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			To my David.

			I’ll be your mirror.
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			Introduction

			I started writing this book at the end of 2019. It was going to be nearly an activism memoir, reflections on the passions of my life and the progress I want to be a part of going forward. Just as I made the first keystrokes, a new virus emerged on the other side of the world. Within days, a few news reports trickled in, but it was easy to ignore. The Iowa Caucus and the New Hampshire primary were weeks away. Many candidates had dropped out by that point, and once again my party was fighting a fierce battle over who would square off against Donald Trump, who looked poised for reelection despite his looming impeachment.

			And then, in the blink of an eye, the pandemic hit.

			Before we really knew what it was, I had it. I spent much of the late winter sure I was going to die, struggling to breathe. Over the year, my hair began to fall out, I was always exhausted, and I experienced a persistent brain fog. I was terrified that I would give it to my parents, my husband, my kids—and that if I didn’t, some careless jerk who didn’t take it seriously would. Before long, I forgot what it was like not to be afraid. The security and safety we felt as Americans, that I felt, was shattered.

			And through that experience, the shared nightmare we all lived or died through, I wrote. It changed what I planned, and how could it not? This book became a snapshot of a year in the life of an activist as everything we knew about the political world and the physical world seemed to devolve around us. An unleashed and unconstrained Donald Trump whipped up a frenzy of hatred and stupidity the likes of which we hadn’t seen in this country since the Salem witch trials, all while the novel coronavirus killed hundreds, then thousands, then hundreds of thousands of us. It changed how I see the world and changed how we all live in it.

			So this snapshot that you’re holding is reflective of the world as it existed when I wrote. Some situations will have resolved by the time you read it—at least I hope they will. Others will spring up in their place. As I write this introduction, Donald Trump is out of office after inspiring an insurrection that got him impeached. Again. We’re about to cross five hundred thousand COVID-19 deaths. I worry so much that as you’re reading this, it will be a million. Or that one of the variants that are just now emerging will overwhelm the ability of the vaccine rollout that Trump never planned and never executed. But behind that worry is hope. For the first time in years, I have real hope. I believe in the competence of the Biden/Harris administration, and in these early days that faith is already being borne out. I hope that 2021 starts to look materially different from 2020. I hope you’re reading this in a world where you’re planning a big family Thanksgiving, or out in a restaurant surrounded by people and breathing safely.

			But if you’re not, I’ll be wherever you are, standing beside you. We’ll get through what comes together.

			—AJM, January 26, 2021

		

	
		
			On Being Unapologetically Fucked Up

			Back in February of 2019, a group of white Catholic school boys attended a march in Washington, DC, celebrating efforts to take abortion rights away from women. While there, red MAGA hats nestled smugly over their heads, they had an encounter with Nathan Phillips, a Native American man who had been participating in an Indigenous Peoples March. While the events that led to this confrontation are in some dispute, the images and recordings of part of it are shocking. As Phillips approached the crowd of boys while chanting and beating a traditional drum, some of the boys, laughing, appeared to mock Phillips with chants and tomahawk chops. One student named Nicholas Sandmann, wearing a MAGA hat and standing just a foot away, locked eyes with Phillips for several minutes while holding a derisive and smug grin, and though he made none of the racist gestures of the boys with him, many people interpreted his actions as part of the broader racist behavior. There are two sides to every story, but only one side is right in this one—and it isn’t the boys’.

			I wrote an op-ed about it for The Wrap, called “Red Hats Are the New White Hoods—Let’s Take a Stand.” To say the article pissed off a few people would be the understatement of the century. A whole lot of fragile white men lost their collective shit. Several of the students filed lawsuits over reporting on this incident. Sandmann sued six media outlets and threatened numerous lawsuits, including against me personally even though everything I said was clearly visible to anyone who saw the video. I don’t know what his motivations were with Phillips, but the chanting and gesturing fools this boy came with made their motivations quite well-known by virtue of that red hat, a symbol of American racism, sexism, bigotry, hate, and oppression since 2015.

