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Washington Square Arch, New York City

“A lady who used to walk through the park forty and thirty and twenty and ten years ago could have walked there the other morning and found that, after all, nothing had really changed very much,” wrote Maeve Brennan in 1966 about Washington Square Park.
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To my father, my brother,
and the memory of my mother


Author’s Note

IN WRITING ABOUT MY LIFE AND THE LIVES OF OTHERS, I SOUGHT TO be personal without being confessional. I faithfully adhered to factual information (names, places, chronology, dates), but to protect the privacy of those still living I occasionally changed identifying details, used initials instead of names, and sometimes told only part of the story.


 

 

You have won rooms of your own in the house hitherto exclusively owned by men. You are able, though not without great labour and effort, to pay the rent. You are earning your five hundred pounds a year. But this freedom is only a beginning; the room is your own, but it is still bare. It has to be furnished; it has to be decorated; it has to be shared. How are you going to furnish it, how are you going to decorate it? With whom are you going to share it, and upon what terms? These, I think are questions of the utmost importance and interest. For the first time in history you are able to ask them; for the first time you are able to decide for yourselves what the answers should be.

—Virginia Woolf, “Professions for Women,” 1931
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This is our little while. This is our chance.

—Susan Glaspell, The People, 1917
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Preface

FOR SEVERAL SUMMERS WHEN I WAS A CHILD MY FAMILY VACATIONED on a tiny island off the coast of Maine. Barely a fleck on the map, it’s a mile at the longest point, a scruffy bramble of fir trees and rocky beaches, no hotels or stores or restaurants, not even cars, only a scattering of forty or so once-grand summer homes sagging on their foundations. While the adults read or played tennis on the dusty clay courts, we children disappeared into an alternate universe, sprinting in bathing suits along gritty dirt roads and across wide green lawns, the salt air noisy with foghorns and birdcalls.

To reach the beach we raced down a path cut between hedges so tall that it felt like a chute bursting forth onto the sand and sea, catapulting us into yet another dimension. When the tide was low, rather than leap into the surf with the others, I’d break away to an isthmus of tidal pools and boulders to “play Karana.” She was the heroine of my favorite children’s novel, Island of the Blue Dolphins, based on the true story of a Native American girl who’d been left behind on an island off the coast of California in the early 1800s and who survived on her own for eighteen years.

First, I’d gather driftwood “whalebones” to stake in the damp sand in the shape of a circle—my “hut.” There was always some plastic container washed up onshore to serve as my “woven basket.” These basic preparations secure, I’d set about hunting snails. The little beasts were beyond plentiful, studding the giant rocks all around me, suctioned so tightly I had to hack at them with a stone until they clattered off. Briskly, before they could reattach themselves, I’d sweep their hard, round bodies into my “woven basket” and hurry to my “fire pit”—a hollow worn into a boulder— to “cook” them in seawater, then brutally smash their shells, pluck their dark, slimy selves from the broken shards, and pretend to “eat.” That my make-believe meal was so revolting sweetened my sense of conquest.

I built, then, my own kingdom according to my own laws, and when the sun beat down, it beat down only on me, and when my feet acclimated to the freezing water, it was my resilience that made this so. My experience of being alone was total.


1

There, Thought Unbraids Itself
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The Bolickfamily home, Newburyport, Massachusetts

WHOM TO MARRY, AND WHEN WILL IT HAPPEN—THESE TWO QUESTIONS define every woman’s existence, regardless of where she was raised or what religion she does or doesn’t practice. She may grow up to love women instead of men, or to decide she simply doesn’t believe in marriage. No matter. These dual contingencies govern her until they’re answered, even if the answers are nobody and never.

Men have their own problems; this isn’t one of them.

Initially the question of whom to marry presents itself as playacting, a child pulling a Snow White dress from a costume box and warbling the lyrics of “Someday My Prince Will Come” to her imaginary audience of soft-bottomed dwarfs. Beauty, she’s gleaned, is her power and lure, a handsome groom her just reward.

