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More praise for The Apology

“Taut but heart-wrenching … The book is as much a powerful reckoning for [Ensler’s] father as it is for certain endemic strains of patriarchy that have necessitated that such characters always exist.” —San Francisco Chronicle

“A remarkable book.” —Brian Lehrer, WNYC

“The horrifying specificity of the abuse Ensler suffered is on full display, but so, too, is a kind of searing analysis of patriarchy as a whole.” —The Observer

“A bold act of imaginative empathy … an incredibly brave attempt to make sense of what seems senseless.” —The Sunday Times

“The Apology is a powerful description of the apology that she needed to hear, but never did, from her father, who sexually abused her as a young child.” —Psychology Today

“Profound, imaginative and devastating … Horrifying and mesmerizing in equal measure, both in its depth of inquiry and its detail … There is a moving power and poetry to the prose that rouses Arthur from his grave and holds him to account.” —The Guardian

“Ensler’s transfixing, appalling, revelatory, and cathartic performance deepens her mission of transmuting her pain into clarion stories that engender understanding, openness, healing, and liberation … Daring and resounding.” —Booklist, starred review

“At every turn, this project is a lesson in how the real work of atonement happens in the churn of the reckoning. The Apology shows all of us how to take a body back by imagining its freedom. This book is a gift to our collective liberation.” —BOMB magazine

“By reliving her own abuse through the eyes of her abuser, Ensler creates a powerfully cathartic work that sheds light on the toll that rape can take on one’s life. 5/5.” —BUST

“This imagined voice of an abusive father from the limbo of the afterlife is as intimate as it is alarming, and in crafting a letter one survivor may yearn for, Ensler taps into a broader struggle, searching to hold perpetrators accountable … Those seeking a greater understanding of psychological manipulation will appreciate this potent examination.” —Kirkus Reviews

“This bold, brutal, and ultimately healing narrative by playwright Ensler exposes the origin story of her ground-breaking play The Vagina Monologues through searing reflections on incest and abuse … A powerful and disturbing story that Ensler writes with grace and aplomb.” — Publishers Weekly

“The scourge of sexual abuse is very much at the forefront of the cultural conversation right now. The Apology promises to be a potent and extraordinarily compassionate addition to it.” —Omnivoracious

“The Apology is profound and theatrical, literary and sometimes funny, as all of Eve Ensler’s work is, and it goes without saying, it’s courageous, transformative, and, yes—healing.” —Anne Lamott

“Wisdom and insight that will be passed around as long as there are human hearts beating on this broken planet.” —Thandiwe Newton

“Accusation and punishment of the guilty is one critical step in reckoning with abuse. Eve Ensler offers another crucial step forward: the deep self-reckoning and accounting that a true apology requires. This is an urgently needed book right now.” —Jane Fonda

“In this triumph of artistry and empathy, Eve Ensler leaves us with a transformative question: What if the words we most long to hear from another can be located within ourselves? Navigating the rocky rapids between intimacy and annihilation, contrition and forgiveness, autonomy and interdependence, this is a book like no other. Few will emerge unchanged.” —Naomi Klein

“As only she can, Eve Ensler shares the story of her father’s ultimate betrayal with both unflinching candor and immeasurable grace. Through sheer creative force, she takes us on her own journey to healing. Though Ensler’s story is deeply personal, its lessons are universal.” —Anita Hill

“The Apology is a brave step toward radical healing—not just for Eve Ensler, but for all those who accept her invitation to confront the trauma of sexual abuse and find the apology they might never hear. But Ensler’s book can also be seen as an invitation to men and a road map for the apologies that need to be made.” —Tony Porter, CEO, A Call to Men

“This is one of the most original and profound books of the decade. For anyone who has ever been hurt by somebody they love, it will be deeply transformative. Twenty-five years ago, Eve Ensler transformed how women think about their bodies. With this book, she will change how all of us think about our souls.” —Johann Hari, author of Chasing the Scream and Lost Connections

“Both an excoriation and an act of startling forgiveness. Even as it depicts jaw-dropping cruelties, it probes the complexities and layers that underlie what could, in lesser hands, appear as the opaque surface of pure evil. Eve Ensler unflinchingly increases our understanding of the human experience even at its darkest, which is quite possibly a writer’s, any writer’s, most significant contribution.” —Michael Cunningham

