
		
			
				[image: Cover for Era of Ignition]
			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Praise for Era of Ignition]
				

			

			
				“A personal look at big-picture questions, Era of Ignition reminds us how powerful, exhausting, and confusing it can be to go through life as a human woman. A mad, frank, tender, and very good read, written with love by a writer who loves you.”

				—Amy Poehler, New York Times bestselling author of Yes Please

				“A raw, gutsy, and exposing memoir unafraid to confront difficult questions in this turbulent time.”

				—America Ferrera, New York Times bestselling author of American Like Me

				“A personal call to action that reminds us revolution starts by holding up the mirror. A must-read, candid, coming-of-age story.”

				—Ayanna Pressley, congresswoman from Massachusetts

				“Era of Ignition offers illuminating insights into the changing face of feminism and the continued struggle to overcome the hardening lines of gender injustice. A personal and passionate story about making a world ‘that is nourished, healed, and flourishing.’ ”

				—Kirkus Reviews
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			On the bar in front of me, a tea candle meekly flickered at the end of its wick as I sat next to my husband and wondered how I was going to tell him what I had to tell him. We had just gotten married two months before; it was 2012 and we were enjoying the world of newlyweds, our life together on its new trajectory. But my life alone was flatlining. A tire spinning in the mud. A roller-coaster car stuck upside down in midair. I swiveled the ice cubes in my glass full of bourbon and stared down the candle’s croaking ember. That’s me, I thought. That’s me right there in the form of fading fire.

			The flame dwindled as I gulped down my bourbon and proceeded to tell my husband that I was pregnant but was planning to terminate the pregnancy. I’ll never forget the look on his face, a shattering I had instantly caused; a spark of joy pummeled into anguish. He was devastated in that moment, destroyed and blindsided. I cannot remember any other time in my life when I had inflicted this type of pain on another person, especially a person who I loved so much and who was—is—my entire world. I didn’t want to hurt him. But I made the choice because I didn’t want to hurt anymore either. I had been experiencing a long-term devastation that was omnipresent; an all-consuming, all-encompassing kind of grief. I had come to the end of one very long chapter of my life as a child actress, and now as an adult I was fully out of inspiration and devoid of direction. I was twenty-nine years old and completely lost, lost in a way that I couldn’t see a future for myself, lost in a way that isolated me from others. Lost in a way that felt permanently perilous.

			
			I had spent so much of my young life in the entertainment business performing the moments of other people’s lives as an actress. The only thing I had ever known how to do was channel someone else’s art, be someone else’s muse, live someone else’s life, speak someone else’s words. I began my career when I was just nine years old, acting in a few low-budget films, and by the time I turned eleven, I landed a major role on the soap opera General Hospital, a job that would last seven years. While other teenagers were going to school to get an education, I was going to a film studio to play a heroin-addicted former model whose mother had died of cancer. After I left that show at the age of seventeen, I guest-starred in a few TV shows like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, then I landed a starring role in the cult TV show Joan of Arcadia and didn’t stop working, or stop to think about stopping working, for the next ten years.

			
			This is not to say I had a bad childhood; I just had a confusing one. When you’ve spent your whole life pretending to be other people for a living, it is sometimes hard to know what you are capable of becoming or what you will want once you’ve stopped. So here I was sitting in a bar, a grown woman who owned a house and a car and had a damn good man in my life, and yet I had absolutely no motivation for living anymore. I was in a deep psychic holding pattern with no sense of what was coming next or who I was. I didn’t want to literally die, but I was craving some kind of existential ceasing. I desperately needed to find a way to stop and then to start over again. And I knew that life couldn’t stay the way it had been for me, that I had so much more to offer besides auditioning for acting roles. But what I had been experiencing was a sort of invisible alphabet: I saw my life at A and could see the bright, glowing Z of my potential in the distance but couldn’t manifest the letters in between to get there.

			In my early twenties, years before I got married, I could feel the dawning of my own personal doom. I could feel myself starting to come undone. The identity cast I had spent years plastering for myself was beginning to crack, and suddenly the things that defined me were no longer feeding me. I would go into auditions half-assed, half-caring, half-prepared. When I was twenty-eight, I went in to read for the director of a film starring Meryl Streep and couldn’t seem to retain a single line of the short monologue I had prepared from the script. Normally I would’ve excelled in a situation like this. But this time, my body and my mouth wouldn’t let me tell this story that was not my own. I began to sweat and could only tell the director I was sorry. “Don’t worry,” he said to me kindly, “take your time.”

