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			For my daughter—may she be ferocious.

		

	
		
			If it were not for some power that wanted the feminine sex to exist, the birth of a woman would be an accident such as that of other monsters.

			—Thomas Aquinas, De Veritate

			Shall I respect man when he condemns me? Let him live with me in the interchange of kindness, and instead of injury I would bestow every benefit upon him…. I will revenge my injuries; if I cannot inspire love, I will cause fear.

			—Mary Shelley, Frankenstein
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			INTRODUCTION

			 

			DOMESTIC TERROR

			
				DRIVER: You girls watch out for those weirdos.

				NANCY: We are the weirdos, mister.

				—The Craft (1996)

			

			Women have always been monsters.

			Female monstrosity is threaded throughout every myth you’ve heard, and some you haven’t: carnivorous mermaids, Furies tearing men apart with razor-sharp claws, leanan sídhe enchanting mortal men and draining the souls from their bodies. They are lethally beautiful or unbearably ugly, sickly sweet and treacherous or filled with animal rage, but they always speak to the qualities men find most threatening in women: beauty, intelligence, anger, ambition. In Christian myth, even the apocalypse is female. The book of Revelations prophesies that the end times will be ruled by a lustful queen, who carries a golden chalice “full of abominations and filthiness of her fornication.” She appears drunk on the blood of saints, covered in jewels, and riding a scarlet beast with seven heads: “And upon her forehead was a name written, MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH.”*

			Women have always been monsters, too, in the minds of great men; in philosophy, medicine, and psychology, the inherent freakishness of women has always been a baseline assumption. Aristotle famously concluded that every woman was a “mutilated male.”1 Thomas Aquinas said that, were it not for their ability to bear sons, God would have been wrong to make women at all: “Nothing misbegotten or defective should have been in the first production of things.”2 Menstrual blood emitted lethal miasma; a man who had sex with a woman on her period would waste away and die. Female sexuality was insatiable; if given free reign, women would seduce the Devil himself, and use their resulting satanic powers to enslave mortal men. Even in utero, the female body was vampiric. You could tell that a woman was having a daughter if she became uglier over the course of the pregnancy. A girl always stole her mother’s beauty.

			This fear is not a thing of the past. The killer period sex is from ancient Rome, the witches are medieval, but the mother-deforming female fetus is something people still believe in today; you’ll find it written up on parenting websites, with explanations about hormones. The medical establishment still regards female bodies as a freakish deviation from the norm; one 2018 study found that 53 percent of female heart attack patients had been told by doctors that their symptoms were “not health related.” Women and men usually have different cardiac symptoms, and the doctors could only diagnose male hearts.3 Centuries after Aristotle, Sigmund Freud updated and expanded the “mutilated male” theory by arguing that women were “castrated.” Male and female children alike were supposedly traumatized for life by the knowledge that their mothers did not have penises, seeing the female body forever after as maimed and incomplete—a walking wound. Of course, when mothers do have penises, we are no less likely to judge them.

			The basic premise of sexism is that, to paraphrase the noted medieval theologians Radiohead, men have the perfect bodies and the perfect souls. (Well, cisgender white men without disabilities who have never had sex with other men, anyway—once you propose a biological elite, the definitions tend to keep getting more and more elitist.) Men define humanity, and women, insofar as they are not men, are not human. Thus, women must necessarily be put under male control—and to the extent that we resist this control, we are monstrous.

			But a monster is not something to dismiss or look down on. A monster does not merely inspire anger or disgust. A monster, by definition, inspires fear. Beneath all the contempt men have poured on women through the ages, all the condemnations of our Otherness, there is an unwitting acknowledgment of our power—a power great enough, in their own estimation, to end the world.

			

			—

			
				The idea that men fear women feels faintly ludicrous—like an elephant panicking at the sight of a mouse, or a professional exterminator with a fear of spiders. We’re told that terror is feminine, and that women are the more fearful gender. What else do you mean, when you call a guy a pussy?

			Nevertheless, that fear is real. Historically, men have believed that women can destroy cities by having sex (as with Helen of Troy or the anonymous, libidinous mother of the Monster of Ravenna) or control the weather with their bodies (a witch could create a storm by letting down her hair; a woman could calm a hurricane by standing naked on the deck of a ship), or just reduce men to mindless, obedient animals (Circe, Shakespeare’s Cleopatra, or Barbara Stanwyck in Double Indemnity, leaving a bloody trail of husbands and horny insurance salesmen in her wake). In the darker corners of the Internet, you’ll find frightened men discussing the “Red Pill,” an imaginary conspiracy in which all-powerful, man-hating feminists have rigged the modern world to suppress men and deny them human rights.

			It’s easy to roll your eyes at the tinfoil-hat talk, but male fear is serious: it kills women every day. We’ve all grown up with the image of some inconvenient female villager killed for “witchcraft,” her community’s misogynist paranoia wrapping around her throat like a noose. Just as with those long-ago panics, some of the men who believe in the Red Pill conspiracy—spree killer Elliot Rodger or Alek Minassian, who drove a van into a mostly female crowd in Toronto—have murdered innocent women in the name of “defending” themselves from female power. The precise nature of the accusations might change, but men’s underlying distrust of women remains constant.

			Fear of women may be the single most important truth of misogyny. A cage, after all, has two purposes. Of course, it serves to keep women confined, hemmed in—to prevent us from going out into male territory and getting what men have, the jobs and money and respect and power that are so much more accessible if you’re male. But the second purpose of a cage—the more interesting one—is to protect the world from what is inside it. On some level, the cage exists to keep women from getting out.

			I wrote this book because I want to understand what these men are afraid of. I want to know the beast they feel breathing down their necks in the dark. Ready to break through at last. Ready to eat them.

			

			—

			The root of female monstrosity, I’ve found, lies right where Revelations and Freud said it did: in sex, and the potent magic generated by sex, the creation of new human beings.

			The word patriarchy gets flung around a lot. As a younger woman, I delighted in using it—most often with a laugh in my voice, a flourish intended to underline the irony of a sex-positive, man-loving feminist in her twenties invoking such a militant idea. If I wanted to be serious, I would say sexism. I would use some newer phrase like rape culture. Patriarchy was redolent of severe movement haircuts and problematic white women hollering about the Equal Rights Amendment. It was old-fashioned, unsexy. You could say I liked the word patriarchy because it took itself so seriously, which I, being young and cool, was forbidden to do.

			I am, thank God, neither young nor cool anymore. I am also significantly less man-loving, having spent more time with men. And patriarchy—the core structure of it, the big meaning behind the big word—demands serious examination.

			Patriarchy is not sexism. It creates sexism, and it necessitates sexism, but it’s deeper than that. Patriarchy is not male violence or rape culture, either. It requires and exults male violence, particularly sexual violence, but patriarchy runs deeper than the things done to defend it. Patriarchy is a cultural and moral hegemony that mandates one specific, supposedly “natural” family structure—a man using a woman to create and raise “his” children, with father exercising indisputable authority over mother and children alike—and on a grander scale, builds societies that look and function like patriarchal families, ruled by all-powerful male kings and presidents and CEOs and gods.

			I should say up top that there are other ways to drill down into oppression, other structures that coexist with patriarchy and help to maintain it: white supremacy, or capitalism, or heterosexism. You can dig into the foundations of the world from any number of angles, and you will always hit some or all of these other structures on your way down. But patriarchy rewards a specific focus. It is the big truth behind the countless smaller truths of sexism, the brutal foundation for all the violence that tears through women’s lives.

			The promise of patriarchy is that every man will exercise absolute power and control over at least one woman, and that lucky men will exercise power and control over other men as well. The evils of patriarchy—laws against gender transition, against same-sex marriage, against abortion, against anything that provides a challenge or a workable alternative to the nuclear family ruled by the male father/god—are inexhaustible. And the weakness of patriarchy—the big, red, “DO NOT TOUCH THIS BUTTON” button, the exhaust vent on the Death Star of Western civilization—is women. If women as a whole—not some women, or a particular privileged class of women, but all of us, en masse—refuse to cede our sexual or personal autonomy, the whole thing falls apart.

			Because patriarchy has been sold to us as “natural,” its mechanisms are hard to perceive. It manifests in the average woman’s life as a series of overlapping and interlocking forms of violence, intended to domesticate her wild self into useful breeding stock. This means that our clearest perception of it usually comes through fear: fear of being raped, groped, hit, beaten, stalked, targeted for online mob harassment by an obsessive ex or colleague, or just followed down the street by a man who catcalled you and got enraged that you wouldn’t respond. Fear of male violence is what reminds women that we are not people yet, and that men are still able to put tight limits on our lives.

			But all of that violence comes, on some level, from the knowledge that women are potentially formidable. Men fear women, even as they work to make women fear men, because, on the most basic level, male dominance is an illusion. For patriarchy to work, men have to control literally every facet of sex and family life—who has sex, with whom, and when and whether they get pregnant, who owns the child, and who cares for it—and given the unruly nature of sex and birth, this control is perpetually slipping out of their grasp. Patriarchy is inherently unsustainable: It is not possible to control another human being at every moment of every day. It is not possible to control what (or who) women want. It is not possible to own a resource that is located inside someone else’s body, which sex and reproduction always are. And if women realized how fragile male control is, everything might change.

			So, by constructing patriarchy, men make monsters: the twisted, slimy, devouring, mutating, massively powerful images of female desire and sexuality and motherhood that take place outside of patriarchy. Monsters are the children that aren’t supposed to exist, the feral desires we’ve fought to repress and forget, the outsiders waiting at the edge of our social world to confront us, the primeval, female body that gives and takes life without permission. Men’s dread of this power has given rise to countless, bluntly anatomical nightmares: corrupting uteruses, poisonous blood, women who have slimy, serpentine tails instead of vaginas, or snakelike, elastic jaws that swallow men whole, or “castrated” women whose bodies are open wounds. A monster is a supposed-to-be-subjugated body that has become threatening and voracious—a woman who is, in the most basic sense, out of (men’s) control.

			Monster stories let us directly perceive the script of male dominance and female subjugation, which is usually just a set of nameless anxieties fluttering under and around our day-to-day interactions. The definition of monstrosity may be fluid—in conversation, “he’s a monster” could mean fifty-foot lizard Godzilla or serial killer Norman Bates—but whether the monster violates social norms, biological norms, or both, these stories are always exceptionally clear on the stakes. The monster, the thing that exists outside of our acceptable roles and definitions, must be killed, or the system will collapse. The dragon will burn the village; the dinosaurs will roam through Jurassic Park; the xenomorph will eat the whole space colony; the Whore of Babylon will mount the Beast, and the abominations born of her lust will devour the world.

			Monsters haunt powerful men with the knowledge that their control is only temporary; that women are canny creatures, and the cage of patriarchy is flimsier than it looks, and it is only a matter of time until we find our way out. In Greek, apokálypsis means “uncovering,” the revealing of a hidden truth; it means finding something powerful and important buried underneath what we think we know. So, in a way, all those men were right: the apocalypse really is female. This one is, anyway.

			

			—

			We can use monster stories to trace the shape of patriarchy; the key junctures in a woman’s life when male control and violence are deployed to domesticate her sexuality or her reproductive agency into something less fearsome, and the monstrosities that invariably show up at these junctures, justifying male violence by demonstrating what the patriarchy fears women may become. This is a work of apokálypsis, of countermythology, unearthing female power by breaking down the stories built to contain or disguise it. Somewhere at the root of all our ideas about women’s wickedness, there is a primordial, matriarchal power; something as dark and vast and ancient as an ocean. By examining the ways that women have been demonized, we may find our way to its shore.

			When there are real, historical women who have been designated monsters, I’ve included them here. When there are relevant mythic or literary monsters, I’ve included them, too. But this book also pivots around twentieth and twenty-first-century ephemeralia: slumber party games, urban legends, true-crime documentaries, and lots and lots of horror movies. In the realm of the monstrous, truth and fiction tend to blend together. It only makes sense that a book like this would require a bit of Frankensteining; the creature currently lumbering toward you has been stitched together from urban legends, serial-killer depositions, nineteenth-century poems, ’90s blockbusters about sexy lady aliens—anything that illuminates the hideously, frighteningly female.

			In examining how women are threatened and coerced into fulfilling sexual norms, we do, admittedly, have to spend a lot of time on the norms themselves. Each part of this book—“Daughters,” “Wives,” and “Mothers”—is centered around one of the three acceptable roles a woman can play within patriarchy, and the violence it takes to keep her in that box. This book devotes lots of space to heterosexual sex and marriage, not because all women are heterosexual and monogamous, but because they are all pressured to be so; it gets into the weeds on menstruation, pregnancy, and motherhood, not because all women menstruate or get pregnant or raise children, but because those processes have been made to signify the totality of womanhood.

			The goal is never to exalt those processes, let alone to suggest that you have to experience them to be a “real” woman, but to ask why they matter so much—and to reveal the sheer level of force it takes to keep a woman’s life limited to that one particular, preordained shape. The book alternates between talking about the female monsters who exist outside of patriarchy and the female victims who exist within it, the bad mothers who threaten male rule and the dead blondes who are its intended outcome; if there’s one thing I’ve learned by studying monsters, it’s that fantasies about violent women usually conceal realities about violent men.

			This is a dark book, but some things are clearer in the darkness. This is a violent book, but an unsparing confrontation with violence can bring us to what lies beneath and beyond it. Female monstrosity inspires terror because it really can end the world—or our current version of it, anyway. But our world is not the only one, or the best one, and in fact, the more time I spend with monsters, the more I think its destruction is overdue.

			
				* Skeptics will protest here, saying that the Whore of Babylon represents a city—which is reasonable, since John says as much a few verses down. Yet the literal interpretation—that she is just a very mean, very sexy lady—is seemingly irresistible, having been adopted by everyone from Aleister Crowley to the writers of the long-running TV show Supernatural.

			

		

	
		
			
			Part IDAUGHTERS

		

	
		
			
			1.

			 

			PUBERTY

			
				She’s very beautiful. She’s very young. Yet inside her is the power of the gods.

				—Firestarter (1984)

			

			One fine day, in the spring of 1892, Edwin Brown of Exeter, Rhode Island—sane, well liked, in good professional standing, “a young married man of good habits,” according to his local newspaper—ate his teenage sister’s heart.1

			Well, he drank it, actually. Mercy Brown’s heart, along with several other organs, had been carved out of her body and set on fire by her neighbors. Her body was, thank goodness, already dead at the time; in fact, she’d been dead for over two months, although witnesses swore the corpse looked fresh. Once Mercy’s heart had been reduced to ash, those ashes were stirred into water and served to Edwin. And Edwin, whom history will record as perhaps the world’s most disastrously persuadable sibling—the kind of guy who would always smell something if you stuck it under his nose and said “smell this”—gulped the mixture down.

			These are the facts we have. What I’ve been unable to find is a record of how Edwin felt about all this. I don’t know if he cried, if he gagged, if he expressed repugnance or even normal human hesitation. It’s entirely possible that he didn’t. Maybe he ate his sister with gratitude, or hope, or grim resolve. That, too, would have been within the range of expected outcomes. Because Edwin, whatever we might think of him, was not a bad man.

			In fact, none of the villagers who exhumed Mercy were bad people. They were deeply frightened people, trying to deal with something beyond their understanding. Edwin was twenty-four years old, and he was dying. He had seen his neighbors, and most of his family, die the same way—badly, in pain, drowning in their own blood. The once-large Brown family had been winnowed down to Edwin and his father, and Edwin was starting to show symptoms of the same illness.

			What Edwin thought—what he believed, with his whole soul—was that his sister’s corpse was responsible. He believed that the plague was caused by vampires, and that Mercy was one of them; that she rose from her grave at night and made him sick. He believed that she would not stop, and that, if he did not destroy her, she would sicken and kill many more people.

			The whole town believed in Mercy’s monstrousness, not just Edwin. It’s why they worked together to dig her up and burn her. Creatures like Mercy had supposedly been caught and destroyed all over the wider New England area; folklorist Michael Bell reports at least eighty confirmed “vampire” exhumations. It was a regional pastime: One memorably ghoulish account, from Manchester, Vermont, reports that “Timothy Mead officiated at the altar in the sacrifice to the Demon Vampire who it was believed was still sucking the blood of the then living wife of Captain Burton. It was the month of February and good sleighing.”2

			There are a lot of questions raised by this passage—is it ever really good sleighing when there are demon vampires around?—and to be fair, they were raised even at the time. The 1890s were not ye olden times; Mercy died about thirty-three years before the publication of The Great Gatsby. Outside of a few isolated rural areas in New England, it was not at all common to believe in vampires, let alone to defile corpses as a means of warding them off.

			“The savage in man is never quite eradicated,” Henry David Thoreau wrote, all the way back in 1859. “I have just read of a family in Vermont—who, several of its members having died of consumption, just burned the lungs & heart & liver of the last deceased, in order to prevent any more from having it.”3

			Newspapers, meanwhile, speculated that the villagers’ behavior might have been caused by inbreeding. Vampire slayers were Victorian hillbillies; city dwellers did the genteel nineteenth-century equivalent of humming the Deliverance theme whenever the subject came up.

			Nevertheless, in his own mind, and in the eyes of his society, Edwin was not a cannibal. He was not a man who defiled corpses. In his own extremely peculiar social context, Edwin was a hero; he ate his sister not just to save his own life, but to save the lives of everyone he knew.

			He was dead within weeks. Edwin had tuberculosis, as it turns out. So did Mercy. So did the other members of their family, and so did all those dead neighbors; it was a bacterial infection, not the foul predations of the undead, that laid waste to Exeter. And if there’s one thing we know for sure about tuberculosis, it’s that it is not measurably improved by devouring the organs of one’s fellow patients.

			So, yes, more people died in the tuberculosis epidemic that swept rural New England, and maybe some of them still blamed it on supernatural causes. But after Edwin, no one tried eating anyone again. Thus, without knowing it, nineteen-year-old Mercy Lena Brown passed into history—although it’s a grubby, neglected pocket of history, and she bears an inglorious title within it. Mercy became the lastknown corpse defiled in the great New England vampire panic; American history’s most theatrical example of the madness that ensues when a society locates the threat to its own existence in the body of a young girl.

			Blood Magic

			 

			Mercy does not rest quietly in her grave, even now; she was eventually reincarnated as one of the most famous fictional vampires of all time. We’ll get there soon enough. But though Mercy may have been one of America’s most bizarre girl-monsters, she was by no means the first or only one. Men never seem to feel more at risk than when in the presence of a tween girl.

			“It is remarkable that…two rules—not to touch the ground and not to see the sun—are observed either separately or conjointly by girls at puberty in many parts of the world,” anthropologist James Frazer wrote in The Golden Bough.4 Girls were kept in seclusion, told to wear blinders or avert their eyes from others when in public (“that her gaze may not pollute the sky”), or sewn up in sacks with breathing holes.5 Frazer attributed all this to “the deeply engrained dread which primitive man universally entertains of menstruous blood,” a dread men felt “at all times but especially on its first appearance.”6

			Of course, Frazer, like many nineteenth-century anthropologists, has fallen out of fashion precisely because he tended to attribute his own motivations to the people he studied. The “dread” at hand here does not belong to colonized people of color, but to a British white man, and the “primitive” fear of first blood is with us to this day. Many cultures forbid women* from touching or making food during their periods. The specific variety of food varies from place to place—milk, mayonnaise, raw meat, pasta sauce, canned vegetables, sweets—but the threat is always the same: the food will spoil. Bleeding women are agents of decay. Other women report being told not to attend funerals, touch flowers (“they will wither,” Frazer says), or hold babies, who will sicken at the touch of a bleeding woman.7

			It’s not all bad. The magic within menstrual blood can be harnessed by daring or unscrupulous practitioners: in American folk magic, slipping some of your own blood into a man’s coffee or spaghetti sauce will make him eternally loyal.8 British occultist and self-proclaimed “Wickedest Man in the World” Aleister Crowley recommended it as an ingredient in the “Cake of Light,” the Eucharist used in the ceremonies of his religion, Thelema: “The best blood is of the moon, monthly,” he writes, “then the fresh blood of a child.”9 Of course, the moon’s blood flows out of vaginas every twenty-eight days or so, whereas you presumably couldn’t get a child’s blood without hurting it. Nevertheless, menstruation is still the greater taboo.

			“There is no limit to the marvellous powers attributed to females,” Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder wrote in his Natural History. “For, in the first place, hailstorms, they say, whirlwinds, and lightning even, will be scared away by a woman uncovering her body while her monthly courses are upon her…. [The blood] is productive of the most monstrous effects, [and] there are some ravings about it of a most dreadful and unutterable nature.”10

			Specifically, a woman could kill a man by having sex with him while she was on her period, especially if it coincided with an eclipse: “Congress with a woman at such a period [is] noxious,” Pliny wrote, “and attended with fatal effects to the man.”11 Pliny is not the only guy to worry. Frazer claims that menstruating Baganda women were forbidden to touch their husbands’ possessions: “Were she to handle his weapons, he would certainly be killed in the next battle.”12 The Babylonian Talmud states that “if a menstruating woman passes between two [men], if it is at the beginning of her period she will kill one of them.”13

			Women’s blood could also kill at a distance, through contagion. Pliny wrote that dogs who lapped up menstrual blood “are seized with madness, and their bite is venomous and incurable.”14 If a pregnant woman stepped over or touched another woman’s blood, she would miscarry. There was no magic greater or darker than this; just a little bit of blood daubed on a door, Pliny wrote, and “all spells of the magicians will be neutralized.”15

			In folk belief, magic is often said to accumulate around liminal moments—points of transition, places where something is neither A nor B but both at once. Brides, for example, are vulnerable to malevolent magic because they are neither married nor unmarried; hence, our extensive array of superstitions around weddings. Midnight is the witching hour because it is neither today nor tomorrow. In ancient Greece and Rome, ghosts supposedly appeared at both midnight and noon, since noon was another hinge point in the day; it was the state of in-betweenness, not the dark, that allowed them to manifest. Adolescence is one of the most frightening and protracted forms of liminality, a time when someone is neither a child nor an adult, but can seem like either, or both. Though menstruation is always a kind of witchcraft, a girl’s first period—blood shed, simultaneously, by a woman, a child, and the moon—rips a hole in the world.

			The Fury

			 

			Most commonly, puberty is said to summon poltergeists—defined, variously, as angry ghosts or unconsciously directed telekinetic powers. These spirits throw small objects, fill the house with noise, and shatter anything breakable; they are, in essence, temper tantrums that have detached from the subjects’ bodies and taken on a life of their own. Believers tend to have a very specific idea of whose temper tantrums they are.

			“During the last several decades of paranormal research, investigators have discovered that, in a very high percentage of poltergeist cases they encounter, there is usually a young girl present at the site who has just started her menstrual cycle,” Kenneth W. Behrendt writes in The Physics of the Paranormal.16 Infrequently, poltergeists were caused by adult women, though they, too, were usually on their periods; at any rate, “rarely has true poltergeist activity been observed in households without women.”17

			Paranormal experts have different explanations of why bleeding girls attract spirits; Penny M. Kroll of Paranormal Studies and Inquiry Canada (PSICAN) attributes poltergeists to “repressed anger, hostility and sexual tension,” stating that there are “[many] changes a girl goes through during this time period that could lead to high stress levels and potentially result in poltergeist activity.”18 Behrendt scientifically (?) observes that “the effects of hormones on red blood cells may sometimes allow the human circulatory system to project anti-mass field radiations.”19 But most often, the explanations boil down to plain old female hysteria: “Mental illness or drug/alcohol influences can seriously leave residual emotion and even patterns on an environment,” writes self-described paranormal investigator Sharon Day on her blog. “Perhaps the same thing that causes us to be weepy or angry around our period times, those wonderful hormones, [plays a] part in psychokinesis.”20

			To be an adolescent girl, apparently, is to live in a house filled with one’s own unclaimed rage. In fact, a close look at individual poltergeist cases reveals that the girls’ motivations are usually more legible—and less hormonal—than one would think. PSICAN cites the 1967 case of Annemarie Schneider, a nineteen-year-old secretary who, by her own admission, hated her job, and whose office was “mysteriously” trashed and beset with prank phone calls. (In one of the poltergeist’s more diabolical acts, it placed sixty calls in an hour just to run up her boss’s phone bill.) More troublingly, they also cite eighteen-year-old Esther Cox, the subject of one of North America’s first paranormal bestsellers.

			A near contemporary of Mercy Brown (The Great Amherst Mystery, the book based on Cox’s case, was published in 1888), Esther’s affliction began shortly after she survived an attempted rape at gunpoint. Afterward, Esther had strange attacks in the middle of the night, in which she struggled to breathe, and woke up at least once screaming, “My God! What is happening to me? I’m dying!”21 Her poltergeist stabbed her with needles, pins, and in one particularly frightening moment, with a knife. This went into the record as evidence of the paranormal, but it was also consistent with post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety attacks, dissociation, and self-mutilation, common and (by now) well-known aftereffects of sexual assault. Though, admittedly, the writing over her bed reading “Esther Cox, you are mine to kill” was unusual.

			As recently as 1984, in my hometown of Columbus, Ohio, there was an all-out media frenzy surrounding Tina Resch, a fourteen-year-old girl whose home was a locus of poltergeist activity. Local papers printed a bizarre photograph of Tina ducking a floating telephone, which had supposedly hurled itself at her from across the room. Witnesses reported that the house was covered in broken glass and detritus; in Tina’s presence, lights flickered, clocks stopped, chairs and coffee cups flew across the room. Granted, none of those objects moved while the reporters were actually looking at them—to convince the poltergeist to appear, the photographer who took the flying-phone picture had agreed to point his camera at a predetermined area and avert his eyes—and granted, one secretly filmed videotape showed Tina pushing a lamp off a table, then screaming as if she’d been attacked. The case still became a national sensation. Unsolved Mysteries devoted an episode to Resch as late as 1993; the mystery was pretty well solved by that point, but the story was too good to let go.

			This is not to say that Tina was merely fame-hungry or dishonest. There were good reasons she may have wanted grown-ups to pay attention to her home. Tina had been lost in the foster system from an early age. She had been removed from school; she had no contact with peers. The Resches, who adopted her, were…well, the word used in contemporary accounts is “strict.”

			“Tina had an urge to express herself that she could not suppress,” wrote William Roll, a parapsychologist who had studied her at home in Ohio. “At home with Joan this often caused her to be ‘loud’ and brought on demands for quiet, which released torrents of loud and foul language. This would lead to a slap on the face, or when Tina became too big for Joan to handle, a beating from John.”22

			Somehow, we were more interested in finding out whether ghosts were real than we were in figuring out why an abused, isolated little girl might come up with a way to trash her parents’ house without getting in trouble for it. There are many things you can say about Tina Resch’s phone-throwing, glass-breaking, lamp-smashing poltergeist. But the most obvious thing is that it was loud.

			We want to believe Tina. We want to believe more than we want to understand, or to help. Whether we turn our daughters into vampires, poltergeists, or something else entirely, we persist in finding something corrupt and horrifying and numinous in female puberty. A little girl is less a person than she is a portal. At any moment, she can crack open and something else can come slithering through.

			What’s Gotten into Her?

			 

			
				Thus, at last, we come to 1973’s The Exorcist, the primary touchstone and codifier for stories of monstrous girlhood.

			Fiction and belief are connected by a two-way street. The horror genre undeniably draws from our urban legends and superstitions—without all those stories about menstruating girls and flying objects, we wouldn’t have Carrie or Stranger Things—but it also determines which monsters we are willing to see in the real world.

			By putting fictional monsters and real, “monstrous” women on the same continuum, I don’t mean to suggest that fiction and reality bear the same moral weight. Real people have real feelings; they endure real suffering and die real deaths. But fictional characters and real women are both made to serve the purposes of the culture; both of them are edited and reshaped into narratives that confirm our beliefs and superstitions about femininity, and go on to shape our ideas of what it means to be female.

			Few fictional stories have shaped the culture more than The Exorcist. It was the top-grossing horror movie of all time; it held that title for over forty years, from 1973 to 2017.23 Something that big doesn’t just change the course of horror, or cinema—though The Exorcist did both—it changes the basic content of the culture. Following its release, the Catholic Church experienced an “exorcism boom,” a flood of parishioners who suddenly spotted the signs of demonic possession in themselves and their loved ones. This boom is probably responsible for transforming a once-obscure medieval ritual into a cornerstone of the faith. This was a movie big enough to give the pope marching orders. It was huge.

			Which is not to say that it was beloved. Roger Ebert called the movie a “frontal assault,” saying that “[it] contains brutal shocks, almost indescribable obscenities. That it received an R rating and not the X is stupefying.”24 There were multiple reports of people passing out, vomiting, or physically injuring themselves at screenings. Christian groups claimed that The Exorcist was not only about demons, but somehow contained demons; Billy Graham famously warned his followers that “the Devil is in every frame” of this film.25 According to one urban legend, the set was cursed by Satan, who killed or injured most of the actors over the course of filming. In another, Satan was embedded in the actual film stock, so that running The Exorcist through a projector would summon him into the theater and allow him to possess members of the audience.

			This movie struck people as not just frightening, but actively evil. When something hits a nerve, it’s important to figure out which nerve it’s hitting.

			One answer lies in Ebert’s “indescribable obscenities,” by which he probably meant one very specific, very infamous scene. In it, we see the possessed girl, Regan, masturbate with a crucifix—either she somehow injures her vagina in the process or else she’s on her period; either way, there’s a close-up of a twelve-year-old’s blood-drenched genitalia in this movie—then get caught by her mother, and then attempt to rape her mother by pressing her face into the aforementioned blood-drenched genitalia. This whole chain of events takes up a few seconds of screen time, and is somehow not the grossest thing in the movie. (For my money, the bit where Regan manages to vomit into somebody else’s mouth is the real lunch ruiner.) It is, however, a sequence that revolves pretty much entirely around bad things that can happen to and/or because of the human vagina. We don’t tend to see a lot of vaginas in mainstream cinema, and the ones we do see stand out.

			For all its talk of God and the unseen world, The Exorcist is intensely, obsessively concerned with bodies—specifically the adolescent, female body of Regan, the locus of evil wherein all the film’s supernatural activity takes place. Though we get a few shots of furniture flying around the room—a story about a monstrous tween wouldn’t feel right without them—the movie’s scares come almost entirely from her physical transformation. Piss, puke, phlegm, blood (vomited), blood (vaginal), and, of course, pus (for when all that blood scabs over); pretty much every fluid or semifluid substance the body can produce is featured at some point, and it’s all coming from her. The only thing missing is diarrhea, and in William Peter Blatty’s original novel, we are in fact assured that Regan is wearing a diaper.

			We are meant to be utterly revolted by this girl. And why wouldn’t we be? Her mother is. “She had noticed a sudden and dramatic change in her daughter’s behavior and disposition,” Blatty writes. “Insomnia. Quarrelsome. Fits of temper. Kicked things. Threw things. Screamed. Wouldn’t eat. In addition, her energy seemed abnormal. She was constantly moving, touching, turning; tapping; running and jumping about. Doing poorly with schoolwork…. Eccentric attention-getting tactics.”26

			It gets worse: Her smooth baby skin erupts and scabs over into a weeping, discolored mess. She has outbursts of temper, insults and resists authority figures, makes displays of sheer pointless defiance wherein she flouts the authority of God and man alike. She talks obsessively about sex, mostly to shock people. One minute she curses and shrieks and hates everyone, and the next minute she’s a little girl who wants her mommy. Her voice deepens. She masturbates. She bleeds from her vagina.

			In other words, Regan becomes a teenager. Which, given that she’s twelve years old, is exactly what you’d expect to happen, with or without the blessing of Mother Church. “Your mother sucks cock in hell” isn’t exactly “Are you there, God? It’s me, Margaret,” but it’s in the same neighborhood—and it’s probably truer to how tween girls talk. The demon inhabiting Regan isn’t just something that happens to her during puberty. Her demon is puberty. At its core, The Exorcist is arguing that female sexual and reproductive maturity is sinful, and that God condemns little girls who grow up.

			This is the ideological force driving all those stories about toxic period blood and PMS-induced hauntings. In a culture where we’re trained to protect children and loathe women, the border zone between the two states is the subject of intense superstition and terror. Puberty marks not only a girl’s first steps toward adult sexuality, but the beginning of her reproductive capacity—the life-giving potency signaled by menstrual blood. Her blood is terrible because her power is threatening; her fertility is something patriarchy must demonize and control in order to secure its own existence. Thus, puberty, as a place where daughters begin to turn into mothers, becomes a supernatural event in which a person turns into a monster.

			When her body changes, Regan becomes someone else; someone sexual, whose desire is a dark visitor, corrupting her and hollowing her out from within. The presence of sex is a poison, destroying everything lovable or good about her: Regan’s first sexual experience hits the markers for masturbation, lesbianism, sadism, masochism, rape, and incest in thirty seconds and a single “lick me.” To become a woman is to become the worst thing on Earth, the enemy of all that is pure or holy.

			In The Exorcist, the priests are able to put the demon back in its box, restoring Regan to childhood. In life, the transformation is irrevocable. Every woman is a girl who fell from grace, a monster who once was human. Puberty marks the point where girls stop being people and start being women, where it becomes important to ensure their submission to male power. If that means training girls to hate themselves, or to see their own sexuality as the most horrifying thing imaginable, so be it. What could go wrong?

			Lost Souls

			 

			
				That Anneliese Michel believed herself to be possessed is not in question. She believed it the way she believed in God, with total, self-annihilating certainty. The problem was that her family agreed with her, and that they let her kill herself as a result. Anneliese, who was born in Bavaria in 1952, was raised in a version of Catholicism so severe it was nearly medieval. In one 1976 poll, 89 percent of Germans said “no” when asked if there was a Devil.27 Yet when Anneliese started experiencing blackouts and convulsions at age sixteen, “the Devil” struck her parents as a plausible explanation.

			The Michels didn’t reject science out of hand. Anneliese was diagnosed with epilepsy as early as 1969, and took medication until the end of her life, though her family claimed it never worked. As her hallucinations and mood swings became more severe than epilepsy alone could explain, she was placed on antipsychotics, though the state of psychiatric medication in the ’70s was primitive, and those medications never seemed to work, either. (It didn’t help that she may have stopped taking them.) It was in 1973, just before Anneliese was supposed to leave for college, that things took a dangerous turn. She was already seeing demonic faces and hearing voices that told her she belonged in hell. That fall, she told a neurologist that “the devil is in me, I am all empty inside.”28

			It was the sort of thing their family took very seriously. And so, instead of looking for ways to convince their daughter she wasn’t possessed, the Michels started looking for signs that she was. It was Anna Michel, Anneliese’s mother, who reported seeing Anneliese standing motionless before a statue of the Virgin Mary; “her face was like a terrible mask, full of hatred,” with “black, jet black” eyes.29 She also claimed her daughter sometimes had “paws” like an animal, instead of human hands.30 Both things could easily have been attributed to her epilepsy—dilated pupils are often a sign of a seizure in progress, and her classmates had noticed that Anneliese’s hands contracted into a claw-like shape when she seized—but Anna went looking for the Devil, and the Devil is what she saw.

			The Michels petitioned their church for an exorcism twice, and were refused both times; there wasn’t enough evidence that Anneliese was possessed, rather than ill. Exorcism still played a role in the Catholic belief system in the mid-’60s, but it was something of an embarrassment—likely on its way to being phased out, along with Latin masses and other unpleasant reminders of the Dark Ages. Even true believers agreed it should be done very, very rarely.

			The Exorcist, for those keeping track, came out on December 26, 1973. By the mid-1970s, the number of Catholic exorcisms performed worldwide had risen from a handful into the thousands. And in 1975, the Church gave Anneliese her exorcists.

			By that time, she lived in the kind of ugliness that is hard to comprehend. She genuflected until both her knees broke from the strain. She ate insects, chewed the head off of a dead bird, drank her own urine. She bit her family; she bit herself. At one point, she crawled under a table and started barking like a dog. This initially sounds goofy, not frightening. Then you realize she did it without stopping for two straight days.

			The Church sent Fathers Ernst Alt and Arnold Renz to perform the ritual. And when the first exorcism didn’t work, they agreed to do it again. And again, and again; all told, Alt and Renz put Anneliese through the full rite of exorcism sixty-seven times in nine months, without any improvement. In fact, the more the priests exorcised Anneliese, the worse she got. Still, she clung to the ritual. No matter how harrowing it was, it must also have been a validating experience. For several hours each week, everyone she knew gathered around her and told her she wasn’t sick, she wasn’t wrong, she wasn’t imagining things, she wasn’t doing any of this on purpose. She really was being plagued by demons.

			But even as Anneliese’s life degenerated into a constant round of failed exorcisms, there were elements of her possession that didn’t add up. The Church teaches that demons must be coaxed into revealing themselves; they don’t want to get kicked out of the victim’s body, so they hide, especially when a priest comes around. Yet Anneliese’s demons began chatting up the priests immediately—mostly about how disastrously permissive modern German Catholics were, which was not an unexpected topic of conversation in the Michel home. (“Rotated altars,” it turned out, were Protestant, and offended the Lord: “The Catholics, stupid as they are, copied it from them…. [Catholics] have the true doctrine there and they follow the others like a whore!”31 This was after the demons weighed in on priests attending secular universities and the ethics of first-trimester abortion, both of which the Lord was similarly against.) Also, Anneliese’s demons were not always demonic. Lucifer was in there, and he surely counted—but Adolf Hitler and the Roman emperor Nero, who also showed up, were less supernatural entities than they were bad people. (Anneliese’s choice of demons reflected intimate conflicts as much as cosmic ones: Even the other demons reviled Hitler, but Anneliese’s father had fought for the Nazis and used to entertain the children with stories about his military service.) The demons repeatedly referred to Anneliese as “snotnose,” which was the name her bullies had taunted her with in school.

			The biggest tell is so obvious most people miss it: website after website has posted the recordings of Anneliese’s exorcism, warning listeners about the bone-chilling, guttural, inhuman voice that they’re about to hear. They seldom mention that this unearthly voice is a spot-on impression of The Exorcist’s Mercedes McCambridge as the voice of Pazuzu.

			Still, in the exorcism boom of the mid-1970s, and in a case as theatrical as Anneliese’s, it made a certain amount of sense for the priests to just roll with it. Which is why, when Anneliese announced that the Virgin Mary had told her to stop taking her medication so that she could die a martyr, everyone just rolled with that, too.

			She starved to death. Correction: Her parents let her starve herself to death, in her own home. So did her priests, who continued performing the exorcisms even as it became clear that Anneliese intended to die. By the end of her life, she weighed sixty-eight pounds. Photographs show her with two black eyes, broken teeth, cuts and sores on her face. In one photo, Anna holds her daughter in a headlock as she screams. In another, Anneliese’s pupils subtly point in two different directions, in the unfocused, agonized glare of the dying.

			In the trial that followed, Alt and Renz were convicted of negligent homicide and sentenced to three years’ probation; Anna and Josef Michel, despite receiving the same guilty verdict, were deemed to have suffered enough.

			“I know that we did the right thing because I saw the sign of Christ in her hands,” Anna told The Telegraph in 2005. “She was bearing stigmata and that was a sign from God that we should exorcise the demons. She died to save other lost souls, to atone for their sins.”32

			“Mother,” Anneliese said as she died, “I’m afraid.”33

			Demon Daughters, Dead Girls

			 

			I wish I could tell you that this was the only story of its kind.

			Since The Exorcist initiated that first boom, the demand for Catholic exorcisms has never died down. The Catholic Church is scrambling to put a qualified exorcist in every diocese, to meet increasing demand; in 2014, Father Francesco Bamonte of the International Association of Exorcists told The Independent that “the few exorcists that we have in the dioceses are often not able to handle the enormous number of requests for help.”34

			Those requests are almost certainly not coming from male congregants. Prior to The Exorcist, demonic affliction may have been gender-neutral. The case Blatty based his book on, the famous Roland Doe exorcism, centered on a prepubescent boy. But ever since 1973, our fictional image of a possessed person has remained constant: a teenage girl or a very young woman writhing and twitching in hysterical arches. And, as per a 2014 investigation, of all the Catholics asking to be exorcized, “75 percent are women—a very large majority of whom are victims of sexual abuse.”35

			As with poor, haunted Esther Cox, sexual violence and spiritual violence seem to go hand in hand; women still believe their trauma is a sign of spiritual pollution. But in a culture that tells women that merely feeling our own anger will summon the forces of hell, what else would they believe?

			Just as we still look for supernatural evil instead of human abusers, we still insist on seeing demonic influence where there are only girls in pain. In 2016, Linda Chaniotis wrote for The Guardian that “I reportedly screamed from the age of three months to three years old,” and that she had refused to let anyone but her mother touch her. In response, “my parents decided that when I was about two, I had been cursed by a witch, and that I was demon possessed.”36 She was exorcized repeatedly and unsuccessfully; she learned to run and hide the moment she felt her “demon” starting to emerge, so that her parents wouldn’t be angry. It wasn’t until she was thirty years old that her doctor told her she was epileptic, and that she had been hiding the seizures her whole life.

