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Dedication

For my pod—Sam, Pieter, Jane, Thom,

and my husband, Patrick


Epigraph

I was the tall girl, that whole thing . . . I just desperately wanted to be like the girls I saw, the peppy cheerleaders . . . so many of us are living in a world where we feel othered. . . . That’s why it’s so important for us to put our stories out there.

—MICHELLE OBAMA
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Foreword

Susan swan’s memoir, Big Girls Don’t Cry, is a book I myself never could have written. Why? Because I’m short. I wasn’t short in 1955, when I was fifteen—five-four was the average height for girls then. Those over five-eight were thought of as gangly and spindly, giants who found it hard to get dates—boys were shorter at that time too. Such unlucky girls were told to stand up straight and not hunch, because they were always hugging their schoolbooks to their chests and walking in a semi-crouch, trying to seem littler than they were.

Why would they have wanted that? I think now. To be short! When Susan Swan told me she had once been attacked by a man intent on nefarious acts but had picked him up and thrown him against the wall, I thought, Wow! Only in my dreams could I ever have done that! Kicking in the nuts, yes; that would have been possible for me. But not wall-throwing. I have a fairly tall and muscular cousin who’d once been chased into a field in Italy, along with her friend, by two lust-lorn guys. “What did you do?” I said. “We hit them on the heads with our suitcases,” she said, laughing, “and they ran away.” I wouldn’t have been able to get up high enough for a head shot with a suitcase.

So of course I wanted to read about what it must have been like to be so tall. Imposing! Statuesque! Able to wear wide cinch belts gracefully and sport fashion-model clothes—maybe even shoulder pads!—without looking like SpongeBob SquarePants. Also, with such a height I myself could have been more insouciant. Not prone to looking over my shoulder, or not as much. Able to saunter less cautiously through life than us shorties. Not having to climb a step stool to get the dishes down off the top shelf. There would have been disadvantages, such as trying to cram oneself into an airplane seat and bumping one’s head on the tops of fifteenth-century doorways, but on the whole . . .

“You should write about that part of your life,” I told Susan. “About being so tall.”

“Who’d want to read about that?” she said. I’d known Susan since—when?—the late seventies, when she’d been a hotshot arts reporter and had interviewed me over some book or other that I’d been publishing. She remembers me in a black cape, looking like something out of a Victorian melodrama; I remember her as a blond bombshell, reminiscent of a prima donna in a Wagnerian opera. We’d struck up an unlikely friendship and kept it up over the ensuing thirty-five or forty years, so naturally she was sharing the idea for her latest project with me.

By 2018, she’d embarked on an earnest book called Letters to a Young Feminist, a more serious and worthy venture than a reminiscence about her body size, in her view. She was going to explain to the young feminists what the feminist thing had been like back in the seventies when she’d been a youngish feminist herself, and do some tut-tutting about the reckless and harmful way some of the younger gen had been going about their emotion-driven and fact-averse believe-all-women activism. (It is not now and never was true that there aren’t any female con artists, fakers, opportunists, liars, narcissists, and psychopaths. There are fewer female serial killers and murderous dictators, however, which is some consolation, I suppose.)

In this work-in-progress—of which I was a first-draft reader—Susan had included a little but not nearly enough material about her own earlier life, a life that had been unusual, to put it mildly. Not everyone had engaged in performance art pieces by posing as the goddess Diana while standing semi-nude in a public fountain. (Tall girls were naturals for such roles: one of the signs of divinity, according to the ancient Greeks, was unusual height.) Then there was the duel with fencing foils . . .