			
			Taking my time wasn’t the problem, though. My relationship to myself and the world was the problem. Being a lifelong object for a living was the problem. Creative stasis was the problem. I left the audition and broke down in tears in the elevator, shaking and confused. When the doors opened onto the lobby, an actress who looked just like me stepped in as I stepped out, neither of us saying a word to each other, like two mirrors reflecting a single, hollowed-out body.

			Things were bad and seemed to only be getting worse. A few weeks after the audition experience, on the eve of my wedding, my agency of fifteen years dropped me as a client. My agent was extremely apologetic, saying she didn’t even realize it was the weekend of my wedding. Let this tell you everything you need to know about how invested she was in me. Moments later, my fiancé, David, came into my office, and I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye. “You shouldn’t be with me,” I told him with tears dribbling down my chin. “You should be with someone who has their shit together.” He held me tight and said, “Honey, Salma Hayek is already married, you know that.”

			
			Being dropped by that agency was just one bulb on the string of burned-out lights that felt like it was becoming my life. That night, dejected, humiliated, and drunk, I went through my closet and grabbed a pair of the most expensive high heels I owned and carried them out to the East River near where I lived in Brooklyn. I stared at the long sharp stilettos in shiny patent leather. I had spent so much money on these stupid heels because I was told by a stylist that I should. I didn’t even know if I liked high heels. Was this how I liked to dress, or was this just how other people had always liked to see me dress? Everything I thought I knew about myself felt like it was crumbling, breaking apart into tiny question marks. Ceremoniously and rather dramatically, I took these meaningless shoes, artifacts of my artifice, and threw them into the water, one by one, each an unsure wish for a nameless future.

			“Dear Shoe: Grant me the strength and wisdom to get through this bewilderment. Dear Other Shoe: I don’t want to be just an actress anymore. I want to direct movies and write novels and polish Beyoncé’s belt buckles. Please, Other Shoe. Help me help myself.”

			
			I staggered toward a nearby monument in the park and pulled my pants down to pee on a statue celebrating some famous man’s war. A woman jogged by and pretended not to notice me and my face, a Rorschach test of mascara, crouching and pissing on a giant bronzed replica of a cannon. “Sorry,” I muttered while peeing as the woman passed me, “I couldn’t hold it in anymore.”

			Sitting with David at the bar that night a few months after our wedding, I explained with aching clarity what else I couldn’t hold in anymore. How unprepared I was, on any level, to bring a child into the world and be responsible for that child. I explained that I was afraid of what kind of parent I would be, or, worse, couldn’t be. I was scared that I would subconsciously place blame on the baby for taking me away from my career or that I would harbor some strange jealously for my child, who would have the normal childhood I never got to have. That I would take out all my bullshit on that kid, that I would hate myself for it and, in turn, hate the child, too. I had work to do—a lot of it—before I could be the mother I was capable of becoming. Before I could be the woman I was destined to become. David was supportive and understanding but still heart-shattered.

			After I terminated the pregnancy, David and I did not speak for weeks. I didn’t blame him for that; I didn’t want to speak to me either. If I could’ve temporarily exited my own body, I would’ve. I would’ve abandoned myself right then and there. But I took morbid comfort in knowing I was going to be the best at my own self-hatred, that there was no one in the world who could hate me more than I could at that moment. At least I was successful in that. At least I was succeeding at hate.

			
			I spent the next month grieving heavily for the loss of many things, both tangible and ungraspable, a culmination of my identity, my career, my happiness, and my failed motherhood. I lopped off six inches of my hair with a pair of kitchen scissors as David tried to disappear into our couch, avoiding me. I bought myself some balloons and tied a lock of the hair to one of them with a note that said, “May a witch find this and cast the kindest of spells.” I spent evenings combing over the comments section of my IMDb page, seeking the worst possible things people had written about me and telling myself they were all correct: I am fat. I am a has-been. I am the best character in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants.

			

			—

			MY TURBULENT TWENTIES were not particularly unique. Most people go through personal upheaval when entering the boxing ring of their early thirties. It is a period often described as a Saturn Return, which in astrological terms means the time at which Saturn completes its lengthy trip around the sun, returning to the exact position in its orbit at the point of one’s birth, approximately twenty-nine-and-a-half years later. When Saturn returns to these same coordinates, it is believed that those born at this time experience a sort of secondary birth—an existential awakening—that resurfaces the volatility and turbulence of entering into the world in the first place as a newborn.

