


[image: Heroines by Kate Zambreno]





ALSO BY KATE ZAMBRENO

O Fallen Angel

Green Girl

Book of Mutter

Appendix Project

Screen Tests

Drifts

To Write as If Already Dead

The Light Room




[image: ]



Copyright

Published by Corsair

ISBN: 978-1-4721-5944-1

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2021, 2024 Kate Zambreno

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Corsair

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

Also by Kate Zambreno

Title Page

Copyright

Introduction by Jamie Hood

PART 1

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

PART 2

Chapter 3

Working Bibliography

Acknowledgments

Acknowledgments for the reissue

About the Authors




Introduction by Jamie Hood

The other day on the train, a woman seated beside me asked what I was reading. I looked down at the book, its poor margins blasted out by a labyrinth of my scribbling. A book I’ve read many times before, I told her. Around us was silence. Nearly everyone was hunched over a screen. There seemed a great pressure inching in—to repudiate the dominion of the smartphone, to have an earnest conversation with an amiable stranger, to share with this woman the deep pleasure of a text which holds such talismanic value to me. But I found myself stumped, wordless, suddenly unable to consolidate or summarize or hype up what that meaning was.

Perhaps I might have said to her that a few times in a life, a book alights on and unmoors you at the exact right moment. If you’ve ever felt it, it’s unmistakable, a cosmic encounter, like souls meeting. The book seems to have lived inside you already; it sings to one of your hidden selves. And then of course it imprints its odd body on you, for the time that comes after. You’re a different sort of a person now—you see that, yes, there was the you you thought you’d been, or maybe were, and the one who wades through the world in the book’s wake, remade in its image(s), companioned, now, by the figures and thoughts and words that crowd it.

I can count on one hand the books that have done this to me, and I mean really done it, not just the books I’ve loved, which are legion and are dancing around me all the time. The identity of one is private, for me and me only. I suspect it harbors in it something of my future, omens both good and ill. Such visions you must keep close, or else they grow too big, they begin to blot out the horizon. Three others split me and were distant: The Golden Notebook, Journal of a Solitude, Almanac of the Dead. And then one lay over me like a fitted shroud. I read it and it was as if it had written my life or else seen through it, had discovered me on its same identical path. We were familiars.

Probably you’ve guessed that on the train I was (re)reading Kate Zambreno’s Heroines. To the inquiring woman, I suppose I muttered something about the “mad” wives of Modernism, or the tidying apparatuses of marriage and canon. Maybe I indicted the medicalizing weaponization of hysteria against troublesome, leaky women. Said aloud more fumblingly, of course. What I wish I had also said to her is that Heroines is a ruthless, messy, incandescent account of the readerly life that knows—in that peculiar, tectonic way of knowing—how a book can transform your whole world, your very way of seeing.

It’s a little banal and embarrassing to look back on the texts that change us and proclaim in front of god and everyone that “they saved me,” but sometimes a work of art sort of does save you, or somehow demonstrates that most confinements, except death, are temporary or breakable, that life usually goes on even if ongoingness seems, in that moment, utterly unthinkable. This is what I mean when I dissolve into sentimentality over the transportive capacity of art. I hope I can be forgiven my melodrama. If there’s a book that’s offered a more open embrace to the oozing emotional states of women I don’t know it. And anyway this is an introduction, not a review—I’ll cry if I want to.

Heroines landed in my life like a bomb. The first time I read it I was exiled in graduate school in the world’s worst city—Boston—and totally miserable, traumatized really, although as women we aren’t supposed to use that word any longer—trauma—much in the way we aren’t meant, as Heroines knows all too well, to be too angry, violent, horny, sad, or unhinged. God forbid suicidal, which, needless to say, is always kind of mapped beneath the feminine sign. In 2013 I was coming to the revelation that, to survive, I needed to flee my little life, to undertake a meticulous program of debridement. In the meantime I was a chaos, a woman on the verge, always—as it were—making a spectacle of myself. Stumbling through the immaculate groves of academe, I knew such a thing could not stand, for the psychic and corporeal excesses of women bleed and ripple outward, they become atmospheric disturbances in the rational order.