Next she deduces that a flammable polyester gown with tulle underskirts does not an actual princess make, and that beauty is in the eye of the beholder—which is to say, she discovers her market value. For me it was the morning in second grade when I understood with a cold, sharp pang why I disliked gym class, even though I was the fastest runner and could do the most chin-ups. As our gym teacher, a man, led us toward the playground, I saw that he didn’t playfully tease me the way he did my friends—the pretty ones. And so I learned, I am not pretty.

With puberty comes yet another opportunity for self-inventory. In fourth grade, I was second in my class to develop breasts, which I hid by wearing two heavy wool sweaters simultaneously all through an exceptionally warm spring—intuiting, rightly, that when the world saw what my body was up to I’d be thrust into a glare of visibility I wasn’t prepared to meet.

Fifth grade: buck teeth. Sixth grade: braces. Seventh grade: popularity. I’d always found friendship easy, with boys and girls both; now I was also getting romantic attention and the two beams of social approval wove themselves into a crown. During class, my friends and I traded intricately folded notes about our crushes and practiced writing our someday surnames in fancy cursive letters. When I saw the high school girls’ soccer team circled for warmups, one girl at center leading the stretches, I decided that someday I, too, would be team captain.

Eighth grade brought with it hourglass proportions, which I learned while swimming in the pool at my grandparents’ retirement complex in Florida. Two college boys appeared out of nowhere, cannonballed into the water, then shot to the surface, wet heads gleaming. “Gotta protect that one,” they leered, loudly enough so that my mother, reading on a lounge chair, could hear. I blushed with pleasure and shame—and the shame of pleasure. What did it mean? Later she explained my “nice figure.”

And so the approach of ninth grade made me mournful and agitated. I suspected that thirteen was the last, outermost ring of the final stage of childhood, and that those idle diversions I’d never thought to question—long hours paging through picture books trying to spot an overlooked arm reaching out from the rubble of Pompeii, or “praying” to the Greek gods (the most plausible deities, I’d decided)—would soon seem immature, unsuitable. When I turned fourteen and began my freshman year in high school, I’d have to cede the private kingdom of my imaginary life to the demands of that larger empire, where the girls who were already drinking beer and having sex were writing new laws I didn’t want to play by but couldn’t ignore.

Braces and breasts—and so a girl becomes, if not one of the pretty ones, attractive. To boys, I mean. College sees a few more adjustments—baby fat melts away; the late bloomer sprouts curves; the blandly pretty cultivates envy for the beautiful’s chiseled bones—and then the real games commence, carrying on from campus through her twenties and thirties.

Some get the matter over with as quickly as possible, out of love or duty or fear. I’ve had friends who consider themselves plain tell me they seized the first husband they could get, leaving the playing fields open to the pretty and the hot. Others postpone the inevitable as long as possible, each passing year more thrillingly uncertain than the last. Their evasions are inscrutable to the romantics, who lie in wait, expectant, anxious.

It’s hard to say which is more exhausting: the sheer arbitrariness of knowing that her one true love could appear out of anywhere, anytime, and change her fate in an instant (you never know who’s just around the corner!), or the effortful maintenance (manicures, blowouts, bikini waxes, facials) that ensures she’ll be ripe for the picking when it happens.

Eventually, whether you choose or are chosen, joyously accept or grudgingly resist, you take the plunge.

You are born, you grow up, you become a wife.

But what if it wasn’t this way?

What if a girl grew up like a boy, with marriage an abstract, someday thought, a thing to think about when she became an adult, a thing she could do, or not do, depending?

What would that look and feel like?
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In 2012, I read that modern America’s first iconic single woman and my favorite girlhood poet, Edna St. Vincent Millay, had lived in my hometown in the early 1900s. Obviously, Google Earth wouldn’t do. I rented a car and drove the five hours north from my studio apartment, in Brooklyn, New York, to the house I grew up in, on the coast of Massachusetts.