			
			Why Saturn and not, say, Uranus, where better jokes about the universe being an asshole can be inserted into our daily mythology? The answer lies in the fact that Saturn is more than nine times the size of planet Earth and is encircled by seven astonishing rings that contain more than 150 moons and moonlets (mini-moons!) along with trillions of pieces of ice and dust. Think about how much swagger our own moon has—dictating tides, love songs, and our periods—so imagine a planet with more than 150 of them at its beck and call. Saturn is considered to be the planet most entrenched in wisdom because its long, slow orbit means more quality time spent in each house of the zodiac, richly absorbing its surroundings. Specific energy is created at exact moments when planets align at any given degree—and the energy that is created is you.

			So what does it mean to be going through a Saturn Return? One of my best friends, poet and psychologist Mindy Nettifee, says: “It means going through an extraordinary upheaval, initiating a person into finally becoming their adult self.” My mother would describe it as “When things start to get real, real fast.” And my Jungian therapist, Evan, told me, “Most people in our culture would say one must apply discipline to pulling oneself out of the muck. I would say the muck is where the magic is. One must apply discipline and self-control in staying put and tolerating the difficulties that come with the dark stuff, so that one can be changed and improved by it. Saturn Return is full of opportunity, psychologically.”

			
			Psychological opportunity is such a perfect term to describe this time in one’s life. To me, Saturn Return is a quarter-life can of whoop-ass. It’s when the physical, emotional, psychological, and spiritual dimensions of a person’s life all get together in a room and realize they’ve been cheated on, for years, by reality. It is a metamorphosis of identity, an implosion of self-examination, a coming to terms with a come to Jesus, a reckoning with what is simply no longer working anymore. It’s a person’s candle burning at its lowest, about to go out, unless some new form of flame is found to ignite.

			While I have a lot of experience with my own personal Saturn Return over the years, it has become clear to me that our country has been going through one of its own, too. This idea of self-reflection leading to an awakening and rebirth is not unique to the individual’s journey, but the journey of a whole consciousness as well.

			
			A crisis of character is nothing new for the United States of America and its long history of abuses of power. When I look at our country today, I see a nation deep in the terror of its own retooling, stuck between a past it can’t outrun and the trajectory of a future it must outgrow. We are a nation that still cannot wrap its head around the overwhelming inequality among genders and races in our society and institutional systems. We are a nation that cannot agree on the definition of misogyny, let alone put a finger on its pervasiveness or manifestation. But there seem to be benchmark eras in our history that have brought great and radical change to fruition—times when we weren’t just living through difficulties, but actively confronting our values and agitating for revolutionary change. I believe we are in one of those eras right now.

			Feminism, for instance, entered its third wave in the early nineties with the emergence of riot grrrl groups led by the likes of Kathleen Hanna touting their punk-rock freedom of expression and creativity. And while some say the fourth wave began a decade ago with the rise of social media, I actually think it’s happening right now, in this very moment…almost twenty-nine years after that third wave.

			What do we call the existential death precipitated by a Saturn Return and the subsequent rebirth? I call it an Era of Ignition, which is a direct result of and response to our personal and national Saturn Returns. It is a thriving time of condensed evolution, where many discourses about who we are and the difficult dialogues about where we are going kick into high gear. It is an age when activism becomes direct action, when disagreement becomes dissension, when dissatisfaction becomes protest, when accusations become accountability, and when revolts become revolutions. If a Saturn Return asks the difficult questions of one another and ourselves, then an Era of Ignition fires up the answers.

