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Ruby Neri, Untitled (Woman), 2015, ceramic, 31 x 20 x 18 inches
Photography: Lee Thompson / Courtesy of David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
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Ruby Neri, Smoking Woman, 2017, ceramic with glaze, 35 x 31 x 26 inches; 
Photography: Lee Thompson / Courtesy of David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA

Dear Reader, 

Let’s start with a love story. A few years ago, Rose, my partner’s 97 year old grandmother, met 
a man named Hardy in her retirement home. This may be apocryphal, but I heard that Hardy 
saw Rose walking in the courtyard and thought, “That is a nice lady.” This is the part I’ve 
always loved because Rose walks very slowly and with difficulty, usually with a walker. He was 
completely right — she is a very nice lady — and they have been inseparable ever since. Rose 
and Hardy exercise together in the mornings; they watch movies in the evenings. Hardy has 
proposed to Rose though she doesn’t want to get married because of the hassle. Hardy is in 
his early 90’s, which makes him a younger man. The last time I saw Rose, she said to me incred-
ulously, “I never thought I would meet the love of my life in my 90’s!” (Never mind that Rose 
had three children with her late husband — he was obviously not the one.) Hardy and Rose 
have been the King and Queen of their local Mardi Gras celebration for three years in a row. 

Despite our universal weakness for a great love story, romance has always been easy to dis-
miss, both as a subject and as a genre. This is not hard to explain: Romance often involves 
women, it usually involves love and lust, and it requires a happy ending. It is a truth univer-
sally acknowledged that these are not serious people or serious subjects or serious forms 
of literature. And yet, that kind of dismissal overlooks the radical power of a romantic story.  
As a genre, Romance has a long history of formal innovation: Austen, female protagonists, 
queer sexuality. Romance also represents a huge financial market, with a massive and loyal 
audience. As a subject, it is almost endlessly expansive; it can include history and politics, 
gender and power, sexuality, religion and family. It’s a mistake to discount something so canny 
and so emotionally powerful. 

This issue of the LARB Quarterly Journal is dedicated to “romance” in that very expansive 
sense. Two Romance writers, Cat Sebastian and Scarlett Peckham, describe their relationship 
to the craft and the strong political message of the genre. Many of the pieces use love — 
erotic or otherwise — as a jumping off point. Yaagnik Kosuri’s piece, “Little Bee”, is about his 
complicated relationship with his mother, the love of his life. “Nkori” by Onyinye Ihezukwu 
tells the story of a young woman, trying to understand her sexuality. Kristen Gleason’s surreal 
short story “The Cafe” tells an incredible tale about the importance of travel. Mark Edmund-
son asks “Why does love got to be so sad?” and lets Shelley, Nietzsche and Schopenhauer 
answer the question. In “Protest”, Lisa Locascio tries to understand her romantic happiness 
in light of current events.

There is another radical thought: happiness and joy in otherwise difficult times. Romance has 
a way of turning things inside out, like clothes for instance, or lives. There is suddenly love at 
the very end of life, or a way to start with a good, happy ending. 

Medaya
Editor, Quarterly Journal



Isabel Herguera, Sketchbook (Fantasias Moriscas), 2014, mixed media on paper



19

ON ANAÏS  NIN 
J O A N N A  WA L S H

Sometime in the 1940s, Anaïs Nin, along with a group of other writers including 
Henry Miller, was commissioned by an anonymous patron to “write erotica at a dollar 
a page” via an intermediary who spun them “small details meant to add realism to 
the claims he made about his client’s existence.” At first Nin mirrored this mystery, 
writing “tongue-in-cheek” accounts that she “pretended […] were from a diary of a 
woman,” challenging her fellow contributors to distinguish “whether it was true or 
false.” The collector’s response: “Concentrate on sex. Leave out the poetry.”

Nin’s contributions were published posthumously in the late 1970s in two collec-
tions:  Delta of Venus  and  Little Birds. A later collection of her erotic works,  Aule-
tris, was listed by Amazon in its “adult content dungeon,” meaning the book does not 
show up in regular searches. They deemed it “pornography.”

In an excellent piece in the Times Literary Supplement last year, Eimear McBride, 
author of A Girl is a Half-Formed Thing and The Lesser Bohemians, and surely one of 
the best contemporary sex writers, championed “erotica” over “pornography,” believ-
ing it can better “serve as an interrogative platform for representations of, and ideas 
about, all varieties of sexual experience.” She went on to group together authors whose 
sex-writing is violently misogynistic, and, under the aegis of Dworkin and MacK-
innon’s Antipornography Civil Rights Ordinances,  classify these as “pornographic.” 
Some of Nin’s work is sold from the open shelf, and some in the digital equivalent of 
brown paper covers. So, is Nin’s work pornography? And does it matter?

“Pornography” — deriving from the Greek pornē “prostitute” and graphein “write” — 
literally means “writing about prostitutes.” Nin seemed to accept this definition — she 
referred to her role in writing for the anonymous collector as “the madam of this snob-
bish literary house of prostitution.” She was paid for writing, and her characters are 

Megan Cotts, Untitled, 2017, tempera and ground glass on linen, 32 x 32 inches
Photography: Lee Thompson / Courtesy of the artist and Klowden Mann Gallery, Los Angeles
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sometimes — though not always — paid for sex. Etymological arguments, however, 
are seldom reliable, and neither “prostitute” nor “pornography” covers exactly the same 
range of meanings today as they did in ancient Greece. Unlike McBride, I can see no 
categorical distinction between pornography and erotica, nor an inevitable identifica-
tion of pornography with violence, though the circumstances under which it is cur-
rently produced mean that this is often the case. Going by McBride’s own definition, 
it may be useful to say that “the sole purpose of pornography is to stimulate sexual 
arousal and satisfaction in its viewers and readers.” Whether this is executed ethically 
or not, there is no better proof of the power of writing and its potential interference in 
real life than its ability to make its reader hard, or wet.

Nin is hot on this relationship between the word and the body. “How can I begin to 
feel?” asks Marianne, one of the heroines of Delta of Venus. Marianne is a writer, both 
a paid transcriber of other people’s work and the author of her own erotic notebook. 
Her question is also Nin’s.

Many of Nin’s characters are artists or writers, and their artistic practice (not to men-
tion whether and how it is compensated) has a complicated relationship with sexual 
experimentation. Nin’s narratives often follow a woman as she adopts, for the first 
time, the artist’s privilege of erotically describing (via brush or typewriter) her objects 
of desire. These women often begin as models, rather than artists themselves. They are 
participants in creative acts that are produced via an axis of narcissism and creativity 
enacted across their own bodies. As in male gaze porn, their bodies act as loci of the 
erotic for both the woman and her partner: the artist’s desire to paint or sculpt his 
model is itself linked to sexual desire. However, these “artists” are seldom the narrators 
of the story. Just as Nin sold her stories, Nin’s artists sell their work, and her models 
sell their bodies for depiction, and, sometimes, they also sell sex. Both artists and their 
subjects are figures in whom money, sex, and art meet, often in conflicting ways. Bijou, 
Nin’s ultrawhore and model, is a particularly compelling example of this push and pull 
between creation, sex, and capital. “You can’t touch me,” says Bijou, to the artist who, 
after using her body as a canvas, wants to fuck her. The “graph” in pornography is the 
same graph as in graphic art: it is about making a mark. The marks made on Bijou’s 
body — an art object participating in both her own, and another’s artistry — are a 
pornography that questions art’s limits, as well as the shifting roles of women as artists 
and art objects.

The women in Nin’s stories often characterize feeling “masculine” when they take on 
active sexual or creative roles, while the stories themselves locate the “feminine” in the 
realm of pretense and doubt, narcissism and performance. But male narcissists are as 
common in Nin’s work as sexually frustrated women. The latter desire a more active or 
“masculine” role, while the former desperately seek a woman to admire their body via 
the page or the canvas. Nin’s attitude to gender admits the “masculine” and “feminine,” 
but not their location in male or female bodies. This association of the “masculine” 
with the “active” introduces a social dimension to Nin’s erotic fantasies. By deciding 

Megan Cotts, Untitled, 2018, Tempera and ground glass on linen, 28 x 38 inches
Image courtesy of the artist and Klowden Mann Gallery, Los Angeles
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to swap gender roles, Nin’s women can choose to abandon feminized domestic spaces 
and — whether through art or prostitution — become economically self-sufficient.

For Nin, the family is seldom erotic: as in most pornography, sex never results in 
babies, and Nin’s stories do not feature mothers as erotic agents (though they occa-
sionally occur as the objects of their sons’ fantasies). There are few marriages and, if 
they do occur, limited fidelity. Fidelity would destroy Nin’s narrative drive, in which 
the erotic depends on novelty. André, from the story “Linda” in Delta of Venus, “never 
treated [the eponymous Linda] as a wife.” He takes her out to restaurants, and to 
cabarets (the public spaces of Modernism), and it is in these undomesticated locations 
that sex happens.

The flipside of this narrative promiscuity is jealousy, which conjures some of Nin’s 
most erotic passages — these are not descriptions of acts but possessive, or acquisitive, 
imaginings. “The more [Elena] desired Pierre, the greater her hunger for other loves,” 
we learn in one story. At the same time, Nin’s stories also express a fear of the excesses 
her plots demand. The protagonist of “The Hungarian Adventurer” is a casualty of his 
own ramped-up transgressions, which leave him less and less fulfilled. Nin’s narratives 
are restless: plots nest within other plots, between which there is much concurrence 
but little consequence; plot lines are abandoned as she cuts abruptly from the activities 
of one character to the next, often with no conclusive money shot. The hunger Nin 
creates is not for sex, but for stories.

To create is, for Nin, to claim the right to desire, but writing is still not sex. Nin’s 
writing, and her characters, strain to cross this disjunct. As Nin protested, the problem 
with writing pornography is that it’s never just about sex: it’s also always about how 
sex is sold as a commodity — as film, a painting, or a story — because that is the me-
dium of consumption. It is this transaction, as much as the sex itself, that gets us hot 
under the collar.

Money, as much as sex, moves Nin’s narratives along. Sex has its accessories: fur rugs, 
silk underwear — her tastes are expensive! And not so different from popular con-
temporary erotic novels like Fifty Shades of Grey. Nin’s characters, even as they are 
“poor” artists and writers, seldom have to get a regular job: money is always obtainable, 
its source, as with Nin’s mysterious patron, not always disclosed. Nin’s artist-models 
sometimes also model clothes, and often find this putting-on of clothes rather than 
taking them off the most sordid financial exchange. Motives that could be identified 
as narcissistic in Nin’s women are, in fact, economic: they are evaluating, and some-
times enjoying, their value in the sexual marketplace. In Les Structures élémentaires de 
la parenté, Claude Lévi-Strauss claimed that the giving of women via sexual contracts 
marked a basic ancient unit of financial exchange: what looked like desire performed 
as economics was in reality economics performed as desire.

l o s  a n g e l e s  r e v i e w  o f  b o o k s
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Pornography shares this uneasy position — compelling yet despised because of the 
double-edged nature of the exchange involved. Other genres of writing designed to 
provoke a strong physical reaction partake of porn’s liminal status but, though there is 
literary horror and literary noir, there is — going by McBride’s definition of the genre 
as designed “solely” to arouse — very little literary pornography.

The most tantalizing story in Delta of Venus is its preface, which was borrowed from 
Nin’s own diaries. This story is not about the value of sexual exchange, but the value 
and exchange of writing. “Did this patron really exist?” Nin and Miller wonder. It 
hardly matters. I can’t help feeling that the story of the patron, true or not, is a Mac-
Guffin — a pretext that allowed their practice. Nin’s stories are helplessly unable to 
“concentrate on sex [and] leave out the poetry,” instead they wander freely, exploring 
women’s personal, artistic and economic freedom, including, via her status as their 
writer, Nin’s own. Though Nin refused, during her lifetime, to publish work written 
with frankly “pornographic” intent, she began to see the erotica differently toward the 
end of her life. “Rereading it these many years later”, she wrote in 1976: 

I see that my own voice was not completely suppressed. In numerous passages 
I was intuitively using a woman’s language, seeing sexual experience from a 
woman’s point of view. I finally decided to release the erotica for publication 
because it shows the beginning efforts of a woman in a world that had been 
the domain of men.

Nin’s attention to and eventual acceptance of her own voice in her erotic writing mir-
rors the most shocking narrative turn in Delta of Venus. In the story “Marcel,” which 
appears at the very end of the collection, she suddenly transitions from the third to 
the first person for the first time in the collection. What happens when pornography 
is narrated by its ostensible object? I think that’s what we have to find out. Only when 
women claim the right to depict sex not only deeply but trivially, not only in order to 
analyze but to arouse — “pornographically” — can we fully, as Marianne so desires, 
“begin to feel.”

J O A N N A  WA L S H
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Marielle Rosky, A Patch of Clover, 2016, pen and ink

June 1999. I am 12, and my mother decides that it’s time I learn to sleep in a bed that 
is not hers. “Nonsense,” she says, “that a boy of this age still cries in the night.” 

She enrolls me in a sleepaway camp and, along with my father, drives me through 
Queens, over Throgs Neck bridge, past the Hudson River at Tappan Zee, and into the 
low Catskills to a sweltering college campus. We walk through the gate, an ominous 
iron structure, to a building named Holder, where I am given a bare room with a twin 
cot. My parents clear the dust from the nightstand and put on it my nightlight, a col-
orful thing that instantly reminds me of where I’m not. I stare at the lamp. I think my 
mother can tell that I am holding back tears. “Kanna, don’t worry,” she says. “It’s only 
three weeks and we can talk every day. It will pass in no time.” She kisses me.

For the three hours after they leave, I track their ride home in my mind. I follow 
them back through the Catskills, through Passaic Parkway, south into the Hudson 
Valley, and eventually through Queens. The hour is early enough that Mummy would 
want to stop at the grocery store to buy ginger and curry leaves. She will go home, light 
the incense, pray, and cook a simple vegetable. “I want to go home!” I cry, “I want to go 
home!” A counselor hears me. “You will make friends and it will be fun, buddy!” He 
shakes my hand and offers his for a high five. “Let’s go to dinner!”

But I’m not hungry. I sneak away and shut myself in my dorm. I cry until I pass 
out from exhaustion. When I open my eyes again, I expect to be in my parents’ room, 
with my hand in my mother’s sleeve. I have always needed to feel physically connected 
to her. Even when she drives, and I sit in the back, she snakes her hand through the 
divide and offers it to me.

L ITTLE  BEE 
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I get out of bed and wander the halls. I had seen a payphone, I think, somewhere, 
but where to find quarters? I begin to search the floors. Under the vending machines. 
Under the water fountains. I go in the bathroom, and search in the crevasses behind 
the toilets. There is a glimmer, a surge of triumph in my fingertips … but, alas, it is just 
foil. I am jittering. I begin to retch. Retch and retch until I vomit. A counselor finds 
me covered in cream-colored spittle and bile. “I want to go home!” I scream, “I want 
to go home.” 

And so, the afternoon after arriving, I wait in the headmaster’s office with all my 
things. It has just rained, but it is nearly 90 degrees. A summer day with steam rising 
from the earth. A mist has settled on the campus entrance. I watch as she materializ-
es. First a beige rain coat, dark hair with little streaks of white, skin the color of milk 
chocolate.

About that afternoon, I remember all these things, but what I remember most: 
the relief, which flowed through me like a current, so powerful, so consuming that 
everything else — the disgrace of leaving early (“your son’s behavior was quite extreme 
and concerning”), the shame of crying in front of strangers (“we have the numbers 
for several psychologists”), the waste of money (“unfortunately, the tuition is non-re-
fundable”) — everything else was subordinate to it. I could bear anything, so long as 
it yielded that vision of my mother.

My mother came back to me today, like this. First, the memory of that relief, a 
tingling sensation on the back of my neck, and then parts, not a coherent whole. Her 
long, spindly fingers, like those of a surgeon or a musician, fingers good at healing 
things. Her arm, on which I knew there was the imprint of the old vaccine. A gold 
marriage necklace, the single piece of jewelry she allowed herself to wear. Then, her 
eyes, with those stubborn, dark rings around them that gave her a look of perpetual 
concern. Treating them was her single concession to vanity, which she considered, in 
every other case, a wasted endeavor. “Why bother?” she would say “this body is not 
me.” But her dark circles bothered her to no end. She would lather them in turmeric, 
egg paste, and cucumber extract. She would cool them in ice and heat them with rice 
pads. Once, I went with her to see a woman in Queens who ran a beauty salon out of 
her house. “Come in, come in!” The beauty woman had her sit on a dilapidated plastic 
chair. She unsheathed a tool that looked like an ancient weapon. “We are going to put 
this on your face,” she said, “then chop off the skin. It should heal back perfect!” My 
mother and I walked out. “Age comes,” she resigned, “there is no point in averting 
these things anymore.”

Other features: My mother dressed simply, never wore nail polish and never pam-
pered herself. She believed simplicity was an ideal. She came to America in the 1970s, 
in a wave of Indian immigrants comprised mostly of skilled workers. Part of the way 
I see her is in contrast to others who had come around that time — hard, practical 
immigrants — who were so unlike my mother. She was an idealist, more, at least, than 
she should have been. “My calling is to be an HIV doctor,” she would say, “A most 
beautiful profession.” For most of my childhood, she was the sole wage earner in our 
household of six. “Do something else,” people barked at her, “you can open a practice, 
make triple, quadruple what you are making!” But she had no interest. When she first 

came to this country, she wore silk saris to the hospital, plodded through the snow in 
open-toed shoes. Later, she drove an hour and a half each morning to the hospital by 
the Brooklyn Bell tower. Several times, she took me with her. This was at the height 
of the AIDS epidemic, and I would watch from the corner of her office, as she put her 
hands on other children, sickly creatures emaciated to the bone, darker, even, than I 
was.

Another time, my mother and I are walking near the Hindu temple on Hollis Av-
enue. It is dusk in winter. We wait for the bus under a plastic awning, where, it seems, 
a homeless man has sought shelter. Suddenly, he collapses to the side and convulses 
in what I now recognize as a seizure. “He could just be cold, though,” I say. But my 
mother doesn’t hear me. She bends over and holds him in her arms, though he is not 
my father. Steady. Steady. He is helpless in a way I have never before seen a man help-
less. She elevates his head and waits for the fits to subside, and when they do, she tells 
him, “Don’t worry, don’t worry.” When we load him into the ambulance, he reaches out 
with his dirty, cadaverous hand and holds hers.

My mother’s voice had a silken quality, which was the only thing that could lull 
me to sleep. She was an untalented but passionate singer. She spent her early mornings 
in the basement of the house, on the phone with another amateur singer who would 
give her lessons. Through the phone, an older woman would sing at her and she would 
repeat the phrase back. At night, she would turn these songs into lullabies. When I left 
home, I would lay awake thinking of her voice, of the old songs she used to sing to me, 
“Kanna, the moon is here, the sun has gone, won’t you close your eyes?” And suddenly 
I would be crying. Why was I crying? I was hardly a mile from home.

When she got angry, that same voice sounded like the world crashing down on 
me. My mother had a ferocious temper. Minor offenses: Lateness, unpreparedness, 
messiness, talking ill of others. Major offenses: Heresy, dishonesty, duplicity, disrespect 
toward elders. 

 Once, my father is supposed to take me to the park and he is running late. “Daddy 
is so st—” I abruptly stop. “What did you say?” She slaps my face, takes aim and slaps 
me again on my lips. A gush of red, frothy blood. “Do you feel the pain? Do you feel 
the pain? Wash your mouth!” She drags me by the neck of my shirt to the bathroom 
and hands me a bar of wet soap. “Wash it!” Slap slap. I put the bar in my mouth and 
begin to retch. “What kind of a kid are you?” Then she doles it out, that punishment 
custom-made for me: “I won’t talk to you for two weeks! Two weeks!”

There were periods in my adolescence during which I remember my mother per-
petually angry. I remember pleading when she would erupt. “You are driving Mum-
my! Be careful!” But once roused to anger, she was unstoppable. “This family doesn’t 
deserve me! Go die in a hole!” The car would swerve, and we would be screaming, my 
sister and I. She would turn into oncoming traffic for a terrifying second before veer-
ing into a parking lot, shaking with anger. 

Other times, the scene is in public. Once we are out to dinner in a quaint, candlelit 
Italian restaurant. It is my 14th birthday, and a slice of lemon cake arrives after the 
meal.

“May your life be filled with faith and another year of happiness,” my mother says. 
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“What faith?” I say, “It’s all complete BS.”
She slams her fork on the table and declares: “All you do is torture me! Go to hell!” 

She storms out and slams the restaurant door. We spend the next hour searching for 
her in the small strip of a town, going store to store, asking in each one, “Have you, by 
any chance, seen a small Indian woman in a long, white shirt?”

After these tantrums, she would come home and act as if nothing at all had hap-
pened. “What is your calling?” I could ask her. “To be your mother, kanna,” she would 
say, “the greatest joy of my life.”

My mother was born in Mysore, a misty city nestled high in the Western Ghats, 
surrounded by tea and rubber plantations. Up until the expiration of the British Raj, 
two years before my mother’s birth, Mysore had been a princely state replete with 
functioning royalty, palaces, and courtyards. I spent one college summer there, with 
my sister and my cousin. We rented a small flat in the Muslim quarter. (“Not a good 
place,” Ammamma said.) We woke every morning to the crackling Azan, and stepped 
into an India we had never before seen. It rained every day for 20 or 30 minutes. 
Wispy clouds crept over the hills. On the weekends, we drove out into the forests, 
forests buzzing with tropical life, waterfalls, temples, and hundreds and hundreds of 
foot paths. We hiked to the top of the hills and from their apices could see movements 
in the trees, hear snapping that sounded like the cracking of whips. “Elephants,” our 
friend would tell us. 

One Sunday, we got caught in a rainstorm in the high hills, and a sadhu asked us 
for a ride into town. His hair was matted. He was barefoot and bearded, nearly na-
ked and caked in grime. He told us in the back of the jeep that he had cured himself 
of cancer by walking up and down the mountain with no shoes. The secret, he said, 
leaning in: “Who cares if I die or live? Life ends, this is the rule.” When I returned to 
college, I told my southern girlfriend about this. “Not possible,” she said, “that such 
things could happen in such weird, random places.”

“Why random?” I said. “There are six times more people in Mysore’s state than in 
all of Pennsylvania.”

My knowledge of my mother’s early childhood is overshadowed by the gloom of 
adolescence and early adulthood. Here is the little I know: soon after my mother’s 
birth, Ammamma, my grandmother, and her husband moved to Madras, a city on the 
eastern shore of India, which, unlike Mysore, is hot, congested, polluted, and humid. 
The most religious place on earth, some say. Indeed, the flat where my grandparents 
lived was 15 steps from six temples, four ashrams, and two yoga centers. To this day, 
the temple bells toll, hourly, from before dawn to after dusk, as they have for the last 
2,000 years.

Here, Ammamma and her husband start their family: four girls and three boys, 
one who would die in early childhood. She was a polio survivor, a passionate, stubborn 
woman, even in the days I knew her. When we misbehaved, she would stand at the top 

of our stairs and threaten to kill herself. “Ammamma, don’t die, don’t die! Please!” We 
would plead with her until the voice, which was normally a source of comfort, spoke 
ice: “Will you behave?” When she broke her hip, she refused help. She plodded around 
the house with a walker, from which she hung her possessions like a handicapped 
beggar. “Let me help you Ammamma,” I would say. “No,” she would respond, “I will 
do it myself or I will die. It is an embarrassment enough that I have lived this long as 
a burden.”

Her husband, my grandfather, was a rail worker on the Indian railroad, a low-level 
supervisor with a modest but livable salary. I would never know him. In one photo, he 
is muscled and handsome and dark, wearing a white undershirt and holding a child 
who is not yet my mother with a satisfied, jolly grin. In the background, the silhou-
ette of a palm frond and the gopuram, the tower, of the temple adjacent to their flat. 
In another, the family has grown to six people. They are on a beach road. There is my 
mother, who is 11 or 12, wearing a lehenga. Next to her are her younger brothers in 
light shorts: one would die in childhood, two would become my uncles. There is Am-
mamma, fair-skinned and beautiful, the part in her hair adorned by a jewel. One can 
make out the slightest curvature in her left leg. Standing in the middle is my grandfa-
ther, the dark, well-groomed patriarch.

When my mother was 14, my grandfather visited his father, who was sick, and fell 
sick himself. In the Deccan heat, bodies must be immediately disposed of, lest they rot. 
The whole process, last rites to cremation, is finished in a day. The day my grandfather 
dies, the family is very suddenly one person less. One mother, six children, the oldest 
of whom is 14, the youngest barely two.

This is how the story goes: my uncles begin to work at 13 and 10 years old, one 
at a steel plant and the other at a news stand. My mother studies, and the family de-
scends into poverty. There is barely any money to eat. Money. Money. Money. How 
many times have I heard this story? Forced to extract from it stupid, financial morals? 
“Do you know where we came from? You ungrateful bastard,” my uncle says, “make as 
much money as you can. If you don’t clear 10 million dollars a year, you are hopeless.” 
To this, my cousin responds, “How could you be so fat, if you guys didn’t have money 
for food?”

There was hyperbole about this time. Of this, I am sure and so it is necessary for 
me to establish the facts. Their home, as I have heard of it: One room, one kitchen, a 
bathroom. Ammamma sells her few jewels, including the marriage necklace to pay for 
food and my mother’s school fees. Men in the streets call out to her, mistaking her for 
an unwed woman. The younger children fall sick repeatedly — typhoid, malaria, diph-
theria, cholera, or so it is suspected. No one can afford a doctor. My mother tells me 
she often followed Ammamma — from a distance — when she would go walking in 
the evenings. These walks, which always ended at a secluded, wooded lake frightened 
my mother, deeply, deeply frightened her. I realize now she was most certainly worried 
about suicide.

Greater evidence of hardship: My mother’s brothers are brutish, frustrated men. 
“I made them work when they were young,” Ammamma says. She makes me promise 
that upon her death, I will ensure that the little money she has passes to them. “What 
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a pathetic payment,” she cries, “for the crime of stealing a childhood!” But they are 
rough. They reek of cigarette smoke and, on weekends, of malt liquor. They have no 
tolerance for misbehavior and level against us violent, terrifying threats. My uncle 
says: “I will wring your neck and kill you if you do that again.”

Sometimes, my cousins and I play games, and the loser has to poke one of the 
sleeping lions. One day, I am forced to shoot water at my uncle while he sleeps. He 
chases me around the house and grabs me by my hair and slaps me while looking into 
my face. My aunts are pleading with him, please, leave him alone he is just a child, he 
is just a child. “Will you do it again?” he asks. Slap. Smack. The ripping of hair. “When 
will the child grow!”

For a long time, I detested them. I was unsympathetic to their temper, to the ex-
cuses my mother made for them. “They are my brothers,” she would say, “a part of me.” 
Then, I find myself one day in the midst of a conversation. My cousin asks: “What is 
your saddest memory?” My mother says it was when her friend, her best friend, de-
cided to leave America to spend the last days of her cancer in India. “I knew I would 
never see her again,” she says.