			But she lived. Anneliese did not. Maricica Irina Cornici—a twenty-three-year-old Romanian nun who was diagnosed with schizophrenia after she began giggling uncontrollably during Mass—did not. Her fellow nuns gagged her and chained her to a cross for three days, so that a priest could perform an exorcism; she died just after the chains came off. It’s because of incidents like these that mental health organizations routinely lobby the Church to ban or at least modify the practice of exorcism. And to be fair, the Church has tried to install safeguards. In 1999, for example, the rite of exorcism was updated to mandate a preliminary consultation with “experts in medical and psychiatric science who have a sense of spiritual reality.”37 In theory, exorcisms can only proceed in cases where a doctor has ruled out mental illness. In practice, Cornici was killed in 2005, long after those guidelines were put into effect.

			Besides, when people can’t get their priests to perform exorcisms, they do it themselves. Seventeen-year-old Charity Martin was killed in 1998 because she was “depressed and had lost her willpower,” which her mother construed to mean that she was “consumed by a demon”; in an attempt to drive it out, she taped a plastic bag over her daughter’s head and let her suffocate.38 Five-year-old Amy Burney of Staten Island, New York, threw too many tantrums. To exorcize the demons responsible, her mother and grandmother forced her to swallow a potion made primarily of vinegar and ammonia, taped her mouth shut, and, when it became clear that she was dead, threw her body out with the garbage.

			You could happily go your whole life without hearing that last story. But maybe you should hear it anyway. Maybe you should have to. There is deep brutality in how we fear our girls.

			Incorruptible

			 

			The body of Anneliese Michel was exhumed, at her parents’ request, in February 1978. The Michels had received a letter from a Carmelite nun who’d had a vision, telling them that Anneliese’s body had not decomposed in the grave. Incorruptibility of the flesh is a sign of sainthood; if Anneliese were untouched, that would prove that she was a martyr. Not coincidentally, given the fact that the Michels were about to go on trial for killing their daughter, it would also exonerate them, proving that whatever verdict the secular world might hand down, they really had done the right thing.

			Hundreds of spectators came to see the unearthing of the demon girl; even then, Anneliese drew crowds. Yet Anna and Josef Michel, along with Anneliese’s priests, were kept outside of the cemetery. No one wanted them looking directly at the girl’s body. This wasn’t done to spare their feelings; given the nature of the charges, no one could be sure what the Michels would claim to see.

			What everyone else saw was rot. The official finding was that Anneliese’s body showed deterioration consistent with two years of burial. The nun had been wrong; Anneliese’s corpse was no more miraculous than any other girl’s.

			But in another sense, Anneliese did prove strangely resistant to decay. The questions posed by her lone, young, female body—who was inside it; what was wrong with it; what, if anything, would have fixed it—refuse to be forgotten, or to fade. Today, Anneliese is a legend. Paranormal enthusiasts trade clips of her exorcism tapes; devout Catholics visit her grave, honoring her as a saint. Her deathbed photos are featured in the short-lived TV reboot of The Exorcist—Anneliese, finally absorbed back into the story that changed and ended her life—and BuzzFeed and Cracked put up posts about her case, hoping to spook their readers.

			Then, of course, there are the movies. Two separate films have been based on Anneliese’s life. One of them, Requiem, is a serious and respectful drama about a sheltered girl succumbing to mental illness. It’s also an obscure, low-budget German-language picture that is not available on any major streaming service. The other movie is the one you would have heard of. The Exorcism of Emily Rose, which debuted at number 1 in box office sales in September 2005, is one of the most successful horror movies of the twenty-first century.

			Emily Rose is pretty explicitly a Christian film; you know going in that it’s not going to offer any answers outside of “God did it.” And on that level, it’s sort of dorkily charming, with its G-rated demons and jump scares and Laura Linney as the hardened, agnostic lawyer who realizes that, gosh darn it, there just might be something to this Jesus stuff after all!

			On another level, of course, Emily Rose is an atrocity. A woman with a disability died because her parents didn’t give her medicine, and this chain of events is being recreated for audiences as fun, spooky popcorn fare, complete with bug-eating gross-outs and a rape-by-invisible-forces scene stolen straight from Poltergeist. You might as well let a bunch of anti-vaxxers make a movie in which a diabolical doctor really does inject poison into children.

			But above and beyond any moral questions about its creation, this is also just how it goes: fiction shaping belief shaping fiction. Anneliese might never have died were it not for the worldwide success of one horror movie. Scrolling through the legions of direct-to-video Emily Rose imitators—The Exorcism of Molly Hartley, The Secrets of Emily Blair, and so on—it seems only fitting that Anneliese herself has become a foundational element of the genre. Her life, her death, have shaped what sorts of monsters we are willing to see in the world.

			Nearly a hundred years after Mercy Brown’s brother ate her heart, a community dug up yet another sick girl’s grave to see if she was really human. We would rather see girls stopped dead—stuck in a constant childhood that never decays—than let them grow into women who can pursue their desires.

			
				* Not all women have periods, and not everyone with a period is a woman—and this is true especially in adolescence, where younger trans people may not have the parental support they need to take puberty blockers and/or begin medically transitioning. The mythology of menstruation centers on women and girls, thus my use of generically female nouns and pronouns—but I am aware that mythology provides a woefully incomplete picture.

			

		

	
		
			2.

			 

			VIRGINITY

			
				There’s always some stupid bullshit reason to kill your girlfriend.

				—Scream (1996)

			

			Thus, we arrive at horror’s central image of womanhood, the one feministically relevant bit of the genre most people know: the dead blonde. She spans the decades, from the ill-fated, promiscuous babysitters of Halloween to a couple of high school mean girls getting burned alive by malfunctioning tanning beds in Final Destination 3—hot, naked, and splattered all over the walls.

			Slasher films are perhaps the most exhaustively analyzed horror subgenre in existence; the corpus of criticism and self-criticism spans from Carol Clover’s famous Men, Women, and Chainsaws to “the Rules” in Wes Craven’s Scream films. Not coincidentally, slashers are also some of the easiest horror films to analyze, a place where a notoriously sex-obsessed genre spells out its desires in the most unsubtle, embarrassingly Freudian terms imaginable.

			Consider the plot of 1985’s The Mutilator: A young boy accidentally shoots his mother with his father’s, uh, gun. (No, really. It’s a rifle, and he shoots her with it; Daddy’s gun is quite big and imposing, much bigger than the boy is ready to handle, you see.) The boy’s father, a big-game hunter and/or student of Incan human sacrifice, because why not, never forgives him. Therefore, when the boy is in his late teens, Daddy hides in the family’s rural vacation home and brutally murders all of the friends Junior has invited to stay there, including—in the film’s most memorable scene—a girl whom he simultaneously rapes and impales by shoving a two-foot iron hook up her vagina and through her stomach. To thwart his father’s murder spree, the young man—with the help of his capable, virginal, and highly androgynous girlfriend—must murder Daddy right back, which he does by ramming a car into him in a way that somehow chops him in half at the waist. Thus, Daddy is separated forever from his, uh, gun. (For those keeping track, this time gun actually does mean “penis.”) However, even when bisected, castrated, and spilling intestines over half the screen, Daddy is such a pro with his (long, thick, hard, penetrating) axe that he manages to commit one last slashing before going on to the great death cabin in the sky.

			One fun piece of trivia: when The Mutilator hit theaters, it was known by its original, somewhat less terrifying title, Fall Break. Though, of course, students of the classics may know it by its original original title, “the Oedipus complex” by Sigmund Freud.

			Slashers are the place where sex becomes death becomes sex, where a knife is never just a knife, and a two-foot iron hook is only a two-foot iron hook until someone gets creative. In that infamous shot of Regan with the crucifix, the blood gushing from her crotch could be menstrual, but it could also be another, equally portentous blood flow: a broken hymen, signaling the end of her virginity. Slashers tell stories about the second kind of blood. They envision a world in which every girl is a sacrifice on her way to the altar; whole, sealed, and unbloodied—virgo intacta, we used to call it—until a man comes along to break her open.

			Think back to the first great dead blonde, Janet Leigh as Marion Crane in Psycho, and how Norman Bates’s repressed desire for Marion mounts until she is pinned against the shower wall, naked, with his eight-inch weapon being thrust into her again, and again, and again. You never see the knife enter, people used to say about that Psycho scene, marveling that we could get such a clear impression of brutality with no visible stabbing. Now, in the era of frame-by-frame analysis, we know that we do see the knife penetrate Marion. It’s one split-second shot, with the knife slicing, point-first, into her lower belly. If it were an inch or two lower, it would be in her crotch.

			This is the vision of sex put forth by slashers. Men penetrate, women are penetrated; men are predators, women are prey; men desire and pursue sex, women flee or become the victims of men’s desires. There is no room for mutual excitement or tenderness or even nonheterosexual sex. A girl’s skin is a membrane just waiting to be pierced, and her virginity, or lack of it, defines her. Losing your virginity is equivalent to losing your life in these movies, because penetration is seen as a means of conquering and humiliating the penetrated; to open your body to another person is to bleed, suffer, and die.

			When looking for a way into these stories, it’s easy to let your focus be drawn to Clover’s famous “Final Girl”—the boyish figure who resists penetration both sexual and chainsaw related, who outwits and penetrates the killer in the end, and who (Clover argues) is really just a thinly veiled substitute for the male Oedipal subject, the Mutilator’s son dressed up as Jamie Lee Curtis to soften the blow. She’s appealing, in large part because she’s able to rise above all the sexual humiliation meted out to other, lesser characters. But if the Final Girl is an exception to the female rule, she can’t be our avatar. Most of us, by definition, are not exceptional. It’s when we shift our focus to the margins, and all the non-Final, ordinary, disposable girls who are stripped and splayed and stabbed and ripped apart, that the next part of our story becomes clear.

			Who Likes Scary Movies?

			 

			To call these girls’ deaths misogynistic is expected, and correct. It is also not nearly the whole story.

			Granted, when we watch a woman get blinded by chlorine gas while masturbating in a sauna (Death Spa), or have her face boiled off in the hot tub where she planned to seduce her boyfriend (Halloween II), or get her decapitated head thrown into a public toilet (The House on Sorority Row), or just lean into the bathroom mirror to check her makeup, unaware that the mirror is going to explode outward and rip her body into shreds via high-velocity flying glass shards (Death Spa, again), the immediate, surface-level message is a fairly strong warning against female sexuality, and also, for some reason, against bathrooms.

			There is an undeniable mean-spiritedness to some of these deaths. Slasher-movie kills often reflect the defining character flaws of the victims: the arrogant man will be done in by his arrogance, the horndog by his horn, etcetera. But when you look at something like that tanning bed scene in Final Destination 3—you can find it on YouTube, accompanied by comments like “Lmao who’s here to look back on the tits in the movie,” “naked I like [smile emoji],” the single word “tits” (which has one like), and, trenchantly, “THEYRE LITERALLY DYING WHY IS EVERYONE TALKING ABOUT THEIR BOOBS?”—it’s not entirely clear what the victims are being punished for, other than being pretty, young women with pretty, young, female bodies.1

			Of course, slasher movies kill off male characters, too. This is the genre that shoved an arrow through Kevin Bacon’s throat and turned Johnny Depp into eighty gallons of corn syrup. But it’s not the gore that is objectionable here. It’s the leering, gratuitous topless shots; the contemptuous, dim-bimbo characterization of the girls; the camera’s focus on mutilated breasts and lacerated faces and melting, bubbling female skin. It feels like watching a little boy tear the head off his sister’s Barbie—like watching something valuable get destroyed just to prove a point.

			Yet it’s a mistake to read these scenes solely in terms of male desire. Ever since Scream—the top-grossing slasher movie of all time, and the first to succeed largely on the strength of teen girls’ tickets—women have been the primary audience for these movies.

			“I don’t think there was anyone who expected that women would gravitate toward a movie called The Texas Chainsaw Massacre,” reboot producer Brad Fuller told Entertainment Weekly in 2009. “[But] for us, the issue now is that it’s harder for us to get young men into the theater than women.”2

			These women begin watching horror in their teens, stay fans well into adulthood, and are explicitly driven to the extremes of gore: “I actually thought that the women would be less into the Saw films,” says FEARNet president Diane Robina in that same article, “but they were much more into them.”3

			This demographic reality is the exact opposite of the situation Clover was writing to address in the late 1980s and early ’90s, when slasher fandom was presumed to be the exclusive territory of young men. It stands to reason that our theories have to change in response. The question, then, becomes not what frustrations men are venting upon the dead blonde, but what anxieties she might embody for women.

			Again, slasher movies set forth a vision of the universe in which women and female bodies are continually in peril; where remorseless predators are everywhere, and female sexual desire experimentation, or trust is punished with violation, mutilation, and death; where only a few exceptionally lucky, paranoid, and resourceful women can go for long without being attacked, and even those women are emotionally traumatized by the nonstop violence they’re forced to witness. Not coincidentally, there’s another popular piece of media with the same worldview: the nightly news.

			A Girl Walks Home Alone at Night

			 

			
				Women, particularly young ones, live with the ever-present threat of violence. It’s easy to recite the statistics: one out of every six raped or the victim of an attempted rape, one in nine girls sexually assaulted by an adult before her eighteenth birthday.4 You can even point out that teenage girls—the same girls we see running around and getting knifed in these movies—are the single most common targets: the sexual violence hotline the Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network, summarizing a study by the Department of Justice, says that “females ages 16–19 are 4 times more likely than the general population to be victims of rape, attempted rape, or sexual assault.”5 According to another report, “young women between the ages of 16 and 24 experience the highest rate of intimate partner violence—almost triple the national average.”6

			You can say that, and it’s true. But many people know the statistics already, and the reality isn’t sinking in. Numbers alone don’t convey a threat like this; the sense of inevitability, the constant attrition as girls fall one by one into the shadows. For most women I know, life in rape culture manifests as a quiet, constant drain on our sense of security: night after night of making sure you aren’t outside after midnight, you’re not alone in a subway car, you’re not alone with your boss. It means constantly making plans to ensure that you’re never caught in the wrong neighborhood or the wrong house or the wrong outfit; that when you attend a party, you don’t take your eyes off your drink and you don’t take your eyes off your friends and you don’t ever, ever lower your guard, because if something happened, they’d say that you had it coming. It means knowing that, even with your guard up and all precautions taken, something horrible can still happen to you—and if it does, you will still be blamed.

			Slasher movies are a release, in part because they give a name and a face to the problem. They transform our culture’s underlying sexual violence into spectacle and story, giving us monsters to fear and heroines to root for; they cathect all that low-level anxiety into a quick, bright, bloody burst of fear.

			Consider all those teenage girls who went to see Scream over and over. Now, consider the central conflict of Scream. Sidney Prescott (Neve Campbell, who was to ’90s teen horror what traumatized blondes were to Hitchcock) is a teenage girl. Her boyfriend, Billy—played by Johnny Depp clone and future Riverdale dad Skeet Ulrich—repeatedly tries to pressure her into sex.

			Billy climbs into Sidney’s room at night with no warning. He makes her feel bad about herself when she’s not ready, even though the reason she’s not ready is that everyone she knows is being murdered. (“No, Billy. I’m the one who’s been so selfish and self-absorbed, with all of my post-traumatic stress!”—actual dialogue from Scream.) In the end, Billy turns violent, ultimately revealing himself to be one of the killers who’s been knifing his way through their mutual friend group. Underneath all the masks and meta-commentary, Scream is just the literalization of a statistic: the story of a young woman between sixteen and twenty-four who finds herself in an abusive relationship. Pertinently, it is also the story of a young woman who gets to shoot her abusive boyfriend in the head.

			Of course young women enjoy slashers. Adolescent girls have spent their lives absorbing our cultural disgust for womanhood, only to find themselves thrust into the middle of it, suddenly the butt of every joke. Their underlying anxieties are hit with a toxic sludge of predatory attention, sexual objectification, and impossible standards, growing to fifty times their natural size. It is not easy to become a monster. It is not fun to slip—suddenly, and for the rest of your life—out of humanity and into womanhood. Girls are left reckoning with the fact that their social status, their human value, even their basic survival, are all suddenly contingent on men. Thus, at the exact moment they’re beginning to have sex and enter romantic relationships, girls watch stories in which a moment’s lapse in judgment, or a single instance of giving in to temptation, results in agony and annihilation—not because that’s what they want, but because it’s already happening, and they have precious few other ways to process it. The slasher film is not (just) an illicit way for teenage girls to satiate their rage, but a confrontation with the worst possible outcomes of their newly fledged sex lives; it’s ritual catharsis, which exposes and acknowledges the vulnerability of female bodies in a male-dominated world. It gives us an excuse to scream.

			Full of Secrets

			 

			
				In these enlightened times, filmmakers tend to serve up postfeminist rewrites of the dead slut. In The Cabin in the Woods, “the Whore” is a randomly assigned role, forced upon a girl without her knowledge, and maintained by dosing her with drugs that heighten her sex drive and lower her IQ. (Said drugs are administered, of course, through her hair bleach; she’s not a real idiot or a real blonde.) In It Follows, the blonde who sleeps with three different boys over the course of the movie also survives through to the end, simply because the killer is a sexually transmitted demon who can only be defeated by having sex with a new partner. Yet, for all that, the most powerful rewrite of the archetype is one of the earliest.

			There have been blonde girls and naked girls and dead girls, but no girls have combined those qualities quite as memorably as Laura Palmer. Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me was critically slated when it came out, not only for being an unsatisfactory prequel to a canceled TV show or for its self-conscious artiness (which was expected from Lynch), but for being too lowbrow to satisfy an art house audience. Twin Peaks had flirted with the mainstream, but it still comfortably fit into the semi-reputable tradition of the nighttime soap opera. Fire Walk with Me, what with its sordid focus on high school sex and serial killing, resembled an entirely different genre: the slasher movie.

			“Fire Walk With Me could be the most rarefied teen horror film ever made,” Entertainment Weekly noted in their review. “It’s like A Nightmare on Elm Street directed by Michelangelo Antonioni.”7

			They’re not wrong. The movie was primarily a long, slow exploration of Laura’s last days. Laura’s brutal murder had allowed her to serve as the central plot device of Twin Peaks. Her personality was only revealed postmortem, like an endless scarf pulled out of a magician’s sleeve—the sweet, universally beloved homecoming queen who was also cheating on her boyfriend, and was also a coke addict, and was also a sex worker but also had ties to organized crime, etcetera. Fire Walk with Me tried to take all those contradictory shards of characterization and make Laura a real person, the heroine of her own story.

			The problem was that the end of that story was a foregone conclusion. Anyone who had actually watched the series knew the identity of Laura’s killer, and could predict how the movie ended: Laura is beaten to death in an abandoned train car by her father, Leland Palmer, who is possessed by the demon BOB and has been raping Laura since the age of twelve. BOB’s ultimate goal is to break Laura’s will through repeated rapes, so that he can possess her, too; “he wants to be me, or he’ll kill me,” Laura explains. Viewers knew from the beginning how that fight would end. Laura was waging her soul on a battle she was bound to lose. In place of the original series’ mystery, there was just the awful, clammy feeling of watching a sexually traumatized teenager march toward death.

			Fire Walk with Me borrows liberally from the vocabulary of slashers, but it’s like a shred of a movie blown up to ten times its original size, until one insignificant detail fills the entire frame. We don’t get to know the slasher’s other victims (Leland has already killed his other known victim, Teresa Banks, when the movie begins) and we don’t get a Final Girl (Ronette Pulaski, the only girl to survive BOB’s rampage, does so accidentally—Leland assumes she’s dead after beating her into a coma). All we get is one disposable girl—the blonde who does coke and takes her top off in her first scene and does everything else that dooms a horror-movie character to certain and immediate death. But where most movies would kill that girl and move on, Fire Walk with Me doesn’t allow us to take our eyes off her. We stare at the slutty, dead blonde for hours: long enough to like her. Long enough to care. That’s when we finally see what we paid for, what we’ve watched without blinking in all those other movies: her death, as she sobs, alone and frightened, in a dark room.

			It hurts in a way all those other dead girls never have. Fire Walk with Me forces us to stare at Laura until the stereotypes have dissolved, and all we can see is a child in unbearable pain. Which is what the dead blondes have always been. It’s what we all are, or were, us disposable girls.

			Living Dead Girls

			 

			In the twenty-first century, the energy of the slasher has found its way into yet another female-driven genre: true crime.

			True crime is a horror movie with the brake lines cut. Every horrible mutilation or death really did happen, and the victims are already gone. There’s no hope, and no telling yourself it’s just a story. Women love it. One 2010 survey found that 70 percent of all true-crime book reviews on Amazon were from female readers.8 My Favorite Murder, a podcast in which two women dissect historical crimes in gory detail, has become a sensation for its exhortations to trust one’s gut about male violence and “creepitude.” I listen to it nearly every morning; I don’t know why it feels reassuring to prepare my daughter’s breakfast while I listen to the story of a woman whose abductor tried to carve her third-trimester fetus out of her abdomen, but it works.

			Multiple women have described true-crime fandom as a compulsion, something that can take over one’s life or even override rational thought; Los Angeles writer Anna Dorn wrote, in an essay for The Hairpin, that she watched true-crime TV until “one night I left [the] house to get sushi and became convinced someone in the restaurant was hatching a plan to kill me. My brain concocted an intricate plot, compelling me to wait in the bathroom until I could see his car leave through a crack in the window.”9

			True crime, like the slashers, requires a dead girl. The female victims at the heart of certain unsolved mysteries—like Elizabeth Short, the Black Dahlia, or baby beauty queen JonBenét Ramsey—become superstars of death, providing new horror stories every time someone marshals the evidence into a convincing order. Amazon sells, by my count, eleven books dedicated to the Black Dahlia case alone; the titles range from Black Dahlia Avenger: The True Story (in which the author famously argues that his dad killed Short; he could form a support group with Mutilator, Jr.) to Exquisite Corpse: Surrealism and the Black Dahlia Murder, which examines the mutilation of Short’s body through the lens of twentieth-century art history.

			For JonBenét, the media circus became even more intense—and more troubling, as it proceeded to consume and define the lives of her surviving family members. JonBenét was six years old when she was found in her family’s basement with a fractured skull. She had been gagged with duct tape and bound at the wrists. The Denver Post reported that there were spots of blood on her underwear.10 Someone had left a bizarre three-page “ransom note” upstairs, which asked for $118,000—close to the exact amount paid to her father in his year-end bonus.11 No one thought the killer actually wanted the Ramseys to pay ransom. For one thing, their daughter was already dead.

			The crime was unspeakable, almost too ugly to think about. Yet JonBenét became a superstar thanks to our cultural fixation on dead blondes. The details of her bound wrists and potential sexual assault hinted at perversity. Photos of her on the child-pageant circuit—complete with fluffy blonde curls and a miniature tiara—made her look like an eerily shrunk-down, prepubescent Laura Palmer. The killer was never found, allowing public curiosity to stew and bubble for decades. In 2016, the twentieth anniversary of JonBenét’s death was greeted with a Netflix documentary, a true-crime miniseries on CBS, a widely promoted Dr. Phil interview with her brother, and countless articles and retrospectives. A child’s death was treated like a pop culture event, because, well, that’s what it was.

			JonBenét’s death became a Rorschach test for the American nuclear family—one which used her actual family as props in the experiment. Nearly every theory about the case imposed a new idea of what had gone wrong in the Ramsey home, and placed the blame on a different relative—it was the narcissistic, overly ambitious mother! No, it was the sexually perverse, daughter-raping dad! No, it was the spoiled, undisciplined older brother!—until it was hard to even remember that we were talking about a real six-year-old girl and the family members who mourned her. In 2008, the Denver prosecutor’s office announced that DNA evidence cleared all members of the Ramsey family, and issued a formal apology to the Ramseys for “contribut[ing] in any way to the public perception that you might have been involved in this crime.”12 By that time, Patsy, her mother, had died of ovarian cancer. She spent the last days of her life knowing that people thought she’d murdered her little girl.

			So, yes: true-crime fandom can and does cross the line into exploitation. Yet even so, the women who consume these stories are engaged, in a deep way, with the fragility of life in female skin. Even if we think we’ve outgrown the slashers, women are still drawn to the black mirror of violence—trying to puzzle it out, to inscribe a narrative on its troublingly opaque surface. The dead girls of “true” crime are, in some ways, as fictional as any doomed babysitter in a horror movie; we superimpose our own stories over the facts of their lives and deaths, transforming them into projections of our own anxieties and vulnerabilities.

			And why wouldn’t we? Why wouldn’t women be obsessed with figuring out sexual violence, when that violence governs so much of our lives? Amanda Vicary, who coauthored the aforementioned study on true-crime Amazon reviews, found that “women were particularly drawn to true crime stories that included a trick to survival—a victim who escaped or a murderer who chose his targets based on certain criteria—suggesting women may look to true crime for safety tips.”13 In truth or in fiction, we are all looking to be the Final Girl.

			The Hunger

			 

			Penetration is a male victory in these stories. It is something done to girls against their will and at their expense; the slasher gets a girl naked, gets her bloody, and gets rid of her so he can move on to his next kill.

			But the blood of a broken hymen, too, has power. Not all girls have hymens—or vaginas, for that matter—but that bit of skin has acquired a potent symbolic charge over the years. It signifies the beginning of womanhood, and the first steps into the adult world of procreation and childbirth; a girl losing her virginity is moving through liminal space, standing on the threshold between one phase of her life and the next. Liminal spaces generate power. They create monsters. And just as men famously don’t trust anything that bleeds for seven days and doesn’t die, there’s something uncanny about a girl who survives her first penetration.

			Which means that it is time, at last, to talk about the strange second coming of Mercy Brown.

			Bram Stoker’s Dracula was published in 1897, only a few years after newspapers became briefly captivated with an epidemic of rural New Englanders defiling their dead neighbors. Stoker was touring America during the time of the scandal; one such article, from New York World, was found pasted into his notes for his novel-in-progress.

			“Strange Superstition of Long Ago,” the article promised. “The Old Belief Was that Ghostly Monsters Sucked the Blood of Their Living Relatives.”14 It went on to explain that

			
				“recent ethnological research has disclosed something very extraordinary in Rhode Island. It appears that the ancient vampire superstition still survives in that State, and within the last few years many people have been digging up the dead bodies of relatives for the purpose of burning their hearts.”

			

			The writer detailed several such cases, one of which sounds like a garbled version of Mercy’s: “The most recent [exhumation] was made two years ago in a family where the mother and four children had already succumbed to consumption. The last of these children was exhumed and the heart was burned.”

			Stoker is a resolutely mysterious figure. Biographers have had trouble resolving basic questions like the cause of his death (“Locomotor Ataxy 6 Months,” which could mean either a stroke or syphilis).15 So, though we know Stoker’s interest was, uh, stoked by the happenings in New England, we don’t know whether his knowledge went any deeper than that one article. We specifically don’t know whether he ever read about Mercy, the nineteen-year-old girl who was exhumed and eaten, or if he learned her name.

			Yet, when Stoker’s novel of vampirism appeared a year later, much of its word count was devoted to the wasting illness and death of a nineteen-year-old girl with a near-rhyming name: Lucy. And one of the novel’s biggest, goriest sequences centers on the exhumation and destruction of Lucy Westenra’s corpse.

			Even in a novel as shamelessly tawdry and hypersexual as Dracula, Lucy stands out. At the start of the novel, she has three men in love with her—insane asylum doctor Jack Seward, American adventurer Quincey P. Morris, and generic-brand British dude Arthur Holmwood—and is delighted by the attention of all three. “Why can’t they let a girl marry three men, or as many as want her, and save all this trouble?” she wonders at one point.16

			Lucy also flirts more than a little with Mina Harker, the respectable, tomboyish proto–Final Girl who’s staying with her: “I wish I were with you, dear, sitting by the fire undressing, as we used to sit,” and so on, and so forth.17 Mina is the one who sees Lucy’s bedroom window mysteriously open every morning, no matter how they try to keep it shut; she’s the one who watches Lucy begin to rise in the night and walk, blind and unknowing, toward the darkness outside her door.

			Lucy’s story has the resonance and weirdness of a fairy tale, like a bloodier version of “Goldilocks and the Three Bears”: First Jack proposes to Lucy, then Quincey proposes, then Arthur proposes. Jack is too serious, Quincey is too jolly, but Arthur is just right. (Yet that damn bedroom window keeps coming open.) Then Lucy falls sick with anemia; Jack gives his blood, and Quincey gives his blood, and Arthur gives his blood, but it’s not enough. (Lucy stays sick; she starts walking toward the dark in her sleep; the bedroom window just won’t stay shut.) One night, Mina awakes to find Lucy’s bed empty. After a panicked chase, Mina finds her friend outdoors: “The silver light of the moon struck a half-reclining figure, snowy white…. [I]t seemed to me as though something dark stood behind the seat where the white figure shone, and bent over it. What it was, whether man or beast, I could not tell.”18

			What “reclining” and “bent over” mean in this context is not something Stoker could or would have specified; he wanted our imaginations to do the heavy lifting. Film adaptations have depicted this moment as everything from a classic mouth-on-the-neck vampire swoon to enthusiastic sex with a man-bat. What matters is that, soon afterward, Lucy is dead, and neighborhood children are being attacked. And Professor Van Helsing, who has been called in to solve the case, knows why. Lucy is a vampire, and it’s time for one last horrible round of Goldilocks-ing as the three men who love her open her grave.

			Like Mercy, Lucy’s body looks fresher than it ought to. “She was, if possible, more radiantly beautiful than ever,” Jack tells us, “and I could not believe that she was dead. The lips were red, nay redder than before, and on the cheeks was a delicate bloom.”19 Yet even this beautiful body proves disposable: “It made me shudder to think of so mutilating the body of the woman whom I had loved. And yet the feeling was not so strong as I had expected.”20

			Once he’s decided to do it, Lucy starts to look like she has it coming. She becomes a “nightmare” with a “voluptuous mouth [which] it made one shudder to see,” and a “carnal and unspiritual appearance”; her “sweetness was turned to adamantine, heartless cruelty, and [her] purity to voluptuous wantonness.”21 Now, given that the pre-dead Lucy was angling to institute an Ethical Slut situation in the middle of 1890s London, one doubts she was all that “pure” in the first place. But now there’s no pretense. We finally see her, in all her hunger: The girl who took three men’s love, drained three men’s bodies, and went out at night looking for more. The monster.

			So Jack agrees to put a stake through her heart, and Quincey agrees to put a stake through her heart, and Arthur can’t bear the thought of it. But Arthur, once again, is our just-right boy: “It will be a blessed hand for her that shall strike the blow that sets her free,” Van Helsing tells the men. “To this I am willing, but is there none amongst us who has a better right?”22

			He was, after all, going to be her husband. And here, at long last, is the consummation of their marriage:

			
				The body shook and quivered and twisted in wild contortions. The sharp white teeth champed together till the lips were cut, and the mouth was smeared with a crimson foam. But Arthur never faltered. He looked like a figure of Thor as his untrembling arm rose and fell, driving deeper and deeper the mercy-bearing stake, whilst the blood from the pierced heart welled and spurted up around it…. And then the writhing and quivering of the body became less, and the teeth ceased to champ, and the face to quiver. Finally it lay still. The terrible task was over.

				The hammer fell from Arthur’s hand. He reeled and would have fallen had we not caught him.

				Great drops of sweat sprang out on his forehead, and his breath came in broken gasps.23

			

			If nothing else, it seems clear that Bram Stoker had a really, really terrible time on his honeymoon.

			Queen of the Night

			 

			Lucy Westenra raises a possibility that is apparently even more alarming than rape, torture, and fatal tanning-bed malfunction: consent. Desire, even. Dead sluts are forcibly penetrated and tossed aside; the Final Girl survives, but only by erasing her own sexuality. It’s when a girl leans into the violence of desire, goes out to let a stranger eat her in the pale moonlight, that she becomes a monster.

			There’s a certain ugliness even in Stoker’s depictions of Lucy’s true, “good” self. Letting herself be loved by our three heroes is framed as roughly equivalent to using their blood to treat her illness, a constant, sucking passivity in which nothing these men give will ever be enough. There’s even a mean joke embedded in the fact that the vampire Lucy eats children; as soon as a girl gets engaged, the joke goes, she starts wanting babies. Lucy becomes a monster by becoming a mother, or vice versa; like Regan in The Exorcist, when Lucy opens herself up to the possibilities of sex and pregnancy, she loses her humanity as a result.

			And yet, I’m hard-pressed to find Lucy—her voluptuous wantonness, her carnal spirit, her casual disrespect for love and marriage in a time when love and marriage were the only things women of her station were allowed to care about—anything but wonderful. There really aren’t many nineteenth-century novels where a bisexual, polyamorous woman kidnaps a toddler, throws it across the room because she’s spotted a cute boy, then loudly begs said boy to do her in front of all his friends. (“Come to me, Arthur. Leave these others and come to me. My arms are hungry for you. Come, and we can rest together. Come, my husband, come!”)24 Yet there is Lucy, and perhaps she is enough. Mercy was so entirely stripped of agency that she was dead for the most important parts of her own story; it seems like a kind of justice to memorialize her with a character who, even in death, is so vibrantly and joyfully and inconveniently alive.

			Lucy has to be put in her place. She has to die. In fact, given the connotations of that stake in Arthur’s hand, she has to be raped to death; meeting her maker, like all the other dead blondes, at the end of something long and pointy. This is how sex looks in a world that views male desire as a form of dominance and violence. Virgins are untouched like a toy still in its original box, unspoiled like food in a sealed can—there to be used, played with, emptied, consumed.

			Lucy is no virgin; the thin membrane of her throat is pierced, the fang sinks through, her blood wells forth. She is forever changed by the experience. But she arises, not broken, but transformed; less than human, but more than herself, possessed of her own sharp fangs and ready to penetrate men in return. She ought to be dead. She is dead. Yet the act that killed the girl has brought forth the woman—and she is terrifying.

			The powerful hunger at the core of Lucy’s being, her need for something more than the rules allow, makes her hideous and threatening to the men who claim to love her. Yet it also makes her a magnificent danger to the society that tries to contain and repress her. She dies, but she dies fighting, striking terror into the hearts of men who prefer her small and meek and chaste. In a world this cruel, glorious defiance may be all we can ask, even of our monsters.

		

	
		
			
			Part IIWIVES

		

	
		
			3.

			 

			SEDUCTION

			
				What does one tell a husband? One tells him nothing.

				—Cat People (1942)

			

			One Friday night, in March 1895, Michael Cleary of Ballyvadlea, Ireland, set fire to his wife for refusing to eat a piece of toast.

			Bridget Cleary had always been a bad fit for Michael. She was an exceptionally beautiful woman, and—thanks to her parents’ purchase of a Singer sewing machine—an exceptionally powerful one, too. Bridget taught herself to work as a milliner and dressmaker, which, along with keeping poultry, allowed her to live off her own income. That level of independence was rare in a married woman, and Bridget didn’t do much to downplay it: She had not moved in with her husband for some time after their wedding. She wore ostentatiously stylish clothes of her own design, in part as a walking advertisement for her business, but also for all the reasons beautiful women wear stylish clothing. She had a reputation for arrogance; “people speak of [Bridget] as being ‘a bit queer’ in her ways,” one local newspaper wrote, “and this they attribute to a certain superiority over the people with whom she came into contact.”1 There were rumors that she’d been having an affair.

			“She was not my wife. She was too fine to be my wife,” Michael said of Bridget after her death.2 It might sound like bitterness, a man venting his insecurity at a woman who made him feel small. But Michael was being literal. He also claimed the woman he’d killed was “two inches taller than my wife.” By the time he was on trial for murder, Michael was not framing the problem in terms of some flaw in Bridget. He claimed that the woman he’d killed was not Bridget at all.

			The thing that looked like Bridget, Michael said, was a changeling—a fairy that assumed someone’s appearance in order to disguise the kidnapping of the original person. Though they preferred to take children, fairies also stole adult women from time to time, especially pretty ones or nursing mothers. Like the vampires of New England, the changelings of Ballyvadlea were surprisingly noncontroversial. When Michael asked Bridget’s family to drive the changeling away, they were glad to help.

			In the days leading up to her death, Michael’s neighbors recalled hearing screaming coming from his house—“take it, you [bitch], you old faggot, or we will burn you” was one widely reported comment—and seeing Bridget tied to the bed, where she was doused and force-fed potions to repel fairy magic.3 Sometimes that meant herbs boiled in milk. Sometimes it meant urine. Fairies hated iron, so she was threatened and prodded with a hot poker; fairies hated Christianity, so a priest was called. Bridget was made to recite her name and her male relatives’ names; she had to describe herself as “Bridget Boland, wife of Michael Cleary, in the name of God” over and over, as if the spell could be broken by reaffirming the proper marital relation. When she was slow to answer, they held her over the kitchen fire.4 Johanna Burke, Bridget’s cousin, affirmed in her testimony that Bridget “seemed to be wild and deranged, especially while they were so treating her.”5

			Here’s the thing: it worked. After hours of counter-magic, everyone agreed that the real Bridget had been returned to them. But then, while the participants were recuperating by the fire, Bridget made the mistake that would end her life. She insulted Michael’s mother.

			“Your mother used to go with the fairies,” is what she said, according to Johanna. “That is why you think I am going with them.”6

			The toast was on the breakfast table. Bridget had eaten two pieces. When she refused a third piece, Michael knocked Bridget to the ground and began forcing the bread down her throat. He began demanding that she call herself “the wife of Michael Cleary” again.

			“I said, ‘Mike, let her alone, don’t you see it is Bridget that is in it,’ ” Johanna said, “meaning that it was Bridget his wife, and not the fairy, for he suspected that it was a fairy and not his wife that was there. Michael then stripped his wife’s clothes off, except her chemise, and got a lighting stick out of the fire. She was lying on the floor, and he held it near her mouth.”7

			Fairies hated fire. So Michael held fire to his wife’s mouth, telling her to take back what she’d said. Some of the witnesses remembered her crying out for Johanna—“oh, Han, Han”—and Johanna remembered Bridget saying, “give me a chance,” but then her head hit the floor, hard, and she stopped talking.8 So it may have been the blow to the head that killed her. We can’t know. Somehow, in the struggle, a spark got loose, and Bridget’s chemise caught fire. Over the screaming of her assembled family, Michael reached for a lamp and poured the burning oil over Bridget’s body, stoking the flames.

			James Kennedy, her aunt’s brother-in-law, recalled trying to stop him: “For the love of God, don’t burn your wife,” he shouted.

			“She’s not my wife,” Michael said. “She’s an old deceiver sent in place of my wife. She’s after deceiving me for the last seven or eight days, and deceived the priest today too, but she won’t deceive anyone any more…. You’ll soon see her go up the chimney!”9

			The assembled family, believers all, may well have looked for the miracle. But the body of Bridget Cleary stayed where it was.

			Women from Another World

			 

			
				It’s difficult to tell what motivated Michael in those final moments. It wasn’t just his belief in fairies; the other participants believed in them, too, but by the time Michael killed Bridget, everyone else knew that she was a real person. It may have been that Michael believed in fairies a little more than the others. It may have been mental illness; one popular theory places the blame on Capgras syndrome, in which sufferers are afflicted with the delusion that a loved one (“usually a spouse,” as per one Irish doctor) has been replaced by an identical duplicate.10 Or, given what we know about the other men, the obvious pride Bridget took in herself, and the financial power she wielded—say it plainly, the fact that Bridget was not under her husband’s control—it may have been a lie, and a way to justify killing her. Men kill women every day to assert their authority. Bridget wouldn’t have been the first.

			But if Michael was lying, it was a lie with deep roots. Ireland and the other Celtic countries have a long folkloric tradition of fairy wives. Like Bridget, they were women who were hard to keep in one place—women who asked for more than was normal.

			In the typical story, as per W. Y. Evans-Wentz, “a man catches a fairy woman and marries her. She proves to be an excellent housewife, but usually she has had put into the marriage-contract certain conditions which, if broken, inevitably release her from the union, and when so released she hurries away instantly, never to return, unless it be now and then to visit her children.”11

			Among the conditions, ironically, is the right to leave an abusive husband; in one story, collected by Evans-Wentz, the man learns “that he must not strike the wife without a cause three times, the striking being interpreted to include any slight tapping, say, on the shoulder.”12 Other fairies are disquietingly independent; a selkie, for instance, will come into her new husband’s home with a trunk, which he is not to open under any circumstances. If he disobeys her—suspecting treasure, or just not wanting her to have any secrets—he will find that the trunk contains only a sealskin, which the selkie will use to transform herself back into a seal before disappearing into the sea. In the Welsh Mabinogion, we have the story of Rhiannon, a fairy woman pursued by the human Prince Pwyll, who was struck by her beauty as she rode through his kingdom. Pwyll chased Rhiannon for days, unsuccessfully, until he became so tired and hungry that he begged her to stop. Only then did Rhiannon turn around: “I will stay gladly,” she told him, “and it were better for thy horse hadst thou asked it long since.”13 Rhiannon had been in love with Pwyll from afar, and had come to propose marriage, but she wasn’t going to let him grab her off the road and call it conquest. To be with a fairy woman, even one who loved him, a man had to get her consent first.