			
			I was once that young woman, answerless and adrift; a soul without a mission. Through my own radical evolution and a stoking of my life’s flames, I was able to climb out of the dark abyss I had been engulfed in for so long. I emerged forceful and unafraid and ready for whatever the world had in store for me, but also ready for whatever I had in store for the world. And without America’s existential crisis and the questioning of its own values and future, there would be no place for women like me to experience such growth. Without this kind of reflection, there can be no remediation. It is this deep questioning and mining of the problems facing our country that has resulted in the important formation of organizations like March for Our Lives and the Women’s March, and for the advancement of those who are not white and cis. Our nation’s Era of Ignition is creating space for important conversations about identity, race, and gender in ways we have not witnessed in a very long time: from 2017’s #MeToo movement and women getting together to decide their own fates, to the power of the Black Lives Matter movement, to the expansion of pronouns and language used to define the LGBTQIA community. Our national Era of Ignition has given voice to people like Laverne Cox and Hannah Gadsby, Tarana Burke and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. And somewhere in there, by growing out of my role as just a girl for hire and becoming instead a woman who prospered, my own voice has been awakened anew. A voice sparked by our nation’s existential engulfment. A voice ignited and burning for transformation.
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			I was sitting at my desk in the East Village apartment I shared with then-Boyfriend David in 2008, five years before he would become Husband David. I was twenty-five and the world felt rich with momentum. Spring had just flexed its muscles, and New York City’s ripe smells of Callery pear trees, toasted bagels, and garbage floated through our open window. The joyous screams of children in the elementary school that neighbored our building rang through the walls. To some this sound can be grating, but I’ve always found it extremely comforting: a pack of wild young mouths so free and loud, wholly unaware of the turbulence of adulthood.

			I had just finished reading Janet Fitch’s extraordinary novel Paint It Black for the third time and was holding it against my chest, staring out at the fly-sized planes whispering across the sky. Something about the book lingered with me in a way that novels hadn’t before. It was as if the book hadn’t finished and its story was still a page turning inside me. I could feel an unnameable idea forming in the same way that poems often formed for me—as if being sieved from some larger pulp of ideas. This novel is a film, I thought to myself. Moments later, a blaring bell rang out, calling all the kids in from the yard, and it struck me: this novel was not just meant to be a film but meant to be a film of my own making.

			
			What came next was a familiar feeling for most women who step outside of their comfort zones—a pang of fear. How would I get the rights to the book? Who would let me write the movie? Who would I get to direct it? What if my agents just shined me on? What if everyone said no to me? I was surrounded by what ifs, instantly consumed by the improbabilities instead of the possibilities.

			Hillary Clinton wrote in her memoir What Happened—and I’m paraphrasing here—that when she was a partner at the Rose Law Firm in Arkansas and would promote men, they would always say, “Thank you so much for the opportunity. I won’t let you down.” But when she would promote women, they would often say, “Thank you so much for the opportunity. Are you sure?”

			
			Being unsure seems to be the only framework most women have to see their bigger picture. Women are raised to doubt first and decide last. By this I mean that we question our value or qualifications first, and if we feel that we have not just anything but everything to offer, only then do we feel safe to act. For most men, often the opposite is true. They learn on the job. Women learn, triple-check to make sure they’ve learned, get testimonials and recommendations of their learning, prove a second time that they did, in fact, learn—then they’re on the job.

			The producer Audrey Rosenberg once told me that women are taught to confuse intuition with anxiety, and I believe this is true at any age. We are kept off-balance in so many ways—like being told that rational thought is the only approved way of thinking and that emotional intelligence is a hindrance, a crutch on which women alone exercise their drama. We are asked to ignore our intuition lest we come off as crazy or hysterical. We are made to see ourselves and our lived experiences as almost cartoonish stereotypes of our truths, which is a way of othering us from our own existence. We are told what roles we can play in society, at home, or in any given profession, and if we try to break out of those roles, we must first hunt for some amorphous permission granted predominantly by most men.

			I say “most men” because men, by a wide margin, run the world; they are largely the ones in positions of power. And the men in those positions, the ones who want to keep their power for themselves, are the ones I am referring to throughout this book. Women are passed over for promotions, jobs, scholarships, or public office because of deeply ingrained biases against our voices, bodies, and perspectives. We say we have the right to choose and decide the laws that pertain to our own bodily autonomy but are then told in the same breath “Nah. You don’t.” When we speak out against these injustices, we are ignored and told our voices irritate the ear. Our memories are gaslighted and our reputations torched. Our art is rejected and our livelihood diminished. More often than not, men are the gatekeepers and women are locked outside, doing everything we can and sometimes things we don’t want to do just to unlock the gate, let alone get a set of our own keys.

			
			Based on what I’ve written and because I call myself a feminist, a person once asked me if I hated men. (A lot of people say this about feminists in general.) I do not hate men at all. I am critical of them, which is something I wish they themselves would be: have some introspective inquisition. I do not take pleasure in having to police the intentions of these men and this culture as a whole, nor does any other woman I know. It is exhausting and frustrating, leaving little room for the work I would much rather be doing. The notion that I or any other woman takes pleasure in having to continuously point out these grievances is ludicrous and feels more like a ploy to point the finger back at us instead of accepting some responsibility. It is within a man’s power to help shift the paradigm, not just a woman’s duty to point out the problems inherent in that paradigm. The only way for any of us to be not just part of the problem but part of the solution is to first go inward and observe our own patterns. To own them, then take action.

