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UKUTHULA 
Gender based violence (GBV) disproportionately affects women, girls and gender non-conforming 

people globally. Within South Africa, it is systemic, and deeply entrenched in institutions, cultures 

and traditions. 

 

One of the most pernicious forms of violence enacted against women, girls and gender non-

conforming people is silencing. Ukuthula constitutes a collective voice of defiance in the face of such 

silencing. 

 

Creative writing has the capacity to address and encapsulate violence and loss in ways other forms 

cannot. It not only provides a vital forum to share stories and experience, but also invites others to 

share in those experiences and live the words they read on the page. It can thus not only change 

minds but also hearts and lives and behaviours, while at the same time forging communities to 

support and sustain healing and transformation. 

 

Ukuthula explores and creates a space for creative writing against GBV and femicide, with a focus on 

work which takes risks, disrupts the status quo, speaks to the heart and aims to educate in multiple 

and non-didactic ways. 

 

Following months spent researching work from around the world, a reading list and syllabus has 

been created that is freely available to all. This syllabus is the foundation of a series of workshops 

where participants will collectively explore and respond to writing from around the world. This 

creative output is the basis for a series of chapbooks that will be published by impepho press. 

 

Ukuthula is a project that asks:  

 

● As South African women writers, how can we place our voices in conversation with the 

larger international community? 

● How do we harness and learn from our sisters in other places and contexts, while at the 

same time giving voice to the specificities of our context, time and experiences?   

● How do we find new innovative forms and push the limits of representation so as to 

interrogate, reject, embrace, deface, bear out, on the page, our pain and anger and at the 

same time to transcend the intimate and public wreckages of our present moment? 

● How do we create something defiantly and beautifully alive out of so much violence, death 

and dying? 

 

Ukuthula will address these questions. It will provide a creative, challenging yet caring space from 

which to research and write GBV in South Africa.  

 

Ukuthula is made possible by the support of the National Arts Council and UAFAfrica. 
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DO WORDS FEEL THE TONGUE OF THE 

SPEAKER 

desire, eroticism, embodied, bodies 

 
 

“When I Ride Him at Night I call out the name of his first horse”      - Eduardo Caballero   

 

“At five in the morning, by candlelight, sometimes while watching the snow accumulate in the shape 

of a camel's back under my window, I would have told you about the passions that govern us and 

the phenomena that, although they’re simple, drag us unawares into labyrinths we then have 

difficulty getting out of with dignity”             - Nicole 

Brossard 

 

“Contemporary ruins are slow-moving monsters yet ferocious nonetheless. Ruins strewn like fresh 

waste matter that acts like a wound by reminding us that...abandonment is a desertion of the 

senses.”                - Nicole Brossard 

 

“Sometimes being offered tenderness feels like the very proof that you’ve been ruined”  

- Ocean Vuong  

 

“Let no one mistake us for the fruit of violence — but that violence, having passed through the fruit, 

failed to spoil it”                   - Ocean Vuong  

 

“To be a young woman is to face your own annihilation in innumerable ways or to flee it or the 

knowledge of it, or all these things at once”              - Rebecca Solnit 
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Exercises & Free Writing  

Techniques of Free Writing 

1. Keep your hand moving and your pen on the page. Once you begin don't stop. Why? Most of 

the time when we write we mix up the "editor" and the "creator". Imagine your writing hand 

as the creator. If you keep your creator hand moving then the editor can't catch-up with it 

and try and interfere. 

2. Trust your pen. Go with the first image that appears 

3. Lose Control. Say what you want to say. Don't worry if it's correct, polite or appropriate. 

4. Be Specific. Not bird, but owl. Not fruit, but blueberries. Not vegetable, but pumpkin. 

5. Don't think. Just write. Don’t go back and read what you have written until you have finished 

6. If you don't know what to write just keep writing the prompt or your last sentence - 

something will emerge. 

7. Don't worry about punctuation, spelling or grammar. Don’t judge your writing. Don’t 

compare, analyse, criticise (You can let your editor loose much later when you return to the 

piece to edit it) 

8. Let go of expectations. Let your writing surprise you. You are free to write the worst junk or 

drivel in the world 

9. Go for the jugular. If something scary comes up, go for it. That's where the energy is. 

10. Kiss your frogs. This is just a practice. Not every session will be magic. The point is to show 

up at the page, no matter what. 
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Exercises 

● Checking in - how are you feeling in your body? Write feels without naming them but rather 

describing their physical manifestation. How does grief/ anxiety/ excitement etc feel to you? 

Where does it manifest in your body?  

● Journal your bodily responses this week - how does my body feel? what is it doing? How do 

my emotions manifest as bodily responses?  

● What do other bodies do? in relation to me and others and alone? watch and observe other 

bodies, try to write them.  

● Bodies in space - how does my body and other bodies respond to different spaces and places 

- institutional spaces (banks, hospitals, churches, police stations), open spaces, personal 

spaces etc. Write these responses  

● Body language. Write a “conversation” in which no words are said.  This exercise is meant to 

challenge you to work with gestures, body language, all the things we convey to each other 

without words.   

● Phantom limbs - our bodies carry unvoiced and hidden histories, ghosts etc - write from the 

perspective of a phantom limb.  

● Write from the story or from the POV of a body part (eg. Galina Rymbu)  

● Body maps: Entering our bodies -  The traces of history’s, violence’s and illnesses’  are 

deposited in and through our bodies. How can we map these?  

Marks, Scars, and Traces: Each body bears multiple marks, scars and traces: sites where 

bodies have been cut, or burned, or broken, or stitched, or healed…write the stories of these 

marks.    

Who cares for us? Who do we care for? Which communities are we thrown into during 

sickness and disease, wanted or unwanted? Which processes of exclusion and inclusion are 

at play? 

How can we map the entanglement of our bodies with other bodies and the world around 

us, if we map the body’s porosities, deposits, segregations and penetrations? 
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Readings 

Hiromi Ito: The White Cat That Shone Like Sunlight  

 
Sometimes I get so thirsty I can’t stand it anymore 

I drink water 

Drink it down in big gulps 

Relying on my sense of smell, I search 

Turning round and round, it’s not hard to find 

But it is high, I can’t reach 

I get so thirsty I can’t stand it anymore 

I drink water 

As I ruffled the man’s hair, I said, a one-time 

Flood of emotion surely won’t last long 

As I sucked hard on his lips, I said, kissing is 

Really wonderful, sex is 

Really wonderful 

As I ruffled his hair, I said, a one-time 

Flood of emotion surely won’t last long 

As I sucked hard on my lips, I said, masturbation is 

Really wonderful 

As I sucked hard on his lips, I said, the children 

Are sleeping by the fire in the forest 

The family cat is sleeping there 

The children are fine, the cat’s watching them 

No problem, they’ll find the gingerbread house 

So safe, giving them those breadcrumbs was a waste 

If someone kills the children they had raised so beautifully 

At least their hearts will taste good 

But, the man says, the boy 

Turns back and 

Looks at the cat 

Go fast, the parents say 

“But the boy says, I’m watching the cat 

But it’s just the sunlight reflecting off a chimney 

The cat is not there 

The cat that shone like sunlight was nowhere to be found 

When I told this to the man like it was my own memory 

The white cat that was nowhere to be found began to bother me 

And then 

The man sucked hard on my lips, he said 

Kissing is fun, your kisses are so sweet 

And then I said 
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Kissing is fun, your kisses are so sweet 

The man’s hair was always falling out 

It fell onto my shoulder, tangled 

I collected the fallen hair 

And burned it, thinking lovingly of him 

Countless fetuses were conceived 

We watched in silence 

We had nothing to say 

The man put a box on the shelf 

There were poems in it 

I watched from outside the window 

The window just wouldn’t open 

A man’s power was needed for that 

With a man’s power 

The window would suddenly fly open 

The flower vases there would shatter to bits 

The flies there would be squashed 

The wind would blow in 

“My fallen hairs 

My fetuses 

My curettage 

My boxes 

I watched from outside the window 

The window just wouldn’t open 

Power was needed for that 

If I give it all I’m worth and push it open 

The window would suddenly fly open 

The flower vases there would shatter to bits 

The flies there would be squashed 

The wind would blow in 

Sending the room into disarray 

On the chimney of the house across the way 

I see a shining white cat lick its front paw 
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Ito Hiromi | 伊藤比呂美 – III: Nashite Mounen  

 

More than through skin, more than through sex 

 

Unease is something that becomes clear through language 

 

Something that males me particular 

 

There were no accentual modulations in that language 

 

Surrounded by accentless speakers 

 

I couldn’t carry one a conversation 

 

I was illiterate too 

 

I abhorred written language 

 

Their accentless addresses frightened me 

 

Didn’t feel directed toward me 

 

If I answered, my language 

 

Sounded ugly, sounded deformed 

 

I could not erase that 

 

When I catch the delicate nuances of accent 

 

In the language he learned in a land far away 

 

I wanted to wash it all away 

 

Language spoke aloud is all mine 

 

Knowledge 

 

Emotions 

 

Time, things we eat 

 

Even if under the influence of others 
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Even if under the control of others 

 

Even if the language he writes is understood only by others far away 

 

The language that enters my ears, comes out my mouth 

 

And disappears is all my own 

 

Something I want to claim 

 

Even if wet with my saliva 

 

As I scrub him late at night 

 

I imagine washing all that accentless language 

 

From his skin of his freckled back 

 

  

 

Dee sutteshita retoru omen (the sweetest little woman) 

 

He taught me this once 

 

De sutteshita meen (the sweetest man) 

 

I imitated him 

 

Parroted language 

 

One breath, then another 

 

He was a strange frog, a cricket 

 

Pronouncing with ease 

 

But first he taught me 

 

Nashite mounen (nasty morning) 

 

Next ae habu eten purente (I have eaten plenty) 

 

Next ae an nata hagure (I am not hungry) 

 

Next yu aara nata hangure (you are not hungry) 
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I touched his language that day for the first time 

 

When I did 

 

I was jealous of language 

 

With it he is connected to the world outside 

 

He writes, people read, that remains 

 

But just then, he spoke to me in his language that remains 

 

Just like my language 

 

His is voiced then disappears 

 

Even if relationships disappear there 

 

Even if memory disappears there 

 

This language, voiced and disappearing, is sutto 

 

I wanted to study and understand his language 

 

Even if only like those boys 

 

It makes me sigh with regret 

 

Still, the words I spoke made him crazy 

 

He said he thought about them for ages 

 

My language threatened 

 

The freckles on his back 

 

They moved, they squirmed 

 

For his thick arms, how light 

 

I must have been, like an imp or fairy 

 

My language percolated through his voice then became free 
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Taking on the heat and scent of his body 

 

It coiled around me then disappeared 

 

Through language 

 

He dug into me 

 

Searched for me 

 

So heavy from the imps and fairies settled there 

 

Searching out 

 

And finding 

 

My skin 

 

My lips 
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Hiromi Ito: TODAY, I 

 
“Today, I” said the message 
From my dear friend on my answering machine 
“Walked from Ochanomizu to Tokyo Station 
I wanted to tell you I got a call from a man” 
Men’s hearts are always beating fiercely 
Men are always dripping with sweat 
My body is cold to the touch 
My buttocks are flat, I have no chest 
And even when it counts 
My heart is very cold and calm 
Men’s breath is always rough 
“I listen to it 
I smell their scent 
I feel the heat of their bodies 
I know that the nape of my neck often has a smell 
I know too that the unimpressive, stick-like bodies 
Of certain people want to embrace 
While making one another palpitate 
I wonder why they sweat so much 
I stand there and do what I have to 
To make them enjoy themselves 
That woman once 
“Called me “that bitch” 
We are very close 
Both the woman who used the strange word “bitch” 
And me whom she used it against 
Will not face one another with hearts palpitating 
I will never palpitate and embrace her like that 
“Today, I” said the message 
“I left on her answering machine 
“Engaged in some behaviour worthy of a bitch 
With a man I didn’t even know 
Please don’t chide me for what I’ve done” 
Tonight, there will probably be a call from her 
We will talk about my bitchy behaviour and laugh 
We will talk about the man who called and laugh 
We will talk about the Hanshin Tigers and laugh out loud 
We will talk about the cat that died and our eyes will grow wet 
And when we have nothing left to talk about, we will suddenly hang up and 
Go to sleep 
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Hiromi Ito: Happy Destroying  

 

My daughters are waiting in Nihon 
(I say to the group of Asians) 
In tears 
Missing their mommy 
My youngest is still a baby 
What she misses is not so much her mother 
But her mother’s breast 
How pitiful 
(The Asians laugh) 
And there is this place 
That keeps repeating in my poems 
The meaning is, how shall I put it 
Happy destroying (this in English) 
Or Congratulations on your destruction 
That is a direct translation but something like that 
(The Asians all show their surprise 
Then they laugh 
The people who speak 
English, Tagalog, Ilocano, Cebuano, 
Tamil, Chinese, Malay, English 
Thai 
English, Chinese, Malay 
Tamil, Bahasa, Javanese all laugh 
Their response is so cheerful 
I also laugh as I continue) 
We use the same word congratulations 
To celebrate (to be celebrated) 
At new year’s, marriages, funerals 
Good, evil, life, death, wanting to eat, wanting to get out, happiness 
Are all rolled up in there together 
It is a word that is both unclean 
And bright all at once 
(I bow to them 
I sit on the floor and put my hands in front of me 
And make a deep bow to them 
Deeply, really deeply 
I bow to them) 
In Nihon do they all read give readings like that? 
Do they all bow like that? 
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(Asked a Filipina in the audience) 
Do they all say Happy destroying to each other? 
(Asked a Javanese woman in the audience) 
Hmm, I wonder 
Yes, Nihonjin all do that 
Yes, that’s right, Nihonjin all do that 
(I answer them) 
The other day, my husband and I went to look for a new place to live 
That was in Kumamoto 
An hour and half from Tokyo, Korea is even closer than that 
I had heard the plants there look more like those in Yunnan than Tokyo 
But I have never been there, I mean that place Yunnan 
In the south of China 
(I pronounce Yunnan the way 
Chinese people pronounce it in Chinese 
I told them this in English 
The English Yunnan, the Chinese Yunnan) 
What Nihonjin look for in houses is 
Good direct sun 
Good drainage 
If the sun is not good then we cannot fluff our futons in the sun 
If the drainage is not good then we cannot get rid of the moisture 
The mosquitoes will proliferate and sting babies and old folks to death 
“(Everyone laughs) 
But what my husband and I were looking for was 
Blue sky, a green rice paddy (we could bear a little bit of moisture) 
A bamboo grove, overgrown weeds 
A bright house where the persimmon trees might produce fruit in the fall 
Walk a little ways and there would be 
Persimmon trees, bamboo groves 
It was just as we had thought 
Beyond the bamboo grove was a precipice 
Beyond the precipice was nothing 
On the edge of the precipice in the bamboo grove that faced north 
Was an old house in ruins 
The house we wanted to see was standing there 
At the side of the house was a smashed children’s bicycle 
My husband said 
We should forget this place 
My husband said 
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There’d be no end to the repairs we’d have to make on such a dilapidated 
house 
No doubt we would have to ladle water into the toilet 
No doubt our daughter would fall off the precipice 
No doubt our daughters’ bicycles would get smashed 
An older woman with a child appeared and asked us 
So did you come from someplace far away? 
Yes, that’s right 
I answered 
Right now everything is dead below the cliff 
But in summer, the riverbed grows really thick with grass 
And each time, it gets full of trash and dead things 
My house has gotten flooded I don’t know how many times 
Said the aged lady 
And with that we went home 
 
I am thirty-three years old 
Menopause, an unlucky year 
It does not just have do with menstruation 
This is because all Nihonjin are given (as an unlucky year) 
A year called “thirty-three” (as a time for menopause) 
Long ago, women were susceptible to death when 
They gave birth late in life or their menstrual cycles stopped 
Even now at thirty-three people get sick 
Have injuries, miscarriages, difficult births, and often die 
We have to prepare for changes for the worse 
Fortunately 
This year lots of our cats died 
Dogs bit them 
Cars ran over them 
Water drowned them 
They fell into hot water and their hair came off 
The most recent one was born deformed, grew weak and died 
Cats attract misfortune 
Nihonjin (in other words, I) 
Raise (used to raise) cats 
So they would take on our (my) misfortune 
(The mouths of the Asians form circles and let out an oooh) 
Then my cat died so that is why misfortune befell me 
Misfortune befell me so that is why it was it was time for a change 
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It was time to think about moving to a new house 
But we still cannot find a house 
We still cannot find a house 
We still cannot find a house with lots of moisture, mosquitoes, and sun 
We still cannot find a house where we might be able to live 
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Haunting Encounter at the Cathedral by Ana Cristina Cesar 

 

Face to face, finally spilling out all the words, we speak, with our eyes, of 

the silence that isn’t muteness. 

And do not fear this highly merciful passionate woman, this intense cruelty of a 

saint that takes you by both hands. 
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Vacillation of Vocation by Ana Cristina Cesar 

 

I would need to work—to sink— 

—just like you—crazy longings— in this art—

uninterrupted— 

of painting— 

 
Poetry doesn’t—telegraphic—occasional— leave me solo—

loose— 

at the mercy of the impossible— 

—of the real.
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Bedside by Ana Cristina Cesar 

 

Intractable. 

I don’t want to put poems on paper anymore or let my tenderness show. 

I act tough, 

really sober and tough, 

I don’t ask 

“what shall I do about the shadow of that kiss?” 

It’s pointless 

to go on listening 

or maneuver the eyeglass of divination. 

That said 

the bedside book falls to the ground. 

Your hand that slides distractedly? 

over my hand
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Adventure in the Sticky House by Ana Cristina Cesar 

 

 

Moved in a contradictory way by desire and irony 

he didn’t say but let slip, on a cold night, seemingly 

heartless: 

“I’m going to get you on the corner, in your throbbing jugular, 

with a serum of truth-and-a-half, straight to the vein, and hard cement for 

the first one who walks away.” 