			The ur-myth here is probably the French story of Melusine. When she married Count Raymond of Poitou, her only demand was that he leave her alone in her own room on Saturdays. Raymond agreed, and for many years, they were almost happy. Yet each of their children was born strange and frightening—with claws or tusks, or too many eyes, or too few. Though the maladies varied, “all were in some way disfigured and monstrous.”14 The problem defied explanation, and in time, Raymond grew suspicious of his wife. One Saturday, he peeked through a crack in the door and saw Melusine taking a bath, with the lower half of her body transformed into a long, snaky tail.

			Melusine loved Raymond, and initially forgave him for spying on her. It was only when Raymond publicly called her a “serpent” and blamed her for “contaminating” his noble line that she dropped the act, transformed into a sea dragon, and flew away.15 The legend says that she came back in the dead of night to nurse and hold her children, proud Mama Snake cuddling her little monsters to her clammy breast. Melusine could forgive her husband for curiosity, or even for being afraid, but not for turning on their children; she may have been a hideous, recently divorced hell-snake, but she was not a bad mother.

			“Fairy wives” behaved less like inexplicable creatures of the spirit world and more like women who’d figured out how to have long-term heterosexual relationships without ceding their dignity or autonomy. So if Michael Cleary had a wife who was more beautiful than ordinary women, who wielded more control than ordinary women, who acted “too fine” for him or anyone, who had a habit of disappearing—well, he knew what to call her. If tradition had taught him anything, it was that a woman who insisted too much on being treated like a person was probably not a person at all.

			Beauty and/or the Beast

			 

			
				“To pose Woman is to pose the absolute Other, without reciprocity,” Simone de Beauvoir once wrote, “denying against all experience that she is a subject, a fellow human being.”16

			Women’s adult sexuality—the kind that comes attached to female experience, agency, power in the world—is even more heavily demonized than the adolescent variety. An adolescent girl’s sexuality is frightening because it’s a way for her to slip out of her parents’ control. But once a girl slips her chain and becomes a woman, her sexuality stops being merely worrisome and becomes a threat. Sex is a valuable resource that men can never entirely alienate her from because it resides within her body. She can promise and deny it to whom she pleases. You can look to Michael Cleary to see how well men handle being denied.

			De Beauvoir was probably not thinking of fairies when she wrote that men refused to see women as human. But she was correct that humanity, for most of recorded history, has been defined as male. In the West, white men have told our stories, written our laws, made our definitions, dominated our arts and academies; when female experience has been accounted for at all, it has usually been a man doing the accounting. Women are defined from the outside, in terms of how they seem to men, rather than from the inside, as thinking, feeling subjects. They are not fellow people, not even a different or worse variety of person, but simply the opposite of men, and hence, the opposite of human.

			Which leads to the question of how you can have sex with something that isn’t human. In many myths, heterosexuality is portrayed as a kind of legalized bestiality, and attractive women are alluring, predatory, half-human monsters: fairy wives, snake-women, Others whose beauty is a thin veneer over their dangerous and alien psyches.

			Some creatures, like the selkies, are just too self-possessed for a man to possess them. But male terror of unleashed female sexuality runs deeper than that, and gives rise to bloodier fantasies. Think of mermaids drawing sailors out into dangerous waters and drowning them, or the leanan sídhe, a fairy in Celtic folklore who transforms her male lovers into great artists, but only at the cost of their souls, giving them a few brief years of earthly brilliance before dragging them away to entertain her in the Underworld. For that matter, think of Dracula’s famous Brides—triple-teaming and sucking the juices out of poor, trapped Jonathan Harker, over his unconvincing attempts to resist them—or the urban legends about traveling salesmen who are lured into hotel rooms by foreign seductresses, only to wake up alone in a tub of ice, missing a kidney. To this day, our word for a famously seductive woman is shared with the monster that nearly lured Odysseus’s ship onto the rocks, and with the sound of impending danger: all three are sirens.

			These creatures feel no desire for sex, or feel it so intensely that they devour their male partners; rather than acquiescing to men’s sexual advances, they use men’s desire to lead them on, exploit them, and destroy them. They seem beautiful and human at first glance, but when you examine them, their bodies are never quite right; they always bear some mark of the animal or the otherworldly. You can never fully understand these women, never fully pin them down, never love them; they are elusive, incomprehensible, practiced deceivers. You can live with one for years and still not see the snake that lives inside her skin.

			Faery Serpents and Lizard People

			 

			
				Myths have odd half-lives. Names change, beliefs change, but as long as a certain underlying anxiety persists, its myth tends to survive as well. John Keats—a prime candidate for visitation by the leanan sídhe—seems to have channeled some of Melusine into his Lamia, a “smooth-lipp’d serpent” from the world of Faery, who is possessed of a disgusting, distinctly female hunger: “Her head was serpent, but ah, bitter-sweet! She had a woman’s mouth with all its pearls complete.”17

			Given that Lamia’s mouth (so to speak) longs for pretty young men, this obviously will not do. She asks the god Hermes to transform her into a woman, so that she can seduce the human Lycius. It actually works out fairly well, until Lycius’s friend Apollonius publicly reveals Lamia’s true identity at their wedding, thus causing “the tender-person’d Lamia [to] melt into a shade.”18

			It’s a lovely poem. The famously lush description of Lamia’s scales alone—“[e]yed like a peacock, and all crimson barr’d; / And full of silver moons, that, as she breathed, / Dissolv’d, or brighter shone, or interwreathed,” etcetera, etcetera—is enough to send a sensitive type into a swoon.19 The twenty-first century, of course, does not really do swoons. We don’t really do fairies, either. We still have magical kidnappers, not-quite-human imposters, and inexplicable visitors from another world, but we call them aliens. Which is why, of all the many misfortunes and insults to befall poor Keats, one of the worst is the 1995 erotic thriller Species, starring Natasha Henstridge as a shape-shifting snake-alien who screws a dude to death in a swimming pool.

			To call Species a terrible movie is not enough. It is luxuriantly, gorgeously terrible. Ben Kingsley, playing a scientist who inexplicably spliced alien DNA with hot lady DNA (to make the resulting half-alien “more docile and controllable,” he says) visibly chokes down every line of dialogue with a barely contained rage that says “I played Gandhi, damn it.” Forest Whitaker plays a psychic who does things like walk up to a gorily mutilated corpse and announce, using his psychic powers, “Something bad happened here!” Henstridge, as the hot lady alien in question, goes from not knowing what a TV is to convincingly faking her own death using nothing more than pliers and a stolen car, within about twenty-four hours. There’s a scene where Kingsley says the word protocol roughly thirty-six times in succession, like so:

			
				BEN KINGSLEY: I can’t let them out! It’s protocol!

				MICHAEL MADSEN (who is also in this): What protocol?

				BEN KINGSLEY: Protocol! Protocol!

			

			Maybe you think I am exaggerating. Maybe it’s not actually that stupid. To which I reply: no. Whatever you are imagining, Species is much, much stupider than that. Here is the climactic piece of dialogue, the message we are left to chew on as we exit the theater:

			
				LADY SCIENTIST: She was half-alien, half-us. I wonder which was the predatory half.

				MICHAEL MADSEN: The dead half!

				(All laugh.)

			

			What.

			And yet, precisely because it is brought to you by the geniuses who thought “the dead half” was a classic cut-to-credits zinger, Species contains more uncomfortable truths about how men view women than a smarter story ever could. It is an artless, timeless, accidental blueprint of all the ways men fear female sexuality.

			The alien (her name is Sil) begins life as a sort of extraterrestrial riff on Regan from The Exorcist; she’s a frightened child, haunted by night terrors and acne-like worms that keep protruding from under her skin, another girl whose body is being filled up by a malevolence beyond her power to control. But when Sil manages to break free of the government lab that created her, she transforms herself into a gigantic, reptilian, wall-mounted vagina, and from said vagina rebirths herself as a naked Henstridge. From this point forward, Sil—who haunts nightclubs and devours the men therein, who sprouts tentacles and slitted pupils when aroused, who impales a man’s head with her H. R. Giger–designed tongue—is nothing but a monster.

			The extreme badness of the screenwriting makes this misogyny more blatant, and therefore much, much funnier. When the freed Sil hits Los Angeles, the first thing she does is buy a wedding dress, despite the fact that she supposedly doesn’t know what “money” is; when her conquests reject her, she yells things like “don’t go—I want a baby!” (If that ever works for you, let me know. I myself have not had much luck.) At one point, Marg Helgenberger, as the intrepid lady scientist, wipes down the bloody edge of a toilet seat to prove Sil is—gasp!—on her period.

			Yet Sil’s quest to fulfill every single female stereotype from a bad ’90s stand-up routine is not really meant to amuse us. It’s meant to be terrifying. The fact that she’s feminine is what makes her monstrous—a Melusine whose dragon nature is always lurking just under the surface. Once a woman is free to desire and pursue her own desires, she moves beyond the reach of our empathy; she’s a threat that must be contained or destroyed.

			Old Deceivers

			 

			
				Pop culture offers us no shortage of animal seductresses—women who conceal their monstrous appetites under a pretty face. The most famous is 1942’s Cat People, in which a young bride named Irena is convinced she is descended from a pack of satanic witches, and that so much as kissing her husband would cause her to transform into a ravenous panther and maul him to death. The lineage continues on, to the 1982 remake of Cat People, or to Ginger Snaps, where lycanthropy is a disastrous outgrowth of teen-2girl horniness. Nor has Lamia left the picture: in Jennifer’s Body, the titular Jennifer is a cheerleader possessed by a succubus. She looks like Megan Fox, until she unhinges her jaw to reveal she has a snake’s fanged, elastic mouth.

			Plenty of these portrayals hint at more commonly concealed desires, which are less cannibalistic than they are “not heterosexual”: Irena’s “panther” side, for example, is denoted not only by a lack of sexual interest in her husband, but by the fact that beautiful women give her uncomfortably intimate greetings in restaurants. Jennifer, when she’s not eating boys, seduces her best friend, Needy. The fear of female sexual liberation has always been partly a fear that women will develop desires that don’t include men.

			But there is another group of marginalized women who bear the brunt of our fears nowadays—made to hold the bag for our ideas of deceptive femininity and killer shape-shifters. Transgender women have always existed. But in literature, they have seldom been anything other than monsters.

			Again, you can look to the Romantics here. There is clearly something happening in the scene where Geraldine strips for Christabel:

			
				Like one that shuddered, she unbound

				The cincture from beneath her breast:

				Her silken robe, and inner vest,

				Dropt to her feet, and full in view,

				Behold! her bosom and half her side—

				A sight to dream of, not to tell!

				O shield her! shield sweet Christabel!20

			

			Christabel, unshielded, goes ahead and has sex with Geraldine anyway; Geraldine uses her supernatural powers to cast a spell that forbids Christabel to say what Geraldine’s body looks like. Coincidentally, in the prophetic vision that announces Geraldine’s arrival, she is described as “a bright green snake,” and in one moment of confrontation, we seem to get a glimpse of Geraldine’s true, hideous form:

			
				A snake’s small eye blinks dull and shy;

				And the lady’s eyes they shrunk in her head,

				Each shrunk up to a serpent’s eye.21

			

			But, though Samuel Coleridge was indeed a weirdo, the trope of the gender-ambiguous snake-lady does not originate with him. In fact, the whole tradition of phallic snake imagery around the Lamia may be based on euphemism. In his play Peace, Aristophanes refers to “the unwashed balls of a Lamia.”22 An illustration from The History of Four-Footed Beasts and Serpents, a bestiary first published in 1658, depicts “the Lamia” with a lion’s body, reptilian scales, human breasts, and a penis.23

			Gender fluidity has always been a mark of the otherworldly: in medieval Europe, people believed that the succubus, a female demon of lust, “acquires (in various disreputable ways) semen ejaculated by a man. Pausing only to change sex, the demon now in male form as an incubus has sex with a woman, who may indeed become pregnant as a result.”24 To a contemporary reader, this seems less like demonic activity and more like a convenient way to explain how your semen wound up in Hildegard from down the street, but the idea was no doubt more terrifying in a pre-Maury era.

			Asking transgender women to find power in monstrosity is complicated. Monsters can be beautiful; possessed of a certain archaic, queenly violence or a joyful Lucy Westenra indifference to convention, something like the wild vision offered by trans feminist Elena Rose in her own call for a “feminism of the monstrous.” Rose calls monstrosity an ethos of “the cobbled-together, the sewn-up, the grafted-on…the golden, the under-the-earth, the foreign, the travels-by-night; the filthy ship-sinking cave-dwelling bone-cracking gorgeousness that says hell no, I am not tidy. I am not easy.”25

			But in contemporary horror, transgender monsters are rarely so majestic. The current figures of reference are more like creepy, lotion-basket-invoking Buffalo Bill in The Silence of the Lambs, stealing women to make a skin suit, or the deranged trans slashers in Sleepaway Camp or Insidious: Chapter 2, whose violence supposedly betrays that they are “really” men; not just frightening, but broken and pathetic. We’re invited to look down on them or laugh at them even as the “good” cis characters barely escape them with their lives. Possibly the only trans-adjacent villain who is allowed any real power or hotness is Dr. Frank N. Furter, from The Rocky Horror Picture Show, and Frank is played for camp.

			“When we see serial killer Buffalo Bill in their most famous scene,” writes Mey Rude, “it is meant to be one of the most jarring and disturbing moments of the film. We see someone who is presented to us as a man tucking their penis between their legs, wearing a wig made from a woman’s scalp, swaying and dancing to music. Growing up, I remember many times hearing that this was one of the strangest and creepiest scenes in modern film. This action of putting on makeup and a wig, tucking and trying to look as beautiful and feminine as you can is something that a lot of us trans women can relate to. It’s something that a lot of us trans women have done. And here it is being presented as the epitome of horror.”26

			This kind of story has a price, and that price is paid in blood. In 2017, The New York Times found that “on average, one to two [transgender people] have been killed somewhere in the United States every week.”27 That number rises every year. In 2017, Ally Lee Steinfeld, a seventeen-year-old trans girl in Mississippi, was found with both her eyes gouged out and multiple stab wounds in her genital region. She had also been set on fire. Like Bridget Cleary before her, it was not entirely clear whether the fire killed Steinfeld, or whether it was one last insult to her corpse. Somehow, the authorities ruled that her murder had not been a hate crime.

			These women’s killers typically defend themselves by saying that their victims were scary, that they “tricked” them. When seventeen-year-old Gwen Araujo was beaten to death with a shovel by two of her ex-boyfriends, Alameda County assistant district attorney Chris Lamiero claimed that Araujo made decisions that were “impossible to defend” by dating the men in question: “I don’t think most jurors are going to think it’s OK to engage someone in sexual activity knowing they assume you have one sexual anatomy when you don’t.”28

			When we project all our anxieties about feminine sexual power onto real, marginalized women, we become a nation of Michael Clearys, shrieking about the harm done to us by “deceivers,” unable to see that the real threat is us—the people holding the lit match, pouring grease on the flames.

			Fatal Attractions

			 

			The stereotypes that transphobes use to damn transgender women’s sexuality are, on some level, the same as the ones used to damn all female sexuality: deceptive, malevolent, an irresistible incitement to violence for any men who are “tempted” or “led on” by the woman in question. Though the hatred for trans and queer women is louder and more intense—and though there’s less social stigma attached to voicing it—it nevertheless stems from the same basic patriarchal need for control.

			Male sexual access to women is the bedrock of patriarchy. Unless cisgender men can get cisgender women to sleep with them, they cannot get them pregnant; unless they can guarantee those women are monogamous, they cannot be sure that the resulting children are theirs. Every story we tell about sexuality, every bit of dirtiness or shame we attach to it, is aimed at reinforcing that basic power dynamic: Men must be free to sleep with women, and women must not be free to sleep with men. Or with other women, or with anyone, except for the one lucky fellow who’s purchased the right to impregnate her. (This, admittedly, puts a very sinister spin on engagement ring commercials: a diamond is forever.) Female sexuality can exist only with male permission, in answer to male need, and in fact, female desire is so inherently subversive that it’s best to just pretend it doesn’t exist.

			Transgender and queer women are subject to a special hatred and violence because when patriarchy is sold to us as the only “natural” family structure, any evidence that nature does not conform to patriarchal ideals has to be suppressed. (Leave alone, for a minute, the fact of women having sex with each other—the existence of women who can feasibly get each other pregnant is an existential threat.) Even sexually available, straight, cisgender women—home-wreckers and temptresses, sex workers and secretaries, girls who go wild and girls who cry rape—invite hatred and disgust. They’re free agents, women whose sexuality has not yet been put under a husband’s control and which still therefore carries the power to subvert or overthrow the established system.

			The contempt and condescension polite society pours onto its sluts and spinsters disguises the primal emotion at the root of all misogyny: fear. And that fear is visited every day on women, who pay with their lives for having sexualities that elude patriarchal control. Trans women; sex workers, who have a 45 to 75 percent chance of experiencing sexual violence at their jobs; lesbian and bisexual women, who experience sexual violence up to twice as often as straight women, including “corrective rape,” the attempt to bring them back into the heterosexual fold by force.29

			For every imaginary femme fatale using her sexuality as a weapon of male destruction, there is a real woman who’s been raped by a boyfriend or groped by her boss; for every heartless mermaid drowning her lover or deceptive siren luring him to crash on the rocks, there is a woman whose life has been stalled or limited or ended by a man. It’s easy to think you’ll be the mermaid; to identify with the fairy bride, who can forbid men to touch her or look at her, and forget the human wife, brutalized and tortured and burned for showing a forbidden glimmer of autonomy. But we are all more likely to be the rule than the exception. We are all more likely to be dead sluts than Final Girls.

			Women who do try to fight back against male violence are often subject to the worst extremes of that violence, particularly if they are women of color: Marissa Alexander, sentenced to twenty-seven years in prison for firing a single gunshot into her own ceiling to scare off her abusive husband. Rose Parker, convicted of murder for shooting her abusive ex-boyfriend after he’d raped her and held her prisoner for several days. Cyntoia Brown was sixteen years old when she ran away from home and was trafficked into sex work by an abusive pimp; out of desperation, she killed a man who’d paid $150 to rape her. Brown was tried as an adult and sentenced to life in prison. The convictions of Alexander, Parker, and Brown were overturned after mass outcry, but for every story like this you know, there are hundreds or thousands you don’t: in one California prison study, 93 percent of women who were imprisoned for killing a partner had been physically abused by the “victim.”30 And black women—Alexander, Parker, and Brown were all black—are twice as likely as white women to be incarcerated.31

			Which is not to say we can’t occasionally find other scapegoats. Aileen Wuornos, who became famous as “America’s first female serial killer,” was a queer, working-class white woman and a sex worker. She died because she shot seven men, all of whom she insisted had tried to rape her. One of them, Dick Humphreys, was a retired police chief, which—anecdotally, at least—made it more likely that Wuornos was telling the truth; sex workers report high rates of assault from the police. (It also, probably, made Wuornos’s execution inevitable. The system is not kind to cop-killers.) Another victim, Richard Mallory, had in fact been convicted of “assault with intent to rape”—he broke into a woman’s house, groped her, and tried to rip her shirt off—and had served time in a psychiatric facility in lieu of prison.32 At her first trial, in tears, Wuornos testified that Mallory had raped her anally, poured saline solution up her ass to make the wounds sting, and threatened to kill her and rape her dead body, all before she even thought of striking back: “I’ve gotta fight or I’m gonna die,” she remembered thinking.33

			So she fought, and died for fighting. In a system that is not designed to defend women, self-defense never works. When Wuornos was executed, in October 2002, she carried no fewer than six death sentences. Nick Broomfield, a director who made two documentaries about Wuornos, notes that she was punished more harshly than even some of the most infamous male killers. In fact, just over a year after Wuornos’s execution, in December 2003, Gary Ridgway—the most prolific serial killer in American history, who admitted to killing at least forty-nine women—was sentenced to life in prison. Ridgway’s victims, as it happens, were mostly sex workers. (He also raped their corpses after the fact. Apparently it’s a common fantasy.) Washington, where he was captured, was a death penalty state at the time; the judge could have killed Ridgway, but declined to do so, just as Florida could have given Wuornos a life sentence, but condemned her to die half a dozen times. If you want to understand our sexual state of play, start with the fact that a man who kills half a hundred female sex workers is shown more mercy than a female sex worker who defends herself against seven men.

			Stories about deceptive, frightening, all-powerful female sexuality were created to justify male violence. They cannot provide us with an escape from it. Genuine sexual freedom and power, for women, is as unimaginable as the surface of another planet. Maybe our descendants will set foot there. But we may never see its sunlight or breathe its air. Yes, there is a primal, feral, alien power in female sexuality before society arises to contain and control it. But that feral quality rarely survives for long. It is beaten out of us, or starved out, or simply hidden away so we can be the kind of women the world tells us are worth loving. For many of us, sexual freedom is only a stop on the way to our final destination: the great domestication, the marriage that is meant to be our happy ending and instead turns out to be our end.

		

	
		
			4.

			 

			MARRIAGE

			
				It’s all about a girl who marries a man, and what do you think? He’s got six wives buried in the cellar.

				—Gaslight (1944)

			

			From the beginning, Laci Peterson’s death was cinematic. She disappeared on Christmas Eve 2002. She was eight-and-a-half-months pregnant. Her husband claimed she had gone out to walk the dog—an actual golden retriever, if you can believe it—and never came back. The first sign of her death looked like a shot from a Lifetime movie; the neighbors saw the dog at the Peterson’s front door, leash dragging behind it, unharmed but alone.

			Laci was beautiful, outgoing, popular, a devoted wife and homemaker; one of the key pieces of evidence in her murder trial rested on the precise air date of a Martha Stewart segment about meringue.* Her husband, Scott, was handsome and charismatic—in fact, he looked almost exactly like a blander, frattier version of mid-2000s golden boy Ben Affleck. Both were white and middle class, making their pain an easy pitch to the media; Laci would soon be one of the nation’s most famous cases of “missing white woman syndrome,” in which one white woman’s disappearance is covered as a national story while the kidnappings, assaults, and deaths of women of color go comparatively unreported. The pathos of their situation—Laci’s pregnancy had been hard-won; the Petersons were just about to go in for fertility treatments when she found out that she was pregnant—combined with the star quality of its leads to make it a blockbuster.

			“You’ve got a beautiful young woman! She’s pregnant! She’s missing the day before Christmas! And it really captured the attention of America,” says defense attorney and legal analyst Michael Cardoza in one of the many, many, many true-crime documentaries about the case. “People begin to watch, and wonder: What’s going to happen?”1

			In April 2003, the body of Laci’s fetus washed onto the

			shore of San Francisco Bay. It had a deep cut, and plastic knotted around its neck. Laci washed up a day later. She had been decapitated. Her arms were gone from the elbow down; one foot was severed at the ankle, and the other at the knee. (Experts later said this was probably a sign that weights had been tied to her wrists and ankles; she hadn’t been dismembered, but parts of her had rotted off.) Most of her organs—and presumably, her fetus—had washed out into the bay.

			By that time, the identity of her killer was a foregone conclusion. A few weeks after Laci’s disappearance, a woman named Amber Frey had come forward to the police, saying that her boyfriend, Scott—who had told her he was never married—was the same man as Scott Peterson, the man with the famously missing wife, whom she’d seen on the news. Frey also said that a few weeks before Christmas, Scott had changed his story about being married.

			“I’d asked if he had ever been married, and he said no. I’d asked if he had any kids, and he said no,” Frey recalls. “But now he’s telling me he lied, and that he had been. And this would be his first holidays without her.”2

			Frey let the police tap her phone. In one conversation—soon leaked to the press—Peterson airily tells Frey that he’s sorry he can’t see her, but he’s in Paris, enjoying the New Year’s celebration at the Eiffel Tower.

			He was calling from the candlelight vigil for Laci.

			Brief Interviews with Hideous Men

			 

			
				“We do Laci Peterson every fifteen minutes and see the numbers go up,” Bill O’Reilly told Vanity Fair in 2003. “It’s a story that resonates with women particularly.”3

			Frey’s revelations poured gasoline on what was already a very sizable fire. By the spring of 2004, images of Scott and Laci blared out from every supermarket checkout aisle and newsstand in the nation. The sheer audacity of Scott’s public existence—a man who had killed his wife walking around in the open, doing an exceptionally bad impression of a grieving husband—made him hard to look away from. One local radio station put Scott’s face on a billboard, next to a phone number, so that listeners could call in and describe the depth and vehemence of their hatred.

			Scott tried to win the people back by leaning into his newfound fame, giving high-profile interviews to national outlets and pulling in his family to do the same. This turned out to be one of the worst decisions Scott ever made, and this was a man whose decision-making skills had already led him to infidelity, faked Eiffel Tower parties, and murder. At one point, Scott’s father told Barbara Walters that his son was “no different than 95 percent of men in this country,” because it was “a reality of life [that] men have affairs.”

			“When their wives are eight-and-a-half-months pregnant?” Walters asked.

			“Probably more so!” Mr. Peterson said, cheerily.4 His own wife was sitting directly next to him at the time.

			Scott did no better when left to his own devices. At one point, he booked an exclusive Diane Sawyer interview on Good Morning America, where he inexplicably chose to insist that not only had he told Laci about his affair with Amber, Laci had given him her blessing.

			“Do you really expect people to believe,” Sawyer said, speaking very slowly, and placing lethal emphasis on every other word, “that an eight-and-a-half-months pregnant woman learns her husband is having an affair, and is saintly and casual about it? Accommodating? Makes a peace with it?”

			“Well, ah, yeah, ah…you don’t know,” he stuttered.5 He looked visibly angry to be questioned.

			I don’t want to be unduly facetious here. Not only was Laci dead, and horribly so, Scott was soon to be found guilty and sentenced to death himself. If you believe that capital punishment is murder—and it’s hard to think of what else to call it—then Scott, too, will one day be a murder victim. That said, if you were to look through history for the precise moment that Scott sentenced himself to death, that “well, ah, yeah” to Sawyer is probably it.

			Scott failed to recognize something that O’Reilly—of all people—could spot from a mile away: his fate rested on winning the sympathies of women. The audience that followed the Petersons’ case, tuned into the exclusive interviews and made all those magazines fly off the shelves was (like all true-crime audiences) mostly female. Scott’s blatant lie to Sawyer, or his father’s blithe assurance that most men cheated on their wives and it was nothing to worry about, betrayed not just callousness or dishonesty, but a failure to recognize that women’s opinions could even matter. That ignorance sealed his fate.

			Yet Scott was not the only one who failed to take those women seriously. To this day, if the media furor around Laci and Scott Peterson is remembered at all, it’s as an apolitical “distraction”; the case played out over the height of the Iraq War, which, along with the anti-abortion angle (the case resulted in legislation, Laci and Conner’s law, which classified fetuses as “unborn children” for the purposes of prosecuting murder) made it a go-to for Fox News and right-wing demagogues like O’Reilly. This is the space that Laci, and victims like her, occupy in the culture: silly stories for silly women, a prurient, frivolous break from the real news.

			But to many of the women watching the case unfold, Laci was the real news. Their fascination with the case had serious, even political implications. Scott really was like most of the men in this country, or at least, like many of the men those women had known. They paid attention to him not because his violence was abnormal or sensational, but because—in all his bland, hair-gelled brutality—he revealed how violent “normal” was.

			The Bloody Chamber

			 

			Western culture typically posits marriage as a blissful event—the reward at the end of Shakespearean comedies and Disney movies and every deserving woman’s life. But there has always been a darker story we tell about marriage: Bluebeard warning his virginal bride away from his bloody chamber, where the corpses of wives past lie in wait.

			Scott Peterson was one of the many Bluebeards of basic cable—all those made-for-TV movies with names like Bed of Lies and Lies of the Heart and Cries Unheard: The Donna Yaklich Story, in which Jaclyn Smith or Susan Dey is seduced, then menaced by a sinister husband played by Chris Cooper or Brad Johnson or (I always assume) Judd Nelson. The Laci Peterson iteration was unsubtly titled The Perfect Husband: The Laci Peterson Story, and Scott was played by TV superman Dean Cain.

			It’s easy to dismiss this genre as mere melodrama: cheap titillation for midwestern wine moms, vicarious suffering for women with no real problems and no real pain. Yet, if Laci can teach us anything, it’s that even well-behaved, well-off suburban women can have much bigger and more painful problems than you might expect.

			For much of history, violence was not something unfortunate that happened within marriage—violence was marriage. It was a brutal institution, the primary mechanism by which men subdued individual women and put their unruly, monstrous sexuality under control. You couldn’t ask men not to beat their wives. It would be like building a jail with no bars or locks. How else were you going to keep women from getting loose?

			This sounds dark, but history bears it out. Spousal rape was not outlawed in all fifty states until the 1990s. Even after domestic violence technically became illegal, courts often declined to try cases. “There has been for many years a gradual evolution of the law going on, for the amelioration of the married woman’s condition, until it is now, undoubtedly, the law of England and of all the American states, that the husband has no right to strike his wife,” the supreme court of Maine acknowledged in 1877.6 Yet the court ruled it was “better to draw the curtain [and] shut out the public gaze” from such matters.7 Yet another court ruled that domestic violence should not be prosecuted because families “would be disturbed by dragging into court for judicial investigation…matters of no serious moment, which if permitted to slumber in the home closet would be silently forgiven or forgotten.”8 Beating your wife was not just too trivial to be worth prosecuting; it was too common. Start hearing domestic violence cases, and the justice system would be flooded with beaten women.

			It probably would be, if women thought they had any chance of getting justice in the courts. To this day, the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence (NCADV) says that one in four women is the victim of “severe” violence from a partner.9 The NCADV defines “severe” violence as different than slapping or shoving; by their metrics, 25 percent of the female population has experienced “beating, burning, strangling,” or in other words, what you and I might call attempted murder.10 Fifty-five percent of all female homicide victims are killed by a current or former partner.11 Even mass shootings, the most “random” and seemingly impersonal form of American violence, start here; as per the advocacy group Everytown for Gun Safety, the vast majority of mass shootings begin as domestic violence incidents, with male shooters whose wives and children are their first casualties.12

			Women who obsess over stories about killer husbands aren’t indulging in tabloid sensationalism or thinking in complicated psychosexual metaphors. They are, literally, worried that their husbands are going to kill them—and those fears are not irrational.

			“Our trust in men is as unearned as it is unreciprocated—yet it’s expected,” writes feminist Chelsea G. Summers. “And this is where true crime’s real value lies: Unlike love songs, unlike rom-coms, and unlike romance novels, true crime has no interest in telling us to trust men. Unlike politicians or bosses, it doesn’t seek to gaslight women.”13

			Bluebeard stories provide one of the few venues women have to talk about the pervasive nature of marital violence. Like the slashers, they convert private trauma into public spectacle, giving women a language for their pain.

			Look again to all those women obsessing over Laci Peterson while we waged war on Iraq, the trivial housewives with their trivial concerns: Between 2001 and 2012, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan killed 6,488 US soldiers. In that same span of time, over 10,470 American women were murdered by their partners.14 Women who followed Laci’s case weren’t ignoring the war abroad, they were paying attention to the war at home. That war is long and bloody, and there is no chance of a ceasefire any time soon. If we had no way to talk about it, we might die of the silence alone.

			Her Demon Lover

			 

			When the truths of women’s lives are excluded from the cultural mainstream, the mediums women adopt to express those truths are also marginalized. Today, it’s true crime and Lifetime movies. Yesterday, it was the Gothic novel.

			Contemporary horror is founded on a sturdy Gothic bedrock. The “classic” monsters all originated in Gothic novels—Dracula, Frankenstein’s monster, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde—and so did the basic furniture of the genre, the dimly lit castles, crashing thunder, and pale ghosts moaning in the night. Granted, those tropes stopped scaring people when they showed up in Sesame Street segments, Disney’s Haunted Mansion, and/or Count Chocula commercials. But they were formative; everything we have now is derived from them.

			Which means that everything comes from women’s fiction. Many of the most celebrated eighteenth-and nineteenth-century books by women are Gothic: Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is an obvious example, but Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights also fit inside the Gothic box to some extent. Not only was the genre heavily feminized, female authors could attain shocking power within it: Ann Radcliffe, the mother of the Gothic, was “the most popular and best paid English novelist of the eighteenth century.”15 She was also publicly known as “Mrs. Radcliffe,” decades before the Brontës took on male pseudonyms to legitimize their own writing.

			It wasn’t just the authors. Girls and young women wolfed down Gothic novels, which—like Scream and Lifetime movies—provided a rare public forum through which women could discuss the day-to-day dangers they faced. No other genre was so focused on the evil men do to the women in their lives. The Gothic turned everyday family life inside out to produce anxiety nightmares of unnatural and illegitimate reproduction, child abuse, sexual perversion, and—most importantly, for our purposes—untrustworthy, violent husbands.

			The Byronic male love interest is one of the hottest and most problematic Gothic tropes, and has resurfaced, in degraded latter-day form, in entertainments ranging from Veronica Mars to Twilight. As outlined in the original nineteenth-century novels, he is a man who is not only dangerous and cruel to the women around him, but somehow more attractive because of his terrible personality. In Jane Eyre, Edward Rochester locks his wife in an attic so he can sexually harass his nanny; Heathcliff, in Wuthering Heights, literally strangles puppies for sport. Yet other, less overtly sociopathic men are framed as bores and dullards by comparison. Mina Harker is supposedly happy with her dim-witted husband Jonathan. Yet there’s a lifetime of oral fixation compressed into the brief, indelible description of her seduction by Dracula:

			
				
					With his left hand he held both Mrs. Harker’s hands, keeping them away with her arms at full tension; his right hand gripped her by the back of the neck, forcing her face down on his bosom…. The attitude of the two had a terrible resemblance to a child forcing a kitten’s nose into a saucer of milk to compel it to drink.16

			

			Admittedly, you can go too far with this sort of thing; there are ardent female fan clubs not just for fictional cannibal Hannibal Lecter (who at least has the benefit of being played by charismatic actors like Anthony Hopkins and Mads Mikkelsen) but for the real, significantly less charming cannibal Jeffrey Dahmer. One Dahmer fan, interviewed by the Netflix show Dark Tourist, says only that “women love bad boys.”17

			“He didn’t enjoy the act of killing at all. He just wanted someone there for him and didn’t want to have to take care of them,” another woman volunteers.18 This, supposedly, explains why Dahmer poured acid into living men’s brains in the hopes of making them compliant sex zombies.

			Women are indoctrinated from birth to overlook or forgive men’s bad behavior, especially when it comes to relationships. We can hardly be surprised that this process has had some strikingly weird results. But the point of the Byronic romance, I think, is not to excuse male violence, but to make a fetish out of female ambivalence, portraying masculinity as simultaneously attractive and scary and attractive because it is scary. Like BDSM, the convention of the Byronic hero takes the edge off sexual violence by reducing it to a set of roles and tropes, allowing participants to get a handle on their fear by turning it into a game. It’s not for nothing that Fifty Shades of Grey began as vampire fan fiction.

			Yet, by eroticizing male domination, the Gothic keeps the power dynamics of straight marriage perpetually at the top of readers’ minds. Its heroines exist in perpetual relation to male brutality, attempting to form meaningful relationships within it or around it or in spite of it. The question of how far to eroticize submission before it becomes mere degradation is at the center of Daphne du Maurier’s great twentieth-century Gothic novel Rebecca.

			Manderley Is Burning

			 

			
				At first glance, Rebecca sits firmly within the confines of the Gothic romance. But this is a modern book, published in 1938. It has a bitter, modern cynicism; the marriage at its center gets less romantic the more you examine it.

			When she wrote Rebecca, du Maurier was unhappily married to Frederick Browning, an Olympic athlete and British Army officer who, despite these accomplishments, was nevertheless thoroughly unprepared for a wife who was (a) bisexual, (b) professionally successful, and (c) tougher than he was. One illustrative glimpse of just how much tougher comes to us from Nina Auerbach, who tells us that for his entire adult life, Browning “refused to travel without the toy bears he had had since childhood, whom he fondly called ‘the Boys.’ ”19 Conservatives may weep and wail at our modern age of premarital cohabitation, but at least a contemporary woman has less chance of learning something like this after the wedding.

			Du Maurier wanted to get rid of her sexual appetite and ambition—she called them “the boy in the box,” meaning a terrible, un-female presence lurking inside of her; she seems to have gotten the idea from her father, who told her she should have been born a boy—but realistically, in a society without easy divorces or pride parades, there was not much for unhappily married couples to do but sleep with other people. This admittedly imperfect solution was one du Maurier and her husband both pursued. We can only give them our understanding and our sympathy, and hope that “the Boys” did not come along to any hotel rooms on Browning’s dates.

			But du Maurier’s resentment and frustration nevertheless rippled through her fiction, where even the happiest marriage is a nightmare of cruelty and thwarted female needs. Rebecca‘s hero, Maxim de Winter, plays like a mean parody of a Byronic love interest; he is perpetually shouting at and insulting the heroine, when he isn’t longingly gazing over the edges of cliffs. (“You are almost as ignorant as Mrs. Van Hopper, and just as unintelligent. What do you know of Manderley?”20 This is his marriage proposal.) The heroine is unbearably mousy and timid, mumbling and trembling and fainting her way through every crucial plot point; as readers, we’re on her side, mostly because the first-person narration reveals she has a (well-hidden) sense of humor, but it’s a miracle when any of the other characters can drag more than a few words out of her. She’s so self-effacing that, until she calls herself “Mrs. de Winter,” she has no name.

			That title belonged to someone else before her: Rebecca, a woman whose personality looms so large that even a story set after her death still bears her name on the cover. Rebecca was not mousy; she was not self-effacing; she was unfaithful, bisexual, glamorous, seductive. “She had all the courage and spirit of a boy…. She ought to have been a boy,” the adoring housekeeper Mrs. Danvers says at one point.21 Rebecca was nothing like the second Mrs. de Winter. But she was very much like du Maurier.

			Alfred Hitchcock’s adaptation of Rebecca became famous for skirting the edges of the Hays Code, which prohibited overt on-screen depictions of queerness. Most obviously, there’s Mrs. Danvers, who still sneaks into Rebecca’s old room to fondle her underwear. But the sexual ambiguity in the novel doesn’t just center on Rebecca or her creepy maid. The entire mystery revolves around whether Maxim de Winter is attracted to his own wife.

			The novel inserts a few disclaimers as to Maxim’s virility—“I knew him as a lover,” the narrator says of their apparently successful honeymoon—but for most of the book, people keep asking the narrator if there’s any chance that she could be pregnant, and she keeps answering “no.”22 It’s not because they’re using contraception, either: “I do hope you produce a son and heir…. I hope you are doing nothing to prevent it,” de Winter’s sister says, to which the narrator answers, “of course not.”23 Maxim seemingly doesn’t respond to, or even notice, his wife’s looks; when told that he’s picky about clothes, she says that “he’s never seemed particular to me. I don’t think he notices what I wear at all.”24 When he says “I love you” for the first time, they’ve been married for three months.

			The source of this sudden abundance of heterosexual passion is a confession—and if you know your Gothic, what Maxim confesses is far from surprising. Maxim loves the second Mrs. de Winter after all; he’s just been feeling under the weather ever since he murdered his last wife.

			Specifically, when Rebecca told him that she was pregnant with someone else’s child, Maxim shot her and put her body out to sea in a leaky boat, trusting that it would sink. A husband, a pregnant wife, and a body dumped in the water: after all the foggy, Gothic ambiguity and romanticism, it’s a shock to look at Maxim and discover Scott Peterson in a better outfit.

			Yet, somehow, it’s Rebecca who is marked as evil and inhuman, the serpent-bride at large; even looking at her, according to one character, “gave you the feeling of a snake.”25 Like Melusine, she is rejected (or, in this case, killed) for being a biological contaminant in Maxim’s noble line, either through her infidelity or through her own warped and monstrous body. Medical testimony soon reveals that her uterus and genitals were cancerous, riddled with disease and inexplicable mutation; one doctor, unprovoked, mentions a “certain malformation of the uterus…which meant she could never have a child.”26 Mrs. Danvers describes Rebecca as boundless and ravenous, a devouring goddess to whom lesser mortals were sacrificed:

			
				
					“ ‘That’s right, my dear,’ I’d tell her, ‘no-one will put upon you. You were born into this world to take what you could out of it,’ and she did, she didn’t care, she wasn’t afraid”…“No-one got the better of her, never, never,” she said. “She did what she liked, she lived as she liked…. She cared for nothing and for no-one. And then she was beaten in the end. But it wasn’t a man, it wasn’t a woman. The sea got her.”27

			

			The sea takes its dragons back in the end. Rebecca’s unrepentant sexuality—too big for her marriage, for any one man, for any one gender, for the world—renders her a malevolent, almost supernatural force. She could never truly be anyone’s wife. She had to be killed, lest she profane the very concept of marriage.

