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To A.V.

Mother, you are forever embedded in the layers of my skin.
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“Perhaps when we find ourselves wanting everything, it is because we are dangerously close to wanting nothing.”

Sylvia Plath

Shade

Before I got out of my mother’s house 

I checked out books from the library under a secret name. 

Myths of a deep dark ocean and

webs of kelp silking their hands around mermaids—

myths of places I’d never see while here.

Not quite biblical enough

These books 


filled with ratted paper, decades

of fingerings by hungry girls before me



who had attempted to hide their discoveries 

between the brönte sisters and miwuk creation stories.

I didn’t hide mine so well.

Wasn’t a matter of trying.

I’ve never been good at keeping things to myself—

I fucked and uncovered 

the Atlantis mother said wasn’t there


It was there.



Schooldays

I wouldn’t let mother hold my hand the first day of kindergarten. I swatted her away when she tried like a dismounted mosquito on a warm day—my feet hit the warm concrete stairs—she waved and she waved and waved and waved. 

I said goooo.

She wouldn't.

The next day was the same. She waved and waved and waved. The next day was the same. She waved and waved and waved. The next day was the same. She waved and waved and waved. The next day was the same. She waved and waved and waved.

Mother stands, still waving.

Growing up without a mother

My mother combed my hair hard as a girl. She reminded me if I cried, I’d suffer the same punishment she got as girl. Her mother beat her head with the mahogany brush, telling her that

she’d give her something to cry about.

she’d give her something to cry about.

she’d give her something to cry about.

she’d give her something to cry about.

she’d give her something to cry about.

she’d give her something to cry about.

She never did hit me with that brush, 


that I remember, at least. 


It was merely a threat, like everything else. 

Just wait until your father hears about what you’ve done.

If you’re friends with boys, what will they think of you?

You must obey your father.

Young ladies don’t swear.

If you have an abortion, you’re going to hell.

Jesus watches everything you do...

so does santa, mom.

When Avery washes her hair or rather tries so hard to do it on her own but can’t, I help soap up her locks with argan oil shampoo we can only afford because of WIC vouchers. Her waistlength hair is a rich golden blonde when clean, but a taupey mothwing hue after she’s been playing outside for a week.

I’m teaching her to comb it out. She must learn to care for it if she wants to keep it so long. I cannot bring myself to threaten her—fear in exchange for obedience is a false bottom.

We stand side by side in front of a mirror with our dollar store brushes. My hair spirals, thick and ruddy like the california clay I cut my teeth on. I don’t use anything on it. I have no idea how to use a blow dryer 

or line my eyes with eyeliner. 

I’ve tried to use makeup but always end up 

looking like a mistake. 
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Growing up I watched my mother dress her hair up, curl her bangs, and blacken the rims of her eyes. 

Every. Single. Morning. 


It was magic.



My father told my mother that his daughters 

couldn’t wear makeup. 


Would make us slutty.  

Would give boys the wrong idea. 



Earrings were a sin. My mother took me to the mall at thirteen to have them pierced knowing full well the consequences.

(just don’t say anything and maybe he won’t notice)

But I was no longer pure. I was handed a

first-class ticket on the first train to the devil’s door.

Someone once said that girls carry the burdens 

and traumas of the women before them.

My daughter tries so hard to comb her hair on her own.

She doesn’t understand how hard it is to keep it.

First Losses

My lower incisor falls out into my hand

and I’m in the back of a car, a Geo or a Nissan,

mom and dad owned so many cars growing up.

It could be my Nanny’s car.

We might be in Stockton.

I can’t see anything but the tooth with its

bloody roots splayed out in my palm.

Mother smiles from the front seat,

Nanny’s driving, rattling on about the goody store,

a hollow shadow pools with blood, 

root fibers twitch,

mom’s smiles sulks into 


don’t let blood drip on the seat.


I’d like to tell you that I’m thinking about the tooth 

fairy, but truth is, I never was. 

My small palm wobbles and lets loose

a few drops, soiling my yellow dress.

I’m crying.

I know she’s mad about the dress,

she’s trying to smile.

Summers at Nanny’s

Beer drools down the side of a man’s chin, he flips burgers and scorches chicken wings, his plaid vest barely holds his gut, skinny jeans too tightly wrapped around his balls. Kathy locates the salsa platter and camps out (she’ll double dip, so Nanny’s placed another one out of sight)—ripened tomato slices and crisp lettuce leaves rest on cracked styrofoam. Squeals of screaming men burst from the screen door as the Giants fall into second. In the yard, dresses and towels dry on the line.

I Hardly Remember the Story

Papa built a treehouse in the tallest oak,

carved windows and a door.

My cousins and I played in that house all summer long, 

papa always at the bottom of the ladder 

smoking Marlboro reds,

drinking Budweiser.

