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			PROLOGUE

			In 1972, Shere Hite, Playboy model turned feminist sex researcher, jumped on a motorbike and drove around Manhattan. With apricot curls and a vintage lace gown streaming out behind her, she handed out surveys to any woman who would take one. This was no ordinary survey. It was all about sex. Across fifty-eight questions, Shere asked women how they did it, how they felt about it, and what gave them the greatest pleasure. She asked women to describe how it felt to orgasm ‘or do a drawing’. She asked what they thought of their vaginas (‘ugly or beautiful?’), and whether they thought ‘sex was in any way political?’ She explained her rationale: ‘As women it is time we defined our own sexuality—what it feels like, how we have experienced it, what we want from it’.

			Completed surveys and letters flooded in to Shere, first from women in New York, then from all across the United States and around the world. Women’s responses offered granular, highly detailed personal accounts that hummed with feeling. They contained drawings of women having sex; one woman drew concentric circles approximating the ‘delicious’ feeling of an orgasm. They were written in different coloured pens, and in a great range of handwriting. As women filled it out, they pushed the pen hard into the page with anger, or added a flourish under ‘orgasm’. One woman had commandeered the work typewriter, answered it a bit at a time and ‘hurried home…horny, horny, horny’. Another had hidden the survey as she filled it out and quickly sent it back to Shere. She wished she could keep a copy for herself but was worried her husband would find it. This ‘would hurt him too much and I can’t do that to him, he has been good to me’.

			These responses became The Hite Report: A Nationwide Study of Female Sexuality, the 1976 smash-hit bestseller and one of the most popular, important, and overlooked feminist books of the twentieth century. The great provocation of The Hite Report was that most American women were wildly sexually dissatisfied. Seventy percent of women did not reach orgasm during sex without clitoral stimulation, though most women’s sex lives did not include much of this and they didn’t ask for it. Women fucked through gritted teeth or faked orgasms—the loudest way of being silent about sexual dissatisfaction: ‘Do I fake? Like asking if the sky is blue’, wrote one woman. ‘I used to do the whole B-movie scene with groans and everything’, wrote another.

			To understand why women’s sex lives were so abysmal and why most women put up with this, and maintained their silence at great cost to themselves, Shere held sex up to feminism. Looking at it in this way, in this light, she found that sex was shot through with power and inequality. Society insisted that women, like men, should find their greatest pleasure in penetrative sex: the woman penetrated, the man penetrating. Shere declared ‘sex is sexist…Women’s sex lives very clearly reflect their second-class position in the society. Women, still, in 1976 make only 60% of the amount men make for the same work: men have a right to more rewards (money, services, respect) than women. Just so in sex’. But Shere knew from her own extraordinary life before The Hite Report that sex didn’t just reflect the inequalities of the world, it generated them. The bedroom was a crucial site of women’s oppression, as important as the factory floor, the court, the hospital, the kitchen, the nursery, the House of Representatives. She was one of the first to see sex in this way, and she popularized this insight and made it accessible to millions across the world. The Hite Report is the thirtieth-bestselling book of all time; other books about women that have sold as many copies include Lolita and Anne of Green Gables.[1] Yet, compared to these storied titles, barely anything has been written about The Hite Report. The book’s impact and how it changed sex globally has not been charted. I do that here, across these pages.

			Without The Hite Report, there would be no understanding, now common sense, that great sex means pleasure for all involved. It is difficult to imagine a time when we did not use our own experience and feelings to determine whether sex has gone well or badly, but we owe this to Shere. Without her book, there would be no imperative that women speak up about what they want in sex, no knowledge of the clitoris as important for women’s pleasure, no sparkling anatomical vagina Christmas decorations to hang on the tree in place of the angel, the bell-as-clitoris jingling away. Without The Hite Report, there would be no raging trade in feminist sexual self-help or sex toys designed to maximise women’s pleasure that can now be bought with ease, online during some stolen seconds at work or while doing the weekly grocery run, your choice of vibrator sitting beside the frozen peas in the trolley.[2] Without The Hite Report, there would have been no Sex and the City, a show based on women talking in explicit, confessional detail about sex, a form Shere’s book popularised. Nor would Meg Ryan have faked her orgasm over a pastrami sandwich in the first-ever rom-com, When Harry Met Sally, demonstrating a key finding of Shere’s to Billy Crystal: While he was sure women never faked it during sex with him, ‘most women at one time or another have done it, so you do the math’.