			“It’s people like me who have careers who really have bitched up the old relationship between men and women,” du Maurier wrote to her unrequited love, Ellen Doubleday. “Women ought to be soft and gentle and dependent. Disembodied spirits like myself are all wrong.”28

			But even in glimpses, as the disembodied spirit haunting du Maurier’s novel, Rebecca seems oddly, malevolently glorious; there is real power in her declaration that “I shall live as I please…and the whole world won’t stop me.”29 When we look at the woman who does behave like a good wife—the second Mrs. de Winter, soft and gentle and dependent, drab and mousy and victimized, clinging to her husband and making excuses for him while he describes how he, literally, got away with murder—we’re forced to wonder if wifeliness is really such a wonderful thing after all.

			Men in This Country

			 

			
				We are not supposed to be worrying about these problems. We live in the post-housewife age, the age when marriage is less an institution than a perpetual camping trip with your favorite pal; same-sex marriage is the law of the land, cohabitation and living single are both valid options, no-fault divorce is available in all fifty states, and heterosexual marriage, if you do it at all, is supposed to be fun. This is the golden age of commitment, where everyone takes out the trash and the honeymoon lasts forever.

			You wish. Despite the ever-sounding Klaxons of progress, the numbers just don’t add up. According to the Pew Research Center, most married women do work nowadays, but in heterosexual marriages, the average wife still provides literally twice as much childcare as her husband every week (fourteen hours to seven, respectively) and does nearly double the housework (eighteen hours to ten). On top of this, she is expected to accomplish around eighteen hours of (probably low-) paying work. The average man, meanwhile, works a hearty thirty-seven-hour week, then spends some time around the edges picking up chores.30

			The increased presence of women in the workplace seems to have only aggravated men’s need for domestic control. In one Fairleigh Dickinson PublicMind study, conducted during the 2016 presidential election, men who were reminded that “in a lot of American households, women make more money than men do” were substantially more likely to vote for Donald Trump and against his female opponent, Hillary Clinton.31 A 2018 study found that, in households where women do out-earn their male partners, those wives lie about how much money they make so as not to outshine their husbands. So do the husbands; while the women literally shrink their own accomplishments in conversation, their husbands exaggerate their incomes by around 2.9 percent.32

			Though it is no longer possible for contemporary women to be submissive, housebound Victorian brides, we are still expected to think like them. The financial and political realities of the twenty-first century are being tacked on to the gender roles and expectations of previous ages, leaving women struggling to accomplish contemporary goals while embodying Victorian ideals.

			Straight women adopt and internalize these ideals because we’re told marriage will make us good, or make us happy, or (given the constant contempt poured on spinsters) that marriage is an accomplishment, like getting into a good college, and we’ll be losers if we don’t qualify. We act like “wives” even if it kills us, because—like du Maurier before us—we’ve been made to believe that a failure to be naturally and happily wifely signifies a flaw in our personalities, rather than a problem with the role itself.

			Yet study after study shows that women simply don’t like being married to men—no matter how we romanticize or idealize the institution from the outside, no matter how lonely or insecure we may feel about not being picked, once we’re in, we’re banging on the walls demanding to be let out again. Sociologist Lisa Wade, summing up the research, says that married women are “less happy than single women and less happy than their husbands, they are less eager than men to marry, they’re more likely to file for divorce and, when they do, they are happier as divorcees than they were when married (the opposite is true for men) and they are more likely than men to prefer never to remarry.”33 Married women routinely rank at the bottom of happiness surveys, while married men are near the top. One 2017 survey by the National Health Service found that women were unhappier than men all their lives, and especially unhappy in the prime marriage and child-rearing decades of their thirties, forties, and fifties—but that female happiness saw a sharp uptick once the women reached their mid-eighties, because by then, their husbands were dead.34

			I should pause here to admit that I’m married to a man, and that I usually enjoy it, and that my husband does most of the cooking. (“Just as God has been pronounced dead quite often but has a sneaky way of resurrecting himself,” wrote second-wave feminist Shulamith Firestone, “so everyone debunks marriage but ends up married.”)35 Yet it’s hard to deny the obvious conclusion here: heterosexual marriage, despite the cosmetic improvements we’ve made to it over the years, is still an institution set up to benefit men at women’s expense. Women are told, their whole lives, that marriage has gone from a means of subjugation to a romantic adventure; a five-star resort built in an abandoned prison. But when they arrive, there are still locks on the doors. The cells still have bars. Our attitudes have shifted, our expectations have shifted, but the institution itself remains largely unchanged. It would be crazy not to feel some frustration.

			Think back on Scott Peterson, and all the female hatred he inspired. Here was a grown man who still saw himself as (to use Gloria Allred’s corny phrase) a “bon vivant”; a perpetual frat boy, floating through party after party, going on fishing trips and bedding masseuses.36 He was not smart. He was not kind. He was not exceptional in anything but the sheer depth of his selfishness. Yet Laci Peterson had jumped through a thousand hoops to please him. And even though she had worked as hard as possible to be as wifely as possible, even though she found the husband, planned the wedding, conceived the son, watched the cooking shows, and otherwise fulfilled pretty much every requirement society put on her, in the end, he killed her anyway. She had died trying to measure up to a man who was beneath her. So what were the rest of us doing? Who were we trying to measure up to, and why, if even a “perfect” wife could still get thrown away?

			Of course women hated Scott. He was the living proof that they’d been sold a phony bill of goods, that the game of heterosexuality was not worth the candle. Not only was marriage not a ticket to happiness or fulfillment, it wasn’t even any safer than our other options: Laci could do everything right, or “right,” and still wind up a collection of half-rotten body parts floating around a bay.

			Lady Lazarus

			 

			
				“I’m so much happier now that I’m dead.”37 If the details of the Scott Peterson case sound familiar to you, and if you (somehow) missed them the first time around, you’re probably thinking of the 2012 book-slash-movie-slash-quote-on-everyone’s-Tumblr-dashboard, Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl.

			In Flynn’s novel, the dead wife in question, Amy Dunne, is a survivor gifted with charismatic sociopathy, a knack for elaborate event planning—Laci’s Martha Stewart fandom is seemingly the one personality trait to have survived her fictionalization—and a sadistic rage-on for her bumbling, cheating husband, Nick. (Played in the David Fincher adaptation, obviously, by Ben Affleck; some coincidences are too good to waste.) After discovering his infidelity, Amy manages to fake her own death, frame Nick for murder, and skip town.

			“I’m going to hide out long enough to watch Lance Nicholas Dunne become a worldwide pariah, to watch Nick be arrested, tried, marched off to prison, bewildered in an orange jumpsuit and handcuffs,” she tells us. Then, she’ll drown herself: “My body may never be discovered, or it may resurface weeks, months later, eroded to the point that my death can’t be time-stamped—and I will provide a last bit of evidence to make sure Nick is marched to the padded cross, the prison table where he’ll be pumped with poison and die.”38

			Well, ah, yeah. You can quibble with the taste level here. (Do we really need to see the dead woman in a domestic violence case as the villain?) But, like Lucy Westenra avenging poor, meek Mercy Brown, there’s a kind of justice in seeing these “good,” victimized girls come back to us in fiction as inconvenient, frightening, monstrous women.

			And Amy’s sociopathy does have a clear precedent—not in life, but in fiction: “She was clever, of course…. Damnably clever,” Maxim de Winter says of his dead wife. “No one would guess meeting her that she was not the kindest, most generous, most gifted person in the world. She knew exactly what to say to different people, how to match her mood to theirs.”39 He could be describing Amazing Amy.

			There is something eerie in reading Amy’s description of her own battered, drowned body—“I’ve actually felt sad for myself, picturing my slim, naked, pale body, floating just beneath the current…my waterlogged flesh peeling off in soft streaks, me slowly disappearing into the current like a watercolor until just the bones are left”—as if all those thrown-away girls in the water were speaking to us, delivering their own eulogies.40 But Amy’s monologue is also a literary wish-fulfillment fantasy; a way to retell Rebecca with its most interesting character still onstage.

			“Nick must be taught a lesson,” Amy tells us. “He’s never been taught a lesson! He glides through life with that charming-Nicky grin, his beloved-child entitlement, his fibs and shirkings, his shortcomings and selfishness, and no one calls him on anything. I think this experience will make him a better person. Or at least a sorrier one. Fucker.”41

			Gone Girl sold by the truckload, in part because Flynn did not try to sanitize the brutality of Amy’s resentment. If you’ve been through enough, the difference between making a man better and making him sorrier can be tough to figure out. In fact, it may not matter. If the book’s success is any indication, that kind of rage bubbles underneath the surface of many “normal” marriages, and behind the smiles of many seemingly happy women. Gone Girl gave women a way to vent their daily indignities and unspeakable anger safely and without consequence; let us have our wedding cake and poison it, too; it was an opportunity to save the wife and punish her husband for killing her at the same time.

			Are You the Wife?

			 

			
				“If you can’t take care of me while I’m alive, you have made me dead anyway,” Amy says. “[Nick] destroyed and rejected the real me a piece at a time—you’re too serious, Amy, you’re too uptight, Amy, you overthink things, you analyze too much, you’re no fun anymore, you make me feel useless, Amy, you make me feel bad, Amy. He took away chunks of me with blasé swipes: my independence, my pride, my esteem…He killed my soul, which should be a crime. Actually, it is a crime. According to me, at least.”42

			Amy is, admittedly, a monster. But she’s right that there’s more than one way to kill your wife. Beyond the spectacular violence of shootings and stranglings and wives thrown in rivers, there is the daily, grinding violence of subservience and loss of self—which, like those more visible attacks, is a built-in part of the system. To this day, women are expected to give up more of themselves in marriage than men are; to change our names, change our goals, to give up our homes or careers or autonomy or our very identities. Like the protagonist of Rebecca, we are still expected to be “Mrs. [Whoever]” and no one else. The stories contemporary women tell about marriage are documents of a fractured consciousness; torn between the complicated, thinking people they are and the wives they’re supposed to be, between the marriages they have and the capital-M Marriage that is still the cultural ideal. At the points where autonomy and personhood bump up against the edges of wifeliness, monsters arise.

			But those monsters are only reflections of a deeper powerlessness, impractical revenge fantasies against a system too huge and old and powerful for even the most monstrous woman to defeat. Despite all the work we’ve done to reform it, the bones of marriage are not romantic. As originally intended, a wife is just a woman who’s been brought under male control, and marriage is just the process by which men make wives out of women; an institution built, like Bluebeard’s bloody chamber, to make girls disappear.

			“Bridget Boland, the wife of Michael Cleary, in the name of God.” That’s how Bridget was asked to describe herself in the last days of her life; it’s the phrase she had to repeat, over and over, to prove she was human.

			It’s a phrase that haunts us still. In Ireland, Bridget has become a children’s rhyme: “Are you a witch, or are you a fairy / Or are you the wife of Michael Cleary?” The question in that rhyme was the last thing Bridget ever heard. She died trying to answer it. Over hundred and twenty years later, we are asking her still. But we don’t ask for Bridget Boland anymore. In fact, we don’t even ask for Bridget Cleary. She is, now and forever, “the wife.” She has disappeared into the man who killed her, so completely that she no longer has her own name.

			
				* Scott Peterson insisted that, on the morning Laci supposedly died, she was watching Martha Stewart make meringue on television. The prosecution argued that Stewart had not mentioned meringue on that day’s episode, and that Scott was making up a fake TV segment to cover for the fact that he’d killed her. The defense eventually dug up tapes of the episode in question, making this possibly the first case in history where people watched aspirational cooking shows in order to solve a murder. (Source: Chris Taylor, “Peterson’s Martha Defense,” TIME, June 6, 2004.)
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			BIRTH

			
				I think nature’s a bit of a cunt, don’t you?

				—Prevenge (2016)

			

			In the spring of 1815, Mary Shelley dreamed of fire.

			“Dream that my little baby came to life again,” she wrote in her journal; “that it had only been cold, and that we rubbed it by the fire and it lived—I awake and find no baby—I think about the little thing all day.”1

			The baby never had a name. She was never going to live long enough to need it; Shelley gave birth to her several months too early, just at the end of her second trimester. In the present day, at the best hospital in the world, Shelley’s baby would only have a fifty-fifty chance of survival. In the nineteenth century, without access to modern medicine or a NICU, it was a death sentence.

			But the baby held on for longer than expected—long enough for Shelley to get her hopes up. Long enough to get attached. She and her not-yet-husband, Percy Bysshe Shelley, even moved to a new, larger home, hoping to make more room for their family. One night, a few days after the move, Shelley noticed that her daughter hadn’t woken up for her usual feeding, and decided to let her sleep through it. By the morning, she still wasn’t crying, and Shelley knew her baby was dead.

			In the days and weeks after childbirth, life and death have a way of blurring together—they seem closer than you’d think, not two opposed points on a continuum but two sides of the same locked door. You, the formerly pregnant person, are bleeding, you are wounded, you have been in agony, all of which makes death feel very present; meanwhile, a person who was not alive is now in the world, proof that the life force itself has been in you and passed through you, a giant winged shadow gliding along the surface of the world. Birth is a moment when you touch the hidden mechanisms of the universe. It’s a time when you work wonders. It seems almost rational that, if the baby died, you could just bring it back again—just as, before the baby was born, it was as absent and unknowable as someone dead.

			Shelley’s dream emerged from that liminal moment and stayed with her a long time. The guilt and second-guessing (the baby was only cold, the baby was only hungry, why didn’t you just wake her up) seem to have mingled with her miraculous vision, the power of the body exposed to fire.

			“[I] stay at home; net, and think of my little dead baby,” Shelley wrote, just after the baby’s death. “This is foolish, I suppose; yet whenever I am left alone to my own thoughts, and do not read to divert them, they always come back to the same point—that I was a mother, and am so no longer.”2 On the one-year anniversary of her daughter’s death, Shelley wrote that she’d dreamed again of “the dead being alive.”3 She did not go into detail.

			She did next time. “I saw—with shut eyes, but acute mental vision—I saw the pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together,” Shelley wrote in 1831, explaining the genesis of Frankenstein. “I saw the hideous phantasm of a man stretched out; and then, on the working of some powerful engine, show signs of life, and stir with an uneasy, half-vital motion.”4

			For the rest of her life, Shelley would insist that Frankenstein—the first book of science fiction, the preeminent female Gothic, the cradle that nurtured so many of the monster stories that came after—was the result of that third vision, a “waking dream.” She never mentioned the early nightmare, about waking her dead daughter. But she was always in the picture. Look at the monster, wandering nameless through the text, a baby that was never supposed to live. Look at the subtitle: Frankenstein, or: The Modern Prometheus. Years after her daughter’s death, Shelley dreamt of stealing God’s fire.

			In the Beginning

			 

			
				But this story is older than Shelley. It’s older than anything you can recognize, or remember; it’s a story about the beginning, from the beginning, one which predates time and the written word. We have come to the heart of it now: the unspeakable, otherworldly thing lurking inside of womanhood, the power that all these tales of female demons and deviants foreshadow. Birth is not just monstrous; it doesn’t belong in our hall of fame alongside the snake-wife and the possessed teenager. It is the reason for those other myths, the source of monstrosity itself.

			Defining women around pregnancy, or pregnancy around women, is a slippery proposition. Some men have uteruses; plenty of women can’t get pregnant, or don’t want to; all would be deeply offended if you doubted their gender identity, and they would have every right to be. Yet this is not so much about how things are as about how we have been taught to imagine them.* Deep in our culture’s imagination, in the sunless waters where our myths swim, the shape that moves through the darkness is female. The idea of a woman standing at the liminal point between life and death, ferrying us across the unknowable space between, has a primal power.

			And that power is monstrous. We may sentimentalize motherhood, or tell ourselves childbirth is “beautiful,” but our fears tell another story. The body of a pregnant woman—slimy, swollen, bleeding, leaking, teeming with other life—is the core repulsive image in patriarchal mythology. You can catch its warped, partial reflections in countless inhuman monstrosities, from the Alien franchise to Sumerian creation myths. That may not make actual pregnant women feel great; swollen joints and hormonal breakouts and distended abdominal muscles are hard enough without knowing that all of Western culture has deemed you inhumanly disgusting. But it may be some consolation to know that pregnant women’s bodies are horrific precisely because they confront men with the brute fact of female reproductive agency. To witness pregnancy and birth is to catch an unfiltered glimpse of a woman with power over life and death—power that men cannot take away.

			Men have striven mightily to claim that power for themselves, with witch trials and medical schools and anti-abortion laws all intended to put reproduction back in male hands. Yet what goes on in that pregnant body can never be entirely governed by laws or mastered by technology. It can’t even be controlled by the pregnant person; throughout history, millions have died in childbirth. In Renaissance Italy, the first thing a woman did after discovering she was pregnant was to write her own will.5 Even now, the World Health Organization tells us, the death toll stands at around 830 pregnant people per day.6 In the United States, the toll is highest among black women, who die of post-partum complications three times as often as white women; surviving childbirth, like every other kind of survival, is a privilege.7

			So, no: giving birth is not “empowering,” in any facile girl-power, rah-rah way. But it is power—something only certain people can do, which is necessary to our collective survival. If women don’t give birth, the world ends—or humans do, anyway, which to us may as well be the same thing. It is not “empowering” for the Middle East to contain 82 percent of the world’s oil reserves—quite the opposite—but nations nevertheless rise and fall on the question of who controls that fuel. Every uterus is an oil well, a valuable and disputed resource, the object of a millennia-long turf war; if you happen to be sitting on one at the moment, don’t be surprised when invading forces show up to claim it out from under you.

			Cisgender men fear that the territory they try to claim will rise up and resist them; that their strength will fail at the crucial moment, and power over reproduction—which is to say, power over humanity itself—will be wrested out of their hands. A pregnant woman is a woman who is finally, fully out of control. She is the face of horror.

			The Face of the Waters

			 

			So, back we go, to the beginning; to our earliest attempts to understand that primordial power. In the beginning, there was the Mother, swimming in the dark uterine waters of creation: the first God, and the first monster, that we have.

			In Babylon—one of the first great cities of ancient Mesopotamia, the civilization that invented written language; this is a story from the beginning of stories themselves—the Mother was Tiamat. Like Melusine, Tiamat is a sea serpent; one of her titles, “the glistening one,” hints that she may even be the sea. All life began in Tiamat; she existed before heaven, before earth, before anything and anyone other than the Abyss.

			Soon, however, Tiamat realizes that the gods—her most ambitious children—aim to replace her. She turns on them with all the horrific power of her fertility:

			
				Ummu-Hubur [Tiamat] who formed all things,

				Made in addition weapons invincible; she spawned monster-serpents,

				Sharp of tooth, and merciless of fang;

				With poison, instead of blood, she filled their bodies…. 

				She set up vipers and dragons, and the monster Lahamu,

				And hurricanes, and raging hounds, and scorpion-men,

				And mighty tempests, and fish-men, and rams;

				They bore cruel weapons, without fear of the fight.

				Her commands were mighty, none could resist them;

				After this fashion, huge of stature, she made eleven [kinds of] monsters.8

			

			The world is only saved from Tiamat’s relentless birthing when Marduk, the hero and “avenger” of the gods, takes action. He breaks open Tiamat’s belly, giving the world a sort of emergency C-section:

			
				Her courage was taken from her, and her mouth she opened wide.

				He seized the spear and burst her belly,

				He severed her inward parts, he pierced her heart.

				He overcame her and cut off her life;

				He cast down her body and stood upon it.9

			

			Marduk splits the corpse in half; the upper half of Tiamat becomes the heavens, and the lower half is the earth. Thus, with the awful, pregnant, female body of Nature put in order through purifying male violence, Civilization can begin.

			These are the terms we’ve been working with, pretty much, to this day. In much contemporary monotheism, and particularly in Christianity, the world is controlled from the top down and the outside in, by violently paternal male gods who give commandments in good times and declare holy wars in bad ones. Nature may be generically female in this cosmology (we still talk about “Mother Nature”), but it is also depersonalized, soulless; it’s just dead matter (just dead mater, as in mater-ial and mater-nity; they come from the same root) that men are intended to control: “And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.”10

			Modern translations of the Bible have corrected “man” to “humankind.” But it’s too late; the image of Man, specifically, controlling the earth and every creeping or female thing on it, has been built into the foundations of the culture. We have no space in our imagination for a power greater than Man, no animate Nature or Mother to fight back. The Enuma Elish, the epic of Tiamat and Marduk, is thought to be a direct inspiration for the biblical book of Genesis. Note where God hovers before creation begins: “Darkness was on the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.”11 The abyss, the waters: this is Tiamat’s territory. But in this story, no one’s home.

			This is the end point of the transformation Marduk sought to effect; instead of telling stories about the necessity to master or subjugate that older, female power, men tell stories in which it never existed. But the myth of Marduk and Tiamat contains its own warning against this sort of hubris: Marduk may have killed her and scattered her body parts, but we never actually got out of Tiamat. Her body is everything around us; to this day, we’re still inside Mother.

			The Garden and the Snake

			 

			
				Tiamat continues to ripple and echo through our myths; disguised, diminished, but always there. You can find echoes of her in the slimy, carnivorous mermaids and snake-women of our third chapter, or in later Greek myths like Echidna, the “Mother of All Monsters,” who lived beneath the oceans in a lightless cave, relentlessly giving birth to monsters. “Fierce Echidna,” Hesiod calls her, “who is half a nymph with glancing eyes and fair cheeks, and half again a huge snake, great and awful, with speckled skin, eating raw flesh beneath the secret parts of the holy earth.”12

			You can also find echoes of her in Judeo-Christian myth. In the Bible, flipping ahead from Genesis to Revelations brings us to the fateful conjunction of a woman, a dragon, and a great beast rising from the sea. Aleister Crowley made her his goddess, calling her the “one Earth, the Mother of us all, and [the] one Womb wherein all men are begotten.”13 To the rest of us, she is simply the Whore of Tiamat’s Babylon, the blood-drunk Queen of the Apocalypse, the all-consuming, all-caps MOTHER OF ABOMINATIONS, whose terrible children still wage war on the gods.

			In fact, Her Satanic Majesty is likely an echo of an earlier monster: Adam’s apocryphal first wife, Lilith, who would not lie beneath him during sex, and whose punishment is to wander forever through the desert wastes, perpetually birthing and nursing a horde of demons. Medieval Christians believed that Lilith was the snake that tempted Eve in the Garden of Eden; one carving in the Notre Dame cathedral portrays her with a woman’s face and breasts and a long, scaly tail, looking like a kind of evil land-mermaid.14

			Lilith, like Tiamat, embodied the powers and dangers of birth—but a smaller, meaner version, pure nightmare with none of the cosmic grandeur attached. If a woman died in childbirth, which many did, or if a baby did not survive its first weeks, which many did not, Lilith was said to be responsible. Her name and description are similar to several other ancient demons of childbirth. In Mesopotamian myth, the pregnancy-blighting entity is Lamashtu. In Greek, Lamia.

			Unconstrained desire and uncontrollable birth, mermaids and sea monsters, mistresses and mothers: from the beginning, these have been the same story. Melusine was always a dragon; if you see her as a mermaid, all it means is that she’s only half-exposed. Mother is the monster women threaten to be, waiting, vast and awful, just around the bend of each transformation.

			Queen of the Monsters

			 

			As time moves forward, culture becomes pop culture, and myth becomes fiction. Goddesses become demons become monsters, getting smaller with each iteration, until we encounter Edmund Spenser’s Errour, “a monster vile, whom God and man does hate”:

			
				Halfe like a serpent horribly displaide,

				But th’other halfe did womans shape retaine,

				Most lothsom, filthie, foule, and full of vile disdaine.

				And as she lay vpon the durtie ground,

				Her huge long taile her den all overspred,

				Yet was in knots and many boughtes vpwound,

				Pointed with mortall sting. Of her there bred A thousand yong ones, which she dayly fed,

				Sucking upon her poisonous dugs, each one Of sundry shapes, yet all ill favored:

				Soone as that uncouth light upon them shone,

				Into her mouth they crept, and suddain all were gone.15

			

			This is, I’m confident, meant to illustrate some larger theological point—most of The Faerie Queene is, much to the disappointment of my teenage Tori Amos–loving self—but the most notable thing about it, for our purposes, is that it’s gross. Errour is not only constantly pregnant, constantly giving birth, and constantly nursing, she’s also constantly re-impregnating herself by swallowing her children back into her belly. The image of the maternal body as a boundaryless, animalistic mess of orifices and leaking fluids could not be more clear.

			The gross-outs here are so reliable, in fact, that you can scarcely blame other writers for going back to the well—whether that be the fleshy, fishy, soft-lipped vagina gods of H. P. Lovecraft (including Shub-Niggurath, mother of a Spenserian “Thousand Young”) or the slimy, cave-dwelling, perpetually broody Alien Queen of James Cameron’s Aliens. Like Tiamat, the queen is a monster who is more terrifying for being the mother of monsters; her children are sharp of tooth, merciless of fang, and perpetually, relentlessly hatching.

			Or, you know, there’s him. The Big Guy. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, our most well-known sea serpent—the monstrous thing, enormous, older than time, arising from the slime and wet and darkness—is Godzilla, a story where uncontrolled life force is embodied by radioactive mutation.

			Most of us know Godzilla as a “he,” who bears the very masculine-sounding title “King of the Monsters.” But Godzilla’s gender is far from settled. According to Aisha Harris of Slate, the Japanese use gender-neutral pronouns; American translators defaulted to male ones, in part because “he” was the accepted generic at the time.16 This “he” was confounded in 1967, when Son of Godzilla introduced Minilla, Godzilla’s baby, implying that (a) Godzilla is an involved, postfeminist father who must make some never-seen lady Godzilla very happy; (b) Godzilla laid and hatched an egg herself, through the offices of an off-screen Manzilla; or (c) Godzilla’s genital situation, including the potential ability to self-impregnate, is beyond our power to know or classify. This ambiguity ultimately led to the 1998 American adaptation, directed by Roland Emmerich, in which Godzilla is, in fact, pregnant.

			Try all you like to escape the vast water lizard, with her teeming womb and vaginal abominations. But the image will hunt you down regardless. I leave you with the haunting fact that Patrick Tatopoulos, special effects supervisor of the Emmerich Godzilla, “says that he and his crew ‘sculpted female genitalia’ onto the CG model,” meaning that, if the fictional people of New York happened to look up while they were being stomped, they received a highly intimate surprise on the way to annihilation.17

			The Dragon and the Sword

			 

			
				These visions of powerful, archaic motherhood are so far removed from our experience that they don’t even look human; the Mother is the most purely monstrous monster in this book. Which makes sense, given that our entire social structure is built around suppressing her.

			There has been plentiful feminist speculation about how patriarchy came to be, and all of it tends to be flaky and easily disproven. I won’t speculate. Patriarchal rule is at least as ancient as Marduk bursting Tiamat’s belly—so old that, if anything came before it, we’ll probably never know. But patriarchal myths always portray our current arrangement as a late development in human history. And they have a very specific, very frightening idea of how we lived before men were in charge.

			In its own stories, patriarchy replaces the chaotic, biological, female-dominated world of voluntary reproduction—reproduction governed by desire, done at any time and with anyone the soon-to-be-pregnant person likes—with a world where the sperm donor, like God, rules childbirth from the outside in and the top down. Women (and any trans men or nonbinary people forced to live as women) retain the power of pregnancy in this new order, but any other power they have is stripped away. Their sexuality is placed under intense control, their voices are silenced, and their attempts to engage in the public world—the world outside of family, outside of childbirth—are punished, driving them back into their only acceptable place. Nor can women use birth control, or decide whether or when to have children, or even play too active a role in childbirth itself. Women are not people, but the unfortunately flawed bearers of pregnancy, the vessels men employ to incubate the children they call “theirs.” Pregnancy’s primal matriarchal power is suppressed and demonized, and childbirth becomes merely the process men use to create more men.

			Suppressing the power of motherhood takes work. Greek husbands and fathers, for example, took special care to pacify a trio of goddesses, the Kindly Ones, because they were once the Furies—the ferocious and hideous enforcers of blood debt, with red eyes and bloody talons, who drove men mad for harming their mothers. This came to a head in the complicated case of Orestes, who killed his mother for killing his father for killing his sister; since his mother Clytemnestra had been avenging her daughter, the Furies were on her side, whereas Orestes, a man, viewed husband-murder as something to be frowned upon. For the rule (and basic safety) of fathers to be secured, the Furies had to be talked down by Zeus’s loyal daughter Athena.

			“Older art thou than I,” Athena concedes, in Aeschylus’s account of the Furies’ negotiation.18 They are also fully capable of causing an apocalypse if slighted: “Turn not, I pray, / as goddesses your swelling wrath on men, / Nor make the friendly earth despiteful to them…. nor cast upon the ground / The malice of thy tongue, to blast the world,” Athena begs.19

			Yet matriarchy must end, and Athena must end it. Thus, to keep the world unblasted, the goddess of strategy offers a deal: the Furies, the ghosts of matriarchy past, must be given offerings after every wedding and after the birth of every child. Should men ever forget or underestimate the monstrous, female truths underlying the patriarchal family, the Furies will erupt from the Underworld, rendering the world a wasteland.

			The archaic mother—the mother who reproduces without male permission and for her own satisfaction—is the least human of female monsters because she poses the most profound existential threat. Women could, theoretically, take control of their reproductive capacity at any time. Or, more accurately, they could take it back. The Mother is female bodily self-determination, full-fledged and uncontrollable, out of the ocean and stomping skyscrapers, turning the male world to rubble. She is what happens when the Furies come home.

			This Mother is a fantasy about the life-and-death power women might have wielded before reproduction was put under male control. Or maybe she’s a memory from the wordless caveman time of infancy, a blurred recollection of how huge and unthinkably powerful our own mothers seemed to be before we learned they were second-class citizens. Or, just maybe, the Mother is only portrayed as archaic—extinct, primeval, older than time—to disguise the fact that her true home lies in the future. Maybe, when men say this is what it was like before we took control, they mean this is what will happen if we lose.

			Days of Blood

			 

			To speak of patriarchy in terms of “men” and “women,” “mothers” and “fathers,” is probably inevitable. But it is also misleading. Patriarchy is not something superimposed on top of a preexisting gender binary; it created that binary, setting strict limits on what forms a body can take, and who can call themselves male or female.

			Men within patriarchy have to fit a very specific mold: they have to be straight, or at least willing to get a woman pregnant, and they have to impregnate others, rather than getting pregnant themselves. Women must have uteruses and bear children, rather than fertilizing other women (or men, for that matter). As for the genders outside of “male” or “female,” well—like female sexuality, or queer desire—it’s best not to admit they exist. They raise too many questions.

			Again, in order to be unassailable, patriarchy must be portrayed as inevitable. If men can give birth, or if women can perform the sperm donation that makes a man a patriarch, our current arrangement starts to look like what it is: artificial, and unfair to boot. Unlinking biology and identity exposes the lie in the patriarchal sales pitch. Patriarchy has dealt with this vulnerability the same way it’s dealt with cisgender women’s agency: violently, silencing any evidence of life outside the norm.

			The archaic Mother has always belonged to trans women, too. The Roman goddess Cybele—called Magna Mater, or Great Mother—was sometimes depicted as intersex, with both a penis and a vagina, and was served by a special caste of priestesses, the galli. In one of Cybele’s most sacred ceremonies, the Dies Sanguinis or “Day of Blood,” younger galli would gather at her altar, dance themselves into an endorphin haze, and castrate themselves. It was only after this initiation that the galli would begin to wear dresses and makeup and present themselves as feminine in public.

			It is risky to attribute present-day narratives to people who lived so long ago; scholars are still not really sure whether the galli identified as women or as some other, nonbinary gender. But we can say, at bare minimum, that Cybele’s cult looks very much like the experiences of trans womanhood we hear today—or, rather, it looks like how trans womanhood might work in a society where transition was held sacred. The blood of menstruation, the blood of a broken hymen, the blood of childbirth: all of them hold power. But the blood of transition is equally valid when the Dies Sanguinis rolls around.

			“Remember: pregnancy is a form of body modification so extreme that its result is another person. In this, it resembles nothing—except, perhaps, sex change,” writes queer theorist Andrea Long Chu.20 What matters, maybe, is not the precise origin of the blood, but that quality of transformation.

			So if we don’t see trans and nonbinary people in our history, it is only because special effort has been taken to render them invisible. In Rome, intersex people were put to death. According to Stephen T. Asma’s history On Monsters, “the founder of Rome himself, Romulus, felt threatened by hermaphrodites [sic] and ordered them to be drowned upon discovery.”21 The galli themselves were seen as “objects of disgust” and shut in their temple sanctuary for the majority of the year.22 Roman citizens were forbidden to self-castrate, so that only foreigners and slaves could serve Cybele, diminishing the influence of the goddess by making her bear the stigma of the lower class.

			The sacred, self-fertilizing body of the Mother became a monstrous, marginal body in the process of imposing male rule, and outlawing and stigmatizing gender transition became one of the key strategies through which patriarchy took hold. Eliminating deviant bodies was key to maintaining male order, just as it would be the first strike of twentieth-century fascist regimes some millennia down the line. In Rome, the intersex death sentence was eventually expanded to apply to any child with a visible disability; “the Roman Laws of the Twelve Tables [state that] ‘A father shall immediately put to death a son recently born, who is a monster, or has a form different from that of members of the human race.’ ”23

			Note that the mother, now legally reduced to the incubator this father used to produce his unwanted child, has no say in this decision. Note also the word: monster.

			Wave of Mutilation

			 

			
				“Some [children], though resembling none of their relations, yet do at any rate resemble a human being, but others are not even like a human being but a monstrosity,” Aristotle wrote. “For even he who does not resemble his parents is already in a certain sense a monstrosity.”24

			Patriarchy is not just a structure, but an ethos—one that prizes control and order, the imposition of clean rules on messy realities. The imagined, pre-patriarchal rule of Tiamat is frightening because it is organic: fleshy, bloody, slimy, sexual, tied to a cycle of birth and death, governed by instinct and desire rather than set rules. The body governs itself—it breathes and pumps blood, not by command, but because it was born to—but it is also fundamentally ungovernable. Try all you like, but you cannot forbid your body to die. The world of the Mother is, in Edmund Spenser’s oddly germaphobic but illuminating terminology, “filthie” and “durtie”; being made of flesh, it dies like flesh, it stinks like flesh, it rots. It comes into the world coated in slime and blood, screaming.

			Patriarchy aims to clean up the mess. It reaffirms men and their importance by imposing artificial male-created, standards on organic, usually female-created flesh. Men subdue and hold dominion over matter/mater/mothers through the use of tools and rules, artificial creations that allow one to bring a subject under control while also holding it at a distance: laws, swords, guns, but also science, technology, medicine, everything that aims to discipline and subdue the chaotic female body of the world.

			Male expertise and discipline must always be brought to bear on the chaos of reproduction, not because they improve outcomes—they don’t—but simply to prevent women from holding sovereignty over their bodies. In her book on the biology of pregnancy, Like a Mother, Angela Garbes writes that as recently as the early 1900s, “nearly half of all babies born in America were delivered by midwives, most of them working-class immigrants and black women.”25 In response, states passed laws requiring babies to be delivered by doctors, who were nearly all white and male. The doctors’ more “scientific” gynecological techniques, like forceps and making women lie immobile on their backs during labor, were often less safe and substantially more painful than midwives’ methods. Today, medical experts estimate that midwives “could prevent more than 80 percent of maternal and newborn deaths worldwide,” and the US states with the highest black populations are also the states where mothers have the least access to midwife care; the ever-growing number of dead black mothers in this country is a direct result of white men taking reproductive authority out of black women’s hands.26

			But it’s not just that patriarchy changes how we give birth. It also changes how we imagine birth, and what we think it is for. In the primordial nightmare of matriarchy, the Mother brings forth her thousand young in sundry forms, ill-favored or not. In patriarchy, the child is a product, a thing men have produced using the technology of a woman’s body. It has to be high quality to be worth making. The focus shifts from the endless possibilities of creation to the necessity for men to reproduce accurate reflections of themselves.

			This is the earliest meaning of the word monster: a deformed or disabled child. Throughout medieval Europe, pamphlets were circulated about children like the Monster of Ravenna, which, as per a contemporary account from pharmacist Luca Landucci, “had a horn on its head, straight up like a sword, and instead of arms it had two wings like a bat’s, and at the height of the breasts it had a fio [Y-shaped mark] on one side and a cross on the other, and lower down at the waist, two serpents. It was a hermaphrodite, and on the right knee it had an eye, and its left foot was like an eagle’s.”27

			Present-day commentators theorize that the Monster was born with Roberts syndrome, which gives limbs a flipper-like appearance. But in its day, it was a warning from God; “some great misfortune always befalls the city where such things are born,” Landucci concludes.28 In fact, Ravenna did fall, and the evil was (we’re told) traced back to its source: the monster’s mother had been a nun, sworn to chastity. The child’s monstrousness was God’s judgment on her hidden, but hideous, sexuality.

			It always comes back to Mom. Though society’s focus had outwardly shifted from monstrous mothers to monstrous offspring, in practice, the one was always the product of the other, the child’s ugliness a reflection of the mother’s own defects. Mothers could make monsters by satisfying unnatural appetites (like the Minotaur, offspring of Queen Pasiphaë’s monstrous lust for a bull), or by giving way to immoral conduct (like the hypocrisy and licentiousness that gave Ravenna its monster), or even by thinking the wrong thoughts or looking at the wrong images; one explanation for the mysterious disease afflicting “Elephant Man” Joseph Merrick was that his mother had been frightened by an elephant when she was pregnant.

			In the Guy de Maupassant story “A Mother of Monsters,” the narrator hears of an impoverished single mother who has fallen into depravity. Forced to conceal her first pregnancy by binding her stomach, she can now only give birth to hideous specimens, and earns her living by selling them to freak shows. Full of pity and disgust, the narrator goes for a walk on the beach, where—shortly after passing a beautiful and happy woman—he encounters another sad spectacle:

			
				I saw a nursemaid with three children, who were rolling in the sand. A pair of little crutches lay on the ground, and touched my sympathy. I then noticed that these three children were all deformed, humpbacked, or crooked; and hideous.

				“Those are the offspring of that charming woman you saw just now,” said the doctor…. “This is the consequence of preserving a slender figure up to the last. These little deformities were made by the corset. She knows very well that she is risking her life at this game. But what does she care, as long as she can be beautiful and have admirers!”29

			

			It was not just that pregnancy sometimes did produce monsters. It was that women, without male direction, inevitably would produce monsters. Far from being a preserve of terrifying female power, pregnancy and motherhood are now portrayed as something that women aren’t even particularly good at. To the extent that mothers follow their own inclinations—the corseted flirt in de Maupassant’s story; the slutty nun of Ravenna; or you, the pregnant idiot at home, eating sushi next to your cat’s litter box while slathered in paraben-containing moisturizers—they will bring forth only suffering.

			Aristotle is the one who started all this by passing medical history’s most infamous judgment on female bodies. His investigation of monstrosity set out to exempt fathers from all responsibility, placing the blame squarely on the hideous and unreliable uterus. Each man, he said, had a “seed”—a perfect image of himself in miniature. The uterus only supplied blood and matter, clothing the thought form in flesh: “While the body is from the female, it is the soul that is from the male, for the soul is the reality of a particular body.”30 But the uterus was known to malfunction and clothe the soul badly. When this happened, the result was an imperfect copy of the father—a monster. A woman’s body became a dangerous host for a man’s perfect sperm, resulting in story after story—from Melusine to Rebecca—in which a bad wife inflicts her own biological corruption on her husband’s family line.

			Thus Aristotle proclaimed that “the female is, as it were, a mutilated male.”31 A monster was a departure from the father’s image, and “the first departure indeed is that the offspring should become female instead of male.”32 Women were the original abominations—the ones that all other monsters came from. Mothers passed their own monstrosity down to every daughter they had, and to some unfortunate sons as well. Monstrosity had become the defining female quality, the essence of womanhood. So it only seems fitting that it was a woman—a mother, and the daughter of a famous mother—who brought the modern monster to life.

			The Miserable and Abandoned

			 

			
				Mary Shelley, more than most women, had reason to find reproduction monstrous. You know already that her premature daughter died. She gave birth to two more children before Frankenstein was complete—her son, William, was six months old when she began drafting the book; her second daughter, Clara, was born seven months before it came out—both of whom were dead within two years of its first publication. Her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, had died just after giving birth to her; Wollstonecraft contracted an infection because her doctor (as was standard at the time) did not wash his hands.33 Her half sister, Fanny Imlay Wollstonecraft Godwin, committed suicide when Shelley was halfway through the book; she was illegitimate, and had been marginalized all her life by her stepfather’s preference for Mary, his biological, born-in-wedlock child.