			What follows are not opinions; they are facts. In the 1920s, Fred Trump was arrested at a Klan rally. Contemporaneous reporting from multiple sources makes it easy to deduce that Fred Trump was one of the Klan members and not a bystander: seven people were arrested; Fred Trump was arrested; all seven people arrested were described by the police as “berobed.” Those dots are not hard to connect. Fred and his son Donald were sued over racial discrimination under the Fair Housing Act in the 1970s. Fred was so racist Woody Guthrie even wrote a song about “old man Trump” and his “color line.” Donald himself took out a full-page ads in four New York City newspapers calling for the death penalty for the Central Park Five—unjustly accused teenagers who were later proven to be completely innocent. As a candidate and as a president, he’s said racist things, promoted and enacted racist policies, stoked racial hatred, employed confirmed white nationalist Stephen Miller, called on the white nationalist Proud Boys to “stand back and stand by,” and attacked the Black Lives Matter movement and its members. Donald Trump is a racist. It’s part of his brand. In my view, it’s not disputable.

			That is fucked up.

			This incident, with these white, entitled children demonstrating all of the isms at once, one of whom leveraged his many privileges into victimhood, demonstrates so clearly what is fucked up in so many aspects of society. Sandmann and his family claim that it was a chaotic situation, but their actions were still unapologetically fucked up. Despite all of the privileges they, and especially their son, enjoyed—race, gender, sufficient wealth to afford private school, education, social status, religion—they somehow made themselves the victims, to the tune of at least two legal settlements. It viscerally turns my stomach. Instead of taking this opportunity to teach their son to be a better man, to be open and expansive and evolved, they doubled down on their entitlement and got paid for it.

			Fuck.

			In 2013 the Supreme Court threw out key provisions of the Voting Rights Act. John Roberts, a year after Trayvon Martin was murdered and a year before Michael Brown was killed, said “our country has changed.” In the years that followed, leading into the 2018 midterm elections, Southern states—those that had been previously regulated by the Voting Rights Act—closed more than twelve hundred polling places, mostly affecting the poor and voters of color. By early 2019, seven counties in Republican-led Georgia had only one polling place. Voters had to wait hours in line, and some were forced to cast provisional ballots even though they had been in line long before the polls closed. In 2020 the Republican governor of Texas limited drop boxes to one per county. Texas has counties that are bigger than entire states. The Republicans weren’t even trying to hide their racism and voter suppression anymore.

			That is fucked up. And they sure aren’t apologizing for it. In fact, they keep trying to make it worse.

			Twenty twenty brought a global pandemic to America. The science evolved, but it was clear from the outset: Do certain things like wear masks and keep a few feet away from each other, and the virus was less likely to kill you. And somehow, that became political—okay, not “somehow,” it was because an idiot in the White House decided he’d make “live free or die” a literal statement and stupidly equated not wearing a mask with freedom. But as the caskets piled up and virtual funerals became a thing sweeping the nation, instead of saying, “Oh shit, I really blew this and we need to do better to save lives,” people decided to double and triple down on their idiocy. Hundreds of thousands of people are dead as of this writing, and most of them didn’t need to die. That is fucked up.

			We had a sexual superpredator in chief appoint three Supreme Court justices. That’s fucked up. One of those justices has a credible accusation of sexual assault himself. That is fucked up. There are women who defend both of them. That is fucked up. And there are men who want to be like both of them. That is even more fucked up. I’d like an apology for all of it, but it’s not forthcoming.

			In the last few years, we’ve seen ICE and CBP agents stop an ambulance that was driving an immigrant child to the hospital for emergency surgery and detain her. We’ve separated thousands of kids from their parents and locked them in for-profit prisons—run by companies that gave hundreds of thousands of dollars to a presidential inauguration committee. Companies that pay for play in the criminal justice system, profiting off of keeping Black and brown people behind bars. And instead of apologizing for the shittiness of everything that they are, they put out annual reports touting their profiteering on human misery. So fucked up.

			Trayvon Martin. Tamir Rice. Michael Brown. Akai Gurley. Breonna Taylor. John Crawford. Rayshard Brooks. Daniel Prude. Atatiana Jefferson. Aura Rosser. Stephon Clark. Philando Castile. Alton Sterling. Freddie Gray. Sandra Bland. Eric Garner. Tanisha Anderson. George Floyd. And on and on and on. That’s fucked up.

			The fact that some years there are as many mass shootings as days is fucked up. That forty thousand people every year die in America from guns is fucked up. The reality that the gun industry has so badly manipulated the political system and convinced politicians that these deaths are the cost of their blood money is especially fucked up, and not one of those assholes is apologetic. They have no shame.

			Beyond the political, though, there is so much more. There’s life. There’s me.