The news had astonished me, both the exciting nearness of a woman I admire, and that I hadn’t known it already. We the people of the historic seaport (so heralds a sign on the highway) of Newburyport put great stock in our civic past; it’s how we compensate for having no contemporary relevance. Every schoolchild is taught that George Washington once spent a night in what is now the public library. John Quincy Adams slept everywhere, apparently. Yet we don’t stake our rightful claim to one of the twentieth century’s most famous poets.

Admittedly, it wasn’t Millay’s poetry that had inspired me to make the trip. When I was twenty-three my mother died unexpectedly, and in the months that followed I’d been gutted to discover that without our conversations, which I’d always assumed would be there for the having, I had absolutely no idea how to make sense of myself.

Unconsciously at first, and eventually with something resembling intention, I began the very long process of re-creating our conversations—not with other, real, live women, who could only ever be gross approximations of the mother I missed, but with real, dead women, whom I could sidle up to shyly and get to know slowly, through the works they left behind and those written about them.

By now, including Edna Millay, there were five such women: essayist Maeve Brennan, columnist Neith Boyce, novelist Edith Wharton, and social visionary Charlotte Perkins Gilman.

I’d come to consider them my “awakeners,” a term I’d borrowed from Wharton, who used it in her memoir, A Backward Glance, to describe the books and thinkers who’d guided her intellectual studies. Granted, mine was a more sentimental education. I’d encountered each awakener at a different stage in my own coming-of-age as an adult, which, I could no longer deny, I finally was. I’d just turned forty.

I’d made a very big deal of the birthday. Those of us who’ve bypassed the exits for marriage and children tend to motor through our thirties like unlicensed drivers, unauthorized grown-ups. Some days it’s great—you’re a badass outlaw on the joyride that is life! Other days you’re an overgrown adolescent borrowing your dad’s car and hoping the cops don’t pull you over. Along the way I decided to take as faith Erik Erikson’s famous theory of psychosocial development, which maintains that age forty is when “young adulthood” ends and “middle adulthood” begins, and I vowed that when that day came, I’d properly celebrate my place in the order of things, no matter how unsettling it felt to accept I was no longer young.

For six months my friend Alexandra and I planned a seaside clambake for forty of our mutual friends and closest family, to be held several towns south of Newburyport the first weekend in July. Alexandra is married, with two children, and, possibly because of this, handled our wedding-like preparations with more sangfroid than I, who had never hosted a big event and fixated on every last detail, most fanatically, the exact-right motif.

It should be simple, I decided, and nautical (an anchor, a clipper ship, a crab) yet also . . . iconic, representative of transition, one door opening as another closes (Janus), or perhaps straddling two worlds (a centaur, a minotaur) but female obviously (not a harpy; a Valkyrie?).

That it took me so long to arrive at the obvious made my final preparations all the more manic. The night before the party I stubbornly carved a mermaid into a linoleum block—a skill last deployed as a YWCA camp counselor the summer before college—poured a pan of black ink, and doggedly printed her shapely silhouette onto forty red-striped cotton dishtowels, one for each guest, while my new boyfriend, S, gamely affixed homemade mermaid stickers to matchboxes, somewhat alarmed, he later admitted, to witness what happens when, as my family has long put it, I get a bee in my bonnet.

My heart hummed. Hadn’t I wished as a girl to be a mermaid, and wasn’t I a mermaid now? Never before had I been so liminal: astride the threshold between young womanhood and middle adulthood; in love but living alone; half invisible, half statistical reality*—as in, over the course of my own lifetime the ranks of unmarried women (and men) had grown so swiftly that the number reached a record high, turning what had felt, in my twenties, to be a marginalized status into a demographic so enormous it was no longer possible to question our existence.

The next morning the caterer, my childhood friend Martha, who’d reinvented herself as a feast-maker, arrived with buckets of lobsters and clams. Our friend Alison, an antiques dealer, laid the rented tables with black-and-white gingham cloths and silver candelabra. Like me, they were both unmarried mermaids, as were all but one of my female guests.

