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			Introduction

			It’s an unseasonably warm winter morning, and I am in a good mood. The first thing I see when I arrive at work, twenty minutes late, is an e-mail. The subject line reads “Be Safe,” and it is e-addressed to three of my girlfriends.

			“Hey,” it begins. Innocuous start. I am intrigued because the last time this friend sent me an e-mail, it was about paying her forty dollars for an all-you-can-drink brunch in Lower Manhattan.

			“Looks like there was an attempted assault in your neighborhood.” I nod slowly and sip my coffee, like go on, you have my attention. “Just be extra vigilant.” It ends with a news link, as proof. I click it.

			A man pushed a woman down to the ground while she was walking on the same block on which I buy my eggs, and she was now in the hospital. I think about myself on that block, hands full with bags of chips, Brie, and diet ginger ale.

			The woman would be fine, the article said, but her attacker had gotten away. The police released a description whose sole detail was the fact that the man “wore a sweatshirt.” The comments in the article were about how stupid the woman was for walking home so late. Again, I think about myself, walking home tipsy from two-martini happy hour. I think about two a.m., when I don’t have enough money in my wallet for a cab. I think about risk.

			My friend Caroline responds to this e-mail first. “I walk that way a lot. This makes me VERY NERVOUS.” For once, I don’t find the caps overkill.

			I pitch in next: “Guess it’s good I already hold my keys like they’re Wolverine claws!” I add a little humor to mask what I really want to say: “I’m always afraid of walking alone at night.” “Do we have to be worried everywhere we go?” And, of course:

			“It could have been me.”

			I have this thought all too frequently, not just when something happens on my block, or in Brooklyn, or in New York. It’s because this type of story is unavoidable anywhere you are. Every time you read the news or turn on the TV, it’s like some sort of monstrous Groundhog Day: assaults that happen to women on a college campus, or on a street, or in the house of someone they trusted, or while on a jog around the neighborhood. And every day, we read these stories silently, at our desks or on our phones, finding reasons why it wouldn’t have been us.

			Well, I don’t really walk home that late. I usually take a cab. I try not to get too drunk. I try not to take drinks from other people. I am so good at following my gut. I am so vigilant. I look behind me, even when I’m wearing headphones.

			But still, we know the truth. We know that it could always, always, be us. Or it was us. Or it was our best friend, or sister, or roommate. We know that walking late could be six p.m. or one a.m. We know that our gut is sometimes wrong. We know that we like to drink, and have fun, and meet new people. We know that we can always be wrong about the people we let our guard down around. We know why we are always scared.

			So, to make us feel safer, we give each other tips.

			Women are full of tips. There are good tips, like which translucent powder to use and how to find the right shapewear for particular dresses. There are recommendations of cheap yoga places and lunch spots and lemony olive oil. There are other tips—never leave your drink unattended, give your friends the address of the restaurant where you’re meeting that guy—that are more about preserving life than hairstyles. Both are normal and needed.

			At the very least, these tips serve to remind me how completely absurd it is to be a woman these days. In the same GChat conversation, you can talk about the best way to use a curling iron and whether pepper spray is legal in your state. The answer is to curl some pieces of hair toward your face and other pieces away from your face, and in New York State, at least, it is legal but has restrictions. Or you might talk about the best shows to watch on Netflix when you are hungover, followed by how to turn down a drink in a way that is both nice and assertive enough to end the conversation. The answer to this is Gilmore Girls, and that you are going sober for your boyfriend, Fast and Furious franchise star Vin Diesel.

			I should point out that these frustrating ironies of modern womanhood don’t affect how much I love being a woman. When I wear the suggested powder and it doesn’t fade all day, and I come home with a porcelain-doll face with no creases or oil slicks, I feel on top of the world. When I get to dance to “All the Single Ladies,” or have a girls’ night out where I shovel goat cheese salads into my face, or read about other greater women like Malala Yousafzai, I’m pretty thrilled to be a woman. However, with these triumphs comes the reminder that women have only been able to vote in the United States for less than one hundred years, or that in 2010, two-thirds of the world’s illiterate were women, or, according to RAINN (Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network), a woman is sexually assaulted every 107 seconds. So. The world feels less like “how lovely to be a woman!” and more like “being a woman is objectively hard in the scheme of things!”