“Forget the young feminists,” I said. “Nobody likes unsolicited advice, so they won’t thank you for it. Anyway, by the time you get the book finished, your intended audience won’t be young anymore, and their views may well have changed, and there will be a whole new generation of young feminists who will find some of the present crop ridiculous. That’s how it goes. Instead, why don’t you write a memoir about being tall? Gift and curse! The pluses as well as the minuses! I’d read that, but the advice to young feminists not so much.” At first Susan thought the height book was a “goofy” idea, but eventually she saw the beauty of it and set to work. “The more I thought about it,” she told me, “the more I realized my size has affected everything in my life: my feelings about being a woman, my relationships, and my writing. In some ways, this memoir is a pilgrim’s progress of a woman with a large body making her way in the world.” “Sounds good to me,” I said. “What are you going to call it?” Many titles were discussed, including Bigger—but this title then appeared as a movie, and anyway it implied she was bulky—and Higher (my suggestion), which made her sound like a weed addict, as her partner quipped, accurately. Susan came up with Too Tall, and then Too Big, which seemed a bit negative to me—too tall or too big for what, and for whom? Too tall and big for the ideas of most people about how much space a female person ought to take up, I suppose. There had been occasions on which Susan had been mistaken for a man in drag.

I continued to muse. Too tall, or larger than life? Too big, or just right? Pilgrim’s Progress, trudging through the Slough of Despond and battling the Giant Despair, or Some Like It Hot and Also Tall, a sex-and-romance romp with love-smitten playboys and freely flowing champagne? (“Never married men, though,” Susan said virtuously.) So could “too big” possibly be a lot of fun once a girl gets used to it and defeats the critical voices in her head? I somehow can’t help seeing Susan—in some of her phases—as the central figure in the Rockettes kick line: gorgeous, glamourous, and the focal point holding it all together. If people are going to stare at you anyway, you might as well put on a good show.

After I’d invested much thought and many literary illusions in Too Big, Susan changed her mind again. Big Girls Don’t Cry would be her title! Seems that she thought it was a better way to show how people have always matched her size with the expectation that she’d handle whatever came her way.

Either title brings to mind—or to my mind—the scene in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland in which Alice eats too much of the magic mushroom, grows gigantic, and finds herself crammed into a tiny room with her foot up the chimney. The giant’s house is an ordinary house, but for the giant it’s a doll’s house. It’s not that she’s too big but that everything else is too small. However Alice, like Susan, is smart, and trusts her own good sense. Then there’s Gulliver’s second adventure in Gulliver’s Travels, in which the hero finds himself in a land of giants. To the giantesses he’s a plaything: they think he’s a cute little fellow, and quite funny. What might it be like to look down on men, literally, instead of up to them? No doubt Susan has some insights.

And just remember: Whatever anyone tells you, size matters. And Big Girls Don’t Cry counts the ways.

—MARGARET ATWOOD, February 15, 2024



Part One

I Lived in the Giant’s House

1.

It’s a hot day in early summer and I’m trying to hide my shameful body in the sand by the polliwog pond. The polliwogs have grown into fat squiggly black dots, with slender tails. They swim in funny, jerky motions across the pond, where dragonflies hover above water shimmering slimy and mysterious in the July sunshine. The polliwogs are metamorphosing into frogs and I’m metamorphosing too, although not in a good way.

The long skinny body that I’m covering with sand looks nothing like the film stars in the movie magazines of the 1950s. The skinny calves and knobby knees, the legs that grow and grow, the narrow hips and bony arms, the unruly curly hair. Not only is my body embarrassingly long, it’s also embarrassingly thin. During the school year, I pad my clothes with extra sweaters and tops in an attempt to look like the petite curvaceous actresses I see in the Hollywood films.

Above and around me stretches my beach world. To the north, the long curve of sandy shoreline reaching to forested spits of land. And to the south, Poison Ivy Point with its secret sites like the dungeon staircase, a hidden path through scratchy juniper bushes, and the Hanging Step, an exposed tree root from which we gleefully jump into a sand dune. I’ve come up with those names because I’m the game maker, a role I play for the other children on the beach. They sit in front of our cottage waiting for me to think up things to cure their boredom on an endless summer day.

