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			For Sue,

			who put me back together and made me invincible. I can only hope to love you the same way.

			And Mammers,

			you’re the center of the universe for all of us, and the OG of unsolicited advice.

			And Dad,

			for your quiet strength and infectious smile, and unsolicited advice.

			And Rachy,

			forever my wombmate and partner in crime, and unsolicited advice.

			And Brian,

			forever my inspiration, and for your unsolicited advice.

			And Jenny,

			for your loving heart, and unsolicited advice.

			And Michael,

			for your big bear heart, and unsolicited advice.

			And CeCé,

			for your infinite kindness, and unsolicited advice.

			And Austin,

			you are our light and forever our Doodlebop, and even you give unsolicited advice.

		

	
		
			
			
				Tell me, what is it you plan to do  with your one wild and precious life?

				—Mary Oliver, “The Summer Day”
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			PROLOGUE

			I want to start by saying something about the purpose of this book. A frequent criticism of people who have a lot of media attention is that they’re using the spotlight to leverage themselves and hijack the moment. You become famous and you run with it. You make a commercial, you put out a perfume, you cash in with a book or reality show. I am totally cashing in to capitalize on the moment. I’m just doing it for what I hope are reasons that aren’t exclusively seedy. In the pages that follow, you will read about my childhood in Northern California; my twin sister, Rachael; my hilarious mom and wacky dad; as well as my highs and lows with the US women’s national soccer team. But while I have your attention, I also want to discuss issues that are important to me and have nothing to do with sports or my family.

			As a child, I was small for my age. I was shy and let my sister speak for me. I didn’t always fit in. And while I was a natural athlete from the get-go—Rachael and I could both do double Dutch in kindergarten—for a while, I wasn’t totally sure of myself. Not until I was eighteen and in college did I even realize I was gay, for god’s sake, something that, given how completely obvious it was in hindsight, I’m still pissed at my family for not pointing out sooner.

			Like almost everyone in my hometown, my family was socially and politically conservative, although we weren’t an overtly political household. The lessons I learned growing up had to do with standing up to bullies and doing the right thing, part of which, my parents said, meant acknowledging how lucky we were. There were lots of kids in our family and we didn’t have much money, but we grew up in a safe, loving environment where all our needs were met. On top of that, my twin and I were cute, good at sports, and popular at school. We had it incredibly easy.

			We were also white. This might seem like stating the obvious, but I honestly think many white people don’t realize they are wandering around with a four-hundred-year baked-in advantage. I know I didn’t. After college, I could talk about environmental and women’s rights, and as I got older I spoke more about LGBTQ rights and pay equity. But it took me longer to piece together an understanding of how power and politics work beneath the surface and beyond my immediate experience. The very fact that I’m addressing you now, in a book I received lots of money for and began writing at the end of a year when I won every possible award, isn’t simply because I’m a good soccer player or, as athletes love to say, because I worked really hard. (You know who else works hard? Everyone.)

			The platform I’ve been given is a result of other aspects of my life, including the way I look, what I represent, and the associations that come with the sport I play. A small, white, female soccer player—even a lesbian one with a loud voice and pink hair—lands differently in the press than, say, a six-foot-four-inch black football player with an Afro.

			It took me a while to get here. Speaking up can be embarrassing. Walking into a room to ask for more money can be super awkward, as can calling people out for being racist. People get angry. They get angry even when you don’t say anything to them personally. It’s amazing to see what makes people go off, particularly when a woman is doing the speaking. As a professional female athlete I can’t—or I’m not supposed to—curse in public, talk too much about politics, wild out after winning, suggest I might be really good at what I do, or admit to being interested in money. Men play sports because they love it and want to get rich; women are there for the purity of the game.

			I’m not supposed to squander my celebrity, either. Judging by my fellow athletes, the rule of thumb is that once you have wealth and fame, you must do everything you can to hang on to them. I’ve made a lot of mistakes in the past four years. I’m not exactly a forward thinker. I didn’t map out what might happen if I took various political stands, like the tanking of my business or strangers from Florida calling my parents to ask them where they went wrong with me.