To which she’d objected, no, 

changed the subject, on the ledge of the scaffold not yet unveiled: “Me too, 

I need someone who loves only me.” Sheer laziness, she didn’t lift a finger. 

Everyone knows she’s no good over there. 

And they stayed that way, for over an hour, drinking tea, almost at the edge, 

eye to eye, and almost forehead to forehead.
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Pour Memoire by Ana Cristina Cesar 

 

Keep your hands off this memory. 

Don’t bring it up 

or I’ll turn into a mother-lion or pale stone slab 

erect 

on the well-tended grass. 

These are the facets of my fury. Under the wet window umbrellas 

pass by 

horizontally, 

as in Cherbourg, but this wasn’t the name. 

Longing in pieces, glass station. 

Water. The cards never 

lie: 

a man from another continent will come to see you again. 

Keep your hands off, was my cutting reply without words 

that get said into the ear in a murmur. 

And the other woman, who is me, doesn’t want to know anything else 

from the mirror in front of her. 

She instructs: 

give your longing a rest (take the waters) looking after 

this clear and nameless object. 
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Good Friday by Ana Cristina Cesar 

 

Some are sleeping in the afternoon, 

others went up to Petrópolis like sad boys. I’m going to knock on my friend’s 

door, 

he has a little wife who smiles a lot and doesn’t talk much, like a Japanese woman. 

I arrive full of swagger, shadow-faced. 

I don’t have as much to say as I thought. “Tiny little thing, I want to stay close to 

you.” 

I take you to Avenida Atlântica to drink in the afternoon and say: it’s beautiful, but I don’t know how 

to be funny. 

“Cruelty is your diadem…” 

My embarrassment wants you, isn’t it obvious? Consolatress full of these desires. 

Sandbox with paper stars. I swing, very slowly. 

Eyes that don’t meet: and if I tell you, I adore you, 

and steal you away somehow from this March despair, taking full advantage of bad times 

to rush out from this hiding place? 

Do you know about the blind man’s bluff of miserable hearts? 

Beware: this compassion is is passion.
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Samba Song by Ana Cristina Cesar 

 

So many poems I’ve lost. 

So many I’ve heard, for free, on the phone—see, 

I did everything for you to love me, I was a vulgar woman, 

half-witch, half-beast, little modernist laughter scratching at the 

throat, hustler, faggot, 

total dyke, vandal, maybe Machiavellian, 

then one day I got fed up, 

I curtsied 

(it was a strategy), 

I made deals, greedy, though kind of stupid, because being smart 

left me 

blushing, or the opposite, pale face that doesn’t know 

its own rosiness, 

and I made so many, maybe hoping for glory, another scene in 

the spotlight, maybe just your caress, 

but so many, I made so many… 
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The Alphabet Park by Adelia Prado 
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Excerpt from The Girl in the Photograph by Lygia Fagundes Telles  

(Margaret A. Neves trans.)  

 

Miserable howling. God, aggressive music. I’m sick of aggression I’ve seen more of it than I want. Now I want 

presents, favors. Someday I’ll buy a whole truckload of presents all silly things throw money around on silly 

stuff I want to be silly. She’s crazy that one with her demands. And she even—. She must think I’m a whore. So 

what. I’ll bury myself in money take my courses buy a laboratory just like that one. The colored water dripping 

and me green yellow blue ah I’ll dye myself in an ocean. An ocean, love. I’m floating off and the green tongues 

of the fish are licking my feet. I laugh because the green tongues are licking me my legs no! I cry covering 

myself because the biggest tongue licks my abdomen and penetrates me so warm ah love. I love you. As happy 

as. 

 

“We could go live someplace stupid like Ireland. Why Ireland? I don’t know either, just Ireland. Hanh? There’s 

money coming.” 

 

She opened her eyes and focused them gradually on the young man. He was smoking and smiling vaguely. 

 

“What time is it? What time is it, Max?” 

 

“We didn’t come here to get up-tight. Throw everything to the wind, fabulous. An island.” 

 

She grabbed the cigarette from his mouth and smoked. 

 

The shorter coat would look great with velvet slacks. She could pay for it in five installments. Ten. Bastard. 

Queer. He couldn’t forgive her because she was beautiful and had breasts. “Flatten down that chest, flatten 

it!” he yelled at the showing and everybody laughed. Hatred, he was hateful because he wished he had breasts 

and didn’t. It doesn’t matter. The scaly one will give me a shipload of coats. Three factories. He’ll want a virgin. 

So what? I’ll stuff myself full of baby oil and he’ll find one when we go to bed. I could model for Marcil too and 

he’d give me the little black suit or—. Brando will go crazy but I’ll tell him give me the coat then. 

 

“Quick, Bunny! Give me your mouth!” 

 

I give him my mouth give him everything. But tense scratch scratch. And if I am. Lena will pay for plastic 

surgery but she doesn’t have a bag of gold does she? I need yenom yenom Mother Alix said she’d pay. Take 

money from a saint and give it to the Turk, group analysis for godssake. Stupidity. Next year I start over. And I 

can pay for individual treatment thank you sir. Thinking I wanted to go to bed. Pretentious Turk. “I’m married, 

very happily married. My wife is a geisha.” Geisha geisha. I’ll bet she puts horns on him twenty-four hours a 

day. Well done. It wouldn’t be any good anyway because one loses respect for them, look what happened with 

that dumbass. Crazier than me that one there. Psychiatrist, shit. How could he help me? Even a baby. You’ll 

see, I am again. That’s just it, not to feel any pleasure and on top of it all, What day is today? The twenty-sixth? 

Twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty-nine … does this month have thirty-one days? 

 

“Max, does this month have thirty-one days?” 

 

“Come here, Bunny, I want your mouth.” 
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I open my arms. He falls onto my chest. Yes I love you. So. To get rich. Get rich. You were once and nha-nha 

was too. I’d like to try it may I? Lena said she’d loan it to me she’s sweet Lena. Generous. She offered to come 

with me and hold my hand. The scaly one wants a virgin. He’s had his fun with every whore in town but when 

it comes to. Bastard. All right. If you really insist, I’ll become a virgin. What if I asked him to loan me the 

yenom? Why not. Doesn’t a girl have the right to ask her fiancé for a little loan? I’ll tell him it’s for an urgent 

operation and he’ll ask me what operation there’s nobody in the world who can ask more questions. He’ll ask 

me and I’ll say I need to have my tonsils out my tonsils are rotten my appendix is rotten ah how depressing. 

And this one here who doesn’t resolve anything. 

 

“I’m cold, Max, cover me. Cover me, love,” she said. She shivered beneath the young man’s body. “It’s 

freezing.” 

 

He found the woolen blanket among the tangled bedclothes and pulled it up, covering his head. The ends of 

the fringe reached Ana Clara’s shoulders. He closed the opening of the tent in up-and-down movements that 

grew faster and faster, reaching a sharp rhythmic pitch. He poised himself above her, then fell downward in a 

series of convulsions that made the cover slide off them in shallow folds. From underneath him came a 

fragmented sob, almost a wail. 

 

“Bunny, Bunny, I love you.” 

 

She pushed back the fringe of the blanket and turned her face to the wall, rolling her hair around her finger. 

 

“So good, love.” 

 

“Let’s get married. Bunny? Let’s? I want to get married immediately, hanh? What about it? A great idea, right, 

Bunny?” 

 

“Yeah, yeah, let’s.” 

 

He kissed Ana Clara repeatedly on the mouth, tenderly straightened her disheveled hair, and rolled off her 

body as if he were rolling off a sand dune. He lay down on his belly, his face buried in the pillow, one arm 

hanging down. His hand touched the rug, searching as cautiously as a spider, with two blind fingers stretched 

out like wiggling antennae. They went around the ashtray where the cigarette still burned; then, inspired, they 

drew back and found the glass. As he took a gulp, whiskey ran down his chin. 
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Amor by Clarice Lispector excerpted from The Complete Stories 

A little tired, the groceries stretching out her new knit sack, Ana boarded the tram. She placed 

the bundle in her lap and the tram began to move. She then settled back in her seat trying to get 

comfortable, with a half-contented sigh. 

Ana’s children were good, something true and succulent. They were growing up, taking their 

baths, demanding for themselves, misbehaved, ever more complete moments. The kitchen was 

after all spacious, the faulty stove gave off small explosions. The heat was stifling in the 

apartment they were paying off bit by bit. But the wind whipping the curtains she herself had 

cut to measure reminded her that if she wanted she could stop and wipe her brow, gazing at the 

calm horizon. Like a farmhand. She had sown the seeds she had in her hand, no others, but 

these alone. And trees were growing. Her brief conversation with the electric bill collector was 

growing, the water in the laundry sink was growing, her children were growing, the table with 

food was growing, her husband coming home with the newspapers and smiling with hunger, 

the tiresome singing of the maids in the building. Ana gave to everything, tranquilly, her small, 

strong hand, her stream of life. 

A certain hour of the afternoon was more dangerous. A certain hour of the afternoon the trees 

she had planted would laugh at her. When nothing else needed her strength, she got worried. 

Yet she felt more solid than ever, her body had filled out a bit and it was a sight to see her cut 

the fabric for the boys’ shirts, the large scissors snapping on the cloth. All her vaguely artistic 

desire had long since been directed toward making the days fulfilled and beautiful; over time, 

her taste for the decorative had developed and supplanted her inner disorder. She seemed to 

have discovered that everything could be perfected, to each thing she could lend a harmonious 

appearance; life could be wrought by the hand of man. 

Deep down, Ana had always needed to feel the firm root of things. And this is what a home 

bewilderingly had given her. Through winding paths, she had fallen into a woman’s fate, with 

the surprise of fitting into it as if she had invented it. The man she’d married was a real man, 

the children she’d had were real children. Her former youth seemed as strange to her as one of 

life’s illnesses. She had gradually emerged from it to discover that one could also live without 

happiness: abolishing it, she had found a legion of people, previously invisible, who lived the 

way a person works — with persistence, continuity, joy. What had happened to Ana before she 

had a home was forever out of reach: a restless exaltation so often mistaken for unbearable 

happiness. In exchange she had created something at last comprehensible, an adult life. That 

was what she had wanted and chosen. 

The only thing she worried about was being careful during that dangerous hour of the 

afternoon, when the house was empty and needed nothing more from her, the sun high, the 

family members scattered to their duties. As she looked at the clean furniture, her heart would 

contract slightly in astonishment. But there was no room in her life for feeling tender toward 

her astonishment — she’d smother it with the same skill the household chores had given her. 

Then she’d go do the shopping or get something repaired, caring for her home and family in 

their absence. When she returned it would be the end of the afternoon and the children home 

from school needed her. In this way night would fall, with its peaceful vibration. In the 

morning she’d awake haloed by her calm duties. She’d find the furniture dusty and dirty again, 

http://www.ndbooks.com/book/the-complete-stories/
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as if repentantly come home. As for herself, she obscurely participated in the gentle black roots 

of the world. And nourished life anonymously. That was what she had wanted and chosen. 

The tram went swaying along the tracks, heading down broad avenues. Soon a more humid 

breeze blew announcing, more than the end of the afternoon, the end of the unstable hour. Ana 

breathed deeply and a great acceptance gave her face a womanly air. 

The tram would slow, then come to a halt. There was time to relax before Humaitá. That was 

when she looked at the man standing at the tram stop. 

The difference between him and the others was that he really was stopped. Standing there, his 

hands reaching in front of him. He was blind. 

What else could have made Ana sit up warily? Something uneasy was happening. Then she 

saw: the blind man was chewing gum … A blind man was chewing gum. 

Ana still had a second to think about how her brothers were coming for dinner — her heart 

beat violently, at intervals. Leaning forward, she stared intently at the blind man, the way we 

stare at things that don’t see us. He was chewing gum in the dark. Without suffering, eyes 

open. The chewing motion made it look like he was smiling and then suddenly not smiling, 

smiling and not smiling — as if he had insulted her, Ana stared at him. And whoever saw her 

would have the impression of a woman filled with hatred. But she kept staring at him, leaning 

further and further forward — the tram suddenly lurched throwing her unexpectedly backward, 

the heavy knit sack tumbled from her lap, crashed to the floor — Ana screamed, the conductor 

gave the order to stop before he knew what was happening — the tram ground to a halt, the 

passengers looked around frightened. 

Unable to move to pick up her groceries, Ana sat up, pale. A facial expression, long unused, 

had reemerged with difficulty, still tentative, incomprehensible. The paperboy laughed while 

returning her bundle. But the eggs had broken inside their newspaper wrapping. Viscous, 

yellow yolks dripped through the mesh. The blind man had interrupted his chewing and was 

reaching out his uncertain hands, trying in vain to grasp what was happening. The package of 

eggs had been thrown from the bag and, amid the passengers’ smiles and the conductor’s 

signal, the tram lurched back into motion. 

A few seconds later nobody was looking at her. The tram rumbled along the tracks and the 

blind man chewing gum stayed behind forever. But the damage was done. 

The knit mesh was rough between her fingers, not intimate as when she had knit it. The mesh 

had lost its meaning and being on a tram was a snapped thread; she didn’t know what to do 

with the groceries on her lap. And like a strange song, the world started up again all around. 

The damage was done. Why? could she have forgotten there were blind people? Compassion 

was suffocating her, Ana breathed heavily. Even the things that existed before this event were 

now wary, had a more hostile, perishable aspect … The world had become once again a 

distress. Several years were crashing down, the yellow yolks were running. Expelled from her 

own days, it seemed to her that the people on the street were in peril, kept afloat on the surface 

of the darkness by a minimal balance — and for a moment the lack of meaning left them so 
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free they didn’t know where to go. The perception of an absence of law happened so suddenly 

that Ana clutched the seat in front of her, as if she might fall off the tram, as if things could be 

reverted with the same calm they no longer held. 

What she called a crisis had finally come. And its sign was the intense pleasure with which she 

now looked at things, suffering in alarm. The heat had become more stifling, everything had 

gained strength and louder voices. On the Rua Voluntários da Pátria a revolution seemed about 

to break out, the sewer grates were dry, the air dusty. A blind man chewing gum had plunged 

the world into dark voraciousness. In every strong person there was an absence of compassion 

for the blind man and people frightened her with the vigor they possessed. Next to her was a 

lady in blue, with a face. She averted her gaze, quickly. On the sidewalk, a woman shoved her 

son! Two lovers interlaced their fingers smiling … And the blind man? Ana had fallen into an 

excruciating benevolence. 

She had pacified life so well, taken such care for it not to explode. She had kept it all in serene 

comprehension, separated each person from the rest, clothes were clearly made to be worn and 

you could choose the evening movie from the newspaper — everything wrought in such a way 

that one day followed another. And a blind man chewing gum was shattering it all to pieces. 

And through this compassion there appeared to Ana a life full of sweet nausea, rising to her 

mouth. 

Only then did she realize she was long past her stop. In her weak state everything was hitting 

her with a jolt; she left the tram weak in the knees, looked around, clutching the eggstained 

mesh. For a moment she couldn’t get her bearings. She seemed to have stepped off into the 

middle of the night. 

It was a long street, with high, yellow walls. Her heart pounding with fear, she sought in vain 

to recognize her surroundings, while the life she had discovered kept pulsating and a warmer, 

more mysterious wind whirled round her face. She stood there looking at the wall. At last she 

figured out where she was. Walking a little further along a hedge, she passed through the gates 

of the Botanical Garden. 

She trudged down the central promenade, between the coconut palms. There was no one in the 

Garden. She put her packages on the ground, sat on a bench along a path and stayed there a 

long while. 

The vastness seemed to calm her, the silence regulated her breathing. She was falling asleep 

inside herself. 

From a distance she saw the avenue of palms where the afternoon was bright and full. But the 

shade of the branches covered the path. 

All around were serene noises, scent of trees, little surprises among the vines. The whole 

Garden crushed by the ever faster instants of the afternoon. From where did that half-dream 

come that encircled her? Like a droning of bees and birds. Everything was strange, too gentle, 

too big. 
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A light, intimate movement startled her — she spun around. Nothing seemed to have moved. 

But motionless in the central avenue stood a powerful cat. Its fur was soft. Resuming its silent 

walk, it disappeared. 

Worried, she looked around. The branches were swaying, the shadows wavering on the 

ground. A sparrow was pecking at the dirt. And suddenly, in distress, she seemed to have 

fallen into an ambush. There was a secret labor underway in the Garden that she was starting 

to perceive. 

In the trees the fruits were black, sweet like honey. On the ground were dried pits full of 

circumvolutions, like little rotting brains. The bench was stained with purple juices. With 

intense gentleness the waters murmured. Clinging to the tree trunk were the luxuriant limbs of 

a spider. The cruelty of the world was tranquil. The murder was deep. And death was not what 

we thought. 

While imaginary — it was a world to sink one’s teeth into, a world of voluminous dahlias and 

tulips. The trunks were crisscrossed by leafy parasites, their embrace was soft, sticky. Like the 

revulsion that precedes a surrender — it was fascinating, the woman was nauseated, and it was 

fascinating. 

The trees were laden, the world was so rich it was rotting. When Ana thought how there were 

children and grown men going hungry, the nausea rose to her throat, as if she were pregnant 

and abandoned. The moral of the Garden was something else. Now that the blind man had led 

her to it, she trembled upon the first steps of a sparkling, shadowy world, where giant water 

lilies floated monstrous. The little flowers scattered through the grass didn’t look yellow or 

rosy to her, but the color of bad gold and scarlet. The decomposition was deep, perfumed … 

But all the heavy things, she saw with her head encircled by a swarm of insects, sent by the 

most exquisite life in the world. The breeze insinuated itself among the flowers. Ana sensed 

rather than smelled its sweetish scent … The Garden was so pretty that she was afraid of Hell. 

It was nearly evening now and everything seemed full, heavy, a squirrel leaped in the shadows. 

Beneath her feet the earth was soft, Ana inhaled it with delight. It was fascinating, and she felt 

nauseated. 

But when she remembered the children, toward whom she was now guilty, she stood with a 

cry of pain. She grabbed her bag, went down the dark path, reached the promenade. She was 

nearly running — and she saw the Garden all around, with its haughty impersonality. She 

rattled the locked gates, rattled them gripping the rough wood. The guard appeared, shocked 

not to have seen her. 

