every major outlet, it is fair to say that, at every step of contemporary puzzle-making, little boxes cede to Big Data. 

         
         Before I left for Paradise—and for many years after—I was still using graph paper and pencil to make crosswords, just as Merl
            Reagle had done in Wordplay. I wasn’t looking to make the best puzzles or to publish the most grids the most efficiently. My process wasn’t competitive;
            instead, it was some form of catharsis. The puzzles I wrote were reflections of my daily preoccupations, featuring words,
            allusions, and little jokes that I enjoyed, not particularly aware of any future solver or even why the word game gratified
            me when so little else could. My second puzzle appeared in the Times when I was in treatment. Its theme was “It’s All Greek to Me,” and its answers included words with Greek letters nested inside
            them. I had written it before Paradise, while on a break from school, when my doctors and parents had given me another ultimatum.
            I needed to gain weight to return.
         

         
         I had just read Virginia Woolf’s “On Not Knowing Greek,” an essay that seems to imply a feminist complaint—the study of Greek in Edwardian England was a privilege reserved for upper-class boys and men—but transforms into a treatise on the unknowability of Ancient Greek because no one, no prep school boy or classics professor, knows how it sounds. Learning to read Greek, then, can only teach you how little it can be known. The essay incited in me a shallow form of hunger: I wanted all the erudition that Oxford or Cambridge afforded its schoolboys. More, I wanted the knowledge that Woolf had earned to wield it against them, allying herself instead with Thomas Hardy, George Eliot, and Siegfried Sassoon, who would know better than to think they could know Greek. But because I wrote the puzzle on a school break, I wasn’t spending my time learning. My principal task was eating.
            And so I turned to my own dead language—words and phrases I had engineered to only make sense on the page—and wrote a crossword
            puzzle between my meals. Freud’s “oral phase,” I discovered, contained the Greek letter alpha in its middle: ORAL PHASE. That answer, with the Greek letter (α) buried in one square, was the puzzle’s answer to 1-Down: “First part of psychosexual development” (answer: ORαSE.) The resulting crossword—filled with unspeakable words and displays of my own striving learnedness—was a testament to my
            fixations, oral and otherwise.
         

         
         After spending the better half of a year in Paradise, I returned home to New York City, my recovery precarious but hard-won.
            I was learning to trust my body’s hunger cues and to reimagine my days in terms of opportunities and responsibilities—relations
            with a syntax—not willfully overdetermined by food rules and restrictions. Nothing about life in recovery felt natural to
            me. My older sister and I even went to couples therapy to rediscover the cadences of our connection, which, like so much else,
            had been disarticulated by my eating disorder. I had to figure out who I was without anorexia—how I related to myself as a
            woman, as a student, as a body in space, to other women and to men, and even to crossword puzzles. I had to figure out that
            these relationships couldn’t be “solved” but only developed and hewn through perpetual, ever-humbling misrecognitions.
         

         
         That fall, I returned to college, and during intractable periods of body dysmorphia—when all I could think was a cloud of undifferentiated malice (I hate my body; I hate myself)—I returned to the grid. These boxed-up words were harmless—they were nothing more than letters—and so constructing crosswords
            remained a primary source of solace, but something had changed. I was beginning to be recognized by the audience I had ambivalently
            courted in the pages of the Times. I was invited to Facebook groups and email listservs for puzzle-makers, where I began to sense that I was an outlier in
            what has come to be known as the CrossWorld, a highly devoted set of mostly male, mostly STEM-educated speed solvers and constructors.
            Other outlets, looking to diversify their bylines, solicited my puzzles. I was known not just as a constructor but as a woman
            constructor.
         

         
         When I graduated college in 2013, Will Shortz offered to hire me as his assistant. I was reluctant to accept the post. Resolutely
            committed to my recovery, I worried that giving my time over so fully to crosswords would somehow prove symptomatic of relapse.
            But instead of succumbing to this classically paradigmatic train of thought (in which puzzles = disembodiment = anorexia =
            relapse), I took the job. Four days a week, I rode the Metro-North train from Grand Central to Pleasantville, New York, to
            join Shortz at his home office, a room, like Reagle’s, flooded with crossword ephemera and walled with reference books, holdovers
            from his pre-Google editing days.
         

         
         I imagined that I was benefiting from a kind of affirmative action. During Shortz’s thirty-year tenure at the Times, roughly 80 percent of the paper’s puzzles had been created by men, a gender disparity that had steadily worsened over time. Some have accused the male editors at prestige papers of implicit bias; others have suggested that the digitization of crossword-constructing labor has reshaped the demographics of the CrossWorld in Silicon Valley’s image. There were, I knew, many young men creating crosswords who were more prolific than I, a handful of whom even expressly wanted to be “the next Will Shortz.” Still, if my appointment at the Times was political, so too was my output.
         