			But I have always understood that once you have a tiny bit of power, space, or control, you should do everything you can to share it. I don’t think you need a big platform to do this. It can be as simple as pushing back against a bigoted remark when you don’t belong to the group being targeted. It can be taking time to think about Trayvon Martin, Sandra Bland, Eric Garner, Philando Castile, Walter Scott, Tamir Rice, Michael Brown, and countless others, and to consider why, when I say those names in public, I continue to be invited to the party when others don’t. Sometimes, what I’ve said or done has caused a big fuss. But given the breaks I’ve had, speaking out seems like the least I can fucking do.

			And here’s the thing: the more you stand up for others, the easier it is to stand up for yourself. I love playing soccer. It’s the only job I’ve ever had. I want to play and I want to win, but given the amount my team and I do win—given, as the US Soccer Federation likes to put it, the market realities—I also want to buy a gold Rolex and I don’t think it’s outrageous to say that. Equally, I don’t think it’s outrageous to say that while I’m grateful for my talent and other accidents of birth, I’m not grateful to the people making money from me and my teammates. I think they should be grateful to us.

			In 2019, after my team won the World Cup for the second time, we played a bunch of exhibition games around the country. It was a victory lap of sorts, but I got a bigger kick out of another tour I went on that year, talking to people at companies, charities, schools, and colleges, and on panels with other feminists and social justice campaigners. I talked about paying men and women equally, and about calling out sexism, racism, and homophobia. I talked about the perceived risks of activism and also the joys, the fact that caring is cool and lowering the ladder can raise your own game. In soccer, scoring a goal and hearing fifty thousand people scream your name is awesome, but I take a lot of pride in my assists, too; setting someone else up to score—being the opportunity maker—is just as important, if not more.

			I’m not the best soccer player in the world. I’m pretty high up there, but that’s where my expertise ends. Beyond that, I don’t know anything that anyone else doesn’t know and I’m not doing anything that others can’t do. We all have the same resource, our one precious life, made up of the decisions we make every day. Here, I’m telling the story of how I made my decisions, from the choice I made when I kicked that first ball to the one I made in 2016 that risked bringing my career crashing down. In telling it, I hope I’m also asking a question: What are you going to do?

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			
				STAND UP

			

			I was on the team bus driving through the suburbs of Chicago when I picked up a call from my agent. It was September 2016, and my team, FC Seattle Reign, had just played the Chicago Red Stars in one of the last games of the season. That wasn’t why my agent was calling. Dan Levy had represented me for almost ten years and we’d been through a few things together. Five years earlier, he’d been a big part of the discussion around my decision to come out as the first, and for a long time practically the only, gay player on the US Women’s National Team—which is hilarious given the number of gays on the team—and he’d seen me through injuries and disappointments without losing his cool. Now he sounded concerned. “This is blowing up,” he said.

			The actual game that night had been nothing special. Chicago, like New York and Los Angeles, isn’t a soccer town, for reasons no one can quite put their finger on. You might get people out for a national team game, but no way are they turning up on a random Sunday night in September for a league match. We’d played to a small crowd of three thousand people and the score had been a lackluster 2–2. But at the press conference afterward, the first question out of the gate had little to do with the game itself: Had I intended to kneel during the national anthem, and if so, why?

			I had anticipated being asked this question, of course. The decision to kneel wasn’t one I’d made lightly. At the same time, I hadn’t given much thought to how it might be received. In trivial contexts, I can be impulsive—the kind of person who dyes their hair pink the night before a huge tournament, for example—but it wasn’t that. If I didn’t rehearse outcomes before kneeling, it’s because kneeling, to me, felt more like an imperative than a choice. Any risk assessment I did wasn’t premised on how my actions might land, but on calculating the risk—huge, societal, unignorable, in my view—of doing nothing.

			Still, I wasn’t expecting much of a backlash. Compared to football or baseball, soccer has a relatively low profile in this country, particularly at the league level. The nine teams in the National Women’s Soccer League are very competitive, but they don’t exactly dominate the sports pages. In the fall of 2016, even the national team—one of the most successful sports teams of all time—wasn’t riding especially high. A month earlier, we’d been eliminated from of the Rio Olympics in the quarterfinals, our worst result in an international tournament for years. I was personally off form, in the final stages of recovering from a knee injury. And the soccer season was about to end.