			I deal with generalized anxiety disorder. There are times when I can’t function, when my insides turn to churning water and my breath comes in tight, jagged heaves. When my ability to function, to do any of my jobs, is ripped away by the stunning pressure of its sudden onslaughts. When the societal expectation is to function anyway, when I am less likely to be believed about my suffering because I am a woman, and when the bias against this medical condition is persistent throughout the United States. I have to take pills every day, and probably will for the rest of my life, and this medical condition makes me a target for bullies, trolls, and weak men. Yet even when I feel like I can’t, I do my very best to work through it, and I will never apologize for my condition or my work as an activist.

			I grew up very differently from most Americans. From about as young an age as I can remember, I was working. I’m forty-eight years old, and I’ve had a forty-year career. I almost never went to a normal school—my schools were tutors on sets between takes. I had to learn most of what I know through my own curiosity, my own fuckups, and my own drive to be better. Because the world is strange, I’ve been a millionaire since I was nineteen, and I know that gives me a skewed perspective on the world. But I also know it doesn’t make me any better than any other person. I know that my job pays a fucked-up amount of money, and conversely that teachers and nurses and cashiers get paid a fucked-up amount of money too.

			But those experiences also made me much of who I am today. I will always use the platform that luck and skill and work have afforded me. One of my very favorite things to do is to give my microphone over to people who have important and special things to say, and those who are fighting every day to make the world a better and more just and more equal place. Frankly, the fact that these people don’t have platforms of their own on the scale that I do is fucked up, and for that I am really sorry. But I won’t apologize for sharing mine. Not once. Not ever.

			What I know is that fucked up is as fundamental a state of the world as night and day. I know that utopia does not exist, that there is no attainable or universal perfection while we live and breathe. But I know there is better. I know that “less fucked up” is a state we can live in. It’s something I can make happen. And it’s a thing worth working for, worth fighting for, no matter how loudly and wildly and stupidly the forces of fucked-upness fight back. And so I fight—against injustice, against my own mental illness, against my privilege and that of others, and against the things that are wrong in the world. Because I never want to see a smug grin on the face of my son as his racist friends make asses of themselves behind him. And for that, I will always be unapologetic.

		

	
		
			Believe Women

			When I sent my #MeToo tweet in 2017, I did it from a place of support and love and anger. As he was for so many women who are the victims of sexual assault, Harvey Weinstein was the last straw. Learning these things about this garbage human, how he treated women I knew and loved, filled me with both bone-crushing sadness and soul-burning fury. And so I spoke out in support of Rose McGowan, but also in support of myself and of my daughter, and of the millions upon millions of women around the world who have been or who will be victims of sexual violence. For too long, nobody listened to us. And when they did, they usually didn’t believe us.

			Nowhere was this more evident than in the amazing work of Tarana Burke, who, unbeknownst to me at the time, had started the #MeToo movement years earlier. She’s been in the trenches fighting this fight for years, and one of the greatest gifts of my life has been the opportunity to help lift up the work she’s done fighting for women who have been harassed and assaulted by men, and were rarely believed when they told their stories.

			In those first days and months after that tweet, it was an avalanche. In every industry, in every country of the world, men who had for so long taken advantage of their societal power for sexual gratification were outed and fell. Some were men I had previously respected and supported. This is not, and has never been, a partisan political movement for me. Nope, not for a minute. And it never will be. This has been about shifting the culture away from not believing women who tell their stories into a place where we listen and evaluate and act based on the evidence.

			Maybe I haven’t done the best job in explaining this distinction—that believing women doesn’t mean we believe every word every woman says just because she is a woman. I mean, I sure as hell don’t believe everything Kellyanne Conway says, and I shouldn’t. When the available evidence contradicts what women say—whether it’s about sexual assault or whether it’s about kids in cages—of course we don’t believe them. Women aren’t immune to lying, and nobody ever meant that we should believe women blindly.

			What I do mean, and what is really, really important for us to say, to share, to tell all of the people in our lives, is that we can no longer start with the idea that women are lying. The way women have been treated around sexual assault? It is fucked up. We know that women are routinely gaslit by their abusers. I know so many women, people I love, who were physically, sexually, and emotionally abused by men yet still believe it was their fault. Not because it didn’t happen, but because the predators in their lives manipulated, guilted, and abused them into changing their own lived history just to end the cycle of violence. So imagine overcoming that, overcoming the conditioning and the fear and the pain that always, always come with this kind of abuse, reporting it, and getting the same treatment from the authorities you talked to.

			This next part will be almost as hard for you to read as it is for me to write.