			Shelley’s body failed her. “Legitimacy,” and the patriarchal family, failed her. The medicalization of childbirth failed her, both while being born and while giving birth. Shelley was visited by Lilith, again and again throughout her lifetime, beginning in her own first moments. She could have turned against that archaic power or railed at her; she could have agreed, with all the great men of her age, that motherhood was a horrifying thing.

			Yet Frankenstein has no Aristotelian, paternal disgust for birth and maternity. It doesn’t aim to subdue the mother-ruled world, or to purge the world of monstrous children. Shelley’s monster—her illegitimate, nameless baby, whose howl of primal loneliness echoes through the text—is her most human character: “I am malicious because I am miserable,” he says plainly.34 Even the monster’s most violent and appalling acts are only attempts to avoid being abandoned—the tantrum of a child who wants his mother to stop what she’s doing and pay attention, Mommy, look, Mommy, look, look, LOOK!!!!! Famously, he speaks of himself in terms of reproductive catastrophe: “I, the miserable and the abandoned, am an abortion.”35 In Shelley’s time, the word meant “miscarriage.”

			It’s the rejection of that child, the drive to abandon or destroy a baby that does not perfectly reflect its father, that is the source of all the book’s suffering. Frankenstein is a story of patriarchy gone haywire. It is about the failure and breakdown of violence and science, tools and rules, when confronted with the brute power of procreation; the terror, which every mother must someday face, of creating a new person with no way of knowing what havoc you may have unleashed upon the world. In the founding myths of patriarchy, men impose their will on the dead organic matter of the world, creating order and safety and civilization. In Shelley’s story, Victor Frankenstein imposes his will on dead matter, and the dead matter gets pissed.

			Aristotle insisted that men were the superior and flawless part of any child’s conception; “it is impossible for the female to generate an animal from itself alone,” he said, “for the process in question was seen to involve the male quality [of soul].”36 Without that male quality, a woman’s child “will be no better than a corpse or part of a corpse.”37 Yet in Frankenstein, it’s a male who tries to reproduce without a woman—who dreams of creating a “perfect” creature, without female interference. And his creation is, literally, a corpse that walks; it is dead, hideous. Shelley was the daughter of two philosophers; there’s every reason to believe she knew she was being subversive. Her masterwork argues that it’s male arrogance, not female weakness, which creates monsters.

			The Lost World

			 

			We do not need fathers. We don’t need fatherhood, as we know it now, or as we have known it—the imposition of a male authority, appropriating and controlling women’s sexuality in order to produce smaller versions of himself, casting aside the strange and newly formed creatures as failures of his control. Nothing about the rule of fathers, or male supremacy, is natural or necessary to the survival of the species. Much of the time, it doesn’t even help.

			This is not to say that we don’t need men, or sperm, or (on the occasions where they coincide) both; it’s not to say that women don’t need help to raise their children, or even that cisgender men and cisgender women can’t make a pretty good go of it from time to time. But nothing about our current kinship structure or gender hierarchy is actually mandatory. Fatherhood—the God-in-miniature that governs traditional family life, the paternity at the core of patriarchy—is not an eternal truth or a law of nature. It’s just one of the ways people have chosen to live. People change.

			Nearly every terrible thing about our sexual politics comes down to the fact that, in patriarchy, patriarchs understand themselves to be inessential. Conservatives defend “family” and fatherhood as if they’re under violent attack. That’s because, as long as women are self-determined and possessed of options, they are. The twenty-first-century war to maintain patriarchy includes not just legislative attacks on the right to abortion, but on birth control, and sex education, which allows people to successfully avoid pregnancy in the first place. The fear here, despite generations of rhetoric to the contrary, is not about “killing babies”; men have always reserved the right to kill or at least abandon babies that displease them, usually after they leave the womb. The fear is that women will be the ones making the decisions; it is not death, but life, that we want to keep out of women’s hands.

			A world without patriarchs is not necessarily a world without heterosexual couples or two-parent families. What it is is a world where those bonds are only a few of the many ways in which one can build a family. This is not a hypothetical: women and queer people of all genders are already changing what family looks like. There is a growing number of voluntary single mothers, indicated by data like the rising number of single women using sperm banks.38 Sperm donation, in vitro fertilization, and surrogacy have made it possible for more queer families to experience pregnancy and childbirth. Not only do transgender fathers sometimes give birth, transgender mothers breastfeed their babies.39 The growth of civil rights movements can practically be traced by the number of families that deviate from traditional structures.

			All of these families are moving toward a world beyond patriarchy: where fluid and multiple genders connect in any number of combinations; where men raise children with men, women with women, and some children are raised by neither men nor women but someone else entirely; where parenting is done by one person or three or six or two. It is a world where the relationships between pregnancy and parenthood and maternity and paternity are never entirely settled, where sex occurs how it wants to, and families arise organically, governed by instinct and desire rather than set norms. It uncouples the seemingly indissoluble links between sex and romance, sex and reproduction, romance and reproduction, and lets them come together again in surprising combinations, to create lives that have never existed before.

			This is the world that always stands just ahead of us, in our future, even as we’re assured it belongs to a distant and irretrievable past; the place we’re perpetually just about to reach, and the place our patriarchs would do anything to avoid. Welcome to Jurassic Park.

			Dinosaurs Eat Man, Woman Inherits the Earth

			 

			
				Steven Spielberg’s Jurassic Park came out the summer I turned eleven, in a world storm of publicity. The promise of seeing real dinosaurs—or as real as you could get, anyway, through the recently discovered miracle of computer-generated animation—was all I’d thought about for months. And so, as my birthday present, my parents took me to see Jurassic Park on opening day. It was a way to honor my impending adulthood: my first scary movie.

			So I can remember the precise moment she showed up. The screen went dark; the soundtrack pulsed with subterranean rumbles; the concentric circles started rippling through the water on the dashboard. I held my knees to my chest and clutched my half-empty Skittles box for dear life as wires on the fence snapped, and out she came: the monstrous thing, older than the world, snaky and tremendous and female, water dripping from her ancient fangs.

			We all meet Tiamat in our own way. This was mine. Jurassic Park was the first story that told me girls could be dragons too; that somewhere inside me, somewhere so deep I might not even recognize it, was something very old and very strong. Something that did not take kindly to cages.

			At its core, Jurassic Park is a myth, one which disguises its ancient tropes with contemporary sci-fi trappings—casting brawny Marduk’s struggle to overthrow the world-serpent as a tale of heroic male scientists working to contain carnivorous, reptilian female dinosaurs. Like all Tiamat stories, Jurassic Park centers on the terror of uncontrolled reproduction, of pregnancy and birthing occurring in ungovernable female bodies and outside of male control. The pure, scientific, patriarchal reproduction of Jurassic Park takes place in the form of DNA splicing; a miracle which can not only revive dead species but engineer them precisely to the scientists’ specifications. But the reality underlying that reproduction is, well, Jurassic Park: where chaos is always imminent, where all the dinosaurs are female, where fences break and monsters attack and unlicensed dinosaur births keep occurring, because—as Jeff Goldblum hath foretold—life, uh, finds a way.

			The parallels are obvious. Yet Jurassic Park is also—what with all its hubristic scientists reviving the dead—a retelling of Frankenstein. It is a story about how patriarchal systems can never fully override or erase the organic truths of the world, a story in which control is always an illusion. The technological, capitalist enterprise of the park—turning the primordial forces of reproduction out for profit—is meant to seem like an atrocity, and it is also meant to fail. In any version of Frankenstein, a creature must turn against its master; the rides, pace Goldblum, were always going to eat the tourists.

			Yet I find Jurassic Park more hopeful, and more fundamentally liberating, than many stories of its kind. For one, the reproductive chaos of the park is surprisingly nonbinary. Thanks to a kink in their engineered DNA—“like that of frogs,” Sam Neill notes, failing to fake either an American accent or enthusiasm—the dinosaurs can change their own reproductive anatomy, impregnating each other at will. The messy, biological, fertile body is still the monster here, but gender fluidity is included among its monstrous qualities; like the cult of Cybele, the anarchic fertility of the park is both deeply female and profoundly anti-essentialist. The dinosaurs, whose genital endowments we can’t guess and shouldn’t try to, are all referred to as “she.”

			Finally, and wonderfully, Jurassic Park suggests that this gender-fluid, female-powered, anti-patriarchal world is not just powerful, but actually inevitable. Repression is futile: Once the fences have broken down, and the archaic mother is out of her pen and eating Jeeps, “victory” doesn’t consist of killing her, let alone re-caging her. “Victory” is just getting off the island and out of her way.

			Recall the last shot of the T. rex: knocking her own fossilized corpse out of the way, standing beneath a banner that reminds you she once “RULED THE EARTH.” She still does; the promise of Jurassic Park is the idea that humanity itself is too small to stop her, that no matter what we do, as long as she’s on the planet, she will inevitably rule again. Women, once unleashed by the social progress of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, can only keep going. We will take back the world, our bodies, all the possibilities that have been denied us. When we open our mouths, our oppressors will fall silent. Where we walk, the earth itself will tremble.

			I am Woman. You there, in the Jeep: hear me roar.

			
				* The vast majority of people who bear children today are, seemingly, female-identified; transgender men often pursue hysterectomies as part of the gender confirmation process, and trans men who give birth are often treated as rare enough to be newsworthy, as in the case of Thomas Beatie, who entered the Guinness World Records in 2008 after the birth of his first child. However, statistics and news stories are unreliable—trans people are just beginning to come out in numbers that reflect their actual presence within the population, so we have no idea how many trans men have actually given birth. Ultimately, I’ve focused on birth as a female phenomenon because, like menstruation, it is deeply ingrained in our myths of femininity; the way we think about birth determines the way we think about women, and vice versa. That said, a transmasculine or nonbinary writer could easily cover the same territory from a different perspective, and I do hope to read that book, even if I’m not qualified to write it.

			

		

	
		
			6.

			 

			FAMILY

			
				They’re using us. They’re using our bodies. They’re eating us alive.

				—The Unborn (1991)

			

			In 1771, Mary Ricketts—well educated, responsible, renowned for her truthfulness (“from her early childhood she evinced a love for reading, and an aptitude for mental improvement,” according to the magazine that presented her account to the public, and she “quickly outstripped” her older brothers in “book learning”)—wrote to her husband to say she had abandoned their house.1

			It was not a decision a wife could make for herself, especially not in 1771. The house, a country manor named Hinton Ampner that they were renting from the widow of one Lord Stawell, was a good one; whatever reason Mary gave had better be good, too.

			“Without the utmost confidence in my veracity—which I believe you have—you could not possibly credit the strange story I must tell,” she told her husband, but “be assured, my dearest life, I did not take this painful step while it was possible to continue there.”2

			She was right: this story was very, very strange. Mary’s husband, William Henry Ricketts, had been called away to his business in Jamaica. (Slave trading, to be precise; as is so often the case, once you peel off the old-timey veneer, these were not great people.) Their second child, a daughter, was less than a year old; Mary decided to stay home in order to spare the children from traveling. Yet, from almost the moment William left his family, the house had been terrorized by phantom invaders.

			Mary heard conversations in empty rooms. Knocking and booming resounded through the halls at night. Doors slammed by themselves, over and over, swinging back and forth in perfectly still air. A woman’s silk dress rustled, impossibly loud, all night long, until Mary became ill from lack of sleep. One night, she heard “the footsteps of a man, with plodding step, walking towards the foot of my bed.”3

			This could be nerves, the projected vulnerabilities of a woman alone in a big house with two small children. But Mary wasn’t alone. She had servants, and they heard noises, too. Mary began to sleep with another woman in her room; that woman claimed to see and hear the same phenomena Mary did. Mary wrote that a nurse named Hannah Streeter, “who lay in the room with my children, heard the same noises, and was so appalled she lay for two hours almost deprived of sense and motion.”4 In fact, Hannah was one of the most afflicted people in the house; “there was scarce a night past that she did not hear the sound as if some person walked towards her door, and pushed against it, as though attempting to force it open.”5

			The ghosts—for this, Mary reluctantly concluded, was what they had to be—were oddly particular about who they bothered. The women in the house, especially those in proximity to the children, were relentlessly assailed, but Mary’s brother, John, didn’t hear anything until Mary told him about the problem. That night, he woke up in a panic, convinced that he’d heard something huge and heavy fall through the ceiling into his room. There was, of course, nothing there. “It is very unfit your family should continue any longer in [Hinton Ampner],” he wrote to William after the fact.6

			It was the butler, Robert Camis, who got the clearest look at what was haunting them; he was “thrice called at the window in a voice he well remembered, that of the steward of the late Lord Stawell.”7 That steward, the servants agreed, was no good. He had stolen things. He had done something else, too, some unspecified and horrible bit of “dishonesty,” but no one would say what. A kitchen servant named Lucy hinted at a story about Stawell’s beautiful and unmarried sister-in-law, who had lived with the family at Hinton Ampner:

			
				Lucy said, “God knows whether these noises were not in consequence of their sins.”

				I replied, “What did you suppose they were guilty of?”

				She said, “God knows whether she had a child and killed it; but I cannot say; it is not for us to suspect them, God knows.”8

			

			After Mary left the house, it was demolished. In the demolition, the house’s secret was finally uncovered: a box, hidden under the floorboards, with a tiny skull in it. A monkey, some people offered hopefully. The baby, Mary knew.

			In the years to come, a definitive legend would grow around the ghosts of Hinton Ampner. The master impregnated his sister-in-law; the sister-in-law killed her baby; the steward hid its body in the house, where it evidently grew into something angry and lost, wailing for recognition. What else does a baby do but keep adults awake all night—demand attention, wake up the nurse, make noise? Lacking a mother, or a body to cry with, who else could the baby reach out to, and how else could it be heard?

			Then, there’s this: despite all the people who saw or heard things in Hinton Ampner, Mary’s children were completely unaffected. The thing practically broke down the door of the nursery every night, yet only the nanny heard it; the children slept in peace. Whatever was in that house, the rage it expressed was reserved for adults—for mothers, specifically. It held no grudge toward the children. It left them alone.

			The Mother Knot

			 

			The archaic mother—Tiamat, or the T. rex—is an unlikely role model. Even in all her power, she’s ugly: slimy, roaring, irrational, seemingly little more than a uterus with some anger management issues attached. (But enough about me!) She is not more beloved, or more highly rewarded, than conventional women—only more feared. Who would want to identify with that?

			Well, for starters, anyone who’s tried mothering the way it is now. Men may want the power and legacy that comes from having children, but they do not want the work. Nor should they. Above and beyond the physical risks incurred by pregnancy, children—especially young infants—require literally constant attention, and equally constant patience. They need someone who can be responsive to their needs at all hours of the day or night, who can be available whenever the child is sick or hungry or bored or just needs a ride or an audience or something fun to do, and who can do so while respecting their helplessness and fragility, so that a colicky newborn isn’t abandoned during its first three-hour screaming fit.

			This constant, private work is deeply at odds with the time and focus it takes to build and consolidate power in the public sphere. It’s a workload that is inherently too big for any one person, and which will obliterate all other priorities for the person who attempts to do it single-handedly. The obvious answer is not to do it single-handedly—upper-class women have always been able to pawn some of this work off on employees, like Mary Ricketts passing her responsibilities and her ghosts along to Hannah Streeter; in large, extended families, the baby is often passed around like an adorable hot potato; in some mythic feminist households, fathers even spend time with their own children, though a worryingly high percentage of them still refer to this as “babysitting”—but patriarchy as we know it is built around one particular bad solution.

			Men need children if they are to rule the world—there would be no world to rule without them—but they can’t raise those children themselves. And women, who must be kept away from seats of power at all costs, need something to do; something to eat away at all their ambition, or brain space, or potentially subversive free time. Hence, patriarchy created the mother: not the archaic serpent or the chthonic priestess at the gates of life and death, but the domesticated and unthreatening Mama who haunts sitcoms and greeting cards and parenting manuals, the woman who is “inherently” suited for childcare work and can only be fulfilled by doing it. Lots of it. Preferably without getting or even requesting help from anyone else.

			This image has haunted us for centuries—the Victorian “angel in the house,” or the happy housewife of the ’50s—but it would be a mistake to view her as a mere historical artifact. In an essay for The Paris Review, author Heather Abel writes that early exposure to the massively popular “attachment parenting” manual The Baby Book by Dr. William and Martha Sears nearly destroyed her will to work. The core of it, she says, is a “horror story”:

			
				The plot is this: Mama gives birth to Baby, and she must not put her down. She must not leave her. She must be with her at all times, if possible, awake or asleep. She cannot do sedentary work or even read for pleasure because Baby prefers movement—although Mama can, while Baby is strapped to her, perform housework. Only in situations of dire financial need and with great trepidation may she pass off Baby to a caregiver. She must not nourish Baby with a bottle, which, like cribs, strollers, and jobs, will interrupt her bond with Baby and thus diminish Baby’s prospects for any happiness…. If you put your child on the floor to play or in a crib to sleep or in a stroller to walk or with a caregiver, she will forever feel wrong, act wrong…. Against this bleak eventuality, how could Mama’s time matter? Her sleep? Her sanity?9

			

			For a mother to do anything outside of child-rearing and domestic chores is borderline negligent, particularly if it involves the baby crying for more than a second or two without maternal comforting—on his website, William Sears writes that the “cry-it-out approach,” popularly used to train babies to sleep in their cribs through the night, may have “harmful neurologic effects that may have permanent implications on the development of sections of their brains.”10 (Meanwhile, actual scientists insist that Sears is wildly misconstruing several studies, most of them relating to nonhuman animals or babies that have experienced severe abuse and neglect.) In a 2012 TIME magazine profile, Martha Sears claims that a relative who was a “colicky, fussy baby,” and who was allowed to cry in her crib, developed lifelong mental illness as a result: “That almost is like Exhibit A for the cry-it-out approach,” she insists.11

			Both Searses are devout evangelical Christians, and have written in the past that allowing mothers to work violates God’s plan: “Babies in our culture are not being cared for in the way God designed, and we as a nation are paying the price,” they wrote in their 1997 book The Complete Book of Christian Parenting and Child Care.12 Though they’ve reportedly softened that assessment in recent years, it’s hard to avoid the conclusion that they’ve created a theory of parenting that tells mothers they are committing child abuse if they have to work.

			Yet attachment parenting is massively popular. I had two copies of The Baby Book by my second trimester; it is, as Judith Warner writes in her 2005 book Perfect Madness, “the practice that dominates, in watered-down form, among the middle and upper middle class today.”13 Followed faithfully, the theory leads to families like “Joanne and Daniel,” whose child-rearing practices resemble a cult where members are forbidden to communicate with the outside world. Not only can’t Joanne work, she can’t spend unaccompanied time with other adults, including her husband, under any circumstances: “There are no date nights,” the profile informs us. “Joanne doesn’t get away for afternoons to have lunch with her girlfriends. In fact, the only time Joanne has ever left either of her children in anyone else’s care was when she was in labor with her second child.”14

			It’s easy to roll your eyes at the attachment-minded moms of the world, particularly since that Newsweek cover appears to show one of them breastfeeding a first grader. (The kid was three years old, supposedly. He looked big enough to play for the Knicks.) Yet the attachment norm also creates wrenching guilt in mothers who can’t or don’t follow it: “An hour given to writing was an hour stolen from my child’s future happiness,” Abel writes. “To even desire such an hour signified my detachment from her.”15

			Women are taught not just that mothers are not really people, but that when they become mothers, they will not want to be people anymore. A good mother, a true mother, is someone who gives up all claim on her previous roles or interests, who lives entirely for and through her children, and who does so with a smile on her face. When women find that they remain themselves after giving birth, rather than achieving instant moral perfection via hormones or skin-to-skin bonding or “maternal instinct,” the shock can be tremendous.

			If mothers so much as think about a life outside of motherhood, patriarchy tells us we are bad people. Worse, it tells us that we are raising bad people, ruining our children, burning holes in their brains with every second we let them cry or watch television. The only way to save them is to sacrifice ourselves—and if they are girls, they will presumably grow up and get sacrificed to someone else one day. We say that a mother is someone who “gives life.” We don’t mention that the life she’ll be giving is her own.

			The Stolen Child

			 

			With stakes this high, and conditions this stressful, it is inevitable that maternal feeling sometimes curdles into something darker. This is how a child can become a threat; how a baby, the most purely loving and lovable creature there is, can begin to look like a monster.

			In Ireland and what would become the United Kingdom, these children were called changelings, like Bridget Cleary; old, evil things that only looked like babies. As with Bridget, the rituals mothers used to get their children back often looked like convenient excuses for losing them. In one such ritual, detailed by historian Diane Purkiss, a mother would walk out into the woods with the baby, put the baby down, light a candle, and just…walk away. She would have to keep walking until she could no longer hear the child crying, and only return when the candle had burnt itself out.

			“Sometimes the child dies in this rite,” Purkiss writes. “Sometimes a wolf comes from the forest and devours the child. Sometimes the fauns come and take back their own; sometimes, sometimes, they bring the stolen human child with them.”16

			It’s difficult to know what kind of frame to put around these stories. Was this the inevitable result of a society without modern birth control or abortion? Were these children secretly unwanted from the beginning? Or was there actually something different about these particular babies? There are some records of nineteenth-century Irish parents killing disabled children in changeling rituals; because they could not speak, or walk, they were thought to be faulty duplicates of “real” children. In folk tales, changelings are said to be skinny, wrinkled, to look more like old men than babies, to die in their cribs; these myths could have been a way to explain phenomena like sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS) or the dysfunctional growth patterns we now call “failure to thrive.”

			If it wasn’t the children, the mothers themselves could have been ill. Postpartum psychosis (PPP) is a real and terrifying phenomenon, which has led many contemporary women to accidentally kill their children; the delusions set in fast, within days of giving birth, and unspeakable things can happen before the afflicted person realizes they need help. Women’s accounts of PPP tend to have a familiar ring. Parenting blogger Jennifer Kindhouse, for example, writes that she saw otherworldly imps attacking her baby: “It was a figure, a dwarfish figure—a dark, person-shaped creature that scurried toward the basinet, saw me, and darted away.”17 The baby itself, in those moments, seemed less than human: “He wasn’t even like a baby—he was always screaming, always red faced, he looked odd and foreign to me.”18 Another survivor, Catherine Carver, writes that, while recovering in the hospital after birth, she “had an ever-growing suspicion that my baby had been swapped.”19 Kindhouse believed that Satan was trying to steal her child; Carver suspected a plot by the hospital nurses. Maybe, in another place and time, both women would have blamed the fairies.

			Contemporary thinking rests uneasily on these mothers; we cannot say, with certainty, who they were, or who we would have become if we’d lived in their world. Yet I suspect most mothers know, on some level, that they weren’t monsters. When my daughter was two months old, she forgot how to sleep. She went from lapsing easily into three-hour newborn naps—time for me to eat, to work, to sleep myself—to being unable to close her eyes during the day. She had to be nursed for two hours at a time so that she could doze off and on, or rocked for forty-five minutes until she slept for twenty. This is all perfectly normal, banal stuff. Babies don’t sleep; there are a thousand sleep guides for new parents on the market. But in my memory, it is surreal, endless, agonizing. I can recall standing in a hot, dark room, jiggling the baby and making sh sounds, aware that I had been repeating the exact same actions in the exact same spot for an hour. I can recall sobbing and telling the baby I was sorry that I didn’t know how to help her. I can recall thinking she’d be better off if I were gone—better off with anyone but me.

			All those women who didn’t know what to do, who walked out into the woods with a baby and a candle and walked back out alone: I don’t know what haunted them, how far beyond their limits they’d been pushed, whether they were depressed, or delusional, or merely desperate. But I suspect that, then as now, it all came down to how much or how little support they were given. If changeling stories are reminiscent of postpartum psychosis, they also call to mind another common horror—teenagers, often from hyper-religious families or with next to no sex education, who keep their pregnancies secret and leave the babies to die. If you’ve ever heard of a baby found in a garbage can, you’ve heard a fairy tale: “In folktales,” Purkiss tells us, “changelings are most often the children of single parents.”20

			Milk and Bruises

			 

			
				“How do we know what kinds of people—races, I mean—creatures different from us, have lived on this planet? In the past, you know?” asks Harriet Lovatt, the terrified mother at the center of Doris Lessing’s The Fifth Child. “We don’t really know, do we? How do we know that dwarves or goblins or hobgoblins, that kind of thing, didn’t really live here?”21 Harriet and her husband, David, are worshippers at the cult of modern fertility. Though the book was published in 1988, the Lovatts follow, with depressing regularity, the sort of “natural,” high-intensity parenting methods embraced by upwardly mobile parents today: home birth (“it goes without saying that the doctor had wanted Harriet in the hospital,” Lessing writes, but “she had been adamant”22), exclusive breastfeeding, taking Harriet out of the workforce rather than employing an outside caregiver. It’s all happily, perfectly controlled, right down to the (lack of) screen time: “This was a house—and this defined it for everyone, admiring what they could not achieve themselves—where television was not often watched.”23

			Harriet and David also believe that good parenting involves having as many children as possible. Birth control is a modern abomination, which interferes with proper, “natural” domestic bliss. Harriet’s mother, Dorothy, expresses concern, pointing out that in a more “traditional” place and time, Harriet might well have ten children, but “half of them would die, and they wouldn’t be educated either…. We have to be careful about the children we have so we can look after them.”24 Nevertheless, Harriet and David just keep having the children, and having them, and having them, until they have one more child than they can comfortably care for—four was the magic number, as it turns out—and everything goes immediately to shit.

			Knowing precisely what is wrong with Ben, the fifth Lovatt child, is beside the point. To his mother, he’s a “goblin,” a “troll,” an alien, a demon; even as a newborn, he seems violent, feeding constantly and biting her breasts out of frustration.25 He resists affection, wrestles his way out of being cuddled, until he has to be kept in a pen all day. As Ben grows up, he kills the family pets; he breaks a little girl’s arm on the playground; he bullies Harriet’s other children. The only way to control him is through fear.

			Or—and this is crucial—this is how Ben seems to Harriet. Ben’s teachers call him a “good little chap” who “tries so hard.”26 The pediatrician insists he’s “physically normal.”27 He’s even popular with other children his age. To a contemporary reader, much of Ben’s behavior—he doesn’t express affection, he’s slow to start talking, he watches certain videotapes over and over but can’t describe the emotions of the characters on-screen—reads like autism, not inhumanity. We are never certain whether we’re reading the story of a demon or an abused child.

			The turning point comes when David sends Ben away to an institution for disabled children. Children don’t leave the institution, and they don’t survive it; they’re tranquilized until they overdose or starve. Harriet is told not to visit. She’s encouraged to make an art of not knowing. But Harriet cannot manage it; as much as she admittedly hates Ben, she cannot make herself abandon her changeling in the woods. She finds that “her heart was hurting as it would for one of her own, real children” and brings him back home.28

			It destroys their family. Harriet’s other children leave her. Her husband never forgives her. Even Ben himself doesn’t love her. So, while medical professionals lecture Harriet endlessly on her failings—“the problem is not with Ben, but with you,” one tells her point-blank; “you don’t like him very much”—it seems clear that the problem is not her, but the society that demands so much of her, that insists she shoulder every burden gladly, take the blame for every failure, whether it’s within her power to do so or not.29 It’s a problem that started from the beginning:

			
				“A breast-fed baby shouldn’t get infections,” [the doctor] said.

				“He’s not breast-fed.”

				“That’s not like you, Harriet! How old is he?”

				“Two months,” said Harriet. She opened her dress and showed her breasts, still making milk, as if they responded to Ben’s never appeased appetite. They were still bruised black all around the nipples.

				Dr. Brett looked at the poor breasts in silence, and Harriet looked at him: his decent, concerned doctor’s face confronting a problem beyond him.

				“Naughty baby,” he conceded, and Harriet laughed out loud in astonishment.30

			

			What Harriet wants throughout The Fifth Child is for someone to say that Ben is more than a “naughty baby.” She wants someone to see that she hurts, and that she is not lazy or negligent or selfish because she’s hurting.

			“What she wanted, she decided, was that at last someone would use the right words, share the burden,” Lessing writes. “No, she did not expect to be rescued, or even that anything much could change. She wanted to be acknowledged, her predicament given its value.”31

			But she can’t be. In a patriarchal system, who she is or what she needs can never matter. So Harriet is lost, alone with her alien baby who doesn’t love her, condemned to solitude and shame. She was supposed to keep feeding through the bruises. She was supposed to keep giving until the milk ran dry. And she does. Without meaning to, without knowing it, without gratitude, Ben drains Harriet of everything she has.

			Alienated Labor

			 

			The immersive, full-contact parenting of a Joanne or a Harriet Lovatt may strike the reader as claustrophobic—and it should. But it’s also likely to strike us, in some important ways, as ostentatious. Having as many children as you like without worrying about how to feed or clothe them, taking one parent completely out of the workforce without worrying about how to make rent—this kind of thing is exhausting, retrograde, crazy-making, but it is also breathtakingly expensive. It’s a kind of reproduction as conspicuous consumption, showing off how many years of your working life you can afford to burn playing house. Not every woman has the privilege of being Mama.

			Women of color, in particular, have been reduced to mere wombs by their oppressors, who then deny them any relationship with the resulting children. This is a well-known part of history, as in the case of slave owners raping enslaved women and selling their children to enrich themselves. (To this day, just as black mothers are more likely to die in childbirth, black newborns are more likely to die of SIDS or other complications.)32 But it’s also a core part of patriarchal reproduction in the present day, with predatory adoption agencies or surrogacy services paying women of color in impoverished countries for the work of pregnancy and childbirth, then selling the babies to well-off families abroad.

			Not all of those adoption agencies get consent from the mothers before taking the children. In 2018, the United States began forcibly stealing the children of asylum-seeking immigrants from their parents at the border and placing them in separate facilities, sometimes across the country from their parents. After widespread public outcry, the policy was halted, but within months, reports surfaced that children whose parents had already been deported were being quietly placed for adoption.33

			In fact, the practice had been ongoing in the United States for years. In 2007, a woman named Encarnación Bail Romero lost her six-month-old son Carlos, whom she calls Carlitos, in an Immigration and Customs Enforcement raid. Carlitos was given to a white foster family, Seth and Melinda Moser, who adopted him and changed his name to Jamison. Five years later, Romero lost her final appeal to get her son back; the Mosers had refused to return him, claiming that since they were “the only parents the boy had ever known,” returning him to the custody of his actual mother would traumatize him.34 Carlitos Romero was gone; as far as the state was concerned, only Jamison Moser remained.

			White women like Melinda Moser, in this system, obtain a sort of patriarch-ish power over less-privileged women’s reproductive capacity, using marginalized bodies to create the families they want. Also like patriarchs, women with money are able to commandeer mothering from those without. It’s not that women of color and poor women don’t “get” to do mother work—far from it. It’s just that they often have to do it under worse, more exploitative conditions, and for someone else’s child.

			In the United States, childcare is unthinkably expensive; in many locations, it costs more than either rent or state college. Single mothers have gone bankrupt in the attempt to pay for daycare so they can keep their jobs.35 Yet that money does not go to actual childcare providers, who are an underpaid and almost entirely female workforce. As of 2016, over 91 percent of childcare workers were female, and the average wage for a woman working in the field was $15,389 per year—too little to live on in most major cities, and far too little for those women to afford childcare themselves.36 Black, Latina, and immigrant women are disproportionately likely to be the ones providing this care, meaning that the same women who are prohibited from mothering their own children are the ones being asked to mother the children of the ruling class.37

			In its own warped way, this information is validating; we can see that mother work is oppressive because, the closer a woman gets to power, the less mother work she has to do, and the more ability she has to commandeer other women’s bodies and time. At the bottom of the ladder, the myth of Mama evaporates, leaving only work; birthing, raising, educating, and even loving children all become discrete jobs that one can do, and none of those jobs are seen as valuable or skilled enough to command a living wage. Once the fiction of love is stripped away, all that is left of Mama is the conviction that someone has got to do the dirty work, so the rest of us can focus on something more important.

			Unnatural Goodness

			 

			
				If the story of Hinton Ampner seems familiar—the terrified nanny, the bad servant at the window, the hint of some dark sexual past threatening to bubble over and contaminate the now—that’s no coincidence. Mary Ricketts’s haunting is widely speculated to be the “true” ghost story that inspired Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw.

			In James’s novella, the ghosts are (fight me) not real. Though they take the shapes of real people from the house’s past—Peter Quint and Miss Jessel, a manservant and nanny discharged for inappropriate and never-specified sexual activities, which may have involved the children—they are only ever seen by one person, an inexperienced governess left alone with two children and instructed not to ask for outside help. They soon become projections for every fear or forbidden emotion she’s ever had. The governess feels doubtful of her own competence; therefore, the children are prey to invisible dangers she cannot effectively fight off. The governess is afraid of her own sexuality—she has a crush on her employer, the children’s uncle—and soon pedophile ghosts are leaping out from behind every corner.

			The governess fears that she is not sufficiently maternal. Like countless women, she has been hired to do the mother work that the children’s actual family can’t or won’t do. Unfortunately for her, she’s also swallowed the patriarchal bill of goods about who mothers are and how they think. In her mind, being “good” with children means adoring them, worshiping them, never for an instant giving way to normal human feelings of boredom or irritation. Though the governess tries her best to think this way—boy, does she ever; “there could be no uneasiness in connection with anything so beautific as the radiant image of my little girl, the vision of whose angelic beauty,” and so on, and so forth—the endless, selfless devotion she demands from herself isn’t human.38 No one could feel that way toward two rambunctious, difficult, school-age children at every moment of the day or night, least of all a stranger.

			And so, in the coded and unspeakable truth of the ghost story, the children become perverts, demons, eagerly in league with dark forces and plotting to destroy her. They become changelings, whose “absolutely unnatural goodness” is only proof of how horrible they are underneath.39 When she kills one of them—as, of course, she does—she doesn’t have to see her own hand in it; her exhaustion, her gut-level dislike of the boy, her rage stopping his heart.

			Fun Home

			 

			The Turn of the Screw is taught in high schools; you don’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to figure out the subtext. What’s striking, in this context, is how James seems to nail the mechanics of so many “real” hauntings. A ghost story often resembles an allegorical family portrait, or a shared dream, with ghosts standing in for resentments it might be disastrous to openly name.

			Patriarchy is a violent system, but it tries mightily not to be seen as such. The father-ruled nuclear family is sold to us not just as natural or inevitable, but as the only path to lasting happiness; single mothers and childless couples are portrayed as inherently unfulfilled and miserable, their brave smiles hiding empty lives. The idea that a woman might be straight, married, surrounded by children, and still find life fundamentally empty is threatening—especially as it calls into question the “natural,” effortless quality of motherhood.

			“In spite of our most open-minded intentions, the mother who does not love her child is still regarded as abnormal,” French feminist Élisabeth Badinter wrote in her 1980 book, Mother Love. “We are prepared to explain away everything, to justify anything, rather than to admit her within the range of normality.”40

			Badinter herself inspired tremendous anger—which is odd, given that her work is less an anti-child manifesto than a historical overview. She argued not that “maternal instinct” was nonexistent, but that it was socially constructed; throughout history, mothers breastfed their children or didn’t breastfeed them, devoted themselves to immersive child-rearing or sent their kids away to be cared for by strangers, greeted individual infant deaths with wrenching grief or shrugged off massively high infant mortality, not due to some immutable need or desire, but according to the norms of the societies in which they lived. Women as a group had no innate gift for handling children, and no universal drive to have them. But sometimes, some women did fall in love with the babies they had.

			“Maternal love is not a given but a gift,” Badinter wrote. “It is a human feeling, and like any feeling, it is uncertain, fragile and imperfect.”41

			You would think she’d told every mother in Paris to drown her kids in the Seine. Badinter was deluged by angry letters and public condemnation. The famous child psychologist Bruno Bettelheim wrote a letter of protest to her American editor, not because he thought Badinter was wrong, but because she was right, and women ought not to be given this information.

			“I am well familiar with the absence of any mothering instinct in many mothers,” he wrote, but letting those mothers know they weren’t alone would “remove the feeling of guilt about rejecting their children which was the only thing that offered some protection for the child.”42

			It’s rare for patriarchy to show its hand this clearly, but there you go: guilt, not joy, kept Mama in place. Women had to be confined to childbearing and child-rearing, but they also had to believe there was something wrong with them if they didn’t enjoy it. Of course, we are slightly less likely to take Bettelheim seriously these days; in 1997, his biographer found that he had faked his medical qualifications, and former students at his “school” for autistic children alleged that he had subjected them to routine beatings and sexual abuse.43 (Lessing was not kidding about the grimness of life for institutionalized children.) Nonetheless, at the time, his was thought to be the more compassionate, child-friendly opinion.

			The supposedly “natural” quality of the patriarchal family, or of high-impact parenting methods, is a fiction that prevents us from asking uncomfortable questions. That includes the possibility that we may not be happy in our maternal roles, or that we did not make our own mothers happy. (Badinter wrote that “we are repulsed to think that mother love is not immune to all defects or variations of character…because we refuse to question what we prefer to believe is the absolute and unconditional love for us of our own mothers.”)44 But we are also excused from questioning whether our current arrangement can make women happy—whether, by making motherhood an unpaid, unsupported, guilt-ridden endeavor that actively prevents women from achieving their other goals, we are not actually making it harder for mothers to love their children.

			Maybe in a world with universal childcare and communal or coequal parenting, mothers would be more likely to experience joy with their children, rather than frustration or stress. Maybe instead of endlessly chirping that mothers have “the most important job in the world,” we could pay them for it; maybe instead of forcing women to purchase their own freedom by offloading childcare onto even more marginalized women, we could begin to treat mothering as a vital communal responsibility, with all mother-workers being equally entitled to value, compensation, and support. Maybe, if we unlink sex and love and gender and parenting, we can put families together in ways that actually fit the people involved: motherly men taking years off to be with babies, powerful mothers loving their children without giving up the world, inseminating mothers and pregnant fathers and families with no men or women at all. Maybe the patriarchal nuclear family doesn’t work, and has never worked, and can never work; maybe the whole thing can only run by suppressing and oppressing a real, live woman, turning her into a resource for free labor rather than a person, and calling her crazy or evil whenever she complains.

			Maybe. But in the meantime, we have the picture in every sitcom and every storybook: Daddy and Mama and Baby, their happiness, their normalcy, their blissful acceptance of their lot, which is, after all, the only conceivable lot that could befall them. Real families try to fit themselves into this picture; real women love or hate themselves depending on how well it matches their experience, and live full to the brim with the guilt that Bettelheim found so essential to the creation of happy childhoods. All the time, inside them, something else is gathering, waiting for a dark hour to make itself heard.

			The Other Mother

			 

			
				“A happy family, a happy home, is the best protection against evil,” says Ed Warren, one half of the popular husband-and-wife ghost-hunting duo of Ed and Lorraine Warren.45

			The Warrens are (or were—Ed died in 2006, Lorraine in 2019) sort of the William and Martha Sears of the paranormal, deeply Christian co-experts who believe that ghosts and demons are always “invited” into a home by a lack of good family values. Like the Searses, the Warrens are wildly popular; they first gained the media’s attention through their involvement in the Amityville Horror hoax, and currently have a whole movie franchise, The Conjuring series, devoted to their adventures.

			That popularity is particularly odd when you realize that their particular cosmology—as captured in Gerald Brittle’s 1980 book, The Demonologist—reads less like a haunted house story than like a Jack Chick tract on the dangers of permissive liberal parenting. These are people whose list of questions for the recently haunted includes “has anyone in the family [bought] a picture of a deity from another religion?” and “have you been attending sessions with consciousness-raising groups?”46 Where once you might have had to perform dark blood sacrifices to summon Beelzebub into your living room, in the world of the Warrens, reading The Feminine Mystique and buying a Buddha statue at an import store is enough.

			As you might expect, the Warrens’ ghost stories tend to have wildly different morals depending on the politics of the observer. One of their more famous cases—the basis for their first movie, The Conjuring—concerns a frustrated, isolated mother of five, Carolyn Perron.

			The most detailed account of the Perron case comes from eldest daughter Andrea’s self-published memoir House of Darkness, House of Light. In that version of the story, Carolyn and Roger Perron live happily with their daughters in the suburbs of Providence, Rhode Island, until a rash of sudden and gruesome violence makes them question their safety. Their family dog, Bathsheba (note the name), is hit by a car; “her leash got wrapped around a wheel well,” Andrea writes, “and the damage to her skull was so extensive, there was no question…no saving her.”47 A group of delinquents break into their home, vandalizing it and beating one of their cats to death with a baseball bat. Andrea retaliates by beating up their ringleader, raising the specter of legal retaliation from the boy’s family.