In form and function, Heroines is a feminist provocation, then, a discordant, sprawling, polyvocal library of such disturbances. Like all Zambreno’s work, it resists the hygienic impositions of genre or category; it is a text in process, a breathing document. Here, a fragmented diary of a marriage, one fiercely attuned to the ways intimacy is disrupted by the professionalized precarity of the academy. There, a punk biography of Zelda Fitzgerald, Jane Bowles, Vivien(ne) Eliot, Virginia Woolf. Here again, a ranging disassembly of Tom Eliot’s Waste Land and the aesthetic aftershocks of his New Criticism. Also: the journal of an unruly body, the body-in-revolt; also: an apologia for women’s rage; also: a swaggering manifesta for the chaotic sadgirl and her unclassifiable art of too-muchness. Its particulars are kaleidoscopic, but Heroines’ cardinal mode is the literary seance, a performative, ecstatic, cannibalizing resurrection of lost, dead, misapprehended, and “erased women” conducted to erect a living, radically mutable archive. I didn’t know you could enact literature the way Zambreno plays it here. I hadn’t understood it was possible to write into your own undoing. I, too, felt as if raised from the dead.

In the novel or the poem, we are told, our affective inconveniences—disproportionately affined to a broadly female malady—defang a work’s transcendent promise. Here, Eliot, in “Tradition and the Individual Talent” commanding that the artist undergo a “continual extinction of personality,” “this process of depersonalization,” so as to guide art toward the “condition of science.” There, too, Woolf, a decade after Eliot’s essay, considering that the “red light of emotion” handily renders a work “worthless scientifically.” And, Woolf weighs, women—absented from a writerly genealogy, a tradition—tend to be more prone to such flights. (What, Zambreno asks, about Woolf’s sharp disgust, then, with the Professor Xs of the world, her raging against the damnable doctors?) To his lover Louise Colet, Flaubert bemoaned the rise of the “humid element—tears, chatter, breast-feeding. Contemporary literature is drowning in women’s menses.” But who “gets to say what’s pathological?” Zambreno at one moment wonders. Who decides, yes, what counts as excessive? Who, indeed.

Coming across Flaubert’s remark again in the middle of Heroines, I think how perfectly placed it is, this smug aside, set against the book’s boastful insistence on relentlessly logging experiences of the menstrual, the masturbatory, the colitic, the endometriotic. Zambreno has never shied from abjection. The horror, she writes, is the “untidiness of it all. The threat that spills out.” Which, I feel I must confess, I’ve twice mis-typed as “the thread that spills out.” Diverted, perhaps, by a thought of weaving or the loom as a particularly female instrument of deferral, time-biding, or story-making—thinking of Arachne, Circe, Penelope, Ariadne’s ball of string, and, of course, of Philomela, whose woven tapestry, once her tongue has been dislodged from her throat, is her sole mode of narrative redress against her sister’s husband, the rapist Tereus.

For years the myth of Philomela hung over me. That tongue stump. That soundless scream. A formal revolution in testimonial utterance. At the time I first encountered Heroines I was meant to be writing a dissertation on confessional poetry and women’s projects of self-making, mainly by way of Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton, two ‘poetesses’ you should never admire publicly if you wish to be taken seriously. (In any case I wasn’t. Taken seriously that is.) Worse, I was no longer writing. Academic life had dispossessed literature of its pleasures.

Besides this there had been a rupture. (A trauma.) Though I’d kept diaries since I was a girl, I’d lost the ability to document my own life. Words had become unreadable hieroglyphs; the discontinuous apparitions of a dead language. I went to search for any mention of Heroines in my accounts from that spring, but nearly the whole year is a blank, a galaxy of silence.

(My diaries of 2015 I myself destroyed, I recall now in a panic, thinking of Plath’s last journals, gone “missing” or else annihilated by her estranged, philandering husband, Ted Hughes. Thinking, in harmony with the mourning song of Heroines, of Viv’s “notebooks mouldering in the basement of the Bodleian,” of Scott’s interdiction against the publishing of Zelda’s journals. Destruction and suppression revealing “the danger [these women] posed.” Another lesson: safeguard your literary estate. But what of my own dangerousness? Recently I am reconstructing those years in other writing—a kind of atonement.)

I know for a fact I read Heroines then, it was March of 2013, because there is the date, carved into the top righthand corner of the book’s title page, in my handwriting, beside my name, above the dates of four subsequent readings. It’s a habit I have with all my books, imprinting my self, my time on this earth, too, on them. But I’m removed from the memory. I float above the inscription like a ghost.

(On my shoulder now is tattooed a nightingale, the form Philomela is said to have assumed. Safer a bird in flight than a woman. I feel compelled to remind you that the female nightingale is mute in nature.)