Without a doubt I was forcing myself toward epiphany, come hell or high water, but it worked. The night itself was clear and warm. Watching my family mingle with friends from every stage of my life, some they’d known forever and others they’d never met, I began to sense a shift in my perception, a growing awareness that I was now in possession of not only a future, but also a past. It was almost a physical sensation, as if everything I’d ever thought or done had been embroidered onto the long train of a gown that now trailed behind me wherever I went.

When I looked over my shoulder to inspect this feat of silken wizardry, there they were, my five ghostly awakeners, holding it aloft.

I’d never regarded all five women together before, as a group, and in the weeks following the party I found that I couldn’t stop. The oldest was born in 1860, the youngest in 1917. One was from Ireland, but they’d all spent their adult lives in America (at least through young adulthood; one decamped to France in her forties). Though all were writers of various stripes, none had been friends in their lifetimes.

These women had been with me for over a decade, and yet still they were mostly abstractions, spectral beings confined to the invisible sanctum that exists between the reader and the page, as if they weren’t once real people who’d walked this same earth, negotiating their own very different personal and historical circumstances.

Discovering that Edna Millay had actually walked the streets of Newburyport, the only place to which I feel an intense, visceral attachment, as if it’s not merely my hometown but a phantom limb, ignited a desire to bring all five of my awakeners back to life, so to speak. Getting to know them, really know them—visit their homes; read their letters; smell their perfume—was a task long overdue. I wasn’t sure what I’d learn by seeing Edna’s house, for example, but given how sensitive I am to my own surroundings, I knew it would somehow deepen my understanding of who she’d been.

I drove the first hour of the trip in silence; the snarl of exits and on-ramps that quarantines New York City from the rest of the state requires militant attention to the GPS. But once I’d hit the highway, I turned on the radio and toggled through the stations, a baggy American songbook.

I’d chanced upon my five awakeners with a similar hopscotch of happenstance and instinct, and until well past New Haven I suffered a variant of commitment phobia, or buyer’s remorse, tallying up all those who might have been, musicians and artists and thinkers just as interesting as the ones I’d chosen.

This ad-hoc approach had discounted scores of perfectly acceptable candidates. For instance, Mary McCarthy, many a bookish girl’s imaginary avatar, even though one morning I found myself looking in the bathroom mirror thinking a passage from her Intellectual Memoirs as if it were my own: “It was getting rather alarming. I realized one day that in twenty-four hours I had slept with three different men. . . . I did not feel promiscuous. Maybe no one does.”

But crossing from Connecticut into Massachusetts, I remembered that McCarthy a) had been a touch too coolly imperturbable at the exact moment I needed warmth and b) grew up in Seattle and Minneapolis, two cities I know nothing about.

All four of my native-born women had strong ties to New England.

Besides, I decided, isn’t that how falling in love so often works? Some stranger appears out of nowhere and becomes a fixed star in your universe. My susceptibility to the seeming poetry of random chance is both blessing and curse.

By now it was late evening. I took the exit for Newburyport and continued along High Street, a wide boulevard of pretty eighteenth- and nineteenth-century houses, toward the center of town. As always, the buildings of my youth were exactly where I’d left them. The deceptively dignified-looking Newburyport High School. The tiny, shingled Lynch’s Pharmacy, where I was always greeted by name. St. Paul’s Church, home of my Montessori kindergarten and later my mother’s funeral. The sweet red-brick façade of my grammar school.

Four of my five awakeners were redheads.

Not until I was driving through my blindingly white hometown did I realize that the only characteristics all five women had in common were a highly ambivalent relationship to the institution of marriage, the opportunity to articulate this ambivalence, and whiteness—each of which, arguably, was inextricable from the rest. During the period I was drawn to—primarily, the turn of the last century—vanishingly few women of color were given the privilege to write and publish and, therefore, speak across the decades.