He sat down there all day, smiling up at us,

telling stories—not the tales my mother 

told years after.
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I hardly remember the story
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of papa taping the garage closed,
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his skin melting off and his lungs exploding—

Fig Tree Summers

I made freezer meals from the remnants

of my birth, to keep my mother with me, always.

I remember

scalding water on my toes

you christened me in a broken tub

behind the motel.

Your blood sopped off

with a rag

that smells of fig trees floated on gas-waved air.

I wonder every day, 

why you didn't leave me to drown.

OPEN LAND, CLOSED SYSTEMS

I grew up in the sticks, where the oak-covered foothills give way to the backcountry woods leading toward Yosemite, in the stretch of California where open land can make a person feel both lucky and exposed. I lived in sleepy towns where the roads went black at night and silence carried differently than it does in a city. There was more sky than structure, more field than building, more distance than interruption. I loved that early (and I chase it now). I loved the way sound traveled across open space, the way you could hear a car long before you saw it, the way dirt roads turned to sucking mud in spring and hardened into dust by late summer. I loved the foothills, the oaks and manzanita, the sense that the world extended beyond whatever house or church or classroom thought it had authority over me. Even as a child, I felt steadier outside.

What I did not understand right away was how a place that open could still produce such tight containment.

I grew up in a religious household, though not in the neat, institutional way people often imagine when they hear that. My parents are some-kind-of-Christian, but by the time I was around twelve or thirteen, my father had decided church itself was corrupt. We were no longer going to sit in pews and listen to pastors (priests?) interpret God for us. We were going to read the Bible at home. That was the idea. It happened in fragments, inconsistently, but the authority remained. Religion did not leave the house when church did. It moved inside it more fully. It became less a communal ritual and more a governing body, something that set the rules, the tone, the hierarchy, the limits of acceptable thought. I was never baptized, but I was absolutely raised inside Christianity as a system of order and obedience.

I didn’t have language for it at the time. When people say, “religious trauma,” they usually mean the extreme versions—the kind you see on the news. But it doesn’t have to look like that to take root. It can look like rules that don’t explain themselves. It can look like being told where you belong and feeling, very clearly, that you don’t.

But even without the vocabulary, religion has always felt deeply entangled with patriarchy. Not only is it anti-women, I’d argue the Bible was penned by men and preserved through male power in ways that make that difficult to deny. It trains men into enforcement. Not always consciously, not always cruelly, but effectively. It teaches everyone their place and then punishes those who refuse it. Men become enforcers of rules they did not write but were taught to defend, and women are expected to absorb the consequences as if obedience were virtue. And if a woman strays, she’s a witch.

Somewhere between the birth of my sister and my baby brother, I began looking at the Bible differently...without the guidance of my parents. The answers became mandatory, and I needed to find them myself, a trait that I’ve carried with me my whole life. I look back and know this is where I veered off course. I read my mother’s Bible (this version was so powerful to me that I “took” it with me when I moved out and still have it hidden within my books), the one with footnotes, the one that complicated the literalism I was hearing around me. Those notes explained that the creation story was not actually seven days in the way some people insisted it was. That mattered to me. It cracked something open. If the text needed interpretation, then interpretation was possible. If interpretation was possible, then people were choosing meanings. And if people were choosing meanings, then I wanted to know who had chosen them, and why.

So I kept reading. As I got older, I started going to the library and digging into how the Bible was written, translated, compiled, argued over, handed down. I found texts about the Bible situated between books on Atlantis and Indigenous creation stories. I wanted the structure underneath the structure. I hungered for evidence. I had to have context. The whys of things, not just the polished face of certainty. Like, where the fuck is heaven and why can’t I see it? Who made God? Why did Eve need to be made from Adam’s rib instead of being created like everything else? When I brought those questions to my dad, I was not met with engagement but hostility. The problem wasn’t that I had reached the wrong conclusion. The problem was that I had asked at all. 

That was the moment everything broke open.

The urge to know things for what they were did not stay contained to religion. Once I realized that adults were asking children to accept systems they could not defend, I stopped taking much at face value. I read compulsively. I followed subjects well beyond the point of usefulness. County building codes. HIPAA. Financial aid. The ethics of eating meat. Medical terminology. Social systems. The lore of Santa Claus. The psychology of father-daughter relationships and how it influenced a woman’s future romantic relationships. If there was information to be found, it was devoured. If there was no evidence to support what someone was telling me, I challenged it. I challenged systems. I challenged why my mom didn’t seem to have equal footing. I challenged rules that only worked because no one interrupted them long enough to ask what made them legitimate.

My interrogation turned me into the black sheep. I absolutely refused to step in line despite how scared I was of the outcome...I may have looked fierce on the outside, but I was terrified.

That refusal had consequences.