In one of those serendipitous or else uncanny connectivities—between the person you are in a particular moment, a certain circumstance, and the book that arrives on your hearth and marks you, indelibly—Heroines found me after my tongue was cut out. Though our specifics diverge, this is a book agonizingly fixated on this shape of loss, the woman evacuated, facing the possible death of her writerly self. I am reminded of Woolf’s last letter to Leonard, her sense in it, on that final day of her life, that she “can’t concentrate.” For twenty years I’ve been haunted by the total deflation of Woolf’s forfeiture in that note: “You see I can’t even write this properly.” Of Jane Bowles’s stroke, Zambreno laments that it is “Such cruel fate. For a writer to lose her words. Or for one’s words to be lost.” There, also, is Viv Eliot, planting the flag of hope in a letter: “One thinks, when this is over, I will write.” In The Bell Jar, Esther Greenwood’s “breakdown was catalyzed by a crushing creative rejection.” Her true terror, Zambreno insists, was that Esther “felt she would never write again.”

This fear is also Zambreno’s—the looming specter of speechlessness, or else speech that is mis-recognized, made mad or twisted up, a fear of words that are not really art at all. What if, she wonders, “I’m not a writer? What if I’m a depressive masquerading as a notetaker? Is this the text of an author or a madwoman?” Of course, as Hélène Cixous reminds us in “The Laugh of the Medusa,” “nearly the entire history of writing is cofounded with the history of reason,” it is, she says, “marked writing … run by a libidinal and cultural—hence political, typically masculine—economy.” It is founded not on sexual difference but opposition; thus this economy represses woman’s capacity to speak or to write, it de facto indexes women’s speech as madness, an inscrutable eruption.

While Zambreno’s later work will reckon, too, with the art of men, often solitaries (Walser, Rilke, Cornell)—or else with motherhood and childrearing, that is to say, with the family, and how it’s made assimilable in our precarious contemporary—Heroines’s zone of interest is the marital dyad, the ways both heterosexual intimacy and women’s writing are coordinated and curtailed through the loaded, inequitable sexual politics of marriage. “I,” she writes, “am the wife of … Not a writer. A wife.”

There’s a peculiar word that appears, by my count, three times in Heroines, one I for years believed to be a Zambreno original—miserabilism—though a cursory google search reveals rather straightforward definitions: it’s a “gloomy negativity,” a “philosophy of pessimism.” But Zambreno paints it in a deeper shade, giving the phrase a kind of locational quality. Miserabilism is despair borne of containment, that trapped feeling, when, in mind or body, you have nowhere else to get to. Miserabilism is partly geographic, is Akron, is Asheville, is even London, when you are a stranger to the city; but it is spatial, too, the cramped nightmare of a shitty apartment; it is a structure of feeling, the empty, wordless exhaustion following a marital row.

After an “incendiary” fight with her husband John, Zambreno is stricken: “I cannot write anything at all.” She recalls a passage from Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, in which Beauvoir remarks on the diminishment and pathologization of female feeling, insisting that in the grip of “masculine hands logic is often a form of violence, a sly kind of tyranny.” Logic, from logos, systematized by Aristotle alongside ethos and pathos as the principle that guided “word, discourse, or reason.” Logos is the domain of men. Hamlet’s despair, Fitz’s rage, Lowell’s psychological turmoil, Hemingway’s suicide—these are, nonetheless, situated as the actions of people who preside over their own lives as objective observers, ultimately reasonable figures. Men’s experiences are diagnostic, or rather, emblematic. They concern, say, the dissolution of American masculinity, the psychic fragmentation of modern life. Plath’s oven trick is seen as petty, vengeful, and individual, not to mention cast in relation to her art as wholly teleological. I’ll never forget, in the middle of teaching her Ariel poems a decade ago, the student who demanded to know if she’d “burned her head off.” He wanted gore. In our cultural imaginary, Plath is her suicide. Men’s suffering, by contrast, is tertiary to their aesthetic achievements, but it is also representative, it is world historical.

This is because men create and control the language, which is to say they dictate the borders of intelligibility. For women, such obliterations begin at home. This is one of the more powerful correspondences made by Woolf in her 1938 essay Three Guineas—between the domination of the family by the patriarch and the rise of fascism in 20th century geopolitical life. Behind the Tyrant and the Dictator, Woolf reminds us, “lie ruined houses.” That orthodox familial existence subsists on hierarchy, suppression, and the ‘righteous’ confinement or else exile of certain kinds of bodies is, for her, precisely where the psychic life of fascism is born.