“Eve Ensler’s book is for people like me who find apologies to be perfunctory and unsatisfying, even infuriating without a clear-eyed reckoning of why the hurt was done. Here is a guide for those who have not received the apology they deserve, and for those who know there is one they’ve yet to give.” —Kimberlé Crenshaw

“Extraordinary … altogether magnificent.” —Maria Popova
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I am done waiting. My father is long dead. He will never say the words to me. He will not make the apology. So it must be imagined. For it is in our imagination that we can dream across boundaries, deepen the narrative, and design alternative outcomes.

This letter is an invocation, a calling up. I have tried to allow my father to speak to me as he would speak. Although I have written the words I needed my father to say to me, I had to make space for him to come through me.

There is so much about him, his history, that he never shared with me, so I have had to conjure much of that as well.

This letter is my attempt to endow my father with the will and the words to cross the border, and speak the language, of apology so that I can finally be free.




 

 

Dear Evie,

How very strange to be writing you. Am I writing to you from the grave or the past or the future? Am I writing as you or as you would like me to be or as I really am beneath my own limited understanding? And does it matter? Am I writing in a language I never spoke or understood which you have created inside both of our minds to bridge the gaps, the failures to connect? Maybe I am writing as I truly am, as you have freed me by your witness. Or I’m not writing this at all but simply being used as a vehicle to fulfill your own needs and version of things.

I don’t remember ever writing you a letter. I rarely wrote letters. For me to write a letter, to reach out to others, would have been a sign of weakness. People wrote letters to me. I would never let anyone know they were significant enough to me to write a letter to them. That would make me less, put me at a disadvantage. Even saying this to you feels odd. This is not something I would normally know or say unless you had entered my mind. But I would not argue with it. It feels true.

You always wrote me letters. I found that peculiar and strangely moving. We lived in the same house but you were writing to me, your little-girl handwriting attempting straight lines but wandering all over the page. It was as if you were trying to make contact with some aspect of me, a part you could not find in the heated moments of our conflict, as if you were trying through poetry to appeal to a secret self that I had once made available to you. Usually you wrote apology letters. So fitting that you would now want an apology letter from me. You were always apologizing, begging for forgiveness. I had reduced you to a daily degrading mantra of “I’m sorry.”

Once I sent you to your room without dinner and made you stay there as long as it took for you to understand and admit to your bad behavior. You were initially stubborn, quiet for twenty-four hours. Your mother was worried. But then you must have gotten hungry or bored. You wrote me a letter on a piece of cardboard that came from the dry cleaner with my shirts. You slipped it under my bedroom door. It was a dramatic plea. It was a list. You were always big on lists. I see now you needed to catalog things, make sense in a kind of literary arithmetic.

It was a list of what you had learned and what you would never do again. I remember that lying was number one. You would never lie again. And I knew even as I hounded you daily and made you believe you were a despicable liar that you were the most honest little girl I ever knew, although I did not know many little girls. I despised children. They were loud and messy and misbehaved. I was way too old to have children and I only had them to carry on my legacy. But I digress. That cardboard letter with your urgent writing in purple Magic Marker and the lopsided flowers you drew on the edges got you out of the room, and I wonder now if that is why you continued to write, as a kind of passport to freedom.

Since I left the world of the living I have been stuck in a most debilitating zone. It is very much what people describe when they talk about limbo: a void, oblivion. Limbo, not an external place exactly. To the contrary, I have been essentially nowhere. Floating, unmoored, spinning. There is nothing here, nothing to see, no trees, no ocean, no sounds or smells, no light. There is no place as you know place, no rooting, nothing to hold on to. No, nothing but the reflection of what lives inside me.

“What is hell? Hell is oneself.”

That is Eliot. You may not know that he was my favorite poet. His words come to me often in this limbo. I have been spiraling here for almost thirty-one years in your time, but it is odd as there is no time where I am. There is just an agonizing emptiness, endless swallowing space that is at once terrifyingly vast and utterly claustrophobic.

