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View image credit & caption 

Plastics of the future will have many past lives, thanks to chemical recycling 

Fully recyclable network polymers can be perpetually broken down and remade 

One day in the not-too-distant future, the plastics in satellites, cars and electronics may all be living their 

second, 25th or 250th lives. 

New research from the University of Colorado Boulder, published in Nature Chemistry, details how a class of 

durable plastics widely used in the aerospace and microelectronics industries can be chemically broken down 

into their most basic building blocks and then formed once again into the same material. The research was 

supported by the U.S. National Science Foundation. 

It's a major step in the development of repairable and fully recyclable network polymers, a particularly 

challenging material to recycle, as it is designed to hold its shape and integrity in extreme heat and other harsh 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/plastics-future-will-have-many-past-lives-thanks?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.eurekalert.org%2Fnews-releases%2F965383&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fplastics-future-will-have-many-past-lives-thanks%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1038%2Fs41557-022-01046-4&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fplastics-future-will-have-many-past-lives-thanks%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1901807
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conditions. The study documents how this type of plastic can be perpetually broken down and remade, 

without sacrificing its desired physical properties. 

Conventional recycling methods mechanically break down polymers into powders, burn them or use bacterial 

enzymes to dissolve them. The goal is to end up with smaller pieces that can be used to make a new product 

— think shoes made from recycled rubber tires or clothing made from recycled plastic water bottles. 

But what if recycling didn't just offer a second life to plastics, but a repeat experience, being formed again 

into the same material? 

That is what the researchers have accomplished. They reversed a chemical method and discovered they can 

both break and form chemical bonds in a high-performance polymer. 

They do it by breaking the polymer — "poly" meaning "many" — back into singular monomers, a concept of 

reversible or dynamic chemistry. This method has created a new class of polymer material that, like Legos, 

can be easily built, broken apart and rebuilt. The method can be applied to existing, especially hard-to-

recycle, polymers. 

The results also suggest that revisiting the chemical structures of other plastic materials could lead to similar 

discoveries of how to fully break down and rebuild their chemical bonds, enabling the circular production of 

more plastic materials in everyday life. "The ability to repeatedly recycle plastics without loss of performance 

is critical for the economy and environmental sustainability,” said Siddiq Qidwai, a program director in NSF's 

Division of Civil, Mechanical and Manufacturing Innovation. "The researchers were able to make this critical 

advance owing to their expertise in both polymer chemistry and mechanics of materials."  

Research areas 

Directorate for Engineering (ENG)    Division of Civil, Mechanical and Manufacturing Innovation 

(ENG/CMMI) 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/plastics-future-will-have-many-past-lives-

thanks?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery  

https://beta.nsf.gov/eng
https://beta.nsf.gov/eng/cmmi
https://beta.nsf.gov/eng/cmmi
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/plastics-future-will-have-many-past-lives-thanks?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/plastics-future-will-have-many-past-lives-thanks?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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The progeny of two west Texas farming and ranching families, entrepreneur Liz Lambert and former 

politician Wendy Davis have long shared a big love of their state; now they share a fight to ensure its future 

embraces all Texans. 

Words by Liz Lambert & Wendy Davis 
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We are daughters of Texas. Both of us have histories here that trace back generations, in the hardscrabble 

soil of west Texas. Liz hails from a family of ranchers who settled near Odessa in the early 1900s, while 

Wendy’s grandparents settled in Muleshoe as tenant farmers and raised her mother, one of 14 children, there. 

For us, the Texas we came of age in was one that felt grounded in the promise of hope. We both became 

lawyers. Wendy became the first in her family to go to college, eventually graduating from Harvard Law 

School with honors. Afterward, she was elected a Texas senator and ran for governor of the state in 2014. Liz 

grew up gay in conservative west Texas and is now married, with a son named Lyndon. She worked as a 

lawyer in the district attorney’s office in New York and the attorney general's office in Texas before 

embarking on a creative career as a hotelier, starting renowned properties like the Hotel San José in Austin 

and El Cosmico in Marfa. As young, ambitious people, we were told that hard work would be met with 

opportunity — that our generation could realize its potential beyond anything our ancestors could have 

dreamed. We were both lucky to be raised in families that valued and supported us regardless of where we fell 

in the spectrum of expectation and tradition. Familial trust and an innate commitment to love, one bigger than 
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politics, defined who we are today and informed our understanding of what it means to be Texans, 

Southerners, women, and people. 