I’ve often found it funny more people don’t hear the distant bell of Woolf’s rejoinder in the sneering indictments of Plath’s scandalous nursery rhyme “Daddy.” The poem’s speaker chokes on and suffers the language of the father: “I never could talk to you. / The tongue stuck in my jaw. // It stuck in a barb wire snare. / Ich, ich, ich, ich. / I could hardly speak.” We are subjected to a violence of articulability: our throats stuffed; our tongues hacked off. There is—inside what Zambreno terms Plath’s “burlesque of trauma”—an obvious line of continuity between the confinements of women in domestic life and the phallocentric command of silence, between our so-called ‘private’ humiliations and the systemic blossoming of ideological authoritarianism, between the interpersonal mechanisms of tyrannical feeling and the theater and trauma of war, the genocides of the 20th century.

There are limits to what metaphor can achieve. And it is also true that the matter of women’s lives, our art—particularly our art understood to be embedded in the ‘personal’—is often painstakingly shorn of its political dimensions. Woolf’s despair at her life’s end may not be wholly transparent to us but we can know she lived in dread of a German occupation of London, suspecting, following the publication of Three Guineas, that she and her (Jewish) husband had been put on one of Hitler’s personalized kill lists. (She was right, as it turned out.) Plath wrote, yes, of the misogynistic debasements of her marriage to Hughes and also of the unthinkable horrors thought up in the course of the Second World War, the atom bomb, American McCarthyism. The Bell Jar opens on the execution of the Rosenbergs, for god’s sake.

So much has been snuffed out; underneath what’s allowable, our shadow selves. Perhaps, after all, Woolf was only a madwoman, a prude—Plath a fatuous Medea.

Certainly they’ll try it. We remain endlessly reducible. The “patriarch is the one who rewrites,” as Zambreno muses, writing, nevertheless, into those histories he has stifled, unearthing this women’s OBLITERATURE, invoking her demonology, her HAGiography. It’s crucial to note that, though Heroines is preoccupied by the swathed relations between men and women (“the bobbed coupling” of marriage, in Lowell’s phrase), the book itself emerged out of a lush digital ecosystem of contemporary women’s writing. It’s easy to forget now: the internet used to work for writers, and before everything was paywalled, sedimented, and streamlined, there was a kind of radical, ephemeral endlessness there, so much to sift through, to talk of, to get in comment wars over.

Heroines sprung in full armor from the head of Zambreno’s now-defunct blog, Frances Farmer Is My Sister. Hers was one melody inside the song of a murmuration: among them, Bhanu Kapil’s Was Jack Kerouac a Punjabi?, Dodie Bellamy’s belladodie, and Jackie Wang’s Ballerinas Dance with Machine Guns. Danielle Dutton, Suzanne Scanlon, and Sofia Samatar were some of Zambreno’s other first (and continuing) interlocutors. Drowned out by the death rattle of twitter and spied through exploding mushroom clouds of proliferating Substacks, the blogosphere of the late aughts seems kind of unimaginable today—the radical freedom and volatility that presided over the early years of the digital literary scene. Now the internet’s unpredictability mainly means wondering how long before another lit mag shutters.

But a lot of women and other institutionally-marginalized authors found, in the early days of internet writing, sudden, provocative apertures in the previously-shut doors of publishing, small footpaths inward. A lot of fantastic books were born of that era, Heroines among its most memorable (and controversial). Its publication marked a radical shift in Zambreno’s form. Before it came two fictions, O Fallen Angel—the “slim, nervous novella” that surfaces here in an unpleasant encounter with a braggadocious former lover—and Green Girl, her fizzing homage to the existential crises of the female bildung. With Heroines, Zambreno reinvented her writing self as a kind of literary flaneuse, a restless (“masturbatory”) readerly-I, someone who, despite her admitted lack of professional training, could waltz between the autobiographical and the critical with astonishing ease. Henceforth, she oriented nearer the fragmentary, the conversational, the gossipy, the bibliographic—increasingly, her work has become sort of flabbergastingly intertextual, an expansive and intellectually electric cacophony of writerly voices.

You see I’ve gone on too long. In trying to solve my stumbling encounter with the woman on the train, I’ve fallen into a kind of logorrhea, and still, there’s so much left to say. I feel I must point out this reissue comes at an urgent cultural moment. I don’t wish to give much space or time to the haters, but I think, in some of the viciousness slung at Heroines on its first publication, we were witness to the seeds of our current era’s anti-feminist repudiations of women’s personal writing, its broader disavowals of confessional art (or art having to do with what is now dismissed out of hand as the detritus of ‘identity’), and recent, increasingly mainstream and consolidated dismissals of “the” trauma plot. Anytime a woman documents the indignities of withstanding a misogynistic world, there are a dozen benchwarmers at the ready to charge her with wallowing, with perpetuating a cycle or psychology of victimhood, with the cynical glamorization of her own suffering. In short, of making a scene. Of being pathetic. Haven’t we gone far enough? Why can’t we just shut the fuck up? It’s all more silencing.