My uncle speaks then, lubricated by the malt liquor. There is a slack in his expres-
sion I have never seen before. “Was it sadder than when nana died?”

My mother made it through medical school and left India in 1976. She moved 
into a ratty apartment in Brooklyn with a distant acquaintance who had also moved to 
America. The acquaintance was married and her husband drank night after night. My 
mother, a lifelong teetotaler, refused to join him. “You don’t know how this country 
will change you,” he would say, “You innocent little bee.”

An old myth I was often told: Shiva and Parvati sit on their thrones in Mt. Kailash 
in the Himalayas, with their two sons, Kartikeya, who has the form of a human, and 
Ganesha, who has the form of a fat boy with an elephant head. One day, Shiva and 
Parvati are presented with a divine fruit, the fruit of immortality. The sons begin fight-
ing over who gets to eat it. Shiva proposes a contest: whichever of her sons can circle 
the Earth three times first gets the fruit. Kartikeya, the truest of warriors, with a body 
hard as diamond, mounts his divine peacock, who is as fast as lightning. He is gone 
in a blur. Ganesha looks on, stares at his fat belly. His means of transport is a tiny, 
flea-bitten rat. What is his hope? He thinks and mounts his rat. He circles his parents 
three times. To me, he says, my parents are my world.

There are videos of my young mother, with fading color, screeching audio, and 
focus constantly in flux. In all of them, I am on my mother’s hip. My aunts, unmarried 
and beautiful, take turns kissing me and feeding me little treats. “Look at you,” my 
cousins chide, “you’re the family prince!” Even my uncles have a gentleness in their 
faces I have never seen before, smiles that rear themselves with greater frequency. In 
one video, my mother puts me down and I begin to wail until she picks me up again. 
A switch is turned and I am, once again, smiling and drooling. And always, in the 
background, is the ambient noise of family: my uncles snoring, sometimes roaring in 
laughter; my aunts joking and cooking; Ammamma, telling everyone to quiet down. Kandis Williams, The Oratory Command: X Carmichael King Hampton, 2016 
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It occurs to me when I watch this how little connection I have to her past. Sometimes 
I think, this is the indomitable urge of parenthood, to shield your children from the 
forces that shaped you.

My mother was my best friend. When I remember this, I think of long, languid 
afternoons spent waiting for my mother to come home. Afternoons of psychogenic 
nausea and anxiety for which the only cure was the screech of my mother’s car, the 
sound of the door opening. I would then watch her while she ate a snack, wait for her 
to change out of her work clothes so I could approach her. 

“Mummy,” I would gently ask, “can we go for a walk?”
We would walk up and down the hills in our neighborhood. We would pass our 

neighbors, out for their evening walks. But it was my mother who was the focus of my 
attention. Whose kind reassurance I had longed for all day.

“Kanna, I’m not going anywhere.”
“Mummy, I’m afraid I will die.”
“Why Kanna, what is the fear? You won’t die.”
“What about you or daddy? What if something happens to you?”
“Nothing will happen, don’t worry.”
“What about your father?”
“Kanna don’t worry, that was different.”
“I’m still afraid.”
I sensed, even then, that these walks had a dual effect on my mother. She cher-

ished them, because I told her everything: every fear, every thought, every inkling of 
discomfort. Families in the neighborhood would say, “How lovely! To see a mother 
with her son! Evening after evening. You must be so close to your children.”

“He is a good child,” my mother would respond, holding back a smile. After all, 
how many mothers could call their teenage sons their best friends?

But I also believe these walks deeply frightened her. The intensity with which I 
needed her, the state of desperation in which she would find me, afternoon after after-
noon, must have terrified her. I was vomiting without a bug, having diarrhea with no 
discernible cause. I was sleepless, night after night, seeking her out to sleep next to her. 
“But separation can kill, can’t it, Mummy? What about that story from Ramayana, of 
the boy accidently killed by a hunter, and the parents dying of sadness.”

“Kanna, those are stories. In real life, it’s not like that. Whatever happens, you will 
be strong.”

Outward reassurance, but I sensed panic. The child was abnormal. There was no 
denying it. He was afflicted with a condition she couldn’t diagnose. Physical symptoms 
with no physical basis, psychological symptoms with no emotional basis — wasn’t he 
loved plenty?

My mother began taking me, my little sister, and my cousin to an ashram in East-
ern Pennsylvania. It was a small, wooded estate, onto which they had imported brick, 
mortar, and granite from India and built in the style of an ashram in Coimbatore or 
Rishikesh. It had a central temple built in marble and granite, a lecture hall, and a 

smattering of 15 or 20 cottages in which the guests would stay. We were one of the 
first people to go there regularly, years before the wealthy Gujuratis began to patronize 
it, years before there were A/Cs, before the water was clean, before the food was hot, 
before there were beds or blankets. We would sleep on the floor with my mother in 
our tiny allotted cottage. My mother would rise at 5:00 a.m. to go to the lecture hall, 
which was quiet and clean, where she would meditate until the sun rose. We would 
join her for breakfast and set off to a day of activities: yoga, classes on the Bhagavad 
Gita, sessions with the swamis.

My mother quickly became obsessed, and I followed her deep into it. Year after 
year, we spent weeks out of every summer at the Ashram. Something dormant in her 
had been awakened. We would arrive at the ashram in the beginning of August, and 
leave in September, mosquito bitten, stinking of sweat. We taped hundreds of lectures 
by the Swamis, on the nature of the self, the nature of attachment, the nature of grief, 
the Katho Upanishad, the Ramayana. My mother would store these in her car and 
listen on her long drives to and from the hospital.

Sometimes when she drove me places, I was lulled in and out of sleep by the voice 
of the Swami, the halting cadence, “The only way … to give up the … labor of work … 
is to be unattached to the fruits…” If it was a particularly moving lecture for her, she 
would have to pause, her eyes filled with tears, “Kanna, you need to understand this, 
otherwise this life will all only be suffering. These are things, you must understand.” 
Evenings spent praying, I joined her with Ammamma, and we would chant through 
dusk, chant chant chant, and my little sister would tug on my shirt to come play with 
her. I would ignore her and keep at my chanting. Many years later, I read from Tagore: 
from the solemn gloom of the temple, children run out to sit in the dust, God watches 
them play and forgets the priest.

Our home began to overflow with new images and books. Pictures of Ramana 
Maharishi. One hangs in a room used as a makeshift library. It is by the famous 
French photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson of a white peacock opening on the oc-
casion of the saint’s death. “Not death, kanna, Samadhi. The enlightened do not die, 
they merely shed their bodies, as all of us do. We grieve death because we don’t know.”

“Stop philosophizing,” I could say, “as though you don’t care if I die.”
“Of course I do, kanna, but it is because I am too small to know.”
Then the books, some which are so abstruse one cannot make it past 10 pages, 

others which are so simple and stupid that I find it amazing they have ever been 
printed. Love is the Rule of the World, or Enjoy Life and Do Not Criticize — the Guide to 
Happiness. Others claim outlandish things, folklore from the Himalayas. Swamis who 
have died and then been raised again from the dead. Men who can levitate. Women 
whose hugs are so powerful they can heal lepers, cure cancer.

And yet, beyond the noise, there is something at the core of all this that resonates 
with me. All the pain I had known had come from separation — from my mother, 
from my family. I hated it, and already knew it was my greatest vulnerability. I was 
nothing like other children, like other people I knew, who went places freely, who 
slept wherever they pleased. Even an inkling of separation was excruciating. I could 
never spend a night away from home — not even at my uncle’s house, which was one 
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mile away. The sun’s descent would send me into a blind panic. I would try to whisper 
back to myself the song my mother would sing to me, and then I would start crying. 
“I want to go home!” I would cry, “I want to go home!” Such terror when I left home. 
It stained my childhood.

The year I turn 14 is the year my mother decides I should take the oath of brah-
macharya, which among other things stipulates celibacy until marriage. It is an oath 
traditionally meant for Brahmins, and though my mother was a Brahmin, my father is 
from a lowly caste of metal workers. The caste system is one of patrilineal descent, and 
so, officially, I, too, am a metal worker.

“Caste, waste,” my mother says, “this is not about that. This is about commitment, 
living life with a commitment. Otherwise you will be lost. Commitment to your faith.”

A tent is erected in the small space next to our house, a priest is summoned, and 
the ancient ritual is performed. I receive from the priest, a sacred mantra I am to recite 
every morning at sunrise.

The year I enter high school, the year I begin to make friends. Andrew. Michael. 
Steven. A girl named Allison with whom I begin to chat online, first about a project, 
and then, the day after, simply for the sake of chatting. My own willingness to talk to 
her surprises me, though I can sense it is because through the computer, I am face-
less, colorless, and free of my physical form, which I already believed was puny and 
dark. Slowly, she begins to tell me about her father, share secrets with me. Then, she 
begins to message me first, ask me about my day. She begins to call the house.

“Silly is on the phone.” 
“Not silly, Ammamma, Allison.”
“Alis Son or Allis Daughter, who knows? Silly is on the phone. Will you pick it 

up?”
And then my mother confronts me, “Who is Silly?”
“Allison, Mummy, just a friend.”
“That’s fine. Just don’t kiss her. Be careful and be wise.”
But I am a teenager, intoxicated by the prospect of liking someone. We talk after 

school, for hours and hours, and walk around the halls holding hands. One afternoon 
we sneak our way into the auditorium and sit next to each other. She places my hand 
on her breast and her own, on the crotch of my blue jeans. She begins to squeeze and 
whispers: “Kiss me.” I withdraw. “I can’t,” I say. “I made a promise.” I slump in the seat 
and fall silent.

For the next few days, I think of how I should recount these events to my mother. 
I think of possibilities, how to steer the conversation to what happened in the audi-
torium. I resolve to close my eyes when using the words penis and breast, to avoid the 
awkwardness, but what about the word nipple? Somehow it is more grotesque. To 
make myself confess, I decide to count down. Five. Four. Three. Two. One. But the 
bashfulness is insurmountable. It is too indecent.

Near the end of the year, my best friend, a lanky white boy named Michael, in-
vites me to his house for a small party. I’m sitting on the sofa with another boy when 

Allison walks in. I feel a lurch in my stomach as she nods pleasantly in my direction 
before sitting next to my best friend. She opens a blanket and drapes over him and 
over herself. I think of my mother.

I wasn’t a misbehaving teen. I did well in school. I occasionally went night driving 
with my friends, went to parties. Sometimes under the underpass in Douglaston, we 
watched the Koreans race their souped-up cars. Some kids would bring BB guns and 
shoot pigeons. Others would be smoking and drinking and talking about girls. I never 
partook, but what about these things could I tell her?

“Nothing,” I say, “Nothing, really. Things are fine.”
“Remember when we would talk? Keep talking to me, kanna.”

Boxing Day in 2004. A tsunami erupted in southeast Asia. In a single day, it 
claimed a quarter of a million lives. We watch from home as the TV flooded with the 
images of charred and sunburned bodies, entire villages, floating away and disinte-
grating. A lesser-known fact: The northern tip hit as far as Madras, India, wiping out 
swathes of fishing communities in my mother’s hometown. 

The next year, we went to Madras.
Stepping into India, again, felt like stepping into my home. There was the ubiqui-

tous aroma of sandalwood, the streets congested with posters and tea sellers. Madras 
had never felt so close to me. This was the feeling of homeland.

My cousin took me to the villages by the sea, many of which had been wrecked by 
the tsunami. They had been razed, and when I saw them, they hardly seemed rebuilt. 
There was the usual squalor of poverty, the stink of rotting fish and human shit. But 
there were other things too. I asked a small boy, where are your parents? He pointed 
to the sky then to the sea.

Another story is brewing here, my cousin told me, one of missionaries, hundreds 
and hundreds of white missionaries who have descended on the shore, capitalized on 
the destruction to convert people to Christianity. Some, he said, have even exported 
the children to Virginia and South Carolina.

“This is cultural assassination!” I yell to my mother. “These people should be 
burned for coming in this way!”

“Kanna, but who will care for the poor?”
Such piety! Such innocence! She worked with the poorest of the poor. She saw 

all manner of darkness. Children who had been raped. Little girls who withered and 
died with HIV. A newborn found in the trash with cocaine in its veins. And yet, this 
innocence that made no sense at all. Utterly incompatible with the growth of a boy — 
let alone a colored boy in America.

She says: “Kanna, the most important thing is, don’t be angry, it is not good to be 
an angry person.”

“Of course, I’m angry,” I respond, “I’m so angry I could kill.”
“Kanna calm down, have faith and it will take care of you. Faith, the bird that sings 

though the dawn is still dark. You must have faith.”

YA A G N I K  K O S U R I
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Faith. Faith. Faith. I saw myself as utterly faithless in comparison to my moth-
er. There were the obvious betrayals. I drank alcohol, smoked cigarettes, lusted after 
women. Then there were deeper betrayals. I was capable of anger, of hate. I fantasized 
about the demise of my enemies, held grudges against people who wronged me. I 
saw these things as inevitable, necessary, even. I saw myself as smarter than her, more 
schooled in the ways of the world. I understood the need for anger. I understood my 
place better than she ever did. And yet, how I longed for her simplicity of heart! I 
wanted what she wanted for me, and feared that if I didn’t get it, I would be completely 
lost. Perhaps this is what our loved ones give us: a tiny second or third or fourth heart, 
a near-imperceptible beating, we can sense only in reference to our own.

Now, I am nearly finished with medical school. I no longer fear the night. But the 
old terror exists still. I half-believe I will find an antidote to it in my work, but most 
days, when I return home I am bored, numb from a day of mindless paper pushing.

Today, the day my mother comes back to me, I am nearly 30. It began just like the 
three hundred that preceded it. I woke up at 5:47, 13 minutes before I am scheduled to 
appear in the hospital. I brushed my teeth, spit into my basin. I stared into the mirror 
above the sink and washed out my eyes, which were dark-ringed with exhaustion. I ran 
out of the building into the bitter cold, past the black homeless man who stands out-
side my building. Every morning, he asks me the same question: “Got some change?” 
Every morning, I am in too much of a hurry to do anything.

I entered my building late at night, and there he was, man from the mornings, in 
the hallway. He reeked of stale cigarettes, cheap vodka, and urine. His blue jeans were 
around his ankles, in his hand is the nub of his penis. He looked up at me and grunted, 
“Got some change?”

I reached into my pocket for once, to offer the few coins I had when, from inside 
the apartment, I heard a woman’s voice, sweet and elderly. “Damien? Are you coming 
in?” And the expression on his face slackened, just like my uncles’ had. There was a 
tingling sensation at the back of my neck, and I was that boy, on that sweltering cam-
pus. It was a summer morning, with steam rising from the earth, the all-consuming 
memory of the relief, only now it was different, a phantom pain perhaps, like that of 
a limb excised long ago.

Sometime, today or tomorrow, my mother and I will talk on the phone. If there is 
more time she will reminisce, “Oh it was best when you were a kid, do you remember 
how, how you used to talk to me? Oh, I miss you kanna, the one who has given me the 
most joy in life.”

I will respond, “I’m right here. There is no need to be dramatic. Where will I go?”
We will both know it a lie. I am away. I am 20 years away.
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CITY OF LONG BEACH
Police Department

400 WEST BROADWAY LONG BEACH CALIFORNIA 90802

Ref. 3.2 DOMVIO

April 1X, 2018

Ms. Myriam Gurba
XXXX E. Xth St.
Long Beach, CA 90814

Dear Ms. Gurba:

The Domestic Violence Detail has received your case, LBPD DR # XX-XXXXX. 
Your case is assigned to Detective X. Xxxxxx. Your case will be prioritized and inves-
tigated. Please call the detective upon receiving this letter to discuss your willingness 
to prosecute and/or any other concerns you may have regarding your case, at (562) 
XXX-XXXX.

Please note, due to the nature of Domestic Violence cases, waiver of prosecution is 
not an option.

Sincerely, 

(For whatever reason, the detective did not sign this form letter by hand.)

Detective X. Xxxxxx
Domestic Violence Detail

CYY: cyy
Contact letter

VALENTINE
M Y R I A M  G U R B A
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ALIENS.COM
K I M  A D D O N I Z I O

I am trying to center my spacecraft
over a volcano. I am six trillion years old
but am often mistaken for an asteroid.
My body type is indeterminate.
Sometimes I resemble a white marble floor
on which stained glass light diffusedly falls,
at other times an aortic clot.
The first thing people notice about me
is the caul over my third eye.
I would like to engage in heated conversation
about which is the dish sponge
and which the counter sponge.
I would like to date you
if you would acknowledge my special qualities
without my having to exhibit any. 
After six trillion years, my spacecraft
is a little tired. Sometimes I spend
whole nights trying to phone
my dead parents, running from tigers,
looking for a condom. Mostly I feel
confused as a daffodil who didn’t get
the memo about fluttering. I keep trying
to wake up in my dreams. If I didn’t
know better, I might think you were in them.

WOLF SONG
K I M  A D D O N I Z I O

At the party they’re all wearing swan suits.
The fur on your back thickens. You’re slicked
against the wall of the flow-through kitchen
between your ex and his girlfriend.
You’d like to devour him as you once did,
but you are trying to become human.
Though also you are starving,
sick of scavenging nuts and berries, 
gnawing the occasional biscuit.
You want to take down a caribou!
You want to tackle a moose
and rip open the flap of skin
swaying beneath its throat
and share it with the next wolf
to trot by. But here there are no wolves.
Through the window fangs the moon
to fuck you up even more. Time to skulk away
from the condo community,
past the lit houses, into the deep woods;
where there’s a moon,
there’s always a deep woods.
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Paul Mpagi Sepuya, Studio (0X5A0713), 2017, 50 x 75 inches, from the project Dark Room
Image courtesy of the artist

WHY DOES LOVE  
GOT TO BE SO SAD?
M A R K  E D M U N D S O N

Why does love got to be so sad? The question is from a song famously performed and 
co-written by Eric Clapton, the guitar maestro, for whom love could, apparently, be a 
sad affair in life as well as in art. “Layla,” the song he’s best known for, has him down 
on his knees, begging for love from a woman who, the story goes, happened to be 
George Harrison’s wife. Even rock stars get the blues. Even rock stars suffer in love. 
It’s a universal condition, erotic suffering. It afflicts us all. “Ay me,” says Shakespeare’s 
Lysander in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, “for aught that I could ever read, / Could 
ever hear by tale or history / The course of true love never did run smooth.”

Why is this so — assuming that it is? Why is the erotic life so often full of grief, sor-
row, or at least radical disappointment when it is supposed to be — and of course on 
occasion actually is — a world of joy? Is it in our stars? Is it in ourselves? Is it a societal 
flaw? Might we, by creating a better culture, make erotic life a sphere of enduring joy? 
We know, or think we know, that love promises ongoing bliss, yet it so often ends 
in sorrow. (“As high as we have mounted in delight,” the poet says, “in our dejection 
do we sink as low.”) Perhaps we should simply reduce our expectations, anticipate 
disappointment and dissatisfaction. But many people are erotic idealists — they seek 
joy in love. They are people — dare one say — whose erotic lives have become their 
spiritual lives. They are Romantics, and Romance is their highest good. Why does love 
fail them so often?

One of the first people to tackle the question, years before Clapton ever set eyes on 
Layla or anyone else, was Aristophanes. According to Plato’s Aristophanes, there was 
a time when human beings lived in a condition of bliss. Two people lived together as 
one body. They were all and everything in themselves. They were complete, though 
they were also, to be sure, rather grotesque. They had eight limbs (spider-like) and 
were fused in the middle. They must have cartwheeled from place to place. But they 
were merry, so merry that they made the gods jealous. The gods split these rolling 
unities apart, and made them into two people. From then on, people have roamed the 
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world, looking for the missing part of themselves, the half that had been sundered on 
that sorry day.

The soul mate, Aristophanes believed (perhaps with some irony), is the person who 
makes us complete. Without him, without her, we are only partial beings. We are all 
mind and no heart, all analysis and no imagination, all work and no play — the list 
goes on. But when we merge these qualities, we become whole and free. We work and 
play at once, making our avocation our vocation, as Frost puts it. We think and feel at 
the same time, conquering what Eliot called the dissociation of sensibility. We play 
with full and productive seriousness, as Schiller said that we might when we made 
ourselves one. We labor and know the fruits of our labors as being our own and not 
the property — in fact or in conception — of another (Marx, indirectly). Love without 
that true other half is not possible, and must by necessity be sad.

Schopenhauer had his own interpretation of love. Though he wrote years before Dar-
win, his notion of Romantic love was Darwinian in virtually every way. Why are so 
many individuals miserable in love? Why does love have to be so sad? For Schopen-
hauer, sexual desire is at the core of our being (like, well, Darwin). As natural creatures, 
we have one fundamental task in life and that is the task of reproduction. We are 
propelled to find the best mate to create the healthiest possible child. We are pushed 
— driven — in the direction of an individual to collaborate with. And we are filled 
with happiness when we have found our object and been accepted. Thus Schopenhau-
er — and thus, the Darwin of Origin of Species, who depicts Nature as a great “pigeon 
fancier”, spectacularly adept at breeding the healthiest, strongest possible pigeons.

Nature, Schopenhauer says, does not care for our happiness at all. What Nature cares 
about is the health of the next generation. Nature does not care much about the pow-
ers of nurture that a given couple might be able to generate between them. In the great 
Nature-nurture debate, Nature casts the ultimate vote. It does not matter to Nature 
that the child-to-be will live in a house full of books or listen to Mozart while he is in 
the womb. It doesn’t matter that both of the parents will dedicate themselves entirely 
to the baby. No, all Nature cares about is creating a bouncing, healthy, thriving little 
integer who will go on to produce more of the same. Says Schopenhauer:

There is something quite peculiar to be found in the deep, unconscious seri-
ousness with which two young people of opposite sex regard each other when 
they meet for the first time, the searching and the penetrating glance they cast 
at each other, the careful inspection all the features and parts of their respec-
tive person have to undergo. This scrutiny and examination is the meditation 
of the genius of the species concerning the individual possible through these two, 
and the combination of its qualities.

Nature has no concern whatsoever about the happiness of the two people who come 
together to create the best possible child. The child is the object — not the pleasure of 

the parents. The idea is to create a winning baby, not to live happily ever after. Nature 
cares absolutely nothing about ever after.

Why does love have to be so sad? According to Schopenhauer, it is because Nature 
brings people together regardless of their personalities, their wants and desires and 
dreams and hopes. Nature is not worried about whether the male and the female in 
question are compatible or not. (About same-sex attraction, Schopenhauer has, alas, 
little that is illuminating to say.) Happiness is not part of Nature’s plan. Life is. So, 
people wake up from the dream of love and they find themselves ill-matched. Nature 
brings them together through the laws of attraction — her laws — and then, her work 
done, leaves the scene.

Love is an affair of the Will, Schopenhauer says. It is a matter of transpersonal drives 
much stronger than we are. In love, we use our intellects instrumentally. That is, we 
use them to help us gain the favors of the beloved. The intellect creates the stratagems 
that make love into a version of war. With the mind, I plot and plan to secure what 
I want — but of course in love there is no I, there is no individual. We plot and plan 
thinking that we are fulfilling our own desires, when in fact we are pursuing the desires 
of Nature. 

But in love, the intellect also deceives us, weaving a story about the beloved and cre-
ating a narrative that justifies the love we feel. The intellect finds all of the beloved’s 
better qualities and enhances them. Shakespeare has a lot of fun with the erotic mo-
bility of our esteem in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in which the characters, their eyes 
anointed with love’s balm, snap from despising to worshipping each other. The mind, 
in this theory, actually functions as an unpaid attorney — an advocate for Nature — 
acting in the interest of the species.

How can you be happy in love, from Schopenhauer’s harsh and rather Darwinian 
vantage? You can get lucky. You can wake up and find that besides being a splendid bi-
ological match, you two are a human match to boot. Is this theory rather off-putting? 
Schopenhauer has an answer for the disappointed:

However loudly those persons of a lofty and sentimental soul, especially those 
in love, may raise an outcry over the gross realism of my view, they are nev-
ertheless mistaken. For is not the precise determination of the individualities 
of the next generation a much higher and worthier aim than those exuberant 
feelings and immaterial soap bubbles of theirs?
 

This was perhaps the most potent philosophical attack on erotic idealism, though 
Nietzsche, who saw Schopenhauer as his master and guide, did take up the ques-
tion some years later. (Nietzsche was so dedicated to Schopenhauer that when he 
was in the army — conceive of Nietzsche in the army! — and matters became too 
exasperating, he was prone to look to the heavens and cry out, “Schopenhauer, help 

M A R K  E D M U N D S O N



48 4 9

l o s  a n g e l e s  r e v i e w  o f  b o o k s

me!”) Nietzsche, as might be expected, fell into Schopenhauer’s dim view of things. 
He claimed that Romanticism was the spiritualization of sensuality — an attempt to 
confer meaning and respectability on the pleasures and needs of the flesh. Nietzsche 
may have been in a particularly prickly mood that day, but he clearly rejected the more 
charitable view of things: the Romantic as someone who aspires to make his or her 
erotic life into a spiritual life.

This brings us back to the Romantics. All worldly-wise people know that the path to 
erotic satisfaction is not an easy one, perhaps nonexistent. Love is a peril and all the 
rest. This was clear even to the writers and thinkers we call Romantics. But the Ro-
mantics were willing to take the ideal of love and Romance as being at the center of 
life and consider the possibility that an erotic life can be a spiritual life. The Romantic 
wants love to be his spiritual life, but he will not rest easy with what we might call 
spiritual love. He wants his love to be as physically intense as possible. He wants it to 
include all the passion that Darwin and Schopenhauer evoke. But he wants more than 
that, too.

Shelley famously defined love as “a going out of our own nature and an identification 
of ourselves with the beautiful which exists in thought, action, or person not our own.” 
The definition sounds abstract and a bit cold, as though Shelley’s sense of love was 
Christian and monastic, but nothing could be less true. Shelley was a proponent of 
sexual love. For Shelley, if love was authentic, it had powerful erotic attraction and 
sexual consummation at its core. The instincts must be engaged and the appetites must 
be awakened.

Did Shelley believe in free love? That’s what many people think. He surely wrote a 
ferocious polemic against marriage: “[W]ith one chained friend, perhaps a jealous 
foe, / The dreariest and the longest journey [we] go,” he says of that institution. He 
also seemed to endorse multiple loves: “True love in this differs from gold and clay / 
That to divide is not to take away.” But no one should think of Shelley as an avatar of 
promiscuous abandon. To him, love was sacred — too sacred to be confined by mock 
sacraments, such as churchly marriage. Nothing should stand between a man or wom-
an and the embrace of the soul mate.