Until she reached the door of her building, she seemed on the verge of a disaster. She ran to the 

elevator clutching the mesh sack, her soul pounding in her chest — what was happening? Her 

compassion for the blind man was as violent as an agony, but the world seemed to be hers, 

dirty, perishable, hers. She opened her front door. The living room was large, square, the 

doorknobs were gleaming spotlessly, the windowpanes gleaming, the lamp gleaming — what 

new land was this? And for an instant the wholesome life she had led up till now seemed like a 

morally insane way to live. The boy who ran to her was a being with long legs and a face just 
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like hers, who ran up and hugged her. She clutched him tightly, in alarm. She protected herself 

trembling. Because life was in peril. She loved the world, loved what had been created — she 

loved with nausea. The same way she’d always been fascinated by oysters, with that vaguely 

sick feeling she always got when nearing the truth, warning her. She embraced her son, nearly 

to the point of hurting him. As if she had learned of an evil — the blind man or the lovely 

Botanical Garden? — she clung to him, whom she loved more than anything. She had been 

touched by the demon of faith. Life is horrible, she said to him softly, ravenous. What would 

she do if she heeded the call of the blind man? She would go alone … There were places poor 

and rich that needed her. She needed them … I’m scared, she said. She felt the child’s delicate 

ribs between her arms, heard his frightened sobbing. Mama, the boy called. She held him away 

from her, looked at that face, her heart cringed. Don’t let Mama forget you, she told him. As 

soon as the child felt her embrace loosen, he broke free and fled to the bedroom door, looking 

at her from greater safety. It was the worst look she had ever received. The blood rushed to her 

face, warming it. 

She let herself fall into a chair, her fingers still gripping the mesh sack. What was she ashamed 

of? 

There was no escape. The days she had forged had ruptured the crust and the water was 

pouring out. She was facing the oyster. And there was no way not to look at it. What was she 

ashamed of? That it was no longer compassion, it wasn’t just compassion: her heart had filled 

with the worst desire to live. 

She no longer knew whether she was on the side of the blind man or the dense plants. The man 

had gradually receded into the distance and in torture she seemed to have gone over to the side 

of whoever had wounded his eyes. The Botanical Garden, tranquil and tall, was revealing this 

to her. In horror she was discovering that she belonged to the strong part of the world — and 

what name should she give her violent mercy? She would have to kiss the leper, since she 

would never be just his sister. A blind man led me to the worst in myself, she thought in alarm. 

She felt banished because no pauper would drink water from her ardent hands. Ah! it was 

easier to be a saint than a person! By God, hadn’t it been real, the compassion that had 

fathomed the deepest waters of her heart? But it was the compassion of a lion. 

Humiliated, she knew the blind man would prefer a poorer love. And, trembling, she also knew 

why. The life of the Botanical Garden was calling her as a werewolf is called by the 

moonlight. Oh! but she loved the blind man! she thought with moist eyes. Yet this wasn’t the 

feeling you’d go to church with. I’m scared, she said alone in the living room. She got up and 

went to the kitchen to help the maid with dinner. 

But life made her shiver, like a chill. She heard the school bell, distant and constant. The little 

horror of the dust threading together the underside of the oven, where she discovered the little 

spider. Carrying the vase to change its water — there was the horror of the flower surrendering 

languid and sickening to her hands. The same secret labor was underway there in the kitchen. 

Near the trash can, she crushed the ant with her foot. The little murder of the ant. The tiny 

body trembled. The water droplets were dripping into the stagnant water in the laundry sink. 

The summer beetles. The horror of the inexpressive beetles. All around was a silent, slow, 

persistent life. Horror, horror. She paced back and forth across the kitchen, slicing the steaks, 

stirring the sauce. Round her head, circling, round the light, the mosquitoes of a sweltering 
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night. A night on which compassion was raw as bad love. Between her two breasts sweat slid 

down. Faith was breaking her, the heat of the stove stung her eyes. 

Then her husband arrived, her brothers and their wives arrived, her brothers’ children arrived. 

They ate dinner with all the windows open, on the ninth floor. An airplane went shuddering 

past, threatening in the heat of the sky. Though made with few eggs, the dinner was good. Her 

children stayed up too, playing on the rug with the others. It was summer, it would be pointless 

to send them to bed. Ana was a little pale and laughed softly with the others. 

After dinner, at last, the first cooler breeze came in through the windows. They sat around the 

table, the family. Worn out from the day, glad not to disagree, so ready not to find fault. They 

laughed at everything, with kind and human hearts. The children were growing up admirably 

around them. And as if it were a butterfly, Ana caught the instant between her fingers before it 

was never hers again. 

Later, when everyone had gone and the children were already in bed, she was a brute woman 

looking out the window. The city was asleep and hot. Would whatever the blind man had 

unleashed fit into her days? How many years would it take for her to grow old again? The 

slightest movement and she’d trample one of the children. But with a lover’s mischief, she 

seemed to accept that out of the flower emerged the mosquito, that the giant water lilies floated 

on the darkness of the lake. The blind man dangled among the fruits of the Botanical Garden. 

If that was the oven exploding, the whole house would already be on fire! she thought rushing 

into the kitchen and finding her husband in front of the spilled coffee. 

“What happened?!” she screamed vibrating all over. 

He jumped at his wife’s fright. And suddenly laughed in comprehension: 

“It was nothing,” he said, “I’m just clumsy.” He looked tired, bags under his eyes. 

But encountering Ana’s strange face, he peered at her with greater attention. Then he drew her 

close, in a swift caress. 

“I don’t want anything to happen to you, ever!” she said. 

“At least let the oven explode at me,” he answered smiling. 

She stayed limp in his arms. This afternoon something tranquil had burst, and a humorous, sad 

tone was hanging over the house. “Time for bed,” he said, “it’s late.” In a gesture that wasn’t 

his, but that seemed natural, he held his wife’s hand, taking her along without looking back, 

removing her from the danger of living. 

The dizziness of benevolence was over. 
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And, if she had passed through love and its hell, she was now combing her hair before the 

mirror, for an instant with no world at all in her heart. Before going to bed, as if putting out a 

candle, she blew out the little flame of the day. 
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Excerpt from Fault Lines by Meena Alexander  

A voice comes to me, out of mist and desert rain, out of well water and water in a blackened cooking pot 

where I looked in and saw my face: “You come from a long line of well-jumped women.” 

 

Women come to me, countless women, some older, some younger: sixty-year-olds, hair bleached by time, 

stretched back tight over the skull, knotted at the nape; twenty-year-olds, their sweet hair hovering over the 

mouth, black hair blown back over the mouth in the monsoon winds; four-year-old children playing hopscotch, 

then swooped above ground on a wooden swing, hair brushing the branches of the love apple tree; babies 

too, plump, cheeks marked with beauty spots to keep away the evil eye, soft mouths dribbling milk. 

 

And in the courtyard of a Kerala house I see worlds filled with women, women riding elephants, women like 

Princess Chitrangada with swords at their hips, bodies covered in rough jute—and who can see the softness of 

cotton underneath stained with menstrual blood? I see women in white starched saris, tucked in at the waist, 

hands sore with cooking rice and dal and fried fish, cleaning out the threshold stones that give entry to the 

courtyard, scrubbing out the cooking pots, popping riceballs into the mouths of young children. I see women, 

saris swept up shamelessly, high above the ankles, high above the knees, women well-jumping: jumping over 

wells. 

 

I stare into well water. In that shining water no names anymore; the houses and places don’t matter any more; 

no first there, nor second nor third; no foreground, background, left, right, or sideways; just the clarity of eyes 

shorn free of the bodies that held them in. Eyes bobbing in well water. 

 

My amma’s eyes, she who was born in Tiruvella out of whose womb I fell, blue, babbling. The eyes of both my 

grandmothers—appa’s mother Mariamma born in the Kaitheyil house in Kottayam, amma’s mother Kunju who 

died before my birth, she who was born in the Kurial house at the edge of Tiruvella. The eyes of my great-

grandmothers, all four of them: how we grow in multiples of four, dunked into blackening water. Larger still, 

the eyes of my two sisters: I dwell in their sight, curious, fearful as I hang upside down from my tree. 

 

Slipping, sloshing eyes of aunts, great-aunts, cousins, second cousins, third cousins and fourth, relatives by 

marriage from all the Suriani families to the east and west, north, and south. Eyes of other women, Marya and 

Chinna and Rameeza and Suraiya and Munira. Eyes of all the women they have ever seen. So many eyes 

crowded, jostling, bobbing, all female eyes. Why are they there? Why are there no male eyes? Why have these 

eyes popped free of their bodies? But how foolish to ask. These are eyes, not voices. I see them fluid, black, 

precisely as heavy as the water that bears them: the eyes of well-jumped women. 

 

Born under the sign of Aquarius, I gravitate towards water: well water, pond, lagoon, river, sea. But the bond is 

uneasy. I am gripped by fear. I do not know what would become of me if I fell in. Perhaps I would dissolve, 

flesh devolving back into its own element, only my eyes remaining. Well water is most local, most domestic. 

Set at the threshold of the house, it calls all the girl-children to it. As a young child growing up in Tiruvella I 

heard countless stories of young women, beautiful as lotus blossoms in bud. At dawn they were discovered, 

black hair streaming, stretched fine as spider’s filament over the well’s mouth, bodies blanched and swollen. 

 

Who discovered them? Why did they leap in? Eyes turned downwards, Marya would never tell. Nor would 

Chinna. Finally Bhaskaran blurted: 
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“The shame of it, Meenamol. The utter shame,” and he gulped. He poked with a little stick at the ash that lay 

at his feet, at the shining fish scales Govindan the cook had lopped off the parrot fish we had for dinner two 

nights earlier. 

 

“They were found with child,” Chinna told me firmly, looking at me straight in the face. “They could not carry 

the dishonor.” 

 

We were standing beside the well as she spoke. Marya of the beautiful breasts had a bar of Sunlight soap in 

her hand. She was soaping up the clothes, before beating them on a rock set by the well. Bhaskaran stared at 

her uncontrollably as he gulped. He could not help himself. 

 

“Kaveri, the blind girl who lived by the schoolhouse. They couldn’t clean out the well after that! Who would 

drink from the water where his child had drowned? Some say the father pushed her to it.” 

 

“Pushed?” Chinna spoke up. “Listen, I think it’s time we checked the mangoes. Come with me.” 

 

She pulled me away. As I walked with Chinna towards the tapioca patch I saw in a blur of light those great star-

shaped leaves poised on the crimson stalks, high, higher than my face. But my pleasure was blotted out. 

Instead of feeling the stalks brush against my cheeks, I kept seeing the well. Over and over, like a mad 

flashback, I saw the well. First the wall, the brick painted over with gray mortar, streaked with moss, damp 

with monsoon rain, and then, as if the film had jerked, the inside. 

 

Inside lay a woman. Once she must have been a girl-child like me. Now she was full grown, though she still had 

the slightly plump cheeks of a girl. I could see the tip of her nose, a fine pointed shape. Her oval face and 

floating hair framed by water were perfectly posed, like one of those calendar pictures sold in the 

marketplace. The water was a cloud on which she floated, hair splashing a little as the well frogs leapt. But this 

woman wasn’t Paravati or Lakshmi. She didn’t have four golden arms. Nor was she a film star like Nutan or 

Saira Banu, cheeks pink with paint. She was an ordinary Kerala woman, once girl-child, now full grown, skin 

wrinkled with water. Her eyes were wide open, staring shamelessly. 

 

The almond shaped eyes were huge, black, lidless. Under the face, tangling the black hair, was the mound of a 

belly covered in floating cloth. Doubled up inside it like the baby dolphin I had seen in Trivandrum Zoo, was a 

creature, skinless, face blotched out. What manner of thing was it, forcing the poor woman to leap into water? 

Was her heart beating wildly as mine did now, this Kaveri or Mariamma, Meena or Munira? Had she locked 

her eyes so tight as she leapt over the hibiscus fence by the outhouse the servants used? Had she forced 

herself into the well, both hands clutching her nest of hair? Did she know that in well water her eyes would 

swing open wide, so shamelessly? 

 

“Ah, the shame of it!” I glanced at Chinna. She was repeating herself, pointing to the golden coconuts on the 

miniature trees that grew by the hedge. The globes, heavy as a child’s head, were tinged with green. They 

rolled in the sunlight. When I squinted my eyes they made glorious beads you could string together, clear, hard 

fruit, on a thread of sight. Gazing at the coconuts, I figured out how to freeze them in an instant of looking so 

the sun wouldn’t blind me, so the poor pale thing in the well would flee from me. 

 

Years later, when I read Wyatt’s lines: “They flee from me that sometimes did me seek / With naked foot 

stalking in my chamber,” I understood the poem immediately. The beloved, fleet of foot, was racing into 

water, and the lover was quite confused, bewildered by desire, but deciding not to do very much except stand 
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where he was and make his poem. All dressed up in frills and furbelows and hose of apple green, the rage at 

the time, he stood his ground in his stately house, while she, poor thing, filled with shame, fled into the 

nearest tarn. 

 

Sex and death were spliced and fitted into each other, quite precisely: like the milk-white flesh curved into the 

shell of the tender coconut as it hung on the tree; like the juicy flesh of the love apple rippling inside the 

purple husk that shone if you rubbed it against skirt or thigh. And shame lit the image. It was what women had 

to feel. Part of being, not doing. Part of one’s very flesh. 

 

 

 

 

At Nottingham, Jim and Margaret Boulton took the place of a second set of parents, and I grew to depend on 

them greatly. I appreciated their rose garden and the delicate herbs Margaret placed on her roast beef, the 

Yorkshire pudding they cooked up. Jim gardened for hours and often, spending Sunday at their house in 

Beeston, I would talk to him of the difficulties I was facing. For instance, trying to make sense of the fitful 

audience in the old marketplace, as a small group of artists and writers whom I had joined worked on a 

performance piece complete with animal blood and the head of a dead pig—all to smash the notion of 

aesthetic space and awaken the populace. Or in a somewhat different vein, my difficulties in figuring out the 

symbolic structures of poems like “The Red Wheelbarrow” or “Anecdote of the Jar” (I was fascinated with how 

minimal a text could get). I also shared with him troubles caused by various young men who kept asking me 

out, one even going so far as to say he would kill himself if I did not marry him. I felt quite helpless in the 

matter. I did not know what to do. Shovel in hand, or trimming a rosebush, Jim would listen patiently, and his 

acute intelligence when he responded always clarified my confusions. 

 

In all these narratives, without consciously intending to do so I kept my sexuality carefully out of the picture. I 

painted myself as the passive recipient of male desire. I was not touched deep inside; they wanted me, I told 

myself, and told others: such percipience seemed the feminine part. It was with a shock, a year later, still in 

England, when I realized that the world I had so carefully constructed, of intensive study, of a few late night 

parties that I attended more out of a sense of duty than anything else, beers, cigarettes, heady intellectual talk 

of the sixties, all the accoutrements of a young student’s life, could all blow apart. I wanted a man, and I had 

not wanted anyone so much since the friend I had met in Khartoum when I was seventeen. The intensity of 

sexual passion forced me back into my bodily self, made me turn against the “reason” of the world. Though all 

the Romantic texts I was studying seemed to work against the sorts of Cartesianism that split mind from body, 

I could not move from those intense visualizations of personal space into my own ravaged history. 

 

I felt I had nothing to hold onto and was falling and falling through empty air. I felt I had transgressed in some 

unspeakable way and the arms of the father could not hold me. That is how I couched it in my journals: 

“father” or alternately “Father,” as if I had fallen through the arms of God or as if my own father, in lifting me 

high in the glittering air as I ran off the ship at Port Sudan, had suddenly vanished and I had dropped through 

hot air. I struggled for familiar sensory attachments that might hold me, but there was little my eye or ear 

could attach to, little to revive a web of memory that might connect me to my past. The whole world had 

caved into the apocalypse of the mind. 

 

Even when I could not read, I held tight to my well-thumbed copy of Fear and Trembling, often tucking it in 

under the bedcovers, where it would get lost in the pale pink blankets the University Health Centre favored. 

For that was where I found myself, heavily sedated, so I would sleep. Indeed I was grateful for sleep when it 
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came and willing to give up my nervous pain for the pacification the sleeping tablets provided. Awake, I was 

acutely conscious, my mind trembling with knowledge it could not piece together. My research into the 

structures of Romantic self-consciousness, into the refined articulations of internal time-consciousness, had 

led me here. I did not know who I was. I felt as if I were paying with my life. 

 

Tormented by a sense of having transgressed a boundary, a code, an edict—something in the law as it stood—

I was aware at the same time that what had befallen me had nothing to do with my own actions, and 

everything to do with my being, what I was in and of myself. I felt the force of passion buffeting me and 

wondered if the heights I was falling from were not precisely measurable in terms of the physical distance 

from the hands, the lips, of the beloved. I think there was a truth in that intense, even numbing sensation, 

thought turned wholly to bodily knowledge, that it has taken me till now to spell out. 

 

Walter Benjamin writes of how raising up the truth of the past means seizing a memory as it flashes up at a 

moment of danger. I believe this to be true. Perhaps the long fall that has haunted me is a symptom of crisis, 

of a time of convulsion, where everything still is to be worked out, elaborated, survived. My migration to 

Britain, and with it the sense that the future was not really comprehensible, had fused with my well-concealed 

fear of God the Father; the theology of my Christian upbringing forcing a terrible fragility into the self, 

rendering it groundless. 