			Carolyn becomes determined to move her girls out to the country, where things like this don’t happen—and she does, impulsively spending the family’s entire savings and then some on an ancient, isolated farmhouse. She doesn’t even check in with Roger before making the down payment. Carolyn, we sense, is a woman with a romantic temperament. Her politics are liberal, whereas Roger is a staunch Republican. She’s an agnostic; Roger is a Catholic, who made her convert before their wedding. She recites poetry to the children, and once harbored literary ambitions; she had been “a poet since childhood,” Andrea writes, but “becoming the mother of five left no time for writing.”48

			If Carolyn dreams of getting back some of the time or focus she’s lost out there in the country, those dreams are soon crushed. The house turns out to be rickety and infested with insects. Rural Rhode Island is bitterly cold, and the family has to spend hours every day shoveling doorsteps and cars out of the snow. The house seems incapable of retaining heat, and all the fireplaces have been walled up thanks to some long-ago renovation project; their utility bill climbs higher every month, yet Carolyn and her girls still begin each day by breaking up the ice in the toilets. At one point, Carolyn goes at the wall with a crowbar, then with her bare hands, trying to excavate one of the buried fireplaces. She is that desperate for fire.

			In fact, Carolyn is desperate, period. The Perron marriage, already strained by Carolyn’s investment in the house, soon reaches its breaking point. Roger has an explosive temper, and Carolyn begins shouting back. Their political disagreements surface; there are screaming arguments about Nixon. Soon, Roger begins spending most of his nights in town—to be closer to work, he says—leaving Carolyn and the girls on their own. Under the combination of emotional stress, physical labor, and near-constant cold, Carolyn’s body breaks down. She develops debilitating arthritis, becoming all but bedridden.

			“Carolyn began to withdraw into a shrinking form, cocooning in blankets and heavy sweaters; doing whatever she could to avoid freezing to death though she was never really warm,” Andrea writes.49 She loses alarming amounts of weight and begins to look years older than her age: “[Carolyn] recalls it as an oppressive weight crushing her rigid, frozen joints. The woman was becoming too cold to move and too tired to care. Retiring to the relative warmth of her bed for hours a day, the young mother felt old; decrepit.”50

			Then the witch shows up.

			Carolyn has visions: A ball of fire lighting on the furniture without burning it. A group of women chanting around a flame. The fire Carolyn is dying for haunts her dreams, turned dark and satanic. Carolyn’s youngest daughters say they’ve been visited by “another lady” who comes to kiss them goodnight after Carolyn tucks them in, a lady who smells like strange perfume and death: “When she leans over me it feels so cold,” says little Cynthia, “but when she leaves it gets warm again.”51

			Finally, one night, the presence shows herself: the child-killing witch, Bathsheba Sherman, who once sacrificed a baby for youth and beauty, only to become decrepit overnight. She appears as an old woman with no face, her neck broken from her suicide by hanging, floating in midair. Carolyn writes a description with fingers locked stiff from arthritis, a last, mad poem: “No eyes no mouth sprigs of hair no facial features gray ancient…threatening / intimidating wants to kiss me wants to kill me wants me dead.”52

			Bathsheba is obsessed with claiming Carolyn’s daughters. Her voice—which sounds exactly like Carolyn’s—haunts the house. One girl spends hours locked in a small trunk, terrified that she’ll suffocate or starve to death. She says the thing with her mother’s voice told her to climb in, then shut the lid.

			None of this, needless to say, makes it into The Conjuring, where Carolyn is portrayed as an angelically contented housewife who is inexplicably possessed by demons until Lorraine gives her a lecture on the joys of motherhood. We never note the repressed ambitions and frustrations driving Carolyn’s breakdown. We never note the name of the creature haunting her: Bathsheba. The dog whose death first provided the impetus to move.

			In the Warrens’ preferred telling, the Perron haunting is church-camp dogma: a mother who dared to become unsatisfied, and the demonic, baby-killing witch who was responsible for warping her desires out of their “natural,” maternal shape. But in her daughter’s version of events, Carolyn’s haunting is the most straightforward feminist horror story since “The Yellow Wallpaper”: Carolyn has become another mother, an old, faceless, angry woman haunting her own house. Carolyn, the liberal, atheist poet, is being dragged bodily through life as a conservative Christian housewife; her leash is caught in the wheel well, and her brain is being crushed.

			“Negative emotions conjure spirit activity,” the Warrens warn us.53 Mothers have an obligation to be devout, traditional, and above all, reconciled to their situation; they must “create an emotional atmosphere in the home where no problems can occur.”54 The alternative is to give way to Bathsheba; to confront the feeling bubbling through Carolyn, the truth she can barely put a name to, even as she writes with frozen fingers that she “can’t move can’t speak jaw locked desperation grief fear.”55

			To Myself a Monster

			 

			
				“My children cause me the most exquisite suffering of which I have any experience,” Adrienne Rich wrote in Of Woman Born. “It is the suffering of ambivalence: the murderous alternation between bitter resentment and raw-edged nerves, and blissful gratification and tenderness. Sometimes I seem to myself, in my feelings toward these tiny guiltless beings, a monster of selfishness and intolerance.”56

			Her sons resented her writing, Rich explains, and she resented them for resenting it: “As soon as [a child] felt me gliding into a world which did not include him, he would come to pull at my hand, ask for help, punch at the typewriter keys. And I would feel his wants at such a moment as fraudulent, as an attempt moreover to defraud me of living for even fifteen minutes as myself.”57

			As adults, the boys don’t appear to have been particularly scarred by her anger. “There is no human relationship where you love the other person at every moment,” she quotes her oldest as saying. Nevertheless, Rich says, “women—above all, mothers—have been supposed to love that way.”58

			Mothers try to be Mama. They try to love perfectly, faultlessly. Some destroy their children and themselves in the process. In the Perron farmhouse, or Hinton Ampner, or The Turn of the Screw, there is always a foreboding, dark mother lingering in the background, someone who both mirrors and threatens the saintly, devoted maternal figures at the center of the frame. Bathsheba, or the bad governess Miss Jessel, or the woman who buried her baby in the floorboards; these are frighteningly distorted portraits of the heroines, walking antitheses to these women who are (so they say) happily and completely submerged in devotion to their children. The bad, dead mothers overlap and complicate the living women, just as, in The Fifth Child, Harriet the Child Abuser always complicates our vision of Harriet the Overwhelmed Mom.

			A happy home is your best defense: Ghosts don’t want to destroy the living. They only want to be seen. Ghosts win when they force us to drop the façade of normalcy; they want to drive the skeletons out of our closets, unearth the sins we’ve buried, force us to admit who we really are. They seem inhuman, or monstrous, because we would be monstrous and inhuman if we owned the feelings they represent; changeling babies look hideous to their mothers because, if there were nothing wrong with the children, those mothers would have to admit their desire to abandon a child.

			But if James was right that ghosts burst out of some psychological subbasement, bringing up our buried traumas or resentments with them, he was also right that having kids is a good way to get yourself haunted. Mothers are the people in our culture who are expected to repress and deny the most psychic energy, who are encouraged to live in a perpetual state of self-abnegation; we create a new ghost every time we breathe, every time we bite back a harsh word or renounce an ambition or cancel a plan for the child’s more pressing needs.

			When mothers try to live the way our culture encourages us to, as almost literally selfless vehicles for others’ fulfillment, we become something else; something cold and hungry, something you wouldn’t want to see standing over your bed in the dark. The selfish desires we carry, expelled from our bodies and our self-concepts, roam the halls at night, howling for relief. In patriarchy, every mother has something that frightens her, long buried but not quite dead, hidden under the floorboards. Some night, when you’re alone with yourself, listen. You can hear it, pressing against the door, waiting to be let in.

		

	
		
			7.

			 

			BAD MOTHERS

			
				Think of the power to create a man. And I did! I did it! I created a man! And who knows? In time I could have trained him to do my will.

				—Bride of Frankenstein (1935)

			

			In the fall of 1957, the Waushara County Sheriff’s Department walked into a suspect’s farmhouse in Plainview, Wisconsin. America has never stopped telling the story of what they found.

			Ed Gein had human skulls decorating his bedposts. He had a bag full of women’s faces that he’d peeled off and turned into masks, some still wearing lipstick. He had a human heart, freshly cut out of a local hardware store owner named Bernice Worden, sitting next to his stove; Worden’s head was in another bag, elsewhere on the premises, and the rest of her was hanging upside down, headless and gutted, in a shed out back. Gein had a full suit of human, female skin—a vest with breasts on it, thighs turned into leggings—and he had accessories, like a belt made of nipples. There were lampshades made out of human skin, because he’d heard that the Nazis did that; Gein liked Nazis. There was a box of nine carved-out, detached vulvas, one with a jaunty red ribbon tied through it, salted so they would keep; Gein liked vulvas, too.

			Gein had been hiding in plain sight for nearly a decade. He had actually shown a neighborhood boy his collection of severed heads, and other children had broken into the house afterward to look; when they told their parents what they’d seen, they were dismissed as kids with overactive imaginations. When his first victim, Mary Hogan, went missing, Gein cheerfully—and repeatedly—told male acquaintances where she was: “She’s not missing. She’s down at the house now,” sawmill owner Elmo Ueeck remembered him saying.1 Other men heard the same. They thought it was a joke.

			This was, in part, because Gein was so distinctly un-scary. He was small—only five-foot-seven—and delicate, even childlike. He refused to go deer hunting with the other men because, he said, he couldn’t stand the sight of blood. In his spare time, he picked up odd jobs around town. He was soft-spoken, gentle, and liked children; Gein was a very popular babysitter.

			Then, suddenly, the town babysitter was the guy who made wastebasket cozies out of human legs, and the community was left with the question of blame. How could Gein have gone unseen for so long? How could so many people have chosen not to see him?

			Gein, it soon turned out, was schizophrenic. He saw faces, heard voices; he had an eerie, prophetic vision of a dead world, “a forest with the tops of the trees missing and vultures sitting in the trees.”2 He claimed that an “evil spirit” forced him to hurt women; he also claimed that “he had been chosen as an instrument of God to carry out activities which were ordained to happen,” and that those women had been fated to die.3 Gein also believed that he, like Victor Frankenstein, had the power to restore life to the dead. And there was someone in particular he longed to bring back.

			Gein’s crimes had begun soon after the death of his mother, Augusta Gein, who, as he saw it, had been the one genuinely loving presence in his life. “His only description of her was that ‘she was good in every way,’ ” as per his psychological evaluation.4 “My mother was real good to me,” he affirmed during his interrogation.5

			Augusta was, by most accounts, a deeply unhappy woman. Her father had beaten her regularly. Her husband, George, was an alcoholic so far gone that he became unable to work; Augusta had to take over and run the family grocery store, then move them out to a farm when that became too much to manage. George, too, routinely beat Augusta for her troubles. He also abused their sons, Ed and Henry; “[Gein’s] feelings for his father are completely negative,” the psychological report states.6 Another doctor’s evaluation confirms that George “seems to have been a threat to both the mother and the patient at times.”7

			George drank himself to death. Henry died a few years later in a farm accident, burning away weeds on the property. Ed and Augusta were alone together on the farm, the last known survivors of the catastrophe that was their family. Augusta had God to comfort her—she was a devout Christian; the Geins were the only family in town that didn’t work on Sundays—but Gein didn’t think a good God would let his mother suffer. Still, they were close, and they had to be; Augusta’s health was failing, and she had a series of strokes, rendering her physically dependent on Gein until the end of her life.

			“When she was sick she was just as nice as could be,” Gein made a point of telling his police interrogators. “You know a lot of patients when they’re sick they get crabby.”8

			Augusta had her final stroke and died in October 1945. Her obituary was three sentences long; it listed the cause of her death, the location of her funeral, and Gein’s name. Gein broke down and cried, describing his mother’s life. “She didn’t deserve all of her suffering,” he said.9

			So there went Augusta, another woman crushed into nothing by a man’s world. It had happened to millions before her, and has happened to millions since. In other circumstances, she would have vanished into history. Yet we remember her—not for herself, but through the actions of the man she raised.

			All the horror in Gein’s farmhouse, one psychologist concluded, “was the result of his desire to re-create the existence of his own mother.”10 After trying and failing to revive her with an act of “will power,” he thought he could “attempt the re-creation of his mother by using the parts of bodies from other graves.”11 Gein was a man living in the long shadow of Shelley’s monster; a child trying to create a parent, rather than the other way around. At last, the police and the psychologists had their explanation. It accounted for everything, absolved all the necessary parties, made total sense. Augusta Gein, the authorities declared, was a monster.

			Mother! Blood! Blood!

			 

			
				Though it is extremely unlikely, in this day and age, that any woman would give birth to a winged bat-unicorn or a hobgoblin, it is still undeniably true that some children are evil. Every killer you’ll ever read about is some mother’s son. And—as authorities never stop reminding us—every killer is some mother’s fault, too.

			Gein is at the core of everything; the rotting display in that farmhouse has become central to how we understand the human capacity for evil. Psycho, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and The Silence of the Lambs are all directly based on his crimes, and each went on to inspire their own genres. Every slasher, splatter, torture-porn and serial-killer procedural movie emanates from Gein, and contains some part of him.

			As is inevitable in a case this heavily mythologized, our idea of Gein has spiraled out some way from the facts. It’s surprising, for instance, to learn that he only had two confirmed victims, less than the three it takes to meet the current definition of a “serial killer.” Both women were shot dead before they were mutilated; contrary to his reputation, there was no torture and no cannibalism. Most of the body parts in that farmhouse—they came from at least ten women, though, given the state they were in, no one could be sure—he’d gotten by robbing graves. Nonetheless, every torture-happy, chainsaw-wielding serial killer in modern cinema is some director’s approximation of Gein, or an approximation of an approximation. When we imagine violence in the twenty-first century, it’s usually Gein we imagine.

			Which means that we are always imagining Augusta, whether we know it or not. She, too, has become mythic; her personality has ballooned out from the scant biographical details we have, creating the legend of a woman who was pathologically afraid of sex, fanatically religious, permanently enraged, a castrating, sexless, son-warping harpy. At the heart of horror is a bad mother; the familiar and terrible vision of a woman corrupting the world, unleashing her own flaws upon it through her monstrous children.

			Kill Her, Mommy

			 

			
				The archetypal slashers were often bad, sticky mothers who kept their children freakishly attached. Think of Margaret White, the abusive, fundamentalist mother of telekinetic Carrie, wandering through the house shouting Scripture and waving a butcher knife. Or think of Margaret’s fellow sex-hater Pamela Voorhees, who spends the first Friday the 13th movie stabbing and torturing her way through a whole camp’s worth of counselors in order to avenge her son Jason’s death at the hands of negligent, horny teens.

			Pamela is not just close to Jason, she somehow is Jason; though he is dead, she cradles him in her body, like a pregnant woman carrying her fetus. He emanates from her as a childish voice during the murders. (“Kill her, Mommy, kill her!”) Their inseparability cuts both ways: later, when Jason is somewhat improbably revealed to be both alive and a giant, adult mutant with a hockey mask, Pamela becomes the dead/alive possessing force, appearing in hallucinations to urge him on to more killing.

			Both Margaret and Pamela are based on an earlier monster—Norma Bates, mother of Norman, the disastrously troubling psychosexual presence at the root of Psycho. Hitchcock and author Robert Bloch, with all the renowned sensitivity of white men in the mid-1950s, translated Augusta Gein’s tragic life and death into the tale of a shrieking, ,razor-voiced harridan (“Nor-MANNN!!”) whose deep religiosity manifests primarily as a single-minded commitment to cock-blocking her son at all times. At the first hint that Norman might be capable of a relationship, Norma wanders into his prospective girlfriends’ hotel rooms with a butcher knife and a grudge.

			Although, of course, she doesn’t. The twist ending of Psycho has reached “Luke, I am your father” levels of spoilage by this point, but we are in fact meant to be surprised that Norma is dead, and has been from the beginning of the story. Her memory is harbored in her son’s body (aided by the fact that her corpse is harbored in his basement) and leaps out in the form of an alternate personality when he feels threatened. Norma’s maternal power is so all-consuming that her son can never quite disentangle himself from it: “He was never all Norman,” a psychologist tells us, “but he was often only Mother.”

			Women are meant to completely efface themselves in motherhood; to live for, and in, and through their children. But this means that a bad child infects the mother with his own sins, and vice versa. In these stories, a woman who raises a monster is that monster. He would not exist, on any level, if not for her. In the real world, mothers are endlessly blamed for any and every bad decision made by their children: “Hitler’s mother gave birth to Hitler, and Stalin’s mother to Stalin,” anti-feminist pundit Jordan Peterson writes in his manifesto 12 Rules for Life. “Perhaps the importance of their motherly duties, and of their relationship with their children, was not properly stressed.”12

			It seems highly unlikely that any mother operating within patriarchy has not received sufficiently stressful messaging about her “duties.” But the bad mother is patriarchy’s saving throw, its ultimate loophole: by moving the blame for male violence back one generation, it makes guilty parties out of the women who are its victims.

			After a life of being violently warped and scarred by patriarchy, women are given the responsibility of recreating patriarchy, by raising their sons to hold dominion over the world and women. We are also given the blame for everything that may go wrong. Stalin and Stalin’s mom, Ed and Augusta, Norma and Norman: we blame mothers, not men, for the violence that male domination has unleashed on the world.

			Real-Life Villains

			 

			
				History has never stopped dumping on Augusta Gein. True-crime author Robert Keller, who has published numerous articles on Gein, calls her his “dominant, Bible-punching mother,” a frigid and obsessive “religious fanatic, who subjected Ed and his older brother Henry to daily lectures of the fire and brimstone variety.”13 The number-one Google hit for her name is the Real Life Villains Wiki, which calls her “the leading contributor in her son’s downward spiral into insanity.”14

			True-crime books are no kinder. I have yet to encounter a single male author who does not spare some unkind words for Augusta’s appearance (“a coarse-featured and heavy-set woman,” writes Keller in his book Unhinged, “she was hardly the type to set a man’s heart aflutter”15) before going in on her personality—specifically her terrifying and freakish levels of self-confidence. Keller calls her “a formidable woman,” who was “fiercely determined…set in her ways, judgmental, and entirely convinced that her own religious worldview was the only one that mattered.”16 Harold Schechter, in his unsubtly named Deviant, also throws in a dig at her weight, before calling her “self-righteous, domineering, and inflexible,” and complaining that “[she] never doubted for a moment the absolute correctness of her beliefs or her right to impose them.”17

			For a woman to hold strong opinions—an unattractive, middle-aged woman, at that—is not just abusive or unlikable (all of these men go to tremendous lengths to avoid the word bitch, which nonetheless seems forever perched at the tips of their tongues), it is, in and of itself, enough to drive a man to a lifestyle of murder, grave robbing, and skull-based interior decor. Schechter writes that Gein was driven to kill by “fury at the terrible mistreatment he had suffered at [Augusta’s] hands”; the victims were “innocent, unwitting surrogates for Eddie’s malevolent mother.”18

			Yet Augusta’s “malevolence” often seems apocryphal at best. In one story from Schechter’s book, Gein recalls nearly falling down some stairs, only to be snatched back from the edge by his mother, who shouted at him. Schechter hopefully hints that Augusta may have been the one who “pulled” or “pushed” Gein down the stairs.19 This, of course, does very little to explain why she stopped him from falling—and if there is a mother alive who has not raised her voice when frightened for her child or trying to stop them from doing something dangerous, I do not know who she might be.

			In another popular story, Augusta caught Gein masturbating in the bath. Depending on the storyteller, she either poured scalding water on his penis or pinched it and called it the “curse of man.” This certainly sounds like something a serial killer’s mother would do; in fact, not to put too fine a point on it, it sounds almost exactly like a scene from the Thomas Harris novel Red Dragon, in which the future murderer’s grandmother menaces his junk with a pair of scissors. It also wouldn’t be unheard of for a woman of Augusta’s generation. She was born in the nineteenth century, when harsh physical punishments for masturbation were common. Scalding water was specifically recommended by Christian health expert John Harvey Kellogg, who went on to invent Kellogg’s Corn Flakes; for other children, Kellogg recommended “the application of pure carbolic acid to the clitoris.”20 But try as I might—and I have looked through biographies, newspaper archives, legal transcripts; I have emailed authors and ordered out-of-print books from across the country; if I Google any more variations on “Ed Gein masturbate bathtub,” someone is going to send the police to my house—I can find no reliable primary source for this story. What I do have is that psychological report, which states that, though Augusta was firmly against premarital sex, she was “not as strong in her admonitions against masturbation.”21

			Of course, Gein did have at least one violently abusive parent; he said so himself. But if George Gein figures in these stories at all, it is as Augusta’s victim. Schechter describes Augusta “ordering her husband about,” and claims she “assumed the role of domestic tyrant,” framing George’s routine violence as a form of self-defense: “[After] an especially vicious tongue-lashing, [George] would lose control and flail out at Augusta’s face, hitting her open-handed again and again.”22 Keller, too, states that Augusta provoked her own abuse: “George inevitably reached the end of his tether and struck back, slapping his wife with an open hand.”23 Both men stress the openness of his hands during these beatings, as if George were paying his wife a compliment by assaulting her with something other than his fists.

			Augusta’s professional competence—her ability to keep the family financially afloat despite George’s addiction—routinely raises men’s hackles. Of the move to the farmhouse, for example, Keller tells us that “Ed’s father, George…had no say in the matter.”24 Nor, by inference, did he have a say in anything, as long as the dreaded female breadwinner was giving orders with her vicious tongue. In another book, The Serial Killer Files, Schechter concludes that “though George could be brutal when drunk, he was no match for his domineering wife, Augusta.”25 Keller simply says that, when compared to Augusta, “George [was] a weakling.”26

			But George beat Ed and Henry, too; Schechter never tells us what he thinks two little boys could do to deserve a beating from a grown man, nor do those beatings figure largely in Keller’s account of Gein’s mistreatment. Gein’s formative trauma, in Gein lore, is always and only Augusta—and in our fictionalized Gein stories, Pamela Voorhees, Margaret White, and Norma Bates are all single mothers. To be clear, I can’t discount the possibility that Augusta was abusive, and I’m hesitant to hand her any Mother of the Year trophies. Yet Gein’s father, whose violence and abusiveness are widely acknowledged facts, has been given a pass, while the whole world lines up to blame his victim. We’ve erased any male culpability for Gein’s upbringing, or his crimes, in order to portray him solely as the work of a monstrous woman. This was a conscious and deeply political act. If Augusta Gein did not exist, we would have had to invent her. And we did.

			A Boy’s Best Friend

			 

			Our age is not the first to embrace bonkers baby-raising techniques. Before you were meant to strap your baby to your chest so that it wouldn’t grow up to be a sociopath, you were meant to stop your baby from loving you so that he didn’t grow up to be gay.

			Heterosexual manhood, as per Sigmund Freud, was something men obtained only by rejecting their mothers. Boys had to get over their foolish, babyish primary attachment to the woman who cared for them and learn to crave the father’s patriarchal approval. This meant that the boy would learn to see his mother as other men did: as something lesser, subhuman, a mere woman to be subjugated. It was a necessary and healthy step toward growing up and subjugating other women. But some men never made the leap. Their love got stuck somehow, and stayed with the mother rather than going forth to the father and then the world. The consequences were disastrous. Or at least they were as far as Freud was concerned.

			Freud claimed that nearly all gay men had close attachments to their mothers; “this attachment [is] produced or favored by too much love from the mother herself,” he wrote, casting mothers’ affection for their own children as inherently inappropriate and even abusive.27 This emasculating tenderness was particularly harmful in single-mother families where “the boy was altogether under feminine influence.”28 The only way to preserve heterosexuality was to preserve patriarchy: fathers had to be present and dominant in order to give boys the correct understanding of a woman’s role. “The presence of a strong father would assure for the son the proper decision in the selection of his object from the opposite sex,” Freud concluded.29

			The figure of the emasculating, effeminizing, too-much mother—called, variously, the “overprotective” mother, the “domineering” mother, the “seductive” mother; Irving Bieber, whose 1962 book Homosexuality: A Psychoanalytic Study of Male Homosexuals was considered the definitive text for many years, called her the “close-binding-intimate mother,” or CBI—was omnipresent in mid-twentieth-century psychology. She could be castrating and emasculating, or she could coddle her boys into marshmallows, but either way, she was the mother of monsters, the deviant from whom all other deviants sprang.

			This vampiric figure would have been on the mind of every psychiatrist who handled Gein or who noted that “his attachment to the mother was closer than to the father.”30 His doctors tried to explain necrophilia the same way they explained same-sex attraction because, in their eyes, it was more or less the same problem. Whether Gein went for dead women or live men, his sex life did not contain the “correct object.”

			Nor did it matter what his reasons for preferring his mother were; it didn’t matter that his father hurt him, or that his mother, he claimed, was kind. Being a functional man within patriarchy meant knowing whose side to take. Only a pervert would prefer his mother to his father; only a bad mother would permit that sort of excessive love. Given the terms of psychiatric diagnosis at the time of her son’s capture, Augusta never had a chance of being seen as anything but a monster.

			In the twenty-first century, the “domineering mother” theory is remembered as an artifact of a less enlightened time. The only people who uncritically cite Freud on homosexuality are gay conversion therapists. But, thanks in part to Gein’s massive influence, the CBI mother stays trapped in amber within serial killer lore, where nearly every killer turns out to be the work of some too-much mom.

			“There are remarkably many serial killers whose mothers showed [a] tendency to be highly controlling, overbearing, or overprotective of their sons,” warns Peter Vronsky in his bestselling Serial Killers.31 Serial killing, he argues, reflects a malfunction in “a boy’s ability to successfully negotiate his masculine autonomy from his mother—a challenge not faced by females.”32

			This connection has become so anecdotally widespread as to seem self-evident. There’s an entire reality show, Murderers and Their Mothers, dedicated to showing how women become responsible for their children’s crimes. Their parenting errors range from routine sexual abuse and bestiality (for the mothers of sadistic sexual predators Fred and Rose West) to letting their sons watch horror movies (for the mother of Daniel Bartlam, whose son killed her whilst reenacting a scene from the very un-scary soap opera Coronation Street).

			By the time Edmund Kemper, the “Co-Ed Killer,” was interviewed by FBI profiler John Douglas, he could cite binding-mother theory chapter and verse. His mother, his horrible, domineering mother (he said) had driven him to kill; she made him sleep in a locked basement, instead of upstairs with his little sister, and sent him to live with her husband’s parents after he’d been caught playing “death-ritual games” with the younger child.33

			The stay with his grandparents, by the way, ended when Kemper shot and killed them both. Clarnell Kemper’s generosity in taking her son back in after these events seemed to be lost on him. Kemper claimed that, because he was unfairly framed as a threat to women, he had no choice but to repeatedly rape and murder young women, most of them students at the college where Clarnell worked as an administrator. This culminated in Kemper killing his mother, decapitating her, and raping her neck hole. He also threw her larynx into the garbage disposal, which “seemed appropriate…as much as she’d bitched and screamed and yelled at me over the years.”34

			Bizarrely, Douglas—whose work as a profiler is so widely renowned that he provided the real-world inspiration for The Silence of the Lambs and Red Dragon character Jack Crawford—seemed completely taken in by Kemper’s excuses. In his book Mindhunter, Douglas notes that Clarnell “was popular with both administrators and students. She was considered a sensitive caring person you could go to if you had a problem or just needed to talk something out.”35 Yet he ultimately chooses to believe Kemper when he claims that Clarnell “treated her timid son as if he were some kind of monster,” and that this was sufficient reason to kill her; “made to feel dirty and dangerous without having done anything wrong, his hostile and murderous thoughts began to blossom.”36

			I mean: As if he were a monster? As a child, Ed Kemper stalked his second-grade teacher, lurking outside her window with a bayonet. By thirteen, he had dismembered not one, but two of Clarnell’s pet cats, decapitating one of them and mounting its head on a pike.37 Beginning at age fourteen, Kemper killed three members of his own family, seemingly just for fun, and he did not initially have the presence of mind to blame his bad actions on others: after his first serious crime, the murder of his grandparents, he told police that “I just wondered how it would feel to shoot Grandma.”38 Add to all this the fact that Kemper was so enormous that adults had no ability to subdue him—by fifteen, he was six feet, four inches tall; he grew to be six-foot-nine and weighed at least three hundred pounds—and it should not be hard to understand why Clarnell kept her son behind a locked door at night. She may have been a flawed woman or an imperfect parent, but even the saintliest mother would have trouble sleeping next to a giant with a decapitation fetish. And in fact, that is exactly how she died; Kemper got into her bedroom and bludgeoned her with a hammer while she was sleeping. Her fear was never irrational.

			Kemper was a smart man and an expert manipulator. He was once pulled over with two live victims in his car, both of whom were bleeding to death; he was able to convince the security guard who stopped him that the girls were just drunk and that he was taking them home. Kemper had also been assigned to administer psychological tests to his fellow prisoners and, as Douglas himself notes, “knew all the buzzwords” of his era’s mental health treatment; he could easily have fabricated a domineering mother on demand, especially for a mental health professional like Douglas, who came in looking for a mom to blame.39

			Yet the obvious interpretation of Kemper’s story—Kemper is trying to make his victim seem less sympathetic and thereby minimize his own culpability—never occurs to Douglas, the expert sent to figure him out. Blaming the mother is such an entrenched part of how we see male violence that allowing a murderer to define his victim doesn’t seem unethical if she’s also the woman who raised him. No matter what the evidence says, if the son who killed his mother says she had it coming, he’s the one we’ll believe.

			Female Parts

			 

			
				Domineering-mother theory is also at the root of one of the most pernicious rumors about the Gein case: that Gein was transgender. To quote one typically heated account: “This grave-robbing abomination perpetrated some of the most ghoulish outrages ever committed by a man—and all because he wanted to be a woman, a longing prompted by his abiding love and reverence for his deceased, domineering mother.”40

			This portrayal of Gein is echoed by his fictional doppelgangers. There’s Norman Bates wearing Norma’s clothes—though Norman never “wanted to be a woman” so much as he sometimes thought he was a specific woman, his mother. There’s Buffalo Bill, sewing his Gein-like skin suit after being rejected for gender confirmation surgery.

			It’s important to remember here that Gein’s own rationale for his crimes was explicitly misogynistic; he told his evaluators that “Mrs. Worden [was] a very loose and disreputable woman who deserved to die” because she’d dated a man who had another girlfriend, and that Mary Hogan was similarly tainted because she worked at a bar.41 His descriptions of his victims’ sexual sins were vivid and passionate—he was so outraged by Bernice Worden’s love life that he wept tears of fury. Yet, in our popular retellings, Gein’s sexualized violence against female bodies—his need to, literally, treat women like objects, making chairs upholstered in female skin and coffee tables out of shin bones—is always bound up, somehow, in the terrible femininity of his body. As far as the world is concerned, Gein is not terrifying because he hated women, but because he loved them. Or, worse, because he was one himself.

			To be blunt: I don’t buy it. Gein was schizophrenic. Comparing his complex, self-created mythology to the relatively straightforward experience of gender dysphoria—the average trans woman’s unshakable conviction, not that she wants to be a woman, but that she is a woman, and her body doesn’t match up—betrays a mistrust of transgender experience more than anything else. Transgender women who are denied the right to transition kill themselves. They do not, as Gein did, make soup bowls out of human skulls.

			Also, Gein was not the one to bring up his gender identity. The idea seems to have been imposed from the outside, by his interrogators. K. E. Sullivan, in a paper examining Gein’s impact on the “trans killer” stereotype, notes that the media may have decided on Gein’s gender well before Gein himself provided any input: “Life magazine, which ran an 8-page pictorial sporting the headline ‘House of Horror Stuns the Nation’ two weeks after Gein’s arrest, announced that Gein ‘wished he were a woman.’ This pronouncement is surprising, given that at this point in time Gein had yet to be examined by a psychiatrist,” Sullivan writes.42 Even the police working the case were reportedly confused.

			Gein’s eventual psychological report made note, multiple times, of his “extreme suggestibility.” It’s why he was found unfit to stand trial; you couldn’t put him on a witness stand. “Questioning this man requires a great deal of tact because he is extremely suggestible and will almost invariably agree to any leading questions,” one doctor wrote.43 Meanwhile, the section of Gein’s confession that concerns gender identity is entirely comprised of leading questions. The interrogator, Joe Wilimovsky of the Wisconsin State Crime Lab, confronts Gein with detailed scenarios—“do you ever have any recollection, Eddie, of taking any of these female parts, the vagina specifically and holding it over your penis to cover the penis so you couldn’t see the penis, and just see the vagina of a woman?”—and occasionally assures Gein that he already knows these scenarios to be true, whether Gein says so or not.44 He says, repeatedly, that he is helping Gein to accept the truth, which he knows and Gein doesn’t: “I am trying to clear your mind in this respect,” he tells him. “You see that I know about these things, that I understand.”45

			Gein goes along with this—he apparently went along with most things—but his responses are brief half-sentences along the lines of “I suppose I could say no,” or “it’s possible,” or “well, part of that is true.”46 He tells no stories, volunteers no details. It’s not that he’s afraid of revealing something shameful; elsewhere, he tells Wilimovsky exactly how he oiled the face skins to keep them wearable. It’s more likely that he doesn’t share details about his life as a trans woman because he doesn’t know any—he’s waiting for Wilimovsky to supply them, to tell him the next thing he’s supposed to say. The whole confession eventually had to be thrown out; this was partly due to the fact that police had used undue force on Gein after his arrest, throwing him against a wall hard enough that he could have incurred a head injury, but with Wilimovsky’s shady interrogation tactics on display throughout the record, it’s harder than it should be to regret the loss.

			To be clear, if Gein were a trans woman, that wouldn’t be shameful (there are plenty of other things for Gein to be ashamed of), nor would it mean that all transgender women are crazed killers. Some trans women have, in fact, claimed Gein, either as a historical figure or through one of his fictional incarnations. Jos Truitt has tied The Silence of the Lambs and Buffalo Bill to a whole history of trans women who were rejected for gender confirmation surgery because they were seen as too queer or too broken or too feminist to “really” be women. Truitt finds power, she writes, in seeing Buffalo Bill as a woman “who was pushed to her most heinous acts by the dismissal of medical gatekeepers.”47 To do so is an act of “claiming and owning the traces of those who came before me, represented as horrifying monsters in cissexist stories.”48

			You can see the appeal: the heart of American horror as a woman, lashing out because the world refuses to honor her truth. Yet, though that female desperation may well drive Buffalo Bill, for the historical Gein, the evidence doesn’t stack up. It seems far more likely that establishing Gein as someone who “wanted to be a woman” was a way to mark him off, not as transgender, but as a sissy—someone who valued femininity too much and masculinity too little, someone who had failed at being male within patriarchy.

			In Bloch’s novel Psycho, Norman Bates tries to introduce his mother to psychology, particularly “what they call the Oedipus situation.” It goes about as well as you’d expect: “I don’t need to listen to a lot of vile obscene rigmarole to know what you are,” Norma insists. “Why, even an eight-year-old child could recognize it…. You’re a Mamma’s Boy.”49

			And that, given the less-than-advanced state of gender relations and/or psychiatry in 1957, was pretty much the actual diagnosis for someone like Gein.

			Which is to say: It’s not really Gein’s gender we’re worried about. It’s his mother’s. The enduring implication is that Gein wasn’t a real man because Augusta wasn’t a real woman. She was a ballbuster, a man-hater, and a breadwinner, a woman who usurped male prerogatives. Biographer after biographer mentions her desire for daughters (as if she injured her sons by failing to recognize the innate superiority of male offspring) or depicts her as inappropriately repulsed by male sexuality, seeing men as “lustful, sweating, foul-mouthed creatures” rather than masters to please and serve.50 In Psycho, Norma herself functions as a kind of female father: Her son’s name is literally Norma with -man attached to the end, his gender tacked on like a suffix or an addendum. She usurps the patriarchal right of running the household; she gives her name to the family line. Like any good patriarch, Norma Bates tries to make her son into a perfect image of herself. What makes her horrifying is that she succeeds.

			It’s hard to believe that our terror of femininity could possibly run that deep; that we see women who give life as more frightening than men who take it. Then you remember that Gein cut a woman’s head off and made Fleshlights out of human corpses, and the worst thing we could think to say about him was that he seemed girly.

			The Sins of Women

			 

			Feminists are often accused of seeing women as powerless, or blameless; framing women exclusively as victims, and leaving out the ways in which they can victimize others. Certainly, with a book devoted to valorizing monsters, I’ve more than laid myself open to the charge.

			In some ways, I suppose, I’m guilty. I do think the T. rex in Jurassic Park was right to try to eat those children. She was a dinosaur, and they were in her way. I do think women—even the least lovable and most frightening women—arise from a context of violence and oppression, and can only be understood with reference to it. Context changes everything: look at Godzilla on her own, and she’s a guy in a rubber suit, but surround her with tiny model buildings and she’s fifty feet tall.

			Yet we are not dragons. The archaic Mother can be ruthless, or brutal, because she is part of nature. Nature is beyond morality; it gives us everything we have and it kills us all. Human mothers are not natural. We are people, created by and accountable to our culture. This means we are accountable to other people—our children most of all.

			The mother who stands out most to me, in our gallery of imagined Augustas, is Margaret White—the bellowing, towering, scripture-loving mom who has not a son, but a daughter, and whose flaws are therefore embodied to the world, not as a hulking male slasher, but as a poltergeist-ridden, possessed girl.

			Margaret is nothing if not a faithful servant to the patriarchy. This is a lady who wanders through her neighborhood carrying a prayer book literally titled The Sins of Women. She has to be pinned down with telekinesis to keep from flipping out when her daughter wears a sleeveless dress. No one would dispute that Margaret is as violent as any male misogynist: She routinely traps her daughter in a closet, screams at her, degrades and demeans her. When Carrie shows signs of falling in love or embracing her sexuality, Margaret comes at her with a butcher knife. She would rather see her daughter dead than in control of her own body.

			“Margaret White is the most terrifying screen villain there is,” writes film curator Kier-La Janisse in her tour of crazy-lady horror, House of Psychotic Women. “Her image gives me that same abject terror that staring into a great white shark’s open mouth does. It makes me wonder if maybe there’s nothing scarier than one’s own horrible mother.”51

			Yet—as with Norma and Norman—though Margaret destroys her daughter, she also is her daughter. Carrie is another demon girl whose puberty provides her with abrupt and unfettered access to superhuman power. Carrie’s rage, her hunger, her need for love or respect or revenge, radiate out from around her body, filling high school auditoriums with fire and blood. Margaret fears her daughter’s wild magic. She calls it demonic. Yet she, too—whether she recognizes it or not—is more powerful than our world likes women to be.

			Carrie has no father; there is no patriarch or husband in Margaret’s life, no one to subdue or contradict her. Like Augusta, she’s seemingly self-employed, meaning there’s no male boss she has to please. She’s religious, but doesn’t bend the knee to any male preacher or priest. Throughout Carrie, the only man Margaret even interacts with is the creepy homemade Jesus in her prayer closet. None of the “Bible passages” she reads are actually in the Bible, leaving the unsettling impression that Margaret may have written her own scripture, serving as both prophet and congregant to her own highly particular understanding of God. “If ‘The Exorcist’ made you shudder, ‘Carrie’ will make you scream,” one of the movie’s taglines promised; if The Exorcist is about how terrifying women are as demons, Carrie is about how terrifying they are as priests.52

			Margaret is the small, sad shadow of a goddess—the parthenogenetic Mother who creates for herself and by herself, who gives life and takes it away. But all of that power has been profaned, turned to the purpose of valorizing misogyny and keeping other women in line. Carrie represents what girls are when they first come into touch with their power—untamed, overflowing, throwing sparks and breaking glass. But Margaret is what female power looks like after a life spent in patriarchy: contained, made tiny and petty and bitter with self-hatred, turned to the purpose of rationalizing its own destruction. Margaret is like a trapped animal chewing its own leg off, but what she eats is her heart.

			As I say: context matters. The context of male violence does not force us to forgive our bad mothers, but it may help us to understand the sources of their damage. The ultimate violence patriarchy does to women is to make us believe we deserve what has been done to us—a loop forever closing, breaking us so that we will raise broken women.

			Haunted Houses

			 

			Anna Michel was forced to wear black to her own wedding. It was penance for her sins. She’d had a child out of wedlock, a little girl named Martha; she never revealed the father’s name. Martha died when she was eight years old, during a routine operation to remove a tumor on her kidney. Anna believed it was God’s punishment. But when her next oldest daughter, Anneliese, got sick, Anna trusted God instead of doctors. It was when Anneliese went away to college and started dating that Anna saw the demon: her daughter, staring at the Virgin, with wedding-black eyes.

			Tina Resch, the “Columbus Poltergeist,” moved away from her foster family. But she never left them behind. By the time the Unsolved Mysteries segment on Tina aired, she was on trial for killing her three-year-old daughter Amber. Tina pled guilty, but she maintained that she had not killed the little girl herself; she’d simply seen her boyfriend beating the girl to death and failed to intervene.