 In that same spirit, we now find ourselves at a moment that asks us to fight for this same acceptance and 

freedom for all Texans, especially the next generation. It is one of those profound times in history that require 

us to conjure our deepest convictions and clear a trail in a complicated world. It is also a moment we share 

with the entire South, where decisions up and down the ballot will decide what kind of future we want for this 

region, and ultimately the country. 

And in many states across the South, including Texas, partisan gerrymandering and low voter turnout have 

given a small minority unfair power in electing officials. For example, here, in 2014, only 20% of registered 

voters elected current Governor Greg Abbott, and he was reelected with less than 30% of the vote. Wendy ran 

against Abbott in that 2014 race and knows firsthand the challenges of running against an opponent with an 

outsize advantage. 

We love our state. We’re saddened, frustrated, and angry that a small percentage of people have co-opted its 

identity, values, and promise of a better life in order to advance an agenda of hatred under the guise of 

“religious values.”  

Today, Texas has become a place where public schools remain drastically underfunded and students fear for 

their safety; where women cannot govern decisions over their own bodies; and where the rights of our 

LGBTQ community are regularly threatened. Transgender children are denied the gender-affirming 

healthcare they need, and their parents could face charges of child abuse if they attempt to provide them with 

that care. Democracy itself is under attack as more voter suppression laws and assaults on local elections 

officials assure a continued hold on power for a few who don’t speak for all.  

Texas has long championed liberty, autonomy, and individualism — at least for white men. This is our time to 

translate these values to all people. No matter where we fall politically, we are a greater society when we 

respect the right and responsibility of each individual to determine their own future. We stand alongside our 

fellow Southerners in spreading this ideal across the region. 
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Liz Lambert sits inside Joann’s Fine Foods at the Austin Motel on South Congress Avenue. Photo by Nick 

Simonite. 
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Former Texas State Senator Wendy Davis represented the 10th District, which includes the Dallas-Fort 

Worth area. She ran for governor in 2014. Photo by Cristina Fisher. 
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Voting isn’t the only answer to the challenges we face, but it is the critical first step. Democracy has always 

been imperfect, and for many of us, our faith in government has waned. But we can’t let that stop us. Hope 

demands action in return for the promise of Texas, and we’re ready.  

This fall, we’re proud to be supporting progressive candidates here, including: Beto O’Rourke, who is 

running for governor alongside Mike Collier for lieutenant governor, with an inclusive platform built on safe, 

top-notch schools, practical gun regulations, and accessible healthcare; attorney general candidate and 

fronteriza Rochelle Garza, who knows women can make their own healthcare decisions and that immigration 

solutions require compassion; and Luke Warford, who will keep our power grid secure and reliable. We know 

that there are Betos, Mikes, Rochelles, and Lukes on the ballot in your state, too, and we hope that you are 

just as energized to elect them.  

We’re proud to live in a state with such a long history of strong women at the front lines of justice, from 

fierce former governors like Miriam A. “Ma” Ferguson and Ann Richards to the first Southern Black woman 

elected to the U.S. House of Representatives, Barbara Jordan. One of the greats among so many of these 

trailblazers, political journalist Molly Ivins, said it best: “Raise hell — big time. I want y’all to get out there 

and raise hell about damned near everything. My word, there’s a world out there that needs fixing. Get out 

there and get after it.” 

 

Liz Lambert is a partner at Lambert McGuire Design and founder of Bunkhouse Group. A celebrated hotelier 

and designer who has created some of the country’s most interesting lifestyle hotels, Lambert’s creations 

include Hotel San José, Hotel Saint Cecilia, and Austin Motel in Austin; El Cosmico in Marfa, Texas; Hotel 

San Cristóbal in Todos Santos, BCS; and Hotel Saint Vincent in New Orleans, as well as numerous food and 

beverage and retail endeavors. 