			The night of the e-mail chain, I had to walk down that same street where the woman was jumped. On that short walk home, I was reminded of how much more real my fear of the dark is, now that I am older. Each time I step off the subway and make the five-minute walk to my door, I feel nervous. I look for safety points that put my mind at ease. People with baby carriages, couples, streetlights, open stores, and other women. I find myself behind a shadowy figure who turns sharply at the sound of my boot heels approaching. She is a pretty Asian girl in absolutely stellar maroon pants. Both of us relax and half-smile when our eyes meet. We are relieved. We continue walking in a distant single file, feeling the safety in numbers.

			I think about her, my friends, my roommate waiting for me when I close the door behind me, and all the women in my life who send me e-mails and give me tips. We are each other’s relief in a world where relief is hard to come by.

			 • • • 
It took me a long time to call myself a feminist. It took me an even longer time to say it out loud. And after that happened, I had to start explaining myself to people. A lot. This can be fun if you’re the type of person who, every once in a while, likes it when people tell you to your face why they think you’re an idiot.

			Calling yourself a feminist is like making a comment on the Internet in real life: there’s always somebody who is going to disagree with your beliefs, and that person is going to express this disagreement with great passion and little digs at your life choices. Some people won’t like you as much anymore. You will be uncomfortable and end up learning nasty truths about some people you thought you respected. Believe me: I’ve dropped the f-bomb at parties, when I’ve mistaken two glasses of whiskey for comfort. Rookie mistake! Parties are awful and you should never be comfortable at them. And if you are looking for a surefire way to turn a comfortable party into a very alcohol-fueled romp through gender politics, bring up feminism.

			It happens the same way pretty much every time. I’ll be in a conversation with a group of people about something topical. These people seem pretty cool, I think. One of them has a nose ring, which has been on my cool barometer since 1992. Then, I wave my crudité around and say something like, “Well, as a feminist, I think that . . .” and . . . give it, like, three seconds. Sometimes the convo will go well. Sometimes people will go “tell me more,” and we will pour more wine into mismatched cups and talk about street harassment. But usually . . .

			“Whoa, whoa a feminist!” A guy will shake his hands at me in mock fear, as though I will perhaps suddenly get on a soapbox and pour menstrual blood all over him in protest.

			Inevitably, this is followed by: “So, why are you a feminist?” I used to open my mouth immediately after this question but now I wait juuuust a millisecond for the inevitable fallout.

			“I get that men and women should be equal, man, but you guys just have such a bad rep! You don’t want women and men to be equal, you want women to be BETTER, right?”

			Well. If you are worried about the effects of feminism and you are a man, it’s probably because you are worried that men will start to be treated like women have been treated since the dawn of time. By this I mean worse, which makes you nervous, no doubt. Now burn me! Burn me at the stake like the witch that I am!

			Every once in a while another woman joins in: “Oh, I’m not a feminist. I believe in some of the things feminism stands for, but I’m not nearly that extreme,” as though the concept of equality is as Xtreme as pulling off a snowboard trick while drinking a Mountain Dew on a real mountain.

			When a woman says she’s not a feminist, I always get a little thrown off guard. It’s literally for her. But, instead, I hear this:

			“Oh, I don’t like to call myself a feminist—I love men!”

			Yes. Okay. Men are great. They smell good. They play baseball in stadiums that have good hamburgers and beer. I have no qualms with many of the men in the world! I only have qualms with men who call me babe in casual conversation, men who sit with their legs spread on the subway, and men who think that being good at football means you are allowed to kill people. Anyway, what I’m saying is that you can love men if you want to. You can feel however you want about them. Equality has nothing to do with loving or hating them. And it has everything to do with feminism.