There’s a call to arms on the penultimate page of the book that has stuck with me these ten years. Zambreno describes a newfound ritual she undertakes before writing: “I put on my new 4-inch platforms and stand in front of my full-length mirror … I intone to myself: You’re a fucking genius.” It is imperative that you “fight against your own disappearance,” she continues, you must “refuse to self-immolate.” In the time of my unfurling these words came to me, a kind of annunciation. Thank god.





This book is dedicated to my friend Suzanne Scanlon—to writing ourselves as our own characters.

This book is also for the girls who still seem, as they did in Virginia Woolf ’s time, so fearfully depressed.






She was supposed to fuck a god high up on his mountaintop, but she refused. She wouldn’t listen to Apollo’s reasoning. So he cursed her, a life sentence. He said, Sure, you can live forever, as many grains of sand in your hand, but that young lovely body will be gone, you will wrinkle up into nothingness. Who will love you now? Who will listen?

Eventually her body was kept in a jar, and then there was only her voice left.

Only her voice left.

And then not really her voice at all.

The rhythm of my madwomen’s lives: a long scream followed by absolute silence.

At the beginning, I think of endings.

The mad wives of modernism who died in the asylum. Locked away, rendered safe. Forgotten, erased, or rewritten. Vivien(ne)



Eliot, whose alter ego in her writing was Sibylla, the voice in the jar that begins her husband’s poem “The Waste Land.” Zelda Fitzgerald, the tarnished golden girl of her husband’s legend, who burned to death in an asylum fire in Asheville, North Carolina. All that remained to identify her: a single charred slipper. Jane Bowles stroked out, later buried in an unmarked grave in Málaga, Spain, while her husband Paul never stopped writing.

Sitting at the mouth of my cave, I string together fragments on paper. My scraps scattering to the wind if unread.

Out of this narrative will emerge a chalk outline. It is the body of a woman.

These fragments I have shored against my ruins.




PART 1




2005

We have just moved back to Chicago from a year spent in London. Most days I cannot be alone in my little red office, my hermitage on Hermitage Avenue in the Ukrainian Village neighborhood, trapped like a Trappist, as Djuna Barnes quipped of her monkish isolation at Patchin Place in the Village, in the years after Paris, after Thelma Wood and Nightwood. I am trying to learn how to be a serious writer and write important books, yet I cannot deal with all of the silence. All summer accompanying John to the Newberry Library, limping in my new sandals, bathing my bleeding sweaty feet in the downstairs sink like I am some homeless woman, changing the bandages that melt off in the heat. I sit in Washington Square Park and write in my notebook, unable to last for long taking notes in one of the library’s reading rooms. John’s job is to sit in a glassed-off cell and watch people to make sure they don’t steal any rare books. I escape downstairs to the visitors’ room, observing people as they buy Snickers and sodas from the vending machines. I am always unable to endure institutional settings. I usually find more alienation in the deadly quiet of such environments, like the girl-opposite of the narrator in Sartre’s Nausea. A flâneuse, I stroll around the Gold Coast and go in and out of shops, buying nothing, maybe a lipstick at Marshall Field’s, feeling the cool of the AC alternate with the heat of outside.

Yes, this is when I first became enthralled by the mad wives, my eternal reference point; when I began reading the lives of these women often marginalized in the modernist memory project. They have been with me for as long as I have tried to write—like ghostly tutors. Never having taken creative writing, save for one disastrous workshop as a journalism undergrad, I felt alone and friendless in the process of attempting to create myself as a writer. Minus a community, I invented one. “I entered into alliances with my paper soulmates,” writes Hélène Cixous in her essay “Coming to Writing.” These women served as an invisible community—like in Susan Sontag’s play Alice in Bed, about the brilliant letter writer and diarist Alice James (sister-of-Great-Men, Henry and William), except I’m the neurasthenic, and they are all hovering over me. Or like in Judy Chicago’s 80s installation The Dinner Party, where she lays out place settings for famous heroines both real and fictional.

My invisible community—yes, they too were made invisible.

I recently saw Chicago’s installation at the Brooklyn Museum, and what struck me was how cheap the silverware seemed. And yet the tapestries were so lovingly and laboriously woven.

