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Ladies of the Letter
Odes to writers who have convinced us that words and ideas can change the world.
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Eating with Joan
Joan Didion came to college with me, and I’ve carried her along 
to three different apartments, and in at least ten backpacks. Her 
words have always meant more to me than other people’s words, 
and, in times of flux, I examine and reexamine them. That I’ve 
spent the majority of my hours reading Joan while eating at my 
kitchen table makes sense because, as is apparent in her books, 
Joan likes to eat. In her latest collection of essays and reflections 
South and West, Joan logs her encounters with food and drink 
throughout the Southern states. In New Orleans, it’s trout  
with shallots and mushrooms at a dinner party. In Winfield,  
it’s cracked ice while she waits for her laundry, battling the heat 
alongside local women. In Grenada, where the Holiday Inn  
is the best restaurant in town, her dinner companions smuggle  
in their own bottle of liquor. And in Clarksdale, she goes to  
a formal Sunday lunch, where the children don't speak unless 
spoken to, and the table is lined with rice, peas, gravy, fried 
chicken, and peach pie. On this journey marked by truck-stop 
grilled cheese and red beans and rice and stale coffee, food is 
Joan’s guide; a meal, the ideal way to understand the identity of  
a place and its people. Eating shows us who and where we are. 
And Joan has always known that. BE A HEL MAN

N E W  H E I G H T S
Like most people, I was under the mistaken 
impression that Wuthering Heights was a 
romance novel. But that’s only if you view 
romance as mutually assured destruction. 
The novel is a catalog of emotional  
and physical violence, in which love is a 
precursor to anguish, rage, and revenge. 
Much lush prose is devoted to the extreme 
landscapes of the Yorkshire Moors, a 
mirror for Emily Brontë’s characters and 
their emotionally blighted lives. Tour de 
force is too weak a term for Wuthering 
Heights and its atmospheric effects;  
I finished it in two days, and it’s lived with 
me ever since. Part of that is Brontë herself 
—the fact of her as a woman writer in the 
early 19th century. Highly educated but 
shy, her life in Yorkshire was quiet and 
mostly pleasant. She never fell in love or 
had affairs, as far as anyone knows. Yet, 
somehow, she produced this maelstrom  
of a novel, completely anomalous in  
its day for its structure, style, and content.  
Her contemporaries were confounded  
or repulsed or both. “Wuthering Heights  
is a strange sort of book—baffling all  
regular criticism; yet, it is impossible to 
begin and not finish it,” read a relatively 
gentle review in Douglas Jerrold’s  
Weekly Newspaper, when the novel  
was published in 1847 under a male 
pseudonym. More common was this, from 
Paterson’s Magazine: “We rise from the 
perusal of Wuthering Heights as if we had 
come fresh from a pest-house. Read Jane 
Eyre is our advice, but burn Wuthering 
Heights.” Or this gem from Graham’s 
Lady’s Magazine: “How a human being 
could have attempted such a book at the 
present without committing suicide before 
he had finished a dozen chapters, is a 
mystery.” Imagine what they would have 
said if they knew the author was female. 
Now, of course, Wuthering Heights  
is hailed as a masterpiece of English 
literature; the story and its author evidence 
of what happens when a mighty creative 
imagination is able to divorce itself from 
convention, cultural trends, or criticism and 
yield to its own passions. TANIA STRAUSS

GIRLHOOD My 13-year-old daughter recently turned me on to Willa Cather 
and O Pioneers!, her favorite novel to date. She had found an old copy I had lying 
around and read it in nearly a straight shot, telling me she cried her eyes out at  
the end. I set about reading it again a few months later, trying to parse what it  
was that spoke so indelibly to her adolescent self. Maybe it was the sense of the  
vast, wide-open plain, especially in relation to her own life within the confines  
of population-dense Queens and Brooklyn. Maybe it was the steadfast, resolute  
nature of the young protagonist Alexandra Bergson, who assumes management of 
her father’s struggling farm when, on his death bed, he deems her two brothers too 
inept to do so. Maybe it was the fate of character Marie Shabata, who suffers a 
tragic end after acting on her unrelenting passion for Alexandra’s youngest brother, 
Emil. Whatever the case, reading it, I gained a peek into my girl’s head, her 
sensitive worldview, her singular perspective on possibility and sorrow. Something 
about the effect this story had on her made me regard her in a whole new way.  
I knew then that there are few things more deliberately mysterious than an adoles-
cent girl and her thoughts. Neither is meant for any among us to even attempt to 
comprehend but rather, to be stoked, and supported, and ultimately, to step aside 
of. The only reasonable response on her part was to unleash a host of tears, and, 
on my part, to stand back, arms stretched forward, and wait. ELLEN MORRISSEY
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