			I think there are usually two reasons why women say they aren’t feminists. One is because they don’t know what it means. The other is because they want to be liked by people. I get this. I generally love being liked, especially by friends’ parents, cute old people, and every dog I encounter. As women, we place a lot of stock into being liked. We are supposed to be liked, and agreeable, and demure. We aren’t supposed to be disruptive. Saying you are a feminist means you want more. Women and Oliver Twist should never want more! It’s not ladylike (or orphanlike). We are supposed to be happy. Say yes. Nod along. The truth is, most of the time, women don’t want to publicly declare themselves feminists because of good old-fashioned not-interested-in-going-there syndrome. Feminism, after all, is a very unlikable word. Feminism is standing behind you, screaming that your body hair needs to grow out. Feminism is yelling at all your favorite men, calling them disgusting and spitting at their genitals. Feminism is rude!

			This, of course, is wrong. Very wrong. I’m talking Crocs when it’s raining, people who are sure that Dumbledore will make it through Harry Potter alive, and those who think it’s appropriate to leave less than a 15 percent tip at dinner wrong. Feminism isn’t wrong. Feminism is important.

			And that’s why I’m writing this book. For years, I treaded lightly around the word because I didn’t want to deal with people’s reactions. I worried about being liked more than I worried about being right, or tough, or honest. I made a living as a blogger, and then as an author, and I still feared saying it. I mean, I wrote publicly about how sex was like throwing an octopus against the wall and yet here I was, unable to utter the word. I was a real human woman who could really benefit from the declaration, and I was still afraid. Then, after I got tired of a great many things, I got a lot more scared of my disadvantages than the actual word “feminism.”

			Whenever I hear feminism defined, I sometimes want to go all Princess Bride on their ass: “No, no, no. I do not think you know what that word means.” Given that so many graduation speeches begin with “Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary defines ‘blank’ as . . . ,” you’d think people would look up the definition of feminism more often. But, instead, we get a bunch of half-assed sloppy explanations that come down to stereotypes and fear. If you’ve taken any gender studies classes, this might be a bit repetitive but it always bears repeating:

			Feminism: the theory of the political, economic, and social equality of the sexes.

			You see that? Equality! A novel concept! You see, the true definition of feminism is not

			
					eating men for supper with fava beans and a nice Chianti;

					shipping men off to a remote island and making them fight each other for our entertainment, like the Hunger Games but with less kid death;

					shunning women who choose to do traditional, old-fashioned things like “cook dinner” or “raise a baby” or “like men”;

					yelling at men for doing real caveman stuff like opening the door or helping us with the groceries;

					telling you how to be a woman.

			

			When it is at its best, feminism points out problematic men and women and problematic behavior. It tells women that they are allowed to take control over their own bodies, what they look like, and whom they have sex with. It points out what is wrong with the world. It points out the ugly. It points out the frightening. It points out that women are mistreated often, both in tangible and intangible ways. It talks about difficult things that need addressing. It shines bright lights into society, into the world, and right smack into your damn party. The hard truth is this: we all know women and men aren’t treated equally across the world. We can Google this in two seconds and find real statistics about these differences, easily. So, the truth is this: if you are not a feminist because you believe you have it good, you’re saying, “I have all I need, and I don’t care that other women don’t.”

			The point is, you need to be willing to go there.

			To me, feminism means getting a fair shot. It doesn’t mean taking things away from other people. It doesn’t mean the death of men. It means that in the grand scheme of humanity, it doesn’t make sense that women aren’t treated as human as other humans. It means that all the women in your life deserve the careers they want, and they deserve to be compensated equally. It means that people will be held accountable for sexual assault. It means that women will be looked at as decision makers. It means that women will feel like their own bodies belong to them. It’s not man-hating. It just means we no longer want to put up with bullshit, and with every girl who is told she’s “asking for it,” our bullshit tolerance is getting lower and lower. It’s all sensible adjustments to culture—I don’t expect women to become Amazonian warriors à la Mad Max. They will not be trotting down the streets, spearing white men in suits. They will simply be an equal part of the conversation. Equality is the key word. If I give a dollar and ask for change, you get four quarters and not three. The same. SAME.