On this afternoon by the pond, none of these pleasures reassures me, although I’m cheerful by nature. Sunny, my husband calls me. Maybe. Taking an upbeat approach can also hide a myriad of fears. And that day, I’m struggling with a problem I can’t fix. In just a few months I’ve grown a horrifying six inches. Only minutes before, my mother, Jane Swan, insisted on measuring me against the storeroom door of our cottage along with my friend who lives down the beach. My friend is tall, too, and in the last few months, she has grown a respectable one and a half inches; now she stands five foot nine. But I’m six foot two and I’m only twelve. My mother is also tall—she’s five foot ten—and she often tells me to stop slouching. She doesn’t understand that there’s a world of difference between our heights, the same difference that exists between someone who is five foot two (short) and someone who is five foot six (average).

Like any kid, I have the usual challenges of schoolwork and sports competitions, and I tackle them by working hard. The measuring contest has presented me with something unfixable: I’m big.

Maybe, god forbid, I will get bigger.

THE WORD BIG is troublesome to me. It was then, and for many women and gender-fluid folk with feminine identities it still is. Being big is synonymous with being unfeminine. To be tall is to be big and to be big is to take up space, lots and lots of space—a cultural no-no for women of all sizes who are taught early on that they should take up less room, an echo of the days when Virginia Woolf said women’s job was to reflect men back to themselves at twice life size.

And for that reason, many women, myself included, will unconsciously work to take up as little space as possible, deflecting compliments or swallowing their feelings to protect other people’s egos. Even today, being feminine still means projecting a smaller public self, and women who do assert themselves are usually told they’re too bossy, too dominant, too loud, and that they need to talk in a soft-spoken voice. Instead, we should all be encouraged to speak up, assert more, be bolder and more authoritative, and—here it comes—take up more space even if the cultural ideal is the shape of a girl’s slender, unformed body. As a woman’s body ages, her fuller breasts and rounded hips are often considered unsightly. So, for god’s sake, whatever you do, stay skinny and don’t take up too much room.

But everyone takes up space as they travel through their lives. Taking up space is how most of us learn who we are and what makes us happy. This is especially true for women, who are often taught to be smaller than their brothers and the boys they know, and, later on, smaller than their partners, or their husbands, or their colleagues. And if they become mothers, they may be expected to step aside and cede space to their children.

A FEW DAYS before that afternoon at the polliwog pond, a boy picked me up in his arms and tried to throw me into the lake. She’s too big for me, he announced when he fell down, taking me with him. How come she weighs so much? he asked my giggling friends as we struggled to our feet.

Your weight increases exponentially with every inch you grow—that’s why. Tall women are “big” because they weigh more, so they aren’t easily carried across a bridal threshold or swung up in a boy’s arms like other girls. Tall and big. They go together. And being big, feeling big, is the sensation of overflowing what is designed for your fellow humans. It’s the chair that doesn’t quite fit or the table whose underside hits your knees at an uncomfortable angle.

When the measuring contest ended, I ran off to the polliwog pond and ignored my friend who was calling for me to come back. Until my mother marked down six feet two inches on the storeroom door, I had been able to fool myself into thinking I was the same height (more or less) as everyone else.

What a mistake! Guinness World Records, which celebrates the longest kiss and the heaviest onion, once defined a giantess as six foot two or more. So there you go. I’m a giant—a female one, to be sure. And that makes things worse.

2.

Before I became a giant, I lived in the giant’s house. My six-foot-five father was a giant. His first name was Dalton, but everyone called him Doc Swan. When he stood in a doorway, he filled out the door frame almost entirely, tiny beams of light winking around his massive shoulders and torso.

Gigantic size brings back the experience of our childhoods, when huge monsters known as parents bossed us around. Think of Gulliver’s fear of the giants he met in Jonathan Swift’s book Gulliver’s Travels. The sight of the giant farmwife’s huge breast as she sat nursing her child terrified Gulliver, who had to shout to be heard by his hosts.

As befits a mythical person, my father is a remote figure. In my dreams, he roams through the rooms of our comfortable brick house in Midland, Ontario, like a distracted colossus. He hardly notices the chintz chairs and sofas purchased by my mother to replace the stiff Edwardian furniture that he used to own.