			I was also a woman athlete. At thirty-one, I was a veteran of two World Cups and two Olympic Games, with a history of mouthing off at least as long as my playing record. Still, it seemed fair to assume that when it came to talking about politics, my voice would carry less weight than a man’s. Earlier that year, when members of three WNBA basketball teams had worn T-shirts emblazoned with BLACK LIVES MATTER, it had triggered a flurry of interest before dying down. By contrast, when Colin Kaepernick, quarterback for the 49ers, had knelt before a game in San Diego a week earlier, the response had been swift and engulfing.

			I had seen the footage of Colin kneeling. It was impossible to avoid. We were in an election year, and all summer the news had been dominated by stories of unarmed black Americans dying in police custody. Black Lives Matter had become increasingly visible. For a while, you couldn’t open The New York Times without reading about the disparity between the way black and white Americans were treated by the criminal justice system and our society at large. When Colin knelt, it had seemed to me a perfectly logical response to what felt like a state of emergency. “I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that oppresses black people and people of color,” he said, and the invitation—surely everyone else heard it, too?—was clear.

			

			—

			The morning after I knelt in Chicago, a quick glance at my social media feeds confirmed the scale of my misapprehension. Dan’s heads-up the night before had been a tiny taste of what was to come: people were mad. Whoa, were they pissed. When I was younger, I had labored under the delusion that dating men might be a part of my future. This felt like a bigger miscalculation.

			It wasn’t just the volume of outrage; it was the sheer hysterical pitch of it. I had been expecting a few chin-stroking editorials or a hashtag at most. Instead there were death threats, threats of violence, and horrible language, most of them sent to Dan and his fellow agents, often accompanied by a prim note asking if they’d mind forwarding the message on to me. A guy identifying himself as a former fan said he was thinking of burning my shirt. I was called every name under the sun. As the photo of me kneeling spread across the internet, right-wing blog posts sprung up calling for me to be axed from the team, and I was a talking point on Fox News. I was totally blindsided.

			I called my parents in Redding. It’s a small town in Northern California, a formerly prosperous outpost of the logging industry, now at the tail end of a long, slow economic decline. With the exception of Rachael, most of the rest of my family—parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, nephews, nieces—still live in the area and, my parents told me that morning, in between worrying about me, reeling at the scale of the coverage, and being mad that I hadn’t given them advance notice, they were all having to deal with the reactions of their conservative neighbors.

			One by one my siblings started to check in. CeCé, who I think of as my oldest sister but is actually my youngest aunt on my mother’s side and by far the sweetest of us all, called to make sure I was OK. My oldest sister, Jenny, who with the best will in the world no one would describe as sweet, called in a state of alarm to tell me she was having to unfriend coworkers on Facebook after they kept posting links to articles that trashed me. Rachael was on a hiking holiday in the Swiss Alps. After three days in the mountains without wi-fi, she reached a village, turned on her phone, and watched as it practically vibrated off the table with messages—mostly from friends asking, “Have you seen what Megan’s done?!” She hadn’t, but was soon up to speed. We own a business together, Rapinoe SC, which runs soccer clinics for kids across the country, and through the company’s website, hate mail was piling up in her in-box, along with cancellations for forthcoming clinics. When she called me, she barely needed the aid of a satellite to be heard. “What the hell is going on?” she yelled.

			I had a tough time coming up with an answer. As the team and I packed up in Chicago and prepared to fly to our next game in DC, the noise intensified. I had been disrespectful to veterans, I was anti-American, I was politicizing sports in a way that ruined them for everyone else. I had long, reasoned responses to each of these accusations, but first, I was furiously indignant. So we don’t think there’s police brutality going on? We don’t? OK. So that’s what you’re saying. You’re saying all this stuff doesn’t exist, and all these people’s experiences—they’re lying? The scale of the outrage seemed to me to underline the very problem we were addressing, which is that there is huge denial about race in this country, bolstered by white fragility.