			“I’m not guilty of beating her,” she said. “I’m guilty of not taking her to the hospital.”53

			All the clues as to how something like this could happen, or why Tina considered the sight of a grown man beating a little girl to be normal, had been there in plain sight. The journalists who mobbed her home didn’t notice. They were busy scanning the empty air for phantoms.

			Augusta Gein, according to Harold Schechter, died because she’d seen something horrible. Ed Gein never forgot or forgave it. Their neighbor, a cruel man, beat his girlfriend’s puppy to death—and did so in front of the girlfriend, who screamed and pleaded for him to stop. Augusta saw the man screaming at the woman; she saw the woman unable to protect something small and helpless, something she loved very much, from the man she lived with. The sight opened up something awful in her, some well of pain that consumed her entirely. She had another stroke and died just a few days later.

			You may or may not believe in ghosts, or poltergeists, or demons. I believe that evil is a human creation; that humanity rises or falls by its own hand. But I never said these women weren’t haunted.

			Women are placed under male control, penned in and intimidated by the interlocking forms of violence that constitute patriarchy, beginning when they are very young. Not a single woman gets out unscathed; there is not one woman who reaches the end of her life without being sexually assaulted, or sexually harassed, or abused by a partner, or verbally demeaned and intimidated in public spaces, or simply made smaller than she is by our hatred of her, or our fear of her, or the fear and shame we have taught her to feel about herself in a world where there is nothing more horrifying than being female.

			Yet at the end of the line, we give these women not respite, or understanding, but the responsibility for recreating the social order that has done all this to them. We tell them that “power” is something terrifying and violent, coming down from above and obliterating anyone who challenges or threatens it, and then we tell them that they have “power” over their children. We tell women that their suffering is necessary to the functioning of society, and then we tell them to pass that suffering down to the next generation, so that society can continue. And they do.

			That’s the thing: they do. Patriarchy teaches us to abhor the freaks, the deviants, the women who run wild. But in the end, no mother is more frightening than the one who does just what she’s been told.

			Holes

			 

			“Sady inflicted life, with her crooked-ass genes, on to that child,” the call for my death reads. “I am so fucking eager for the day that that kid finds that blog post and blows a hole in her chest. And nobody will blame her.”

			This is a post in a “comedy” subreddit. The men therein are angry at me for a long list of confusing reasons, but in practice, they’re angry for the same reason men on the Internet always are: I’m a woman, and I’m talking, and they can’t shut me up. What’s interesting is not the death threat (which is far from my first) but how the threats have changed since I became a mother.

			Internet hate campaigns tend to sprout their own bizarre mythology; it is an article of faith, among these men, that I “hate” my daughter, or at least resent her, due to some humiliating injury I experienced during childbirth, and that somewhere there is a blog post where I call the baby names or say I don’t love her. “For coming out of her vagina and hurting her,” the man who wants me dead helpfully supplies.

			The confession of child-hatred, of course, doesn’t exist. Nor does my hideously deformed vagina. I didn’t even give birth through it; I had a C-section. I do not hate my baby, nor have I ever hated her, nor have I ever said that I do. But in their hatred for me, these men have entered the realm of mythology; they’ve replaced me with a stock figure of a cold, domineering mother, a selfish woman who can’t accept the sacrifices and selflessness and painful vagina injuries motherhood demands, a woman who “inflicts life” on freaks and deviants, who deserves death at her own child’s hands. Without even raising a serial killer of my own, I have been Ed Kempered.

			That “blow a hole in her” post, to me, looks like the work of a dangerous person. It’s too detailed; he’s thought about the weapon, the hole, the location of the wound. It seems dangerously close to crossing the line that separates fantasy from plan. But within minutes, other men join in. It’s a shame, one writes, that a “feminist hag” like me “can’t appreciate a nice meaty blown out pussy.” Another calls me a “humorless cum sponge.” My weight is brought up. Several times, actually. I am the dragon Errour, all slime and folds and distended maternal orifices, and they are slaying me. They like to imagine blowing them out, blowing them open—all those meaty, bloody, cum-absorbing holes of mine.

			White men with dangerous empathy deficits aren’t just spooky stories. They’re not outliers or aberrations. You can find dozens or hundreds of them by stumbling onto the wrong parts of Reddit. You can see them at alt-right rallies, faces twisted with hate behind tiki torches, or brigading women and people of color on social media. You can find these men in the White House, in the Supreme Court, in Congress, on CNN. We are swimming in it, drowning in it, all that masculine heartlessness; the patriarchal love of corrective, purifying violence is the basic currency of our political life, and the guiding ethos of our world.

			And so, no killer ever truly acts alone. Gein’s crimes were modeled on Nazi war atrocities—violence committed by perfectly sane and normal people, who were emboldened to torture and mutilation simply because their cultural context permitted it. Nor was Gein’s own culture lacking in permitted atrocities. The first time George Gein ever beat his defenseless children, he taught Gein that a man was defined by violence; though much is made of the fact that Gein’s two victims were middle-aged women who looked like his mother, much less is made of the fact that he grew up watching a man hurt just such a woman, and knew exactly where to aim his own violence when the time came.

			Gein brought the violence of war home, made it domestic and personal; he magnified the accepted, invisible violence against women that defined his culture, making it look as spectacular as war. But he was not sui generis. He did not come out of nowhere. In Worden’s autopsy—the one conducted when she was a headless, gutted corpse—her coroner took time to note that she had nice breasts “for her age.”54 How uncommon is it, really, for men to reduce women to a collection of parts?

			It’s reassuring, the idea that only bad mothers have bad children. But a mother is never the only person to raise her child. For every good or true thing I try to teach my daughter, the world will tell her something different: that a boy hits you because he likes you, that girls who dress like that are asking for it, that it’s funny to send people death threats on the Internet, that we had to destroy the village in order to save it, that control and power always come from the top down and the outside in, at the end of a fist or a sword or a gun.

			What chance does any woman have, I wonder, of raising a purely good and kind and nonviolent child within such an inherently, gleefully violent world? What chance does she have, after a lifetime spent in that world, of being purely good and kind herself?

			What if women were not in control of our fates, or our children’s fates?

			What if we weren’t allowed to be?

			What if bad mothers are the only mothers there are?

		

	
		
			CONCLUSION

			 

			THE WOMAN AT THE EDGE OF THE WOODS

			
				Now is the time. This is the hour. Ours is the magic. Ours is the power.

				—The Craft (1996)

			

			There’s a monster who is threaded throughout every part of this book. She is both young and old, a daughter and a mother, equally entangled with sex and birth and death; for many of us, she’s the first monster we ever knew. I remember her best from a day in second grade when I was sent home from school with a high fever. My stepfather packed me off into bed, and when my mother came home, I was delirious, screaming about the woman at the foot of the stairs, who I was sure was coming to eat me.

			“The witch,” I was yelling. “The witch. The witch.”

			This is the primal threat in our earliest stories: a woman who lives on the outskirts of civilization, rejected by her community; a woman who is old, ugly, asexual; a woman who is, alternately, too beautiful, too sexual, too self-possessed; a woman who knows things others don’t know, and can do things others can’t do. When the loop of patriarchy closes, it can feel inescapable. Yet the way to freedom has been here, in our monster stories, all along. From the beginning, we’ve known that a woman who leaves society as we know it, who heads out to the dark and threatening spaces beyond the world we’ve built, will find not her death but her power.

			The Modern Prometheus

			 

			
				Thus it begins, with lit candles and New Age paraphernalia and female voices chanting about power: The Craft, the 1996 teen-witch camp classic that I watched at up to 70 percent of all slumber parties throughout my teens. To describe The Craft as a mere movie seems like an injustice. Like The Exorcist, The Craft did not just scare people; it altered their relationship to the unseen world. And this time, its converts were almost entirely young women.

			My friends looked up their astrological signs and split off into groups of four to create covens—as per the movie, you’d need Earth, Air, Water, and Fire. We passed around battered manuals of spells and paperback copies of The Witches’ Almanac, which Neve Campbell is seen consulting in one scene; The Wicca Spellbook by Gerina Dunwich was our drug of choice, but in 1999, New Age publisher Llewellyn released a new book, Silver RavenWolf’s Teen Witch: Wicca for a New Generation, specifically to capitalize on the surge in sales it had been experiencing ever since The Craft’s release. As per one peeved Christian author, it “sold more copies by year’s end than any other book Llewellyn had published in its ninety-five year history.”1 The cover—a group of stylishly dressed teens facing the viewer in staggered pyramid formation—also looked suspiciously like the poster for The Craft.

			Is The Craft any good? I honestly don’t know. It directly or indirectly convinced a generation of women to convert to a new religion, some permanently. For better or worse, I’ve never seen anything like that happen after a screening of Barry Lyndon.

			Though The Craft is less a movie for me than it is a full-body memory—the woods at sunset, body glitter and Yankee candles, the slick maroon cover of Linda Goodman’s Love Signs, which my friends and I liberated from a New Age emporium because, as Neve taught us, “everything in nature steals”—it’s an instructive memory to revisit.

			The Craft’s witches are girls the town wouldn’t mind burning: Rochelle is one of the few black students at a mostly white school. Nancy is poor, with abusive parents and behavioral issues. Bonnie (Neve) is living with physical disabilities, burn scars covering most of her body. Our heroine, Sarah, carries an invisible disability, in the form of a recent psychotic break and suicide attempt. (Rochelle, as played by Rachel True, is also very clearly a thirty-year-old woman playing a high school sophomore, presumably a reference to how witch panics historically target the elderly. Or, you know, the movie is just kind of cheesy. Who’s to say?) Alone, they are vulnerable, but together, they gain supernatural abilities. Witchcraft is not just a form of power for these girls, it’s more or less the only power they have; magic is the voice of the marginalized responding to their oppression.

			“We can actually do it! We can make things happen,” Nancy whoops with joy. Grown men who watched the movie were puzzled—“here are four girls who could outgross David Copperfield in Vegas, and they limit their amazing powers to getting even,” Roger Ebert grumped in his two-star review—but, like food, like air, like money, the ability to make things happen only seems small if you’ve always had it.2 The girls’ “spells”—disfiguring a racist, making a street harasser fall into the path of a moving truck, giving an abusive parent a heart attack—may seem vindictive, but they are, more often than not, political actions, points where the girls refuse to accept the violence that defines their lives.

			Yet The Craft is not exactly the straightforward empowerment narrative its cult following suggests. It’s deeply ambivalent about how much power women can have, or want, without becoming monsters. When Sarah is nearly raped by her would-be boyfriend (Chris, incarnated by the ’90s teen’s sex creep of choice, Skeet Ulrich), Nancy uses her powers to push him out of a window to his death. It seems like an obvious choice, especially given that Nancy has had her own run-ins with Chris in the past. Yet Sarah, who believes she “made” Chris assault her with a love spell, forgives him; he was “really a good guy underneath it all,” she insists. It’s Nancy, who put a stop to his violence, whom she fears.

			Nancy is the bad girl, the wicked witch, the one who openly, shamelessly wants to make things happen. In one scene, each girl makes a wish. Mostly they ask for gentle, feminine virtues: for beauty (Bonnie), love (Sarah), forgiveness (Rochelle). Nancy wishes for “all the power of Manon.” Then she tries to take that power by invoking the deity into herself, effectively becoming her own God. While the other girls are wishing for boyfriends or better skin, Nancy uses magic to kill her abusive stepfather and inherit a massive windfall from his life insurance. When Sarah threatens to split up the coven, she goes berserk.

			Several decades down the line, it seems obvious that Nancy is not a villain—or at least, she wouldn’t be, if the script had even slightly more progressive views on women. In a better world, Nancy’s choice to kill Chris would make her a Fury, an Amazon, an angel with a flaming sword. But this is not that story. Nancy’s brain is fried by the power of Manon, turning her into a screeching villain, and she’s sent to a mental institution. Sarah discovers that she’s a “natural witch” who doesn’t need a coven to work her magic; the movie ends with her not-so-subtly threatening to kill Bonnie and Rochelle if they don’t stay away from her, thereby decisively turning her back on the possibility of shared female power.

			But in my experience, no girl watches The Craft for its ending. The part of the movie that inspired all those thousands or millions of copycats was the first act: outcast girls finding each other, and hence, finding their power. The most famous image from the movie is not Nancy’s downfall, but Nancy at her flaming, dangerous peak—killing not one, but two abusers, her face alight with rage so powerful and so righteous that it drags her up off her feet and sends her flying.

			Sarah was the good girl, the girl who never got angry, the girl who wanted love more than she wanted power or respect or even friendship. Sarah was not the point. The girl my friends and I really wanted to be, when we joined hands and muttered spells in our candlelit bedrooms, was Nancy. We identified not with Sarah’s niceness, but with Nancy’s Promethean recklessness—her quest not just to seize fire from the gods, but to become that fire.

			All the Colors of the Dark

			 

			
				“Witch” is a word that contains multitudes: fairy tales, Disney villains, New Age chimes and crystals or black candles burning in pools of blood. It covers the orgiastic, blood-drinking, thrill-killing Satanists of medieval legend, giving their souls to the Devil and (according to some imaginative inquisitors) tonguing his asshole to seal the deal, but it also describes the sepia-lit, Lilith Fair–soundtracked sisters of Practical Magic, scolding clueless muggles that “there’s no Devil in the craft” as they use herbs and candles to find true love.

			Which is the “real” witchcraft? All of the above. The witch has always lived on the razor’s edge between benevolence and malevolence, horror and fairy tale. Circe, in The Odyssey, turns Odysseus’s men into pigs just for setting foot on her island. Yet she is also Odysseus’s lover and host for a year, plying him with wine and feasts, and it is her witchcraft that unlocks the gates to the Underworld so that Odysseus can travel through it. In Russian folklore, desperate people end up deep in the woods, at the cottage of Baba Yaga. She is a powerful hag with iron teeth and wild magic; she will bless them or eat them, and there’s no way to know in advance which one she’ll pick. Nor is the blessing necessarily the best outcome—in the tale of Vasilisa, Baba Yaga “fixes” a little girl’s relationship with her abusive family by giving her a lamp that burns down her entire house with the family still inside.

			A benefactor and a murderer; a wise woman and a cannibal; a woman standing at the gates of life and death, ushering men across that unknowable space between. Magic accumulates at liminal points, and the witch is a living embodiment of liminality: neither good nor evil, but always, somehow, both at once. Witches are what women would be if we were powerful. The ambiguity of witchcraft is the ambiguity of power itself, which is simultaneously horrible and wonderful, blood-drenched and life-giving, depending on who wields it and whether it’s wielded against you. Are you a good witch or a bad witch? That depends. Who’s asking?

			I’ll Get You, My Pretty

			 

			Despite all the permutations and variations of the witch in our culture, a few features remain constant. The first is the part we’re taught as children, the horrible truth I knew in my fever dream, as I saw a green-skinned Margaret Hamilton creeping toward my bedroom door: witches eat babies.

			You can find witches preying on children everywhere, from Hansel and Gretel to The Conjuring; “the personage called by Christian writers ‘the Devil,’ was considered by the witches themselves to be God incarnate as a man,” the anthropologist Margaret Murray once wrote, in full earnestness, and “to this deity they made sacrifices of various kinds, the most important of such sacrifices being that of a child.”3

			In particular, witches were thought to take and eat unbaptized children, which was why parents were told to christen them early; in Ireland, parents did the same thing to protect the child from being taken by fairies. To say that actual child-eating never occurred is perhaps to belabor the obvious. The belief was probably meant to classify witches, like fairies, as a liminal threat, a group that lingered just outside of social boundaries and snatched up community members that went too far astray. If you got too distant from the church, or refused to raise your family within it, you would be accused of endangering your children by some Dark Ages equivalent of William and Martha Sears.

			But the relationship between witches and children seems too primal to be a mere guilt trip. The witch—hard-edged, selfish, cunning, cruel, sexually voracious, and perverse—is a distinctly unmaternal woman. “Good” women sacrifice themselves for children; the witch sacrifices children for herself. (When they couldn’t get unbaptized babies, Murray said, witches killed their own.) It’s not for nothing that the witch is so frequently portrayed as elderly. Either she’s never had children, or all her children have grown up and left home, or, you know, she’s eaten them, but either way, she is beyond the work of mothering; she doesn’t share that concern with other “normal” women.

			She also gives those “normal” women the means to escape their own motherhood, or control it. The fifteenth-century witch-hunting manual Malleus Maleficarum lists “seven methods by which [women] infect with witchcraft the venereal act and the conception of the womb: First, by inclining the minds of men to inordinate passion; second, by obstructing their generative force; third, by removing the members accommodated to that act; fourth, by changing men into beasts by their magic art; fifth, by destroying the generative force in women; sixth, by procuring abortion; seventh, by offering children to devils.”4

			The witch as devourer of children is also the woman who ends pregnancies, or prevents them; she is the midwife delivering babies without a man’s oversight or assistance, a woman with forbidden knowledge and dangerous skills. The archaic Mother is powerful because she is a force of nature, but she is also only nature—a pure and mindless extension of her own biological drives. The witch can talk back to nature, enter a dialogue with it, coax it into giving her what she needs. In Caliban and the Witch, Silvia Federici argues that the call to hunt down midwives and kill them for “witchcraft” was how we constructed the whole apparatus of capitalist patriarchy. Witches located reproductive power within the actual pregnant person; their dark arts allowed women to command the forces of nature, turning their generative forces on and off as they saw fit. They had to be destroyed in order for patriarchs to assume their position as kings within the family.

			So if we want to unravel patriarchy, to end the cycle of sexual and social violence that demonizes girls and maims them into bad mothers, the witch—the midwife, the administrator of birth control, the woman adept in the craft of controlled fertility and recreational desire—is the key disruptive figure in that story. She puts her hand on the mechanisms of the universe; she makes things happen; by so doing, she stands to break the circle and allow for new possibilities to enter in. Maybe that terrible, world-shattering power is just power over her own body, after all.

			To Live Deliciously

			 

			It would be nice to think so. But the witch is not quite so simple. Her reproductive agency is tied up in all sorts of other, darker exercises of will.

			“Three general vices appear to have special dominion over wicked women, namely, infidelity, ambition, and lust,” the Malleus Maleficarum tells us. “Therefore they are more than others inclined towards witchcraft, who more than others are given to these vices.”5

			Infidelity and lust are perhaps self-explanatory; again, these women allegedly spent their free time tossing Satan’s salad. But the ambition part demands some attention.

			Witches are not selfless types; they tend to use their magic to get stuff. Nancy, in The Craft, lifts her family out of poverty and into a penthouse. In The Witch, a young girl is hilariously promised “the taste of butter” in exchange for her immortal soul. Witches’ greed is particularly important in children’s stories, where it can substitute for other forms of insatiability. In Disney’s The Little Mermaid, Ursula the Sea Witch is a capitalist terror who lurks on the edges of town, selling fake cures to “poor, unfortunate souls,” and who describes herself (in the climax of the song about how evil she is!) as “the boss.” The Wicked Witch of the West is defined by her desire to inherit her dead sister’s shoes.

			Again, there’s history here. American witch stories are always, inevitably, tainted with the legacy of Salem. That historical terror also started with a group of adolescent girls who dabbled in the occult, learning to tell each other’s fortunes. When the girls got in trouble, they followed the tradition of white girls everywhere, and blamed the closest woman of color. Specifically, they accused Tituba, an enslaved South American woman, of teaching them witchcraft.

			In Tituba’s coerced “confession,” which created the template for all the confessions to follow, she claimed the Devil had lured her with promises of wealth: “He tell me he God and I must believe him and serve him six years and he would give me many fine things,” she said.6 Soon enough, Satan was playing sugar daddy to half the town. Sixteen-year-old Elizabeth Knapp affirmed that the Devil offered her “money, silks, fine cloths, ease from labor, to show her the whole world.”7 To others, he offered land, or horses; one fancy lad was promised “French fall shoes,” and Tituba was getting a pet canary.8 The terms of the bargain differed, but witchcraft was always associated with a life of luxury, and with what one judge referred to as “sensual indulgences.”9

			This desire for material ease and comfort wasn’t shallow, or selfish. Many of the girls in the Salem case worked as domestic servants, a position that left them open to sexual assault and harassment. Tituba was enslaved. When these women tried to envision an offer so good they would give up their souls for it, what they came up with was “ease from labor”; freedom from degrading or dangerous jobs, time to rest. You could argue that the witch represents a workers’ revenge fantasy; witches, like aristocrats, enjoy wealth without having to earn it.

			But the witch is hardly a shining example of class solidarity. She doesn’t employ the daylight power of rallies or strikes to get what she wants. A witch strikes alone, in the dark, when no one can see her coming. She is dangerous, in part, because she is known to ruin the livelihoods of neighbors who offend her—and since witches don’t announce themselves, offending any woman might result in a failed crop, or a cow who no longer gives milk, or a sickness that kills all the sheep in a herd, or even a wife who dies in childbirth. The witch doesn’t just accumulate wealth for herself, she denies it to everyone else, so that whenever you are suffering, you can be sure some woman, somewhere, is to blame.

			So it’s not just that the witch is a woman of ill-gotten gains. She implicates all women’s gains as ill-gotten. Witches are women with social and economic clout; women who get what they want, and whom it is unwise to dismiss or demean. They give us a way to imagine female power, not through some condescending generalization about women’s inherently gentler and less selfish leadership, but with the ruthlessness of power as it is actually practiced in the world. Or, not to put too fine a point on it, the ruthlessness with which men have always exercised power over women.

			Who Killed My Sister?

			 

			
				Some of the most interesting witch stories come from an era when women’s power was being newly and frighteningly introduced to the public consciousness. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, witches were ubiquitous at the box office, either through sleazy soft-core thrillers (Virgin Witch, The Naked Witch), or straight-ahead horror (Black Sunday, Suspiria), or some bizarre mutant combination of the two (Daughters of Satan features Tom Selleck’s doomed attempt to rise above a script that exists entirely to show naked ladies whipping each other in their “witchcraft” dungeon). Then there’s 1973’s Season of the Witch, the rare instance of sexy witch thriller as second-wave feminist manifesto, by socially conscious zombie king George A. Romero.

			What’s fascinating about Season is its attempt to portray witchcraft realistically. All the ceremonies therein are drawn from Paul Huson’s Mastering Witchcraft, a proto-Wiccan guide to home spell-casting. We never get any explicit confirmation of the supernatural; everything on-screen could be explained as a manifestation of the protagonist Joanie’s nervous breakdown. What matters to us most is Joanie herself—a middle-aged woman who’s coming apart at the seams, and who takes to witchcraft as a way to regain control over her own life.

			Witchcraft is initially presented to us as something like detox cleanses or CBD oil, an enjoyably bohemian, semi-scandalous lifestyle fad for the respectable moms in Joanie’s neighborhood: “In today’s age when anything goes, people are beginning to take it seriously,” a Tarot-reading neighbor tells her. “When I was a child, I was taught certain recipes and incantations, and then I was sworn to secrecy. Well, today, I could just go down to the bookstore and find a paperback primer for witches.”

			Which Joanie, of course, immediately does. It’s of a piece with everything else she’s trying to “actualize” herself and break through the living death of 1960s suburbia: weed, health-food stores, sleeping with her adult daughter’s creepy hippie boyfriend.

			Joanie’s walk on the wild side, however, doesn’t liberate her. The husband beats and berates her. The hippie boyfriend rapes her. Turning to a groovier, more youthful variety of patriarchy still only leaves her with patriarchy. She has to find some other solution. And she does: Surprised by her husband’s early return home from a business trip, she “accidentally” shoots and kills him. She joins an all-female coven shortly afterward, the circle of dangerous women in a suburban living room looking more than a little like a demonic feminist consciousness-raising group.

			This is the third eternal truth of witches: they kill men who harm women. Weirdly, this is such a baked-in part of the myth that it survives even in the lightest and most comedic incarnations: Nancy in The Craft racks up a body count of abusers, sure, but the sisters in Practical Magic also kill the younger sister’s abusive boyfriend, and Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s quippy, teen-friendly witch Willow Rosenberg flays her girlfriend’s killer alive. Sometimes the script asks us to root for the man, sometimes it doesn’t: Selleck’s attempt at a dignified exit from Daughters of Satan fails when he is stabbed to death by his own witch-bride, for obscure reasons that involve his having possibly burned her at the stake in a past life. But the association of witchcraft and dead husbands is clear, whether we’re on the husband’s side or not.

			It’s easy to embrace the witch in her guise as Ye Aulde Plannede Parenthoode; we know by now that “procuring abortion” is no great evil, or at least that our “generative forces” serve us better when we have condoms and birth control pills to contain them. But monsters are monsters for a reason. Witches are not just “countercultural,” but genuinely counter to culture: counter to patriarchy, counter to male power, counter to everything we tell women to be. The witch is the woman who castrates men under cover of darkness, who afflicts them with madness for the sake of a good lay or turns them into dogs and pigs for slighting her. She can seem, at times, like a superpowered Aileen Wuornos: meeting violent male power with violent female resistance, taking patriarchy down man by man by man. The question is how long women will see that as a bad thing, or an extreme reaction—and whether, if pushed beyond our limits, the witch’s one-woman war on men might not begin to look more like the first shots in a revolution.

			The Burning Times

			 

			
				“This is the time for getting scary,” Andi Zeisler told ELLE magazine on the eve of the 2017 Women’s March. “We need to go full witch.”10

			At the dawn of the Trump administration, witches were suddenly everywhere. Neo-pagans used blogs and social media to circulate popular rituals for hexing “Stanford rapist” Brock Turner (who served less than three months after he was convicted of raping a woman behind a dumpster), Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh (accused of attempted rape or sexual assault by multiple women), and Donald Trump himself; the Trump curse was enacted by thousands of people, including pop star Lana Del Rey. “I’m a witch and I’m hunting you,”11 feminist author Lindy West declared in The New York Times; Jess Zimmerman and Jaya Saxena wrote a self-help book, Basic Witches, in which they explained that “if you speak when you’re told to be quiet, take pride when you’re told to feel shame, love what and who you love whether or not others approve, you’re practicing witchcraft;” half the women I know called their group chats “covens.” Trump developed a penchant for tweeting the phrase “WITCH HUNT” in all caps whenever he felt persecuted, which conservative political cartoonist A. F. Branco dramatized exactly the wrong way around, with Democratic leaders Chuck Schumer and Nancy Pelosi depicted as gun-toting witches on the hunt for a helpless mortal man. Pop culture exhumed every witch it could find: In 2018 alone, there were high-profile reboots of Charmed, Sabrina the Teenage Witch (Sabrina worships the Devil now; it’s very confusing), and Dario Argento’s Suspiria. In the final days of her 2016 campaign, Trump’s opponent, Hillary Clinton—the first female Democratic nominee in history—had been accused of participating in ritual sex magic, and attending a “witch’s church” with her female friends. By early 2019, right-wing religious groups were accusing socialist Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of belonging to “a coven of witches that casts spells on Trump 24 hours a day.”12

			In a way, this was tradition. The witch has always been the feminist monster of choice. In 1968, the group WITCH descended upon Wall Street in black pointy hats and cloaks, semi-seriously intending to hex it. They also released hundreds of live mice into Madison Square Garden during a bridal fair. (Marriage was a recurring target of ire; the leaflet announcing the action chummily invited women everywhere to “CONFRONT THE WHOREMAKERS.”)13

			“Witches have always been women who dared to be: groovy, courageous, aggressive, intelligent, nonconformist, explorative, curious, independent, sexually liberated, revolutionary,” read the manifesto. “You are a Witch by being female, untamed, angry, joyous, and immortal.”14

			All that, and you didn’t even have to eat a baby. “Because WITCH actions could be done with a small group and were both fun and political, they quickly spread around the country. Boston women hexed bars. DC women hexed the Presidential inauguration. Chicago women zapped everything,” Jo Freeman wrote in her reckoning of the movement.15 The subversive idea that powered both the witch hunts and the ’90s wave of teen witches—the idea that, by gathering together and hatching plots, women might obtain heretofore unthinkable power—has also fueled much feminist organizing throughout history. Men were right to be worried. Feminists weren’t literally going to steal their dicks and hide them in trees, as medieval witches were known to do, but that did turn out to be a surprisingly apt metaphor for their work.

			And, though the WITCHes were joking, the witches weren’t. Romero wasn’t exaggerating much; witchcraft and occultism really were heavily associated with a certain kind of mid-twentieth-century cool. The Beatles put Aleister Crowley on the cover of Sergeant Pepper, David Bowie studied ceremonial magic and Kabbalah, Led Zeppelin incorporated Tarot cards into their album artwork, Stevie Nicks sang about ancient Welsh fairy-brides and posed with a seemingly endless array of scrying crystals. Most people’s interest was merely aesthetic (and still is), but, then as now, some found that witchcraft resonated on a much deeper level. The San Francisco Bay Area—the center of Boomer youth culture in the United States—saw an explosion of neo-pagan traditions, including the witches’ coven that initiated Miriam Simos, or, as she soon came to be known, Starhawk.

			Starhawk’s 1979 book The Spiral Dance, quickly outstripped Mastering Witchcraft to become the premier text for self-taught witches. As seen through Starhawk’s anarchist, ecofeminist lens, witchcraft was not just a way to acquire magical powers, but a deeply political act: “The word Witch carries so many negative connotations that people wonder why we use it at all,” she wrote. “Yet to reclaim the word Witch is to reclaim our right, as women, to be powerful; as men, to know the feminine within as divine.”16

			Some trashed The Spiral Dance for being a New Age self-help manual disguised as a radical manifesto; others complained that it smeared its far-left feminist agenda all over what was supposed to be a spiritual text. Either way, The Spiral Dance sold vastly more copies than your average book on feminism, and had a far greater impact, in part because it came in such a deceptively mystical package. There is no way to know how many women stumbled across sentences like “women are not encouraged to explore their own strengths and realizations; they are taught to submit to male authority, to identify masculine perceptions as their spiritual ideals, to deny their bodies and sexuality, to fit a male mold” and emerged radicalized on the other end, but I do know one who did.17 The Spiral Dance was the book my friends and I moved on to when The Wicca Spellbook lost its allure, making it—by my count—the first book of feminist theory that I ever owned.

			When the witch emerged as a contemporary figure of resistance, it was hard to tell where she came from; Hollywood iconography, feminist history, the coming of age of the Craft generation, or just the optics of the 2016 election, in which a presumed-to-be-monstrous woman was ritually castigated by a man who led crowds in chants of “lock her up.” (Watching the chants take over the floor at the Republican National Convention, Rebecca Traister wrote, “I was not the only person in the room to be reminded of 17th-century witch trials, the blustering magistrate and rowdy crowd condemning a woman to death for her crimes.”)18 The new feminist identification with witches seemed to draw from every version of the myth at once: mystical and monstrous, feminist academia and horrorcore aesthetics, drawing them together in one angry, intentionally ugly repudiation of American patriarchy.

			This is not to suggest that witch fever was always admirable, or never silly. Witchcraft, like feminism itself, went mainstream, and in so doing, lost some of its vital power to shock and disturb oppressors. The “spirituality” tag of Gwyneth Paltrow’s GOOP contained articles on Tarot. Urban Outfitters stocked spell books. The makeup brand Urban Decay released an “Elements” eye shadow palette decorated with alchemical sigils; Sephora briefly offered “witch kits” with Tarot cards and bundles of sage inside, which was pulled due to public outcry. (Pagans accused Sephora of trivializing their beliefs, but Native American protesters also pointed out that smudging with sage—a practice that comes attached to its own long history of religious persecution—wasn’t for witches or luxury beauty retailers to claim.) At its lowest points, witchcraft stopped being subversive or frightening and became just another costume.

			But the old, dark power—the choice to worship something other than patriarchy’s gods, to reject and read backward the narratives of the dominant culture—was still there. The Trump administration represented a breaking point for many women. After decades in which sophisticated thinkers dismissed patriarchy as simplistic or irrelevant, it was revealed to be alive, well, and out for blood—the ethos which still ruled the US government and defined, or ended, countless women’s lives.

			The resurgence of patriarchy was partly embodied by Trump himself, whose fear of women, and embrace of sexual violence as a means of correcting them, was never less than 100 percent obvious; Trump was not only repeatedly accused of sexual assault, he confessed to some of it on tape. But partly, this political awakening was just a matter of stripping back our denial to realize how we’d always been living: Yes, Trump was accused of sexual misconduct, but so were several previous presidents. Yes, Supreme Court Justice Kavanaugh was confirmed over multiple reports of sexual assault, but the same thing had happened thirty years ago, with Clarence Thomas. Yes, Roe v. Wade was going to fall, but in most parts of the country, abortion access had been stripped so far down that it might as well be illegal. Patriarchy had been the truth all along. It was progress that was the phantom.

			The witch lives between dark and daylight, the safely settled village and the wild unknown of the woods beyond. The backlash years of the early twenty-first century revealed to many women something we had always suspected: we had never belonged to that daylight world. We had tried; we had worked; we had been loyal to the rules and values of society as we knew it. But no matter how far we thought we’d come, or how often our mothers told us we could do anything, we still lived within a system that used female bodies as grist to maintain male rule. In the story that patriarchy told about itself, we were always going to be the villains. And if that was the case, we might as well make some magic out of it. If the village didn’t want us, we might as well head out into the woods.

			Beautiful Wickedness

			 

			Magic is a funny thing. We think of it as rare, or imaginary, but it’s always been common; even in Salem, girls told each other’s fortunes, peering into scrying bowls in the dark. If you’ve ever hung a horseshoe over a door for “luck” (fairies hate iron) then you’ve done it. Which means there are women who’ve made the walk out before us—women who turned to witchcraft as a way of life, or a way to save their lives. Women like Biddy Early.

			Biddy was once a real woman, who lived and died in nineteenth-century Ireland, though her story has accumulated heavy layers of myth over the years. Her neighbors claimed that she gained strange powers after the fairies took her son. In some versions of the story, she was taken herself, and held captive for seven years. Most people, faced with that kind of pain, would harden themselves against the unseen world, or declare war on it. Biddy Early evidently decided to open negotiations. She learned how the fairies thought, and what they wanted; she was able to see, and bargain with, the monsters on the edge of the dark. Biddy could see things that hadn’t happened yet, cure an illness no doctor could treat, lay a curse or lift one, all because she had family in the other world.

			Mothers called on Biddy Early to recover their fairy-taken children. Who better to ask than a woman who had experienced the loss herself? Imagine the resilience it took to go on that way, the expansiveness of Biddy’s broken heart. Imagine those conversations: Hello. I’m the woman whose son you took. I miss him every day. You owe me; now, give my friend her child.

			“The priests were against her, but they were wrong,” said one man, who claimed that Biddy had healed a badly infected wound that nearly cost him his hand. “How could that be evil doing that was all charity and kindness and healing?”19

			In the Scottish ballad of Thomas the Rhymer, the Queen of Elfland takes a mortal man to her kingdom. She gives him fine wine to drink, lays his head in her lap, and gifts him with a tongue that cannot lie. But first, he must reach the land of Faery. It lies exactly between heaven and hell, on the far shore of a vast river of blood, which Thomas must wade through in total darkness:

			
				For forty days and forty nights

				He wade thro red blude to the knee

				And he saw neither sun nor moon

				But heard the roaring of the sea.20

			

			This is, perhaps, the wine-dark sea of the Underworld that Circe opened for Odysseus’s ships. It is the black uterine water we all swim through to be born; the sea that is warm as blood.* It is the space between death and life, which we all cross barefoot, hoping the woman on the other shore will hold us and feed us, and give us gifts of speech.

			But this much seems true: to arrive at the place of female power—the land of monsters—every woman must walk through a river of blood. Menstruation, sexual initiation, gender transition, childbirth are all blood rivers, places where we cross from one life to the next; so, too, in their own way, are sexual violence, domestic violence, grief, loss, places where we are broken and blood flows against our will. Those experiences also transform us; they, too, force us to confront the hidden face of the world. Biddy Early crossed her river of

			blood by losing her son. It was not the journey any mother would have chosen. But she emerged a different woman—more wounded, but also wiser, one who had descended into a dark place and found her gift.

			Patriarchy tells us to conquer what threatens us. It tells us to hold the world at a distance with tools and rules and weapons, either forbidding the acknowledgment of uncomfortable truths or punishing those who bring them to light. But a witch, whose authority derives from something deeper and older than patriarchy, engages with the messy, organic fact of the world—even the parts of the world other people won’t touch; the parts that we don’t speak about in the hopes that ignoring them will keep them away from our doors. It is frightening to acknowledge patriarchy’s violence. But until we acknowledge it, we cannot begin to imagine other possibilities. Witches are healers. But we cannot heal our culture unless we admit it’s sick. In her steady gaze toward the darkness, her fearless acknowledgment of life’s pain and terror, the witch’s power is born.

			Apokálypsis

			 

			
				There is a journey we all take through dark waters, traveling to a land we have never seen. Imagine how scared you were, that day, pulled from darkness into darkness, dragged inexorably toward the unknown. Imagine what you felt as you emerged into the light and saw it: the world’s body, the person who was an ocean, the shining face of God.

			We can find powerful and awe-inspiring visions of ourselves, hidden inside and underneath the stories patriarchy tells to shame us. But first, we must make another journey from dark to dark, give up our certainty once again. The witch always brings an element of choice into the equation. Most monsters simply are monsters, but you have to become a witch. Women simply are outcasts, under the terms of patriarchy. But we can become outcasts with meaning and purpose; we can work wonders from the edges of the world.

			We can only do this by facing our demons; by acknowledging the presence of those rebellious, dangerous women under the surface, who cry out for some justice or some vengeance or at least some acknowledgment of all they’ve lost. We have to walk out into the woods and become familiar with the dark things that live there. But when we walk back into the daylight, we will know things others don’t know. We will be able to do things others can’t do. We can use our exclusion, our rage, and even our trauma as a way of seeing more deeply into the world.

			When we reach out into the dark, there’s no telling what we will find there: what buried pain we may unearth, what histories of violence and control and degradation we will find ourselves heir to. There is no knowing what long-lost, suppressed selves we will find—or how hungry those women will be, how enraged they are by their long captivity, what havoc they will wreak when we finally set them loose. This is black work, blood magic. It requires daring. But when we’ve found our monstrosity, our daring cannot be far behind.

			There is a fire on the horizon. You can see it burning, out on the edges of the world. The wind is hot and tastes of ashes—the ashes of Bridget Cleary, the ashes of Mercy Brown, the ashes of a thousand women burned for showing a single forbidden spark of power. This is the fire that haunted the dreams of Mary Shelley and filled them with monsters. This is the light of the Furies, too long forgotten, coming to keep their end of the bargain. This is the fire at the end of the world, and it will consume everything you know.

			But we are that fire. We are the Apocalypse, the risen Furies, the scarlet woman riding her red dragon over the horizon, because we know that the woman and the dragon were always one and the same. Dead blondes and bad mothers, harlots and abominations, witches at the gate of light and darkness; we are the end of the world that was, and the first sign of the world to come, in the age after patriarchy, when monsters rule the earth. Our blood holds magic; our stories do, too. The violence we’ve survived can be our guide to what needs to change. The fire that burned the witches can be the fire that lights our way. Our power is waiting for us, out in forbidden spaces, beyond the world of men. Step forward and claim it. Step forward into the boundless and female dark.

			
				* If you’ve read all those baby sleep guides—as I have—then you know that experts recommend playing white noise, like the sound of waves crashing, at bedtime. The noise mimics the sound of a mother’s heartbeat, the way her blood rushes and whooshes around us in utero; we remember the roaring of the sea that made us.

			

		

	
		
			APPENDIX: RESOURCE GUIDE

			This book was built on a mountain of stuff—movies, books, poems, news items, feminists whose work demanded citation, real-life women whose stories mattered to the problems I was discussing, myths that seemed to explain everything. There is so much stuff in here, in fact, that some of the most influential works wound up getting compressed into a half-sentence, or not being mentioned at all.

			It’s my hope that you are curious about these things, so, rather than a traditional bibliography, I’ve put together a resource guide, which contains a (very partial) list of works cited or drawn upon to create this book, along with a brief mention of why they matter. You can read this as a list of recommendations if you like—it partly is one—but keep in mind that I’ve also included works and creators I strongly disapprove of, disagree with, or dislike. After all, it’s sexist men’s fears that often reveal the most about female power.

			CHAPTER ONE: PUBERTY

			FILM

			 

			Aster, Ari. Hereditary. Streaming. New York, NY: A24, 2018.

			Starts out as a standard possessed-tween-girl story before heading in a direction you don’t expect. Notable for two things: First, the demonic invasion is explicitly rooted in monstrous mothering. Second, critic Sasha Geffen convincingly argues that it’s one of the few movies to frame adolescent possession from a transmasculine perspective.

			de Palma, Brian. The Fury. Streaming. From a novel by John Farris. Los Angeles, CA: Twentieth Century Fox, 1978.

			
				De Palma’s second trip to the telekinesis well, after Carrie. Pros: features a boy telekinetic. Cons: features a boy telekinetic. The girl psychic makes people bleed with her mind, which, as you can guess, requires certain precautions on the part of the female scientists studying her.