 

I cannot forget here the great guilt that has remained with me: when Ilya was dying I could not bear to see his 

terrible pain—heart pain—and called upon what God there was to make him die. In his last days when Ilya, 

laid flat against his pillows, hardly able to raise his head, asked me to give him some water to drink, I turned 

away, hardening every inch of me, filled with fury that he should suffer so. It was my little sister Anna, just 

four, who in her innocence ran forward with a glass of water. I did not weep at Ilya’s death; I went forward in 

the throng of other mourners at home and laid a single red rose on his chest and I looked at the face I had 

loved so, the chin wiped clean with the mortician’s blade of all its white stubble, the proud, regal forehead, the 

long nostrils stuffed with cotton wool, and I lost all remaining faith in God—in that deity whom I had called 

upon to put an end to Ilya’s suffering. Sometimes, at night, I feel I can hear him cry out in pain, as the bands 

tighten around his chest, and he gasps for breath. I toss and turn on this old futon in Manhattan and put out 

my hands, and reach into the night air as if by reaching out, I might touch his hands again, for the last time. 

 

Somehow, in my mind’s eye, the crossing of borders is bound up with the loss of substances, with the distinct 

pain of substantial loss: with the body that is bound over into death, with the body that splits open to give 

birth. 

 

[...]  

 

What we are is flesh and bone, skin and blood and all the distances in between that mark the fierce palimpsest 

of need. 

 

What we are is not readily tellable. We have instincts of loss, instincts of homecoming, a hovering tender 

thing, what a mother can do for a child passing her hand over that child’s mouth, back, thighs. But something 

is altered beyond remedy. 

 

I think of the sari made of pink silk worn by the warrior and poet the Rani of Kodamangalam as she set off to 

battle. On the sari were inscribed the names of the seventy saints and seventy-seven holy women and men 

who could protect her and her just cause. 
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When the Rani passed through fire the sari melted into her skin, so that even as she rode out of battle on her 

elephant and the conch shells blew to celebrate victory, the whole world could see that the warrior queen had 

changed in some way. 

 

“Look at her hands,” a child cried. 

 

“Look at her breasts where the sari pallu rides up,” a man yelled. 

 

Grown women rubbed their lips and stared. 

 

The letters inscribed in indigo ink on the sari she had worn for protection were burnt indelibly into her skin. 

 

What allowed her to live out her life, made her what she was, was graphed in curving syllables over her 

woman’s body. 

 

But no one could read that script. The markings were bright as hairs in the elephant’s tail, dots of pollen on the 

humming bird’s claw, but no one could decipher them. 

 

To be haunted by the illegible is the fate of those who have passed through fire and children who have been 

hurt beyond visible measure. 

 

I have written what I could through the rips and tears in the dress I once wore, a shield for a small child’s soul, 

silk stitched with shadow work in delicate rose, violet, and green. 
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Excerpt from The Freezer Door by Mattilda Bernstein Sycamore 

 

I remember when faggots kissed hello. We had so much to fear and so we feared nothing, I mean we feared 

one another but we feared fear more. Kissing one another on the lips, this was joyous and commonplace, a 

legacy we were inheriting, an art—how to stretch out our lips in front of our faces, how to queen it up in front 

of a loving or hostile public, how to emphasize connection or disdain. 

 

We kissed hello because we had to. We had to know we could kiss like this, a simple greeting but something 

splendid and transgressive even when mundane, or that’s what it felt like for me when I moved to San 

Francisco in 1992, and I was 19. This kiss didn’t necessarily feel like a radical act, it was just something you did 

if you were a faggot, whether in suit and tie or broadcasting the pageantry of outsider imagination. Was this 

something that united us? I wouldn’t have said so then, but maybe I’m saying it now. 

 

Yes, there were the ones who turned their cheeks, too good for this kiss unless they explained the sudden turn 

by mentioning a cold sore, one just starting or one in the past, whichever way we hoped we were taking care. 

Sometimes you knew someone had really bad breath, but you kissed her on the lips anyway, it was okay to 

endure a little discomfort to avoid seeming snotty or scared. Unless this was one of those queens who would 

grab you and start feeling you up, that was a good reason to avoid contact. 

 

You kissed the ones you loved and the ones you didn’t even like that much, sometimes even someone you 

hated, just so you wouldn’t seem shady. Too much garlic was never a problem, we kissed anyway. We kissed 

the living and the dying, knowing that the dying were part of the living and we wanted to keep them with us. 

 

Maybe this was a dream—I mean I know it wasn’t a dream then, but maybe it is now. Now we’re more afraid, 

afraid of one another, so even the gestures of intimacy disappear. Most of the time I don’t even think of 

kissing someone hello anymore, I reach for a hug if possible and this can be beautiful too, but in a different 

way. How strange to think that in the early-’90s, when it felt like everyone was dying, we were less fearful in 

certain ways. 

 

There’s a certain kind of knowledge, growing up in a particular body, socialized to be a particular thing you will 

never be, knowing this and learning to grow with it instead of against. Maybe I’m saying we all need different 

kinds of people in our lives, right? When anything becomes homogenous, there’s a problem. When anything 

becomes so homogenous that people don’t even think about it, that’s worse. 

 

 

There’s too much desire without desire. Too much desire for desire. Not enough desire. Sometimes we 

remember the dead, and forget the living dead. And sometimes we forget everything. We make art so we 

don’t die. And still we die. Silence is a kind of memory, but memory should never be a form of silencing. 

Maybe there are exceptions. I know a process can be collective, and a collective can be in-process, but what 

about a collective process without collective process? 

 

Knowing the gap between what you want and what you yearn for, can there be hope in this? Maybe I’m saying 

that yearning often comes from spurning, the brokenness from that glance, the desire for seamlessness. 

Maybe there’s no way not to be broken, only a way not to feel broken. 

 

 

I say I just got really sad because you’re sad, is that okay? 
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Are we making out, or just petting each other, or am I just petting him—he’s adorable, is that okay to say, 

even while he’s sad? Do you see how I’m so present? How this presence can mean so much, even in a situation 

that really means nothing. 

 

He doesn’t want my number, I already know that. He has a boyfriend. Everyone in the bar is smashed because 

this is Sunday night, Sunday night early but early Sunday night is the messiest. This is why people are hooking 

up in the bathroom, this is why people are being honest, at least some of the people, but I like it even if it’s the 

messiness that makes people more open—I don’t need it but maybe they do. Beneath the shade and the 

shame and the sadness, there’s a sweetness, and I haven’t felt this in years I mean have I ever. 

 

So I’m walking home with James, I mean he’s walking to the next bar and I’m walking him there on my way 

home. Everyone was exchanging stories at the bar, so I ask him if it’s okay to talk about Caleb, does Caleb 

always get sad like that, is he a sad drunk? 

 

We talk about what we do, whatever that means but there’s a connection I think, I mean I need to come back 

into the world, maybe even this world. I kiss James goodbye, I mean we kiss goodbye, and I make it into the 

kiss that means we’re making out until he indicates with his hands that that’s enough and then we say we’ll 

get together soon. This is a part of me that I want to be part of, I mean I want this back. How long it’s been 

since I’ve had fag friends in my daily life. How much longer it’s been since I’ve dated anyone I mean over a 

decade. What my body needs in order to be a body that’s not just a body of needs. I’m getting really 

emotional. I’m right at the edge of being able to cry. 

 

When I get home, the phone is ringing and I see that it’s James, he’s calling to give me his number because he 

forgot that he already gave me his number. I feel like I’m back in my body and I’m shut down. I’m so close to 

crying. Somewhere there’s a place in my body where I can actually feel alive. 

 

One thing about beauty is that when it lies in the eyes of the beholder, it lies. Hollow, hallowed, horny, hope. 

To open the mouth wider, is this a song or a scream, a yawn or a gasp for breath? If I say I write in order to 

stay alive, this is more than a rhetorical gesture, it’s a strategy that has worked. 

 

Maybe community accountability is a gasp for breath. If I say it’s not my story to tell, then you know I’m not 

telling the whole story. Someone who we’d all respected, and loved—a transmasculine prison abolitionist with 

a childlike smile, someone who gave great hugs—he had abused multiple partners, and, while abusing them, 

had manipulated them into taking care of him, his childhood trauma, over and over. Four of his ex-lovers came 

together to share their stories—they found a facilitator who believed in transformative justice. After several 

months they decided they wanted to intervene. They invited six people they all trusted into this process, six 

people who were friends with their abuser, and I was one of those six people. Our job was to hold our friend 

accountable without causing more harm. Not to push him away, but to bring him in. They didn’t want to talk 

to him—that was our role. 

 

So the eleven of us met—the four ex-lovers, one facilitator, and six people on the accountability team. I was so 

excited after that meeting. Everyone was so thoughtful, and grounded—we were complex in our responses 

and layered in our understanding, not afraid to admit what we didn’t know, to ask questions, to grasp at the 

perils and possibilities. We were in this together, building something deeper than rhetoric. 

 

And we were going deep right away. This was what I wanted, right? 
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Here is the gap where I don’t know what I can tell you, so I’ll just leave this gap. 

 

Eventually I had to pull out of the process because it was taking a toll on my body, all the secrets, everything I 

had to hold in. When you block out trauma, it just becomes more trauma, we all knew this. Which was why we 

were trying to intervene. 

 

But at a certain point it felt like those of us on the accountability team were just supposed to remain silent, to 

do what we were told, to be accessories in a process that wasn’t really ours. Was there accountability in this 

accountability process? 

 

Near the end of my involvement, we met with a second facilitator who said something to the accountability 

team like: You need to listen to survivors. And I was stunned. How dare she assume that we were not also 

survivors. 

 

He was a survivor too, reliving his own trauma—trying or maybe not trying to change, I think it went back and 

forth. But trauma is not an excuse. You can be a survivor and accountable, this I knew. 

 

Critical analysis can be a form of intimacy, but so often our lives get stuck between the analytical and the felt, 

the embodied and the structural. But also in this process I saw how the intimacy itself could be a trap. The way 

he wielded his trauma as control. 

 

How do you unwind the damage, when you’re still so damaged? Maybe I still don’t know the answer. Maybe 

the dream of queer is just another consumer mirage. Maybe we need to bury the dream in order to imagine 

something else. But how do you bury a dream, without burying yourself? 

  



54 

 

we’ve got a list of words to go through by Juliane Okot Bitek 

laundry 

banking 

insistence 

baking 

insouciance 

a moment 

distinctions 

slithery 

computational 

wave songs 

universality 

dispersal 

& settling 

do words feel the tongue of the speaker 

in the middle of a dream 

where broadway meets main  a shimmer 

us fucking like dogs 

us pounding into each other 

each intent on becoming the other 

from monday on we swear everything will change 

on saturday   we’re wailing     so we slide into things 
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                    what is a good day to die  
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Women & Desire 2 by Lily Hoang 

 
The women down the hall are lovers. We don’t judge, but they are often loud in their affection, and 
they are new ones. We do not like it when their love infests our sleep, when we are roused by ghastly 
moans. We are so easily frightened, and by the time we distinguish 
pleasure from despair, we are unable to fall asleep again from too rapidly our thudding hearts. We are 
workers. We can’t spend our nights restless lest we become as inefficient with our time as those 
women down the hall. 
Those women down the hall only moved in weeks ago, and already, they disrupt us all. We 
are not unkind here. We have tolerated many inconsiderate tenants, and we have reasoned our way 
with them, but those women down the hall, they don’t care about us. Those women, they are a 
nuisance. They arrive late in the night and their laughter festers our beds like fleas. Their joy is 
passionate, and their happiness is without wane. 
We do not know what to do about these women down the hall. We have altered their room 
to be alternately frigid and searing, but they easily combatted this by removing their clothes 
and creating friction with their skins. We have released opossum into their room, but they 
roasted the flesh for sustenance, the hide for hide, the tail for strap. We are quickly resorting to more 
drastic measures that we are ashamed to admit, so we do not admit to them, but every night, their 
love slaps us awake and we are tired. We are tired beyond morality. 
 
 
 
 

Women & Desire 4 by Lily Hoang 

The woman down the hall eats. She eats and eats and it is repulsive how she forklifts food 
into that cave of her mouth. She is a monster, never fulfilled. 
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Excerpt From Nancy By Bruno Lloret 

Translated From Spanish by Ellen Jones 

 

 

 

I’d already given up on him. I was barely sleeping, tossing between the sheets, the mattress beginning to sag 

from the damp × My body was burning × 

 

But the devils, in their perpetual circling, wanted my mamá to run away, to leave forever, to live in the big port 

× And after a week living alone with my papá I ran into the Romany man outside the house, on a day as sad as 

any previous day. 

 

I’d overslept, so instead of going to school I spent the morning watching cartoons. As I turned on the tap in the 

front patio to water the flowerpots, that same feeling from my dreams, from that time in the town square in 

the big port. It hit me in the knees and rose up to my belly button × Like someone had rubbed mentholatum all 

over me.  

 

× ×  ×  ×  × 

 

×  ×  ×  × 

 

There he was, standing in the street, smoking. 

 

××× I opened the gate ××× ××× He entered serenely ××× We went into the house and he fucked me on the tiles 

of the living room floor 

 

×××× Afterward he washed his face and left ×××× 

 

× 

 

× The same thing happened about three more times, until it started to get really risky and no longer made any 

sense. The last time he came to see me I actually spent thinking about what Pato had said to me before he got 

lost or died, and about my papá’s anxiety, and I lay there practically motionless, reliving the family tragedy in 

my head: my mamá, apparently worn out by it all, had used a trip to the big port to ask around about Pato’s 

body as an opportunity to move in with her sister × She couldn’t stand life in Ch × According to her it was a 

shady, dead-end town where everyone was either drunk or jealous × Jesulé writhed on top of me × She 

couldn’t leave without making a scene: mamá mala completely lost it, shouting at papá bueno while throwing 

clothes into a duffel bag. She called him everything under the sun: eejit, fucking queer, 

 

poor sad loser × And so it went. 

 

× I stood in the doorway and asked them what the matter was. Then, seizing the moment, shouted: And what 

the hell’s going on with Pato? 

 

They looked around at me, frightened. 

 

Not even they knew what was going on. 
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× Papá was sitting on the edge of the bed crying silently. Snot was hanging down past his chin × Mamá already 

had her bag over her shoulder × I sat down next to papá on the bed and hugged him. The only thing he did 

during the whole episode was rest his hairy hand on my shoulder and say: She’s staying with me. You can do 

what you like, darling, but Nancy’s not going anywhere × × × × × × × × And so it went × Mamá left and never 

came back to Ch × Papá shut himself away and worked, worked with such contained fury it almost killed him. 

In the three weeks between the sudden separation and the arrival of his saviors he lost a lot of weight. He 

spent whole nights watching TV × As for me, in truth I was more worried about my meetings with Jesulé, 

terrified of the idea that one of the women from the estate would catch on to what we were up to, than I was 

about my papá, or about what life would be like now that, against all odds, we had become what they referred 

to in school as a broken family, dysfunctional × Papá bueno, papá tonto, so good and so stupid that he’d die if 

it carried on like this, and there was nothing I could do × I had my own things to think about. For example: 

every time Jesulé penetrated me I started bleeding, a lot, and I’d think: my period’s started × But he’d come 

close and smell it × Then he’d say: It’s like your cherry’s growing back every time I pop it × × So I was worried 

not only about that but also about getting the blood stains out of my clothes, keeping the house clean, buying 

food, homework × 

 

One morning I felt a jolt between my ears, elastic, like something in my brain had moved without causing any 

pain. After that, I gradually stopped caring so much about the Romany. Like when you’re standing by the road 

and see a bus in the distance, and you turn your head slowly as it approaches, but before you’ve even had 

time to register its arrival it’s already disappeared beyond the horizon × × Back then it felt like I only ever saw 

the nape of Jesulé’s neck. 

 

Third time’s always the charm. He ejaculated between my neck and breasts and then left, this time without 

even washing: he simply pulled up his pants and backed out the open door, quiet as ever × That’s when I 

realized the only thing that really mattered was that my papá was working himself to death × That while I 

rolled around in sin with the most delicious of sinners, the most pitiful of sinners was losing his grip on this 

world. He really was dying × 
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SHORT POEMS SCHREDDED SCREAMS: 5 POEMS BY JOYCE MANSOUR  

(translated from the French by Henrik Aeshna) 
 
 
I want to sleep with you side by side 
Our hair intertwined 
Our sexes joined 
With your mouth for a pillow. 
I want to sleep with you back to back 
With no breath to part us 
No words to distract us 
No eyes to lie to us 
With no clothes on. 
To sleep with 
you breast to breast 
Tense and sweating 
Shining with a thousand quivers 
Consumed by ecstatic mad inertia 
Stretched out on your shadow 
Hammered by your tongue 
To die in a rabbit’s rotting teeth 
Happy. 
 
 
 
Let me love you. 
I love the taste of your thick blood 
I keep it for a long time in my toothless mouth. 
Its ardour burns my throat. 
I love your sweat. 
I love to caress your armpits 
Dripping with ecstasy. 
Let me love you 
Let me lick your closed eyes 
Let me pierce them with my sharp tongue 
And fill their hollow with my triumphing saliva 
Let me blind you. 
 