			There’s another thing that I believe rounds out the definition: choice. Feminism is fighting for the choice to make informed decisions about your life and body.

			There’s no right or wrong way to be a woman or to approach being a woman. Yet, somehow, you’ve probably spent a good part of your life thinking about the rules that come with being a woman: get a period, want children, want men, shave your legs and thighs and all the hair below your neck. Feminism is saying “choose how you want to live your life in ways that are right for you.” Wear cat eyeliner! Become a burlesque dancer! Shave only one leg! Have six kids and live in a remodeled farmhouse! Get the dessert! Make choices about yourself instead of following all the rules, and abandon the notion that you need to follow any path in order to be a “real woman!” This even has an added benefit for men, because it allows them to make choices, too. Want to be a stay-at-home dad? Paint your nails? Lotion your dry skin without losing man points, or whatever? Go for it!

			So why are people so scared of it? What’s so scary about equality and choice?

			Because it means some change to things as we know it. Because it means we admit faults. It means adjustments. And you know what?

			It’s already starting.

			Listen, there are always going to be lecherous, stubborn people who believe that everything I am saying is crap. They won’t like me, and they won’t like you for calling yourself a feminist. They will work hard to say that feminism destroys all the good things about society—good women, chivalrous men, and gender roles that balance out the world. They will say that catcalling is a compliment, and sexual assault has been blurred to such a gray area they are afraid to even approach women.

			They say this because they know things are changing. Change is already happening, and these people are afraid of being left behind. Women are voicing their fears, their outrage, and they’re teaching people about it. It’s not enough, but we’re getting there.

			Does feminism still sound scary to you? Is it because it’s such a hard f sound? Sometimes, I blame the bad wrap for the word on the hard f sound, as a lot of unpleasant words begin the same way: fungus, fraternity, finals, felony, and fedora come to mind. I’m going to take a shot in the dark here and say you might be a feminist, too. Now look, I know you might be a little nervous to join us, lest you be ostracized from society and forced to only listen to folk music, but I am here to convince you that it’s okay and absolutely essential to say you are a feminist. To other human beings, even! I want you to look those party poopers in the eye and say, “I am a feminist” (and before they open their mouths) “because I believe in making women equal to other humans, like men. I am not here to take all the things. I am here to take what is mine, too. I am a feminist, hear me roar at a normal level, right before I get back to work!”

			Not entirely sold if you are a feminist or not? Take my handy quiz:

			1. Do you think that your mother should be screamed at on the street on account of how good she looks in her outfit?

			2. With your knowledge of both science and anatomy, do you think that women are not humans?

			3. Are you an asshole?

			If you said no to all three, congratulations! You are a feminist. It’s obviously not as simple as this, but hell, it’s a good start.

			This book isn’t a guide to being a female, because I don’t think there should be any guidebook for that. Women come in too many shapes and forms. There is no one experience, no birthright, no singular way to identify as a woman. It’s just my experiences—I’m sure you will find some similarities and some differences in our lives, none of which make you any more or less a woman than me. I am, however, going to tell you how I grew up to be a feminist, how I learned to speak out, and how I finally stopped caring so much about being liked. It only took me, oh, a bunch of mistakes, a lot of holding my tongue, a long overdue trust in my strength, a hearty “That’s ENOUGH,” and two whole decades.

			Here’s to hoping you get there much faster than I did.

		

	
	
		
			“It’s a Girl!”

			When someone announces she is pregnant, a number of questions are thrown her way: What is a soft cheese and why can’t you eat it? Do you miss alcohol? Have you heard of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ? Can I somehow avoid giving you my seat on the subway while still maintaining that I am a good person? (NO.) Are you worried it’s going to pop out of you like an alien? Do you miss sushi? And, of course, the classic, Do you want a boy or a girl?