			Not all of the anger came from outside. My family rallied to my defense, as they always do, but that isn’t to say everyone agreed with me. My dad and I hadn’t seen eye to eye on politics for a while. Rachael, who totally approved of my politics, was still mad at me for not planning things out better, while other family members wondered aloud if kneeling was the best way to get my point across. The only person who, I imagined, might have been enjoying a straightforwardly positive response to what I’d done was my brother Brian. I hadn’t spoken to Brian in a while, but one grimly amusing result of my kneeling was that it pushed him several places down the league table of Rapinoe sibling to have caused the most trouble.

			There was one person I desperately wanted to talk to. Sue Bird was a star player on the national women’s basketball team, who I had met at the Olympics in Rio that summer. After reconnecting briefly in Chicago, we had agreed not to meet up again until I’d returned to Seattle and broken up with my fiancée. I had never felt this way about anyone before, and in ordinary circumstances, it would have been enough drama to last me the year. Now, as the controversy around me raged on, Sue was the person I most wanted to be with and couldn’t.

			Not all the responses to my kneeling were bad. My Seattle teammates, while largely baffled by what I’d done, were also quietly supportive, as was my team coach, Laura Harvey, and Bill and Teresa Predmore, two of the owners of the Seattle Reign. In the airport, on the street, and amid the torrent of abusive messages online, strangers came forward to offer encouragement. As tends to happen, however, the negative stuff took up the most space, and as journalists kept asking if I planned on kneeling again, I found myself in a familiar position. The quickest way to get me to double down on something is to tell me I can’t do it. It didn’t occur to me for a second that it might not be my decision to make.

			

			—

			Three days after the game in Chicago, the Seattle Reign played the Washington Spirit at a stadium in Maryland. As I was changing, Laura quietly came up and told me that the owner of the Washington team had decided to play the national anthem while we were still in the locker room, to deny me the possibility of kneeling. “That is fucking wack-ass,” I said, and burst into laughter. It seemed cowardly and dishonest, the worst possible way to deal with someone with whom you disagree. It also signified the beginning of a new phase, in which strangers swearing at me online was replaced by a worse phenomenon: people being polite to my face while trying to defuse my actions behind my back.

			By “people” I mean the US Soccer Federation. Once they saw what was happening, they tried to shut down my protest. The strangest thing about this was dealing with something people of color must feel all the time: the out-of-body experience of having one’s basic reality denied. Every time I opened my mouth to talk about kneeling, or racial injustice, or police brutality, it was as if a chorus within the soccer world popped up to say: That isn’t happening, and the real crime is you disturbing the peace by even suggesting it. In fact, those who disagreed seemed to be saying: Not only is your protest illegitimate, but the anger directed toward you isn’t happening either, or at least people aren’t angry for the reasons you specify. I couldn’t get used to this. I understood that people were mad; I even understood, thanks to my dad’s dalliances with right-wing views, that people can be manipulated into blaming the wrong people for their problems. What I couldn’t understand was how anyone with half a brain or conscience could argue that there wasn’t an issue here worth protesting, or that action soon taken against me by the Soccer Federation was anything but an attempt to quiet me down.

			The beginning of the end came on a Thursday evening in mid-September. It was the first time since kneeling that I’d played with the national team, on a very different stage from that of a league game, with higher stakes and a bigger audience—around ten thousand that night, in the stadium in Columbus, Ohio. It was an international friendly against Thailand and, as always, we were the favorites, ranked number one in the world to Thailand’s thirty-two. Before the game, Jill Ellis, the national coach, had been asked what she thought of my kneeling and said something vague about being “team first,” which, while it wasn’t a ringing endorsement, hadn’t struck me as particularly ominous. In pleasant 70-degree weather, the anthem started to play. I dropped to one knee.