 
 
may my breasts provoke you 
I want your rage 
I want to see your eyes thickening 
Your cheeks hollowing and bleaching 
I want your spasms. 
May you burst between my thighs 
My desires die on the fertile soil 
Of your shameless body 
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I’ve stolen the yellow bird 
living in the Devil’s sex 
It will teach me how to seduce 
Men, deer, double-winged angels 
It will tear away my thirst my clothes my illusions 
It will sleep 
But my sleep runs across rooftops 
Murmuring, gesturing, violently making love 
to cats 
 
 
 
 
Invite me to spend the night in your mouth 
Tell me about the youth of rivers 
Press my tongue against your glass eye 
Give me your leg as wet-nurse 
Then let’s sleep, brother of my brother, 
For our kisses die faster than the night.   
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Dirty Words; excerpt from The Efficacious Cat: The Fucking Game by Luisa 

Valenzuela 

Translated by Margarita Fernandez Olmos 
 
THE FUCKING GAME 
This is a game I invented to pass the time with company. Anyone can learn it: it is simple, does not mess up the house, 
and distracts one from daily preoccupations. It is best played in pairs and is easier if the components of each pair belong 
to sexes that are sufficiently differentiated. 
It is convenient, although not indispensable, to have a bed handy and to play in semi-darkness. Mid-court shots are 
absolutely forbidden. 
As there are no winners or losers, fucking hardly ever creates disputes. 
The game is over when one of the two—or more—participants collapses in exhaustion; which does not mean the player 
has been defeated, in fact just the opposite. Those that extend themselves the most are the better players. 
Rules: 
—The faking of sensations is prohibited. 
—One must take care that the other partner also participates 
in the game. 
—Great mirth and the elimination of overbearing behavior are 
required. 
Mode of play: 
One of the players should assume the more or less active role. That is, they will begin the game by stretching out a hand 
over their opponent trying to lodge it into the other player's more secluded parts. This first movement will begin to heat 
up the game, especially if the other person at first resists playing. Once the hand is located and warmed up, player 
number 1 will move his or her entire body near player number 2 and both will begin to practice a type of mouth to mouth 
respiration that we will call kissing. This is a very healthy exercise that oxygenates the lungs and inspires further play. 
At no time should one forget that hand that has been advancing without having to reach for the dicebox. On the contrary, 
one ought to try to introduce at least one finger into the dicebox of the opponent, rotating—the finger, that is—with 
caution. At this point in the game, player number 2 should begin to act, if they have not been too stunned to do so before 
now. To carry this out, the player should also stretch out one hand or two and proceed to unbutton or unzip below the 
waistline of player number 1. 
At last he or she will find something surprising. Upon not finding it, refer to the test that we offer below and do not emit 
immoderate screams, which are in bad taste in this game and break the mood. They should, however, ponder warmly 
over what has been found, without permitting extended lapses of time between mouth to mouth respirations. 
One must never forget that this is a game of pleasure and not a competition, and good sportsmanship should prevail 
above all else. Therefore, it is best to reserve for the end the culmination of the fucking game—known as the orgasm—
and not proceed to it before entering into the second phase. 
In the second phase the players, without quite knowing how or when, should have become completely naked. Neither 
modesty nor prudence have a place in this game. We will reserve these two qualities for the kidnapping game which will 
be explained in another installment. 
To play the fucking game it is best not to think and simply allow oneself to be invaded by joyful tingles and diverse 
sensations. The moment has arrived to stretch out on the bed and shift the mouth to mouth respiration to other parts of 
the body. All good players ought to have reached this point without getting too baffled—something that can ruin the 
game—murmuring the particulars of each play as they proceed. 
Once in a horizontal position the voice can be raised and it is no longer necessary to emit intelligible words. We have 
arrived at the point in which the two players truly enter into contact, as they produce the partial penetration of one by 
the other. Each should then carry out an oscillating motion combined with a rotation that turns the partial penetration 
into a total and very pleasurable sensation. This is the hardest part of the game, and consists of attempting the greatest 
number and variety of positions without breaking contact. The game is enriched in direct proportion to the imagination 
and the enthusiasm displayed by each one of the participants. The game ends with moans and sighs, but can be 
recommenced as often as desired. Or as often as possible. 
Warning: 
Unfortunately, as fucking is also a task undertaken to propagate the species, it is advisable to conduct a thorough study of 
the necessary precautions that must be carried out in order to impart a truly sporting character to the game. 
 
GASTROPARENTAL TEST 
Before attempting the fucking game it is advisable to take 
the following test to form couples with like or opposite tastes, 
whichever may be desired. 
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a) Read with care the following definitions: 
PAPAR: to eat soft food without chewing. 
MAMAR: to suck milk from breasts. 
(Petite Illustrated Larousse) 
b) Answer sincerely the following questions: 
—Are you a man or a woman? 
—Who do you love best, your father or your mother? 
—Do you prefer to papar or mamarl 
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“Part of a living man” by Hiromi Ito  

 

I hate dead flies, you know, but then again, even if they're not dead, even if they're alive, they just give me the 

chills. Like they carry some vestige of a previous life'it really scares me. So, except for the fly, normally we gape 

at corpses, right, and in that case, going from the fly to the fish, fish to mouse, and then to the cat, or 

something, and so the more distant it gets from myself, there's less a sense of that revolting surprise, I think. 

Corpses are really, well, scary, right. Corpses are things that, deep in my heart, I'm always thinking that I want 

to see. So then, watching the river go by, I watch it, thinking, I want to see a corpse, I want to see a corpse. 

Lots of things go by, right, like trash, small stuff, bubbles, and among them, isn't there something better, I 

think, like a corpse' and I'm always looking out for it. Sometimes, well, a mouse floats by, or more often a fish, 

and when I see it I think there it is. A mouse, you see, it's got hair, and it's all wet, and you know in an instant 

as you see it floating down that its body is all hard. Usually its mouth is half open, I might see teeth or 

something. And so then' there it is. I feel this more strongly with a mouse than with a fish. Even more so with a 

cat. I get all giddy. Tickled. And then if, perhaps, a human were to come floating down, well, it's like?bingo! Of 

course it's rather creepy, and it's strange to say it makes me happy, but it's something like that, I think. But, so, 

you have the corpse, right, and it catches my eye right away, takes my breath away, and I jump back, at first. 

It's revolting. I don't think it's quite the same thing as getting chills. Neither can I call it just plain scary. It's kind 

of like, something eerie. No, I don't want to touch it. Even pointing at it makes me feel like there's something 

on the tip of my finger, something sort of sticky, viscous, see? Now this is totally different from, well, that. 

Imagining killing someone, or depicting it somehow, reading something about that, and, um, masturbating is, 

after all? Well there's the act of killing, or being killed, that is, someone besides myself is being killed, you see. 

Me I'm just watching it. And as for the one that is getting killed, it's no good unless it's a woman, and a young 

woman at that, you see. So she gets hurt, and suffers, and dies, right, so there is suffering, right, and this is 

what I'm watching. So. I get excited. How do I say this. It's like, I'm dissatisfied if there isn't that sense of 

suffering. It's as if that feeling gets transferred over to my own body, and then, well, it gives me pleasure. And 

not that it's really transferred, the suffering she feels, but in my own emotions, it switches into the pleasure 

from masturbating, and then, I can feel it, it's like, well, my interest in death, it was there in the first place, and 

I think there's something else there as well, but let's say it was there in the first place, and then yes, something 

like masturbating, which I did when I was younger, right, and then, well, there's suffering, and then death, 

dying, right, that, and masturbating is, when you're doing it, gradually your breathing gets rough, and then, 

you reach something like orgasm, then you're finished, right, and this process is the same; now I don't know 

because I've never seen a real death, but it's like that in the deaths you see on TV and all. And you perform, as 

if suffering, as if close to intoxication, and it was the same, as the deal with masturbating. And then, well, 

dying. Well it's different from suffering, but I wonder if it isn't the same. So you see, if there's no death there's 

no orgasm. And that's why when there's no real death, like plain old S&M-type stuff, it isn't that exciting. If 

you're not suffering, your breathing doesn't get rough, right? But really, it does, in reality. So, well, yes, there 
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needs to be suffering. And so, for example, when I'm reading Chikamatsu, Chestnuts dry shreds hands offered 

thy moon, gasping stumbles of final writhing breath or, Buddha's sword gashes toward, twists, remembers, 

how this... rolling unto pain, I get all excited. And then, right here, the hipbone, I think, the part of the hipbone 

that sticks out, the part you can roll with your knuckles, here, well I'd imagine that if you take a heavy kind of 

sword, swiftly gash right in at an angle from the front, that it'd feel good, I think this often. But when another 

poet writes Hinged waist slit open, sharp, in a moment floored, there isn't much suffering so it doesn't really 

move me. It's all a fabrication, right' It's not real. It's all performance. Like acting or comics or books. I can't 

help but think that even if it really happened, once it's put down in words it turns into a fabrication. And then, 

these pictures of dead people, well they're already dead. For me, as I look at these, I suppose that these 

people are already in rigor mortis, that they're all white and waxy, or, or that they, they must be rotting away, 

is what I thought as I looked at them. And so then, whether they're cut through the stomach or the heart, it's 

just until they die, see, and this is all after that, you see, so for a living person to go on and die, though they're 

dying, and so I think that getting excited at the scene where the woman gets killed, and the desire to see a 

corpse, well I have a feeling they're probably completely different things. Yes, yes it's different. Probably, I 

have a feeling it's different. No, I feel that it is different. Curiosity. Excitement. Well, for as long as you look at 

it in the form of a photograph, I don't think there's much excitement in seeing a corpse. But, if I could actually 

witness a real death, a murder, I bet I'd get excited. But a corpse, after all, might not be something you can 

really get excited about. It's kind of?it's sort of like being held down, or like, heading towards, towards the 

interior. A corpse feels like a thing, I think there's a thingness to it. So my mom is fat, right, and when she gets 

naked, you see these big huge chunks of meat stuck on her, that are her back and her belly. And then it's not 

just like extra meat on a normal person's body, no, it's got a thickness to it, and when you touch it, it sort of 

gives, you can grab on to it. A freak! is how I felt. It's a thing, I thought. And that was what was so funny about 

it, or rather, you couldn't get sick of it, or you could kind of get into it, and it's not that I get excited, but it's 

just so fascinating that I find myself staring at it, it's kind of like that, that feeling that I get. With interest. So 

then, if you remember, the Elephant Man?he was popular at one point?that, I bet, was kind of similar, I 

thought. And then, why is this so, I wondered, but, well, a human body becomes a thing, gets objectified when 

I look at it, I think. And then, well, I also wonder if a human body isn't a thing in the first place, but, okay, in the 

first place, a person is the same as a person, right, my body is the same as your body; we're the same that way, 

I think, but, when its shape gets deformed like that, it's no longer the same, see, it becomes something 

different. And what is that something different, well, it's a thing, or, an object, a substance, right, although it 

was originally the same thing, when it becomes something different it becomes all the more piqued, I think, 

my interest. And then, so a corpse is, after all, kind of like that, um, I think it was originally the same, right, but 

that it's different, something like that, it's like it becomes something different, or, it's turned into something 

different, by death, yes, by death. We're interested in things that are the same as us, right. And we feel 

somewhat distant from anything different. And then, here's something that was once the same as me and now 

is different?I wonder if it isn't even more interesting because of that, and then, even that, it's like, it's one 
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thing if it's still living, but a corpse, well it's really a thing, has really turned into an object. The difference is 

even greater, so all the more the desire to see it, I think. Oh! um, you bite, right? When you get excited you 

might bite down; I wonder if it isn't like that, although I don't really know. Biting, it's like, when you get carried 

away and you just chomp down, well you bite someone else, right, someone else's body is living but to me it's 

a thing, right, and to bite, it's like, a thing, it's really a thing, I want to confirm that it is, is why I bite it, I 

suspect, normally in a relationship, after all even if you're having sex and it's really a thing but it isn't a thing, 

right, and when I bite, it's like, my teeth, there's something that gives resistance to my teeth, right, near the 

gums. Yes, when I see my partner's body for the first time, it reminds me of that. Yes, a corpse, too. So that 

process of thingness, turning from something living, into a corpse. Yes, it's there. I think it's different. I don't 

think it's sadness. I don't know, I've never witnessed the death of someone I would get sad for. It's different, I 

don't think it's sadness. Maybe it's just that they disappear. Spiritually. The existence of the person. If it was 

something I killed, cut, myself, I don't think I'd be scared. Because it wasn't dead in the first place. Yes, so I did 

the killing myself, right. In my hands, for example, if it were Sada Abe, it'd be wildly shaking, if you were 

choked you'd be shaking, I think I had that feeling, and then death, right. The way I feel, a man while he's 

living, a thing, after all he was a thing as well, I think, I kind of feel like he consisted of thingness, and, in the 

case of Sada Abe, it was regarded as a thing in the first place, and then it just happened to have become a 

genuine thing is all, I think. And so with sex, with liking, loving someone, if I was bound by these strong 

feelings, I think 

 I could do it too, could choke a man to death, mess around with his corpse without feeling one bit afraid. Yep, 

I could. The whole process of the murder of a living thing, I was there, right, and now he's dead, right, and 

laying on the floor. So even dead he's still the same human, right. In one sense he turned from a thing into a 

thing, in another, from a living thing into a living thing, even if the substance of it changed a little, I think it was 

only just a transfer. I think. And so he dies, right, he falls limp, right, and I wonder what it takes for me to go 

out of my senses, if it's about the same, how I myself will come to die, I don't really get it. If you go and think 

about it, when you get choked, because you get stifled, your windpipe is obstructed and you can't breathe 

anymore. You don't get oxygen and you die from suffocation, in that sort of condition, but when you don't get 

oxygen, I don't really get what happens to what parts, how the lack of oxygen affects the body and leads to 

death. But if you think about it it's like that, right. If you go and analyze it more and more. If I sit and really 

think about it it's just change, death is. Biological. Which is why it isn't scary. I don't think Sada Abe was 

thinking about this as he killed, pulling hairs out. But if you actually were to do the killing part, your eyes would 

get fixated, right, and when you're fixated, one by one, the parts combine to make a whole, and each part 

becomes visible, suffering, the inability to breathe, shaking, limpness, not breathing, and each single element, 

when they're all combined, amount to murder and death, but each single element is a single circumstance. So 

the penis was cut off, right, carried around, right, close to the skin, blood seeping, and in that, squishy, a thing 

just like when it was living, I think, it was just like when it was living, part of a living man. 
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from MIGRATIONS: POEM, 1976–2020 by Gloria Gervitz (Mexico, 1943–

2022) 

Translated from Spanish by Mark Schafer 

 

                                                                                                                           

 

SELECTION 1                                                                       

 

  

 

beneath the summer-drenched willow only restlessness lingers 

 

docile clouds descend into silence 

 

the day dissolves in the hot air 

green erupts within green 

I spread my legs beneath the bathtub faucet 

 

gushing water falls 

the water enters me 

the words of the Zohar spread open 

the same questions as always 

and I sink deeper and deeper 

in the vertigo of Kol Nidre 

before the start of the great fast 

in the blue haze of the synagogues 

after and before Rosh Hashanah 

in the whiteness of the rain 

my grandmother prays the rosary 

and in the background plummeting 

the echo of the shofar opens the year 

into the gulf of absences to the northeast pour words saliva 

insomnias 

 

and farther to the east 

I masturbate thinking of you 

the screech of seagulls the break of day 

the froth in the dazzle of the wing 

the color and the season of bougainvilleas are for you 

the pollen still on my fingers 

your scent of violets sour and feverish from the dust 

 

words that are nothing but a drawn-out prayer 

a form of madness after the madness 

the cages where the perfumes are shut away 

the endless delights 
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the voluptuousness of being born again and again 

static ecstasy 

move 

more even more 

don’t be afraid 

and the photographs fading in the fermentation of silence 

 

the unscreened porches 

fever growing red in other skies 

the gleaming verandas darkening with the acacias 

and in the kitchen the newly washed dishes 

fruit and syrups 

in the swell of rivers 

in the night of willows 

in the washbasins of dreams 

in that steam of female viscera 

rising unmistakable and expansive 

I leave you my death entire complete 

my whole death for you 

to whom does one speak before dying? 

where are you? 

where in me can I invent you? 

 

SELECTION 2 

 

  

 

I’m in the pleasure within the pleasure of pleasuring myself 

 

and my nanny sound asleep in the hammock nearby 

 

and the house submerging in drowsiness 

 

and in the plaza the market starts to bustle with activity 

 

there’s orange juice and grapefruit juice 

 

and rice milk and hibiscus tea and tamarind water 

 

and strawberry atole and hot chocolate champurrado 

 

and sweet tamales and Oaxacan tamales 

 

and papayas and plums and Manila mangoes 

 

and purple bananas and plantains 
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bunches of dominicos and tabascos 

 

watermelons redder than blood 

 

soursopslike vaginas on display 

 

bright red capulin berries 

 

pomegranates dribbling juice 

 

black zapotes spilling over 

 

mameys split open like vulvas 

 

fat juicy pineapples 

 

the passion fruit growing hard 

 

and the heat entering the palm mats 

 

entering the palm baskets 

 

entering the sea bream 

 

and the red buckets of shrimp 

 

entering the lobsters 

 

and the red rock crab legs 

 

the bundles of freshwater crabs the mackerel for ceviche 

 

and the clams partly opened and altogether stunned 

 

the flaccid octopuses fainting in their ink 

 

the oysters dreaming they’re at the bottom of the sea 

 

the tiny oysterssmall as pebbles from the river 

 

the white pompanos from Michoacán 

 

the fresh and saltwater trout 

 

the translucent jack fish and the sea bass 

 

and the carp from Morelos and the scallops 
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and the charales their heads smashed 

 

the large red snappers 

 

and the shark fins 

 

and the heat  wings crashing 

 

smashing them in the bougainvilleas 

 

smashing the squash blossoms and goosefoot leaves 

 

and lovagefor the birds and the radishes 

 

and clusters of loquats and ears of corn 

 

unraveling in burlap coffee sacks 

 

and the canary seed and amaranth 

 

and sacks of millet and beans 

 

and baskets brimming with chili peppers 

 

the jalapeño morita ancho cascabel 

 

guajillo manzano chile de árbol chilaca 

 

and the pequin so tiny and hot and the habaneros 

 

and mole paste green red black yellow 

 

and poblano and sesame seeds for every kind of mole 

 

and Oaxacan string cheese wound like balls of yarn 

 

and ash-ripened goat cheese and farmer’s cheese and aged cotija 

 

and manchego for quesadillas 

 

and corn tlayudas and tlacoyos and mortars and metates for grinding 

 

and braziers and palm leaf fans 

 

and shawls from Santa María hanging in the stone arcades 
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guayaberas and blouses made of linen from the maguey tree 

 

openwork embroidery from the nuns in Aguascalientes 

 

magical drawings from the Mayan weaver women 

 

t-shirts that say Viva Méxicowith the eagle perched on the cactus 

 

feverish and delirious alebrijes 

 

and sandals soled with rope or tire tread and combs made of wood and plastic 

 

and necklaces made of crystal and tourmaline and amber and tiger’s eye 

 

and butterflies and angels and agate and onyx and ebony 

 

and periwinkles and ornamental combs of mother-of-pearl and tortoiseshell 

 

and Nivea hand cream and Tío Nacho’s shampoo 

 

cross-stitched embroidered hearts 

 

and soaps made of almonds and rose petals and oatmeal 

 

and coconut and chamomile 

 

  

 

and the overheated heat blazing with Celsius 

 

plunging into the sweet breads the conchas and cuernos 

 

and the cookies with clotted cream slathered with honey and María cookies 

 

and myrtle candies and quince and guava jellies 

 

sweet potatoes from Puebla and pine nuts and chickpeas and pumpkin seeds 

 

and rolling tobacco and vanilla from Papantla and cinnamon sticks 

 

and swallows swinging on strands of light 

 

and filaments of heat dangling 

 

and roots dangling from God knows where to God knows where 

 

and arnica and rue and aloe leaves 



71 

 

 

and etherium capsules and bunches of eucalyptus leaves 

 

and basil and myrtle and white lágrimas 

 

and gloriasfor the altars 

 

and votive candles and altar candles and cards printed with images of saints 

 

and miraculous medallions and scapulars 

 

and amulets to ward off the evil eye 

 

and sticks of incense and crystalized copal 

 

and a riot of voices 

 

and birds full of cages 

 

and cages of parakeets with clipped wings 

 

and foulmouthed green parrots cursing blue streaks 

 

and the church bells calling the faithful to mass 

 

and music here and music there 

 

and flocks of lorikeets 

 

and mockingbirds from other landscapes and other memories 

 

and the protracted trill of yellow canaries 

 

and the organ grinder cranking the handle around and around 

 

and cranking out the same old hurdy-gurdy tune 

 

and a violin sad and lean 

 

and a daydreaming guitar 

 

and an out-of-tune trio singing: 

 

                        tú me acostumbraste a todas esas cosas 

 

y tu me enseñaste que son maravillosas. 
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Item Girls by Kuzhali Manickavel 

‘I have heard the item girls singing each to each. / I do not think they will sing to me.’ 