			The last question is pretty loaded. Usually, the stock answer is “I just hope the baby is healthy,” which is understandable. But there are people out there who make their preferred sex known. Sometimes it’s a button-upped conservative chiming in with “I’ve always wanted a son to carry on the family name,” like perhaps son is code for “cisgendered, heterosexual, tobacco-chewin’ American male.” Other times, a Real Housewife–type will comment, “I just want a daughter to deck out in Chanel onesies.” However they phrase it, I think people have deeper feelings about this than they are letting on. The real question is this: what battles are you prepared to handle?

			Raising a son is quite a task if you want him to be the kind of man who is worth his salt in suits. If your son is white, you might have an easier time with this. If your son isn’t, you have to teach him a lot of different rules. If your son is gay? Turn off Fox News; do not collect two hundred dollars. Either way, you have to teach him the ins and outs of being powerful, you have to teach him respect and consent, and you should hopefully teach him that being “a man” can mean showing emotion, crying at movies if he feels like it, and generally being an honest, hardworking, understanding human.

			Raising a girl means teaching her similar lessons, but also letting her know the world will sometimes give her a harder time. Respect will be harder to come by. You have to consider the little things, like the length of the skirts she wears. You have to try your damndest to give her a voice and release her out in the world knowing some might ignore it.

			It’s sort of a running joke with people that girls are notoriously difficult to raise. Every time I hear somebody say, “I have a daughter,” you can guarantee some fuck donut is going to pipe up with “Ha! Good luck with that!” Oh, shut up, Charlie. You’re drunk, Charlie.

			Anyway, Charlie’s not alone on the “good luck” front. Everybody’s general reaction to “I have a daughter” is “good luck!” Is it because our society treats women like pretty little garbage cans or beautiful little fools, if you read The Great Gatsby? Sure! But also, no! If I prod Charlie a little more, perhaps by dangling a cocktail wiener over his head, he will probably burp out a couple of reasons why having and raising girls is such a burden. They demand things. You have to buy them a lot of stuff, like Barbies and day-of-the-week underwear. You have to teach them that when they get older, blood will pour out of them on a monthly basis. You have to beat away suitors with a stick. You worry about them constantly, because their reputation can be marred by outfit choice or sexual liberation. No doubt somebody will bring up the financial burden of one day having to finance their weddings. Not college, weddings. Cowabunga, dudes! I love all your attitudes!

			When I was younger, I had twin dolls that I raised as my own plastic children. I named them “Baby Girl” and “Baby Boy.” I know what you are thinking: “How did you come up with the name Baby Boy when the Beyoncé song of the same name didn’t come out until 2003?” I never said I wasn’t a visionary.

			Anyway, Baby Boy was my favorite. I showered him with love and attention. He slept with me every night; I carried him lovingly in my arms everywhere I went and treated him like he was made of gold or the frosting in Dunkaroos. Baby Girl? I couldn’t give less of a shit about her. I shoved her in the toy chest almost every night and tossed her around with the heft of an Olympic javelin thrower. Whenever my mom would inquire about her, I would say,

			“I don’t like her. She’s too difficult.”

			I don’t know where I learned it, but I certainly picked up on it: being a girl was the short end of the stick.

			 • • • 
My mother loves to tell me she thought I was going to be a boy. This is interesting to me for a couple of reasons. First, if I had been a boy, she said she was going to name me Jonathan, which I think means I would have been a sexy boy. Secondly, the fact that she never chose to get the ultrasound that revealed my birth sex is absolutely bonkers to me.

			My mother is a planner. She plans for Christmas in January. She plans menus and tablescapes and trips to Target. She makes numbered lists and bulleted lists and lists inside other lists. She is a woman of great preparation.