			I didn’t play the first half. In the second half, when I came in off the bench, a noise started to emanate from the crowd that, since it rose every time I received the ball and diminished every time I passed it, soon became unmistakable: booing. Three days later, in a friendly against the Netherlands in Atlanta, it would be much, much louder. (It figures; it was the South.) But that game against Thailand was critical in terms of the effect I believe the booing had on my coach. For Jill, the sound coming from the bleachers that night in Ohio was, I suspect, her first real taste of what had been going on in the wake of my kneeling. From that moment on, my relationship with her was in serious trouble.

			Tunnel vision is a prerequisite for most professional athletes. Just as when you take a penalty kick in front of fifty thousand people—the ambient cheering settles into white noise—it turns out that the sound of ten thousand people telling you to go fuck yourself can also blend into a solid mass possible to ignore. I wasn’t disturbed by the booing that evening, nor during the game in Atlanta. If you want to be an asshole and boo social justice, I thought, go ahead, be my guest. But while we won 9–0 that night—a good result even by our standards—it would be my last celebration on the field for some time. After the game, US Soccer released a statement saying it expected players to stand for the anthem. The day after that, Jill told me she wasn’t starting me in the game in Atlanta. A few weeks later, I was told by Jill not to dress for two national team games, guaranteeing I wouldn’t set foot on the field, and with the exception of a training camp I attended in November, I wouldn’t be invited to train with the team again that winter, or the following spring. In early 2017, the US Soccer Federation formally banned players from kneeling during the anthem.

			This should have been the worst time of my life. I was in the wilderness with no team, no training camp, and no workable relationship with my coach. And while I was still technically a team member—Jill hadn’t fired me, yet—what does that mean when you’re not even invited to train, let alone to play? My career as a national team player was shattered. I was out in the cold with no obvious path of return. And yet, as my agents discussed the possibility that I might never play for my country again, I didn’t feel despondent at all. I felt ignited. Everything in my life had been leading to this.

			At the post-game press conference after I first knelt in Chicago, I hadn’t rehearsed what I was going to say. I didn’t need to. Still red-faced from playing, I said I had knelt in support of Colin and to start what I hoped was a more thoughtful conversation about race. It was a show of solidarity and, I said, a way to broaden the conversation about racial injustice to people who, to put it politely, might find me a less threatening messenger than Colin.

			It was something else, too. I wasn’t just familiar with the politics behind Colin’s protest; I felt them, in my own way. “I know what it means to look at the flag and not have it protect all of your liberties,” I said. “It was something small that I could do.”

		

	
		
			1

			COUNTRY LIFE

			Mrs. Walmart didn’t like me. I was seven years old, dressed like a boy, and in a moment of rashness had stuck out my tongue at her. It wasn’t my first offense; I’d had a few red cards for talking in class and a note had gone home to my parents. My mom knew I could be boisterous—there was no question about that—but she wasn’t convinced I was the only party at fault. Mrs. Walmart was a crotchety teacher, and I was a whippersnapper, and so my mom volunteered to come in as a class parent. This way, she could keep an eye on me and assess whether I was being picked on by my teacher or was simply being obnoxious.

			The latter was a definite possibility. I was an emotional kid in first grade, with no idea how to handle those emotions. A funny thing about twins is that they can switch personalities. You don’t mean to; it just happens. One of you takes one position and the other, instinctively, will balance things out. In junior high, I would be the quiet one trailing in Rachael’s wake, but in grade school it was the other way around. All through kindergarten (which our mom made us repeat, until she felt Rachael was ready to move up a grade), I’d answered for my sister in class and I was just as outspoken at home. Our grandpa had nicknames for us both at that age—I was Ma Barker to my sister’s Sweet Muffin.

			Part of my loudness was temperament, but there was definitely a practical side to it, too. We were a large, rambunctious family and you had to raise your voice or no one would hear you. By the time Rachael and I were born in 1985, our oldest brother, Michael, had moved out to live with his dad in San Diego, but that still left CeCé, who was fifteen and had been living with my parents since she was eleven; Jenny, eight; and five-year-old Brian; plus a series of extended family members who came and went over the years. Right after we were born, my mom’s sister Melanie and her daughter, Aleta, lived with us for a while. When we were in high school, my grandpa Jack moved in. And much later, my parents took in Austin, Brian’s son, and raised him from babyhood.