			
			My own husband is not immune to falling into this category, like most of “most men” I know. They don’t think about the ramifications of things they’ve said or done because they’ve never had to. But one thing I know to be true about David is that he has always been a strong learner from his mistakes; he will always engage in conversation to gain a better understanding in the hopes that proactivity will come from it. He has long been a champion for women in our business, supporting and amplifying the careers and voices of comedians, writers, and even actresses like myself. So when I told him I was ready to adapt and direct my first feature film, he couldn’t have been more encouraging and supportive.

			

			—

			AFTER CALLING MY AGENT and manager to tell them my plans for Paint It Black, David and I headed out to get a celebratory drink at our local bar, 2A. We mused about our futures, lives that were beginning their merge toward permanence. I was wearing my black skinny jeans, which were almost painted onto me I wore them so much, and David was wearing a faded T-shirt that read SHREVEPORT IS A SHITHOLE. (If you are from Shreveport and reading this, I apologize for the verbal abuse of your city, which I hear has grown tremendously over the last several years. But you cannot deny that at one time, Shreveport was, in fact, a hole of poop.)

			
			A year earlier, David and I had unexpectedly found ourselves spending time together in the Pelican State while filming two separate movies in the same town. I was traveling to Shreveport on a connecting flight from Houston when I sat down, looked across the aisle, and saw David sitting in the same row. A woman in army fatigues sat in the seat between us, and I tried not to disturb her while attempting to get his attention.

			“Hey,” I whispered. “HEY, YOU.”

			He wouldn’t look up.

			“DAVID. COMEDIAN DAVID CROSS.”

			The soldier hugged her camouflage bag to her chest, making room for my words to reach him. Begrudgingly, he pulled his eyes out of his magazine, likely thinking I was some superfan ready to accost him. (I kind of was.) He didn’t recognize me right away, nor should he have. We had met only a handful of times at industry parties and award shows. A few years before this moment, his Arrested Development costar Portia de Rossi had tried to set us up on a date, to which David said, “The girl who talks to God on that CBS show? No thanks.” (Shout-out to Portia—we eventually won, girl.)

			
			“Oh. Hi. Amber, right?”

			“Yeah!”

			“…Why the hell are you going to Shreveport?”

			“I’m judging a mayonnaise competition there.”

			It wasn’t that funny a joke, but it did elicit a small chuckle. David has one of the most infectious laughs of anyone I know. I love it so much. Most people who have come to know me over the years have assumed I got funnier because I’m with a comedian. The truth is I’ve spent so many years seeking a laugh out of David that I’ve become funnier out of sheer practice. David didn’t make me funnier. I just grew more determined to make him laugh.

			“Are you here working on this movie I’m doing, too?” he asked.

			“Beyond a Reasonable Doubt starring the great Michael Douglas?” I said.

			“No,” he said, “Year One starring the great Jack Black.”

			“Ah. That’s the guy from the thing.”

			“Actually you’re thinking of the guy from that other thing. Jack is the guy from the thing starring those other guys from that one thing.”

			“Oh shit! You mean the thing about the guy that was in stuff.”

			
			“Yes! Wait. I’m lost.”

			The captain came on over the speaker to let us know we’d be departing soon, and the woman in fatigues asked if I’d like to switch seats so I could sit next to him. Yes was the only word I had ever known.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: 3]
				

			

			As months unfolded into years and we left the East Village for Brooklyn, I started to realize that some of those initial what ifs were turning out to be what nows. The road ahead was paved with blocks, and not just for my potential film adaptation but for my writing career as well. While trying to get the rights to Paint It Black, I had also spent almost five years writing Dark Sparkler, a book of poetry exploring the lives and deaths of child star actresses. The book featured original artwork by artists such as Marilyn Manson, David Lynch, and my father, actor Russ Tamblyn, to name a few. The artwork served as an interpretation of the male gaze; male artists interpreting a group of female interpreters (actresses) and their stories. The book closed with an epilogue and a series of meta poems and afterthoughts on what it was like as an actress to write about the brutal deaths of other actresses my own age. The book was an examination and a reflection. An existential death and a resurrection.