For Shelley, love was the primary venture in life. You see this in one of his first major 
poems, Prometheus Unbound. To unbind himself from his limitations, physical and 
metaphysical, Prometheus needs to perform two tasks: he has to repudiate the spirit 
of revenge and he has to fully embrace his beloved, Asia. She is his soul mate — the 
being that Aristophanes describes when he speaks in Plato’s Symposium.

Prometheus finds this sort of completion in his Romance with Asia. Thinking of her, 
he cries out: “Asia! who when my being overflowed / Wert like a golden chalice to 
bright wine / Which else had sunk into the thirsty dust.” That is, she gave him focus, 
aim, objective, form. And it often seems that Asia is the more analytical of the pair. 

She spends herself in shrewd, lawyerlike questioning of the poem’s weird spirit of 
transformation, Demogorgon. It is she who seems to have more gift for metaphysics.

Who is Shelley’s Prometheus? Or to put the question in a better way: Who is Pro-
metheus once he is unchained and joined with Asia? When the two are joined togeth-
er, Prometheus attains full powers. He has been the one who made cities and seen the 
azure ocean flow between the white columns as they stand on the cliffs. He has not 
only created the works of poetry that matter — for as Shelley says, all true poems con-
tribute to a giant poem always in the making — but also made scientific discoveries, 
to free men from pain and to prolong a joyful life: 
  

He told the hidden powers of herbs and springs,
 And Disease drank and slept. Death grew like sleep.
 He taught the implicated orbits woven
 Of the wide wandering stars; and how the sun
 Changes his lair and by what secret spell
 The pale moon is transformed when her broad eye
 Gazes not on the interlunar sea:
 He taught to rule, as life directs the limbs,
 The tempest-winged chariots of the Ocean,
 And the Celt knew the Indian. Cities then
 Were built and through their snow-like columns flowed
 The warm winds and the azure ether shone,
 And the blue sea and the shadowy hills were seen.

Where does such creativity come from? Shelley answers that it comes from love and 
from unbinding the imagination from the constraints imposed by repressive cultures 
and by the mind’s own timidity. It comes from the joining of lover and beloved.

How does Shelley’s vision of love and Romance respond to Schopenhauer — and all 
the other enemies of Romantic love who have been, and still are, abroad in the world? 
Shelley will not repudiate the instincts. Love, to count as love, must be sexual love and 
based in the drives, but it must pass beyond that too. Love that matters for Shelley not 
only dispenses sexual bliss, but fires invention, imagination, creation. The question for 
Shelley’s lover isn’t simply: Does he set me aflame? It’s the question of what happens 
to the flame. Does this love get poems written, discoveries made, move people to jus-
tice? If not, then it’s merely the old biological delusion.

For Shelley, the only love that matters is the love that feeds creation. He only respects 
love that leads to more work, and works. If an attraction doesn’t make the individual 
more creative, more humane, more generous, and more eager to redeem the world (or 
at least some corner of it) then it is not love. When love ceases to inspire fresh creation, 
it is no longer love.

M A R K  E D M U N D S O N
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Hernan Bas, Cambridge Nightclimber (Scaling the Roof ), 2017,  
Graphite, charcoal, conté crayon and gouache on paper, 13 15/16 x 16 3/8 inches
Image courtesy the artist and Victoria Miro, London

Is it possible to be anything but a fool to Schopenhauer and Darwin’s procreative 
Nature? Can you ever see through the haze of obfuscation, ever truly recognize the 
authentic beloved? Shelley’s poem suggests that you can prove it on your pulse. If love 
makes you and your beloved more generously imaginative then you have beaten the 
biological imperative — though you will be indulging biology, too. If you thrive and 
make and do for others, not yourself, when you are in love, then it is love worthy of 
the name. If your love makes you kinder, more compassionate, more generous, then 
that is true love. If it makes you ready to sell something of what you have and give it 
to the poor, then that is true love. If love makes you braver — readier to stand up and 
fight when fighting is what’s needed, then that is true love. If love makes you more 
thoughtful and you take a step, no matter how shaky, in trying to answer the ever-last-
ing questions, then that, Shelley suggests to us, is true love.

In this insistence on the creative impulse, Shelley creates a definition of authentic 
love that defies the skeptics and isolationists. Freud says repeatedly that lovers create 
a world in which only two people exist. Yes; true. If what you have is “dull sublunary 
lovers’ love, whose soul is sense,” as Donne immortally put it, then yes, you’ve created 
a world of only two people. But that’s the definition of lazy love. It’s narcissistic love, 
Oedipal love, the spiritualization of sensuality, the love of one biological entity bent 
on improving the species for another. (Though without that natural imperative, Shel-
ley says, there is no true love.) But if love begets “Ode to the West Wind,” then it is 
something else again. If it makes you fight, as Shelley did from the time he was a boy, 
for political justice, then who is to say it is not true love?

How rarely does this happen? Rarely. Though I persist in thinking that no effort, how-
ever shaky, is to be disregarded, if it comes from a loving heart. Do not judge yourself 
by results, the Bhagavad Gita says, but by what you aspired to do and how potently 
you have thrown yourself into the effort.

Clapton had it wrong — love doesn’t have to be so sad. Though unless we are as wise 
about love as Shelley was, it probably will be.

M A R K  E D M U N D S O N
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 I was 14, in a little slip dress, with bright pink hair, no bra, combat boots, and an 
eyebrow piercing. I was always drunk. I weighed 89 pounds.

In class I stumbled and everyone knew I was drunk. Across the street from the 
school underneath a bridge, I had a bottle of whiskey and went during lunch.

I listened to the Red Hot Chili Peppers song “Under The Bridge” under a bridge. 

“I’m in love with Brian,” Chloe said. Brian was a dork. I didn’t get why she wanted 
to suck face with him when we could be drinking. I hated guys. No one could be as 
funny as me.

I started hanging out with Julio the gay kid. Julio showed up the first day and 
everyone called him a fag but I thought he was the coolest person I had ever seen. He 
wore pinstripe pants, suspenders, and a mesh shirt with naked people on it. “Jean-Paul 
Gaultier,” he said, like that meant something to me. No one wanted to be friends with 
him except our group. There were four of us now: Chloe, Brian, Louise, and me. 

 
Most days Chloe and Brian made out so it was just Louise and me. Louise was 

from Ecuador and obsessed with The Cure. Chloe and I made fun of her behind her 
back. Once I spent the night at Louise’s and the next morning I was starving so I came 
running down the stairs and saw the maple syrup was out. I thought she was making 
pancakes but she took a huge disgusting spoonful of butter, mixed it with syrup and 
ate it. Louise was the one who asked Julio to sit next to us at lunch. Julio would some-
times pretend to fuck Louise in the ass and I secretly wished he would pretend to fuck 
me in the ass. 

Julio had the most clothes I’ve ever seen in my life. He fucked Louise and her 
brother. Everyone thought that was super funny. 

Excerpt f rom 

A MILL ION BLOWS
J A D E  S H A R M A

Julio had no curfew and so we would end up hanging because everyone else had 
to be home by ten or eleven. Julio told me he lets sailors fuck him in the ass as long as 
they “buy me shit like I ain’t no skank. At least buy me clothes or somethin’, shit. Just 
a lil’ something.” 

Julio took me to the Navy barracks and we walked into a room and there was a 
dude with his fly open and what I thought was a big cock. I wanted to ask Julio if it 
was big but I was afraid he’d think I was dumb. 

At night I tried to remember what the dick looked like but all I could conjure up 
was something that looked like a worm. I imagined it up against me as I rubbed myself 
on the blanket. I thought sex was when you rubbed the worm against your clit, but 
there was no hole there, so I was confused. I always thought about some guy overpow-
ering me, pushing me down, making me feel like I didn’t have a choice. 

There was a big fat bull dyke named Maggie and this skinny bitchy girl named 
Stephanie who shared a room. They dressed me up and put glitter on my face. We went 
to Shinjuku, to the gay clubs. 

We got wasted and danced and that was the best night of my whole life.  
I said, “Hey, I know you,” to drunk gay guys and they laughed. I’m the orphaned 

girl the gay guys hold when I cry. They called me, “Girl,” as in, “Girl, you are crazy like 
you should be in a padded room.” I wore T-shirts, and everyone could see my cuts. 
Julio said I was retarded for showing the world how fucked I am. 

The day Kurt Cobain killed himself I sat in my room and listened to his songs and 
thought, “I’ll be there soon too. Wherever he is.” I tried to carve his name into my arm 
but the K hurt like a motherfucker. 

I thought, “One less person in the world who understands how fucked up the 
world is.” I felt lonely. It was surreal seeing his Chucks bend to the side like that. It 
made me mad he left. So, what? You can fuck off when you want to and leave me and 
everyone else who needed you? I wanted to kill myself because I had nothing and he 
had everything and still, it wasn’t good enough. But more than anything I admired 
him. Killing yourself took balls. Even dead, Kurt was cool, blowing his fucking head 
off, skinny and young forever.

 A Million Blows is a hardcore coming-of-age novella following a teenage military brat in Tokyo.
New Lovers 10: A Million Blows by Jade Sharma.

Edited by Micaela Durand (Badlands Unlimited, 2018)
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Kandis Williams, Degradation: Erasure I, 2016, toner transfer collage on wood, 24 × 24 inches
Image courtesy of Night Gallery, Los Angeles

1.
Blind and tiny, I awoke
In this world in the dark,
My mother’s lullabies were the muttering of reeds. 

Shrouded in palm fronds,
Helpless breather in a nest of fur
I nursed.

The children of men dream of me.

I grew, titanic
Building of meat

My first word was darkness
My second 
Teeth.

2.
What is it simmers through jungle breeze
What cries red through vestibules of cells
But inveterate hunger
One moment it ’s for death,
The next love
So these two confuse…

There was a home for me once, beyond
Gullies of water I hardly recall now
That I stalk the orchards of farness,
Invulnerable and orphaned as the night.

THE T IGER ABANDONED  
AT THE HUNT’S  END

M O N I C A  F E R R E L L
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3.
Precious precious precious
What can be taken in the mouth.
Delicious the mouth
Delicious the paws, oh God, throbbing—

Slender death, you make your way for me,
Sleek and sinuously bending,
Breakless curves
I hear over my shoulders
As I separate the body from the body
When I sit to the miracle of kill,
Going deeper into the wound.

4.
Often we’ ll hear them, men.
See their flames’ spluttering on hills.
It isn’t hard to avoid their clumsy craven traps,
Bird-lime—and what they do to bridges,
Widening those slats and placing stakes
On which they hope we’ ll impale ourselves
By the force of our own fantastic weight.

No, it isn’t hard at all. But sometimes, nonetheless, the call of
Loneliness rang out the sweetest-sounding
Bird in my forest

5.
So it came for me with a rain of sulfur and sparks—
Fireworks scattering daylight, floods of
Sunspots of blood drowning
All the friends, my younger selves—
Down on one leg. 
Down on my side.
Hammered down. 
Iron. Then,
The woman stiffly lifted from her horse,
The man planting his rifle in the ground…
Proud, the coward!

Lying on my back, I widened my eyes
Till they were as wide as the sky
And in that sky there was whiteness
Like the whiteness at the end of the mind

I felt my body wilt like snow 
I felt it blow away like clouds
I was all heart and eyes
I couldn’t even use my mouth
The ground was swimming in me
Breeze was swimming in me
Memories lifted from my body like flies

I thought, Thank God,
It is as serious as I always knew it should be.
I thought, Black door.
We all understood what was on the other side.

From a distance, the woman watched
Her man approach me,
Bend his gaze over me,
Blue with reverence and affection,
Blue a listening ear blue a set of arms
Fixed and stern enough to hold me,
Blue that knows what it is for me to give
My whole self up in surrender
And I fell in love, ah
My bridegroom
Irretrievably and always, till long
After I heard your boots’ steps fade away from this place.

M O N I C A  F E R R E L L
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GOOD TO SEE YOU
E M M A  K O E N I G

Tonight, it feels like everything is coming to a head. So hot. So late. So high up. 
We’re elevated above the city on Jack’s roof, a cluster of gods, powers derived from icy 
six-packs in black plastic bags.

I can’t stop sweating. Under my arms, sure, but also in jagged half-moons under 
my breasts, glowing dots along my hairline, oceans behind my knees, and a glistening 
above my upper lip that reappears seconds after I wipe it away.

I don’t even know if you’re coming, but you might be, so I’m here. Even if it’s just 
to  experience the friction between us.

I imagine what it would be like to kiss you. Or not even kiss you. I imagine the 
moment right before that, when we know it’s going to happen. When it feels like a 
thousand doors are opening all at once. When a layer of the universe is peeled back 
and I’m shown the glittering parallel.

There are a lot of people here. Too many. I try focus on the mouths of my acquain-
tances. Laughing and smoking and sipping and frowning and pursing and opening 
just slightly.

Anne, my only real friend here, seems immune to the heat and social anxiety. She 
suggests we mingle. Yes! I want to mingle. I want to fight through this crowd like I’m 
wielding a machete, clearing all the party guests away until it’s just you and me. I de-
bate whether I should tell Anne of my quest to find you, to be with you.

No, she’ll distort it. As soon as I voice the idea of us, I’m afraid it won’t be mine 
anymore. It will be drained of all its potency.

But before Anne and I can even embark on our journey, the unthinkable happens. 
You find me. You begin. Hey. I answer, smiling, but not too big, not too warm. Hey.

And just like that, I transform. An empty coloring book suddenly filled in. 
You gently grip my forearm and I half expect it to leave a permanent mark, I feel it 

so strongly. People will study this forearm one day. They will use it to try to understand 
the precise moment the world changed.

I mirror you and touch you back, hoping you’re thinking about how soft my arm is, 
a  preview for how soft the rest of me is. I will you to envision me unzipping your jeans.

It’s good to see you.
Each word is another second to breathe you in. I tense up my nostrils as if I could 

hold onto the scent of you and keep it. I want to savor it when I’m alone.  
Good to see you, too.
You lean in closer and speak in a low soothing voice.
I have to find Jack. Wish him Happy Birthday. But I’ll find you after.
You beam and give me two quick squeezes. I decide that this is some sort of ad-

vanced morse code, a part of our intense electricity. We will wake up tomorrow, naked 
and warm, debate what we should have for breakfast.

You disappear into the crowd.
Anne and I walk around the party. I keep you in my peripheral vision for the first 

few minutes and then it becomes impossible. For forty minutes, I’m nervous, I’m sali-
vating in anticipation. But after an hour of not seeing you, of you not returning to me, 
I realize it’s not going to happen.

Now I am a tire punctured by a nail, the air slowly draining. As I move from con-
versation to conversation, it gets worse and worse, until I completely deflate. I have to 
leave.

But I’ll find you after. That felt like a contract and yet, where did you go? Why 
didn’t you come back?

Anne wants to stay so I go downstairs, from the roof to the building to the street 
to the subway.

I begin to shiver — not in the way I’d hoped to — because the AC is on too high 
in the subway car.

I go to bed uneasy, feeling stupid in a way I thought I’d left behind. I didn’t get to 
peel back a layer of the universe. It feels like I’ve peeled back a layer of myself instead 
and now I’m too raw. Alone in bed, it feels like the whole world has seen my embar-
rassment,  pitying my unfulfilled desire. I pull the covers over my head. 

I close my eyes seeking refuge. But in the darkness, right in front of me, is your 
face. You begin to talk to me. You say the things I desperately want to hear. You show 
me what it would be like between us. 
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Marielle Rosky, Untitled, 2015, pen and ink

STEP 1: THE MEET-CUTE

It is 1994 and I am nine years old, wet from the pool. It is twilight. My grandmother 
sits in the screened porch in the damp August heat of Bradenton, Florida, smoking 
and drinking Pepsi with ice and reading a paperback novel. The cover is disguised with 
a jacket made out of faded pastel floral cotton.

She is alone, but she is laughing so hard she’s actually wiping tears from beneath the 
foggy lenses of her glasses. I have only seen her laugh like this a few times before, after 
a filthy joke or a salty story from her childhood. Outside my cousins are pretending to 
drown each other, but she doesn’t notice. She only has eyes for this book.

“What are you reading?” I ask her.

She jumps, startled at my presence even though I had been noisily pulling pretzels 
from a large plastic tub with my wet, pruny fingers and grinding them into dust with 
my molars. She closes the book, moving it out of sight. “Oh, it’s just trash. But it’s too 
good.”

HOW TO WRITE  A LOVE 
STORY
S C A R L E T T  P E C K H A M
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These words will come to haunt me, but in that moment all I feel is avarice. I want 
whatever is behind that faded cloth cover. When she gets up to make dinner I snatch 
the book, and slide it out from beneath its disguise.

A muscled, shirtless man looms over a woman in a torn teal dress in a field, surrounded 
by clouds. He is resting on one chiseled forearm, and her head is thrown back as she 
grips him in ecstasy, all in glorious, hand-painted technicolor.

It’s called Whitney, My Love, and it’s a historical romance novel, or what my older 
cousin calls, in conspiratorial whispers, “one of Grandma’s sex books.” We have already 
discovered her secret stash, shoved into the lowest shelf of her bookcase. We some-
times paw through the books, looking for snatches of words like “his thick, steely rod” 
and “her quivering mound.” I never imagined reading one myself.

I can still remember how it felt: the sweat mingling with the chlorine drips of my 
hair. The smell of pretzel salt and cigarette smoke and the musk of a cheap well-loved 
paperback. The feeling of wanting.

Most romances begin with a thunderclap of attraction, and mine is no different. I 
wanted to read that book. I needed to. 

STEP 2: INSTALOVE

Romance readers sometimes complain about “instalove,” a common trope, in which 
the lovers in the story are so instantly besotted that there is no tension, only imme-
diate, head-over-heels desire. These readers argue for the pleasures of a slow build, 
contending that such sudden ardor is impossible. It isn’t; it happened to me.

That night, I stole another historical romance from my grandmother’s bookshelf and 
read the whole thing in one frenzied gasp, practically choking for air. Somehow I knew 
in my bones what was going to happen, and yet despite that sense, my heart was still 
in my throat. Partly, it was the presence of sex on the page. But as a well-practiced 
juvenile paperback thief, I had read plenty of graphic sex in stolen Stephen King and 
James Michener novels. What shook me about this book was the thrill of vicarious 
intimacy — the agonies and pleasures of falling in love on the page. It was exciting, 
funny, sweet, heartbreaking, redemptive. It was also impossible to put down. It was too 
good.

I fell hard and fast.

I spent the next five summers of my life reading every single historical romance I could 
get my hands on. I didn’t go to camp. I didn’t play sports. I lived far away from my 
friends. I read hundreds, if not thousands, of romance novels.

STEP 3: THE IMPOSSIBLE CONFLICT

If the path to permanent happiness came as easily as the initial attraction, romance 
literature would not exist. The conflict in these books is animated not by the fact that 
the lovers should be together, but that they should not. If they were suitable, there 
would be no plot. They must therefore find each other as terrifying and wrong as they 
do compelling. Seemingly insurmountable forces must stand in the way of their love.

For me, the unsuitability of my newfound love was evident from that very first meet-
ing: the cloth cover. The secret bookshelf. The pleasure coupled with an implicit shame, 
as thick and murky as the humidity.

Oh, it’s just trash. But it’s too good.

These books were clearly something I was not supposed to read, let alone like. They 
were something a grown woman with seven grandchildren had to read in secret.

As an adolescent, that feeling of transgression was part of the appeal. Locking the 
door and reading in the dark was the most delicious form of rebellion available to me 
at the time. But as I grew older and more self-conscious about who I was — my taste, 
my class, my body, my intelligence — the stigma around romance novels suddenly 
started to feel more real and threatening. I sensed the unsuitability of these books in 
the mocking tones of friends who would side-eye my paperbacks, marvel at the covers. 
Inevitably, they would read the sexier bits aloud. 

“It’s like porn, right?” 

“Isn’t this, like, really dumb, though?” 

“My mom says only trashy girls read these.”

I lacked the language to disagree, and would not have dared even if I had known what 
to say. An outright admission that I read them as anything more than a lark or a joke 
would have said something about me that I did not want said.

This cooling grew into a freeze when I went to college and learned that the books I 
had devoured in my youth were not just thought of as trashy or distasteful but also 
considered problematic in ways I had not contemplated as a child. They valorized pri-
mogeniture, colonialism, white supremacy, misogyny. They at best excused — or at worst 
romanticized — sexual assault.

While that was not true of all of them, I could see it was certainly true of some I had 
read. The presence of this kind of darkness in what I had previously thought were light 
and airy books was both revelatory and uncomfortable for me. I sensed that this dis-

S C A R L E T T  P E C K H A M
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missal ignored the themes of female pleasure and empowerment that also ran through 
the books I had grown up with, but I couldn’t figure out how to talk about it. And so 
I said nothing. I let the love of my life slip away.

If I still felt a pang of desire every time I passed a racy cover at a bookstore, I marked 
it down to nostalgia.

STEP 4: SECOND CHANCES

Ten years after disavowing romance novels, I gave in and bought one. I was stressed 
out from work and wanted to read something happy and fun.

It was A Week to Be Wicked by Tessa Dare, and it was hilarious and sexy and it kept me 
up all night.

It was too good.

But this time, I was an adult woman with a bookshelf full of classics and prestige reads 
and years of wine-drenched book club discussions behind me. I knew who I was and 
was confident in my opinions and taste.

I knew, firmly and without hesitation, that what I had just read was not trash.

It was, in fact, amazing.

It only took one. Suddenly, I was back to devouring historical romance novels.

The books I discovered as an adult were just as compulsively readable as I remembered. 
This time, I read them with an eye to their politics, and I fell in love in a different 
way. These books were not in contravention to feminism; they were in conversation 
with it. These were not damsel-in-distress tales that rewarded toxic masculinity with 
unexamined true love. Instead, I found they modeled female ambition, male vulnera-
bility, enthusiastic consent. They centered around women who demanded pleasure and 
agency. Almost all of them were about female power in some sense, and many used 
history to criticize the present through the lens of the past. It seemed to me that these 
books took the agonies of living as a femme in the 21st century — rape culture, sexual 
harassment, diminished opportunities for pay and advancement — and blew them up 
to their most dystopian extreme: a legal system in which only wealthy white men had 
rights.

I began to reread the books I had grown up with, and realized that romance novels 
had not really changed; the culture had. Romance had definitely evolved, along with 
our changing ideas around consent, feminism, and inclusion, but they had always been 
working their way through the anxieties of womanhood and power. This was their 
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magic. This was why reading them as a nine-year-old felt like discovering witchcraft. 
Reading them as an adult felt like hearing a collective female primal scream. 

This was a literature of feminine rebellion, resistance and pleasure, sold covertly in 
Walmarts around the nation, their radicalism disguised by ladies in fluttering ball-
gowns.

STEP 5: THE “I LOVE YOU” 

In every romance novel, there comes a point when one of the lovers realizes they are 
terminally and irreconcilably smitten, but does not yet realize they must change in 
order to become worthy of the object of their affection.

I wanted to write my own romance novel. I knew I wanted mine to be fierce and 
feminist but also hilarious and compulsively readable. The kind of book that made you 
weep, stay up all night, sharpen your knives. Just too good.

And so I did what one does when one writes a novel: floundered, wrote in circles, quit 
a hundred times, and finally found the voice and the plot and the characters. I wrote 
feverishly and polished relentlessly until I had a gleaming manuscript that borrowed 
from all of my favorite childhood tropes: a tortured duke, a marriage of convenience, a 
shattering secret, a stirring of hearts on a moonlit ride on a horse.

It also riffed on the feminist politics of the romance novelists I most admired as an 
adult, and their obsession with power dynamics. I wrote about an 18th-century woman 
with an intense desire for power and personal agency, who, due to legal and financial 
circumstances, can only fulfill her ambitions by marrying. I cast this choice as a painful 
concession of her autonomy rather than a “happily ever after.” I made her marriage a 
failure that left a gnawing, aching hole in both lovers until the heroine discovers that 
her husband — on the surface a wealthy, controlled, hard-hearted alpha male — is 
secretly submissive. I was exploring the idea that power exchange within intimacy 
could be palliative for an intractable power imbalance outside of it. That there are 
people who can understand what we want and ratify our deepest needs outside what is 
sanctioned by law or church or the overweening power of convention.

When I was done, I liked my book. But something about it seemed off, and it both-
ered me in a way I could not quite put my finger on. I assumed that it was a technical 
problem with the plot and that feedback from agents and editors would help locate 
whatever eluded me.

STEP 6: THE BLACK MOMENT

That summer curdled into autumn and the country was suddenly wracked by a reck-
oning. You couldn’t open your phone without seeing #MeToo. We looked back on our 



66 67

l o s  a n g e l e s  r e v i e w  o f  b o o k s

past jobs, dates, and relationships, and revisited what we had suffered, or perhaps been 
guilty of, or simply failed to notice. It felt like we were suddenly, as a society, unpacking 
courtship rituals, rethinking office politics, airing how much violence and coercion had 
been pushed aside, rationalized, and excused.

I realized then what was wrong with my romance novel. I had placed the burden 
on my heroine to be ferocious in a world stacked against her, but I had not placed a 
similar burden on my hero to use his considerable power to understand or relieve her 
struggle. Worse, he employed her, and their affair took place with her entire future 
riding on his patronage. In this context, sex scenes I had positioned as consensual now 
struck me as ethically dubious, if not predatory. I had always sensed this dynamic was 
unsettling, but I hadn’t been able to name why. Now I saw it clearly: I had written an 
entitled, abusive boss and excused his behavior by giving him a spanking fetish.

In romance, we call this “The Black Moment”: the point at which the factors that 
create both the attraction and the tension between the lovers becomes irreconcilable.

In all the years I had spent agonizing over whether romance novels were sufficiently 
feminist, writing one made me see that I had been asking the wrong question. The 
question should have been: Did I live up to my own ideals? Did I expect as much from 
myself as I expected of the literature I read?

STEP 7: THE GRAND GESTURE

In romance, the cataclysmic breakdown between the lovers leads to personal growth 
and change. To save their love, they must battle their demons, see more clearly, and 
become braver. Something radical must happen to prove they have fundamentally 
changed. Often, this takes the form of a grand gesture.

For me, that gesture was ripping up my book. I stared at the evidence of my biases and 
assumptions on the screen, and did something we can’t always do in real life: hit delete.

I made my heroine’s employer a woman. I made my hero aware of his unfathomable 
privilege as a wealthy man and a duke, and sensitive to the damage he could cause in 
exercising that privilege without care. I allowed my heroine to name the reasons for 
her rage and made my hero want to listen to her and believe her.

My hero still gets his happy ending. But now I believe he is worthy of it.

By asking more of him, I also asked more of myself.

STEP 8: THE HAPPY ENDING

This is the only real rule in romance: the story has to end happily.

S C A R L E T T  P E C K H A M

In the end, I wrote a more romantic book. I also fell deeper in love with the romance 
genre. Because it is joyous and light and sexy and thrilling, yes. But also because it 
provides a space where we can examine courtship rituals, power within intimacy, both 
the light and dark sides of romantic love — and ask ourselves what we believe to be 
swoon-worthy.