			Derrickson, Scott. The Exorcism of Emily Rose. Streaming. USA: Sony Pictures, 2005.
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			Fawcett, John. Ginger Snaps. Streaming. Montreal, QC: Motion International, 2000.

			
				A female-scripted and explicitly feminist take on the menstruation-as-monstrosity genre. Katharine Isabelle is attacked by a mysterious beast, causing her to get hornier, hairier, and angrier, especially whenever there’s a full moon.

			Friedkin, William. The Exorcist [Director’s Cut]. DVD. From a novel by William Peter Blatty. Burbank, CA: Warner Home Video, 2000.

			
				Obviously. this Page.

			Håfström, Mikael. The Rite. Streaming. From an autobiography by Matt Baglio. USA: Warner Bros., 2011.

			Based on the memoirs of an exorcist, making it useful as a document of the Church’s viewpoint. Contains a rare instance of exorcism’s subtext—a foreign entity being removed from a woman’s body by male professionals—being made text, in the person of a possessed, pregnant teen girl who’s been raped by her father.

			Hooper, Tobe, and Steven Spielberg (uncredited). Poltergeist. Beverley Hills, CA: MGM/UA Entertainment Co., 1982.

			A major influence on the paranormal mythology of the 1980s, and on the Tina Resch case in particular. Centers on a mother’s quest to protect her helpless baby girl.

			Lester, Mark L. Firestarter. DVD. From a novel by Stephen King. Universal City, CA: Universal Pictures, 1984.

			
				Stephen King’s second trip. Drew Barrymore plays a little girl who can set fires with her mind, pursued by a government-assassin-slash-pedophile-slash-possible-Native-American played, for some reason, by George C. Scott. Terrible, but the visual of Barrymore concentrating really hard in a government lab while a fan blows her hair around foreshadows half of Stranger Things.

			Schmid, Hans-Christian. Requiem. Streaming. Berlin, DE: X Verleih AG, 2005.

			The second unofficial Anneliese Michel biopic, with a lot less bug eating. Serious, respectful, and realistic, which makes the final vision of her “possession” all the more wrenching: just a teenage girl, shouting at her mother.

			TELEVISION

			 

			Stranger Things. Created by Matt Duffer and Ross Duffer. Netflix, July 2016.

			Shoves Stephen King and Stephen Spielberg into a blender and presses “liquefy.” The romance between a nerdy boy and a telekinetic tween girl is a reminder of how often men still read femininity as an alien invasion.

			NONFICTION

			 

			Goodman, Felicitas D. The Exorcism of Anneliese Michel. Eugene, OR: Resource Publications, 1981.

			
				A sympathetic and religious accounting of the exorcism—I could not disagree more strongly with it, but this is the most detailed document we have.

			THEORY

			 

			Creed, Barbara. The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, Psychoanalysis. London, UK: Routledge, 1993.

			Without Creed’s theory, this book doesn’t exist. She, too, roots monstrosity in the maternal body, and specifically in Freud’s theories of castration anxiety, arguing that men see women not as castrated, but as potential castrators. I differ from her on the more severely Freudian bits, though I agree that it’s all ultimately about your mom.

			Creed, Barbara. “Baby Bitches from Hell.” UCLA Film & Television Archive. Accessed January 22, 2019. http://old.cinema.ucla.edu/women/creed/creed1.html.

			Creed’s thoughts on monstrous girlhood.

			Geffen, Sasha. “Trans Horror Stories and Society’s Fear of the Transmasculine Body.” Them, August 21, 2018. https://www.them.us/story/transmasculine-horror-stories.

			There’s not much about transmasculinity in this book; I don’t feel qualified to write about how this territory looks or feels to a guy, even if he was assigned female at birth. Geffen’s essay is an opening into that other perspective, and a fascinating read about how “one gender swirled up into another creates a monster.”

			Kristeva, Julia. Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjectioın. New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1982.

			
				Kristeva’s theory of the abject is the foundation for Creed’s book and a powerful influence on this one. The horror generated by the abject is one of abomination and uncleanliness, the revulsion we feel for any substance that is both us and not-us: blood, mucus, feces, pus, and any of the other substances you might catch spewing out of Regan in The Exorcist. Kristeva roots this in the primal, boundary-blurring horror of the fact that we were once part of, and dependent upon, our mothers.

			CHAPTER TWO: VIRGINITY

			FILM

			 

			Carpenter, John. Halloween. DVD. Culver City, CA: Columbia Pictures Corporation, 1978.

			
				There is some debate as to which movie deserves the title of “first slasher”; different sources point to Peeping Tom, Black Christmas, or (my preferred theory) Psycho. The movie that actually kicked off the slasher craze, however, was Halloween. Still probably the peak of the form.

			Cooper, Buddy, and John Douglass. The Mutilator [Restored 2016 Cut]. Streaming. Hertfordshire, UK: Arrow Video, 2016.
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			Coppola, Francis Ford. Bram Stoker’s Dracula. From a novel by Bram Stoker. Culver City, CA: Columbia Pictures Corporation, 1992.

			Dracula has often been adapted, and rarely adapted faithfully; Lucy Westenra, in particular, is cut out of most screen adaptations. Here, Lucy gets fantastic outfits and is perpetually busting out of them. The Monica Belluci–led Brides are pretty great, too.

			Craven, Wes. A Nightmare on Elm Street. DVD. Los Angeles, CA: New Line Cinema, 1984.

			The most surreal and inventive of the slasher mega-series that dominated the 1980s. Accused domestic abuser and generally obnoxious scenery-chewer Johnny Depp, here in his early teen-heartthrob mode, meets a fate that contemporary audiences will no doubt find cathartic.

			Craven, Wes. Scream. DVD. New York, NY: Dimension Films, 1996.
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			DiBlasi, Anthony. Most Likely to Die. Streaming. Los Angeles, CA: MarVista Entertainment, 2015.

			A neglected script from the ’90s teen-slasher craze that was inexplicably picked up and filmed in the mid-’10s. The slasher wears a graduation cap and gown, has yearbook-themed kills, and at one point, rips a lady’s head off with his bare hands. Nonetheless, you will recall this as “the one with Perez Hilton.”

			Fischa, Michael. Death Spa. Streaming. Orland Park, IL: MPI Home Video, 1990.

			It’s called Death Spa. Why haven’t you already watched it twice?

			Goddard, Drew. The Cabin in the Woods. Santa Monica, CA: Lionsgate, 2012.

			A loving homage to the slasher genre that exults in “the Whore” and her death even as it notes how ugly our enjoyment is.

			Green, Kitty. Casting JonBenét. Streaming. Los Gatos, CA: Netflix, 2017.

			Documentary covering the JonBenét Ramsey murder and its surrounding media furor, inviting actors to “audition” for the roles of the main players and share their own theories and reactions to the case. Less interested in the murder than in understanding the public fascination with it.

			Lynch, David. Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me. DVD. Burbank, CA: New Line Cinema, 1992.
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			Lynch, Paul. Prom Night. Streaming. Montreal, QC: Astral Films, 1980.

			A group of children accidentally push a classmate out of a window. When they’re about to graduate, someone who knows what they did several summers ago begins to kill them. Among the many casualties: disco, which is all the kids here ever dance to.

			Mitchell, David Robert. It Follows. Streaming. New York, NY: RADiUS-TWC, 2015.

			
				Stylish, Stranger Things–ish ’80s nostalgia, with an on-the-nose metaphor—the monster is an STD—that nonetheless works.

			Rosman, Mark. The House on Sorority Row. Streaming. Atlanta, GA: Artists Releasing Corporation / Film Ventures International, 1983.

			A group of sorority girls accidentally murder their mean old hag of a house mother, at which point her large, adult mutant son begins stalking them.

			TELEVISION

			 

			Twin Peaks. Created by Mark Frost and David Lynch. ABC, April 1990.

			Twin Peaks: The Return. Created by Mark Frost and David Lynch. Showtime, May 2017.

			Laura Palmer dies and Laura Palmer rises again, both times to upsetting results.

			LITERATURE

			 

			Stoker, Bram. Dracula. Salt Lake City, UT: Project Gutenberg EBook, 2013.
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			THEORY

			 

			Clover, Carol. Men, Women, and Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film—Updated Edition. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Classics, 2015.

			If you know nothing else from “horror theory,” you know about the Final Girl.

			West, Alexandra. The 1990s Teen Horror Cycle: Final Girls and a New Hollywood Formula. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 2018.

			
				A reevaluation of the girl-powered, “lightweight” slasher films of the ’90s, and one of the most convincing arguments you will ever read for Scream as Important Cinema.

			OTHER MEDIA

			 

			Hardstark, Georgia, and Karen Kilgariff. “My Firstest Murder,” My Favorite Murder. Podcast audio, January 13, 2016. https://www.stitcher.com/podcast/exactly-right/my-favorite-murder/e/45613062?autoplay=true.

			As good an introduction as any to the pleasures of the form, the first episode is about—you guessed it—JonBenét.

			CHAPTER THREE: SEDUCTION

			FILM

			 

			Broomfield, Nick. Aileen Wuornos: The Selling of a Serial Killer. Streaming. USA: DEJ Productions, 1992.

			Broomfield, Nick, and Joan Churchill. Aileen: Life and Death of a Serial Killer. Streaming. UK: Channel 4 Television Corporation, 2003.

			Documentaries. Broomfield visits the case of Aileen Wuornos at ten-year intervals, covering first her trial, then her execution, reeling in every corrupt cop, incompetent lawyer, abusive parent, and media-hungry profiteer in her orbit. The first film, in particular, is a classic for a reason, though you probably shouldn’t watch it if you can’t afford to spend the next few days consumed with rage.

			Donaldson, Roger. Species. DVD. Beverley Hills, CA: Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), 1995.
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			Ducournau, Julia. Raw. Streaming. Universal City, CA: Focus World, 2017.

			
				Another entry in the “once you pop, you can’t stop” Lucy Westenra canon: a girl who has been raised as a strict vegetarian takes one bite of meat and soon finds herself craving human flesh, in more ways than one. Watch for the brief but all-important mentions of the girl’s mother.

			Glazer, Jonathan. Under the Skin. Streaming. From a novel by Michel Faber. New York, NY: A24, 2014.

			
				One of the best horror movies of the twenty-first century, a haunting look at what it means to be alien. Also, basically, an art-film reboot of Species. Scarlett Johannsson is a murderous lady alien who seduces men in order to steal their organs; hijinks ensue.

			Hardy, Robin. The Wicker Man. Streaming. Santa Monica, CA: Lionsgate, 2014.

			A Christian virgin—a man, for once—arrives on an island of sex-worshiping pagan throwbacks. Their plans for him are grisly and executed largely by the dangerously nude Britt Ekland, prancing about to folk rock in a manner we are meant to find very sinister.

			Janiak, Leigh. Honeymoon. Streaming. New York, NY: Magnolia Pictures, 2014.

			When a newlywed couple arrive at their rural honeymoon cabin, the groom notices that his wife doesn’t appear to remember certain events from their life together, leading them straight into territory once explored by Bridget and Michael Cleary.

			Jordan, Neil. The Crying Game. Streaming. London, UK: Palace Pictures, 1992.

			
				Along with The Silence of the Lambs, created most of contemporary cinema’s go-to tropes about trans women. This was not a good thing.

			Kusama, Karyn. Jennifer’s Body. DVD. Los Angeles, CA: Twentieth Century Fox, 2009.

			Jennifer, as played by Megan Fox, is a fairly direct descendant of Lucy Westenra; she becomes the object of a “virgin sacrifice” staged by a boy she likes, and rises from the dead full of inhuman hunger. However, her distended, Lamian maw—which is impressively gross and snaky—and her love of swimming ominously through dark waters also makes her a latter-day Melusine figure, and a sort of missing link between these two monsters.

			Lyne, Adrian. Fatal Attraction. DVD. Los Angeles, CA: Paramount Pictures, 1987.

			
				Ushered in the incomprehensibly popular wave of Michael Douglas “erotic thrillers.” Basic Instinct is probably the peak of the form, but this harrowing tale of a woman who won’t get an abortion on demand is still the go-to reference for jokes about crazy bitches.

			Miike, Takashi. Audition. Streaming. From a novel by Ryû Murakami. New York, NY: Shudder, 2015.

			A casually sexist man who believes that no woman is good enough for him holds a fake “audition” so that he can find a perfectly submissive, old-fashioned wife. The woman he chooses turns out to be a psychopath who makes men eat her vomit. Oh, well.

			Smoczyńska, Agnieszka. The Lure. DVD. Warsaw, Poland: Kino Świat, 2015.

			
				A musical adaptation of Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Little Mermaid,” which really doesn’t prepare you for the sight of a woman having a corpse’s vagina transplanted into her body. Smoczyńska has said her intent is to portray mermaids as “sisters of dragons.”

			Tourneur, Jacques. Cat People. Streaming. New York, NY: RKO Radio Pictures, 1942.

			
				Seminal and glossed over in the main text because there have been a thousand feminist analyses of Cat People. The vision of Simone Simon slowly, carnivorously advancing on an attempted rapist is both terrifying and fantastic.

			Verhoeven, Paul. Basic Instinct. Streaming. Culver City, CA: TriStar Pictures, 1992.

			Sharon Stone leads an underground mafia of bisexual women who murder their male sex partners, and no fewer than two of those women are dating rapist cop Michael Douglas. Much less fun than that description makes it sound.

			LITERATURE

			 

			Coleridge, Samuel Taylor. “Christabel.” The Poetry Foundation. Accessed January 26, 2019. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43971/christabel.
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			Keats, John. Lamia. Salt Lake City, UT: Project Gutenberg EBook, 2013.
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			NONFICTION

			 

			Bourke, Angela. The Burning of Bridget Cleary: A True Story. New York, NY: Viking, 2000.

			A history of the Cleary murder, with a particular focus on how the case illuminated the politics and cultural undercurrents of turn-of-the-century Ireland.

			THEORY

			 

			de Beauvoir, Simone. The Second Sex. New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 1957.

			I owe a lot to her theories of feminine alterity, and even more to her chapter structure, which I ripped off for this book.

			Lorde, Audre. “Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power.” In Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Berkeley, CA: Crossing Press, 2007.

			Any feminist writing about female eroticism—or how patriarchy has warped and contained it—is writing in a vein tapped by Lorde.

			Rose, Elena. “The Seam of Skin and Scales.” Taking Steps, January 15, 2007. https://sites.google.com/site/theseamofskinandscales/.

			An influential and very beautiful manifesto on transfemininity and the glory of the monstrous.

			CHAPTER FOUR: MARRIAGE

			FILM

			 

			Cohen, Diego. Honeymoon. Streaming. Mexico City, Mexico: Cinenauta, 2015.

			A woman is abducted, kept in a basement, and tortured by a man who insists he wants to marry her, which is a bit on the nose, feminism-wise, but works.

			Cukor, George. Gaslight. DVD. Beverley Hills, CA: Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), 1944.

			
				The term gaslighting has been used, misused, and overused so much that it’s easy to forget it comes from a really spectacular movie. A singer with a troubled past gives up her career to marry a man who begins intentionally driving her mad, in ways that are tiny, petty, and gasp-inducingly horrible.

			del Toro, Guillermo. Crimson Peak. Streaming. Universal City, CA: Universal Pictures, 2015.

			An opulent dive into Gothic tropes and mid-century horror aesthetics, with a straightforward Bluebeard story at its core. Intentionally and effectively feminist.

			Kubrick, Stanley. The Shining. Streaming. From a novel by Stephen King. Burbank, CA: Warner Bros, 1980.

			
				Horror’s most famous look at the nuclear family: a violent dad, a disturbed kid, and the nervous wreck of a mom trying to get them all through the winter intact. Not overtly Gothic, but like Crimson Peak or Rebecca, hinges on the dread of being isolated with someone you love but can never truly know.

			Taylor-Johnson, Sam. Fifty Shades of Grey. From a novel by E. L. James. Film. USA: Universal Pictures, 2015.

			Just watch the movie, it’s faster.

			Żuławski, Andrzej. Possession. DVD. Neuilly-sur-Seine, France: Gaumont, 1981.

			The story of a disintegrating marriage and a woman who gives birth to, then has an affair with, a man-eating octopus demon. If I read the ending right, the movie insists that marriage ultimately turns both partners into worse versions of themselves, and our children pay the price.

			LITERATURE

			 

			Brontë, Charlotte. Jane Eyre: An Autobiography. Salt Lake City, UT: Project Gutenberg Ebook, 2007.

			Reader, she marries him.

			Brontë, Emily. Wuthering Heights. Salt Lake City, UT: Project Gutenberg Ebook, 2010.

			
				Emily Brontë’s ferocity breaks the Gothic apart and reconfigures it into something even weirder, giving us characters so wracked with emotion that they barely seem human (and Heathcliff, it’s worth noting, might not be). These characters don’t talk; they scream like maniacs and bash their heads into trees and torture puppies and die out of pure spite. Very romantic.

			Carter, Angela. The Bloody Chamber. New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2015.

			The title story is one of the best contemporary Bluebeard retellings.

			du Maurier, Daphne. Rebecca. Boston, MA: Little, Brown and Company, 2013.
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			Flynn, Gillian. Gone Girl. New York, NY: Broadway Books, 2014.

			this Page.

			Levin, Ira. The Stepford Wives. New York, NY: Perennial, 2002.

			
				There are two movie adaptations, both cheesy, but Ira Levin’s original 1972 novel—in which a feminist photographer moves to the suburbs with her stellar Male Ally™ of a husband, only to find that he may not be telling her everything—still works, and shows you why this story was the missing link between Gaslight and Get Out.

			Radcliffe, Ann. The Mysteries of Udolpho. Salt Lake City, UT: Project Gutenberg Ebook, 2013.

			
				Radcliffe’s ornate prose and glacial pacing may strike some readers—including this one—as a bit of a slog, but nevertheless, this gives a taste of the intensely feminine vulnerabilities excavated by the Gothic.

			THEORY

			 

			Moers, Ellen. “Female Gothic,” excerpted from Literary Women: The Great Writers. KNARF Project, University of Pennsylvania Department of English. Accessed January 22, 2019. http://knarf.english.upenn.edu/Articles/moers.html.

			A much-cited delineation of the genre. I’m also, obviously, indebted to her thoughts on Mary Shelley and motherhood.

			CHAPTER FIVE: BIRTH

			FILM

			 

			Aronofsky, Darren. mother! Streaming. Los Angeles, CA: Paramount Pictures, 2017.

			A fascinating and unnerving attempt to write the primordial Mother back into Christian myth. Nature is personified as an ever-giving housewife whose Jehovian husband offers the neighbors dominion over their house, to increasingly catastrophic results.

			Cameron, James. Aliens. Streaming. Los Angeles, CA: Twentieth Century Fox, 1986.

			
				Contains some of the least subtle pregnancy imagery of a pregnancy-obsessed series, including Ripley’s nightmare of demonic “childbirth.” That said, the real, primal glory of this installment is the Queen, a twenty-foot-tall, perpetually pregnant, mucus-dripping vagina dentata. The war of space marines—wielders of patriarchy’s weapons, bearers of tools and rules—against the primordial Queen and her acid-blooded children makes for a story that is essentially Tiamat: In Space!

			Cronenberg, David. Dead Ringers. Streaming. From a novel by Bari Wood and Jack Geasland. Los Angeles, CA: Twentieth Century Fox, 1988.

			Emotionally repressed gynecologists rape women in an effort to control and subjugate their inherently “mutant” sexual anatomy. If you tried to adapt Of Woman Born as a soap opera whilst dosing the crew with psychedelics, this is what you’d get.

			Flender, Rodman. The Unborn. Streaming. Los Angeles, CA: Califilm, 1991.

			
				A woman tries to abort her fetus, gets denied because she’s over eight months pregnant, goes to a back-alley abortion provider—who, in what appears to be a major oversight, just hangs out in the lobby of the main abortion clinic, like an unlicensed cab trying to pick passengers up at the airport—and is defeated when the fetus not only survives the abortion, but swears revenge. The angry fetus then tricks the abortion-getter into leaving her apartment, accosts her, uses its mind-control powers (???) to make her breastfeed it, and when her husband comes home, stabs him right in the eye. The woman is forced to hunt her aborted fetus down, gun in hand, in the hopes of ending its reign of terror. I haven’t even mentioned the subplot about the militant lesbian feminist Lamaze coach, played by Kathy Griffin. I love this movie very much, and believe it should be taught in schools like The Catcher in the Rye.

			Hadžihalilović, Lucile. Évolution. Streaming. Paris, France: Potemkine Film, 2016.

			French film about a society of sea-worshiping, mermaid-like women who impregnate boys. Illuminates the terrors of pregnancy and patriarchal medicine by changing the gender dynamics; its most gruesome scare is just footage of a C-section.

			Lowe, Alice. Prevenge. Streaming. London, UK: Kaleidoscope Entertainment, 2016.

			A woman is commanded to kill by her evil fetus. Wonderful at conveying the conflicting senses of alien invasion and primal power that pregnancy can bring. Probably the only horror movie directed by and starring a pregnant woman.

			Scott, Ridley. Alien. Streaming. Los Angeles, CA: Twentieth Century Fox, 1979.

			A classic, and the chest-burster scene shows the series was obsessed with monstrous births long before the Queen showed up.

			Spielberg, Steven. Jurassic Park. Streaming. From a novel by Michael Crichton. Universal City, CA: Universal Pictures, 1993.
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			LITERATURE

			 

			Aeschylus. The House of Atreus: Being the Agamemnon, the Libation-Bearers, and the Furies. Translated by E. D. A. Morshead. Salt Lake City, UT: Project Gutenberg EBook, 2018.

			
				There have been a lot of high-profile translations of all or part of this trilogy—I’m partial to the Anne Carson Agamemnon, and the Robert Fagles translation I read in college sparked an enduring love of the work—so I’m defaulting to the most widely available, not the best. Still, no matter whose version you read, it is disappointing when the Furies sell out.

			Anonymous. Beowulf. Translated by Frances B. Gummere. Salt Lake City, UT: Project Gutenberg EBook, 2013.

			
				Again, one of many translations; Seamus Heaney’s is worth checking out, but this one’s free. When the Geatish warlord Beowulf defeats the monster Grendel, he’s forced to face an even more terrible threat—the monster’s mother. Responsible for the very useful adjective aglaeca, which means “horrifying and violent” but also “awe-inspiring and great.” When Grendel’s mother is called aglaeca, we call her monster. When Beowulf is called aglaeca, it’s usually translated as hero.

			Anonymous. “Enuma Elish: The Epic of Creation,” excerpted from The Seven Tablets of Creation, translated by L. W. King. Sacred Texts. Accessed January 26, 2019. http://www.sacred-texts.com/ane/enuma.htm.
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			Shelley, Mary. Frankenstein, or: The Modern Prometheus. Salt Lake City, UT: Project Gutenberg EBook, 2008.
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			NONFICTION

			 

			Asma, Stephen T. On Monsters: An Unnatural History of Our Worst Fears. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2009.

			A comprehensive look at historical monstrosity; especially useful for his explanation of monstrous birth and Aristotelian theories of generation.

			Garbes, Angela. Like a Mother: A Feminist Journey Through the Science and Culture of Pregnancy. New York, NY: Harper-Wave, 2018.

			It is shocking how much medical science does not know about pregnancy—or, for that matter, about the body of anyone who isn’t a cis man. In the United States, many pregnant people aren’t given the help they need to have healthy births, they aren’t taught enough about their own bodies to know how pregnancy will affect them, and they aren’t treated or screened by doctors for even the most common postpartum complications and injuries. Garbes covers all this, and points out the often unappreciated powers of pregnant bodies along the way.

			THEORY

			 

			Chu, Andrea Long. “Extreme Pregnancy.” Boston Review. Summer 2018. http://bostonreview.net/forum/all-reproduction-assisted/andrea-long-chu-extreme-pregnancy.

			Chu recounts saving her own sperm before transition as a means of grappling with the “naturalness” (or lack thereof) of reproduction. Chu argues that, even though we know biologically essentialist views of reproduction and gender are bad for us, we cannot seem to give up “nature as an object of desire.”

			Firestone, Shulamith. The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution. New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2012.

			Famously argues that women will not be free until we’re freed from reproduction. I’m less than inspired by Firestone’s vision of mechanical wombs—it seems to me that we can take the burden off women just by sharing the work of pregnancy, childbirth, and parenting with a wider variety of genders—but her calls for the end of the patriarchal nuclear family ring true.

			Halberstam, Jack (writing as Judith Halberstam). Skin Shows: Gothic Horror and the Technology of Monsters. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1995.

			Halberstam’s definition of the monster as the liminal figure of inhumanity that produces our definition of “human” is threaded all through this book, and particularly in its discussions of freakishness.

			Rothman, Barbara Katz. “Beyond Mothers and Fathers: Ideology in a Patriarchal Society.” In Maternal Theory: Essential Readings, edited by Andrea O’Reilly. Bradford, Canada: Demeter Press, 2007.

			Rothman connects the ideologies of patriarchy, technology, and capitalism to show how babies have become “products,” and mothers—including exploited lower-class women, such as surrogates and biological mothers in impoverished countries—have become cheap, devalued labor.

			Walker, Barbara G. The Woman’s Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets. London, UK: Pandora, 1995.

			The “women’s spirituality” movement within feminism is often regarded as a boondoggle, characterized by sloppy scholarship, gender essentialism, and hard politics melting into New Age mush. I remain fond of it because of its core insight: if women are to change the world, our myths must also change. Walker’s book is a sort of Key to All Mythologies for the goddess movement. I find that she oversteps her bounds when dealing with nonwhite cultures, and I wouldn’t cite anything in here without checking it against a more academic source, but at her best, she traces the shape of something—a primordial female force that is all about snakes and moons, birth and sex, blood and black water—that inspires genuine awe.

			CHAPTER SIX: FAMILY

			FILM

			 

			Amenábar, Alejandro. The Others. Streaming. New York, NY: Dimension Films, 2001.

			
				The best Turn of the Screw adaptation that doesn’t actually adapt The Turn of the Screw. Stars Nicole Kidman as a tightly wound, overwhelmed single mother tormented by both her creepy, light-averse children and her increasingly sinister servants—though we come to realize just how sinister Kidman herself is before the movie is out.

			Clayton, Jack. The Innocents. DVD. Los Angeles, CA: Twentieth Century Fox, 1961.

			
				A more direct adaptation of The Turn of the Screw, scripted by Truman Capote, which (though it makes the ghosts more real than I’d like) effectively plays up the sexual hysteria at the heart of the tale. Famously contains a very weird scene in which a small child Frenches his nanny.

			Kent, Jennifer. The Babadook. Streaming. Toronto, ON, Canada / Kew, Victoria, Australia: Entertainment One and Umbrella Entertainment, 2014.

			
				The story of a single mother with an ambiguously disordered son. The mother becomes increasingly abusive toward the boy as she begins to blame him for all her suffering, with the titular demon—who taunts her to “come see what’s underneath”—standing in for her depression and rage. Outside of The Fifth Child, this is the grimmest depiction I know of motherly labor.

			LeRoy, Mervyn. The Bad Seed. DVD. From a novel by William March and a play by Maxwell Anderson. Burbank, CA: Warner Bros, 1956.

			A woman slowly begins to understand that her prepubescent daughter is a violent psychopath. A withering look at mid-’50s domesticity; the ending is so disturbing filmmakers had to attach two or three false, reassuring endings after the fact before censors would permit it to be shown.

			Nakata, Hideo. Dark Water. Streaming. From a novel by Koji Suzuki. Tokyo, Japan: Toho Company, 2002.

			Single motherhood is even more heavily stigmatized in Japan than it is in the United States. That pressure fuels this unexpectedly moving ghost story. A single mother tries to keep custody of her little girl after a divorce, while living in an apartment haunted by the ghost of a fatally neglected child; the center cannot hold, and the conclusion makes me cry every time.

			Rosenberg, Stuart. The Amityville Horror. Streaming. From a book by Jay Anson. Los Angeles, CA: American International Pictures, 1979.

			
				Ed and Lorraine Warren are horror’s favorite grifters; this was one of their first famous cases. Though the Warrens themselves are cut out of the film version, all their favorite haunted-house tropes—from ghosts as the embodiment of marital discord to unexplained swarms of flies—are on display.

			Wan, James. The Conjuring. DVD. Los Angeles, CA: New Line Cinema, 2013.

			The canonization of the Warrens continues apace, with an admittedly decent ghost story that portrays Ed and Lorraine as a supernaturally wholesome presence restoring order to the Perrons’ demonic, child-eating house. Granted, Wan does this by eliminating more or less all of the useful context for the story, but that’s to be expected.

			LITERATURE

			 

			Jackson, Shirley. The Haunting of Hill House. New York, NY: Penguin Horror, 2013.

			A woman spirals out of control in a haunted house that seems to know, and mirror, her history with her mother. Every ghost story you read is trying to be this book, and usually failing.

			James, Henry. The Turn of the Screw. Salt Lake City, UT: Project Gutenberg EBook, 2018.
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			Lessing, Doris. The Fifth Child. New York, NY: Vintage International, 2010.
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			Morrison, Toni. Beloved. New York, NY: Vintage Books, 2007.

			The ghost stories of mothers of color are rarely told. This is the big, canonical exception: the story of a mother who kills her youngest child to spare it from slavery, and what happens when the baby comes back.

			NONFICTION

			 

			Brittle, Gerald. The Demonologist: The Extraordinary Career of Ed + Lorraine Warren. Los Angeles, CA: Graymalkin Media, 2013.

			This thing is amazing: a square, earnest, Christian family counseling manual wherein one of the counselors is a “clairvoyant” and demon dolls occasionally strangle their owners in their sleep.

			O’Connell, Meaghan. And Now We Have Everything: On Motherhood Before I Was Ready. Boston, MA: Little, Brown and Company, 2018.

			In recent years, feminists have leaned into writing about motherhood as work, and the emotional exhaustion and ambivalence that comes with caring for small children. O’Connell is an early practitioner of the form; this book expands upon her popular parenting essays to create a memoir of unexpected pregnancy, traumatic birth, and complicated matrescence.

			Perron, Andrea. House of Darkness, House of Light: The True Story, Volume 1. Bloomington, IN: AuthorHouse, 2011.
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			Purkiss, Diane. At the Bottom of the Garden: A Dark History of Fairies, Hobgoblins and Other Troublesome Things. New York, NY: New York University Press, 2003.

			
				A history of fairy faith as reproductive horror, encompassing Greek lamiae, Irish changelings, and The X-Files. One of my favorite books ever written.

			THEORY

			 

			Badinter, Elisabeth. Mother Love: Myth and Reality. New York, NY: MacMillan Publishing Co., 1981.
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			Rich, Adrienne. Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution—Tenth Anniversary Edition. New York, NY: W. W. Norton and Company, 1986.

			Epochal study of maternal ambivalence and how “motherhood” has been taken away from women and put in the hands of male authorities. The lines about ambivalence are quoted in nearly every contemporary book about motherhood, and for good reason.

			CHAPTER SEVEN: BAD MOTHERS

			FILM

			 

			Cronenberg, David. The Brood. DVD. Atlanta, GA: New World Pictures, 1979.

			A mother literally gives birth to her own rage, over and over, in the form of evil mutant babies that go out and kill her enemies. This is not one of the more subtle entries on our list.

			Cunningham, Sean S. Friday the 13th. Streaming. Los Angeles, CA: Paramount Pictures, 1980.

			
				Some slashers are tense and gritty; some are surreal and nightmarish. Then, there’s Friday the 13th, which is just silly. The franchise takes a knowingly trashy premise—a child drowns because of horny camp counselors, leading to the rise of a killer who exclusively targets sexy teens—and just sort of goofs off for as long as it takes to fill out any given movie’s run time. Admittedly, the premise makes a lot more sense in this first installment, where (a) Jason Voorhees is actually dead, and (b) the killer is his prudish and enraged mom.

			Demme, Jonathan. The Silence of the Lambs. DVD. From a novel by Thomas Harris. Los Angeles, CA: Orion Pictures, 1991.

			
				Jodie Foster’s Clarice set a new template for women in horror—competent, non-objectified, adult; she was reincarnated as Dana Scully just a few years later—and Hannibal Lecter is one of the great modern monsters. Which makes it all the more frustrating that this is the movie responsible for Buffalo Bill.

			de Palma, Brian. Carrie. DVD. From a novel by Stephen King. Beverley Hills, CA: United Artists, 1976.

			
				Obviously. this Page.

			Hitchcock, Alfred. Psycho. DVD. From a novel by Robert Bloch. Los Angeles, CA: Paramount Pictures, 1960.

			Robert Bloch wrote a novel in which a psychosexually stunted Gein clone decapitated a blonde in the shower. It was Alfred Hitchcock’s choice to turn her death into a barely coded sexual encounter—that rhythmically stabbing knife!—and by so doing, create an entire cinematic vocabulary of sex = death = sex that still more or less defines horror. Granted, Hitchcock did this because he was a massive creep who did, in fact, find it hot to traumatize blonde women. You take what you can get, I suppose.

			Hooper, Tobe. The Texas Chainsaw Massacre. DVD. Los Angeles, CA: Bryanston Distributing, 1974.

			Gein was famously haunted by phantom smells, claiming the world “smelled like flesh.” If any movie smells like flesh, it’s this one, which takes the cadaverous decor and skin masks of the Gein case and transposes them from chilly Wisconsin to a sweaty Texas summer. You can smell the rot through the screen.

			Philippe, Alexandre O. 78/52: Hitchcock’s Shower Scene. Streaming. USA: IFC Midnight, 2017.

			
				Documentary. The first kill in Psycho is a cinematic landmark, and notably, provided the title for this book. This film examines the primal encounter of dead blonde and bad mother from just about every angle. (The scene of noted creepy actor Elijah Wood figuring out in real time how to play Norman Bates is a delight.) Contains more information on how Psycho arose from ’50s ideas of the family and encroaching cultural paranoia about “overbearing” moms.

			TELEVISION

			 

			Bates Motel. Created by Anthony Cipriano, Carlton Cuse, and Kerry Ehrin. A&E, March 2013.

			
				A gritty teen reboot of Psycho in which Norma is still around, its considerable charms are summed up by a scene in which pensive high schooler Norman Bates does his homework while listening to Katy Perry’s “Roar.”

			NONFICTION

			 

			Douglas, John, and Mark Olshaker. Mindhunter: Inside the FBI’s Elite Serial Crime Unit. New York, NY: Scribner, 1998.

			
				Douglas does for serial killers what Ed and Lorraine Warren did for demons, portraying them as the inevitable monsters created by twentieth-century nuclear family breakdown. Tells us that the cure for serial killing is “more love” shortly after he explains why fourteen-year-olds should be sent to adult prisons.

			Gollmar, Robert H. Edward Gein: America’s Most Bizarre Murderer. New York, NY: Pinnacle Books, 1984.

			Ed Gein’s full confession and psych evaluation are available for purchase online, thanks to the thriving and morally questionable serial-killer memorabilia market. Alternately, there’s this, by the judge who ruled on his case—a weird mix of titillation and legal transcript. Be forewarned, there are photos.

			Schechter, Harold. Deviant: The Shocking True Story of Ed Gein, the Original Psycho. New York, NY: Pocket Books, 2010.

			Poor Augusta.

			THEORY

			 

			Chodorow, Nancy. The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender. Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1978.

			On the construction of the female psyche within patriarchy, and specifically how girls are hollowed out and made into mothers.

			Dinnerstein, Dorothy. The Mermaid and the Minotaur: Sexual Arrangements and Human Malaise. New York, NY: Harper Colophon, 1977.

			
				Argues that all misogyny ultimately arises from our relationships with our mothers, and that it’s women’s role in training us to be loyal to a destructive, patriarchal order—not their individual sins—that makes us so angry at Mom.

			Janisse, Kier-La. House of Psychotic Women: An Autobiographical Topography of Female Neurosis in Horror and Exploitation Films. Surrey, UK: FAB Press, 2012.

			Janisse is all over this book, but I’m especially indebted to her thoughts on Margaret White and maternal madness.

			CONCLUSION: THE WOMAN AT THE EDGE OF THE WOODS

			FILM

			 

			Argento, Dario. Suspiria. Streaming. Rome, Italy: Produzioni Atlas Consorziate, 1977.

			More a visual experience than a story, but key to the evolution of the genre. The witch emerges from a dreamlike, cloistered female space, like a nightmare, or a secret, or a memory of something long ago.

			Bava, Mario. Black Sunday [Remastered Edition]. Streaming. From a story by Nikolai Gogol. New York, NY: Kino Lorber Films, 2012.

			A witch is resurrected from the dead after being tortured and executed, with the intent of possessing her descendant, a fragile and virtuous maiden who happens to look exactly like her.

			Biller, Anna. The Love Witch. Streaming. Brooklyn, NY: Oscilloscope, 2016.

			A technically brilliant recreation of ’70s witchsploitation (though Biller herself says she was aiming more for Hitchcock) that asks why we find women’s desire for love so threatening.

			Dunne, Griffin. Practical Magic. DVD. From a novel by Alice Hoffman. Burbank, CA: Warner Bros., 1998.

			If the Lilith Fair could be broken down and distilled into a concentrate, it would be this movie, a golden-toned ’90s rom-com in which Sandra Bullock and Nicole Kidman light candles, listen to vaguely funky folk music, have wild girls’ nights over a margarita, and intermittently just straight-up murder dudes and play with their corpses.

			Eggers, Robert. The Witch: A New-England Folktale. Streaming. New York, NY: A24, 2015.

			A faithful and frightening story about the witch as imagined by early Americans. Very good, even if it does end with a goat whispering to a teen about the forbidden allure of full-fat dairy.

			Fleming, Andrew. The Craft. Streaming. Culver City, CA: Columbia Pictures, 1996.

			
				About half of all women my age carry the image of a black-lipsticked, dagger-wielding Fairuza Balk in some hidden place behind their eyeballs, like a trademark or a bad tattoo. If I find the mark of The Craft on someone, I know we understand each other.

			Fleming, Victor, George Cukor (uncredited), Mervyn LeRoy (uncredited), Norman Taurog (uncredited), and King Vidor (uncredited). The Wizard of Oz. DVD. From a novel by L. Frank Baum. Beverley Hills, CA: Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), 1939.

			Margaret Hamilton’s performance as the Wicked Witch was so notoriously terrifying for small children that she booked an appearance on Mister Rogers to show kids why they didn’t have to be frightened of the Wicked Witch—which then had to be pulled from all future reruns because parents wrote in to complain that she had scared their children.

			Guadagnino, Luca. Suspiria. Streaming. Santa Monica, CA: Amazon Studios, 2018.

			Posterity will no doubt judge me harshly, but I like it more than the original, if only because it’s more on my wavelength. Guadagnino’s witches are all sinew and sweat, gushing blood and gaping labia, somehow intensely erotic without ever being sexy. The movie works itself into such a primordial, biological groove that it feels inevitable when this, too, turns into a story about birth and what it means to be a mother.

			Moore, Hollingsworth. Daughters of Satan. Streaming. Beverley Hills, CA: United Artists, 1972.

			Hilariously blatant example of how men of the ’60s and ’70s used witches to work out their sexual hang-ups; a young stud discovers his wife is the reincarnation of an evil witch he burned in a past life. Her coven’s occult rituals center around torturing naked ladies in dungeons.

			Polanski, Roman. Rosemary’s Baby. DVD. From a novel by Ira Levin. Los Angeles, CA: Paramount Pictures, 1968.

			This exists. Given the other things Polanski is famous for, let’s just leave it there.

			Romero, George A. Season of the Witch. Streaming. Beverley Hills, CA: Jack H. Harris Enterprises, 1973.
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			TELEVISION

			 

			Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Created by Joss Whedon. The WB, March 1997.

			Contemporary feminists often look askance at creator Joss Whedon, and the decision to kill off Willow’s girlfriend provoked a legendary amount of backlash. Still, the impact of the series—particularly Willow Rosenberg, the first teen TV heroine to have a girlfriend at all—is generational.

			NONFICTION

			 

			Schiff, Stacy. The Witches: Suspicion, Betrayal, and Hysteria in 1692 Salem. New York, NY: Back Bay Books / Little, Brown and Company, 2015.

			A good, comprehensive look at the actual Salem witch trials, the source for so much American witch mythology.

			THEORY

			 

			Federici, Silvia. Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive Accumulation. Brooklyn, NY: Autonomedia, 2004.

			The witch as a figure of reproductive power, eliminated so that patriarchy could better estrange women from their own generative forces.

			Starhawk. The Spiral Dance: A Rebirth of the Ancient Religion of the Great Goddess—Twentieth Anniversary Edition. New York, NY: HarperCollins eBooks, 2011.

			Witchcraft as metaphysical feminism, replacing patriarchal abstraction and violence with reverence for women, bodies, and nature. Just as interesting when read as a political treatise as it is when viewed as a spiritual text, and—in both cases—more influential than many of its kind.
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