			This is what my parents do—they look after people. My mom, Denise, since forever—she is the second eldest of eight children and the oldest girl, with parents who were both alcoholics—and my dad, Jim, from the age of thirty, when he married my mom. She was twenty-three when they started dating and came with a lot of baggage: a bitter ex-husband, two young children, a dying mother out in Nevada, and a soon-to-be orphaned nine-year-old sister, who needed somewhere to live. It was a lot for a thirty-year-old bachelor to take on, particularly one who was struggling professionally. When my parents met, my dad had been living in San Diego for ten years and had worked as a commercial fisherman, a car salesman, the owner of a flatbed truck, and a crane operator. My mom, meanwhile, had been a waitress, a dental assistant, and a clerk at a shipping company, and at that point was mainly caring for her mom.

			A lot of guys in my dad’s shoes would have run for the hills. There was nothing in his background that prepared him for my mom’s family, a huge Catholic clan—my mom has thirty-two first cousins, and that’s just on her mom’s side—that had lived through some pretty tough times. Her dad, who had been in the army, was verbally abusive and highly critical of his kids, and, at least toward the boys, sporadically violent. He was also serially unemployed. Growing up in San Bernardino, the family was frequently broke, and while my mom’s mom was a coper, she was often put in the impossible position of trying to raise eight kids on a waitress’s salary.

			My dad, by contrast, was raised in a stable middle-class home by a stay-at-home mom and a firefighter dad. He had one brother, which is why, perhaps, he was so drawn to my mom’s large family. Far from being alienated by the mess and the noise, my dad found it wonderfully warm and inviting. My parents have a lot in common—both moved to Southern California from other parts of the country as kids. Both had fathers who were veterans—my paternal grandfather had fought in France in the Second World War, and my mom’s dad was a veteran of the Korean War, which, looking back, explained some of his behaviors. Long after the fact, my mom and her siblings realized he probably had undiagnosed PTSD.

			Both my parents are easygoing, generous, hardworking people with a kooky sense of humor. But most of all, they place a high value on family. My mom never says no when someone needs a bed for the night; my dad is a shirt-off-his-back kind of guy. After the disappointment of Bill, my mom’s first husband, who could be slightly too much like her dad for comfort, her siblings fell in love with my dad, and for a while the refrain when someone needed help in the family was “Call Jim!” After my parents married and had Brian, it seemed natural to them to move up to Redding, to be near my mom’s sisters. A year after they moved they had Rachael and me.

			

			—

			Everyone assumes there is a special bond between twins and there is, although it’s not quite the way people like to imagine. Rachael and I don’t read each other’s minds. And we don’t really finish each other’s sentences. Of all our siblings, we don’t even look the most alike—I probably look more like Brian, or at least I did as a kid. Still, the twin relationship is unique. The very fact that I refer to myself as “we” a lot of the time is weird when you come to think of it. (We also call ourselves “wombmates”—sorry.) Rachael was the firstborn, and after she came out like clockwork, the doctors had a brief panic about how long I was taking. To get me out, they had to give me a mighty push; my mom’s sister Wendy, who was there for the birth because our dad had the flu and couldn’t be in the delivery room, likes to say the effects of that push are still being felt.

			Having a twin is like having a mirror. Rachael is my built-in ally, my sounding board, the safety net I always know is 100 percent secure. For the first seven years of my life, before we were separated for first grade, she was barely out of my sight. And no matter how much we fought, when one of us was in trouble, the other always leapt to her defense. When we were toddlers, Rachael was put in her crib as punishment for touching a hot stove, and when my mom looked in on her a few moments later, there I was, lying on the floor, holding her hand through the bars like someone consoling a prisoner.