And then thinking ceased and muscle memory took over and I turned left onto our street, pulled into the driveway, and parked the car.

The house was dark; it’s not exactly a home anymore. In 1990 it began to empty out—first me, then my grandmother, then my little brother, and finally our mother. After she died, my father easily could have sold this vestige of his former existence—a three-story “double house” built by two brothers in the early 1800s, it has ye olde New England appeal—and for a long while I braced myself for that eventuality, one I had no control over and desperately didn’t want.

So I was relieved if slightly horrified when, instead of unloading it, he quit his small law firm downtown, colonized what had been the dining room, living room, and my late grandmother’s bedroom into an office suite, and launched his own private law practice on the first floor. He even hung a plastic IN/OUT sign on the front door, beneath the original doorbell that still issues a throaty trill when you twist its brass handle. That was in 2000.

Nighttime in that house always seems to fall grayish, never pitch-black; I know every last inch so completely, I can see the wallpaper and furniture even when I can’t. Upstairs, when I switched on the little peach-colored lamp with its dented shade, my bedroom blinked awake: small white space with a low, sloped ceiling; makeshift valance of torn lace at the window (tacked there circa high school); messy stacks of books and old journals; wide, old floorboards dulled with dust—not much of a room.

But when I set my suitcase on the floor and started to undress, my ears adjusted to that seductive hush unique to libraries and childhood bedrooms—a busy, almost trance-inducing silence, a noiseless hum, as if all those abandoned books and journals buzzed on an alternate frequency straining to be tapped—until slowly the hush itself became real.

I’ve come to think that, much as neglect in infancy scars the eventual adult, so our first experiences of pleasurable solitude teach us how to be content by ourselves and shape the conditions in which we seek it. For me it was being alone up in that bedroom, reading or lazing about, one ear forever tuned to the orchestra of family life. As I slipped beneath the sheets, that lost din echoed in all its comforting familiarity. By the time I turned off the lamp, it seemed incomprehensible that anything of consequence had ever existed beyond this tiny pinnacle.

To set sail on the black unknown of sleep in a room that’s been “mine” nearly my entire life is one of the greatest luxuries I know. As Edna Millay once put it about an island she loved: “There, thought unbraids itself, and the mind becomes single.”
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When I set out for Edna’s house the next morning, it was almost noon, the streets empty and hot; a small town at midday is nearly as quiet as at night, everyone shut indoors at their jobs.

The distance between my childhood home and the one Edna lived in is barely a ten-minute walk, so before I knew it, there it stood: classic federalist, white with green shutters, three stories, flat roof. The way it’s set flush to the sidewalk, without even a strip of front yard, gives it a looming quality, like someone who stands too close when he talks.

I walked across the street to get a better view. I used to be embarrassed to gawk at the homes of the famous; it seemed like watching the movie version of a novel without ever reading the book. But now I know that a house is a book, just not the kind we’re accustomed to reading.

This one told a story of borrowed finery. Edna’s mother, Cora Buzzell, was born in Belfast, Maine, in 1863, met and married Henry Millay in 1889, and quickly bore three daughters—after which the couple’s differences (she was responsible and industrious, he was not) grew too obvious to ignore. By 1901, when she was thirty-eight, Cora had deemed him more trouble than he was worth, and she brought her brood to Newburyport, where her own siblings lived. Edna, the oldest daughter, was eight. Of the several houses they bounced among in town, this is the only one that remains. It was the nicest Edna had ever known, or would again until she was an adult.

Ah, I thought to myself, this is the purpose of my trip.

Newburyport was founded in the 1600s where the Merrimack River empties into the Atlantic Ocean, and prospered as a clipper shipbuilding center in the 1850s; that original boom-time class system is writ into the architecture. At the top is High Street, the main thoroughfare, a parade of grand, cupola-topped mansions erected by wealthy ship captains. Between that and the river is the crowded middle—these are the streets I’d walked from my house to hers—a latticework of small and large clapboard houses built by rope-makers and blacksmiths, merchants and distillers. The lowest class—longshoremen and stevedores—was sequestered along the waterfront in a rat-infested village of seamy boarding-houses (since razed and developed as parkland).