			Long before the #MeToo movement encouraged women to share story after wretched story publicly to show how prevalent sexual violence is in so many of our lives, Shere compiled stories from survey responses, not of assault and rape, necessarily, but certainly of bad, unpleasurable sex, to create a picture of how sex worked. The thousands of letters she received from women often said the literal words ‘me too’, and they expressed a similar relief, ‘I am so glad to know it is not just me’. Today we talk about the orgasm gap, naming how in straight sex women have far fewer orgasms than men. Research published in 2020 suggested that this was due to ‘our cultural prioritization of penile-vaginal intercourse’ over ‘clitorally focused sexual activities’.[3] To close this gap, researchers suggest tearing up cultural scripts that equate sex with vaginal penetration and instead include clitoral stimulation as standard. Shere made these suggestions in 1976.

			Initially, The Hite Report exploded across the United States. For a time, Shere Hite was everywhere; if you opened a newspaper or switched on the TV in the mid-1970s, you might well have seen her talking very seriously about feminism and sex, her eyes peeping out under a mane of strawberry-blond curls. If you turned the dial on the radio, her lilting voice might have filled your kitchen as she talked about ‘the clitoris’ and ‘the orgasm’. She did thousands of media appearances when The Hite Report first came out, and the book was written up in newspapers across the United States. She did her own publicity, and she was relentless. At first, the press loved her: She was an ex-model, she was beautiful, her style was unique and highly feminine, she wore purple pineapple-print shirts, a manicure, sparkling vintage costume jewellery, and a full face of makeup. She didn’t look the way they expected a feminist to look, and she talked about sex all the time. Shere’s media work took feminism into the bedrooms of the suburbs, under the sheets of beds with quilted covers, into factories where women read the book on their lunch breaks, and into the lives of men working on drilling rigs, in prisons, reading Playboy. The book resonated with women globally, and her status as a hot American celebrity meant the book travelled widely and was translated quickly. The story of Shere Hite and The Hite Report changes the stories we tell about feminism; it is usually presumed that men and suburban women were not touched by this movement. Feminist movements are still largely discussed within the national context—we talk about U.S. feminism, Italian feminism, Indian feminism, for example—but feminist ideas cross borders, and the history of The Hite Report shows us how. To chart this history, I use the thousands of letters Shere received from women and men in the United States and around the world. No one except Shere Hite has read these letters before.

			Despite the impact of The Hite Report across the United States and around the world, the book is not well known today. I told many of my friends that I was writing a book about The Hite Report and Shere Hite. Mostly they shrugged: ‘Who’s that?’ And yet, I know that their sex lives are indebted to Shere, as mine is. In compendiums of feminist political thought, or histories of the U.S. movement, The Hite Report is rarely included, and Shere does not feature in any collections where prolific feminists offer reflections on the movement.[4] But the book outstripped other feminist blockbusters by millions, sometimes tens of millions, of copies. It’s hard to imagine how a book like this could be wiped from public memory, but as opposition to feminism grew, so did opposition to Shere. Initially, the book was lauded by everyone from the New York Review of Books to Cosmopolitan. Even Penthouse was relieved that in this ‘startling’ book ‘women are finally speaking out for themselves’. But as attacks on Shere grew, her work became known as ‘The Hype Report’, ‘Sheer Hype’, and ‘Sheer Shite’.