It’s pitch-black in those dreams, the sun has set and there’s the glimpse of a large body moving through space, and a sense of heaviness.

He doesn’t want to turn on the lights and wake up my mother in our unlit house. He can’t tell you what my mother’s new furniture looks like, only that it’s nice to sink his weary body into her sofa after a hard day at the office. He has memorized the placement of each piece as an object he needs to avoid when he goes out on a midnight call. He wears his dark Burberry winter coat with the big lapels; men’s fashions then were styled to make them look big, as if he needed the extra inches.

I never see his face, only his turned-up collar and the massive plinth of his back, because he’s getting ready to go out the door, his grey fedora settled comfortably on his large head, his mind already fixing on the three-car pileup at Angel’s Corners and what carnage he will be obliged to repair. Severed heads, broken limbs, smashed-in faces with dangling eyeballs, a child run over by the wheel of a tractor-trailer. When the phone rings in the middle of the night, he knows to expect the worst. Nobody calls at that hour unless they are near death or dying.

He carries his black leather doctor’s bag in case he needs to operate on the side of the road. For a moment his bulk fills the doorway like a second door, and then he’s gone. There’s the rumble of his Chrysler Airflow starting up in the garage and then the night is quiet again. There is only work, work, work.

3.

Despite his mythical stature, there was a hint that my remote father had a sense of humour. In the sunroom of our house he hung the silly Dingbat calendar. It showed drawings of strange insect-like creatures with wobbly balls on top of their antennas, performing weird-looking surgical procedures on other Dingbats, and I imagined they were a version of my father operating on human bodies. The Dingbats were small, fantastical creatures created by the illustrator Dudley Ward. His popular cartoon characters seemed mysteriously connected to my father’s medical textbooks, which were stacked in rows of shelves that rose to the ceiling of our family library. My country-doctor father had the usual tomes, such as Gray’s Anatomy, first published in 1858, and scores of other scholarly books with nubby red-leather covers.

Before the summer I grew to six foot two, these texts were a premonition of things to come. One afternoon, I snuck into the library and flipped through them. I never told anyone I found the experience horrifying. They felt Gothic, unsettling—a window into a part of being human that I preferred not to know about.

In my father’s medical books, I saw graphic photographs of humans with genetic defects like a cleft palate and elephantiasis, with its abnormal swelling of arms and legs, and then there was the more frightening deformity of gigantism, the term for extreme height caused by a pituitary gland tumour that produces too much growth hormone. In some cases, this defect leads to the condition known as acromegaly, a widening of the giant’s bones, which made the faces of some of the giants in the textbooks appear misshapen.

I was just beginning to understand what the impact of excessive size in my own life would be, but the cleft lip was already familiar because one of my schoolmates, Wayne, had one.

The roof of Wayne’s mouth was visibly connected to his nose, distorting his face. People referred to Wayne’s birth defect as a harelip, a term that would be considered an insult now. But in the 1950s, the people I grew up with in Midland assumed there was nothing wrong with commenting on physical infirmities, and they seemed blithely unaware of the possibility that someone’s feelings might be hurt by their words.

Wayne was good-natured about insulting remarks, even when he stumbled over his words, and his voice sounded thick and slurred. He sat a row away from me in public school, and some days I would stare at his profile, wondering how he could stand it. This was the era before government health care in Canada, and Wayne’s family couldn’t afford the operation to get it fixed.

I secretly identified with Wayne. Like him, I possessed a body nobody else had. And you couldn’t fix mine either. Or you could, but not easily.

4.

For many of us, our size is part of the way we pattern ourselves, and its influence affects us psychologically along with other markers such as our class background, our race, and our gender identities. The person who is very tall as a child and then grows into a short adult may continue to see themselves as tall, just as the very tall child who remains tall all their life will never forget the feeling of being seen as oversized.