Someday, when I am sitting on a porch with a paperback, weeping with laughter, and 
my grandchild asks what I’m reading, I will say this: “It’s a romance novel about people 
who fall in love and become better for it. And it’s just too good.”
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THE QUEER ARTS OF 
FR IENDSHIP 
J O N A T H A N  A L E X A N D E R

It’s a chilly Friday afternoon in April and my husband Mack and I are walking into 
the Los Angeles County Museum of Art’s members-only preview of David Hockney’s 
82 Portraits and 1 Still-life, and it’s frankly a little boring, at least initially. We’d hoped 
for a “date night,” our middle-aged carving of space for ourselves, but were beginning 
to wonder if we’d chosen well. Besides the forgettable still life, all of the subjects are 
sitting down against a largely blue wall, almost all looking out at the viewer from can-
vases dominated by large brushstrokes.

Eighty-two portraits. Same blue wall. Almost all sitting. Monotony setting in.

But as we walk from portrait to portrait, dutifully making the rounds, consciously and 
deliberately deciding to spend time in front of each staring face, we are steadily won 
over. Part of the effect — and eventually part of the power — of the exhibit comes 
from sheer volume. So many faces, so many staring eyes. You have to come to terms 
with what you’re seeing, or otherwise you’ll just walk out of the room.

We stay. And staying feels like a queer choice, a willing perversity, a slight going 
against the grain. We stop and then linger in front of particular portraits that catch 
our eye. Lingering comes to feel like malingering. We start to cruise these portraits.

One of them — of a youngish man — is striking for its subject’s seeming boredom, 
perhaps even mild hostility or anger for having consented to sit for the picture. All of 
the portraits have three consecutive dates inscribed near them, and while the sitters 
may not have sat for three whole days, they apparently spent several hours with the 
old painter staring at them. Perhaps this young man resents being stared at by the old 
queen. And then here we are, two other queens staring at him.

He must have known this is how his portrait would play out. Or did he?

J O N A T H A N  A L E X A N D E R

I don’t recognize the man’s name, most of the people whose portraits are hanging in 
this room being likely elites, or friends of the artist, or art world folk. But this one 
holds my attention for some reason. The closer I look, the more I sense that the sitter 
perhaps isn’t bored, or put out by the sitting, but maybe a little cocky. He’s smirking 
even, looking at us out of the corner of his eyes, giving Hockney what we used to call 
the “stink eye.” Maybe daring us to look.

But why? 

Maybe he’s not liking how much of his portrait — like all of the others — will consist 
mostly of suggestions of his actual personhood, the singular details of his existence 
subsumed by the larger show and rendered more abstract in the painting itself. In 
his case, eyes become brown dots, something less than soulful windows, and his blue 
striped shirt seems painted with seemingly single brushstrokes, his hands just pudgy 
mitts covering his crotch.

His crotch, yes. It seems like he’s protecting himself from Hockney’s — and our — 
stares. But Hockney’s attention isn’t on his crotch exactly and ours isn’t either. Instead, 
our attention falls to the masterstrokes of this portrait: the jeans. Ah, the jeans are 
incredible, particularly the inner thigh. All of Hockney’s painterly energy is on the 
folding and creasing of denim in that left thigh.

We stop and stare for a while. We recognize why we are here. We see what Hockney 
is calling us to see, inviting us to love.

Such is a Hockney moment. In all of the swirl of life, we only ever focus on bits and 
pieces, not out of any gross perceptual negligence, but because that’s how perception 
works. We cannot take in the whole, only the part. We also see those parts through the 
lens of memory, through our past experiences, through what we have come to know 
of life, the world, each other, and ourselves. The specificity of the story we consciously 
and unconsciously tell ourselves all the time is given to us in parcels of perception, 
never as a whole.

Hockney’s work asks us, in the absence of the whole, why not love the part? Why not 
use the part we see to stop and pay attention, to know more about how we see the 
world? To be sure, you shouldn’t love the part to the exclusion of the rest, or in spite 
of it. But since our perception, and our attention, and our perspective is limited to 
specific moments and particular venues, it would be an error not to pay close attention 
in that moment, in that venue. Then you can connect what you know, build memories, 
tell your story.

So we stop in front of the smirking guy. We take in the beauty of his jeans as he cups 
his privates. I see that cupping as defensive, but I reflect that that’s my memory. I’m 
fleshing out the suggestions from the brushstrokes with experiences from my youth, 
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from looking too closely at someone else’s crotch and seeing their discomfort, from 
learning how to be discreet and how to respect others, but also from internalizing 
shame about looking in the first place. That’s not what boys do; they don’t look at each 
other. But then I’m drawn back to the detail of the denim and read into it all of the 
care, attention, and desire that I do have for some men’s bodies, for the male form, for 
approaching the private spaces of other men. The bits and pieces of the portrait call me 
into these memories, this narrative, this painful and delightful queer sense of myself.



I text Little David an image from the exhibit, a blue background with a young or-
ange-faced man with green hair. I note that I’ll have to bring him to this exhibit when 
he’s next in town, but I keep the little bit of denim for myself. That’s the part that 
Mack and I share: a small, private souvenir from date night.

David is like my little brother, someone I met when he was a student nearly a decade 
ago, someone who has become an irreplaceable part of our lives ever since. He was 
originally a student of mine, years ago, but one who hung around after he graduated, 
wanting to talk, pursuing a friendship. At first, he wanted advice on how to become 
a full-time writer. We steadily shared more of our lives, sharing writing but also in-
creasingly stories about our personal struggles, aspirations, and dreams. He now lives 
in Brooklyn, where he works as a full-time freelance journalist, writing comics on the 
side. We text weekly and visit when we can, me going there, him coming for dinner 
and coffee when he visits his family in SoCal. We see more of him than any “real” 
family member. Hence, little brother.

But the familial metaphors seem insufficient. They can only be approximations for the 
kind of relationality that isn’t blood but is also more cherished precisely because it isn’t 
blood; it has been carefully nurtured, cultivated, pruned at times, but also allowed to 
flourish wildly at others. It’s not chosen for us; we have chosen it ourselves.

I turn poetic trying to find the right vocabulary, the articulation that honors while 
not distorting. Our language doesn’t have much in the way of a lexicon of friendship, 
but philosophers like Michel Foucault see in friendship the creative possibility for 
forming other kinds of relationships, for being with one another in ways that aren’t 
already structured through family, marriage, law, and custom. In an interview entitled 
“Friendship as a Way of Life,” Foucault meditates on what it means to spend time 
together, particularly men spending time together:

As far back as I remember, to want guys [garçons] was to want relations with 
guys. That has always been important for me, not necessarily in the form of a 
couple but as a matter of existence: how is it possible for men to be together? 
To live together, to share their time, their meals, their room, their leisure, their 
grief, their knowledge. their confidences? What is it to be ‘naked’ among men, 
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outside of institutional relations, family, profession, and obligatory camarade-
rie? It’s a desire, an uneasiness, a desire-in-uneasiness that exists among a lot 
of people.

This uneasiness intensifies, Foucault notes, if there’s a substantial age difference be-
tween two men:

Between a man and a younger woman, the marriage institution makes it eas-
ier: she accepts it and makes it work. But two men of noticeably different 
ages — what code would allow them to communicate? They face each other 
without terms or convenient words, with nothing to assure them about the 
meaning of the movement that carries them toward each other. They have to 
invent, from A to Z, a relationship that is still formless, which is friendship: 
that is to say, the sum of everything through which they can give each other 
pleasure.

Mack and I are married, having been together for over 20 years now. Our relationship 
continues to grow, indeed, but it is also structured in some significant ways around 
legal obligations and financial responsibilities. Like any marriage, our day-to-day rela-
tionship is defined in part by the details of sharing and building a life together. These 
are details we’ve eagerly embraced in an attempt to secure a future for each other, to 
protect one another as much as anyone can protect a loved one in this increasingly 
precarious world. Now my mother lives with us, and we try to find ways to extend that 
protection, that care, to her as well. We are a family, recognizably so, two men and an 
old woman who has come to accept her son’s queerness, even if she doesn’t understand 
it. She doesn’t have to; we are family.

But David is different. From some perspectives, he would seem an excess, because 
there is no accounting for his presence in our lives, in my life. And yet, I have chosen to 
integrate him into our family, and he has chosen to participate in that integration, and 
we invent, from A to Z, sometimes week to week, a relationship that is still formless, 
but whose form is palpable nonetheless.

I feel it, sense it, care for it. Even the distance of a continent doesn’t diminish it. He’s 
part of us, as we have become part of who he is.

I hope we give each other pleasure, though our relationship is not sexual. But I delight 
in his company, as does Mack. I enjoy his conversation, the way his mind works, the 
life he is trying to carve out for himself. He’s bold and brave. His youthful energy is 
infectious. I admire him. I worry for him. I want the world to offer him the very best, 
and for him to be able to see that best as it comes to him.

But what separates this relationship from other close friendships I have? I’m tempted 
to say that in adopting him as a little brother, I’m trying to provide a kind of care that 
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I missed as a young man, growing up queer in the Deep South. My father was emo-
tionally neglectful; other young people shunned my effeminacy. I was even mocked by 
homophobic adults. One path out of such trauma would have me trying to find com-
fort from father figures, but perhaps my particular bent is to provide others the care I 
didn’t receive. I see David, at least in part, through my own past, my own memories.

But that’s my story, my narrative, a bit and piece from my life that might have prompt-
ed the relationship but does not determine it. And David likely doesn’t need what I 
offer; he comes from a good family, with loving parents who support his ambitions, his 
way of being. What keeps him in the friendship, charmed by the attention and interest 
of an old queen? A sense of mentoring from someone a bit down the road? His own 
need for a big brother? His interest — what enables the friendship — is a vanishing 
point for me, as mine is for him. We have had such different lives. Our psyches are 
opaque to one another, even as we try to explain them, to each other and to ourselves. 
But we value the overlap we do see, the shared joys, and the difference. We talk about 
the pleasures we take in culture, literature, comics, film. We give voice to our diverg-
ing emotional needs. We see each other aslant sometimes, but we keep looking. Our 
friendship moves around the vanishing point.



Vanishing points. In friendship as in painting, the vanishing point is what makes per-
spective possible. It’s what draws our attention to everything around it.

This is what I love about Hockney’s call to pay attention, his insistence that we can’t 
see everything at once but that we should still look closely. Indeed, we must look close-
ly because we can’t take in the whole. That experience of his art is, for me, the same 
as the experience of friendship. We only ever see our friends in part, never in whole, 
the narratives of their lives overlapping with ours for a little while. We pay attention 
mostly to the overlap, but then also note the differences, the divergences, even as they 
often quickly fade from view. Sometimes we try to keep them in sight a little longer, 
caring for the singularity of the lives brought into proximity to our own. But we only 
ever see those singularities from our own perspective, through our own memories.

The failure to know another fully seems one of the tragedies of human existence. Plato 
himself has Aristophanes tell the story of love as the desire and pursuit of the whole, 
the attempt each of us undertakes to find our “other half,” to rejoin with the one from 
whom we were primordially split. This version of love refracts through the centuries. 
We want to get back to the garden. We live in the aftermath of our sundering from the 
mother. We want to be known again.

I’m not sure this desire isn’t a bit toxic. It sets up a mythic goal that frankly can only 
disappoint, only ever leave us unfulfilled. We cannot complete one another. No one 
completes me. No one ever will. Instead of seeking such completion, why not turn 
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our backs on it, on the desire and pursuit of the whole? Why not reject the whole and 
pursue the bits and pieces instead?

This is a queer path. The larger culture, legitimating the marriage bond, holds out the 
myth of the whole, the life mate, the soul connection. But mates and souls are many 
and I’ve learned to let them into my life, the brothers, sisters, and others who comprise 
our family that is not a family but also more than real family has ever been to me. 
David is a bit and a piece, but not insignificant for being a bit and a piece. Hockney’s 
portraits, his photo collages, offer us the bits and pieces, and they are precious precisely 
because they are pieces. They urge us to pay attention to them even while we know 
they are only a glimpse, a part.

Thinking all of these thoughts I made my own Hockney-esque collage of David. We 
sat in a Brooklyn restaurant in early January, drinking and eating and talking for hours. 
I took out my phone and snapped multiple pictures of him. He smirks a bit at some 
point. He’s tolerating this, but that’s a part of the way he loves, letting me play a bit 
and be weird, taking his picture. I show him the collage and he’s says it’s too much 
David.

But I say, no, David, it’s only a part. And I’m good with that.
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THE CAFE
K R I S T E N  G L E A S O N

Three women sat together in an outdoor cafe. The walls of their semi-private cell 
were made of curtains, sheer ones — in turquoise, pink, and gold. There was no ceil-
ing. The sun was out. It was really very pleasant, but because it was one of those cafes 
that just make you want to transcend, dissolve, advance, et cetera, there were no other 
customers present, so the women could be, in their comportment, as they really were: 
quite free. 

They sank into low cushions around a bright white slab of table, their knees buck-
led up close to their chins, and ordered with confidence from the waiter, who was 
always away, but never sufficiently gone, decaffeinated coffee with cream.

The cream came to the table in a handmade ceramic, the bottom rounded so it 
wouldn’t sit flat. A spill seemed imminent, and the cafe didn’t help, being spirit-like, 
always responding to its wavy medium, so the cream sloshed out of the ceramic, and 
the women couldn’t stop it, not even with their minds. The waiter reappeared at once.

He was not handsome, but he was exceedingly unpleasant, so their instinct was to 
treat him very well, by groveling.

“I’m so clumsy this morning,” said Ava, as the waiter folded neatly at the waist and 
wiped the cream off the table. “I shouldn’t be allowed to live.”

He nodded and vanished through a shifting wall of curtain.
The women did not seem to watch him go, but they knew everything about how 

he went. Posturally, they had an ease, as if they had slept together, woken up together, 
walked to the cafe together, and would someday merge together, when it came time for 
that, into the triple-sided god they felt sure they would someday become.

“I’m getting that itch,” said Ava. “I’m feeling exactly like a prisoner. I need to take 
a trip.”
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“But you’re already on a trip!” said Eve, winking. “Where are you going to go?”
“Romania, I imagine.”
“Do you know anyone in Romania?” asked Ovelle.
“No. That would ruin it, don’t you think?”
The women nodded.
“Even thinking about it,” said Ava. “I start to feel free. Even just anticipating, in 

extreme detail, the Romanian landscape I haven’t seen, even drawing it with my own 
thoughts, inside of my own brain, where there is no eraser, makes me feel like I’ve 
already been there. But I’ll still go, to make sure I’m right.”

“I should take a trip too,” said Ovelle. “Otherwise how could I claim to have lived 
these past three months?”

“You couldn’t,” said Eve.
“I couldn’t!”
“Where are you thinking of going?” asked Ava.
“God, I don’t know. Somewhere no one would ever guess I would want to go. 

Somewhere that would really destroy my personality,” said Ovelle. “And then remake 
it in someone else’s image.”

“But whose?”
The waiter returned. He delivered a plate of seedy crackers, and then flowed out 

through an opposite slit. The women laughed. 
“The service here is unreal!”
A warm breeze lifted the walls of curtain — pink, turquoise, gold — and dragged 

the sheerness over the faces of the women. The combination was rite-like. They were 
the color of a multi-nodal sex organ, gilded.

“We are the buried tool of someone else’s afterlife,” exclaimed Ava. 
But they were not dead, or even dying. On the contrary — they seemed to have 

too much of life.
“Maybe South Korea,” said Ovelle, making the curtains back into walls.
“I’ve always wanted to go there,” said Eve. “Maybe I’ll go after you go.”
“I’ll leave no trace,” said Ovelle. “I promise. The country will be untouched, by me. 

Only I will be changed.”
The three nodded gravely. 
“Do you remember my Egypt story?” said Ava.
“There were so many stories from your Egypt trip. Remind me.”
“There were so many stories. That trip was pure meaning. But I’m talking about 

the dream I had, in Egypt. The story of that dream.”
“Sounds familiar, but tell it again. Why else are we in a cafe?”
“I was in Egypt. I’d spent all evening with youth organizers, revolutionaries, when 

something happened. They’d been trying to build up to something, something mo-
mentous and consequential, but then the build-up culminated prematurely in a single 
event instead: a dramatic reading. The reading, of a secret list, happened late that night, 
in someone’s underground home. The list was of 198 methods of nonviolence. Each 
item in the list was chanted, emotionally, by a person who was so tall he looked sick. I 
laughed the whole way through, but the youths didn’t seem to mind. They seemed to 

understand how I might feel, as someone who was not from there, about this kind of 
recitation, but I was being a real shithead, which I forgive myself for, because it was 
a lesson about me that I couldn’t have learned in any other way than by taking that 
trip and laughing at those kids, but I don’t have to tell that to any of you. In the end 
it was worth it, but that doesn’t erase my bad behavior. I do know that. I’m not a total 
monster — I can reflect. Anyway, back at the hotel after the reading, I stood on the 
balcony in a long violet nightgown. I had no idea who had sent the gown. It was just 
outside of my room, on the floor in the hallway, in a shallow box, when I got there — 
I just slipped it on. That’s the way things were back then. Unknown senders — they 
positively proliferated. I think I assumed it was a suitor who would otherwise never 
materialize, and you know how I am, that was fine with me. Out there, on the balcony 
late at night, with no underwear on, I felt mentally large, and I could remember many 
items from the list, but they didn’t seem so funny anymore. The items had organized, 
somehow — against me. But this was wrong, I was their friend! It was all supposed to 
be very funny!

“Delivering symbolic objects. Wearing of symbols. Symbolic lights. Symbolic sounds. 
Symbolic reclamations. Why could I not stop remembering the list, and why was I tak-
ing it so personally? Was it the gown? Had I unwittingly put on the vestment of revo-
lution? And if so, why, now, did I never want to get out of it? I started to panic. Would 
someone try to take the gown from me? Would they come, even there, to my private 
room, which I had paid for, to get it back? I had never wanted anything so badly as I 
wanted to keep that gown. It was my clothing (I finally understood the word). It had 
become, in the space of an hour, the only possible outfit for me!

“I got into bed, pulled the covers up tight. The list pursued me. Total personal 
noncooperation. Stay-at-home. Lysistratic nonaction. It started to become very clear: The 
youths had got it all wrong. They would never succeed by reciting that list. They had 
to interpret it, which in that particular case, meant doing the opposite of what it said. 
It was blasphemy what they had done, speaking the items out loud, without qualifica-
tion, as if they were facts — the last facts! It was contra-revolutionary!

“Lying there, I determined that I was going to help them with their revolution. I 
would set them on the right course, I fully intended to — I was in a state — and I was 
about to get out of bed and, wearing the gown proudly, go back to that underground 
home to tell them exactly what they needed to do, but suddenly my mind began to 
drift. I started to think of my young lover, the one who left me for someone exactly 
my age. Remember him? Had I been fair to him, I wondered, when I sent him that 
little note? I had known it would stick in him forever, like a barb, just infecting him 
with doubt when all I’d really wanted was to decreate him for a single brilliant second 
with some custom-made attention (I always intended for him to recover). No, it had 
not been fair, that note. He’d been so right to leave me — I had no intention of taking 
care of my body or my skin. I wanted to look old and he was incredibly superficial. It 
wouldn’t have worked out. So why did I send the note? And why did I also, into the 
envelope that contained the note, slip a small green gem that had been in my vagina? 
And why did I then deliver the note, by hand, to his parents’ house, knowing how he 
felt about his parents? Poor thing — I had ruined him! With all this on my mind, I 
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have no idea how I fell asleep, but I did, eventually, still wearing the gown. And that’s 
when I had the dream.

“I was lying in the bottom of a cup. My throbbing groin subtended a thistle. It 
was, or I was, flowering. As a being, my function was to embrace, to enclose, but also 
to bloom. It was all very obvious, I thought so even then, as my dreaming self. It was 
all simply gorged with meaning. But I was happy, in the dream. I knew my function, 
and I performed it well.

“Two men, in dull crowns, peered into the cup. I was picked up, or the cup was, by 
these men. They passed the cup back and forth.

Good work, Ava, said one of them. You do such good work. 
Don’t praise her, said the other. It’ll ruin the bloom.
There’s no such thing as a too-proud bloom. There’s only such thing as a humble bloom, 

which stinks.
“The men began to fight over the cup I was in. I was tossed all around, and my 

groin was grasping at the thistle, but it wasn’t strong enough. The thistle slipped out, 
and out of the gaping hole in me came a blinding light, a real cock-slam of a big gold-
en ray. It was a vision! Knocked their crowns right off. Bored partway into their skulls 
so that their heads were living grottos, not empty. Not at all. There was snow in there. 
Lots of it. And little people on skis. But I did not want to go in there. I just didn’t.

“When I woke up, it was clear to me that I had to leave Egypt at once. The gown 
was gone, and I was naked. Someone’s gnarled stick, not mine, leaned next to the 
door. I went to the bathroom, and when I came back the stick was gone. The next 
day, I traveled to Switzerland, where I saw a dog drown in the most beautiful lake I 
had ever seen. And that is still the case. I’ve yet to see a lake that can beat that one in 
Switzerland for beauty.”

“I think I do remember that story,” said Ovelle. “But hearing it again, I feel I’ve 
learned something new. What a fount travel is.”

“What a boon.”
“I pity anyone who’s never left home,” said Eve. “And to be honest, I judge them 

too.”
“But wasn’t there more?” said Ovelle. “To that story? Something else happened in 

Egypt, didn’t it? I seem to remember there was some other thing.”
“In Egypt? Not that I can recall. I left that morning, so it was just an airport day 

for me.”
The waiter materialized in their cell. “More decaf ?” he asked.
He looked straight ahead, his chin rough as a rock, his mouth singularly unentic-

ing. He blinked, and the cafe flickered on and off. He touched, discreetly, the secret 
defect of his outfit, which was the exposed and tooth-torn zipper of his fly. 

“Why, yes,” said Ava. “I’ll have another.”
“And me,” said Eve.
“And one for me, too,” said Ovelle.
“Do you feel,” said Ava, when he was gone, “like I feel? Like he doesn’t want us 

here, but only so he can act like he doesn’t want us here? I almost apologized just now 
— just for having come!”

“Never apologize for visiting a place,” said Ovelle. “I can’t stand to hear anyone 
debase experience.”

“Experience is neutral,” said Eve. “Or it is virtuous. Those are the only things that 
experience can be.”

Ava cleared her throat. “You are so right. Like one time I went to Caucasia in the 
dead of winter. The hotel was empty except for one other woman with an infant. She 
walked the halls all night wailing with grief, the child screaming too. We met only 
once, in the drab hallway, when I was on my way to the shared bathroom. She pleaded 
with me in a language I didn’t understand. She kept pointing to my left eye, which 
had begun to water uncontrollably at the idea that this woman might actually touch it. 
Normally, this kind of accidental antagonism would have been completely inexcusable 
to me, but in this particular situation, I found it very easy to endure. I tried to take the 
baby from her, and she let me. She stopped crying and sat on the floor. I sat next to 
her, singing to the baby, cooing at it, tickling its toes. Then she started to use her hands 
to communicate. She moved them in front of us in the hallway, painting a picture in 
the air that I could read. She was crying, her hands said, because she’d written a book 
that described a coming catastrophe. It wasn’t fiction, she insisted. It was very real but 
it read just like a novel. She had lost this text, this prophecy, during the course of her 
travels. It had been stolen by a man who had also stolen her scarf — she showed me 
her neck, which was red from exposure. This man, whom she’d met at a very different 
sort of cafe than the one we’re sitting in now, had revealed to her a few details about 
his itinerary, which was why she was in this particular hotel — she was following him. 
She hoped to find him and get her book back. She didn’t care about seeing Caucasia, 
or about recovering her scarf, even though her grandmother had given it to her. She 
cared only about the book, which would be misunderstood if she couldn’t accompany 
it wherever it went, if she couldn’t, as the author, provide the genre: nonfiction, pro-
phetic. The book was the truth, she said, but the man was probably reading it right 
now as if it were a novel. If she couldn’t find it and impress upon people that it was not 
just something she’d made up, thousands of people would die.”

“Did she ever find him?”
“That’s the thing: I don’t know.”
“See? Neutral,” said Eve.
“Yeah, like once I met a beggar on the streets of Valparaíso,” said Ovelle. “He was 

deeply concerned for a tree that was growing, or really failing to grow, in the center of 
a courtyard there. It was old, he said, nobody knew how old it was, it had always been 
there — so why was it dying now? Why did he, the beggar, have the bad luck of being 
alive to witness the death of this tree that had seemed, for generations of people, to be 
eternal? I took him to a cafe not at all like this one and bought him some bread, which 
he didn’t touch. I asked him if he’d like to shower back in my hotel room, and he said 
yes. While he showered, I tried to lure a bird through the window with the bread I 
bought, and when he emerged from the shower and saw what I was doing he smacked 
the bread out of my hand. I fell onto the bed, but he wasn’t interested in sex. His skin 
was a totally different color than it had been before the shower. What is love if it isn’t 
this? I said, and he started to cry. You remind me of my most recent boss, he said. She was 
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very cruel to me, to the last. She died beneath me in bed. 
“We spent the night together, not fucking. We told each other everything, all about 

our childhoods and our dreams. In the morning, I went out and bought him some 
rope, then left him alone for a few hours. I fully expected that he would hang himself, 
but when I got back to the room he was still there, sitting on the bed, surrounded by a 
small crowd of people, who were draped all over each other on the floor. He was giving 
a lecture on the reductions of Paraguay. The reductions were some sort of strategy cum 
building, where people were instructed in methods of dehumanizing nature, I think. 
Maybe I can’t remember exactly, or I didn’t understand some of the Spanish because I 
wasn’t really listening. He was whipping the rope around as he spoke, and it was mes-
merizing because the rope was not behaving like an object at all, but like something 
aspirational, something with muscle and heart. The tail end curled around his neck, 
caressed it, let it go. The rope was showing what it could do — kill him — but would 
not, because it loved this beggar, who was its master. The crowd kept reaching for the 
beggar’s feet. Coyly, he kept moving them out of reach, then extending them again, 
then removing them, and so on. He never allowed them to make contact, but neither 
did he convince them that they should stop trying. My boat was leaving in an hour, so 
I handed him the key to the room. He took it without looking at me and said, It’s the 
least you could do. On my way to the port, I told the driver to take me to the tree, the 
one that was dying, in a courtyard somewhere. It was supposed to be eternal? I said. An 
eternal tree? But now it’s dying? The driver shook his head. Your guidebook must be old. 
That tree died years ago. Someone hung himself from it, and then his mother came out in the 
middle of the night and cut it down. All by herself. With an axe!”

“Virtuous,” said Eve.
A cell phone rang, and Ava took it from her purse, crossed her legs, held it a few 

inches from her ear. “I’m having a lovely time, yes. I’m at this wild cafe, it seems to be 
made entirely of air. There’s really nothing urgent, is there? Nothing pressing? I mean, 
I’m on vacation. Yes. Right. This is travel. Thank you for saying that. Nice to talk to 
you too.”