			Throughout my research, I often asked people why they thought the media had gone after Shere. Perhaps, they suggested, it was an inevitable celebrity rise-and-fall story, where dizzying heights of fame give way to a plunge at least as fast and steep? Or they would say something like ‘feminist knowledge is always being suppressed, that’s patriarchy for you’. I too am a feminist, but I found this explanation unsatisfying. It obscures at least as much as it illuminates. I was left wondering exactly how this silencing works. It can’t just be inevitable; otherwise, all us feminists might as well pack up and go home now. It also didn’t explain why the media went for Shere rather than Gloria Steinem, who was perhaps just as famous. Or why it was Shere rather than Andrea Dworkin, who also talked about sex and power, women and men, but in much more strident terms than The Hite Report ever did. Paying close attention to Shere’s story and the story of The Hite Report helps us see how this kind of silencing works. I get under the skin of the spinning, punning headlines and situate these attacks on Shere in the backlash against feminism in the 1980s. Across the 1960s and 1970s, feminists did change society, and they faced a shadow movement of those whose power was threatened. This was not inevitable but political. Through focussing on Shere, I also show how the backlash felt, how one woman lived it, and how she came undone.

			

			—

			I CALL HER SHERE, NOT to diminish her standing as a thinker or her impact but to reflect the amount of time I have spent with her. The Hite Report was the first book about sex I ever read. My parents, 1970s radicals, had a copy. Even though it posed as a serious report, black and red letters on a white cover, somehow I knew that it was a book of revelations. It seemed to wink at me, exude a sexual aura, promise something illicit. I read it aged ten; I found it shocking, and I found it erotic, and I never forgot it. I was too young, but better this as a sexual entrée than internet porn. When I began to study global feminist history, this early reading experience floated to the front of my mind. Shere ‘intruded on the privacy of my bath, joined me in the ocean’, as historian Blanche Wiesen Cook warns that those we study sometimes do.[5] Like a siren, Shere beckoned me into her own sea. She suggested I do a project about her. I might go to her archive, swim in her words, and put them together with mine. So I did, and she came alive to me.

			Via her archives, her books and papers, Shere and I have discussed a lot, sometimes disagreeing quite passionately. I hope I have listened hard to her. As I read her dream recollections, where the spectres of her very difficult childhood haunted her, so too she invaded my dreams. My style subtly shifted across the project, a lace collar here, a pussy bow and a glossed lip there. I grew my hair out. People asked me if I liked her, and honestly, I still don’t know. What I do know: She often took my breath away. In the silent Schlesinger Library, I would gasp, in awe of her determination, of how well she did against an early life of real hardship and poverty, of how she managed through sheer grit to take feminist ideas as wide and far as possible. Other times, I would let out a groan and think to myself, Oh God, no she didn’t.

			Sometimes I felt like I’d been set up, like she had been waiting for someone to write this book and I was the sucker. Her archive is expansive, with nearly three hundred boxes, but it’s also heavily curated. There are folders called ‘my private moments and most forbidden thoughts’, really only labels you write if you want someone else to read them. She kept recordings of many of her media appearances, but none of the ones where she behaved less than graciously. She saved every single one of her newspaper and magazine interviews, articles, and reviews; any mere mention of her name was clipped and filed. There are thousands and thousands of these. She organised her archive to make her look good, to tell the story of a visionary feminist and then a woman scorned. But, despite her efforts, a lot slipped through. There is more to the story than this. Where were her friends, I wondered. I expected hundreds of letters from feminists, and they were not there. Why did the National Organization for Women sue her? Why did she punch a limo driver? Why did it sometimes seem like her own redemption was bound up in the success of her work? That she would do anything to keep the spotlight on her, anything at all to make the world love her?