I have heard the item girls singing each to each. 

I do not think they will sing to me. 

  

They fuck with one eye closed, one eye on the door. Afterwards, The Dark 

One pulls back the curtains and The Other One peers into the street to see if 

the puppies are still there. They watch men pee at the side of the road while 

balding women in nighties sink like stones into narrow doorways. Smoke 

bends up from the girls’ clove cigarettes and hides in the tangles of their hair. 

The Dark One, the one with the dead brother and the guitar, wheezes softly. 

The Other One, the one who loves her job and has a grandmother who 

doesn’t wear a blouse, says the wheezing sounds like kittens trapped inside 

something soft and terrible. 

The Dark One tells the hotel staff they are cousin-sisters. The Other One is 

inconsistent, saying they are cousins, sisters or best friends, depending on 

her mood. Once she said they were teachers because she thought it made 

them respectable but harmless. In the afternoons, they draw the curtains 

and the room becomes hot and orange, like it is about to explode. The Other 

One looks for abortion scars on The Dark One’s stomach. Instead, she finds 

heat boils and evidence of laparoscopic surgery. When The Dark One goes 

down on her, she thinks of crushed ice and honey trickling from her mouth, 

her hair underwater, moving like something that is beautiful and unafraid. 
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They live on curd rice, lime pickle and Thums Up for three days. The toilet 

starts to leak and they ignore it, pretend it is water from the sink. The Other 

One’s stomach bloats and she decides that this is what it’s like to be 

pregnant. In the night, she slides her finger into The Dark One, who tries to 

think about post-racial America, the antioxidant properties of dry beans, 

steam pressure washers, Maoists. Instead, she thinks of the bite of sugar at 

the back of her throat, armies of sunlight dancing on her back, the ocean 

rushing from her mouth like it is ready to drown. 

At night, when the room glows with dirty light from the street, they both look 

up at the ceiling and remember what they used to pray for. Please don’t let 

my mom find out. Please don’t let there be hidden cameras. Please forgive 

me for letting this person with a uterus and breasts put her fingers inside me, 

not one but three, all at once, again and again and again. Forgive me for 

letting her fuck me against the wall. Forgive me for coming in her mouth. 
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Excerpts from The Sunflower Cast a Spell to Save Us from the Void by Jackie 

Wang  

DAMNATION  

III.  

We were floated out on pink waves, the  

thundering floorboards spilling the silence of  

your bewildered face, the face I knew  

was without the face it takes to remember,  

The bed is waiting for us  

Unmade  

And the flooded street  

Will let us go  

But if you’ll only make it halfway  

—I’ll go through it with you  

carry my calendula salve to Hell  

to rub into your sunburned  

membrane, remembering, I was  

there with you in the sun  

touching your hand with my pinky  

just so you’d know who I am  

that I am  

When I touched your hand you  

looked up at the sky and said,  
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This sun will be our last song  

It will come loud and crazy  

bathing our arms in  

unbearable ringlets of light  

and the light will be  

the break you will call  

the only prayer intoned 

to wake you from the nightmare  

FUCKING ON THE COW  

I sent her a text saying, I just dreamed we had sex.  

She said, I hope you liked it as much as I did.  

Somehow I feel this has happened before?  

I said, the dream? Yes. Once we did it on a cow with giant udders. This time you had a penis and I was 

covered in rust. We were in a house that I owned and the bed that once belonged to your father was always 

made …  

candles were always lit. (It was an image of devotion.) E was making bright blue beef jerky in a nearby 

house while F slept.  

(Always, the dream of fucking my friend and suddenly, she has a penis. Sometimes I start bleeding. 

Sometimes I bleed all over the floor. Sometimes the Plath-girl who snorted coke off the table comes and 

strikes a fistful of matches against the wall. Sometimes I am stuck in a loop, and she will not stop striking the 

matches against the wall.)  
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MY VAGINA by Galina Rymbu   

 

On May 17, 2013, to music by Semantic Hallucinations, 

a son came out of my vagina, 

and then the placenta, which the midwife held like a butcher, 

weighing it in her hands. The doctor placed my son at my breast 

(at that point I still didn’t know his name) 

and said, “Your son.” And immediately my son peed all over my breasts and stomach, 

and the world became my vagina, my son, his burning stream, 

his wet, warm head, my empty 

belly. 

 

Then they stitched up my vagina; 

it changed shape. Became narrow and constricted, 

a vagina-prison, vagina-wound. I was wearing 

white compression stockings—all bloody— 

a cheap red wrap-dress, bought at the Chinese market, and on it— 

two women, holding the crowns of trees, 

and beasts, holding the women. 

 

With no underwear, no support, with tangled hair 

post-op I walked along the maternity hospital’s sunny hallway 

to collect my son. I picked him up and thought: 

his fingers look like little gummy worms. 

 

Now my vagina is a burrow 

for your little brown beast with its big red head. 

Where he slips in once in a while to gather strength. It’s a furrow 

for your tender tongue, for your thin, strong fingers, resembling 

last century’s writing instruments. 

 

Now my vagina is contracting and next to it, a little higher, my clitoris is swelling; 

it looks like a little bead and it’s wrapped in a delicate 

folded hood, which sometimes can be pulled back 

under a blind rain of light touches. 

Go ahead . . . Careful . . . 

 

When I was 13, I tried to push a summer 

cucumber into it: I wanted to understand what sex was. 

I didn’t know back then that it’s not just 

penetration. I often looked at my clitoris with the little 

broken mirror that papa used for shaving. 

I was dry wood that burned 

stronger every day. 
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I lived in а world of assigned reading, where everything is viewed with the male gaze, 

in the world of gangfights and stairwells crammed with sweaty 

guys in black jackets and tattered boots. I loved squatting on my haunches, loved 

tight jeans, pressing against my clitoris 

and big lips. 

 

I didn’t know then that everyone had an interest in my vagina: 

the state, my parents, gynecologists, strange men, 

Orthodox priests with epaulets under their robes 

and women’s blood on their robes, 

employers, anti-extremism agents, the military, fascists, immigration cops, 

banks, conservative critics of “depraved lifestyles,” 

patriotic cultural figures, appropriators of traditional values, 

washed down with brandy. 

 

Blood comes from my vagina once a month 

and then my beloved goes to the store for pads 

(I like the thin ones, with chamomile scent). 

Sometimes the blood spills out in clots that look like 

the round helmets of little astronauts. 

My menstrual cosmos in miniature: the womb planet, 

egg comets, swollen vulva as milky galaxy. 

Sometimes the blood pours like vodka 

from the special narrow neck of a souvenir bottle. 

Sometimes there’s no blood. 

 

I like to have sex during my period; 

my whole body gets super-sensitive. 

I love it when your penis is covered with my blood, 

and love to imagine that you’re also on your period, 

that salty, warm blood is dripping from the little hole 

in your glans. 

 

I love it when your hands are sticky with my blood, 

when it dries on your nails and ragged cuticles, 

love to feel my womb pulsing in my belly, 

like a second heart, my breasts swelling and getting warm, 

like milk is about to pour out of them. 

I’ll let you drink it, love, it will pour over your face, 

your tender pink nipples (almost like a girl’s), 

wetting the fuzz on your chest, 

neck, your tummy, where, 

in my dreams, you might someday carry our daughter. 

 

I love when you talk about my vagina 

and when we discuss it together, 
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while you sit on top of me 

in my t-shirt and the green earrings 

that I gave you; 

love it when you lightly slap against my lips. 

 

It’s so good you’re not doing it in Russia, 

where they want to send Yulia Tsvetkova to prison for delicate images of vaginas 

where my girlfriends are afraid to kiss in the street, 

where Katia and I would lie forever on the rug after school 

over at her place touching one another, turning into a single 

salty sea, and then 

were scared to talk about it. 

 

They call our vaginas and vulvas pussies, 

but mine is less like a pussy than a decorative, domestic mouse— 

small, furry, and restless. 

 

Will it die before its time? 

Will it die in a cage? 

 

Once I was touching my mouse during a university lecture, 

touching it in an empty bus crawling through the night city 

from the factories to the concrete-block housing, from the cemeteries to the shopping centers. 

I was touching it behind the garages, one fall morning, 

sitting on a rusty pipe, 

 

touching it in the ambulance taking me 

for the operation, and touching it after the operation 

when I had a catheter in my urethra, and when blood trickled from my urethra, 

 

touching it when my belly was huge, in the stifling 

maternity ward, 

when I peed in a jar at the polyclinic, 

when I was peeing and crying at night in the old dacha garden, 

full of crickets and night moths, 

when I peed right in my pants on the Irtysh Embankment 

for the fun of it, when I was peeing on the snow 

by the factory entrance checkpoint, 

when I peed in the dorm in my son’s potty, 

when I was peeing after drinking beer at the Culture Park while nearby 

cops were creeping around 

was touching it in the summer woods while I was covered with insects, 

embraced by trees. 

 

I touched it after I accidentally cut my lips and clitoris with a razor, 

after fighting with a boyfriend and after 
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the forensic medical examination, 

after the trip to the oncology center and after 

the arrest, at the rental apartment, 

after the protest on Bolotnaya Square 

and after the protest on the Field of Mars. 

 

Touched it while reading Nicholas of Cusa, 

while reading Gastev, 

Castoriadis, 

Ernst Bloch, 

Alain Badiou’s Ethics, 

Ise monogatari, 

the physics textbook, 

an anthology of German poetry 

Mayakovsky, 

Jakobson 

 

(I took them by storm!). 

 

I touched my mouse when I was crying and wanted to leave you, 

touched it when I was crying and wanted a child from you, 

touched it, sitting on your face, 

and touched it when my face was pressed 

to your dark groin, 

and just while looking in your eyes. 

 

And all the same I still don’t know it, don’t understand it completely, 

my mouse, 

it scares me, throws me off balance. 

 

But I like to think it politically— 

it winds things up, rocks the dance floor of old ideas 

gives hope in the absence of new 

methods of activism. 

 

To make revolution with the vagina. 

To make freedom with oneself. 

 

I think, well, maybe the vagina will bring down this state for real, 

drive out the illegitimate president, 

disband the government, 

abolish the army, taxes on the poor, 

the FSB as a structure of utterly vile power and oppression, 

deal with the police, 

with conservatism and revanchism, 

dismantle unjust trials, free 
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the political prisoners, 

make putrid Russian nationalism impossible, 

the humiliation of the oppressed, fabricated cases, 

will fucking shatter oligarchy and patriarchy, 

paralyze troops deployed in other states— 

farther and farther: 

crush militarism with the cunt! 

 

My vagina is love, history and politics. 

My politics is the body, the everyday, affect. 

My world is a vagina. I am a vagina. And I bear peace. 

Yet for some I am a dangerous vagina, 

a fighting vagina. That is my monologue. 

 

—Translated from the Russian by Kevin M.F. Platt 
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Named After The Animal by Sarah Panlibuton Barnes 

 

“There’s a name for the animal / love makes of us—named, I think, / like rain, for 
the sound it makes.” 

–Nicole Sealey, “Object Permanence”  
 

I planned on moving these boxes into my new apartment in Alabama with my 
beloved, but when I drove to DC to pick my beloved up they were stiff as I hugged 
them hello. When we went for walks to the grocery store or their favorite spot for 
jollof rice or the MetroPCS store that played go-go music all day and night, my 
beloved looked past me. They sat at a distance, they slouched in their chair, they 
walked paces ahead of me. They made their body a deer in the front yard—a good 
thing that I know I cannot touch. When it was time to go back down south, my 
beloved did not get in the car. They told me to drive safely. I hear that my beloved 
is thriving. I hear they are planting a garden or maybe they finally went to Paris, but 
they are lost to me and I am lost in the ticking of the days, lost in my own skin, and 
lost in the state of Alabama without my beloved who smelled of vetiver and came 
to me in every dream for months. 
 

Carrying boxes alone, I learn quickly that summer is the body’s season in the South, 
where the air becomes so heavy and wet it is impossible not to feel as if you are 
moving through a massive respirating organism every time you step outside. In this 
massive body, I am a wild germ, a restless impulse. I feel myself becoming 
something with less weight, that speaks less, that lays lighter on the earth. I stop 
sleeping. I eat only when it occurs to me that it has been far too long since I ate last. 
I feel a cavern open up inside of me, and suddenly there is so much air. When I tell 
my mother about it on the phone, she says she’s very concerned. I can’t make her 
understand that she doesn’t need to worry. I am not leaving the light of this world; 
the light of this world has left me, and here in the strange benthic expanse of a 
broken heart and an empty apartment in a new city, I will become a different 
creature. I will become a creature shaped by the heat of the Deep South and the 
demands of the wilderness that is losing a first great love. I will grow a new life for 
myself, inside of myself, cobbled together from memory, obsession, confession, and 
a starving need to know the name of the thing that I’ve become. 
 

* * * 

I spent my girlhood barefoot, running up hillsides covered in thistles and sharp 
stones. I knew the land in every bit of my body; I knew the land without language 
for it. I didn’t have to learn that the branches I sat in belonged to a valley oak. These 

https://www.guernicamag.com/author/sarah-panlibuton-barnes/
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trees were mine and that was the only name I needed for them. But in Alabama, 
none of the names that I know will suffice. 
I buy books from the thrift store on Skyland Boulevard, with titles like Common 
Southeastern Flowering Trees and Five Hundred Insects: A Visual Reference. I am 
trying to learn the words for the place I am making a home of, as if by learning the 
land’s names I might coax it into something that I can own and be made whole by. I 
know that this is a violent impulse—to take a name and use that name to confine 
some bit of wildness so that I might feel more safe, more welcome. 
I try anyway. I walk by the river and take leaves home so that I can fit the angles of 
them to the drawings in my books. I take photos of a little red bug that looks like it 
is wearing a cape, and spend an hour finding its name in the pages: the soft-winged 
flower beetle. I love each leaf, I love each beetle and fly. I add each name to my 
growing taxonomy: Ash-Tip Borer Moth, Bagworm Moth, Big Dipper Firefly. These 
are all things that are not called mine. 

* * * 

The first time my beloved and I kissed I felt the word mine ring in me. We were 
standing in a kitchen in a borrowed apartment that was far away from both of our 
homes. Our love spanned the eastern seaboard, we commuted for each other, we 
crawled for each other, and I wanted every encounter to be a roving feast. 
Look: They are beautiful there, in the kitchen, the little box window with blue tile 
behind them. My beloved has hands that look like they should always be dirty, and 
yet I have never seen those hands short of immaculate—even moments after they 
had rubbed chicken in rosemary and oil, or re-potted a lily that I would have given 
up on. My beloved thinks more sharply than anyone I’ve ever met, and we stay up 
all night talking on the phone about jazz and remembered weather and Fred Moten 
and family myths. They have a tattoo across their knuckles that says SIR and I lace 
my fingers through the word when we hold hands on the street.  Their life taught 
them to hold their body at a distance from people who wanted to name it, to make 
it, to unmake it.  
 

* * * 

In the summers of my northern California girlhood, I was a body among many 
bodies that bloomed and renamed themselves—the air sounding a swarming buzz, 
the rice flies hatching in the hot hands of algae spreading out atop the July lake, 
frogs croaking a celebration of their new legs. In the spinning hours of heartbroken 
summer afternoons in Alabama, I recognize a velocity from that girlhood spent 
knee-deep in tule reeds down by the slough. I recognize the signs of a new life 
beginning to kick inside of me. 

* * * 

It is mid-June now and my air conditioner is too expensive to run, so I sit by a fan in 
my empty apartment and rub ice cubes down my neck and up my thighs. I must find 
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something to do with all this loud heat in my body. My stomach hurts every day. I 
start eating fast food and ice cream and all the foods my beloved would never eat. I 
try to fill up a stomach that sits in me like an animal apart, a ravenous maw at my 
center. I take notes on how the day proceeds, I diligently watch for new bugs or 
leaves with unfamiliar scalloped edges. I try to bring structure to the dull chaos of 
my days by molding this season into a study, a collection, a taxonomy of new life. 