She hung up the phone and turned excitedly to the other women. “So as I was 
saying: Should we take a trip?”

“We are overdue. But it really depends, I should think, on the forecast,” said Ovelle.
The waiter arrived with their refills.
The lean of his delivery was unnecessarily extreme. His fingers lingered on the 

last saucer, pinching it suggestively. “Travel is a boat,” he said then, tucking his tray 
beneath his arm, “that floats on the sea of heaven and never sinks.” Then he slipped 
through the curtains again.

Eve huffed. “A riddle. How rude.”
“Check please!” shouted Ava.
This time, the waiter did not come right away. The women, in anticipation, inched 

forward on their low cushions. With their knees, they steadied themselves against 
the low white table. At last, the waiter arrived. His eyes closed and his thin nose held 
aloft, he presented an abalone shell containing the bill. “Whenever you’re ready,” he 
said. “However, the cafe is closed and has been for some time. You can see that there’s 
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nobody else in here. But please don’t hurry — it’s no rush.”
“Here you go,” said Ava, tossing a single coin into the shell. The coin was a shifting 

color. Pink played over its surface, then gold, then turquoise. Neither side was marked. 
The edges of the coin were smooth and tapered toward an impossible thinness.

The waiter carefully examined the coin. “I’m sorry, ladies,” he said. “But we can’t 
accept this.”

The women jumped. Eve locked the waiter in a strange embrace, twisting his body, 
so that Ovelle, with a kick to the back of his knees, was able to send him all the way 
down to the table, which was so far down, being so very low, that when he hit the sur-
face, the result was spectacular. What had appeared so permanent — that broad white 
surface, flawless as a field of salt — turned out to be anything but. The table splintered, 
its particulate interior was revealed, and the waiter lay prone in the midst of the debris. 
His eyes were shocked, even hurt, and his mouth grimaced in pain.

Ava jumped onto his chest, Ovelle had his arm, Eve was on his feet. He stopped 
struggling and stared plaintively up at the sky.

“All currency is accepted everywhere,” said Ava. “You know that.”
“We will travel,” said Ovelle. “We will go here and there. You can’t stop us.”
The waiter was moving his lips around. He seemed to be working up the courage 

to speak.
“We’re not tourists,” said Ava. She signaled to Ovelle. “It doesn’t have to be vicious 

or dramatic,” she said. “Just the right amount of pressure should do it. Fact is, that coin 
is very sharp.” She drew a line across the waiter’s throat with her finger.

“Wait,” he said finally. “Can I tell you something?”
“That depends,” said Ava.
“It’s about a trip I once took.”
The women were curious. They agreed to listen, but they would not relax their grip.
“Okay,” said Ava. “Go for it.”
“I once took a trip to Japan. I’d wanted to go for years and had worked and worked 

to afford it. On the flight over, I got very sick. When I arrived, it was all I could do 
to get off the plane. I spent four nights on the floor of the arrivals terminal, unable to 
summon the energy to ask for help. A young boy visited me in the midst of my illness. 
He wore the feet of a goose and the hands of a beautiful woman. He applied chapstick 
to my cracked lips, balanced a hollow apple on my stomach, then disappeared. When 
I finally had the strength, I opened the apple, which was neatly hinged, and I saw that 
the inside was an exact replica of my childhood home. My father was lying prone at 
the bottom of the stairs, not moving, and my mother was watching TV in the living 
room. I wasn’t there, but I wanted to be. So I tried very hard and soon I was. In my 
room. How I had missed it! I looked around at all my objects — the seed crystal, the 
thunder egg, the giant quartz. Then I walked the hallway slowly. It was dark. I ran my 
hand along the wall until I felt the banister. I stopped at the top of the stairs. I could 
see the outline of my father’s body at the bottom. I called down to him: What are you 
doing? Did you fall again? He didn’t respond. Instead my mother’s voice floated in from 
the living room. He’s reflecting on his life, she said. And on what he’s done to deserve it. 
And then, just like that, I was back in the airport, the apple rushing toward me. I bit it 

hard, to defend myself against the impact. It was instinct. I don’t like apples. But once 
I’d started biting, I couldn’t stop. I ate the entire thing, even the core, even my child-
hood home, even my parents. When I had finished, I realized: I had forgotten to eat 
me. It was on the flight back home that it hit me, what that trip to Japan had meant. 
It meant that I might never die. I might never die. I might never die. I might never…”

Ovelle slapped her hand over the waiter’s mouth. “There’s no point in killing him,” 
she said. “He’s already finished.” She flipped the coin into the air and did not catch it. 
“Now I remember what it was about Egypt.”

“Yeah?” said Ava. “Tell me.”
“You said you got very ill there, with some sort of fever only foreigners get.”
“Oh,” said Ava. “That’s right. But then I thought of travel and came back to life.”
The women relaxed into the cushions. The waiter rolled onto his side and spun the 

coin among the loose shards of what had previously been a table. “But it is like a coin,” 
he said. “It is what a coin is like.”

Eve watched him, her interest waning. She produced a limp cigarette. “I can al-
ways tell when a person doesn’t quite get travel,” she said, her thumb hovering, unde-
cided, above the lighter’s little wheel. “They’re more like symbols than people, and yet 
their fright makes them seem so alive!”

K R I S T E N  G L E A S O N
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AIR
J . P.  G R A S S E R

 

 for Maggie, on her birthday

Because you were sleeping the sleep of 
nightshift nurses & my embarrassment
of riches these days is time, my perception
of which shifts imperceptibly, contracts
& expands like the rubber lung 
of an accordion, it was I who took my car
that mostly you drive to the quickstop
for more air, its tire-walls honeycombed
& leaky from dryness & snow-salt, which isn’t, 
of course, salt. 
  The light turned green
& the traffic extenuated & the air rushed
in & the music rushed out & it all got me 
thinking about how envy is no match
for fire & I pulled in and quartered up
the machine, the pneumatic bellows
that deliver water also, presumably to top
off the old radiator, that word you can’t
pronounce without the warshboard gravel
Baltimore built in your voice, itself lodged
in industry ’s cinders, & I wondered 
about the animals. 

                   Wondered what they make
of cars & people & people in cars. Not nothing,
surely. Some neighborhood boys swooped in 
as the machine chugged along on its invisible timer 
& after I’d corralled my pressure, weighing 
as much in lbs. as them by the looks of it, 
& I was slightly irked, slightly — what with
their popping wheelies in the parking lot, 
whooping & loving the invincible sounds 
of themselves but they’re still air vultures I thought
& then your voice pulled me out of myself
by the brainstem, the reptilian brain you love 
to say, & you said air isn’t free but it should be 
& of course the epiphany happened after, 
as I felt our car’s smooth ride beneath me, 
though who could say when or to what degree.
How much lighter they must ’ve felt, 
riding on all that fresh & undying air.
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Excerpt f rom 

THE AP IARY CONCUBINE 
V I  K H I  N A O 

As soon as I opened my eyes, my entire body was hammering with an irregular pul-
sation. Jackfruit was pulling at my legs. She looked at me suspiciously, kept asking if I 
was still in danger. “From what?” I asked her. I was trembling with a mildly hypother-
mic perspiration and it was hard to breathe. “It was an invasive dream,” she said. “You 
usually quiet down when I shake you by the shoulders, but this time you woke up.”

She smirked and her white teeth flashed briefly across her beautiful face like an elec-
tric current. Seeing her teeth always made me feel ready for war, though I wasn’t a sol-
dier, had never even enlisted. But her face evoked the idea of fighting for something, 
which at that particular moment, seemed to come to me with great urgency. Her teeth 
flash also reminded me of the light after the atomic bomb. Images shuffled around in 
my mind ambiguously — they were there and in a flash they were gone. Before I lost 
all of it, I was able to pin down a feeling: it was the feeling of escalation, like a series 
of events unfolding, at first slowly, as if by the pull of gravity until suddenly the pull 
became violent. It wasn’t all panic that I had sensed. There was even a brief moment 
of joy in my sleep. “Hold me”, I whispered, and Jackfruit leaned forward and wrapped 
her arms around me.

As we were partaking in our sexual ritual with the spatula, I had a brief metaphysical 
moment with myself. I stood outside of it, near the edge of the bed, watching us in 
the act. I had never been able to grow hard, meaning I had never even entered her. It 
seemed odd to me that we were having sex when we were not actually very sexual in 
that way. The spatula gave us the illusion that some concupiscent transaction had taken 
place, but nothing carnal ever really developed. She pressed her entire body into me 
and I wedged the spatula between us. My flaccid penis never fully gratified her, but 

it felt intimate and sexual. Notwithstanding her lack and my lack of consummation, 
Jackfruit dug her nails into my posterior. She then lifted her fingers, bringing them up 
by several centimeters. She traveled the small tarmac of my back like this a couple of 
times. My mind was jam-packed with the pleasure of my father, my mother, and then 
all of my abusers. In the arena of my consciousness, they were competing with each 
other for emotional real estate. Which one would build the biggest guilt skyscraper? 
The next thing I knew, my body was overcome with shudders as if I had had an or-
gasm, but I hadn’t. Still holding me in her embrace, I felt an expansion of sentiment 
like my heartbeat had widened its circumference. What did this mean? Was this fear 
of potency? Or that my body or my heart was telling me that I could not operate again 
in this world from this place of impotency. A ghost could no longer orgasm for me. 
Jackfruit, whose intuition couldn’t be more deft and acute, cleared her throat.

“We have been too codependent on the spatula. I think it’s time that we try something 
else.”

I nodded my head.
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ROMANCE,  
COMPASSION,  
AND INCLUSIV ITY  
(Or: How Romance Will  Save the World)
C A T  S E B A S T I A N

Think about the time you first learned about perspective in literature. You were prob-
ably young, in school, in an English class, and the teacher revealed something you 
had likely already sensed. There are, she might have explained, several different points 
of view: third person, first person, the rarely used second person, the even rarer first 
person plural. She may have also mentioned deep point of view, in which the reader 
is fully embedded in the character’s consciousness. In deep point of view — whether 
third or first or even second — the words on the page have all passed through the 
character’s mind. The reader sees the world of the book through the main characters’ 
eyes, and only sees what they see. There’s no omniscient narrator filtering the char-
acters’ experiences or letting us in on facts the character or characters aren’t aware of.

The romance novel as it currently exists is almost exclusively written in deep point of 
view, usually alternating scene by scene between the principal characters. Romance 
novels arguably have their origin in this kind of shifting but deep, perspectival form. 
Jane Austen, whose novels many regard as the ancestors of the modern romance novel, 
actually invented free indirect discourse, which is when an omniscient third-person 
narrative slips in and out of various characters’ thoughts. There is, for example, an 
amazing party scene in Emma where in the span of a single paragraph, the omniscient 
narrator gives us glimpses into the minds of about a dozen guests.

I am a romance novelist and so of course, I am inclined to believe this, but the inti-
macy of the romance narrative and the lack of apparent filter between the reader and 
the characters create a unique connection between reader and characters, perhaps a 
connection that is stronger than in other genres. Indeed, since the story is dedicated 
to characters falling in love, and since the reader follows them so closely, some readers 
have likened the experience to actually falling in love with the characters. And at the 
end of a romance novel, there is always full disclosure: no secrets, either between the 
main characters or between the characters and the reader. The happy ending required 
by the genre depends partly on the protagonists seeing one another for who they truly 
are, accepting one another’s flaws. They must see each other with compassion and un-
derstanding, and ideally the reader would be right there with them. 
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For me, a successful romance novel requires a narrative sleight of hand. In order to ac-
tually enjoy the book’s resolution, the reader has to see the characters clearly and must 
extend the same compassion toward them that the characters feel toward one another. 
This rule applies to all kinds of flaws and all kinds of characters. The romance writer 
must bridge the gap between readers and characters they might not otherwise feel 
sympathetic toward. In order for a romance novel to deliver a satisfying conclusion, 
the reader has to believe that the characters deserve happiness, that they deserve the 
love and respect of a partner. If the reader doesn’t believe the characters worthy of love, 
the book inevitably falls flat. It’s a constant, formal reminder that we’re all worthy of 
love, despite our imperfections.

In order to stay fresh and interesting and subvert reader expectations, this require-
ment has actually forced the romance genre to invent some of the most flawed heroes 
and heroines in literature. Indeed, some of the most beloved romances involve deeply 
flawed people. Emma, for example, is not particularly likable — she is snobbish, a little 
rude, infamously meddlesome. The heroine of Loretta Chase’s Lord of Scoundrels, one 
of the most popular romance novels of all time, actually shoots her future husband. That’s 
not even getting into the grifters, liars, layabouts, and traitors who populate some of 
the genre’s classics. Part of what makes a romance novel satisfying is knowing that 
over the course of the story the main characters will inevitably get their acts together, 
at least partly, and improve as human beings. They will also eventually discover that 
they are worthy of respect and love despite their worst flaws.

In that way, romance novels show us that we are also deserving of love, respect, and 
happy endings despite what we might think of as our least endearing qualities. My 
own books, for example, are full of prickly, disorganized, judgmental, cagily private, 
chronically unpunctual characters. I will tactfully elide over their connections to the 
author herself, and simply point out that when they do get their happy endings, they’re 
still flawed. Love doesn’t solve their problems or transform them into perfect people, 
but they don’t need to be perfect to have love.

This arc is certainly not unique to the romance genre; any book might serve as a con-
duit for empathy. But in romance it is a constant and recurring trope. Furthermore, 
romance novels provide a unique reminder that we share a common humanity — you 
can’t read a book in which you’re deeply embedded in the consciousness of a character, 
rejoice in this character finding the love and happiness they wanted, and then deny 
that character’s humanity. I have faith that this is true even when the reader doesn’t 
necessarily recognize their own identity in the identity of the character. I hope that 
in reading about a character who belongs to a marginalized group, the recognition of 
humanity can extend past the character and into the group as a whole.

For a reader who might share a character’s marginalization, this experience can be 
hugely affirming and reassuring. For example, I will never tire of romances featuring 
characters with chronic pain and anxiety issues; it’s just awesomely reaffirming to see a 

character like myself be loved and adored. For a reader who doesn’t share that margin-
alization, this experience can be an object lesson in joy, in a number of different ways. 
If the reader wants to enjoy the story, they have to embrace the character’s humanity, 
and they have to root for the character’s happiness. The reader’s joy merges with the 
joy of the book’s characters, one becomes dependent on the other. Happiness and love 
become contingent.

Books can immerse readers in any kind of life — the queer, the disabled, the person 
of color — but romance is the only genre that demands a happy ending. It structures 
the entire story around that demand and takes the reader along with it. This isn’t just 
empathy, it is a restructuring of the way people might think of other human beings 
— who deserves and should expect happiness, who can be loved. There are no other 
books that insist on joy and love as an end in itself. This is nothing less than radical. 
Books have long made intellectual arguments and political stances. They have also 
long engaged in the power of empathy, anger, made a case for rights and humanity. 
This is not new. But how often do we read something that insists simply on another’s 
right to love and happiness? Something that helps us understand the importance of 
sheer pleasure as it is experienced by other people? We don’t often allow the joy of 
others’ precedence in this way.

As a romance writer myself, I believe that romance novels, through their form and 
their demand that the reader accept the worth of the main characters, can be a tool 
of social justice. They put you directly into somebody else’s shoes and force you to ac-
knowledge the gaps between their experience and your own. If you want to enjoy the 
story, you have to buy into the essential humanity of the main characters. It’s simply 
the price of entry. The reader absolutely must attempt to understand what it means to 
have that identity, and if they accept the premise of the form and the premise of the 
book, must accept that this identity is as worthy of happiness as their own.

Historical romance actually allows the reader to go a step further. The best historical 
fiction allows a reader to inhabit the past and to embrace the mores and values that 
motivated people in a different time and place. It also allows for us to reimagine the 
traditional narratives that history has given us. Inclusive historical romances — fea-
turing characters who are LGBTQ, disabled, neurodivergent, and people of color — 
can remind us that history is itself diverse, that marginalized groups have always exist-
ed. This is a fact most of us know rationally, of course, but it is otherwise consistently 
erased from the way we talk about our past. The dominant narrative has been and still 
is white supremacy, so when we see, say, a movie set in 1815 London and the cast is 
entirely white, we might not even bat an eye. That’s because we’ve seen this utterly 
unhistorical version of the past dozens of times before. We’ve seen it so many times 
that it has become the default. This way of portraying history — without the people 
of color who shaped it, without the many queer lives and loves that it no doubt held 
— only reinforces the idea that history belongs to white, straight, able-bodied people, 
that everyone else is an outlier, a new invention, a guest.

C A T  S E B A S T I A N
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Historical romance can show this for the lie it is. Love and partnership haven’t always 
been between men and women. Gender hasn’t always been understood as a binary. 
Sexuality and sex have existed in all their forms this entire time. This can, again, help 
us see that people deserve happiness even when the structures of society conspire 
against them, even when their contemporaries fail to recognize their humanity. We 
can witness the denial of rights and acknowledge the many different ways that peo-
ple have been able to thrive and persevere despite injustice. We can grapple with the 
failures of the past and see how those old patterns repeat in the present. We can also 
perhaps begin to rewrite some of that history, begin to imagine it and see it for what 
it really was. I hope that these novels might also help us ask difficult questions: Why 
are the prevailing historical narratives rooted in white, straight, cis-gendered, neu-
rotpyical, able-bodied stories? Why does fiction go to such lengths to preserve this 
homogeneous vision of the past? Who stands to gain by erasing people from history? 
And more troublingly: Are we complicit if we only consume those narratives?

When people ask why I began to write historical romance, I usually try to give a diplo-
matic answer but the truth is that I was unhappy with my reading options. I could read 
historical fiction about people like me, but it was likely not going to be an uplifting 
tale. If I wanted a guaranteed happy ending, most of my options involved stories about 
straight neurotypical people. This, thank heavens, has changed a lot in the past few 
years. There seems to be a huge and growing interest in romances — historical, con-
temporary, paranormal, and every subgenre — that tell the stories of people who were 
previously erased. Part of this, no doubt, is that people within marginalized groups 
are using their money to support the stories that reflect their own lives, but we’re also 
seeing a broader interest doesn’t depend on shared identity. This gives me hope: if a 
person chooses to read a romance with a character who uses a wheelchair, or who is an 
immigrant, or who is transgender, then I believe they’ll treat actual people with those 
identities as human beings who have rights (like health care, visas, and bathrooms) 
and people who deserve, like everyone else, happiness.

Romance is one of the most derided genres, but the derision underestimates the genre’s 
power. Romance specializes in creating partnerships: the head and the heart; the lover 
and the beloved; the reader and the character. Who can fight love? A happy ending is 
guaranteed, as long as we both wish for it.

C A T  S E B A S T I A N
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EQUATION 
K A Y  I G U H 

White girl, mythical creature. She does not exist. Yet we know her look, how she 
smells. Everyone thinks they’ve seen a white girl before but what they really saw was 
a regular every girl, desperately dying to be white, maybe even passing. The closest 
thing to the white girl is the frenchie. Frenchies don’t have to try very hard to pass, 
and they’re not always French either. Then there’s the tropical fruit — exotic beauties 
who exist in defiance of place, race, and gender. Then there’s your average every girl. 
Beyond that? Forget it. Anyone can aspire to be a white girl. Black girls can be white 
girls, mixed chicks can be white girls, broke girls can be white girls. Pale girls die to 
be white girls. Even akatas can be white girls. See this hierarchy in full effect at Mah-
moun’s Shisha Bar.

Our girl is Valemia, fresh off the boat. Feet so fresh on the ground she’s barely had 
time to become an akata, much less a white girl. Nearly three years might seem like 
plenty of time to adjust, but she’s in her late 20s with a sense of the world that is most-
ly formed, and our girl is slow to change. She serves drinks as a floor girl at an event 
space that caters to men. Most nights, the place is a posh shisha bar. The regulars are 
African expats, aging Europeans with money, and Middle Eastern men on business 
trips. That’s her over there, smile screwed tight, clasped at the waist by a patron. He is 
giving his drink order in her ear. She is cringe-smiling so hard, she might be fooling 
him. Finally, she escapes the slime.

I swear, these men, she says at the service bar to no one in particular. 
Have serious money, yah? Alonya says. She sets down her tray and turns to survey 

the lounge. It glimmers in deep blue and amber light. A quiet evening with an oud 
oozing over the dim stage. Alonya: half-and-half, mid-30s, back in the day, could turn 
it out like a frenchie. Like all the floor girls, she has that ineffable exotica flavor that 
makes patrons do a double-take and question everything.

Dégoûtant, Valemia says. 
Are you here for money or manners? Alonya questions.
Why can’t I have both?
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Valemia readjusts the low neck on her choli, and forces a smile. She wonders if 
it isn’t smiles they are selling rather than drink and smoke. She lifts her replenished 
tray and walks down to a lower level where two men are whispering near the carpeted 
dance floor. 

She’ll learn, Alonya says to the empty bar. She watches Valemia toss her head 
back in restrained laughter, her hand covering her chest. She wonders whether the 
girl’s prudishness remains in spite of her post-colonial upbringing, or because of it. 
She recognizes herself in Valemia. Alonya fled her country in the early ’90s when civil 
war broke out and has ping-ponged around the world since, accumulating languages. 
For a while, that seemed like enough. But she landed here a few years ago without 
papers and quickly found that no papers plus no money equaled find a man. This is 
her fundamental truth: a woman must be in possession of at least one of these three 
requisites. Papers mean money, but a man means money and papers, so she works at 
Mahmoun’s, and every Wednesday at midnight, she belly dances in the center of the 
room and looks the men straight in the eyes. 

Shift over, tips are counted. In the hall where the floor girls change, Valemia leans 
against a wall and yanks off her high heels, flexes her toes. She shimmies out of a belt, 
hung with gold coins that announce her when she walks. She unhooks the miniscule 
skirt and lets it drop around her feet. She replaces it with jeans, and a T-shirt over the 
choli. She thinks the uniform is outrageous like everything else about the place: the 
owner’s sleazy sex appeal, the attempt at a Western idea of posh. The required six-inch 
heels had especially scandalized her. She was already tall and the added height seemed 
indecent. She slips into sandals, and joins the other girls by the door, where they are 
waiting for a doorman to escort them to their cars. 

All the girls go to the Troubadour after work. Aisha, one of the other dancers 
in the club, is already there negotiating a round of drinks. Aisha dances only on the 
weekends. A real frenchie, undeniable symmetry, with the sort of agonizing hips men 
sing love songs to. She came from Damascus as a teenager, was raised mostly by her 
older brothers. When her boyfriends started coming around the house, her broth-
ers began handing her blows so hard she had to buy make-up two shades darker to 
compensate. She kept it up for years, sneaking around, until finally, her oldest brother 
put her in the hospital. Later, he kicked her out of the house, afraid he would end up 
killing her if she stayed. 

Where are your red bottoms? Alonya says to Valemia. The girls are finally going 
home, walking to their cars and Alonya is pointing at the shoes Valemia holds by the 
stems. 

Pardon?
Your shoes, yah? Why don’t you have red soles? 
Valemia looks at the shoes. She recalls how during her first shifts, she had been 

struck by the way all the floor girls seemed to be walking a little too hard. Kicking 
their feet back a little too high, the red soles showing momentarily like an out-thrust 
tongue. Though designer shoes are not something she would spend her money on, 

K A Y  I G U H

Valemia had thought the red soles clomping around a good sign that, at the very least, 
money could be made there.

Oh, I am not wealthy like some of the girls, she says. 
Fakes, Alonya says. All of them. The men like you more when they think you are 

wearing classy shoes. The red turns them on and turns their wallets out, see? Alonya 
makes a gesture with her hand that Valemia understands as crude.

How absurd, Valemia says.
You say it like it’s a shame, says Alonya.
I just try to keep things simple.
Simple or not, you still have to eat and play, yah? You don’t pull half what those 

other girls make. Why? You don’t have red bottoms. Go to Harwin. Find you a good 
pair of knock-offs, yah. 

Valemia shifts her weight uncomfortably. Sorry, she says, but I won’t go about 
signaling myself like some sort of baboon. No offense.

We’re just talking shoes here, Alonya says and retreats. But hey, it’s your ass. 
Alonya’s in her car now with the seat heater going full blast. She watches Valemia 

walk to her car at the front of the lot. She feels simultaneous pity and envy for our girl. 
It’s an unusually cold night — Houston unaccustomed to a dry chill — and everyone 
is caught unawares.

Valemia hooks the car key by the door where Clara will find it on her way to work 
in the morning. Just another way they share things and keep costs down. Valemia 
befriended Clara during their graduate studies in anthropology. They became more 
than friends, grew bold in the bedroom, and time never seemed to pass between them. 
When Valemia’s student visa expired, Valemia decided to stay, and Clara took her in. 
Valemia found herself illegitimate all over again. 

At first, the scope of Clara’s kindness astounded Valemia. She relied on it, and 
it sustained her until, like everything else, it proved finite. Clara, admittedly in a bad 
mood, accused Valemia of breaking her back. Weren’t there any relatives she could go 
to for help? But, of course, there weren’t any. Valemia’s aunt had passed away just weeks 
after Valemia left Algiers for her graduate studies in the States, and her sister had 
nothing to offer other than her own troubles. When Valemia thought of Clara’s casual 
faith in family — the idea that when all else failed, one could always return home to 
mummy and daddy — it stung bitterly. Afraid of losing Clara, Valemia set her sights 
lower, on rungs far below her initial goal. 

She heard of the club from the Nigerian woman who owned the duplex across the 
street. This woman had been in the neighborhood for years, stoically watching them all 
come and go — the businesses and their hapless owners, the students, the unfortunate 
— but for some reason, the woman had felt for our girl. She sent Valemia to the club 
owner, Bassim, who took one look at Valemia and said, Ah, Mama Deli always sends 
me the best girls. 

Bassim is a portly Senegalese man armed with massive wristwatches and gold 
rings. Clad in flowing boubous, when he speaks, his hands have a habit of disappearing 
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under the folds of the billowing fabric. He has a smile that always looks like he was 
dressing you down. He reminds Valemia of a touchy-feely. 

I look at you, and I think, nice girl, let me do something for her because we all 
Africans here, anh? Bassim said. When I came to this country, I am knowing nothing. 
Now, I am owning everything you see here. 

Reluctantly, desperately, Valemia accepted the job.

“I couldn’t sleep.” This is the first thing Clara hears when she shuffles into the 
kitchen, feet clad in fuzzy slippers. It’s hardly daybreak and Valemia, still in her af-
ter-work clothes, has already brewed coffee. Clara stirs the last two sugar cubes into 
her mug, listening as Valemia unburdens her mind of Alonya’s advice. At first sight, 
most take Clara for a halfie or even a white girl. She’s actually a self-proclaimed bub-
blegum hood, a fine balance of good middle-class grooming, street smarts, and proud 
home girl. Code-switches like a motherfucker. 