There was a night, when I was fifteen or sixteen, that I pushed my father on something. I can’t remember the exact subject now, which is how these things work. The content blurs (Hello! Dissociative amnesia! I have a hunch that this is why my brother owns very few childhood memories), but the force stays. He got so angry he threw a glass of iced tea in my direction, and it hit the wall behind me. That was the point. Not whether it hit me, but that it could have.

That night I left the house and walked the pitch-black road for hours, bats screaming above my head, and felt the full uselessness of having a voice with nowhere safe to land. It became stark that opinions, especially mine, were not welcome if they challenged him. Questions were worse. So, I adapted the way animals do when forced into a cage. I learned my dad and my environment so well that I knew them better than they knew themselves. I survived, and I rebelled. 

I lied about where I was going and who I was with. I drank gin at school. I spent time with boys in part because I wanted to and in part because I had been told not to. I hid more and more of myself from my parents because honesty in that house had limits. Honesty extended to what was for dinner, maybe who needed a ride somewhere, but not to the interior life. Not to fear, confusion, desire, doubt, rage, or ambition. We did not talk about bodies (when I started my period at thirteen, I was handed a tampon with no idea how to use it). We did not talk about feelings. We barely talked about emotion. We certainly did not talk about the systems shaping us.

Dinner itself became a battleground. I became a vegetarian and refused to eat the meat that was cooked. There were nights my dad told me I could not leave the table until I had eaten it. Those were long evenings. I didn’t eat it, and eventually my mom would let me get up. The point was never the chicken. The point was submission. The point was “don’t be different.”

Growing up rural like that presents a unique challenge because there are so few people to talk to and so many of them are living inside the same structure, regurgitating the same principles. Difference does not just stand out; it becomes highly legible. You are watched. You are corrected. You are categorized.

I tried, at times, to fit in through the usual routes available to girls: being well liked, having a boyfriend, using desirability
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Congratulations they say,
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Things I Wish I’d Learned in Sex Ed

	That desire is not a liability.

	That my body is not a problem to manage.

	That consent is not the absence of no, but the presence of yes.

	That discomfort is information, not something to override.

	That I am allowed to change my mind.

	That pleasure is not a reward for someone else.

	That safety is not my responsibility alone.

	That being liked is not the same as being respected.

	That silence is often misread as agreement.

	That I do not owe anyone access to my body for being kind, or patient, or interested.

	That fear is not education.


WHAT DO YOU CARRY IN YOUR BAG?
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To the Man Who Ordered Coffee Black





















​​THE ONE-EYED MONSTER AND WHY I WON’T LET HIM IN​[1]















​​RULES FOR ARGUING WITH MEN WHO THINK THEY’RE PROGRESSIVE

	Begin by affirming that they are, in fact, one of the good ones. 

	This will not prevent what happens next, but it will make it more confusing. 

	Speak calmly. If you are calm, you are measured. If you are measured, you are taken seriously. If you are taken seriously, you are still wrong, but in a more disappointing way. 

	Avoid absolutes. They will introduce them anyway. 

	Be specific. They will respond generally. 

	Do not raise your voice. If you do not raise your voice, your tone will still be the issue. 

	If you do raise your voice, the conversation is now about that. 

	Remember that intent matters more than impact, particularly when the intent is theirs. 

	You may present evidence. This will be received as interpretation. 

	You may describe a pattern. This will be treated as an isolated incident. 

	At some point, you will be told that you are making this into something bigger than it is. 

	At this point, it is already bigger than it was. 

	You may choose to disengage. This will be interpreted as avoidance. 

	You may continue. This will be interpreted as escalation. 

	There is no version of this in which you are not responsible for how it feels. 

	There is, however, a version in which you stop participating.


A Brief Report on My Alleged Crimes
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​​THE LIES WE TELL AT THE PEDIATRICIAN’S OFFICE

	Yes, she sleeps through the night. 

	Yes, we have a routine. 

	Yes, she eats a balanced diet. 

	No, there are no screens in the bedroom. 

	No, there is no tension in the home 

	Yes, she feels safe. 

	Yes, we are consistent. 

	Yes, we model calm behavior. 

	Yes, we talk things through. 

	No, she has not seen anything she shouldn’t have. 

	No, she has not learned to read a room before she learned to read. 

	Yes, she is doing well in school. 

	Yes, she is happy. 

	Yes, we are doing our best. 

	No, there is nothing I am leaving out. 

	No, there is nothing I don’t already know.
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​​An Experiment in Changing Somebody’s Life.





















I’m a Murderer
















Lineage






























I Am Mother
















Spread Me Out


























[image: ]









MOTHER, BEFORE AND AFTER ME






























Heaviness













My Sylvia









Artistry










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
MOTHER!

SUMMER STEWART






d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png
MOTHER!

SUMMER STEWART






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