Supermodels have made height glamorous in women, and the tendency to ridicule or disparage tall women isn’t as common now as it used to be, although the former American First Lady Michelle Obama said in her book The Light We Carry that, given the neighbourhood she grew up in, her height was more of an issue than her skin colour. She explained that it’s hard to know what we look like if we can’t see ourselves reflected back by other people.

She wrote: “‘Tall’ became the label that got attached to me first, and it stuck with me right through. It was not something I could shake, not something I could hide about myself.”

That afternoon by the pond, I’m burying myself in the sand, trying to do that very thing—hide. I’ve brought a pail and a sieve to catch the polliwogs and keep them in my aquarium at the cottage. But suddenly the idea seems childish and embarrassing, and I throw my kid’s pail into the bushes, determined never to play with it again.

5.

My father took his strength for granted the way you do when you’re big, without understanding that giants die young because their oversized bodies aren’t designed to cope with gravity. And he believed every problem was solvable, if he was there to fix it. When a blizzard came up after tending to his Indigenous patients on what was known then as the Christian Island reserve, he found his way to the mainland by letting his terrier dog guide his horse and cutter across the ice. When a group of his friends were lost in the bush, he led them home. On a ship-to-shore radio during a November storm, he told a lighthouse keeper how to take out the appendix of the keeper’s eight-year-old son. My father disarmed threatening drunks with a frowning look, and he was known for predicting to the day when a pregnant woman would have her baby. According to my mother, our father was the only person she knew who never had a crisis.

A tailor in Toronto made his huge three-piece suits along with his shirts, designed with extra-large pockets to contain his extra-large eyeglasses. His wing tips, size thirteen, were just the right length for the bodies of my smaller dolls. I would plunk them inside his long shoes, their rubber bodies splayed carelessly against the leather backs, their stiff hairdos hanging like golden frosting off their tiny heads.

Unbeknownst to him, I had seen him in the washroom without his pyjama bottoms, and the size of his penis shut down my imagination. I didn’t know how any woman could receive such an extraordinary instrument. He seemed recklessly unaware of the power of his formidable body, dressing himself in civilian clothes and walking about like an ordinary human instead of the ogre in the “Jack and the Beanstalk” fairy tale.

Who can forget the one-eyed Cyclops who ate two of Odysseus’s men in The Odyssey? Stories about my father’s superhuman abilities abounded. It was said that he was as rich as King Midas because he’d made kazillions on the stock market. False. He lost his life savings during the crash of 1929 when a dishonest friend made off with his money and he had to rebuild his stock portfolio. It was the result, my mother said, of my father’s trusting nature.

One night in our Midland house, we’re awakened by an eerie red light filling our bedroom windows. Firemen with hoses are rushing towards the public school across the road, and more fire trucks are arriving, their sirens wailing. The nuns who live nearby are trooping outside in single file. To my disappointment, they’re still in their habits instead of wearing pyjamas, and they’re watching the blaze in silent horror.

My mother stands between me and my brother, John, her arms on our shoulders. She’s trembling.

In the master bedroom, my father lies snoring while the roar of the fire grows louder and louder. My mother sends my brother to rouse him. He comes a few minutes later in his rumpled pyjamas, yawning and looking unconcerned. When I shriek at the sight of sparks landing on the cedar hedge by our driveway, he says: It rained earlier. The cedars won’t catch fire.

He’s looking at me when he speaks. A first. He almost never looks at me on his Sunday calls to the farms around Midland, on the occasions when he takes our family with him as a special treat. Usually he just stares right through me. Maybe he’s thinking about a housewife dying of cancer or a farmer falling into his threshing machine. His weary, glassy-eyed stare makes me feel spacey and disconnected, as if I’m not real. Maybe he thought I wasn’t worth his attention. Or maybe his perception was the truth: maybe I didn’t exist to him, a frightening thought.

But he sees me now. I can feel it. He squeezes my arm and I’m reassured. Several years ago, I pretended to be sick in order to get his attention, and he gave me a candy with a distracted nod and turned back to his work.