Shoes is shoes, Clara says practically. Money is money. She dumps the fine sugar 
grains from the bottom of the carton into her mouth and shuffles back to bed. 

It is Valemia’s day off and she spends it fretting around the apartment, worrying 
the shoes. Especially since she took such a stand against them with Alonya. She picks 
up the phone and dials her sister, Sisi. Younger, wiser.  

I don’t see what the problem is, Sisi says. She talks so quickly, it’s a near stammer. 
I have a post-graduate. Am I to completely debase myself ? Valemia asks this re-

peatedly, a question she already knows the answers to but asks anyway. 
Those people don’t care if you’re the Queen of the Nile, Sisi says. Did you forget 

that you are there illegally or did you think your degrees would feed you? 
First it’s shoes, next it’s everything else, Valemia says. 
Keep doing the mathematics, but maybe all you want is to come home.
How can you say that?
I can’t say, comes Sisi. 
Sisi says this in a voice that reminds Valemia of the two of them years ago, hungry 

in bed, telling each other stories they’d told dozens of times before. If not for their 
aunt’s kindness, the girls would have gone to waste after their mother’s death. 

Their aunt, a retired educator turned businesswoman, instilled in them a deep 
value of education, a belief that it would help them transcend the reality of their cir-
cumstances. Valemia readily swallowed that belief. The alternative would have been to 
go the way of her mother. Twenty years later, the sisters have come to understand that 
nothing is more important than something in Valemia’s pocket. 

Of course I don’t want to come home now. How can you ever question? Valemia 
squeezes every drop of emotion in her body into those words — and they sound so 
convincing. Yet, she hears her aunt’s advice to work hard and fast. Valemia had done 
just that, modeling for Sisi what she believes her mother had failed to model for her. 

Stay there and be talking your post-graduate, but in the meantime, don’t forget 
I’m still waiting on the university strike to end, so if you don’t want the money, then 
pack and send to me! 

Valemia sucks her teeth at the dead phone line, at once adoring and resenting her 
sister. 

Aisha is on stage, the points of three swords balanced on her forehead and in both 
outstretched hands. Ari takes Valemia by the elbow and leads her away from the edge 
of the stage, where she has been watching Aisha’s performance. Ari is Bassim’s floor 
manager. He likes to tell the girls that he’s the only thing standing between them and 
the wolves. He thinks this will ingratiate them to him. He smells strongly of after-
shave with a hint of body odor. Valemia allows herself to be led along or risk Ari’s hold 
tightening around her. 

At the alcoves, Alonya, walking by, slows to watch as Ari bows slightly and pres-
ents Valemia to Rek, a regular with deep pockets. Rek, a well-groomed man, nods once 
at Valemia, Ari then takes his leave and sidles off. Valemia kneels and slowly pours 
Turkish coffee into a delicate saucer. She gently nudges the saucer and kettle forward. 
Rek nods and Valemia is dismissed. 

You didn’t spill this time, Alonya says, falling into step.
That guy didn’t bother to blink once, Valemia says, a bit shook and not sure why.
Don’t look back, Alonya corrects. It sends the wrong message. You don’t want to 

give it all away, do you? I see you got some red bottoms.
Valemia can’t help but wonder what wrong messages she’s been tossing out all 

night like free candy. It’s paint, she says.
Goddamn genius! Money’s better too, yah.
Trust me. I’m not happy about it.
Keep it up and maybe Rek will really take care of you. He can be very generous. 

Alonya glides forward to show one of her regulars to a private alcove. 
Valemia can’t resist: she turns back and sees Rek lean back into the pillows, his 

hands disappearing inside his pants pockets. When he is settled, he calmly looks di-
rectly at her, and she feels instantly that she has made a mistake. Ari grins at her from 
the bar and gives her a thumbs-up. 

Nightly, Rek sips his coffee, smokes his shisha, and dismisses Valemia with a nod.
You’re not talking with your eyes, Alonya says.
Valemia is counting her money at shift’s end, and though it’s more than she’s ever 

made, it seems to be dwindling right before her. My job is to serve the coffee, nothing 
more, she says.

Exactly, that’s why you must move your ass when someone like Rek shows interest, 
yah. 

He’s the kind of man that can change everything. That’s what my girl Tabatha 
did. She quit her office job to fly Emirates as a flight attendant. Found her Prince 
Charming in first class, married him, and now she jets to Dubai for lunch and Paris 
for dinner. What else can you do? Pour coffee forever? 

K A Y  I G U H



100 101

l o s  a n g e l e s  r e v i e w  o f  b o o k s

This is a question that worries Valemia tirelessly. At home, she makes a list of her 
qualifications. Two degrees, two years of teaching French to international students 
in Algiers, and before that, years of translating for NGOs. But without papers in an 
unforgiving country, her credentials seem feeble. She doesn’t want to burden Clara 
further. Sisi is unsympathetic and continually repeats what she would do if it were 
her. Like soma, magazines calm our girl in a way she is only half aware of. She tells 
herself that what soothes her is the glossy smoothness of the page, its satisfying flap 
and resettling. She mostly skims, and tries not to see the white girls that only exist 
between its pages. 

She presents a box of teas and Rek, the habitué, runs his hands over them all, 
rifling through the bags even though they are clearly marked. She knows they are 
marked because at the beginning of each shift, she refills the box, thoughtfully arrang-
ing the individual tea bags. She sucks in her breath as he slips his selection to her like 
a secret between them. She dunks the bag into a beautifully decorated kettle half-filled 
with hot water. It pops with cardamom. She pours the tea and pours milk into the 
cup. With all the suggestibility of a slow smile, she gestures at the presentation, and 
the habitué accepts with grinning pleasure, as though she has just done something re-
markable. With an air of show, he discreetly takes her hand, folds a bill into her palm. 

In the changing hall, Alonya sings, You’re getting good, yah. 
They don’t actually expect us to do anything, right? Valemia says. 
Depends on your luck, says Aisha before she assumes the stage. 
What luck, mutters Valemia. 

Vahl-My-Ah? What a lovely name, ever go by Mia? Valemia is meeting with 
a retired professor about a position for a research assistantship. His name is Doug 
something, and he’s looking at her as though they are here to make friends instead of 
talking jobs. She has been looking for informal jobs such as this. Nannying, dog walk-
ing, anything under the table. The professor is her best option yet. 

No? Well Mia is lovely. What about Val? You’re not Ethiopian, are you? I knew 
this Ethiopian woman once — it’s uncanny, the two of you. I met her in Addis Ababa 
of all places!

In the evening, she and Clara watch web videos in bed, laptop tucked between 
their legs.

Valemia says, And why do they always have to ask you where you’re from, and then 
name every person they know from there?

At least he didn’t ask if you knew the woman personally. Clara says this more to 
the screen than to Valemia. 

And they think all Africans are Ethiopians.
They aren’t? Clara gasps.

And I hate how they change your name for you when they can’t pronounce it. 
I haven’t got a problem saying his name. Doug. With the force of her accent, Doug 
sounds like Dog. The two women laugh and fall into each other. This ease and inti-
macy — not having to explain basic things about themselves — bonds them deeply. 
Valemia still finds black Americans strange and alienating, a type of blackness that she 
is unaccustomed to, but Clara has a fortitude and confidence that she finds irresistible.

They look lovely, Rek says. These are his first words to Valemia that are not orders 
for the bar. She is visibly startled by this, but does not respond. He has been watching 
her arrange a tray of medjools. Her hands still shake out of nervousness from time to 
time, which amuses him. He doesn’t care about the dates. He just likes the palpable 
effect he has on the floor girls, Valemia especially. 

Valemia lifts the cover from the shisha bowl. With tongs, she plucks a piece of 
charcoal from the cauldron, coaxes it red hot with a few quick blows. She places the 
coal on the foil-covered chamber and precisely takes the hose from where it rests on 
Rek’s lap. She sucks from the hose. Shisha smoke fills her mouth satisfactorily. She 
offers the hose to Rek, but he does not move to take it. She sets it on the cushion 
beside him. 

She stands to go and he leans forward, catches her hand. He disinterestedly ad-
mires it, the pale palm with deep, dark grooves — signs of life — slender and claw-
like. He pats the hand, and with a nod, she is again dismissed. 

Aisha downs a pint in one go, wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. They 
are at the Troubadour, post-shift. Valemia admires Aisha’s brazen wearing of the be-
dazzled bra in public. It is covered only with a pashmina thrown carelessly over her 
shoulders. Valemia sips something sweet. Hours later, once Alonya and everyone else 
are long gone, Aisha buys another round for herself and Valemia. Valemia orders a 
mixed drink with a lewd name, and Aisha opts for double whiskey shots, claims that 
mixers make you fat.

What’s a smarty like you doing here? Aisha asks between gulps. Valemia is stung 
by what she thinks is derision.  You should be winning awards for stuff. What’s Algeria 
good for, running? You people fast runners? You should be winning awards for being 
fast. 

Valemia blinks. 
But seriously, what are you doing in that dump, continues Aisha. Do you know 

about Ari? Did I ever tell you what that little shit did to me? 
Aisha leans close to Valemia, and from a distance, they look like two girlfriends 

night-capping after a long day at work.  

He really knows how to make your skin crawl, Valemia says. 
This Rek sounds like the type. These rich internationals with their fucked-up 

ideas. It’s a big hard-on for them, especially you exotica, says Clara. 
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Coming from Miss Dominicana here. Valemia says this even though she knows 
how Clara hates to be mistaken for something that she is not.

That’s how I know what I’m talking about.
There is spite in Clara’s voice, directed at no one or thing in particular, but it’s 

there. It frightens Valemia, and she wonders how one gets that way.
I don’t want to spoil this, Valemia says. She turns and brushes Clara’s hair lightly. 
Work is work, Clara says. Us is us. 
They stroll arm in arm. It is sunny in the way only Sundays know how to be. They 

attend an art crawl. They duck into open studios and view the art, none of which 
makes much of an impression. They are too busy getting drunk and handsy. They 
choose one-of-a-kind pieces of handmade jewelry. Valemia’s treat. Hip beer maids 
pump kegs and offer full plastic cups of brew. The place is crawling with wannabe 
white girls and everyone is having a lovely time. 
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MIDNIGHT IN THE 
ELEVATOR OF THE 

BONAVENTURE HOTEL 
L .  A .  J O H N S O N

He looks at me through the glass,
after months where we have not seen 
each other, and it ’s like an axe taken 

through the skull. Split-brain,
I could not avoid my own doing
wrong, attracted to bright lights

that flickered in the forest, murmur 
unspooling life into smoke. 

In a dream, I had a baby, a girl,
but I wasn’t frightened, carrying 
her in my arms along the dry edge 

of the sea, swaddling her smallness
in cloth. When I looked at her,
I could only see his blue eyes,

my own face unfound in her face,
left to drown inside a mirror. 

Through the glass we see each other
as I wait to be ascended, to rise
into air like vapor, my mind hot

as steam rising from a city street,
and I think of claw machines
in the dim corners of arcades

where children maneuver metal jaws
to close on neon-colored toys

that blink behind fiberglass. 
In a child’s mouth, the open shape 
of wanting — the flimsy machine 

purposefully inaccurate, the injury
of desire never meant to be fulfilled.  
I see him through the glass, ugly

doll with thin lips, my now-mouth
saying, I want I want I want

the desire muted by glass, hushed
by the busy lobby between us,
the supermarkets, the movie theaters,

the shopping malls of our lives
that create a country between us.
Through the glass, his forehead flushes

with everything done in the dark. 
Between us, the memory bruises,

not unlike a sunset, not unlike
the flashing of a film projector
playing that old wartime movie, 

the one where a man kicks down
a door to be closer to his lover,
where no wall will keep him out.
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BEAUTIFUL WOMEN
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There are many things in the world that are beautiful other than women, like furniture 
and the sun setting. But the way we conceive of anything beautiful is feminized, even 
beautiful men. Flowers are open or closed vaginas. As a nine-year-old child, I found 
Anita Pallenberg beautiful. She was one of the stars of the book I read most often in 
my childhood, Up and Down with the Rolling Stones. It was a supremely trashy paper-
back with black-and-white photographs. I pored over the half-dozen or so of Anita 
until their grain separated into grayscale dots like pointillist paintings. In my favorite 
photo, which may have been in another book, she walks through Rome with Keith 
Richards. They’re holding shopping bags, beaming high on heroin, and she’s wearing 
shiny snakeskin pants. She also appeared as witchy or languorous or both in a string of 
movies in a two- or three-year period in the ’60s. One of them was Dillinger Is Dead 
(1969), or Dillinger è morto. This is an Italian movie in which very little happens until 
it does, which is the kind of movie I like most. I liked most the last shot — after the 
man makes dinner and cleans an old gun and watches home movies and seduces the 
maid and kills his wife and jumps into the sea and boards a yacht bound for Tahiti 
helmed by a probable princess. The last shot is a negative image and the yacht looks 
like a glowing skeleton against a blood-red sun. I found this final image more beautiful 
than Anita Pallenberg, who plays the wife who never gets out of bed and is murdered.

Recently, I watched Chelsea Girls (1966) for the first time. When I was a teenager, I had 
a book of Billy Name color photographs of the Factory called All Tomorrow’s Parties. 
They were not of the silver Factory but the corporate Factory on Union Square after 
Warhol got shot by Valerie Solanas. My favorite photos were a diptych of Susan Bot-
tomly, otherwise known as International Velvet. In both, she’s holding a large stuffed 
camel. At a Goodwill, I managed to find a gray fuzzy coat that looked very much 
like the one she was wearing in the camel photos and I wore it almost every day the 
winter I was 15. There are about 210 interminable minutes of Chelsea Girls, depending 
on how the two sides of the split screen — a color side of “light” scenes and a black-

Ruby Neri, Untitled, 2015, ceramic, 54 x 37 x 26 inches
Photography: Lee Thompson / Courtesy of David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
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and-white side of “dark” scenes — sync. In one of the black-and-white segments, for 
33 minutes International Velvet powders her face and talks on the telephone and 
gets into extra-hair-teasing fights with Mary Woronov while Ingrid Superstar does 
compulsive, amphetamine tic-y things on the floor of a room in the Chelsea Hotel. 
International Velvet’s high-’60s triple eyeliner was spectacular, but it was Mary Wor-
onov I found beautiful, especially her almond eyes, which are the same shape as mine.

Another book of my childhood was a kids’ version of Metamorphoses. It was a large, 
turquoise book. I didn’t realize it was Ovid until I was in college and recognized the 
myths all in the same order. Minerva, the goddess of wisdom, sprung from Jupiter’s 
brain. Venus, the goddess of beauty, was born from seafoam or come, as I now think 
of it. Like all the gods, Venus was mean. She was anxious about her looks as though 
she were vulnerable to disfigurement or decay or reassessment like mortals. Of all the 
painted Venuses my favorite has always been Manet’s Olympia, a prostitute posing 
as Venus with a hand blocking instead of caressing her vagina. She is beautiful but 
mostly she is defiant, like Mary Woronov is beautiful in Chelsea Girls but mostly she 
is deep-voiced, non-hysterical, and dominant. I have been to Paris but not the Musée 
d’Orsay where Olympia lives. I have only seen her in photographs. When I was in Paris 
my first hotel room was infested with bedbugs. A few days later, at an 800-euro-a-
night hotel in Deauville, I saw myself in the mirrored elevator wearing an outfit Anita 
Pallenberg might have worn except that my welted legs were covered in leopard-print 
instead of snakeskin. I thought, “After this, when I look in a mirror, it will be dimin-
ishing returns.” This is a regular thought of mine.

The position of the mirror in Velázquez’s Rokeby Venus makes it impossible for Venus 
to see her reflection in it. She is not looking at herself, as it seems. Actually, she’s look-
ing at the painter, which is a visual trick called the Venus effect. Beauty is a trick of 
biology, and it also depends a lot on the lighting. In my bedroom, I have three mirrors 
though one of them is covered by decade-dead roses strung up by their stems. If I’m 
not getting ready, I mostly avoid looking in them. Every day I get ready. I shave my 
legs and slather shea butter from the soles of my feet to my neck and put on a full face 
of makeup, including the skinny single eyeliner of 2018 and lipstick that ranges from 
neon pink to orange to full-blown red. This takes me about 33 minutes. When I was 
younger if I didn’t do this it felt like giving up, now if I don’t do this it feels like giving 
in. I didn’t inherit this behavior from my mother but my grandmother. My grand-
mother was a 1950s housewife, but my favorite photographs of her are from before she 
was married. These are two black-and-white portraits in a hinged picture frame, and 
in both she wears the red lipstick of the 1940s and it looks almost black. As a child, 
whenever I was at her house, I would study these pictures. I didn’t think consciously 
that this is what I will look like when I’m older, but I should have. I also got from my 
grandmother a high, thin voice and an inner hardness. When I was 12 or 13, she gave 
me the picture frame, though I didn’t ask for it. Now the double photos, one with light 
drapes as a backdrop and one with dark drapes, live in my apartment but not in the 
room with three mirrors.

I am no longer a wife. I try not to spend all day in bed. I was sitting in the lobby of the 
Deauville hotel, and a group of American businessmen tried in broken French to pick 
me up. At the time, I was writing a novel about an expensive prostitute who shoots 
four American businessmen. I found it irritating while it was happening, but I think 
when it stops happening that I will miss it. I was nearly 32 that spring. A woman in a 
photograph, a movie, a painting, a novel is caught forever in her time, well lit. When 
a great aunt of mine was dying she had a portrait of herself that was painted when 
she was young hung in front of her death bed. Immediately when I heard this I was 
repulsed. I got the same feeling I sometimes get when I consider compulsively open-
ing an account on Instagram. There are few photographs of me publicly or privately. 
Before I look in any mirror what I feel is anxiety. It’s never right.

Recently, at MoMA, I saw a video of Adrian Piper near her 40th birthday dancing 
with her back turned to the camera, mostly, for 47 minutes. I liked this immediately. 
This video is part of an installation called The Big Four-Oh. In the last room of the 
exhibition was a series of mirrors with EVERYTHING WILL BE TAKEN AWAY 
printed on them. I first avoided them. But eventually I saw myself in one of them, my 
face striped by those words. It looked right.

Last year, Anita Pallenberg died. Susan Bottomly, Mary Woronov, and my grand-
mother are still alive. They already know what it feels like to suddenly and then for a 
long time be old women. Nothing happens until it does. If all goes well, the last thing 
that will be taken away is everything that’s inside my head.

K A T H E R I N E  FA W



111

Gregory Corso and Kaye McDonough. Photobooth at the Gare de Lyon. Paris. 1983. 
[Author’s note: “Gregory got upset with me and tore the photo in half “] 

- To Elaine S. and Michelle V.

In those days, I was more foolish and more trusting than I am now, or the times were 
different —I don’t know which. I was definitely more disposed to meeting strangers. 
Once in the early ’70s on a trip to Los Angeles from San Francisco where I then lived, 
I met a fellow by chance in the street. This was how I met many people in California 
— on the street, in cafes, in many public places throughout those years. On the one 
evening we ever spent together, he told me that he was so afraid of losing his eyesight, 
he had actually mastered Braille, just in case.

I thought of him, as I sometimes thought of Robert, the blind man in Raymond 
Carver’s well-known short story, who built a cathedral made of hands. I liked it that 
Robert smoked. Back in San Francisco, it seemed as if most people I came to know 
were poets and artists obsessed with this matter of vision. For them, poetry was not a 
craft but a state of mind. It moved fluidly between their outer visual world and their 
inner, and that inner world was a source of illumination. One friend of mine, George 
Scrivani, liked to say that he had proof of this light within. “Don’t we have dreams that 
are made of pictures?” he would ask. “Well, how can there be pictures with no light?”

George was one of those persons in North Beach bohemia who read and knew what 
felt like “everything” and attributed his theory to Giordano Bruno, to the delight of 
George’s friend and mentor, Bad Boy poet Gregory Corso. To further George’s case, 
Gregory said that he knew a man who had been blind from birth. When Gregory 
asked him if he dreamed in pictures, the blind man told Gregory that yes, in fact, he 
did.

SHE-STAG AND THE 
T IGER OF WANAWATU: 
REMEMBERING 
GREGORY CORSO
K A Y E  M C D O N O U G H
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Gregory Corso and I met in the fall of 1977 in front of City Lights bookstore, then 
the hub of North Beach life. Its proprietor, poet and publisher Lawrence Ferlinghetti, 
asked me recently, “Do you even know who you were with?” I, a mere mortal, hardly 
knew how to respond. Gregory himself used to ask me, “Do you know who you’re 
with?” He would answer that question himself: “You don’t even know who you’re 
with.” Then in an aside to an invisible audience of his gifted peers, living and dead, 
he’d add, “She doesn’t know.” Brutal. Just brutal.



Gregory and I lived together off and on, and off again, and on, during the first half of 
the 1980s. In 1985, I left with our son, Nile, who was then eight months old. If you 
look at the dedication of Gregory’s Herald of the Autochthonic Spirit, which came out 
during those years, he names three children: Miranda, Cybele, Max; and their four 
mothers: Sally, Belle, Jocelyn, Lisa ( Jocelyn, later a suicide, was Max’s birth mother, 
but Lisa raised him). Gregory was not yet counting his oldest daughter, Sheri, who 
surfaced as a surprise in 1985, or Nile, who was not yet born. Being the mother of one 
of Gregory’s children was not necessarily a distinction, nor an entitlement to Beat 
grandeur. I mention it because I have always felt that I was in good company among 
those women and also because I now understand that I was lucky to have come out of 
the experience somewhat intact. At the very least, I was mad for Gregory, and I didn’t 
die from it.

I’ve often been told, and have often told myself, that Gregory — though he certainly 
did exist — was probably not who I thought he was. The poet Bob Kaufman once 
called him “The Tiger of Wanawatu” and, less warmly, “The Poetry Mafia.” Gregory 
may, in fact, have been have been a New York street hustler and con man, though I 
don’t like to think that was the case. Of course, even if that were true, it would be only 
a piece of it. The Greeks knew. Oedipus himself did his best to be blind. Maybe Tire-
sias was more on the right track. People tend to be the person we experience them as 
being — to me, Gregory was my Greek mythology guy, my living, breathing Poet with 
a capital “P.” He was better than Byron or Shelley (notice I don’t say Keats), I now 
understand, because he was alive, very much so.



Even years after Gregory and I met at City Lights, I didn’t know much about him. In 
fact, he remained mysterious to most people. My oldest, closest poetry friend Alix and 
I speculated about where he lived, but no one seemed to know. He’d come out to the 
cafes first thing in the morning. We’d see him come and go all day and then he’d disap-
pear. I had heard tales though, about his middle-of-the-night visits and alcohol-fueled 

rampages. He was periodically 86’ed (banned) from many of the bars and cafes in the 
neighborhood but somehow charmed his way back to all but a few.

One day, Gregory wanted to look at the ocean and asked me for a ride. When we came 
back to North Beach, Gregory asked me to leave the car unlocked — a strange request. 
Why would I leave my car unlocked on the street in San Francisco? His answer was 
quite matter of fact. If he wasn’t going to sleep in my car — his Pullman for the night 
— he was going to sleep in someone else’s.

No wonder he got up early. 
That night I left it unlocked.

Shortly before Gregory and I got together — just before he came up to my apartment 
on the wrong side of Telegraph Hill at 1136A Montgomery Street to stay — I re-
member sitting at my kitchen table, recording a conversation with Gregory and Alix 
from the afternoon before. 

I know now that I will never be more in my element than when I was sitting in that 
kitchen in the lit morning, at the table I’d bought at the Purple Heart Thrift Shop, 
with the golden morning sun streaming through the high windows. It appeared be-
hind the Berkeley hills, warming the very air as its radiance spilled over Berkeley, 
across the watery sheets of the Bay, Treasure Island, the Bay Bridge, all the way to my 
kitchen windows, illuminating the room I had painted in several coats of light yellow 
paint. What light in that kitchen!

That day, I remember that as I wrote, the sun kept mounting in the sky, until it was 
full blast at my window:

Last night at dinner, Gregory turned on me because I wouldn’t let him come 
up to the house to ‘take a shower’ (his usual test — every time I see him we 
have to go through his will-you-let-me-into-your-house-do-you-really-love-
me test and every time I say, ‘No.’ Every time he says, ‘You’d let George and 
you won’t let me.’ He turned to Alix to say, ‘She’s a cunt’ (meaning me). Alix 
answered, ‘No, she’s a deer,’ then she spelled it for him, ‘d-e-e-r’ — that I was 
skittish and easily frightened. Gregory answered that I was a ‘She-Stag.’ As 
we parted, he said to me, and to no one present, in that way he had, suddenly 
taking the conversation into dream realm: 

‘When all the poems are carbon because they’ve been burned and you’re at the Gar-
den, you jump on the She-Stag’s back and ride away.’

As I wrote, the sun warmed my hair and cast my silhouette inside a window of light 
that appeared against the yellow boards of the kitchen wall. I looked at my shadow 
outlined there and was amazed to see another shadow, this one made from smoke 
and flame, torquing upward from the top of my head, as if the top of my head were 
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burning. When I moved my head, the shadow of flame moved with me. I felt calm and 
centered, but my brains were burning as I wrote.

One of our early trysts was not in this Montgomery Street apartment but a different 
one, belonging to another woman he was romancing at the time, someone we both 
knew. I am glad that I knew none of this. Fortunately, she was at work and remained 
there, sparing the three of us an awkward encounter. Gregory liked to say that this was 
“the beginning of our romance.” But we actually had many beginnings: there was one 
at the doctor’s office where he pretended to be blind, another at a poetry reading where 
he spat in his hand, to name a few.

I remember well our discussion of the tattoo on his upper arm. This was the first time 
I had ever seen it (it was his only one) and, to me, it looked like a stoplight. It was 
shaped in a rectangle standing on its short end, with two circles inside, one red and 
one green, with a sort of cord hanging from it.

“A stoplight?” Gregory was aghast at the suggestion he would have anything that ba-
nal. “Don’t you know,” he’d ask rhetorically with that typical inflection of his, the em-
phasis on “know.” “She doesn’t know,” he’d say again in an aside to that same invisible 
audience of his same gifted peers, living and dead, “That’s the scribe’s palette. Thoth’s 
palette. Don’t you get it? … Check it out.”

During that same encounter, he showed me one of his scars where a bullet had grazed 
him during a robbery attempt. I also noticed that he had deep claw-like scars on his 
lower inside arms and on his legs from the knees down. “I had a pet ocelot,” Gregory 
told me, and I was gullible enough to believe him. With Gregory I thought that any-
thing was possible. I can see how some might think I was simply a dope.

The truth was that Gregory had collapsed veins from years of drug use.



When Gregory felt well disposed toward someone, that person was “his”: “I do so love 
my George”; “I do so love my Max”; “I do so love my Kaye [me]”; and so on. When 
he saw me washing clothes in the sink or mopping the floor, he would smile and say 
with great affection, perhaps with a nod to my German heritage, “My Brunnhilde,” 
making us both laugh.