			

			—

			I HOPE CALLING HER SHERE does not stop me from being fearless and critical where necessary. Like many white feminists of the 1970s, her race politics leave a lot to be desired. When she says ‘women’ she means white women, but that is never made explicit; instead, the particular experience of white women is presumed to be the experience of all women in the United States. In The Hite Report, there is no discussion of race, and as women of colour feminists have written, this was typical of the women’s liberation movement at that time.[6] When Shere’s book travels to the Global South on the coattails of American power, her feminism is imperialist, and she sees women in need of uplift by their white American sisters. I don’t minimise these flaws in this book or downplay these faults. Sometimes she teaches us what not to do. Regardless, I don’t think that we should discard her work, because to do that would stop us from learning from her. Indebted to work by historian Clare Hemmings and scholar-activist Loretta Ross, I think sometimes our critiques of feminists of an earlier period are used to demonstrate that we have it figured out and are now effortlessly intersectional, in both word and deed.[7] Our critiques are delivered in a mode of ‘suspicion, self-confidence and indignation’, to show that unlike women in the past, we know how to integrate questions of race and racism into our feminism, along with all other axes of oppression, and how to act after the analysis to take back the power.[8] If only this were true. As Ross tells it, this protects the ego, but it’s a fantasy. The times we live in show us as much.

			Shere’s ideas about sexual liberation and how feminism might lead us there seem so relevant today when the U.S. president is a predator, a rapist elected not once but twice. The story of Shere Hite and The Hite Report is useful because we too are facing a period of global backlash, characterised by resurgent misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, and racism. In the wake of movements for gender justice, including the global #MeToo movement and agitation for the rights and freedoms of transgender and queer people and the movement for Black lives, and compounding crises since the 2008 economic crash, including the pandemic and the climate crisis, the political right has doubled down, exploiting anxiety and sowing division. Today, the global right works to bring in a world where bodies are immutable and biologically determined by sex, and where men and women are in a ‘natural’ hierarchy. They see the patriarchal family as sacred, and the nation as bordered, ordered, militarised, and racially homogenous. They seek to restore a mythical past when this was allegedly true. This is a vision shared globally by those at the very top of institutional politics from the United States to India to Turkey, as well as those powering far-right grassroots movements. This includes the manosphere’s most famous misogynist, Andrew Tate, and tradwife influencers, communities of right-wing, “traditional wife” women who advocate through social media for hierarchical gender roles where men hold social and political power and women are confined to the home.

			It can seem that this particular moment in history is unprecedented, and that makes it hard to know what to do. But Shere faced something similar; indeed, some of the ideas present in today’s version of the backlash can be found in this earlier moment. To push back today, we need to develop more specific understandings of how backlashes work. The history I lay out might help. The story I tell might assist us in coming up with moves to counter the times we face and to accrue power. We might use the original analysis of sex that Shere offered or her vision of liberation as an inspiration to take back what is ours. Perhaps she can teach us something about how we might reach millions of people unconvinced of our politics, which we certainly need to do. Shere Hite taught me that feminism is a movement for survival, for pleasure and for liberation for women, certainly, and for everyone else. It is my hope that across these pages you will find that too.
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				CHAPTER 1

				WHAT SHERE HITE KNEW

			
			The papers of Shere Hite are stored at the Schlesinger Library on the History of Women in America at Harvard University. I first visited the day after Donald Trump was elected for the second time. The library is neat as a pin. It has chocolate-coloured bricks, big Georgian windows, and white accents, like icing on a gingerbread house piped by someone with a very steady hand. It was once part of Radcliffe College, where women were educated and excluded from Harvard until it went coed.

			Despite the tragedy of a second Trump presidency, I skipped up the steps, excited to meet Shere through the more than 280 boxes in her archive. In the reading room, I waited at the large wooden table, the ceiling high, the room flooded with light from the blue, blue day. I sat, quiet and reverential, in this hushed temple of women’s rights, portraits of feminist foremothers looming above me. The archivists brought Shere to me on a trolley, one box and then the next and the next. I started at the very beginning, with box one, dedicated to biographical material. I had questions. I wanted to know why it was Shere who had written The Hite Report. How did Shere know that sex and power were tangled together, that, as she wrote on the first page, ‘a woman’s place in sex mirrors her place in the rest of society’? What, in her life before the book, had taught her this?