He glances one more time at the fire, still looking unperturbed, and then he stumbles back to the master bedroom, where he begins to snore again. My mother seems uncertain. I sense the wheel of her thoughts turning. Perhaps she should wake him a second time and insist he take control of the situation. Or perhaps we should leave him be, gather up our belongings and run for our lives . . .

As we stand wondering what to do, the flames, which only moments before seemed to lick the roof of the sky, those terrifying flames are growing noticeably smaller. Most of the building has been consumed, and we can see the metal frames of the floors glowing through the fallen timbers. Relieved to be out of danger, we watch the blaze die down in the same way campers stare contentedly at the embers of a bonfire.

The fire burns itself out, and we go back to bed. The next morning, the Midland radio station says no one has been harmed. My mother was right when she said our father was unflappable. His formidable size likely had everything to do with it.

6.

The life of an adolescent is often rife with humiliating experiences. Here are some of mine:

Children laughed at me on the street. A short teenage boy made his friends crack up by saying it would be a biological impossibility to have a child with me. (He didn’t know much about sex. But then neither did I. We didn’t know we were all the same height lying down.) The eyes of another teenage boy filled with tears when he realized I was his blind date. He also developed a headache. A girlfriend at a sock hop told me no boy wanted to embarrass himself by dancing with me. Why? I was too tall. In a sneering tone, another boy said he asked me out because he knew a girl my size would be grateful for his attention. Strangers asked if I played basketball, hardy har har. I would say no, although of course I did. Isn’t it too bad you’re a girl when you’re so tall, the mothers of my friends liked to coo, failing to understand that it felt like they were wishing me a life of rejection.

I was fourteen when the boy who became my first husband told me about a magazine article on the Nova Scotia giantess Anna Swan. She lived from 1846 to 1888, and exhibited with P.T. Barnum. Maybe you’ll join the circus too, he joked before suggesting I get four inches cut off my thighbones so I wouldn’t be a freak like her.

His remark terrified me even though Anna was seven foot six and weighed 418 pounds and her family was not related to mine. Nor did I suffer from a pituitary tumour, which is what had caused her extraordinary height.

Nevertheless, from that day on, I prayed no one would find out about Anna Swan. The thought of growing up to become a giantess filled me with horror. What if my family really was related to hers, and I grew another seven or eight inches? Was that what adult life held in store?

A scene from the memory bank:

I’m sitting alone in the murky light of a friend’s rec room, watching my grade-six friends jive, kid-style, to “Rock Around the Clock” by Bill Haley. I love jiving, but nobody asks me to dance even though I’m decked out in my favourite outfit, a stiff green-felt skirt decorated with poodle decals and a blouse with a Peter Pan collar. I belong to a grade-six clique called the “Hi-Fi Club,” so named for the popular 1950s hi-fi record players with turntables. I’m still sitting by myself when “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On” by Little Richard is put on the record player. One of the other girls shimmies her shoulders as she dances by me and announces: The boys aren’t asking Susan to dance because she’s too tall.

Did she really say that? She did. I can still feel the sting of her words as she delivers the bad news: Nobody wants you for a partner. Before she pointed this out, I didn’t think of myself as undesirable. From that moment on, I avoided looking at photographs that depicted me towering over my schoolmates. Later, when my daughter became a tall teenager, I wrote out a list of snappy comebacks like, Yes, I’m over six feet. What’s your problem? Armed with such one-liners, she never complained about her height again. But in the 1950s I had no idea how to react to nasty put-downs about my size. Except to feel humiliated, which is the reaction many people have when their body doesn’t look like the bodies of other people.

My mother worried about the impact of the nasty put-downs on me and on my brother, John, who was a broad-shouldered boy well over six feet. John had been going through a difficult time with his hockey coach, a Presbyterian minister, no less, who insisted John rough up the boys on the other team. My mother ordered John to ignore him. She said he needed to learn self-restraint so he wouldn’t be seen as a bully. He obeyed my mother, not his coach, and learned to defuse confrontations with shorter boys who often attacked him to prove their masculinity. At a bonfire, three boys once jumped on John’s back and tried to wrestle him to the ground. With the boys clinging to his neck and shoulders, he walked into the lake and shook them off the way a dog sheds fleas. Like our father, he had learned how to de-escalate conflict.