			I know of a woman—and I am changing some details here to protect her, but the gist is true—who went to the police after her husband choked their teenage daughter, threw her on the ground, and dumped a bookcase over both of them. He left them bruised and terrified and refused to leave the house. As she and her daughter huddled on the floor of the bedroom, the bookcase pushed up against the door to keep him from getting in, she thought back on so many similar episodes. She thought back on the times he’d raped her, and how his sister had said, “Oh, that’s Chad, he didn’t mean anything by it,” when my friend told her what happened. She remembered the decades of affairs, of being told they were her fault. The financial abuse, the abuse of their children, the constant belittling and hurting and shaming and breaking of her center. She saw her daughter crying in her arms, terrified of the man who was her father, and she thought back on the years that perfect girl had been abused. The rage that came from those memories forged a little bit of steel in her shattered core. She vowed to leave and to get help. Eventually they snuck out, and with the support of friends and other people who loved them, she decided to file a report with the police. Do you know what the first question they asked her was?

			“What did you do to provoke him? You must have done something.”

			Can you imagine that? For most of us—although absolutely not all of us—going to the police means safety. It’s where we go when a situation gets so dangerous that we know we need protection, and they are our safe haven. Except for women who have been abused physically or sexually, it just too often hasn’t been.

			She moved back into the house the next day. He is still abusing her. She doesn’t see the point in doing anything about it anymore. She wonders what she did to provoke him and cries on the floor of their bathroom when he finally falls asleep.

			You know that scene in A Christmas Story when Ralphie writes his teacher an essay talking about how he wants a Red Rider BB gun for Christmas? And he’s certain that his writing is so clear, so passionate, and so persuasive that she’ll have to side with him? Well, instead she writes, “You’ll shoot your eye out,” on the page. He felt like his mother got to the teacher first, and the two conspired against him. Now imagine that instead of a BB gun, Ralphie wanted to stop being abused, and the teacher acted the same way. That’s what the police did to my friend. That’s what they do to so many women.

			Is there something about a vagina that means women cause trouble? Do men really think that? Because that’s how the patriarchy works. They blame us for their own failings. They force us to doubt our own lives, our own history, and our own values. They offer refuge, only to take it away when it is needed most. And as women, we’re blamed for seeking that refuge, for rejecting it, and for anything in between. It’s a no-win situation, and I’m sick of losing.

			I want to talk a little bit about Christine Blasey Ford and Tara Reade. These two women have been shredded by the political machine, their characters, pasts, and motivations held up to scrutiny beyond anything that most of us can comprehend. Their stories, and the situations that created them, put women in an impossible position. We’re asked over and over again to absolve perpetrators or potential perpetrators, and to be the arbiters of what’s true and what isn’t. This is not our job. We didn’t create the problem, so why are we forced to solve it? These stories came on opposite sides of a political divide, one during a presidential campaign, and that amplified the pressures on women in ways we can’t even measure.

			We’re forced to make pragmatic choices, to accept access to power by working with people who have or may have done terrible things, or to stay on the fringes and retain perfect ideological purity. We’re held tight by knots of male creation, and any way we struggle pulls them tighter. Until we break the ropes themselves, it’s going to get more and more uncomfortable. In a perfect world, we could have broken those ropes by nominating and electing a woman to replace Donald Trump, the pussy-grabber in chief. But we don’t live in a perfect world. The Electoral College tells us that the white men of Pennsylvania and Michigan and a few other places will decide who the president is, and they aren’t voting for women. So we’re stuck in this trap, pushing like hell to find the way through, not just the way out.

			I was on set when I first heard the name Brett Kavanaugh, at least as far as I can remember. It sickened me that Trump got to put another one of his cronies on the Supreme Court, and I soon learned that he was insanely antichoice, he had a history of recommending terrible policy when he served as part of the George W. Bush administration, and he was yet another rich white man who attended private school and was going to be deciding what I could do with my body. I hated it. I vowed to fight against his nomination with everything I had. He was one of the worst possible nominees for the job, and it was time to gear up for war. I’m not hiding that fact at all. Brett Kavanaugh needed to be stopped from joining the court if at all possible.

			But never, never in the world would I condone fabricating false accusations against a man for political gain. Not once. If Christine Blasey Ford’s story did not have so much corroborating evidence, and so much consistency, I would not have supported bringing her accusations into the Senate hearings until such evidence came forth. But it was there, from the start. She told the same story, consistently, over the years. She told it to a therapist, who had notes verifying it. She told it to her husband. She spoke about the attack to friends over the years. The details remained consistent. She took and passed a polygraph. She did not set out to talk to the press or make her story public—she sent a letter to her senator when she learned this man could end up on the court. And the letter leaked.