			The first manila folder felt lumpy and bulging. I opened it to find a clotted pile of notes. Post-its, which I soon learnt Shere favoured, were stuck together with scribblings, on envelopes, on notepaper pulled from jotters, on the individual paper cases each Earl Grey tea bag came in. She wrote on small, sometimes tiny pieces of paper; on one shred, she has scribbled ‘women!’ The notes are arranged by time, in months and years, not by theme, so they are a record of what crossed her mind. One pile includes: ‘apologize’, ‘I love the sound of your voice’, ‘dye the curtains green myself’, along with ideas for projects: ‘humiliation in plots’, ‘What’s new? How masculinity traps men’. She had a very distinctive hand, copperplate writing with beautiful flourishes and embellishments. She often wrote in fine-point felt pen in green or black. Martin Sage, her boyfriend in the 1970s, had partly been wooed by a letter she had written him. He said when we spoke: ‘If the word “cursive” means anything, it means her handwriting’.

			Beneath the tower of notes, there were pages and pages of typed and handwritten scripts; letters, drafts of articles, ideas she was thinking through. Often she wrote on hotel stationery, of the Paris Hilton, the UN Plaza Hotel in New York, or on her own letterhead, Hite Research Institute in cursive under a winged deer in flight, all embossed in gold. Each page is a collage. She typed her notes, then corrected them by hand, stuck on other paragraphs of text, sometimes added photos and scrawled notes and to-do lists in the margins. These pages have the maximalism of a riot grrrl zine, the bloat of a scrapbook.

			Present too are traces of her high femininity. Among the papers, there are fabric samples for clothing she got made-to-measure, after The Hite Report made her rich. As I ran my finger over a small square of fine floral silk and a patch of olive velvet, I felt as if I were tugging on her sleeve and asking her all my questions. There was a napkin where she had blotted her lipstick and taken copious notes about the role of women in opera. Joanna Briscoe, her partner in the 1990s, recalled that Shere always took notes at dinner, then wrapped her leftover steak in the paper serviette, putting it in her handbag for later. Sometimes I felt sure I caught her scent on the breeze, expensive face powder and a warm floral note, a little stale now. I would turn my head to try to get a more fulsome whiff, but she always disappeared. Once, a glossy blond hair slipped out, was held glimmering in the autumnal sunshine, and drifted onto the desk. She was all around me, tiny particles of her in the air, her skin, her dust, her paper, my hands. Shere, Shere, everywhere.

			As I made my way through folder after folder, learning to clasp each one with both hands to stop any bits and pieces of her falling to the floor, a picture started to appear. Putting together her life as a young girl in St. Joseph, Missouri, as a teenager learning to perform femininity in Daytona Beach, Florida, as a graduate student at Columbia University, then working as a model in fashion and porn in New York, it became clear that before her most important book, the first Hite Report, she experienced four distinct sexual cultures. This allowed her to look over the top and grasp the role sex played in America, its relationship to power, and how this most private matter structured the public sphere and maintained gender equality. It made The Hite Report a book only she could write.

			

			—

			THERE WAS AN EARTHQUAKE THE day Shere Hite was born, on November 2, 1942. Her mother named her Shirley Diana Gregory. She was born in St. Joseph, Missouri, population seventy-five thousand. Here the corn grew high, the pigs fat, and the ruddy, red Jonathan apples were celebrated each spring with a famous parade. The local tremor almost didn’t make the news; the nation was at war, and the St. Joseph Gazette was given over to international reports of the United States ‘smashing and pounding’ and ‘cutting the enemy down’ and ‘dealing a severe blow’ to the Japanese. Closer to home, the Boy Scouts were wondering what they would do for their Yuletide toy drive, as all the metal toys had been melted down into bombers to fight Hitler. Odds are that quite a few of those kerchiefed boys collecting broken wooden spinning tops would later read The Hite Report, but on the day she was born, Springtime in the Rockies played at the cinema, and local residents were urged to keep an eye out for a naughty dog gone missing, ‘answers to the name Sin Sin’. Women were invited to do war work, and in segregated St. Joseph, the St. Francis Hotel wanted a ‘colored maid’, while a family specified a ‘white girl for housework and care of children’.