         
         Shortz was known for editing up to 95 percent of the clues in a crossword submission, tailoring its references to suit a desired
            level of difficulty and an imagined audience—one that could be as broad or as narrow as Shortz wanted it to be. We tangled,
            mostly amicably, over this question of audience. We had markedly different frames of reference—he was a sixty-one-year-old
            who had grown up on a horse farm in Indiana, and I was a twenty-three-year-old who grew up in Tribeca—and the collision of
            our backgrounds made for good conversation and better crosswords. I remember getting him to rewrite the clue for BRO (traditionally,
            “Sister’s sib” or “Sibling for sis”) as “Preppy, party-loving, egotistical male, in modern lingo.” But when I constructed
            a puzzle that prominently featured the term MALE GAZE in the grid, he insisted that the phrase wouldn’t be in the average
            Times solver’s lexicon; it wasn’t “puzzle-worthy.”
         

         
         During my time with Shortz, I received both credit and flak for modulating the voice behind the puzzle’s clues: for including
            words and idioms from my generation and perspective. In 2014, as a constructor for the American Crossword Puzzle Tournament,
            I was not on a mission to draw attention to my difference. My puzzle, however, did that work for me. In the grid’s southeast
            corner, JESSA (48-Across: “One of the girls on Girls”) intersected with JANSPORT (48-Down: “Backpack brand”). I thought both were “gettable” answers. (Girls-talk was, after all, abundant in 2014.) But apparently the JESSA / JANSPORT crossing had damaged some contestants’ scores and sunk their tournament rankings. I had created what in crossword jargon is called a “Natick,” an unjustified intersection of two obscure answers, leaving the solver with no hope but to guess at the solution: TESSA / TANSPORT? NESSA / NANSPORT? 

         
         The term Natick, coined by the puzzle blogger Rex Parker, stems from a 2008 Times puzzle in which NC WYETH (1-Down: “‘Treasure Island’ illustrator, 1911”) intersected with NATICK (1-Across: “Town at the
            eighth mile of the Boston Marathon”)—crossword esoterica, to be sure. But to think of my puzzle crossing as a Natick was to
            confess to never having watched the hit HBO show (no sin there) or to never having bought school supplies or gone to childcare
            drop-off (more damning, perhaps). You might even say it was to confess to being a man.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Between Paradise and Pleasantville, my relationship to the puzzle shifted—from a private to a public activity, from a coping
            mechanism to a practice with a politics, and I began to see myself filling one box in the public imagination and then another.
            Part of the appeal of a young woman crossword constructor is that she is focusing her intelligence on a frivolity; she is
            making her smarts unthreatening and benign. Of course, nothing about my relationship to crosswords—neither its reflection
            of cultural misogyny nor its origins in my willful self-destruction—was benign. Surely this is not what the mothers who approached
            me at the American Crossword Puzzle Tournament had in mind when they tried to set me up with their doctor or lawyer sons.
         

         
         Since 2014, my constructing process has been digitized. I now use software, which expedites and improves the quality of my puzzles. And the CrossWorld—spurred by online puzzle outlets that work explicitly to mentor and publish women and nonbinary constructors—has become slightly more diversified. I still don’t conform to the image or demographics of the contemporary constructor, but the conditions under which I am a token are far more complicated than byline bias or the dearth of women in STEM. The daily crossword is a site of paradoxes: it’s a form of popular ephemera with weighty cultural capital; it’s a marginal part of the newspaper with an outsize impact on the bottom line; it’s a custodian of common usage and an outlet for language’s subversion through wordplay. How these paradoxes intersect with the evolution of labor and gender norms in the United States is at once complex and revelatory—like any good puzzle. 