			Still, under the glare of the lights, her story remained consistent. She talked under oath about her experience. She did not have a political agenda; she had a patriotic agenda. I looked at the totality of the evidence, from the point of view of believing she had a right to be heard and that we had a duty to hear her. This process played out in the very definition of due process: an official hearing. And after listening to what she had to say, I believed her. Unfortunately the Senate did not. I don’t know how they didn’t. I was in the room when she testified. I heard the ring of truth in her voice. I don’t know how anyone who was in that room could not have heard the same thing.

			Now, just as I was opposed to Brett Kavanaugh’s nomination to the court, I have supported Joe Biden’s campaign for the presidency. I’ve known Joe for quite some time. With me, he has never been anything but warm, kind, friendly, and smart. He comes from a family like mine, where physical affection is the norm, and he’s admitted that he may have been too affectionate with women he’s encountered. There was no hint of sexual abuse or gratification in the stories of any of the people who have spoken about these kinds of encounters with him, and he’s owned up to them. In fact, he’s been the example of how a man should handle these things—by listening, promising to keep listening, and changing his behavior to reflect his new understanding. It’s exactly what I want from the # MeToo movement. I want men to do better. Joe’s doing better. I know him to be a good man. But if I believed he had sexually assaulted a woman, I’d be shouting from the rooftops that he needs to step down.

			I have not heard Tara Reade’s story in the same light as Christine Blasey Ford’s. As of late 2020, she has not testified under oath. But I believe just as strongly that we have the exact same responsibility to hear, and to honestly vet, her story that we had with Dr. Ford. I know that we need to do this with an open mind and an open heart. We cannot start from the position that she is not being truthful, and despite all of what I just said about Joe, I have done my damnedest to make a fair evaluation. In this case, I am really concerned that her story has changed so much. I’m even more concerned that she didn’t start telling it as a story of sexual assault until she started loudly supporting his opponent in the primary. I don’t like that she claims to have filed a complaint against Biden when she worked for him, but no record of this complaint appears to exist, and I have a hard time with the fact that she’s provided a vague enough timeline that Joe can’t look at his Senate schedule and have the opportunity to clear his name.

			In this case, I’ve listened and looked at the evidence, and I have a hard time accepting her version of events. But get this: It is a rolling, fluid state. Evidence could come forward that, despite all of these concerns I have, will change my mind. I could learn new information, and new information makes us reevaluate our world, our beliefs, our prejudices. If we are honest with ourselves, if we really, really dig in and look in the mirror, we have to change to match the real world. And if the evidence requires me to do so, I’ll change my mind on this. I am always open to the act of believing women. Even women whom I have not believed in the past.

			Ultimately, only two people know the truth of what either of these women have to say. Both of them will suffer for telling these stories. And right off the bat, too many people just presumed they were lying. It pisses me off. When we admonish people to believe women, it’s that assumption we’re trying to erase. Despite what you may think, I did not default to not believing Tara Reade. I didn’t default to believing Christine Blasey Ford. I did start from a place that allowed for the possibility that each of their stories was true.

			Somewhere south of me, across a canyon and a desert, through streets normally packed tight with standstill traffic, my friend is probably hiding somewhere in her house, afraid. So is your friend. Don’t you miss her spirit? Don’t you remember who she was before she was presumed guilty? Don’t you wish we started with the possibility of believing her story?

			Maybe we’d still have her.

			I believe women.

		

	
		
			The Imperfect Ally

			There is an inescapable truth to being an ally: You do not truly understand the experiences of the group you are standing in support of. And you never will. You can’t—that’s the definition of being an ally: You’re outside that group, having different lived experiences, never having to worry about the things the people you are supporting worry about. If you did, you wouldn’t be an ally, you’d be living it. And because you can’t understand, and you never will understand, you’re going to get it wrong sometimes, if not often.

			You have to be okay with getting it wrong, hearing that you got it wrong, and committing to doing it better. Being an ally, a true ally, means getting comfortable with being uncomfortable. It means acknowledging your own blind spots, diving into your own failings, and owning every last bit of them. It means feeling the failure, feeling the embarrassment and shame that comes with it—but then turning it into a positive instead of giving up. It’s a damned hard thing to do. But it’s so important.

			In a coming chapter I’ll talk about one time I got it wrong, but it certainly wasn’t the only time. And I’ll probably keep getting things wrong as long as I use my voice. But hopefully in smaller and smaller ways, as I continue to do the work of listening, reflecting, understanding, and acting. And if there’s
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