			Shere was born in the so-called heartland of America, where national mythologies beat their comforting, nostalgic rhythm of exceptionalism, protection, and localism. The institutions she attended, her school and church, would have been all white, with Black people present only in service roles. The heartland is still seen as ‘white, rural and rooted’, staunch against an age of global connectedness. As historian Kristin Hoganson remarks, it is ‘the quintessential home referenced by “homeland security”, the model for an America that conservatives want to Make Great Again.[1] Shere’s early life shows us how this allegedly more innocent world was fashioned, who was controlled for others’ comfort, who was punished, who the doors of clapboard houses were slammed shut to keep out.

			Shere was an illegitimate child born to a teenager. Her mother, Shirley Gertrude Hurt, was a schoolgirl, though she dropped out when she fell pregnant; it was illegal to continue. Her father, Paul Gregory, was conscripted and serving on an army base when Shere was born. He came back to visit once or twice when she was a tiny baby and then left forever. Shere was one of many illegitimate children born during World War II, which shook up sexual norms. Newspapers and government propaganda blamed women for this. The month that Shere was born, a Newsweek story focussed on Kansas City, close to St. Joseph, spoke of teenage girls like Shirley who liaised with soldiers, presenting them as prostitutes whose promiscuity spread venereal disease, loosened sexual morals, and so threatened national security.[2]

			Shirley’s parents agreed. They were fundamentalist Christians who interpreted the Bible as the literal word of God. They felt without this there was only chaos on earth and the tortures of hell for all eternity. Sex was a way for women to show their submission and devotion in marriage, and a way for men to increase their power in the family and the nation, through the production of (white) children. Shirley should have been content canning vegetables, praising God, and sewing costumes for the famous St. Joseph Apple Blossom Festival, like her own mother was. There is a picture of Shirley among Shere’s papers. She walks in heels, her coat open, her blouse low-cut. There’s a touch of the witch about her, accentuated by a house with a turreted roof and skeleton trees in the background. The photo was taken in strange circumstances, snapped at a moment when Shirley had been caught having illicit sex and was being punished for it. Shere explained, when her mother ‘was forced to come home from visiting my father-to-be at his house—probably they were making out there’; her parents went and found her and took the picture on the walk home. ‘Funny that they would have taken a picture’. Funny, certainly, where ‘funny’ means odd and humiliating. But Shirley does not look humiliated. She stares right at the camera with one eyebrow and her chin raised, her eyes flashing defiantly. She looks like she finds attempts by society, by the church, and by her parents to control her sexuality a big joke. She does not look like she is going to be canning beans anytime soon.

			Shirley might not have been ashamed, but her parents certainly were. There’s a photo of Paul and Shirley, who is likely pregnant with Shere, where they look so young and surprised. On the back, Shere’s grandmother has written, ‘Paul and Shirley…neither of them were 20 years. So they failed you and their selves’. ‘Failed you’ is underlined with a thick black line. I imagine Shirley’s parents laid out the options. She could marry Paul, but Paul was not around. She could leave St. Joseph before her pregnancy was showing and travel to a maternity home, where she would give the baby up for adoption, fulfilling the needs of a deserving, white married couple who desperately wanted a child.[3] If she had made this sacrifice and contribution to another white family, she could have returned to St. Joseph redeemed from shame, as if the pregnancy had never happened. Shirley might have known that she could have an illegal abortion, as it was less an issue for fundamentalist Christians in the 1940s, though across this decade abortionists were subject to more police raids, more persecution.[4] But she did none of this, and so, in the eyes of her parents, Shirley embodied degraded sexual morals. She violated the norms of chaste, respectable femininity crucial for the myth of the heartland, the church, and their own family. As they saw it, she needed to be punished severely. They shunned her throughout her pregnancy. She had to be ostracised from the family lest she contaminate them. This was the context baby Shere was born into.