* * * 

During the middle of a June morning that is already too hot to have been made by a 
benevolent God, the squirrels on the tree limbs look wolfish. I wonder how they 
survive these black-belt summers in their furs, and then I wonder briefly what it 
feels like to be skinned. I am looking closely at the sidewalk, watching a line of black 
ants move toward some unknown destination. I follow their procession to my front 
doorstep, where I see that they are carrying off bits of an insect’s moulted 
exoskeleton. It is as big as half my thumb and I am struck by how strange and fragile 
it looks, so clearly empty of whatever once animated it. The corpse not of a dead 
insect, but of an abandoned period of that insect’s life. It looks like a piece of blown 
amber glass, thin as a sheet of rice paper. I pick it up, blow an ant off of its tattered 
wing, and carry it home with me cupped in both hands. 
 

I lay the insect’s husk on my desk and turn my fans off to keep it steady. I learn that 
the little residue of a life that sits on my desk is the left-behind shell of a cicada (a 
superfamily, the Cicadoidea) in the order Hemiptera (true bugs). If these true bugs 
could be said to have faces, those faces could be said to resemble a kind of death 
mask. Huge eyes set wide apart, unmoved. It is the lack of expression, the lack of 
emotive capacity on the small faces, that I am transfixed by first. It is the possibility 
that at some point beneath these features, a roiling new life was emerging with no 
external sign. I know that I have found my totem. 
 

* * * 

When I do sleep, I dream in tattered maps:  
Leave your house, it does not love you. Go to the forest and stand beneath the 
tallest tree. Stay very, very still. Take stock of your surroundings. Taste the air. 
Inhale deeply the smell of the soil. Practice moving your eyeballs in slow panoramic 
semi-circles, trying each time to see a little further. Keep standing. Keep waiting. Let 
the seasons change. Let your blood run down your legs and into the dirt so many 
times you color the earth red as your rage red as your broken heart red as every 
humiliating moment you begged to be loved back. Let the wolves come to sniff at 
you. Fear no teeth in the forest. Don’t move until you are sure that everyone you’ve 
ever met has forgotten who you were before.  

* * * 

As I read the entry in my insect identification book about the cicada and how it is 
known by the sound it makes, I realize that these bugs have been with me, unseen, 
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all summer. When I moved down south with my heartache, these insects were 
singing along. They were the sound of long pink dusks spent sitting alone on my 
back porch, and the sound of driving down the interstate going nowhere in 
particular with the windows down trying to think of anything but my beloved’s 
hands. Before Alabama, before I lost my beloved, I had never heard the strange 
metallic drone their bodies make, and I could not imagine that such a sound could 
emanate from the life that once lived in this improbable sheath. 

* * * 

I am embarrassed by our language, by the way it makes a mess of us. I am 
embarrassed by my pronouns: she/her/hers. How she truncates, sounds like sure, 
sounds just as agreeable as I wish I was not. How her or hers almost purrs. I 
preferred my beloved’s pronouns: they/them/theirs. I told them I thought of their 
pronouns like a big-tent revival. Beneath that tent, so many different ecstasies, 
transformations, clandestine multitudes could be present, in motion, fluxing, a 
flight.  
She is static, she has already happened. They are dynamic, they have already moved 
on before you can pin them to a single point. She is a pinned and preserved 
specimen. They are in flight. 
My beloved, who is not my beloved any longer, perhaps and probably was never 
mine at all. They were never hers, she was never theirs. I am ashamed of how much 
the possessive pronoun gives away about my failure to love without the need to 
own.  
 

* * * 

I learn that cicadas begin their lives as eggs that look like a grain of rice. Their 
mother deposits them in a slit she makes in the bark of a tree. When the cicadas 
hatch, they are translucent, helpless, starving. In order to survive, they must fall 
from the tree and—once they land in the soil, blind and somehow unbroken—
tunnel down into the earth until they find a root to suck sap from. They stay buried 
like that for years, hooked into the root of a tree that does not notice their hunger. 
Of the many species of cicada from all over the world, I pick favorites. All through 
the first month of my grief, I love the Huechys sanguinea. This species is more 
commonly known as the black and scarlet cicada, or the “red medicinal cicada” 
because of its crimson eyes that look like a trapped fire. Its red eyes bulge 
poisonously and its body looks like a flake of the obsidian my brother and I would 
dig up from the volcanic soil in our front yard as children. According to Chou Io in A 
History of Chinese Entomology, in ancient China the exuviae of these cicadas were 
used to treat fever, their bodies crushed up to temper the heat of another animal. 
 

* * * 

When I do sleep, I dream of shedding everything I can no longer hold: I empty my 
body of everything extra. I make space in me. Spit until my mouth is dry. Swallow 
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gallons of salt water until my intestines are slick and pearly. Empty my mind of all 
my guilt, the weight of memory, of ego. I confess. 

* * * 

Before the first kiss in the borrowed apartment, I said, please, just kiss me, just one 
time. We have been together for days and I can’t bear it. I was crying because I 
wanted their touch so badly, I was ashamed of myself and maybe they were 
ashamed of me too. I could not wait. I stood with my back against the kitchen 
island. They slouched on the counter with the hood of their sweatshirt up, next to 
the fancy knives and the wooden cutting board. They explained that touch was 
difficult for them, that it took time, and why couldn’t I give us both the space to 
grow toward one another? 

They were so human, pulling their sleeves down to cover their thumbs. In that 
moment, I was savaged by their softness, their vulnerability, the way they held 
themselves together and put language in the space between us, while I had run out 
of words for my need. This changed me. I felt unmoored from language, from 
compromise. I felt myself as the animal I was then, in proximity to another animal. 
Close enough to kill, but not. Close enough to fuck, but not. We were just these wild 
upright skins draped over bones, animated by a mutually unknowable program of 
language, fear, desire. 

* * * 

My life taught me that love was something you pulled out of the body of another. 
My life taught me that to love someone, I had to make them into something small 
enough to fit in my closed hands, like a captured bug. I wonder at how many ways 
we use other bodies—their meat, their labor, their love—to continue occupying our 
own. I think of the red medicinal cicada’s fire-colored eyes. Who started the flame 
that cannot get out? How many bodies do we swallow up, filling ourselves with the 
living and dying of other creatures? Name me after every ant I’ve swallowed, every 
roast chicken, every root and every lover whom I drank from. 
 

* * * 

In July, I begin to feel the ache migrate from my chest and belly to the bowl of my 
pelvis. I am pulsing all the time like a beacon, begging. After the cicada spends its 
long night in the soil, it digs its way up to the surface as a nymph during the warmer 
months of the year. Nymphs emerge grubby, repulsive in their too-tight skin. In this 
debased state, the nymph must climb the nearest tree, forgetting what it felt like to 
plummet from a high branch. Then the insect sheds its skin, its body inflates, and its 
wings plump with fluid. 
 

Of all the cicadas I study, the Australian Double Drummer, or Thopa saccata, is the 
most operatic, insistent. These cicadas are made so loud with their desire that their 
song is said to reach 120 decibels—deafening at close range. All species of cicada 
are cryptic, from the Greek root crypsis, meaning hidden. Their song endangers 
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them, and so they sing only once the sun sets. In the treetops, their silence hides 
them from hungry beaks and sharp eyes that scan the forest for easy prey. But 
come dusk, the male cicadas break open with sound, calling mates to their trees. 
The sound is made by the vibration of tiny tymbals, a pair of which lie below each 
side of the anterior abdominal region. They buckle and unbuckle these tymbals to 
generate the outsized sound. The bulk of their thorax is hollow; the body is a sound 
box. They will shatter the air with their longing: Please, please, please come to me, 
please, please, please make me. They sing for a mate to come and give them 
reprieve. 
 

* * * 

I make love like a cicada through July to someone whom I do not love, to someone 
whose body I cannot look at. I hope he doesn’t notice. I hope he can’t see the way I 
shut my eyes when his scent gets in my mouth. He is a good person, and I am sorry 
that I have allowed him to fuck my shell. I tell him that it is okay that he probably 
won’t be able to make me come. But as he’s trying, behind my eyelids I am 
somewhere else— I am in a bed in New Orleans falling asleep with my beloved, 
who said my name like they were tying one on, after we have been fucking for 
hours. It is our last night together. 
 

Every day before this, they kept their distance from me, moving around the house 
in sock feet. I would wake up in the morning to an empty bed and find them in the 
kitchen writing poems. These poems were not about me. They were about deer, 
and jazz, and sometimes other women they loved before and still. I would walk up 
behind them, careful to step in a way that didn’t seem too eager, and put my hands 
on their shoulders without asking. I would lean into their hair, looking for their ear 
with my lips. They would take my hands away and hold them. They would tell me 
they were writing right now, and ask me if I wanted some breakfast, or coffee, or to 
go for a walk when they were done. I did not want coffee. I wanted their hands on 
my shoulders without asking. I wanted to feel their morning lips looking through my 
hair for my earlobe. I wanted them to please, please come to me, please, please 
come for me. The days passed, pregnant with my waiting. 
 

All along, I was waiting for the night to come, when sometimes they would hold me 
in our rented bed, and put their lips to my neck and I would press my ass into the 
bones of their pelvis and they would slide their hands up my thigh. Once, I turned 
around to kiss them deep and moved my hand up to the heat at their center and for 
a moment I pressed the heel of my palm into them and I felt their hair through their 
briefs and then, again, they moved my hand away. 
 

But tonight, the air smells of wet white flowers, so vulgar in their unfurling. Tonight, 
I will hear their breath cut new paths through their body. I will tell them I want to 
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fall asleep with them inside of me and I’ll guide the strap-on in and rock against 
them. When I finally come the sun will have just turned the world the color of a 
pried-open grapefruit. I’ll cry out like a bird waking at dawn and hear myself as one 
voice in a chorus of morning birds. We’ll say to each other  

                                         just thirty minutes,  
   we’ll just sleep  for thirty minutes, 

 

but I will fall deeply asleep for two hours and miss my train home. When I go to 
catch a later bus that day, they will kiss me and tell me they love me for the first 
time and I will feel them inside me as they say it, even though we are fully clothed 
and upright. We will stand in the street and they will say those words and I will 
remember the feeling of them pushing into me when they say the word, you. You, 
the word we call the person we are speaking to—not of, not near. You is an 
invitation, you is a song, you is mine and, for the first time, I am you. I hold that 
memory, the image of their face forming those words I love you, backlit by a haunt-
blue morning sky— then it is mid-June again in Alabama, and I am coming, loudly, 
with this man who is not my beloved, but is the person diligently kneeling in front 
of me. My body is two bodies at once, rocking and rocking. 

* * * 

As the summer wanes, I stop sleeping with the man I do not love. Every time he 
touched me, I shut my eyes, returned to New Orleans, to the sound of the birds, to 
the smell of my beloved’s breath, but I could never stay. This man was not a 
highway, he couldn’t take me where I needed to go. I began to want a way forward 
when it became clear that there was no way back. 
 

In tombs dated to the Han period of Chinese antiquity, jade carvings of cicadas 
were ubiquitous. In my research, I gathered images of these smooth carved jade 
pieces called tongue amulets that were placed in the mouths of the dead. The 
carvings bear the stylized shuttered wing, the body of the cicada smoothed to an 
elegant curve just wide enough to cover the tongue. Jade is considered the 
perfectly pure embodiment of masculine energy, yang, which is understood as the 
energy that would be necessary to break through the veil of death and emerge into 
a new life. 
Some texts, written by British art historians in the 1950s who were fascinated by 
the tongue amulets, suggest that they were objects meant to activate a 
sympathetic resonance, a kind of alchemical detonator, which would bring forth a 
new life from a corporeal husk. According to these historians, Taoist sages believed 
that through breath and prayer they could create anew immortal personality, which 
grew in them as in a cocoon after the fashion of the cicada. When the sage died, it 
was thought that the body of the sage would burst open and release this child, who 
was the sage and not the sage at once. This child’s impossible body would be two 
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bodies, the body of the sage that the child is of and from, and this new body made 
of a fresh skin. In this tradition, the cicada represents death rendered not as a 
tragedy, but as a volta. 
 

* * * 

In early August, I take to sitting barefoot on my back porch with a jar of lemonade 
to watch the sun sink behind the two- and three-story buildings that make up 
downtown Tuscaloosa. I spend the day unwrapping drinking glasses and putting 
spoons in drawers. The air is crisp at 7 p.m. and the cicadas are louder than the 
train whistles, but it will be too cold for them soon. Last year on nights like this, 
when my beloved and I grew soft and sleepy with the hours we had spent on the 
phone, we would talk about having children together. We would talk about how if 
we just practiced, if we stayed in tune with the light coursing through our bodies 
and fucked just right, then these miraculous, impossible new lives might start 
forming inside me.  
Sometimes, when I got off the phone with them, I would touch myself thinking 
about their body against mine, their mouth on my skin, their breath in my ear, their 
fingers on my tongue as I tasted myself. And I would lay in the dark of my bedroom 
with my hand on my belly, hoping that somehow we might speak a child into me, 
speak a future for us into the world. 

* * * 

My beloved gave me language instead of seed. My beloved’s language still lived in 
me even after they were gone from me. All summer, I let this language grow in the 
places where my loss emptied me out. For forty days, I took my temperature and 
made myself ready—in this womb, a whole world was settling. The weather of my 
womb was the wet heat of New Orleans, all the walls were the color of that 
morning sky, and mangoes grew from every tree. I made a place for the child my 
lover spoke into me. There was good gumbo being made the right way. My beloved 
told me once: First you make the roux, the key is in the roux, it is a hundred-dollar 
meal, they said. You have to buy all the andouille sausage, the shrimp. But the base 
of the gumbo is a good roux. 
I never got the full recipe. Never tasted the gumbo they loved. There is a kitchen in 
me, with a hundred dollars of sausage stacked on the counter, going to flies and 
putrid. In this kitchen, the little homunculus made of my beloved’s language is 
pouring bits of flour into a cast iron skillet of hot butter and whisking and whisking 
and pouring and whisking, not knowing what to do next. By the third Sunday in 
August, I have nothing left to feed the child, no more blood to give. The roux burns 
on the stove, I give birth to a stone. All summer, with my cicadas and my books and 
my shed skins cluttering all the surfaces in my house, I realize that I have been 
trying to feed a dead thing, an impossible thing, a thing that never wanted to live 
inside me. 
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* * * 

Preformationism, in its most basic sense, holds that animals develop from tiny 
versions of themselves. Or, that the form of a living thing exists in whole and 
complete terms, prior to its emergence. According to preformationism, sperm holds 
within it an entire small human, a homunculus.  In the world according to 
preformationism, every male’s body contains countless other fully-formed bodies. 
Entire lineages roil in the man’s lap. Paracelsus writes that a man’s sperm should be 
putrefied by itself in a sealed container, preferably in a horse’s womb, which would 
function as a stand-in for that of a human female. The sperm should ripen there for 
at least forty days, or as long as it takes for the little life to move on its own. 
Preformationists saw the female body as an incubator, the vessel in which life could 
be formed, but not a body imbued with the company of countless other fully-
formed bodies inside it. 

* * * 

I plant a nymph in the soil of myself. The nymph has fallen from a high limb. It looks 
just like me. It has my hair and all my teeth. It has my hands, it sighs like me, it is 
brave and it wants to live. The preformationists wouldn’t have believed their eyes, 
watching a woman plant a life in herself, no one’s spent sex in sight, no beloved to 
make a home out of her. She will not take up the heat of a horse’s womb, she has 
the heat she needs. For weeks, she will feed herself cashews and take long swims in 
Lake Nichol to remind herself of what it feels like to float. She speaks to herself 
every morning. She says, I love you, with her hand on her belly. You is the name we 
call the animals we want to keep. Every morning she is you. She is not as static as 
she once thought, staring at a cicada’s shell in June. Come August, she is teeming 
with herself and herself and herself. 
 

* * * 

I dream I am not so alone: 
You are growing big with yourself now. Every space in you is expanding. When you 
open your mouth, you hear the faint sputter and start of a new voice, a voice that 
sings from your belly. Give a name to your new little self, make your vocal cords 
bloom with it. Every breath now is this name. Eat the meats of animals you admire, 
it is best you kill them yourself. It is best if you look them in the eyes. Every time 
you swallow, gulp twice. Teach the little self to be better than you. Teach it to lose 
more gracefully. Teach it never be so foolish as to hope to stop losing. You are 
almost ready. Cut all the curtains from their rods. Let the faucets run. Throw open 
every door. Surround yourself with proof that everything that can close can also 
open. 

* * * 

It is almost autumn now, and the first breezy Sunday of September comes as a 
surprise. I put the jar that holds my first cicada husk next to a pencil cup. Soon, 
vases full of helenium’s cut from my neighbour’s garden crowd around the pencil 
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cup. Then a stray cat comes to live in my apartment and curls into my ribs while we 
nap through the afternoons, so I move the cicada’s jar to the top of my bookcase 
where the cat can’t get it. He is all skin and bones when he comes to me, rangy and 
hungry and afraid when I reach for him. Eventually, he lets me brush his fur with a 
special comb designed to remove mats without causing pain. I give him a flea bath 
and I give him a name. 
 

We wake at sunrise and the cat chases me into the kitchen so that I can put food in 
the bowl that belongs to him. I leave the back door open at night, in case he wants 
to leave. It seems only right that he would get to choose. Most nights, I find him on 
the kitchen table, lying in his favourite cardboard box that once held my frying pans, 
where he watches the squirrels run along the telephone lines, watches robins dart 
from tree to tree. Some nights, he slips out and he doesn’t come back when I call 
him. On these nights, I cannot bring myself to close the back door. 
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PIC OF MY ORGANS FROM THE INSIDE by Andrea Abreu 

Translated from the SPANISH by JULIA SANCHES 

  

I can’t write today. All I can do is masturbate while listening to Monchy & Alexandra. You know when you can 

tell you’re going to really fuck yourself up, but you can’t stop? That’s where I am now. I’ve given myself a UTI, 

but I have a deadline to meet. Baby, do you have any idea how hard it is to write when your pussy is burning? 