I knew from my reading that as adults Edna and I had little in common, but as children we were very similar, highly sensitive to what we did and did not like, imaginative though not dreamy, as that adjective often implies—more like bossy, in the best sense of the word. If I learned how class works by walking the streets of this town, then she did, as well. Her house, like mine, is just off that main thoroughfare, attractive without being showy, a house to be proud of—and grandeur proximate.

The longer I looked at Edna’s old house, the more I saw: the template for the one she’d go on to buy in 1924, and the distance she would traverse as a person; that house, also, would be a federalist, also white with green shutters, though on seven hundred acres in New York State, near the Massachusetts border. The resemblance was striking, right down to the delicate, semicircular fanlight window capping the front door.

After a while I stopped gawking and turned back. Making my way along the ancient brick sidewalks, buckled by tree roots and warped by cold snaps, I wondered what my childhood home might reveal about me to a stranger. It never ceases to astonish me how readily we presume to know ourselves, when in fact we know so little.
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Each of us is a museum that opens for business the moment we’re born, with memory the sole curator. How could a staff of one possibly stay abreast of all those holdings? No sooner does a moment occur than it’s relegated to the past, requiring that it be labeled, sorted, and filed into the appropriate cabinet. Given this ceaseless deluge of paperwork, it’s no wonder we have such a tenuous handle on the present. And so the curator toils alongside us in the dark, bereft of the information needed to truly understand who we are; the individual is inseparable from context.

Take the topic at hand: the Single Woman. In the museum of your mind, your conscious ideas about her are on prominent display. It’s a very smart exhibit, with an auditorium for viewing old film and television clips (Ally McBeal, Living Single, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Murphy Brown, Sex and the City), a collection of yellowed magazine advertisements mounted on the walls, headphones for listening to audio recordings of all the relevant conversations you’ve had with friends, and (once you’ve read this book) a neat row of glass cases in which facts and figures are typed on placards set beside diaries and letters that date all the way back to the founding of America. Impressive!

Except the curator forgot to check the vault in the basement, the one where all the cultural attitudes about single women you’ve inherited from everyone you’ve ever known, particularly your parents, are spilling out of the cabinets and papering the floor. And that’s not all. On the front desk is an unopened report that just arrived from a think tank collating all the current statistics about single women in America,* which means you need a new glass display case.

The graph depicts a V, with the year 1890 sitting atop the left arm and the year 2013 atop the right. The overall number of single women in America starts at a high of 34 percent in 1890, slides down one percent per decade, all the way to the bottom point of the V—17 percent in 1960—and then climbs back up and up, 2 percent per decade, to 53 percent in 2013.

Every year I try to reread Doris Lessing’s slim 1987 polemic (originally a lecture series), Prisons We Choose to Live Inside. In the book, this “epicist of the female experience,” as the Swedish Academy put it when awarding her the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2007, reminds us how difficult it is to detach ourselves from the mass emotions and social conditions of the age we’re born into; all of us, male and female, are “part of the great comforting illusions, and part illusions, which every society uses to keep up its confidence in itself.”

A few pages later she writes, “Very few people indeed are happy as solitaries, and they tend to be seen by their neighbours as peculiar or selfish or worse. Most people cannot stand being alone for long. They are always seeking groups to belong to. We are group animals still, and there is nothing wrong with that. But what is dangerous is not the belonging to a group, or groups, but not understanding the social laws that govern groups and govern us.”

To further thwart self-knowledge, there’s a theory that we as humans lack the imagination to “remember” any further back than the generation or two that directly precedes us, limiting our historical memory to the eras of our parents and grandparents. This may be why the so-called “golden years” of the 1950s and early 1960s loom so large in our contemporary consciousness, bullying many of us into believing that the institution of marriage was always thus, and will be evermore. We simply can’t see through that dense hedge of norms and expectations to the decades that came before.