2009

Akron, Ohio. John has been hired to curate and organize a small collection of rare books at the university here, the centerpiece of which was the gift of a rubber industrialist, who owned a great deal of the book collectors’ canon—a few early Shakespeare folios, Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary, two first editions of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. The position is tenure-tracked (which, in the rules of marital chess, trumps a fairly satisfying slate of adjunct work back home in Chicago—King takes Queen).

The wife will just have to find something, of course. Adjunct, adjunctive.

We live in a squat Victorian building near the university. We move in sight unseen (this has become a habit for us). The adjacent building and ours are the only apartment complexes on our rather suburban street. Backyards littered with all the paraphernalia of childhood, as Esther Greenwood observes with a shudder in Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar. Children with their shattering screams. Vivien(ne)’s line added to “The Waste Land,” should be delivered in your best imitation Cockney screech: What you get married for if you don’t want children.

My office is the apartment’s solarium framed by light and windows. At first I thought, yeah, alright. A sort of writing retreat. A room of one’s own. All that. Virginia Woolf prescribed the bucolic of the country. A calm respite from the city’s hysteria. (I was so panicky all the time where we last lived, on 18th Street in Chicago, a man murdered on our street the week we moved out, children playing calmly near his chalk outline. Always our moves seem like sudden, frantic escapes, not properly considering the next because we are so anxious to remove ourselves from the former.)

I am told, rather abruptly by the head of the English department here, that I am not qualified to teach literature. Male professors with no interest in the subject teach women’s literature instead. I am reminded of my lack of a terminal degree. (Why does the idea always feel like a death?)

I find work teaching Introduction to Women’s Studies, writing suffrage on the board to bored and sometimes bemused and occasionally bitter faces. Packed classrooms. A campus diversity requirement. The university here is alarmingly Christian—a megachurch dubbed The Chapel, one of the university’s benefactors, sits on the edge of the campus. One of their ministries is a Pray Until You’re Straight program called “Bonds of Iron.” The working conditions here are much worse than in Chicago—it is illegal for part-timers to unionize in Ohio, so I have no office or even much of a communal workspace, and the pay is dismal.

As soon as we land here I begin wishing ardently to get out of this black-and-white Midwestern landscape, a town formerly industrious, its factories now sit like the vacant, rotting husks of industry. The sad Wizard of Oz window display for Christmas in one of the emptied downtown storefronts. Clark Gable once worked here in one of the tire factories—it was a step up from his father’s farm but he too left for dreams of grandeur. Who wouldn’t leave? Everyone asks: Why? About our move. The economy, you know. I mumble. A great job. (I want to really say: I DON’T FUCKING KNOW. But I don’t. I tell the mutual lie of marriage.)

The nearby Cuyahoga Valley is beautiful in its autumnal blaze. But the city itself so often Midwestern gothic. Strange sightings. The woman wandering into the Radio Shack with a half-eaten hot-dog in one hand, fingering the merchandise with the ketchup- and mustard-stained other. Another woman padding down the emptied-out Main Street with duct tape over her face, clutching a Big Gulp (John observes: the kidnapped on her lunch break). We bond more intensely in our mutual dystopic vision.

(Our favorite shared writer of the moment is Thomas Bernhard, when we first met it was Beckett.) A different sort of alienation than when we lived in London, or moved back to Chicago.

I am an alien here. My short cropped hair and my black Joan of Arc jacket, shiny from years of wear, the interior all torn out and replaced, a remnant from our splurges on his student loans in London department stores. I feel myself stared at in the grocery store, on campus. I’m also going through a butch phase, all tight men’s jeans, perhaps a sartorial revolt from my new, more feminine role. John is stared at too with his longish hair and darling dandy vests. He does not care. Although most days I don’t even leave the house, and lounge around in what I’ve been sleeping in for days, in the blink and the glare of the outside world I do not often wear my faded and cherished articles of clothing. Except when we make regular trips to Chicago to visit my father or occasional ones to New York. I feel they would be wasted here. This wasteland.

I have become used to wearing, it seems, the constant pose of the foreigner.

Chicago now our pilgrimage, which we once wanted so desperately to escape. In Chicago, New York was our Moscow, like in Chekhov’s Three Sisters. It is our pattern: we forget so soon what made us want to flee, we cover it over with nostalgia, Zelda writing her novelist-husband wistfully of their honeymoon days while in the asylum. This shrine we build to our own shared origins. Viv’s shrine to Tom, once he had abandoned her, next to her framed picture of Sir Oswald Mosley, head of the British Union of Fascists. (Does every woman, really, love a fascist?)