He grew up to be six foot eight, and later, after he became a real estate agent, he built his own giant’s house, which features a long, long, one-storey flight of stairs six feet across. That’s almost double the standard width of construction codes. Walking down that enormous staircase evokes the sensation of descending the stairs of a public monument.

Boxes, boxes everywhere

In my brother’s life and mine, being big has always been something to contend with.

It’s not just a matter of finding clothes and shoes. Doctors and dentists don’t give you enough anesthetic. You have to writhe in discomfort before they up the dose of painkiller. When I broke my elbow, a medical team gave me too little anesthetic and I could feel the pinch of the surgeon’s knife, so the operation had to be stopped.

Both my brother and I are known in our family for leaving jars half-open and ripping the tops off of cereal boxes, as if a package of granola is an obstacle made to test the patience of someone with very long fingers. My husband likes to joke about opening a cupboard and having a container of rice fall onto his head, or shaking a bottle of orange juice before pouring himself a glass only to have the liquid spill all over his shirt because the top wasn’t screwed on properly. Giants have a problem with material reality; we lurch and blunder about because the physical world doesn’t fit us the way it does most humans.

It’s the taking up space issue again. Which brings me to boxes: the boxes that we place ourselves in and the boxes other people are placed in by our society. These boxes are social, political, cultural, or psychological constructions, and they are everywhere you look, often limiting our ability to be our best selves.

Every person needs a framework in order to grow, but why are we forced into boxes that keep us from developing our abilities? Isn’t becoming an adult about finding out who we want to be as we live and breathe in the real dimensions of time and space?

Everybody has boxes, and here are some of mine.

The smaller-bedroom box

As a girl, I was given the smallest bedroom in our Midland house. John, who was two years younger and physically smaller then, was given the larger bedroom. I prided myself on accepting the smaller bedroom without complaining, and when, years later, my mother thought it was my turn and offered me the big bedroom, I was too proud to accept. Instead, I huffily declined and said I liked my small bedroom. It’s got a better view and a nicer bed, and besides, it’s mine. (And good for me for coming up with a strategy to protect my self-esteem when somebody considers me lesser.)

Then, years and years later, in a country house I rented with my brother and my husband, I remember thinking, It’s time for me to have the big bedroom now. It only took me seventy-eight years to feel comfortable saying that to myself.

Why is it so easy to give up space when you’re a woman? Because others expect it and we expect it of ourselves? Is that why so many of us work hard at making ourselves small?

Granted, a boy relegated to the less appealing bedroom could pride himself on having it for the same reasons I did, but it’s usually girls who are given (and accept) the smaller space.

The physical dimensions of a bedroom make it easy to imagine a box. The height of its ceiling, the span of its floor. Are there large modern windows, or are the windows tiny, the way they are in nineteenth-century houses? And will you be like Alice in the White Rabbit’s house as she sticks an arm out the window and her foot up the chimney and cries in exasperation, “I can do no more. . . . What will become of me?” How can you stretch to your full size in spaces no bigger than a prison cell? Maybe it’s better not to stretch at all. Or so the reasoning can go.

Why not come out and say what I’m thinking? It’s not only about physical spaces. The boxes that concern me most are psychological.

The go-along box

When you’re in a box and it doesn’t fit (and sometimes even if it does), you struggle to get out of it. Few people want to live inside a box that others have created for them, although there’s no escaping the fact that your first box will be something others have created and you won’t have much choice in the matter. It will be the crib or the bassinet and the home you grew up in and the space outside that home.

I didn’t understand









































































































































	He’s an English professor at a prominent Toronto university and he likes to talk about novels. (So does she.)

	He’s her age, forty-four.

	He’s also attractive, and she’s beautiful. What more can you ask?
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