In thinking about his own heritage, Gregory liked to say that poets and writers he 
knew went to “your Yales and your Harvards” (pronounced “HAH-vahds” in his heavy 
New York accent), but “your Gregory went to the School of Hard Knocks.” Titles 
were reserved either for those he most revered or for those he most scorned. God he 
addressed with reverence: “Ah, Miss God!” If he were in a really toxic state, he would 
sometimes call himself God. “How do you handle being God?” he would ask and then 

The author in Boulder. 1982. Photo by Lawrence Ferlinghetti.

answer, “By being a total fuck-up.” If Gregory suddenly addressed someone as “Mis-
ter,” with the emphasis on the first syllable, let that person beware.

Gregory once described the soul as a “white heart made of air.” This is the most perfect 
description of a soul that I have ever heard.



For most of our years together, we slept separately. Or at least, I slept. I had a job and 
wanted to keep it. He was up most of the day and night smoking. I would periodically 
see him with his eyes “closed.” He “saw” me but only nodded, then returned to his 
dream state. The ashtray full of burnt matches and the little blue Mexican glass full of 
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water on the kitchen table were the telltale traces of his habit. When he was in such 
a state, Gregory would sometimes sit up in his bed, or lie flat with his eyes closed, 
and slowly wave his arms in the air as he twirled his fingers. At those times, he was 
completely oblivious to the outside world. His dislocation from reality was sometimes 
so extreme and shocking that I would feel as if I were out of my own body too, just 
witnessing the scene.

One of the few times I ever saw Gregory sleeping peacefully was in Amsterdam. Even 
during that dreamy sleep, he would wake up every two hours or so. Was he human? In 
Elegiac Feelings American, he wrote:
  

I dream in daytime
              much too somber
                  to greet the angels
           at my velvet shredded door
     
One of my light-hearted journal entries from this period reads: “Night flies in on black 
wings of Terror across the agitated sky.”

A recurrent dream Gregory had in prison was of a small girl glowing in a dark hole. 
The day he was released from jail, he took a train back to New York, and on it was a 
beautiful little girl, just as if his dreams had made her manifest. He was captivated with 
her and watched her for his entire journey back to the “real” world. I’ve often thought 
that Gregory’s vision of the little girl lighting the darkness revealed his own interior 
radiance — what he was able to preserve, or salvage, from his Dickensian childhood.



Soon after prison (he was jailed at Dannemora for theft at 17, though he had lied 
about his age, claiming he was 18), Gregory was seated at his typewriter writing po-
etry, as he often did then in his Greenwich Village room. This day he was seated with 
his back to his locked door when he heard someone knocking on it. Without turning 
or getting up, Gregory said, “Come in,” though why he said so was a mystery to him, 
he told me, because he knew the door was locked. When he heard someone enter, he 
turned to see a startling apparition: a figure made entirely of light, wearing a black hat 
and wrapped in a dark cloak. Its face was white and shining and so was its raised hand. 
The figure pointed toward Gregory with a gesture that both directed and beckoned 
him. Gregory realized that he was being visited by a vision and that this vision was the 
Spirit of Life who had come to call on him at the very moment that he was creating 
a poem. He told no one about this experience but believed from that time forward 
he had found his own voice as a poet. Never one to sentimentalize an experience, he 
ended his recollection by saying: “Before that I was a lousy poet.”
 

K A Y E  M C D O N O U G H

Gregory often had more than one version of these stories. At another later time, he 
told me he thought the vision was Shelley’s spirit, who at that exact moment had taken 
Gregory’s body as his host. Shelley’s spirit would have equated with the Spirit of Life 
in Gregory’s mind in any case, so perhaps the distinction isn’t worth quibbling over.

I’m sure those who knew Gregory would be able to share a variety of what he called 
“takes” on this incident. I can imagine the outcry now: “But he told me…” “No, no — 
she doesn’t know what she’s talking about. He told me…” “I happen to know…” and 
so on. I don’t know what he told other people.



There were so many questions I couldn’t answer then and may never answer now. 
He died in 2001. I like to think of what Gregory said to me in our first happy days 
together. “Kaye,” he paused before he finished, “do you know how rare this is?” This I 
did know. Yes.

“Rarely, rarely, comest thou, / Spirit of Delight!” These were some of his favorite Shel-
ley lines after all.

Gregory is buried, not in a pauper’s grave as he’d requested on occasion, but near his 
beloved Shelley in the Protestant Cemetery in Rome. The word “sprit” on his grave-
stone has been corrected to read: “spirit.”

I live in a condo in Connecticut at the moment, hardly a pauper’s grave, but maybe not 
a place of illumination either. That needs to come from within. Nile, the joy of my life, 
tells me he is about to marry someone I like a lot. All’s well. But nobody talks to me 
about She-Stags and the Garden anymore.
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Marielle Rosky, Alice and the Mirror Girl, 2016, pen and ink

ARS SEQUOIA
D O N I K A  K E L LY

Anticipate the bone 
buried in the hardwood, 

grown, we might say, 
in the low resin and dark. 

Here, in the dead heart 
where rings or blackened fissures 

should be, feel instead 
teeth and tongue, gum and hard palate. 

My hand covers your hand, 
holds the jaw in place. 

My breasts and thighs hold you 
to the bone and wood. 

Fog rises and our breath 
shows white in the damp air.
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ARS EMPATHICA
D O N I K A  K E L LY

We lived in the imperative:

Walk through the tree.
Spin in the light. 

Take dominion 
over one another.

But about the tree —
no euphemism there:

A tree fell.
A man with metal teeth 

ate the bark, 

the heart wood, 

the bark. 

We followed the man 
with the mouth 
that chewed like a blade.

We were like that then, 
eaten and eating,
sawing and sawn.

I mean, of course, our bodies, 
but also how we mounted,
together, the hill: 

Be dizzy, said the sun. 
Be dizzy, said the blood.

Be dizzy, said the heart and lungs and vessels between. 

How I cried at the summit;
how you blocked the sun and, somewhere,
the ocean. What sweet anchor
your eyes made. 
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NKORI
O N Y I N Y E  I H E Z U K W U

“And another thing. Benedicta and her husband had their wedding yesterday. Very 
big music band came.”

“Wedding? But they’re already married.”
“In the church I mean.” 
“Is that?” Somto said. “They’re doing just like you and Pa.”
“Me and your father had a small wedding. Benedicta’s own was big like this. See 

food, see big cake, see balloons like this. And the music band had two big drums, even 
dancers in skirts and T-shirts. Three different types of rice. White rice, jollof rice, fried 
rice. I sat quietly in a corner and was looking. I was saying to myself, what does an old 
couple need all this for?”

“Their children are grown up now. Let them spend their money.”
“What money? They have money but they’re renting a flat above my own? Ha.”
“But everyone wants a big wedding these days, Ma.”
“So we see. Then it was not so. All that was needed in my day was to collect the 

bride price and drink the palm wine over a woman’s head. But now, everyone says we 
have to marry in the church or we won’t go to heaven and see Jesus.”

“Which has confused both us and Jesus because he isn’t familiar with our ways.”
“Don’t make it look like Jesus is just an ordinary human being.”
“He was born and he died.”
“Is this now what comes out of being in America?”
Somto sighed. “Ibidola, Ma?”
“I’m not starting anything. You’re the one starting something.”
So to unstart things and return their phone conversation to a theme mother and 

daughter could mutually appreciate, Somto told Ma of the pet frog she was tending 
for an out-of-town neighbor. It was 18-years-old, chubby, and the color of fluted 
pumpkin. His name was Champ.

“Frog?” Ma said. “What’s someone doing with a frog?”
“It’s a pet. Like a dog.”
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Ma started laughing. “These people are suffering from their full stomachs! There’s 
nothing I won’t hear. Can a frog know who owns it? Of all the things in the world!”

Somto laughed. “Well I just feed it…”
“Feed it what?”
“Crickets, worms.”
“Just make sure you wash your hands. Frogs. God deliver us. Let me sell them the 

ones in my backyard as well. Do the frogs wear socks and shoes too? Or a big man’s 
coat?”

The women screeched with laughter. The backyard garden at home came to Som-
to’s mind, gleaming in its lush greenery, stretching canvas-like from one end of the 
concrete fence to the decking steps. The steps led up to the frazzled screen door, which 
oozed the aromas of whatever was cooking in the kitchen. The garden held rows of 
pumpkin greens and tomatoes; a few okra and pepper in spots here and there. Basil 
shrubs wrestled with weeds along the edges of the fence, looking forever thirsty no 
matter how hard it rained. 

In the dry harmattan months, it was Somto’s brother, Ugo, who had the task of 
watering the garden with a spout pail and sieve. Then the tomatoes would drown in 
their wet pockets while the okra grew so tall they had to be uprooted. Okra was not to 
grow taller than its owner. It was an adage — Ma didn’t invent the saying — meaning 
one was never to usurp the authority of elders; never ever, just don’t try it. And Ma 
told this first to the okra, then to Somto and Ugo seven days a week, three hundred 
and sixty-five days of every immoral, teenage year. 

Now Ma was saying in Somto’s ears: “Rosa is building a house in the village. With 
upstairs and swimming pool too.”

“You didn’t tell me it had a swimming pool before,” Somto said. 
“I just thought she was making a joke at first, to mock me in my tiny flat. The 

things she does. Why not an ordinary house? That swimming pool of hers will chase 
the men away.”

“Aunty Rosa will marry when the time is right.”
“At fortysomething going on fiftysomething-and-something? Is she still a baby? 

When I was newly married, Rosa was old enough to receive her own suitors. Now 
see, still single. Let her go on. Let her keep building swimming pools and fountains 
instead of praying for a husband. The other day when she came to see your father, I 
spotted two gray hairs behind her ear, very close to her neck. But I just looked away. If 
I talk, she’ll say I’m the cause of her problems.”

“Ma.”
“I watched her legs meant for swimming instead. Woo! My eyes shall not go 

blind.” Somto’s Ma stopped. The line went dead. Then a hiss.
Somto said, “Ma, are you there?”
“Hello? Hello?”
“I can hear you. I can hear you!”
“Somto? Oh. What happened? I was just talking to myself.”
“Must be network.”

“Yes, yes. I was saying, do you know what your father said after Rosa showed him 
a copy of the swimming pool plan and left?”

“What did he say?”
“He said, ‘fuck up.’”
Somto began to say something but heard a sudden clatter, like pebbles at the 

window. It was rain on the roof. She remembered her washing on the line outside. 
“Wait,” she said to her mother as she ran to the door. She shoved her feet into a pair 
of flip-flops by the entrance mat, then paused, confused, and blinking at the red petals 
brushing against her big toes. These were not the flip-flops she expected to see, not the 
blue Styrofoam pair with white stripes around the instep. But of course, this was her 
studio apartment in America and not her room in Lagos. 

Somto leaned against the door, kneading her temples with her thumbs. This was 
where she was. Here. Now. Flip-flops by the door, a frog tank on a stack of her land-
lady’s old directories of the city of Ann Arbor, Michigan. Hardwood floors, a full 
bed with one lumpy pillow. Half-eaten bowl of ramen noodles on the bed. Two mis-
matched hardback chairs, an ancient dropleaf table obtained for free on Craigslist. On 
the table, a mix — of books, frog pellets, makeup brushes, and the latest addition: a 
discreetly addressed delivery box with top flaps recently slit along the middle — her 
business just before Ma’s call came through. Inside the box lay a pinkish packet of 
Passion Rabbit, safe to use in the bath. But there was no bath in this apartment. Only 
a shower booth. Little space to move around in this apartment.

Champ croaked in his tank.
This was not her room in Lagos. There were no clothes outside. She stepped out of 

her flip flops and picked up the phone after five slow paces. “Ma?”
“Are you doing something busy? I know you’re doing something busy.”
“No, no.” Somto sat in one of the chairs. “Pa said fuck up?”
“He has learned a new word in his old age. I told him not to say that thing around 

me.”
“But you just said it yourself, Ma.”
“I was only saying what your father said.”
“But then, what has that got to do with Rosa’s swimming pool?”
“Of course he’s angry that his younger sister has built a house and he hasn’t. Now 

it has dawned on him what I was saying all those years about us buying land. Today 
he is retired, no money, no car, no anything for anything except to sit and say feck up.”

“And you said it —”
“Sorry, my dear.”
They could hear the amusement in one another’s voices. It was thin, almost crackly. 

For a beat, both women were silent at their ends of the line, taking in the lull of inac-
tivity as it passed back and forth in slow sweet waves. The lull broke, and then some-
thing familiar rose like the beginning vapors of freshly burning wood. Her mother’s 
labored breathing came with the rush of words: “All the bad things he has done, that 
man.”

“Ma. Ibidola?”

O N Y I N Y E   I H E Z U K W U
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“All the bad, bad things. All those women he carried, spending his money on 
them…”

“Ma.”
“Then I’m the one he turns to in old age. Drunk all the time. But I have to be the 

good wife.”
“Ma.”
“Why will I not have a big wedding like Benedicta? Why will I not have a person 

to drive me around in a fine car? But I jump from taxi to taxi. I walk with these knees. 
My arthritis is killing me.”

“Take your omega 3. I bought you good ones.”
“And how many times will I tell you that they don’t work? Did I not tell you of the 

prophet who came to me with a vision?”
“He just wants your money.”
“My money how? He had never seen my face before. I was just sitting in my stall 

in the market, minding my business and selling my smoked fish when he walked in 
saying, ‘Madam, are your knees painful? Madam, does your stomach have plenty gas 
all the time? It’s someone in your husband’s family that wants to destroy your health.’ 
Then the prophet gave me his phone number for special prayers.”

“Don’t waste time calling any —”
“His healing prayers are to the point. He sees this, he sees that. God shows him 

everything. The man says, ‘Madam, God will fight for you.’ And I believe him. Tomor-
row, I’ll write that check for 7,777 naira. The prophet says that seven is God’s number 
of perfection.”

“Ma, what’s this? You’re giving him money now?”
“You children. What do you know? He even saw a vision for you.”
“What vision? Another story on why I’m not yet married?”
“Why you don’t talk to men.”
“Who says I don’t talk to men?”
“Okay. Why the men don’t talk to you.”
“Ha. You make me laugh, Ma.”
“Laugh. Laugh all you want. But a woman must have someone before her breasts 

start to fall. Or she’ll hear the men say behind her back: ‘No. Not that one with wa-
ter-bag breasts. Shua … shua…’”

“Was that how you met Pa?”
“Are you making fun? I’m talking serious things here.”
Somto rubbed her chin with a thumb. After a moment she asked, “What was the 

man’s vision?”
“I won’t tell you now. If I do it’ll be very bad. First let the prayer work and I’ll tell 

you.”
“Tell me a little.”
“Now you’re interested?”
“Don’t tell any strange man anything about me, Ma. Not even my name.”
“He already knows. I told you he talks to God. He’s seen it all and says you’re 

invisible.” Ma paused. “I shouldn’t have told you that.”

“Invisible?” Somto asked. 
Her mother said nothing. 
“What did he mean by invisible?”
Her mother remained silent. 
“I’m asking you a question.”
Somto’s Ma resumed speaking like a courier reporting a secret mission. “He said, 

‘It’s like when the men see you but don’t want to be with you.’” Ma paused. “And it’s 
not water breasts.”

“After my school, I’ll come back.” Somto’s lips were now crushing the phone. 
“What else do you want, Ma?”

“You come back to watch me grow old. And who will you have to watch you when 
your time comes?” Ma’s voice was rising. It stalled and went flat. 

Somto flicked the flaps of the delivery box in her fingers, batting them left and 
right in absentminded play. She reached past the flaps to retrieve the pink box. It said 
along the side: “Two AAA batteries not included.” It said along the front: “Thrusting 
Stimulator.” It said another thing she hadn’t noticed when she was ordering online: 
“Beginner-friendly.”

Her room was freezing up from the rain.
“Prophet said there’s a spiritual curtain thrown over you. That’s why the men by-

pass you the way they’ve bypassed Rosa all these years. Rosa’s curtain is too thick now, 
but yours can still be lifted. You’re the same age Rosa was when I first married your 
father … That’s why I’m paying that money. It’ll break your shyness.”

Somto verified that the quality seal on the pack was intact. With her phone-free 
hand she spread the receipt on the pile of makeup brushes, and read the customer’s 
name, the price, the state tax, the coupon code offered for the next purchase. She 
looked up to study her unmade bed. On the bed was the pillow. The bed, the pillow, 
the noodles. 

If you were having a hard time with it, a health expert on a Google forum said, the 
best place to start could be with yourself; doing it with yourself. So what did it take? 
Cyberskin, not latex or silicone, because Cyberskin felt closer to real skin, the others 
could irritate. Rabbit-models because they licked then plunged at the same time. But 
what if one had nothing to be licked in the first place, Somto wanted to ask the expert, 
then another expert, then the doctor at the health center who wrote Somto a referral 
to a cosmetic surgeon who could rework her scar tissue. Somto wiped a drink spill on 
the bus seat with the referral, then tossed the paper in the bin as she alighted at her 
stop.

“It’s best to catch these things early. If someone had seen a vision in time for Rosa. 
If someone had seen a vision before your father started going after those women. If 
someone had seen a vision before your brother had that car accident.”

Somto cranked the knob on her thermostat. Sixty degrees.
“Are you listening to me, Somto?”
“And you forget Ma, that it was through that car accident that Ugo met his future 

wife.”

O N Y I N Y E   I H E Z U K W U
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“And what sort of wife? A nurse twice divorced before they met? Please don’t even 
talk about that woman now.” 

The heating panel began to crackle. Her mother was saying, “Hopeless. So hope-
less.”

She took the knob to 65 degrees.
“Somto look, call your brother. Ask him what I’ve done to him.”
“If you don’t start liking his wife, he won’t listen to me.”
“Ah. Now the okra has grown taller than its owner. Is this how God is rewarding 

me for being a good mother?”
“I’ll come back after my school. What else do you want, Ma?”
“Don’t come back! There are no good men here. Like father, like son. The brain 

is in the penis. No sense for anything except women left to roam wild in their uncut 
state. If you were like one of them, I’d be unsure of you in that immoral country —”

“I’m bringing the phone close so you’ll hear the frog croaking — don’t speak or 
you’ll startle it.”

“— immoral, walk-walking from man to man. A cut woman should only have one 
man, the way God planned it … that’s why I believe you’ll find your man. Plus, when 
I paid that money —”

At 70 degrees, the air from the panel spread about Somto’s ankles. The pattering of 
rain receded outside, then picked up, then merged with the thrumming of the things 
surrounding her in that single-roomed cave. She’d only been with two men in the 33 
years of her existence. First was G. Bode, her former boss at the mineral bottling plant 
in Lagos, with his quirky laughter coming through the rain, his obese naked chest and 
pimply armpits. He’d scoffed at her after their third time on the conference desk in 
the general office, afterhours. “How can a woman your age keep lying still like a log of 
wood? When will you start moving like a big girl?” And Somto had sought an answer 
to that question ever since. She thought this over again more recently, after an experi-
ence with Taylor, her neighbor who owned Champ. 

Taylor had showed up at her door two days ago, frog tank in hand. They had al-
ways been good with neighborly rapport and words passed easily between them. First 
he explained Champ’s feeding routine — a sprinkle of pellets in the morning and 
evening, with a mid-day treat of bloodworms if Champ got restless. Next he offered 
a $50 bill as thanks, but Somto waved it away, so he folded his wispy frame to give 
her a hug instead. Then came a quick drink at her cluttered table, conversation about 
his weekend trip to his grandmother in Alaska, some laughter, an impassioned talk 
on why he’d never look up the life expectancy of frogs. He said he’d always wondered 
what her afro felt like, then leaned over to bury one hand in the thickness of her hair, 
both of them no longer laughing now. He lowered her to the bed with the lumpy pil-
low, but that was as far as it went. As soon as her underwear fell to her spread ankles, 
he noticed the fright in her eyes, her pupils pulsating like she’d seen a presence. He 
sprang back, apologized; he had not meant it like that. He backed out like an android 
in reverse gear, arms outstretched and head twisting side to side. He probably would 
have continued that way to his car if she hadn’t stopped him at the door with, “Careful, 
careful,” which made him pause at the exit long enough to have her observe that his 

blue eyes had taken up a peculiar glint of curiosity. And it was this curiosity that made 
her rethink that doctor’s referral to the surgeon; that online guru and that Cyberskin. 

Static hissed through the line.
“Hello? I say, hello?” Ma’s voice boomed. “Oh this wicked network … Can you, I’m 

saying, hear, you, Somto?”
Somto was plucking a chin pimple with a thumb and index finger. Wet autumn 

leaves danced at the window: orange, yellow, brown, red; all frantically flaking them-
selves against the slick glass pane. Ma came again, this time like an echo at the mouth 
of an airless, hollow tunnel. “Why aren’t you talking, this child? If you’re tired of our 
nkori just say so.” Her voice became a whisper. “Your father is back, drunk again. But 
see here, the prophet asked me for your favorite number. He says it’s a good idea to 
quote it to God for faster results.”

In the background, Somto picked up sounds of that old kitchen door slamming 
against the screen, followed by a shout so casual it sounded like a stage actor gustily 
throwing his voice to rouse an audience from sleep: “Woman! Where you? Report!”

Champ was croaking a low concerto. Soon it would be time to thaw some snack 
worms.

“Look, I have to take your father’s food to him.” Ma’s voice was almost inaudible. 
“You say you’ll not talk to your brother for me?”

“If that prophet had asked you to pick a number even Aunty Rosa could count on, 
what would you pick, Ma?”

“Okay, you can tell me your number tomorrow, you hear? Kodi echi.”
“Tell the man he’s not seeing the real problem, Ma.”
Her mother paused to think. 
“Woman! At the count of five —”
Static hissed. The line went dead. 
Somto’s gaze remained on the stalkless, thrashing leaves meeting leaves. A frag-

mentary, half-done mosaic. What was missing? The phone was still held to her ear. 
Her heart was overflowing at Champ’s serenades wafting from the corner. At length, 
Somto said into the mouthpiece, “Kodi echi, Ma.”

Till tomorrow, mother.
The air from the panel, warm and fierce, swirled around her ankles.

O N Y I N Y E   I H E Z U K W U
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SO, ECSTASY
R O G E R  R E E V E S

And after LOVE had wept and eaten
The burning heart, my burning
Heart, and LOVE our Lord, Lord, Lord
So awakened but not in horror but, yes, berserk, so:

Human, so wanted beyond, so: ECSTASY,
So: not human but ALL as in without ORDER,
So wept, made into the vessel that which must be made,
Confronted: so less life and more,

So ECSTASY, finally legible, without the formal
DRAG of the body, leaf upon leaf in the morning
Street, so past desire as a tree just beyond a wooden fence,

Invisible, in its possession and slow convulsions,
Hemorrhaging between night and the memory
Of waking as the wind, the night, the bleeding stars
Which is how I awaken in you, as you. Inside. Out. Begun. 

   

Which has no memory, ECSTASY, beginning
In the middle, always late but slightly on time,
The way I enter you, which is an asking,
Berserk as any nag beauty so LOVE

Without the chaste harnesses of redemption, Us:
Somewhere after, tossed, like money fleeced of its money, 
Grip, so wild and without use, so useful because without
Expectation, so without error, so desire moving backwards,

Beyond opinion or the pinions of the body—so ECSTASY, 
My mouth staggering to close upon your nipple—
Tree dwindling down to its birth-seed, PROGRESS:

Finally, a music made without progress or the hint
Of ascension, which is how ascension is reached:
Rain banally falling into a field
Unaware a whole forest of elms rising from it in three days.
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1A 

“I like to swim in the river of forgetfulness with you,” he said to me. “Not wallow in 
the moat of the lower world.”

The white-blanketed mornings are cool and wet. We stay in bed late. I lie and lie and 
lie as if I am discovering bodies for the very first time. We second sleep, waking with 
a sweet murmuring, casual vocabulary of song. I’m finding what I want, which is what 
I have, and real.

I love essays that deliver arcane information: shrunken heads and illnesses from an-
tiquity and antebellum woodworking techniques. But that’s not the kind of essay I am 
writing. 

The main thing, before happiness, was insisting against shame. I never felt it. I didn’t 
know I was saving it up for later. Will I be healed if I pick myself apart? Or will I be 
able to close the wound? 

1B 

The protest was scheduled to meet on the edge of the quad; it was one of the many 
places I had yet to visit at the university where I had taught a scant two months. I 
had seen only my offices and classrooms, one or two lecture halls. Almost all of my 
time was spent in my giant apartment across the street, wandering the six rooms and 
dreaming about California. To break up my bifurcated routine of longing and work, I 
did yoga every day in a room heated to 100 degrees. Wore a yellow satin belt to kung 
fu lessons at which beneficent 11-year-olds in black silk pajamas turned my clumsy 

PROTEST 
L I S A  L O C A S C I O

limbs. Little girls with washed-out pink streaks in their hair, clear braces, jelly brace-
lets. You’re my hero, I always wanted to say.

2A 

These days my feelings are all over me like clothes. For years and years I was amaz-
ing at controlling them, but now I am as facile and mopey as a ninth-grader. I suffer 
flight delays like heart attacks, weeping and cringing in the terminal, leaving drippy 
messages on my parents’ answering machine. Before, travel was always an adventure, 
time I didn’t spend at home. I had careful conversations with people who could give 
me things, which felt Machiavellian and thrilling. This was a game I could win. Before, 
being away from home was my form of living. I was defying the death that awaited me 
inside the marital bed I shared with my husband, where I slept 12 hours a night, stock 
still. Where my desires were brought down to animal level, stitched shut, and kept on 
the high shelf in the dark back of the closet. I was walled up against pain like Guine-
vere in her convent. This was before happiness. Now I am tired, and softer, and in love, 
and I want a garden and the end of the gaming of my previous life. I want its fruition.

I spoke to a committee of five who could give me what I want, and I cannot tell how 
that conversation went, not at all. I remember Denis Johnson: “And you, you ridiculous 
people, you expect me to help you.”

2B 

November 11, the day of the protest, was aimlessly windy, Connecticut exhaling in a 
huff. I didn’t really want to go, but I had said on social media that I would. The sign 
I’d made the night before was a riff on the Gadsden flag: a coiled, hissing snake at 
its center, the original text — DON’T TREAD ON ME — altered to read DON’T 
GRAB MY PUSSY. I had added NOT MY PRESIDENT across the top and bound 
it to a rectangle of cardboard with probably too much tape. The wind kept flapping my 
sign back at me as I walked the three blocks to campus, alternating between hoisting 
it high and hiding it under my arm. I wasn’t sure which way was right. It was the first 
time I had ever carried a sign.

In Lower Manhattan 10 years earlier I had walked through a massive strike of immi-
grant workers — rather, they had passed around me like a great school of fish chant-
ing, “Si, se puede!” I had wept for several blocks after them, reverently pacing in their 
wake, but of course, that didn’t count as being part of the protest. 