I’ve tried to block out the local uproar dealing with Akron native LeBron James leaving the Cleveland Cavaliers. I’ve always found it pernicious, how those in the Midwest criminalize those who leave, as though it were some rejection of their own lives. Unlike the ambivalence towards their now-prodigal son, rock musician Chrissie Hynde of the 80s group The Pretenders is a much loved celebrity here. “Chrissie” this. “Chrissie” that. The vegan Italian comfort food restaurant she owns in town has become our culinary sanctuary.

As a girl I remember reading an interview with Chrissie Hynde in Rolling Stone about how she left this city in Ohio when she was young and moved to London. I remember thinking of her as this example of what I could do myself one day. That I could leave Chicago, leave the family, leave the Midwest. And I did. For a little bit. But now I am back here. The eternal return. (To write, perhaps, is to always return.)

So many of the gods of modernism hailed from the Midwest. Scott Fitzgerald from St. Paul. Ezra Pound fired from the college in Indiana. Tom Eliot of the lofty Eliots of St. Louis. And they all escaped, to Europe—they became expatriate, cosmopolitan. They managed to shed their origins, their Midwestern skin. Hemingway years earlier attended the same high school in Oak Park, Illinois as my father and his siblings. God, I idolized Hemingway when I was in journalism school. Now I hate his guts because of how he demonized Zelda in his memoir A Moveable Feast. And for how he treated his wife Hadley. She, summarily dismissed.

(I am now in another union. It is a union of forgotten or erased wives. I pay my dues daily.)

In Cleveland the local bibliophilic society explicitly prohibits women from joining. John attended a meeting at the invitation of his colleague at Oberlin. (I was not happy.) One of those quasi-secret societies of rich white men with bizarre rituals, held in some grand Victorian home. The series of tableaux that begin Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, her treatise on the material conditions that could allow a woman to write, to write well. Her scenes illuminating women banned from the grounds and libraries and luncheons of the fictional college Oxbridge, to show that a woman of her time would be banned from all the public spaces of reflection and socialization and higher learning that Woolf argues are important in order to begin to have the interior space to roam about in, to think the lucid thoughts that foster Great Texts.

This sort of segregation is familiar to literary modernism, with its cliques and societies. The most famous one being Gertrude Stein’s salon at 27 Rue de Fleurus. Stein would hang out with Hemingway and Fitzgerald while Alice B. Toklas in the next room would make small talk with the wives. Gertrude Stein ventriloquizing Alice in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (with any sense of irony to the inequality? I don’t know): She speaks to the greats, while I talked to the wives and mistresses.

Oh, but the stories they have to tell.

* * *

Of course since we’ve moved here I’ve been rereading Madame Bovary. I am Madame Bovary as I read Madame Bovary. Ennui, excess of emotions. C’est moi. I am Zelda, I am Vivien(ne). Zelda and Vivien(ne) both bored in their new lives as women married to the literary prophets of their generations. Both suffering from Madame Bovary’s disease until other, more ominous ones were diagnosed and even more ominously treated. “Vivien was still in poor health, and suffered from nervous headaches and sleeplessness—no doubt aggravated by the fact that, while her husband was actively and continually engaged in work of some kind, she had very little to do and was becoming bored.”

God, it’s boring here. Stuck in the provinces. The novelist Jean Rhys’ bungalow in Cornwall where she spent her exile, for years and years in poverty and obscurity writing her heroine in Wide Sargasso Sea, rewriting the madwoman Bertha Mason in Jane Eyre. “All the dullest books ever written have ended their lives here,” she wrote in a letter to her daughter.

I must get as far away as possible. Must escape stagnancy, miserabilism. Yet I am here, frozen. I am afflicted with Eliot’s aboulie. I know I want to leave this stale town as soon as possible. I am sure if I do not I will die.

I think of Madame Bovary. “She longed to travel, or to go back and live in the convent. She wanted both to die and to live in Paris.”

I begin rereading the journals of Anaïs Nin, both the abbreviated ones that she published during her lifetime, and then the ones with all of the fucking (which I prefer of course). In the narrative Anaïs weaves over countless journals, she is a liberated woman who finally escapes the oppression of her provincial environment. In her version she leaves out Hugo, her banker-husband who supports her. Apparently, according to Nin’s biographer, all the American housewives who first read Nin’s journals felt they were given permission to leave their marriages, but then felt betrayed when they learned the truth.

I suppose I could take John out of this accounting entirely—but then who would believe that I was in Akron by choice?