			
			It was also unsellable. Month after month I would take it to publishers who would turn it down, saying they just didn’t know what the book was—was it a poetry book or an art book? One such editor, who is a friend, wrote me to tell me he couldn’t get his company to buy it as they had already purchased a famous male actor’s poetry book, due out later that fall. I love that editor very much and his email was filled with sincere regret, but I’ll never forget that moment, receiving a rejection based on a comparison like that. I was on vacation and instantly broke down in tears right there on the beach. I cried so much and for so long, my thighs burned from the sun and turned a dark red, with little white splotches where the teary sunscreen had dripped off my face and tie-dyed my legs. I spent the next week looking at my polka-dot cellulite, a constant reminder of my failure.

			Why are works by women compared to works by men and rejected based on that comparison? I recently pitched a docu-series with a premise that looks at the language used throughout American history to define women. I was told that the premise was too similar to another program they had already bought where a famous male rapper talks to different people about what is or isn’t considered “cool.”

			
			What?

			Even my mother, a singer-songwriter for more than forty years, who plays a twelve-string guitar and can belt out songs with the best of them, is constantly compared to the likes of Neil Young and Willie Nelson rather than to a famous woman singer songwriter. My sister, China, was in a beloved punk band in San Francisco in the ’90s called The Kirby Grips, and they were constantly compared to Nirvana, even though they were far more reminiscent of Hole. These comparisons also reveal themselves in less overt yet equally toxic ways, often appearing in the form of coded terminology that is used to describe works by women that would never be used to describe works by men—terminology that sends a subconscious pronouncement to society about how it is to be valued. My friend, playwright Halley Feiffer, once had her brilliant, hilarious play A Funny Thing Happened…described in a review for the New York Times as “catty.” A whole play by a female playwright, not just a single scene, written off with a term that reeks of sexism.

			Some of my other favorite sexist terms to describe works by women are “sophomoric,” “sentimental,” or “quirky.” When was the last time you saw a half-hour comedy about men, written by men, that was described as “quirky”? It is the cumulative application of language like this that sends the message to consumers that art by women is to be seen as universally juvenile and immature, whereas art by men can have a chosen juvenilia and immaturity, should their work be intentionally doing that. Using criteria that heavily favor the styles of works by men is a way of branding art by women as beneath the art of men, which is reflected financially in the lesser earning potential of women compared to men. A study for the University of Luxembourg found that fine art by women sells for 47 percent less than fine art by men. One of the reasons women artists have a particularly hard time being taken seriously or selling their work is because of the perceived lack of demand for what we create.

			
			It’s no wonder that women are expected to write and think and talk like men in order to be accepted or revered. Women from the Brontë sisters to J. K. Rowling have had to write under male pseudonyms in order to be taken seriously in the literary world. I myself was once told by a famous older male poet at a fund-raiser, among a group of our peers, that I should write under a pseudonym if I wanted anyone to take my writing seriously. What is most disturbing about this comment is that he meant it with no malintent, he just thought this was truly good advice to impart. He thought I would be grateful for this perspective, a perspective that is asking me to literally disappear.

			
			Women have been going undercover as men for more than just artistic reasons. They have had to do it to participate in everything from sports to wars, most famously in the fifteenth century, when Joan of Arc heard voices from a saint who told her to disguise herself as a man in order to fight with other men in the Hundred Years’ War. Perhaps that saint whispering in her ear was the eighth-century Saint Marina, who disguised herself as a man so that she could enter a monastery and secretly study and practice as a monk under the male alias Marinus.

			Even women athletes have had to pretend to be men in order to compete. Kathrine Switzer famously ran in the Boston Marathon in 1967 disguised as a man because women were not allowed to participate. And before her, in 1959, a woman named Rena Kanokogi once pretended to be a man in order to compete in the YMCA judo championship—and she won. She was forced to forfeit once judges found out her gender, but nevertheless, Kanokogi went on to create the first ever Female Judo World Championship and even coached the first US Olympic Women’s Judo Team.

			Many black and brown women I know have had their voices rejected in favor of the voices of white women as well. This has never been more apparent than in the casting of television and film. A girlfriend of mine who happens to be black recently told me a story about a film with a phenomenal storyline and great cast that she had been working to put together for more than a decade. “It finally occurred to me that this movie was never going to get made without a white girl in the lead. So I pulled out, because I wanted the film to succeed.” Sure enough, a few months later it was cast with a lovely young blonde actress in her role.

			
			Until recently, black and brown women were rarely seen in leading roles in television and film, and if they were, they usually appeared as supporting cast
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