The flip side of this collective assumption is that the single woman has always been stigmatized as a lonely old spinster with too many cats, for example. Certainly she was reviled in the 1950s, in the way all minorities are stigmatized, to ratify the choices of the majority. But that was just one of the spinster’s iterations in her constantly evolving reputation. Perceptions of her have fluctuated so wildly across the decades that she’s never merely a living, breathing being, but is also a lightning rod for attitudes toward women in general. She’s selfless: Lady Liberty, Florence Nightingale, Mother Teresa. She’s charmingly eccentric: Mary Poppins, Holly Golightly, Auntie Mame. She’s powerful: Rosie the Riveter, Wonder Woman, Joan of Arc.

Which is also to say that in spite of her prevalence the single woman is nearly always considered an anomaly, an aberration from the social order. Piece together all her guises and you get a Ler-naean hydra, bristling with countless projections and assumptions. (In 2006, social psychologist Bella DePaulo, PhD, coined the word singlism to mean “the stereotyping, stigmatizing, and discrimination against people who are single.”)

As I thought about Edna Millay and her mother, I found I wasn’t even sure what a single woman is, exactly. Unmarried, obviously. But we were three unmarried women (including myself), in one neighborhood, in different eras, at various ages and life stages—were we all single women?

Not young Edna, of course; by the time she left Newburyport, she was only twelve, just a girl—though, hold on. In Shakespeare’s time reproductive ability equaled maturity; Juliet was thirteen when she married Romeo. At what age was a girl considered a woman in America at the turn of the last century? For this I turned to marriage historian Stephanie Coontz: throughout the 1800s the legal age of consent in most states was ten, eleven, or twelve—seven in Delaware—but, mercifully, by century’s end social reformers had pushed that number to between sixteen and eighteen.*

Edna’s mother and I were both around forty, but unlike her I’d never been married or, therefore, divorced. Is a divorcée a single woman? And what about widows—do they count?

Because single women and married women have historically had different rights, I asked my father to consult his Black’s Law Dictionary, the most widely used law dictionary in the United States. There’s no entry for “single woman,” but there is the very glamorous-sounding Latin term feme sole: “a single woman, including those who have been married but whose marriage has been dissolved by death or divorce, and, for most purposes, those women who are judicially separated from their husbands.” (Note that even the law defines a single woman by what she lacks.)

DePaulo elaborates on that definition of a single woman. She argues that you’re “socially single” if you’re sexually or emotionally involved with someone but the two of you don’t consider yourself a couple, or don’t meet society’s definition of coupledom (which ranges from exclusivity to cohabitation). Further, you’re “personally single” if you think of yourself as single, even if you’re coupled.

That her definitions apply to men and women alike might seem to suggest that the single experience is the same regardless of gender. But the old-fashioned synonyms that remain in circulation indicate otherwise. Bachelor originally referred to men of inferior status in professions so demanding, they precluded marriage. In thirteenth-century France this meant, for instance, a theological candidate who held merely a bachelor’s degree instead of a master’s. Around 1300 the word crossed into English to describe low-ranking knights. Much later, Victorian matchmakers appropriated the term and added eligible, for an unmarried man blessed with financial and social inducements, and confirmed, for any who wanted to remain that way. By the late nineteenth century the term had neutralized to simply mean “unmarried man,” as it still does today.