Living here I develop a desire to be analyzed, probably because of all the Anaïs Nin I’ve been reading, Nin who had an affair with her analyst, Otto Rank, who wrote a book on the artist. Perhaps this is a desire to be interpreted like a literary character. I leave a message for the Cleveland Center of Psychoanalysis. I begin to toy with the idea of training to be a psychoanalyst, and I will become a feminist analyst to tortured, eccentric artists. Like Julia Kristeva. Sylvia Plath who considered a Ph.D. in psychology.

A woman at the Center calls me back and I change my mind and never return her call. (I realize the costly sessions would be daily, I have not yet figured out the forty-minute drive, refuse to drive anywhere here, in fact.)

* * *

I wake up and read although Nietzsche says that’s foolish. A sort of narcotic, reading. I read with my hands down the front of my pants—my mode of reading is masturbatory. Sometimes I feel guilty about my lubed fingers all over library books.

Reading Anaïs Nin’s diaries and Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer in tandem makes me want to have affairs, despite, or maybe because of, the intensity of my love for John—how I once idealized the apparently open marriages of modernism, the triangulation of Anaïs, Henry and June, the free love of Bloomsbury, the Bowles who shared everything except their beds.

(In London, the temptation of an angel-faced philosophy student.)

I too want to have a sensual awakening outside of marrriage, like Emma Bovary or Edna Pontellier in Kate Chopin’s The Awakening. Wifedom a possession. I don’t want to be possessed. I want to be free. Like Charlotte Brontë projecting onto her heroine Jane Eyre her desire for experience, as Virginia Woolf critiques in A Room of One’s Own—except instead of wanting to travel the world, reading these books I temporarily want to fuck the world—a literary nymphomania.

Because of the mythical lothario conjured up in Nin’s journals, I’ve always fantasized about having an affair with Henry Miller, horndog Henry Miller, who can’t keep his hands off me, who will back me over a couch and go at me, who will fuck me so I stay fucked.

In Paris during the second leg of the Bowles’ honeymoon, Jane goes out alone at night, prowling the streets, the lesbian bars. Jane Bowles who loved to slum like Baudelaire, like Vivien Leigh channeling Blanche DuBois. Outside of one club a homeless-looking man propositions her nightly. Some time later she sees the man’s picture in the books section of the newspaper. Her forgotten man in the back alley—Henry Miller.

I begin to compulsively read historical romances as research for a novel, featuring a housewife named Emma who inhales historical romances to numb herself. For days in a daze I can’t read anything except these romance novels. (I prefer Regency romances, costume dramas, like Jane Austen with fucking.) I suddenly become allergic to anything more highbrow. I watch TV on my computer during the day when I am supposed to be writing, my favorites are teen soap operas. I ghost fan forums endlessly analyzing character motivation as well as “shipping” certain characters, short for “relationshipping,” everyone so passionate about the characters they just know are destined to be together.

We are invited over to the house of two history professors for Thanksgiving. We can’t eat most of the food because of our vegan diet, and I’ve also been having terrible digestive problems. They have made four types of cranberry dressing. It’s the only thing we can eat and the hosts blink expectantly at us. One has tequila in it. I lick my spoon tremulously and think of Emma licking the bottom of her glass as Charles falls deep within it. There is a young man there, a jazz pianist with soulful eyes. I realize he might be their pot dealer. I find myself mildly flirting with him. My stomach cramps up. I am bowed over. He could be my Leon, I muse absent-mindedly.

Did Tom foist Bertrand Russell on Vivien(ne), to give her something to do?

Here, I am the wife of. That is how I am introduced by others. Not a writer. A wife. (No one seems to care that I am a writer, awaiting the publication of a slim, nervous novella.) Everyone much more fascinated with John’s career. In his dungeon office John is surrounded by piles of leatherbound volumes, books that look burned, in several languages, a Babylon. Eliot studying languages while at Lloyd’s bank. I love seeing John fingering a book, reading its leaves, soothsaying it, speaking its secret history. He can lapse into the charming pedant so easily. My Professor X, as Woolf calls the patriarchs of higher learning in Room. Vivien(ne) sitting in on the Victorian literature classes Tom taught to working-class adults. Her expression rapt, worshipful. She sacrificed everything for him, for his eventual genius.

I am realizing you become a wife, despite the mutual attempt at an egalitarian partnership, once you agree to move for him. You are placed into the feminine role—you play the pawn. Once you let that tornado take you away into the self-abnegating state of wifedom. Which I did from the beginning, now almost a decade ago, quitting my
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‘It’s beautiful and I love it’
Kristen Stewart