			She is also a woman of little patience, a trait she graciously bestowed on me. She and I, we don’t want to wait fifteen minutes. We’d rather eat the toast only half-toasted and the eggs half-cooked. I flip to the end of books when I can no longer take the sexual tension of characters, just to see if one of them dies or something. I check detailed movie reviews online to decide if too many things “pop out” for me to want to see it. I spend all day on GChat so I can receive every piece of gossip from all my friends the second it happens. I have to know everything, immediately. I find it hard to believe she didn’t want to know what she was giving birth to. After all, this was my mother, the lover of spoiler alerts, the one who can’t even get through an episode of Game of Thrones without conversations like this:

			“Alida, is he going to die?” (She’s talking about Tyrion Lannister, a man she has an enormously adorable crush on.)

			“I’m not telling.”

			“Okay, well if you’re not going to tell me, I’m not going to watch it.”

			We flip to a movie that has a dog and Jennifer Aniston, or something.

			“Does the dog die? Because I’m not going to watch this if the dog dies.”

			“I’ve never seen this.”

			“Okay, well, do you think the characters get together in the end? Because I want them to get together in the end, and I don’t want to watch this if they don’t.”

			Do you mean to tell me this impatient woman wasn’t about to find out the sex of her baby?

			“I just had a feeling,” she told me. “And I was eating a lot of Big Macs.”

			Mom, I want to say. The amount of hamburgers I can eat at any given time is borderline macabre. This is not a decidedly male trait.

			So, there’s no other real reason for her belief in a future Jonathan than her completely off-base intuition. Okay then. I asked my mother why she never got the ultrasound to see if she was right, and her answer was simply: “I wanted to be surprised.”

			I’ve come to the conclusion, then, that maybe ignorance was bliss. Maybe my parents wanted another boy. I wouldn’t blame them if they did. It really is a hell of a cross to bear, to raise a girl. Baby boys don’t come with as many warning labels. People talk about how rough and dirty boys get, but say it in a way that you know it builds character and is totally worth it. More a “handful” than a “headache.” It’s like they aren’t even worried about their boys growing up. They say fun, happy stuff like “he’s gonna carry on the family legacy” and “he’s going to be a real lady killer one day,” and they don’t mean it in the “maybe one day they will kill women” way, though I suppose some of them do? That is a joke, by the way.

			The day I was born, 99 percent female and 1 percent devil, my parents were through-the-roof ecstatic. I was adorable, I was alive, and they loved me more than they loved themselves. But having me meant new, uncharted territories. They had raised a son for three years. Gone was the quiet future of two sons who eventually went off to become investment bankers or baseball players or anything else that requires a starched uniform. Now they’d have to house and handle a female human—eighteen years through a twisted labyrinth of rising and falling emotions, periods and denim miniskirts, less pay and the giant worry that comes whenever she leaves the house.

			My mother says the birth itself wasn’t that bad. My brother’s was a nightmare. He was a giant, sumo-wrestler baby. I was a peach pit, in comparison. For nine months, my mother had lugged me around in her stomach like a bowling ball that kicked her and demanded an endless supply of fast food. She said that I was small and difficult, and it still was the easiest I would ever be in the scheme of things.

			I wonder, when I was born, when they finally brought me home from the hospital, if a question lingered on their minds:

			“What now?”

			 • • • 
I don’t remember when I started learning how to be a girl, but I think it must have begun with toys.

			When my brother was young, he played with monsters. Dinosaurs that shrieked when you pushed the buttons on their sides. Raptors whose flesh you could rip off. Werewolves, sharks, vampires, swords. G.I. Joes with utility belts full of guns. All kinds of things with sharp edges. I was intrigued, if not jealous.

			Me? I don’t think anybody specifically told me to play house, or how to play house, but I certainly got a dollhouse. My dollhouse was giant and pink, with blue shutters and about five bedrooms. All the different dolls I had in the dollhouse technically came with occupations on the box, which is progressive, except that I fucked it up majorly. My Barbie Doctor stayed home with the quintuplet Kellys I had amassed, and she wasn’t even good at that gig, as they had no beds or real clothes. Ken usually just hung around, half-dressed, in another room, no job in sight. To say I was irresponsible was an understatement. If I was bored with Barbie and her hungry gaggle of children, I would take a break and play with the variety of kitchen-related toys at my disposal. I had a little Fisher-Price kitchen where I could fry up pretend hamburgers and eggs, as well as an Easy Bake Oven where I could make something horrible and, unfortunately, edible, such as the Black Forest cake that I believe gave my parents years of intestinal problems.