The term spinster follows an inverse trajectory. It originated in fifteenth-century Europe as an honorable way to describe the girls, most of them unmarried, who spun thread for a living—one of very few respectable professions available to women. By the 1600s the term had expanded to include any unmarried woman, whether or not she spun.*

Not until colonial America did spinster become synonymous with the British old maid, a disparagement that cruelly invokes maiden (a fertile virgin girl) to signify that this matured version has never outgrown her virginal state, and is so far past her prime that she never will. At a time when procreation was necessary to building a new population, the biblical imperative to “be fruitful and multiply” felt particularly urgent, and because only wives, of course, were allowed to have sex, the settlers considered solitary women sinful, a menace to society. If a woman wasn’t married by twenty-three she became a “spinster.” If she was still unwed at twenty-six, she was written off as a hopeless “ thornback,” a species of flat, spiny fish—a discouraging start to America’s long evolution in getting comfortable with the idea of autonomous women. During the Salem Witch Trials of 1692, of the nearly two hundred people accused of witchcraft—all of them from the little farming villages and seaside towns I grew up among—the majority were adult women at the fringes of society, whether poor single mothers or widows whose wealth inspired jealousy.*

Indeed, I was raised in spinster territory. Throughout the nineteenth century, New England harbored more single women than anywhere else in the country, with the highest proportion in Massachusetts, which had more than double that of the American population as a whole. This was largely because of the massive losses sustained by the Civil War, which of course ravaged the whole country; historically, wars create a radical spike in the single female population. (In ancient Rome, repeated military campaigns so drastically depleted the pool of marriageable freemen that some single women tried to marry slaves, to much public resistance.) But other factors—the bruised postwar economy, which made it difficult for men to professionalize and marry early; a regional commitment to intellectual and literary pursuits, which extended to women—created a social atmosphere in which single women were allowed, a little bit, to flourish.

Few people, if any, seriously use the term spinster today, and yet we all agree on what she is. Oxford English Dictionary: “An unmarried woman, especially an older woman thought unlikely to marry”; American Heritage Dictionary: “Often offensive. A woman, especially an older one, who has not married”; the dictionary on my MacBook Air: “An unmarried woman, typically an older woman beyond the usual age for marriage. Usage note: In modern everyday English, ‘spinster’ cannot be used to mean simply ‘unmarried woman’; it is now always a derogatory term, referring or alluding to a stereotype of an older woman who is unmarried, childless, prissy, and repressed.” Only Black’s Law Dictionary offers a neutral definition: “The addition given in legal proceedings and in conveyancing to a woman who has never been married.”

[image: Illustration]

I’d made my trip home the month I turned forty—my era’s version of the hopeless thornback.

In ancient Rome, there were several Vestal Virgins at any given time guarding the sacred fire of Vesta, goddess of the hearth. Each was tapped for the priesthood before puberty and sworn to celibacy for thirty years. Once she’d fulfilled her service—usually by her mid-thirties, and no later than forty—she was given a pension and was free to do whatever she wanted, even marry. Marriage to a former Vestal was a coveted status symbol.

My five awakeners had brought me all this way. Maybe it was time I set down on paper everything they’d taught me, then progress into this next decade by myself.



________________

* Statistics vary by age and are therefore difficult to pin down. In September 2014, the Census Bureau reported that in 2013, 105 million people age eighteen and older were never married, divorced, or widowed, 53 percent of whom were women. Also that month, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that in August 2014 there were 124.6 million single Americans, or 50.2 percent (up from 37 percent in 1976) of the population, enabling news outlets to claim that single Americans now outnumber marrieds, but they were counting those sixteen and older.

* The graph is not actually from a think tank—my research assistant and I came up with it by combining census reports; the most recent finding is from the Census Bureau’s 2013 American Community Survey.

* Today the federal age of consent, which applies to sexual acts that involve travel between different states or countries, is sixteen, which also holds in thirty-one states; of the remaining states, eight set the age at seventeen, and ten at eighteen.

* When servants became common, so did neologisms that likewise doubled for occupation and marital status: the German magd, the British maid. In the nineteenth century, when single women recently immigrated from Ireland dominated America’s domestic workforce, the popular Celtic girl’s name Bridget became the generic term for any Irish female servant.

* Of the tens of thousands executed for witchcraft in central Europe from 1450 to 1750, three-quarters were widows over fifty who lived alone. Which is to say: their crime was the audacity of existing without a husband.
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