I left the world of the living with so many resentments and grudges. Even on my deathbed, the virulence of my wrath was more powerful than the cancer that consumed my body. My rage was so pernicious it was able to fight through the morphine and the delirium and fuel me to design and enact my final punishments. And your poor mother. What was she to do? I had terrorized her for so many years, battering her with my loudness, condescension, and threats that she was by then a cowed and devoted accomplice. She tried to humor me. She told me this might not be the moment to make such extreme decisions. She did everything but tell me I had lost my mind.

My very last thoughts and breaths were suffused with a desire to hurt, a desire to create long-lasting suffering. Perhaps you do not know this, but at that final moment, I insisted she strike you from my will. You would inherit nothing. “Nothing!” I said it with great force. Even in my very weakened state this vengeance gave me life. It was my last chance at abolishing you, eradicating you, punishing you.

And when your mother asked me to reconsider, I insisted that you had brought this on yourself. Why would I leave anything to a child who had been so obstinate and disloyal? Your mother’s challenging me enraged me further and I became more vindictive, attempting to erase even your character. I forced her to promise me that no matter what you told her after I was gone, she would never believe you, as it was well established many years earlier that you were a bald-faced liar. Liar. I forced your mother to commit to essentially distrusting and doubting you forever. In that sense I forced her to kill you off as I had killed you off. I forced her to choose her husband over her daughter. But this was not new. She was well practiced in that sacrifice. I had demanded this of her for most of your life. And I knew, I truly knew how much she despised herself for agreeing. I saw the way I had, over the years, eroded her self-respect as a mother, erased her confidence and voice, made her feel weak until she was no longer likable or remotely recognizable to herself, and yet I had still insisted.

I spent the first of what felt like years in this death realm in an endless loop of all the betrayals and disappointments, all the ways colleagues and children and so-called friends had enacted their stupidity or weakness, replaying each justifiable antipathy and exacting imagined revenge. Of course, you were high on the list.

I left the world so furious with you that I punished you by refusing even to let you know I was dying. I would not call to say goodbye. I wanted you to be cut and bleeding with the shards of my rage, so you would be forced to carry me around, hemorrhaging with guilt and despair, questioning for the rest of your life why you never measured up, never became the daughter I expected you to be.

Intent on leaving you without closure or finality, I didn’t even plan or allow for a memorial or a funeral. I found them to be pedestrian and pathetic displays of nonsense and useless emotion. And furthermore, if you mourned me, there was the very likely possibility that you would release me. Withholding was the only power I had at that point, the only way to seize your being, the only way to get your attention and keep your attention.

A few days after I died, before I entered this realm, I spied you sitting on the floor of my closet in Florida, my old yellow cashmere sweater pressed against your face. At first I did not understand what you were doing, but then as I studied you, I realized you were smelling me, the residue of me, inhaling my cologne and essence, trying to find a place to harbor your grief. And despite myself, this touched me. It brought me back to a time that was soft between us, a time sheltered by an almost unbearable affection. You, on the floor of my closet, trying to find me, to find that tenderness, sparked in me a wave of sorrow and loss—and then I was gone. Gone from your world, gone from beauty, gone from the possibility of salvation. Thrown into the rampant rehashing of offenses and grievances.

They say as you live you shall die. And it’s true that over time my fury became lethal. “Anger is a poison you mix for your friend but drink yourself,” my mother would warn me, as I was always inexplicably angry. And then my rage turned, my whole system rotten and suffusing odious dread. It was as if the wrath had turned in on itself, devouring and suffocating my anguished psyche in an alley of regrets, excruciating anxiety, piercing doubts, torturous self-recrimination. There was no forward motion. There was no back. There was no way out. I had neither the language nor will nor understanding to get free, paralyzed in this zone of limbo.

I know I was a cynic who pooh-poohed the hogwash of an afterlife. But what did I really know about anything? And I wouldn’t even call this an afterlife. It’s not after anything but a continuation of. In that sense, death is agonizing and endless. Or perhaps this death, which has been specific to me. I imagine others are winged by their good purpose to more radiant zones.

If I have learned anything here, and it has been hard to learn much as my brain is addled with angst, what I have discovered is that it is critical to resolve conflicts while you are alive, as all unfinished business follows you into the next realm and determines your state of being.
OEBPS/nav.xhtml
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