Before, when I couldn’t write, I’d ask you for advice. Would you mind being my second-person singular a bit 

longer? They say writing in the second person is difficult to sustain, but you know how I like to make life 

complicated for myself. I’m going to try to tell you where my mind’s at using the search history on my 

cellphone from yesterday. Think of it as a final grand romantic gesture after five years together. I’m showing 

you my deepest self. I’m sending you a pic of my organs from the inside.  

 

1. I got home from the dentist (it was my first cleaning in twelve years and the pain in my mouth was metallic) 

 

2. Before I walked in, I opened the search engine: 

 

… what to do when someone ghosts you 

 

… is it better to talk or not when someone ghosts you 

 

… benefits maca 

 

… tea eye bags 

 

… green tea or black tea eye bags 

 

… are bags under eyes genetic 

 

… song plan b ae aeeee con el plan b 

 

3. We fucked 

 

4. Fucking didn’t fix anything (and it didn’t feel good either) 

 

5. I cried  

 

6. You cried 

 

7. I went to the bathroom and put on a song by Ferxxo 

 

8. I went back to the search engine and read a wikiHow entry all the way through: “How to Respond to 

Ghosting: 13 Steps” 

 

9. I thought to myself that I need a wikiHow for everything in my life 

 

10. I thought to myself that wikiHow writers are super smart 
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11. I wanted to be a wikiHow writer 

 

12. I read through my last exchange with O and checked the date (two weeks since our last conversation) 

 

13. I felt angry and had this really strong urge to not talk to them (though I didn’t know if they’d be able to tell 

how aggressively I wasn’t talking to them) 

 

14. I logged onto Bumble and considered deleting it for the nth time 

 

15. I reread my profile and under “Looking for” selected “Don’t know yet” (the other options were too violent) 

 

16. I clicked on my chat with the girl from Gran Canaria who’d written: hola chiquitita 

 

17. I showered and washed my vagina with pH-neutral soap 

 

18. When I was done, I looked in the mirror and saw my crow’s-feet wrinkles (I tugged at them with the 

squishy part of my fingers until my face skin hurt) 

 

19. I wrote this note on my phone: 

 

I’m almost thirty, twenty-seven, actually. I like dark chocolate that’s 85 percent cocoa because someone on 

Insta told me I should. I like pouring hot candle wax on my arms, though I’ve never done it yet in real life. I do 

breathing exercises before eating and before going to bed. I can give myself tachycardia with my mind. I’m a 

hypochondriac. Polyamorous. A daydreamer. Bisexual. Enthusiastic and depressed. A writer. The bit about 

being a writer sounds dire, doesn’t it? Maybe I’ll say I’m a freelancer. Procrastinator. I’m OCD. I have 

arrhythmia. Digestive issues. A complicated relationship with food. An intimate relationship with death. I’m 

gluten and fascism intolerant. I’m thirty, but I could be fifteen. I could be sixty-six. I’ve been living alone for a 

while; I lived alone when I was living with my partner. I’ve lived with somebody else beside me all day and now 

that person’s leaving for good, they’re leaving for good and I’m finally going to find out what it means to be on 

my own.  

 

20. And also this: 

 

I’m sick with love 

 

siiiiiiiiiiiiiick!!! 

 

21. And this, for fuck’s sake: 

 

Right now all I want is to live excitedly, but gofio with milk gives me the shits. 

 

Should we normalize diarrhea? It’s not a good thing.  

 

22. I saw your face in the bathroom mirror 

 

23. My shirt was rolled up a bit and I quickly pulled it down 
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24. You looked at me weird (I’d been in the bathroom for half an hour, and you wanted to know if I had 

something stuck in my teeth) 

 

25. Toothpaste ran down my chin like a slug, leaving behind a gooey white trail 

 

26. I wiped it with my finger 

 

27. I said the dentist told me to brush each tooth individually (a lie, I was actually sexting) 

 

28. When you walked out the bathroom door, I yelled at you 

 

29. What? Do I need to explain why I’m brushing my teeth now? 

 

30. You left 

 

31. I kept sexting and pretend-brushing my teeth 

 

32. I realized I didn’t know why I was hiding given that before we ended this relationship it was already non-

exclusive 

 

33. I was sent a nude, two, three 

 

34. I sent another 

 

35. I felt chest pain 

 

36. I typed out several searches in a row 

 

… how to know if you have a heart condition 

 

… heart condition symptoms 

 

… arrhythmia good or bad 

 

… arrhythmia anxiety 

 

… bleeding gums 

 

… bleeding gums heart condition 

 

… andrea abreu 

 

… andrea abreu age 

 

… symptoms colon cancer 
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… bristol stool chart 

 

… andrea ab 

 

… vejedad ven a mi poem felix francisco casanova 

 

37. And another: 

 

… andrea abreu 

 

38. I got into bed and thought it didn’t make sense for us to be sleeping together 

 

39. You were chatting with the girl you’re into (I can tell because you get nervous) 

 

40. You took off your glasses and left them on the bedside table (I love how you push your glasses against the 

bridge of your nose really hard, I love how you hold your phone up to your face because the optician told you 

to exercise your shortsighted eyes by not wearing glasses) 

 

41. I did not feel jealous 

 

42. I felt nothing 

 

43. I felt scared of feeling nothing 

 

44. I lay down, shut my eyes, and wished really hard for you to be happy 

 

45. I sang a Bad Bunny song in my head with my eyes shut 

 

Con cualquiera no me acuesto a cualquiera no le meto ni le cuento mis secretos me pongo feliz cuando llegan 

tus textos o cuando en cuatro te lo meto ey y te mojas toaaaa contigo me voy a toaaas 

 

46. I touched your leg with one of my toes and you moved away 

 

47. What’s wrong? I asked. Don’t you have any self-respect, puta? 

 

48. I tried to read a book by Mariana Travacio but couldn’t 

 

49. I got up to pee 

 

50. It burned and I went on my phone: 

 

… cardiologist Tenerife 

 

… cardiologist consultation Tenerife cost 

 

… happy birthday song Venezuela 

 



96 

 

… birth control pills heart condition 

 

… what happens if you stop taking the pill 

 

… sensitivity clitoris 

 

… sensitivity clitoris birth control pill 

 

… sensitivity clitoris anxiety 

 

… birth control pills anxiety 

 

… did anxiety exist before nineteenth century 

 

… when did anxiety start 

 

… polyamory brigitte vasallo 

 

… sensitivity clitoris birth control pill  

 

… what happens if you stop taking the pill 

 

… origin of birth control pill 

 

… andrea abreu 

 

51. I lay down in bed, keeping a safe distance 

 

52. The safe distance hurt like a kick in the stomach 

 

53. I wondered how many more people would cycle in and out of my life like it was a doctor’s office 

 

54. I reflected on what it meant to be a Capricorn even though I don’t believe in horoscopes (the first question 

on Google mentioned it was a “manipulative sign”) 

 

55. I thought about how I just wanted to build an emotional network and deconstruct monogamy, but I’d 

grown up listening to Romeo Santos songs and all I can manage now is to get worked up and slam doors 

 

56. Then I fantasized about fucking L  

 

57. An image came to me, of a car-wash tunnel 

 

58. It made me anxious to think about how that soap couldn’t be good for my vaginal flora 

 

59. I had another pang in my chest 

 

60. I was convinced I had a heart condition 
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61. I considered getting up to grab my phone but then remembered that my therapist once said that in 

situations of stress you needed to be a Y. The left stroke was for rumination and the right stroke for action (I 

realized I was ruminating like a fucking cow) 

 

62. I did some mindful breathing 

 

63. I very gently let myself fall asleep while thinking I wasn’t asleep, arguing with a make-believe doctor about 

the heart condition no one thought I had but I knew I did 

 

64. The sound of your breathing was loud 

 

65. I let out a silent fart because that kind of intimacy felt embarrassing now 

 

66. All of a sudden I wanted to be with you again, take back everything I’d said, rewind the past three weeks to 

the point when we still believed we could have an open relationship after five years of pure romance, put your 

books back on the shelves, your clothes on the hangers, the PlayStation 4 on the TV stand, fold up your pilly 

pajama pants and slip them under the pillow, then smell them, kiss them, rub up on them like a dog on a dead 

rat 

 

67. I realized there was no going back 

 

68. I wanted desperately to cry, but couldn’t (I never can these days) 

 

69. In my dream I had the urge to search for the name of that brand of toothpaste for sensitive gums 

 

70. I didn’t  
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Mouth Like a Cliff by Sara Borjas 

 

Every night I lay down more naked 

in my bed, eyes open, confessing 

my secrets, palms up, and still 

men do not return. 

I’ve lost most of myself 

in whips of air drafted 

by the footsteps of a man 

leaving, again and again. 

I have spent my life learning 

the inherent helplessness 

of my body. Water stumbles 

where my face should be. 

A desert begins in my mother’s 

throat and ends in mine. 

A choppy wind spins a story 

out of sighs. I sanctify longing 

for its own sake like the words 

we repeated before sleep— 

my parents praying on their knees 

beside my bed, sacrificing 

the inconsiderable truth of our life 

so I could dream. We begged God 

together, pressed our hands 

and rhymed our pleas. Now, 

I disassemble each memorized 

syllable: father, God, beloved, 

each familiar and singular touch. 

I need ceremony. To kneel. 

I have begged so many men. 

I regard it as method, style, 

decide the weight of me 

will be an issue that threatens 

35 

every daughter’s world. I spread 

my makings out on the long 

yard of time like a metaphysical 

yard sale—two gallons of infinite milk, 

a medium-sized rug with tongues 

for tassels, some vowels unhooked 

from the softest words, mouth 

like a cliff, a man who might have 

loved me’s knicked memories. I’ll ask 

my dad to put neon signs I make 

on the telephone poles. Each one 

with be a picture of my body 
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with a bright hole in my chest, 

another body falling into it. 
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Untitled by CODY-ROSE CLEVIDENCE 

of the ugliest flowers I say this it’s a shit world my petunia stuck in an obscene gesture of delight. you get to 

keep what is inside of you, in some sense, if you can hold it here before it changes into something else, though 

at some point we all have to reconcile with the real; th angels | at their nest— polyhedrons that do or do not 

exist— being an organism with needs & desires & th capacity for excruciating pain. I call th flowers ugly but it 

is something in my heart— “this, after all, is why we do most of what we do, to control what our senses will 

encounter.” — 2 become particulate: 2 go from “shuttup bird” to “shut up yellow-throated warbler” – take me 

home night hawk in th high hard dusk particulate. in th lilac of my eyes. where I have placed a cold hard stone. 

how 2 transcend all th things is a question of th real. how 2 hold th ringing inside you a question of springtime. 

how to impel th sensory organism of yr body toward an imagined joy is a question that hovers between 

biochemistry & th void. jk. it is a question of desire, and nailing a certain trajectory. is it th need of th bark that 

calls up th sap. do the blades of grass quivering in chilled darkness elicit dew. I think th world evolved 

organisms to feel it. to crawl across its surface impelled or repelled by th feeling of it. to hold it inside of them. 

which we do. 
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First Kiss by Rooja Mohassessy  

I wish someone had explained 

how wide to open for that French 

kiss, how to keep my front teeth 

out of his way, angle my nose, 

breathe and let the tip of his tongue 

probe like a feeler. 

  

I tried dodging to make room, 

rolled mine into a morsel, nursed 

it inside one cheek then the other, 

feeling a growing need to spit. 

  

If he entered too far, I stifled 

the gag, when he slid under, I drew back. 

  

It thickened when he relaxed, 

slugged in my crammed mouth, sloshing 

through excess saliva. 

  

He’d pull away then quickly resume, 

kiss me again, then again, 

as though he had yet to get what he’d come for. 

  

With each brief lull I came up for air, swallowed 

the buildup in my mouth like I would at the dentist, 

the taste of hard liquor, laced with the scent 

of a stale ashtray. 

  

I told myself with time I’ll get this, 

the way I’d learned to swallow whole chunks 

of French steak, rare and tough. 

  

No, I wish someone had explained this was 

an invitation of sorts. I’d been invited 

to la dance des langues: 

  

I wish he’d curtsied, 

as it’s done at a French ball, to commence 

a menuet á deux mouvements. 

  

I wish he’d lingered, my lips the rounded 

doorway, bowed 

a little to enter and greet 

  

Marguerite the pearl of daisies, damp at dawn, 

not a dent de lion, or a common sedge 
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the buck-teethed teenager, 

her breasts only just budding. 

  

O how I would’ve looked upon him then, 

with my dark eyes. 

I would’ve danced, taken the heat, the burn 

of the new day. My mouth young, 

O so eager to please. 
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The kidnapped mother by DAI WEINA 

Translated by Xiao Yue Shan  

 

men grouped like elephants 

upon coasts and hills, in candlelit restaurants and cacophonous markets 

writhe in wild shapes, down upon one knee— 

refusal is your life’s hidden trophy 

that’s the past! the glorious past like a gold ring in the nose of an elephant! 

unknowingly, the true opponent was delivered into your womb 

your body became a nest, pulling a wire net around me 

to the girl who had pulled elephants by their rings— 

(knowing the artistry of selfishness was magic, 

knowing how disenchantment induces desire) 

you perform a nazi-style segregation 

i curl into myself thinking of— 

the tang legends in which a wife assumes the role of a concubine for her distant husband 

time is a trickle of milk-white liquid, your shattered waterfall 

(does anyone hear the elephants stomping) 

your pride was forgotten amidst my joyful swallows 

your iron spine became porcelain! 

i needed no land, treaties, or weapons. only existing 

was enough to compel you into kitchens, errands, bleached-out washing machines 

when i was four we filled the frame of a peony-printed mirror 

and I became upset wondering why mama was so pale and I was so dark 

it’s okay, i’m patient enough to slice your tender whiteness 

piece by piece to fill my own face… 

like every spellbound houseguest in love with their rented youth 

you, without pause— 

encouraged me to rob you cruelly, constantly 

i take a little more from you with each arriving day 

and your love for me, by little, grows 

i’m wholly draped in your cells, but it doesn’t mean 

i can live on your behalf 

when things like brilliance, ambition, and expectations finally become irrelevant 

you earn a name— 

woman 
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dark falls beyond the canopy by DAI WEINA 

Translated by Xiao Yue Shan  

you say, our lives aren’t missing anything 

except the dawning of thundering tragedy 

too many stars stolen into the canopy 

their lights taking bites out of men and women 

chiseling out a pond, scattering their crystalline offspring 

your murmuring hair smuggles your newly discovered gender 

I offer superficialities one by one 

a single night reclines upon the canopy 

you and I lie together, looking at its dark, arching spine 

the moonlight is jumping rope at my feet, tracing the line 

curiously searching for the origins of our tragedy 

a pound of kisses hanging above our heads 

and it is unbearable to eat them 

darling, look at the outside darkening 

we only have a mouthful of daylight left 

to swallow your words is to first feed them to your lover 

to truly understand the capacity of tragedy 

should we have a wedding 

peace doesn’t hold up to the test 

people can only die atop one another little by little 

when the lions are done with us, ancient snakes return to play 

their scales, oiled to black, slipping our spines 

but you and I stay entranced with the dazzling museum between us 

perfume clawing into the brain, rain piercing dawn 

waking up in the middle of such beautiful music 

don’t you also think of dying? 

to forget is to pick at scars, so hold the calamity close 

before the things that don’t matter come and coax us away 

the early songbirds have expired in this sad, clear morning 

eternal light pours into our shared body 

I’m praying we’ll be a temple’s glittering collapse 

the endless peaks of your back are homes to giants 

so the back of my head is bruised by fortune 

—I’ve already taken your pain 

the clattering of mahjong beyond the canopy is enough to bury an island 

the amount of blood I’m craving to give  

will soon be enough to drown in.                                                                                                          
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End of Winter by ZHU YIYE 

Translated by Liuyu Ivy Chen 

 

Last winter ended  

As we crossed the rainforest 

You were pulling me 

But we couldn’t outrun the pouring rain 

We sat there 

Next to each other 

With rainwater in our eyes 

The forest, disfigured 

We talked loudly  

About how the strangler figs 

Compete for sunlight  

Killing their hosts 

How the Antiaris toxicaria 

Can clot up the blood 

Stopping the heart 

The small streams on your face 

Slowly dried up 

We stood 

Resuming our secret  

Separate explorations  

This winter ends by the river 

As we ride bicycles  

In the setting sun your shadow  

Is not always moving in sync  

With you  

I am too embarrassed 

To tell you this secret 

Because my nose is running  

And my gloves are ripped  
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Good girl by Olwethu Mxoli 

The last time I felt lonely 

I woke with blood under my nails 

rust on my palms 

freshly tinted with shame 

because good girls don’t do things like that. 

 

The pillow  

holds my darkest confession 

that even now, at my filthiest 

I want myself enough 

to stain my own hand 

and ruin my sheets. 

 

I know I am supposed to be the good girl 

pure as a christening gown 

lily white and untouched. 

Worthy of an introduction to his mother. 

Ready to be made honest. 

 

But some nights I abandon the good girl 

and hold a séance with myself. 

Call to the spirit of my desire. 

Call loudly  

until the ceiling rips 

and gives way to the sky 

that even now is dripping its way out of the dark 

into morning. 
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Shipwreck by Olwethu Mxoli 

My teeth crack beneath the frenetic silence. 

A shipwrecks itself 

at my doorstep 

rips open 

navel to sternum 

and spills across the threshold, 

“He is gone.” 
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The full glass by Jacques Coetzee 

He told me he was the man with the full glass of wine, 

whether at weddings, readings or funerals. 

Life is mostly deliberate, he said, 

mostly doing the same damn thing 

over and over, whether for love or money – 

it didn’t matter in the end. Sooner or later you got tired, 

he said. That’s the thing. And what you want then 

 

isn’t God or high art, or even a young lover. 

It’s just seeing someone who lives as if 

there’s still more life to be had, as if 

we aren’t already tired, as if 

there’s a brightness on the inside of things, 

a glamour somewhere. Just someone who seems to be 

glowing somehow, who lights up dull rooms 

when he enters them. Fill up that glass, won’t you, 

he said, all beautiful and urgent – 

slurring slightly, I noticed, but steady nonetheless 

on his own two feet. 
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