			Our house was out in Palo Cedro, a tiny semirural community to the east of Redding, with stunning views of the mountains. I can be a bit dismissive of Redding these days. It’s a town of ninety thousand people at the top of the Sacramento Valley, an annoying two-hour drive from the Sacramento airport, and—unless you’re into tattoo parlors and breweries—with nothing much to do when you get there. The summers are too hot (when my mom was heavily pregnant with us, she waddled around in a 115-degree heat wave) and the winters too cold, and while it’s beautiful country, with great outdoor sports and hiking, Redding itself is unremarkable. All the same, I love it. It’s full of good people, most of whom I disagree with about politics, and it’s still the place I think of as home.

			And there’s no question that, as a corner of the world to grow up in, it was amazing. Our house on Oak Meadow Road was typical of the properties in that area, a blue-painted, four-bedroom ranch, situated on three acres and set way back from the road. We had cats and dogs. Our neighbors had horses and sheep. There was a creek around the bend and an empty field across the street, all of which we were free to roam until dinnertime, when my mom would stand in the yard, put her two index fingers in the sides of her mouth, and whistle to call us back in.

			We had freedom, with boundaries. (I once made the mistake of lying low and ignoring my mom’s end-of-the-day whistle, something I never did again.) After endless games of hide-and-seek, laser tag, and hours spent catching crawdads in the creek with our cousin Stevie, we ran back to the house, where it was often my dad who made dinner. No one talked about “gender roles” in those days, at least not in Redding, but my parents, who both worked, were unusual in how they took care of the family. My dad did more outdoor stuff and my mom more indoor stuff, but overall they divided things pretty equally—my mom getting us up and ready for school in the morning; my dad, after a long day on the construction site, doing dinner, bath, and bedtime while my mom pulled a late shift at Jack’s Grill.

			One night a week, my dad would yell, “Rake-out!” to which we would all scream, “We hate rake-out!” “Rake-out” meant clearing out and eating all the leftovers from the fridge, and if we hated it, tough. There was no way my parents were going to throw away food and there was no way we could opt out of dinner. On the nights my mom hadn’t already left for the restaurant, we’d sit around the table as a family. (I remember CeCé telling me she’d never had a TV dinner before she left for college and was so excited to try one.) Dinner was an important time, a chance for everyone to share details of their day, and to laugh and joke together.

			We fought, too, of course. Especially in big families, everyone thinks they had it the hardest. My sister Jenny likes to remind me that when she and CeCé were small, our mom used to make them weed the yard—“even though Mom never planted anything!”—which, when Rachael and I came along, we were spared, to howls of “It isn’t fair!” And I like to remind her of the time she was babysitting us when we were five, and she dragged me across the floor when I was being stubborn (read: kicking her shins), and accidentally popped one of my arms out of its socket, nearly depriving the United States of a future star winger. As the youngest in the family, Rachael and I got away with a lot based on cuteness and the fact that, long after infancy, we were still referred to as “the babies.” But there were still bigger kids up the food chain who could boss us around.

			I didn’t mind being the youngest. Even as a child, I could give as good as I got. What I struggled with in early childhood was, oddly, not being bossed around, but being consoled. If I was angry, hurt, or upset, the last thing in the world I wanted was for someone to witness my injury. I would scream and howl and run to my room, where I would stay until I had figured out how to calm down. Very occasionally, CeCé could tempt me out by knocking gently on the door and saying, “Meggy, are you OK?” But generally I didn’t want consolation.

			All kids cry. But the sheer rage I felt when I lost control of my emotions was something else. It’s where my nickname Ma Barker came from, and even now I’m not sure what was going on. When Rachael was upset, she wanted to be soothed right away. But for me, the most embarrassing thing in the world was to lose my composure in front of people. These days, I’m almost impossible to embarrass, and I wonder if those early years of self-consciousness somehow acted as an inoculation. On some level, I understood I had to get a handle on myself and learn how to metabolize disappointment, frustration, and anger—all things that, twenty years later, I would encounter every day on the soccer field.

			To other members of the family, of course, I was simply a pain in the ass. “Nise needs to get a handle on that kid” was one of the phrases that made its way back to my mom from one of our more distant relatives, but she was unmoved. “They are who they are,” she said of her kids, and told everyone I was fine and to leave me alone. Sure enough, twenty or thirty minutes after a meltdown, I’d come out of my room and climb into
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