			

			—

			SHIRLEY GAVE BIRTH, THEN SKIPPED town, leaving Shere with her grandparents. They sent her to school and took her to church on Wednesday evenings and Sunday mornings. They kept her fed and well-turned out. They didn’t really hug or touch her. They raised her in a home that was eerily quiet. It had thin bare walls and no pictures, just Jesus on the Cross who greeted you at the door, ‘slumped there…in a perpetual semi-coma…the blood trickling from his wounds’. Underneath the crucifix was a bookshelf containing a treasured black leather, gold-stamped Bible. Later, her grandmother would place The Hite Report on this sacred shelf. Shere was honoured to be included, but this was years away. If someone described what was to come to her when she was a child, I doubt she would have believed them. It would have seemed like a dream or a fairy tale from A Child’s Garden of Verses, which her grandmother occasionally read her.

			‘We were poor’, wrote Shere, but ‘like most others (before TV?) we didn’t think of ourselves as “poor”‘. Her grandfather owned a small roofing business. Her grandmother helped out by answering the phone and took in mending to make ends meet. They kept chickens; Shere fed them and collected the eggs. Her grandmother killed one a week for Sunday lunch. Shere would wear her best dress for this meal, her hair curled like Shirley Temple. Her grandmother resented having to bring up another child after raising three of her own, surviving grinding poverty and illness. Her grandmother often reminded Shere that her ‘parents went away and didn’t take care of me…[so] I had to go along with whatever she said since I was a “guest”‘. There was a children’s home close by, and Shere’s grandmother would also remind her that ‘if it weren’t for me, you’d be in there’. If Shere displeased her grandmother, she would throw up her hands and say, ‘You’ll turn out just like your mother’, someone who deserved to be punished and abandoned, ‘a slut in other words’. The stakes were high, and Shere did her best to be ‘pleasing, a polite child’. For her good behaviour, she was rewarded at Sunday lunch with ‘the little unhatched egg…still inside the chicken’. But eating this made Shere feel guilty, as if ‘it was something that didn’t belong to me’. She often wondered if she was taking too much food and wished she didn’t have to eat. When she recalls her dreams as an adult, eggs feature.

			To escape her grandmother’s tight control, she spent lots of time outside. In the yard, there was a beautiful lilac bush twice as tall as Shere, its fragrance heady and ‘delicious’, masses of wild mint growing around the water tap, and a fence overgrown with ‘luxuriant and abundant’ honeysuckle. Shere sucked the milk from the stems. There was a large Spirea bush, with its tight clusters of white flowers, known as a ‘bridal wreath’, as the supple branches can be shaped into wedding crowns. It was not the human touch she wanted, but she loved to walk barefoot, to have the lilac flowers brush her arms like fragrant purple stars. Sometimes she accompanied her grandfather to work. She would ride with him in his old black Ford, gazing out at cornstalks shooting upward greenly and the yellow haze on the horizon as the husks formed, ready for harvest. ‘Seeing hay silos and farmers on their tractors—gave me a feeling of quiet happiness’, she wrote later. She lay in the grass by a stream and waited for him as he worked. He took her to lunch on Saturdays. Together they would go to Jerre Anne’s cafeteria, where Shere would always have meat loaf, an orange drink, and banana cream pie. Really, like most men of his generation, her grandfather had no idea how to look after a child, or what she needed, but he was the best she had. In a will she drafted in the mid-1970s, she left him her diamond ring, which, knowing her taste, would have been quite the rock.

			In 1948, when Shere was six, her grandparents divorced after thirty-five years of marriage, a huge scandal for the time, particularly among their strict Christian community where divorce was a sin.
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