         
         The history of the crossword is intimately entwined with the history of first- and second-wave feminism—the history of first-
            and second-wave white feminism, in particular. Despite the data trends from the last thirty years, dutifully scrutinized and
            debated by crossword blogs and crossword Twitter, the puzzle has been indelibly shaped by women as constructors, editors,
            solvers, and polemicists. It was, we must concede, invented by a man. In December 1913, Arthur Wynne, editor of the New York World’s Sunday “FUN” page, published the first “word-cross,” as it was then called. The diamond-shaped grid sat next to the paper’s
            usual riddles, math problems, anagrams, and word squares. Those squares— sets of words that can be read the same vertically
            and horizontally—were predecessors to the modern crossword that derive from the Sator Square, a relic of ancient Rome.
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         Wynne’s word-cross liberated the word square from its tight conventions, offering puzzle-makers like himself a much more flexible
            framework for wordplay. As he put it, “All I did was take an idea as old as language and modernize it by the introduction
            of black squares.” Years later, Margaret Farrar, who took over for Wynne at the World, echoed his sentiment: “The [crossword] is as old as the Sphinx—and as fatal in its fascination.” 
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         Wynne published his own puzzles anonymously, but in early 1914, he began accepting outside submissions, and the first puzzle
            he published under a byline was created by Mrs. M. B. Wood, a member of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union. In 1924, the
            Amateur Cross Word Puzzle League of America, led by Ruth Hale, stalwart of the Algonquin Round Table, established the rules
            governing crossword construction. That same year, Mrs. Helen Haven, the founding puzzle editor of the New York Herald Tribune, pioneered the crossword puzzle solving contest. Hale was a judge, and Ruth von Phul won it. In 1934, Elizabeth S. Kingsley invented the double-crostic (or acrostic puzzle, as they’re now called), in which the solutions to crossword-like clues provide the letters that, once anagrammed, reveal a quote that can only be discovered upon the puzzle’s completion. Kingsley’s first double-crostic left the solver with three lines from Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s “Ulysses,” a traditionalist response to her despair that “students embraced twentieth-century scribblers like James Joyce.” (That she was scribbling and scrambling letters in a Joycean fashion to achieve this puzzle peon to Tennyson was a paradox that apparently eluded her.) Between 1921 and 1969, Margaret Farrar standardized the grammar of the American puzzle, editing the Simon & Schuster crossword puzzle books and then the Times crossword. For these white housewives—some self-identified suffragists, some self-identified conservatives—writing puzzles offered three unique satisfactions: a job in journalism, a profession that might otherwise exclude them; a political tool with which to shape the canon of “common knowledge”; and, perhaps above all, a coping mechanism for a life under patriarchy. 

         
         These demographics didn’t survive the 1970s. The number of women producing puzzles declined as more entered the formal workforce,
            even though some independent feminist presses began publishing women-made crosswords as consciousness-raising devices alongside
            feminist dictionaries and encyclopedias. The result has been a pipeline problem—editors receive far fewer puzzles from women
            than from men—which is to say, it’s a structural problem.
         

         
         I can’t make a living on crosswords. With the exception of a handful of daily puzzle editors at the New York Times, the New Yorker, and USA Today, constructors are freelancers. They’re not in it for the money ($500 for a puzzle in the Times, $750 at the New Yorker, $150 at USA Today) but for the gratification of a byline and seeing their words in the world. Passion projects are a social privilege, and
            as most women are still expected to do the majority of childcare and housekeeping as well as work full-time, few find time
            for this rarified, underpaid work. Meanwhile, the puzzle has only gained prestige in the public imagination—attached to institutions
            like the Times and new media technologies—which has encouraged those with training in computer science to try their hand. Now the creation
            of a crossword puzzle is a job largely performed by men. But like botany, film editing, library science, and computing before
            it, it was once a form of feminized labor.
         

         
         One purpose of this book is to rediscover the women who developed the American crossword—and to trace the puzzle’s history through its intersections with forms of women’s work and women’s writing in the past one hundred years. White women flappers were icons of the initial “crossword craze” in the 1920s and ’30s, when the country was reportedly in the throes of “crossword puzzleitis.” White housewives were the puzzle’s stewards from the 1940s through the ’60s. But to be clear, the history of the American crossword is white all the way down. Will Shortz believes that the first Black man to publish a crossword in the Times was Wesley Johnson in 1996. The first Black woman to publish a Times crossword was Soleil Saint-Cyr in 2021. These data points are, I think, shocking. The overwhelming whiteness of the CrossWorld
            is also the result of a structural problem, but an analysis that focuses on labor alone—on who has the leisure time to write
            a puzzle—doesn’t fully account for its endurance. Crosswords have always been understood, however subliminally, as a product
            of “white culture” in the US—a product of white culture that nonetheless passes itself off as the guardian of common knowledge
            and a test of racially unmarked intelligence.
         