I couldn’t believe now that this was the closest I ever got, despite untold hours spent 
brain-locked over the thousand distant horrors that constitute daily life. When my 
friends joined the Occupy movement and later marched for Bernie, I did not go. I 
avoided becoming too deeply involved with activist causes; it made the foundational 
terrors, the countless injustices against which people marched, uncomfortably real. 
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While it is not pleasant to be a coward, it is practical. After the fat DayGlo optimism 
of the 1990s, everything seemed to have a cost-benefit analysis.

Part of my reasoning was something my father had told me many years ago, after I had 
come back from a day of volunteering. I was in seventh grade, bussing at a homeless 
shelter, and I asked him why we didn’t do these kinds of things as a family. More spe-
cifically, I wondered why he didn’t. “I think it’s important to use one’s skills where they 
can be really useful, to make the most difference,” he said. “I’m an attorney. I could 
represent someone pro bono, help that way — but I’m not sure I’m of the greatest 
utility at a soup kitchen.”

This line of reasoning always allowed me to return to the more comfortable conviction 
that my teaching and writing were my true forms of political activism, more meaning-
ful and effective than any marches or clumsily constructed signs. “Did you volunteer? 
Go door to door? Donate?” An acquaintance once demanded on Facebook, and I was 
ashamed.

I had donated enough for a Clinton/Kaine lawn sign, which I stuck in front of my 
apartment and photographed with my silhouette, fist raised. The picture went on In-
stagram, I went out of town for five days, and when I came back it was gone, as if it 
had never existed.

I told you I don’t write the kind of things I like to read, botanical methodologies, his-
tories of the horseshoe, or the palm-manuscripts of northern Thailand. What I do is 
take off my clothes. Confess.

3A 

His hands. They are fine-veined and golden-haired and soft as leather gloves, which 
seems a lazy kind of metaphor, but that is where this happiness has taken me, beyond 
narrative, into the thingness of the moment. I am used to buffeting and spectacle, 
skilled in staging and weighty depth. Peeled back like this, I am a little bit lost, enor-
mously afraid. But mostly I am grateful.

“If you asked me if I wanted more joyful experiences in my life, I wouldn’t be at all sure 
I did, exactly because it proves such a difficult emotion to manage. It’s not at all ob-
vious to me how we should make an accommodation between joy and the rest of our 
everyday lives,” Zadie Smith writes. Is it joy and not happiness that I am experiencing 
now and am afraid of ? There were days I crawled naked across a wooden floor, sobbing 
for the lack of this thing I have now. But absence can often be simple, presence more 
complex. Contentment throws me into a maelstrom of minutiae, ifs and wills, so many 
dust motes visible in the honeyed light on our pillow.

Happiness. It was not so fearsome in abstract but in my arms it is terrifying. After it 
happened — the election — I realized how happy I had been, still was, and it hurt me.

3B 

Because we wanted to be shamed and because we were tired of being shamed. Because 
we never recovered from the past and we have a ludicrous notion of the future we are 
owed. Because we are poor, because we are uneducated, because we are compassionless. 
Because the country is actually two, bisected by everything. Because we hate immi-
grants, Muslims, Jews, and women. 

Because we wanted revenge. Because we think we deserve better. Because we are 
scared. Because Trump reminded us of Hitler and Tony Stark. Of Iron Man. I’ve read 
hundreds of them now, the articles that explain why we did it, elected this man. 

4A 

When I was unhappy I finally experienced that thing that people talk about all the 
time, the one that used to make me ragefully jealous. I was too sad to eat and whittled 
myself down to my smallest adult size, which, let me tell you, was great. A bluebird, my 
therapist said, using a term from sales for an unexpected, unworked-for felicity. A bo-
nus. Sure, it was terrible to never want food, but the satisfaction of becoming smaller 
needled my good girl groove. This was the right pain. Was it even terrible? Something 
was yawning inside me but not hunger. Maybe I have made up that terror. The truth 
is that often I thought God was helping me, making me prettier so that when I finally 
escaped my marriage a new person might like me even though, inside, I was cracked 
and beat up like old leather, all cut up.

4B 

Stricken undergraduates unfurled tempera-paint signs on the edge of the quad: LOVE 
WINS, which now seemed objectively untrue, and FUCK TRUMP, which was juve-
nile and satisfying. A pretty undergrad asked if she could take a picture of me with my 
sign. It felt good to stand still for her. Then someone shouted, “I love Donald Trump 
with every ounce of my being!” 

It took a while to find her but she was real, a diminutive brunette in a Make America 
Great Again hat. Other students immediately surrounded her, hurling their vulnerable 
parts. 

“I have a preexisting medical condition, and he wants to kill Obamacare! He 
wants to kill me!” 

“I’m a gay man, and he wants to make it illegal for me to live my life!” 
“I’m undocumented and he wants to build a wall!”
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Their young surety made me wince. As if she could be shouted into shame, that the 
constitution of their fear would cure whatever ailment had led her out thus attired 
onto the public square at a small liberal arts college in New England. She screamed 
back at them that she was Jewish and from the poorest region of the United States, 
so she couldn’t be a bigot. Then she called the gay man a cocksucker and things really 
got going.

“That is hate speech! You are threatening me!” he yelled. “Fuck you!”
“Why? Why? What’s wrong with you?” She rolled her eyes and thrust her jaw. “I 

love sucking cock. Don’t you?” 
After that the others fell on her and the exchange became incomprehensible. 

Someone brought up “grab them by the pussy.”
“Haven’t you ever heard the phrase ‘grab life by the balls’?” She was beginning to 

look crumpled, her small body coiling into a fulfilled expectation. An older woman 
spoke to her about her experience of workplace sexual harassment and was treated to a 
stream of invective so incoherent that I stepped in, feeling wearily the teacher.

“What are you so angry about?” I said. “Why did you come?”
She turned on me, hiss-shouting. “I have the right to do whatever I want!”
“Yes. But you’re just making everyone upset. What do you want to happen today?”
“I didn’t do anything! I have the right to express my opinion! He said ‘fuck you’ 

to me!” 
“Yes, but—”
“I have the right to do whatever the fuck I want! I don’t have to listen to you!”
Forget her, why was I doing this? I wanted to give my sign to the pretty undergrad, 

go home, open a beer. Instead I followed the crowd over to the steps of the library, 
where more various speeches were given, none of which I could make out. The wind 
kept battering the big banner. Students shifted restively beside me: “Why is the white 
guy the one in charge here?”

“Hey, he’s our ally, let’s listen to him. He’s the best we’ve got right now.”
It was decided that the march should walk up and down the town’s Main Street, 

to make a bigger impact; but a Veteran’s Day event was also in effect, and someone — 
information was coming to me piecemeal now, via students who had found me and the 
susurrus of the crowd — was concerned that our protest could be seen as a rejection of 
the celebration of the former. Nevertheless, we walked into town, up Main and down 
again. The response from the townspeople was overwhelmingly positive, smiles and 
cheers, an offer of free lunch. Toward the end, the students sat down in the middle of 
an intersection and began singing a song about police brutality to the officers who had 
carefully escorted the protest, at which point, again, I really wanted to leave. When the 
group began to move again, a young woman in a car stopped at a light rolled down her 
window, shouted, “Get a fucking life!” at us, and rolled it back up, holding her middle 
finger to the glass. Feeling superior, I stuck around until we got back to the center of 
campus. Then I finally took off, feeling tired and old and wondering why the winners 
were so angry.

The next day, an article ran on Breitbart claiming that our protest had included the 
burning of an American flag. I can’t remember whether or not this is true. 

5A 

Giving up on happiness made my life a lot easier, in some ways. Happiness is some-
thing to lose. The world is safer without it, the concrete objects of a calm life un-
touched by its glimmer. And if all is grim and grinding, determined and long-game, 
then every little pleasure becomes grandiose and sustaining. In the absence of big 
happiness I found many tiny ones. The flowers I saw on the walks from my Al-Anon 
meeting back to my hot apartment. Ninety-percent cocoa-content dark chocolate go-
ing slurry against my tongue. The sky, choked with helicopters. The feeling of riding 
out at dawn armored up in black, going off to battle for myself and only myself. I don’t 
miss these pleasures, not exactly, but they’re not here, either. Where I am now.

Actual happiness is strange after all those years on the sustenance-only model. I am 
changed by it. Sometimes I catch my friends looking at me oddly, as if I’ve betrayed 
them; or actually, I catch them not looking at me, purposefully not reacting; or actu-
ally, it is just one friend I’m talking about and this is probably all in my head. Friends 
counsel me that so-and-so has an “especially old-fashioned idea about matrimony,” 
and I murmur to myself that I did too, before my divorce. The guilt I feel for ending 
my marriage is like my happiness’s abusive older sibling. In all that talk about chang-
ing your life, they never tell you that if you have convinced yourself you owe another 
person your life it will take you just as long to stop believing that as it did to start.

5B 

I am thinking about those days almost two years ago now. In the weeks before the 
election I sat in my kitchen, watching a snippet of a Michelle Obama speech with the 
half-attention I give everything on the internet. Then I was sobbing and hugging my 
knees as if they were the body of a person I loved, or more specifically as if they were 
my own, I had just never noticed them before. Her words clicked into place the bur-
geoning understanding I’d carried for years by then, that the night when I was 15 and 
my dear friend put his fingers inside me while I slept was not the only sexual violence 
I have ever suffered.

For 10 years I called this event my rape, which helped, but I had been cautioned, with 
various violences, to watch my mouth. So now these are just things that happened. I 
was 14, in line to get a record signed by the members of my favorite band, and a man 
in his 30s put his hand up between my legs and squeezed. When I jumped and said, 
“Hey!” he gave me a goofy smile, crowed, “Not I, said the fly!” I was going to dance 
class in my pajama bottoms on the El in Chicago my senior year of high school, when 
a weeping old man turned his fist into my crotch, again and again, as I was packed too 
close to him to move. The only thing I could do was get off the train and be late for 
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class. The leers and offers from strangers, whenever I was outside, which began when 
I was 11 and made me hate my pubescent body. The time a man came close to me in 
the middle of Wilshire Boulevard, right after I had been in a car accident and was 
standing beside my wrecked vehicle, and told me I had great legs; and the professor 
at the university, where I was one of two candidates for a tenure-track position who 
remarked on “all that fair skin of yours” during the after-hours beer he had insisted 
we have, and the next morning called the sound of a cell phone vibrating on a desk 
“suggestive” just before I had to teach a class; and the director of the graduate program 
I had effectively run for a year who impugned my work as idiotic and remarked on my 
advisee’s breasts in the same sentence. 

The masseur at the resort where my parents took my husband and me for Thanks-
giving at the very nadir of my unhappiness, a fit bro who had already worked on my 
mother, whom she had recommended to me. He was garrulous, friendly, he rubbed my 
back then insisted, “I can fix your body. Lower your drape,” and I was confused but I 
did like a good girl and the masseur twisted and ground my nipples under his hands 
for a length of time that fell out of me like blood from a cut. When he noticed my 
tears, he laughed and told me I needed to stretch more. How I got out of that room is 
a secret buried in a tomb. Someday it will be in a museum. Years later, when I reported 
the professors and the masseur, the resort handled it better than the universities. Re-
ally, why haven’t I always been crying in my kitchen with my arms around my knees? 

“I hope this is making you feel better,” a woman wrote to me when I went on a #Ye-
sAllWomen spree a few years back. 

Not really. I am just a thing that happened. 

6A

I can’t make things hang in lines of pain, and not everything is projected on the screen 
all at once. There was a boy who told me seriously to consider myself a writer, before 
he came to regret it; and one who gently arranged my sister’s sleeping head against 
his shoulder so that she would be more comfortable on a trip; and one who called me 
Lovely Bones and became a man who packed all my possessions in neatly labeled box-
es. And a man who gave me what I wanted in dates and drama, and one who held my 
hand at a movie, and one who kissed me badly, and one who gave up his country for 
me, and another his afternoons. Love, a white horse crossing the stage once between 
arias. Often I think that at the end of my life I will see their faces in a flash, those fel-
low-travelers who took me part of the way. The dappled light of those car rides when 
we sat as we shouldn’t, atop one another, and the afternoon was long.

6B 

But then the good girl rushes in with the dustpan. Calm down and think a minute. 
Really, what was all of that awkwardness? We can’t call it rape, now, can we? All those 
men rapists?

What is the word for how I always cared more about the feelings of the men who hurt 
me than my own? How do I say that to this day my father does not know the details 
of the one sexual assault I consider it safe to claim because I have sought to protect 
him from it for nigh on two decades? Although the truth is I don’t know what my 
father knows. I asked my mother not to tell him, and she agreed, but years later slipped 
up and suggested that he knew, and when I pressed her on the topic — when I said, 
Mommy it is very important to me to know what Daddy knows, I have made many 
decisions in my life on the basis of the understanding that he does not know, on the 
basis of preserving it — she burst into tears and said she couldn’t remember what she 
had told him, and I understood her, another woman trying to protect a man from what 
other men had done.

7A 

I read a short story in which two female friends steal a rural weekend together, getting 
ogled by men, before they finally fall into a funereal motel bed, whispering passionate 
promises that could never be — well, except for just then, when they were. It was evi-
dent from the first line what was going to happen, what was happening, and although 
the story purported to be about the valorization of female friendship over romantic 
love, I think that it was actually a parlor trick, and a dirty one at that. If you have a 
hard time imagining the depth and complexity of a platonic relationship between two 
women, no-fault sad-face cunnilingus between married ladies is a quick shorthand.

I also have a friend with whom I once spent a weekend in a motel in the countryside. 
The proprietors undoubtedly thought we were lovers, which we are not. Without sex 
it’s harder to describe the texture of spending a whole day with someone, in and out of 
shops together with your hands in each other’s hair, easily invited into closed spaces: a 
tin-ceilinged event hall in use for over a century, an antiques market where you buy an 
open porcelain palm. There was the Italian restaurant at which the food was not very 
good, the extra blankets on the bed in the freezing room, the way she took me grocery 
shopping the next day before she deposited me back in the place where she found 
me. And I still got 12 hours of afterglow, the memory of her body next to mine on 
the sidewalk. That is, until the phone rang and I went back to work in the Dickensian 
child-labor factory of my personal life. I have written a great deal about sex, and if it 
was in that story, telling it would be easy.

My friend called me on my birthday, two years ago, and I have not had the courage to 
listen to her message. I am afraid, I think, that I will not know how to balance. That 
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I will be sent back to that difficult time and everything will be taken from me. It is 
an overheated fear but not exactly ridiculous. There is a whole trend for celebrating 
friendship as a way of surviving the unsurvivable — the adaptation of the The Hand-
maid’s Tale, for example. But I am not sure what to do with these stories. How am I 
supposed to find something useful in obvious stories of necessary theft?

7B 

Now that I am happy, I like food again and I weigh more and Donald Trump is our 
president. I don’t like talking about any of these things because it makes them real. 
Well, the happiness is okay, but the liking food is dangerous, and the weight and 
Trump are inarguable negatives. If I say these things, then you see them, and then I 
am not alone with the cherished secret of my happiness, which was the only way I 
learned to feel it.

And maybe you note the rapaciousness of my appetite, and your perception starts to 
turn, and you take measure of my thighs, and before you know it you’ve seen some-
thing weak about me, I’ve shown you my soft belly. You’ll say you like it, but what you 
like is power, and once I give it to you, I can never, ever take it away again.

There is another way to write about this, a thousand other ways. I could list out the 
recipes for things I ate when I did not like food: a pudding made from unsweetened 
coconut milk, chia seeds, and cocoa powder; the sheets of salami I inhaled from cello-
phane trays; the shaky fun of a lunch of cold baked yam with a tin of sardines tipped 
on top, eaten out of an oily reused ziplock, of being that hungry. Or maybe I could talk 
about a saint who waited and waited, held out for God. Or else I deliver research about 
some predator that starves its prey, and make you wonder which I am. But I can’t help 
it, that’s not what this is.

8A 

It was a Wednesday and I was working in the borrowed house, bothering over my 
novel, struggling to make sense and angry at myself for not having accomplished 
more. I was always angry, holding off crises on the phone line. I had just turned down 
a job that would have paid me well and sealed my unhappiness. I did not know how to 
finish anything and I was wholly distracted, I was running at brisk pace from a giant 
clarity.

Earlier, when he had asked if he could drop by, I had been annoyed — not by the re-
quest but by myself, by how badly I wanted him to. How would I ever finish my book, 
get a job, fix my life? If I stood in just the right place by the window I could see a sliver 
of ocean, which grew into a triangle if I walked to the edge of the development, and 
this was where I trained my gaze when the ceiling threatened to collapse on me.

I was squinting at the horizon, praying, when the doorbell rang. I opened it to flowers, 
Peruvian and calla lilies, plates of dinner and dessert stacked beneath a face like a gate 
of clouds. Cowed, I tried not to blush as he set about arranging this expansion of his 
character in the room. I remember the thick blossoms on the callas, they were like 
cones of linen. He heated the food and was gone. I ate. My unhappiness had a little 
over a day left to live, then. It held out its hand to me.

8B 

How wonderful, that notion of forgetfulness. The lemnisci of our coiled bodies, breath-
ing. In my heart I am petty and jealous as I am expansive and kind, and I want that 
amnesia. As if we are just born into each other, our touch the very first.

But I remember the story in The Blind Assassin by Margaret Atwood, about the Peach 
Women of the Planet Aa’A.

These women grew on trees, on a stem running into the tops of their heads, 
and were picked when ripe by their predecessors. […] [T]here was no death 
as such. When the time came, each of the Peach Women […] would simply 
disorganize her molecules, which would then be reassembled via the trees into 
a new, fresh woman. So the very latest woman was, in substance as well as in 
form, identical with the very first.

I like to think like that, even though the Peach Women meet a bad end — that I too 
am all sweet and newness, reassembled endlessly into a body that has known no touch 
but good. But I am not, of course. I am a palimpsest furrowed with quests. I cannot 
shed my history, only bleed it out.

I used to be so clean. Always. Pressed and kept as a fancy tablecloth. My happiness 
is the opposite of that sterile attention, rust wash over my thighs, uncombed hair so 
knotty it ties itself. This daunting gentleness, this promise of further days, this joy to 
protect. There is always more blood, while we are living.
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I am desperate for the future and to 
leave behind the disgrace of loss. 
To be alone in my house is a reminder 
of being alone in my house, the future ringing 
like a bell expiring into the sun. I too am the sun 
whose brightness blinds itself and becomes 
unreachable to light. It ’s not light that reveals 
darkness but sight drinking darkness adjusting 
to the character of shadow. Death is full 
of people destined to repeat themselves, 
alive but backward, loneliness made of waves 
merely physical.   Loss at its most 

precise will move around and never move me. 
You see how I live and you still want to be with me.

ANXIETY SONNET 
YA N Y I
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she’s doing crossword puzzles, bird-watching, and 
wondering where she put her coffee cup.

Jade Sharma grew up on an army base. She is an 
8th grade dropout but has an MFA from The New 
School. Her debut novel Problems (2016) was long 
listed for a PEN Open Book award. She lives on 
the Lower East Side.

Joanna Walsh is the author of seven books in-
cluding a digital novel, Seed, which has also been 
adapted for performance. Her latest book, Break.up, 
has just been published by Semiotext(e) and Tuskar 
Rock. Her writing has been widely  published  in 
anthologies and journals including The Dalkey 
Archive’s Best European Fiction 2015, Granta Mag-
azine, and Salt’s Best British Short Stories, 2014 and 
2015. She writes criticism for the Guardian, The 
New Statesman, and the Los Angeles Review of Book. 
She is a contributing editor at 3:AM Magazine and 
Catapult.co, and she runs #readwomen, described 
by The New York Times as “a rallying cry for equal 
treatment for women writers.” 

Yanyi is a poet. Yanyi’s manuscript, The Year of Blue 
Water, was selected by Carl Phillips for the 2018 
Yale Series of Younger Poets Prize. The recipient of 
fellowships from Poets House and Asian American 
Writers’ Workshop, he serves as associate editor at 
Foundry.

Alika Cooper (b. 1979, Guam) lives and works in 
Los Angeles. She received both her MFA and BFA 
from California College of the Arts, San Francis-
co, CA. Solo and two  person exhibitions include 
Buoy, Odd Ark LA, Madeline Cake, Situations, 
New York; Wet Suits, Good Weather Gallery, Little 
Rock; Have A Sex Fort, Gondo, Saint Louis; The 
Disguised Edge, Mulherin, Toronto; Upbraid, Night 
Gallery, Los Angeles; and Glass, Eleanor Harwood 
Gallery, San Francisco. She was the recipient of the 
Rema Hort Mann Foundation grant, the Magic-
Trillium Press Yesland Prize, and the Jack and 
Gertrude Murphy Fellowship. She has participated 
in The Viewing Program at The Drawing Center, 
New York; Motion Picture at The Saint Louis Art 
Museum; and was Artist in Residence at Galle-
ria Studio Legale in Marzano Appio, Italy and at 
Marble House Project, Dorset, Vermont.

Megan Cotts (b. 1979, New York, NY) received her 
MFA from California Institute of the Arts in 2009. 
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She has exhibited her solo work at Klowden Mann, 
Dan Graham and Compact Space in Los Angeles, 
Junior Projects, False Flag, AIR Gallery, and New 
Release in New York, TSA in Brooklyn, I-A-M 
Gallery and Atelierhof Kreuzberg in Berlin, Ger-
many, and SIA Gallery in Sheffield, England. She 
has participated in the Terra Summer Residency in 
Giverny, France, the Vermont Studio Center, the 
GlogauAIR Artist in Residence Program in Ber-
lin, Germany and the I-A-M Artist in Residence 
Program in Berlin, Germany. Cotts has also per-
formed and exhibited with D3 at Machine Project 
and Human Resources in Los Angeles, CCS Gal-
lery at UC Santa Barbara, and Central Trak Gallery 
in Dallas. She is represented by Klowden Mann in 
Los Angeles.

Hernan Bas was born in 1978 in Miami, Florida. 
Influenced by the Aesthetic and Decadent writers 
of the 19th century, in particular Oscar Wilde and 
Joris-Karl Huysman, Bas’s works weave together 
stories of adolescent adventures and the paranor-
mal with classical poetry, religious stories, mythol-
ogy and literature.   Bas’s work has been exhibited 
in numerous solo exhibitions around the world, in-
cluding a major presentation at the Rubell Family 
Collection, Miami, in 2007, which subsequently 
traveled to the Brooklyn Museum of Art in 2008, 
and a retrospective exhibition at the Kunstvere-
in Hannover, Germany, in 2012.  In 2014, Rizzo-
li published a monograph on the artist, the most 
comprehensive book of his work to date.  His work 
is part of the permanent collections of New York’s 
Brooklyn Museum of Art, The Museum of Mod-
ern Art, and Whitney Museum of American Art; 
as well as the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden, Washington, D.C.; Museum of Contem-
porary Art, Los Angeles; Museum of Contempo-
rary Art, North Miami, and San Francisco Muse-
um of Modern Art, among others.  The artist lives 
and works in Detroit, Michigan.

Ruby Neri (b. 1970, San Francisco) is an artist 
whose work depicts the human body as a porous 
instrument of pleasure, terror, and everything in 
between, placing her in a lineage of recent Los 
Angeles-based artists including Mike Kelley, Paul 
McCarthy, and Charles Ray.  She is currently the 
subject of a two-person exhibition, Alicia McCarthy 
and Ruby Neri / MATRIX 270 at the UC Berkeley 
Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive.  She has 
also participated in group exhibitions at the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art, The High Line, 
New York, and the Hammer Museum, Los Ange-
les. Neri lives and works in Los Angeles. 

Christina Quarles was born in Chicago, IL USA 
and raised in Los Angeles, CA, where she currently 
lives with her wife. She received an MFA in paint-
ing from the Yale School of Art in 2016, and holds 
a BA in philosophy and studio arts from Hamp-
shire College. In 2016, Christina was a participant 
at Skowhegan School of painting and Sculpture 
(2016) and the Fountainhead Residency (2017), 

her awards and grants including the Rema Hort 
Mann Emerging Artist Grant and the  Robert 
Schoelkopf  Fellowship at Yale University. Recent 
exhibitions include  Made in LA at the Hammer 
Museum (CA, USA), Fictions at The Studio Muse-
um in Harlem (NY, USA), Trigger: Gender as a Tool 
and a Weapon at the New Museum (NY, USA), Still 
Human at the Rubell Family Collection (Miami, 
FL USA) and a solo exhibition at David Castillo 
Gallery (Miami, FL USA); in 2018 Christina will 
present solo exhibitions at MATRIX, Berkeley Art 
Museum and Pacific Film Archive (CA, USA) and 
Pilar Corrias Gallery (London, UK).

Marielle Rosky was born and raised on the tra-
ditional territory of the Gabrielino/Tongva people, 
colonially known as Los Angeles, California. Rosky 
received their BA with honors and distinction from 
Quest University Canada with a thesis on Feminist 
Autobiographical Storytelling, and now resides in 
the unceded Coast Salish territories of the Squa-
mish, Musqueam, Tsleil-Waututh people, colonial-
ly known as Vancouver, BC. Rosky self published 
their first graphic novel Pretty Girl Chronicles in 
2017, and has since been working as a freelance and 
commercial illustrator, contributing to Re-human-
ize (Awakened Press, 2017), Puppets Not Patriarchy 
(MTL Fringe, 2018). Rosky has authored “Body 
Comics” an autobiographical comics workshop on 
body politics, memory as testimony, and politics of 
representation. 

Paul Mpagi Sepuya (b. 1982, San Bernardino, CA) 
is a Los Angeles-based artist working in photogra-
phy. His work focuses on the production of portrai-
ture in the artist’s studio as a site of homoerotic so-
cial relations, and the potential of blackness in the 
space of the “dark room.” His work emerged within 
the queer zine scene of the 2000s, and was most 
recently shown in Being: New Photography 2018 at 
the Museum of Modern Art. His work is in the 
collections of MoMA, the Whitney and Guggen-
heim museums, The Studio Museum in Harlem 
and MOCA Los Angeles, among others. Sepuya 
is currently visiting artist faculty at California In-
stitute of the Arts.

Kandis Williams  (b. 1985, Baltimore, MD) re-
ceived her B.F.A. in 2008 from the Cooper Union 
School of Art, New York. Her recent exhibitions 
include solo shows at Night Gallery, Los Angeles; 
SADE, Los Angeles; and St. Charles Projects, Bal-
timore; and a performance and workshop at Human 
Resources, Los Angeles. She was recently included 
in A Woman’s Work, a PopRally event at MoMA or-
ganized by Rachel Kaadzi Ghansah. Her work has 
also been exhibited at The Studio Museum in Har-
lem, New York; The Underground Museum, Los 
Angeles; Neu West and 68 Projects, Berlin; and The 
Breeder, Athens, among other spaces. Williams has 
an active curatorial and writing practice, and runs 
Cassandra Press with artist Taylor Doran. Williams 
lives between Los Angeles and Berlin.
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