			When my brother went off to school, I used to sneak into his bedroom and take some of his toys. Army men would find their way into my dollhouse bedrooms. Dinosaurs would become domesticated pets. Guns would become fashion accessories. My brother would wander into my bedroom when he got home and eye me suspiciously. He knew I had taken some of his toys, as they would come back wearing aprons or tiny Pocahontas necklaces.

			Eventually, our parents just gave us one big playroom where we dumped all this crap and could fight our doll-related custody battles on our own turf. There, we had army battles in cookie ovens and watched giant spiders invade baby bedrooms. The Terminator married Teresa, the Sega Genesis eventually ruled all, and we forgot the idea of gendered toys in that giant carpeted room. This pile of crap taught me something about myself—what I liked, what I enjoyed, not just the sparkly shit they marketed to girls. As it stood, I was pretty delicate and feminine, and also liked to create a household filled with monsters that would eat the heads of my little Polly Pockets and Quints. Yet, when I went to school, all I could do was play with the Pretty Princesses and the dolls. The boys would sit over on the other side of the classroom with all the monsters. I lost half my world and all my dinosaurs. There, I was stuck cooking for a series of ungrateful dolls, waiting for my Prince Charming, a T. rex who would eat all their heads, to make his way over to the girls’ side of the classroom. He never came.

			
			 • • • 
When I first moved to Brooklyn, I lived across from a middle school. One day, my friend Ian and I were taking a walk as kids were getting let out of school for the day.

			“You know,” I say, “I’ve considered slapping on a backpack and pretending to be a student for a week. Kind of like Josie Grossie in Never Been Kissed but without the completely unethical teacher-student relationship as the crux of the story.”

			Ian thinks. “I’d see if I could get in there and pretend to be an inspirational teacher à la Dead Poets Society. And the first thing I’d do is throw a chair across the room and scream, Gender is a construct!!!”

			I think this story is really funny, but the more I think about it, the more I think it’s not the worst idea. I’m sure he would get arrested because it’s also an illegal idea, but I wish this were the kind of thing kids learned early on. Gender doesn’t determine the things you like, your hobbies, or your personality. I didn’t squeeze out of my mother grabbing at tiny bracelets and high heels. My brother didn’t have a strand of DNA that meant he loved monster trucks. This is the kind of stuff we pick up when we start getting different Happy Meal toys. In fact, the idea that little boys and little girls are different from each other is mostly on us. It stems from parents’ fears that they will have some sort of societally weird child, which most of us end up being in high school anyway. Having your baby daughters only play with dolls won’t stop a hearty Goth phase from happening! It won’t stop your kid from being gay! It won’t do anything but plant the idea that girls are good for kitchen stuff and boys who play with dolls are “pussies.” It won’t do anything but harm.

			So yes, the second a baby pops out of the oven, we start establishing the massive differences between boys and girls, in a time where they are all throwing up on themselves and are pretty much in the same league. The first way we do this is with clothes. I am aware that we need to decorate babies because all babies look like screaming raisins, and you cannot tell them apart to save your own life. When I was born, I looked like an animatronic Disney World animal. With eyes the size of tiny saucers and tufts of brown hair that stuck straight out of my head like crabgrass, I was Animal Kingdom’s newest lemur. Very “cute.” Father’s nose and mother’s eyes. And my family immediately wanted to amplify that cuteness. You can’t just slap a baby in a white onesie and call it a day—you gotta jazz that shit up! Once my aunts and uncles had their way with me, I looked like a lemur on her way to her first quinceañera. In photos, my head would be weighed down with sunflower hats, my jackets bedazzled to be seen from satellites close to the Earth’s orbit. Everything about me screamed Girl, or at least “Golden Girl!” I wore enough hot pink to outfit at
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