         
         In the earliest days of the crossword puzzle, newspapers and humor magazines were filled with images and comics of white Americans
            newly gripped by the crossword craze: images of mothers neglecting their household duties, redirecting their attention from
            their children to the grid, and married couples spatting, having their first “cross words” over the right and wrong entries
            of a puzzle. One cartoon from a 1924 issue of Judge magazine brings to the surface an otherwise latent symptom of the crossword craze: the puzzle’s function as a way of testing
            and restricting knowledge along racial lines. The cartoon features two minstrel figures, a man and woman in blackface. She
            says to him: “Man, you don’t mean nothin’ to me, youse just de black parts of a crossword puzzle, you is!”
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         The cartoon plots the coordinates of racial difference along the crossword’s black-and-white design: white squares are filled with all that is “meaningful” or worth knowing; black squares mean nothing. It’s a rather neat metaphor for white supremacy. The white squares are where cultural relevance lies, but there could be no white squares (or shape to that relevance) if not for the buttressing black squares. That the cartoon is written in Black dialect—with words that, at the time, would never have been deemed “puzzle-worthy”—only emphasizes, again by way of metaphor, the crossword’s historical project of legislating language’s proper use by coding “good words” as “white” ones. Or more precisely, “good words” as “not Black” ones. 

         
         Words, per se, don’t have identity politics. But when launched into circulation—By whom? In what context? With what intent?—they become load-bearing devices. They carry political implications, erecting borders that are inevitably fraught with the psychic and material baggage of identity. Some words carry this baggage in almost every context. We call these words “coded”: grammarian (woman-coded); slang (Black-coded, queer-coded). Because creating and solving crossword clues requires attention to language’s unwieldiness—the
            many ways that words signify in different contexts—the life experience of the constructor will invariably inform her puzzles.
            However much she might want to imagine that the words in her puzzle are a product of her mind only, the material lives of
            words (where and how she experienced them—and how she felt) will always inform her process. Having said that, there’s no reason
            to believe that a white constructor will use “white words” (if such a thing exists) in her puzzles; nor that a woman constructor
            will use “women’s language” (although some of the women in this book have tried to create such a separatist idiom, using wordplay,
            in general, and the crossword puzzle, in particular, to do so). But words, and the images they conjure, fuel our attachments
            and aversions—our many misrecognitions. I doubt, for example, that I would have started creating crosswords as a teenager
            if, instead of “disciplined, perfectionistic, and obsessive,” I had associated puzzles with housewives, flappers, and suffragists.
         

         
         There is, however, a startling similarity between the language used about crosswords in the earliest days of the “craze” and
            the way I now understand their relationship to my eating disorder. Judge magazine’s racist crossword cartoon, for example, is surrounded by images and articles that present the 1920s fad for puzzles as a “vice.” The crossword was a distraction from the home and from more serious forms of knowledge production and consumption. Americans—white Americans—were becoming crossword “addicts,” unable to go about their day without dipping into the puzzle or rummaging through reference books. They could go without food but not without the crossword. This puzzle “dependency”—as it was hysterically construed—wasn’t a simple proxy for alcoholism in the days of Temperance. There’s an air of self-congratulation circulating in these images: We’re addicted to knowledge. We can’t help but test our intelligence every hour of the day. Put otherwise, the crossword was an ironic vice—both a vice and a sign of white virtue. Both a guilty pleasure and a symbol
            of supremacy.
         

         
         A vice that is also a sign of white virtue: this is how anorexia circulates in the popular imagination, even though eating
            disorders affect men and women from all races and ethnicities at a similar rate. When, at fourteen, I misrecognized myself
            in the image of “the anorexic” and that of “the crossword constructor,” I wasn’t thinking about whiteness. I was trying to
            imagine a virtuous version of myself, and perhaps unsurprisingly, I internalized an ugly logic buried deep within both “vices”:
            to be virtuous is to be self-controlled; to be self-controlled is to be white.
         

         
         In her 2019 book Fearing the Black Body: The Racial Origins of Fat Phobia, Sabrina Strings describes the origins of this logic in the rise of the transatlantic slave trade and the spread of Protestantism.
            By the nineteenth century, she writes, these twinned phenomena produced a “coherent ideology” in the United States—“a synchronized
            repression of ‘savage’ blackness and the generation of disciplined whiteness.” However noxious this ideology—and however much
            it informed my attraction to both anorexia and the crossword puzzle—neither the body nor language can ever truly be disciplined.
            Lacking nutrients, the anorexic brain suffers cognitive distortions, wresting from the anorexic the control she so desperately
            sought. The crossword puzzle unleashes the chaos of language, maximizing its polymorphic perversity through wordplay, just
            as it promises to rein language in—to make it neat, orderly, and gridded.
         

         
         Various efforts to draw attention to the crossword puzzle’s exclusions—the lack of diversity among constructors and its failure to incorporate Black slang and women- and queer-coded language into its lexicon—have been met with some resistance by longtime puzzle fans. Why turn a source of daily pleasure into a source of political anxiety? Why politicize a trivial pastime? These responses rest on a fairly narrow definition of the political; they also imply that those working to change the crossword to accommodate a larger, more inclusive public are humorless. We’re taking ourselves—and the puzzle—way too seriously. Feminists will find these arguments familiar. 
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