Wendy Davis is a former Texas state senator and was the Democratic nominee for Texas governor in 2014. 

After founding Deeds Not Words in 2015, she went on to found DefendTheFrontline.org, which raises funds 

to indemnify healthcare workers and others who may be criminally or civilly sued for providing access to 

abortion care for those who need it. Davis is a frequent public speaker and appears regularly on MSNBC and 

CNN. 

Cristina Fisher is a film and digital photographer and creative producer based in Austin, Texas. Her art is 

heavily influenced by her love for music and film, often exhibiting an imaginative look and feel. Specialties 

include portraiture, lifestyle, music, and events. 
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Nick Simonite is an editorial and commercial photographer and director based in Austin, Texas. His 

background is in photojournalism and documentary photography. He is a regular contributor to Texas 

Monthly and has shot advertising campaigns for Texas Tourism, New York State Tourism, Coors Light, and 

Southwest Airlines, among others. His work has been recognized by American Photography, and he has 

exhibited work at Droga5, Preacher, Guerilla Suit. 

 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/we-are-the-daughters-of-texas-liz-lambert-wendy-

davis?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=10%2F24%20-

%20Tue%20%28Daughters%20of%20Texas%29%20%2801GFR5SN04ZZXKKCRZFDD02QEH%29&_kx

=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx  

  

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/we-are-the-daughters-of-texas-liz-lambert-wendy-davis?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=10%2F24%20-%20Tue%20%28Daughters%20of%20Texas%29%20%2801GFR5SN04ZZXKKCRZFDD02QEH%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/we-are-the-daughters-of-texas-liz-lambert-wendy-davis?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=10%2F24%20-%20Tue%20%28Daughters%20of%20Texas%29%20%2801GFR5SN04ZZXKKCRZFDD02QEH%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/we-are-the-daughters-of-texas-liz-lambert-wendy-davis?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=10%2F24%20-%20Tue%20%28Daughters%20of%20Texas%29%20%2801GFR5SN04ZZXKKCRZFDD02QEH%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/we-are-the-daughters-of-texas-liz-lambert-wendy-davis?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=10%2F24%20-%20Tue%20%28Daughters%20of%20Texas%29%20%2801GFR5SN04ZZXKKCRZFDD02QEH%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
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“Spontaneous Revolutions”Darwin’s Diagrams of Plant Movement 

By Natalie Lawrence 

After weeks of watching young tendrils slowly corkscrew their way toward the sun, Charles Darwin set about 

inventing a system for making botanic motion visible to the naked eye. Natalie Lawrence delves into a lesser-

known chapter of the naturalist’s research, discovering revelations about the vegetal world that remain 

neglected to this day. 

 

The circumnutation of a young carnation leaf (Dianthus caryophyllus) across a three-day period in June, as 

illustrated in Darwin’s The Power of Movement in Plants (1896) — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#natalie-lawrence
https://archive.org/details/powerofmovementi00darw/page/231/mode/1up
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One day in 1863, during a long, hot summer, Charles Darwin wrote a letter to his close friend, the botanist 

Joseph Hooker. He related: “I am getting very much amused by my tendrils— it is just the sort of niggling 

work that suits me”.1 Darwin had spent the preceding weeks confined to bed at his home in Down House, laid 

low by an unpleasant bout of eczema. His usual fervent energy for research and correspondence had been 

frustrated by incapacity. He found solace in turning attention to the inhabitants of his bedchamber: 

houseplants. Darwin spent hours each day simply watching the young cucumber plants grow from the pots on 

his windowsills, observing how they explored the world around them seeking for things to climb up. It 

happened to be a very rewarding pastime. In his normal state of constant activity, Darwin would not have had 

the time to watch plants at plant pace. But, forced to slow down and exist at a different speed, he had become 

entranced. 

The genesis of this interest in tendrils occurred when Darwin read a short paper in 1862 by Asa Gray, a 

botanist at Harvard. His “Note on the coiling of tendrils” in the Proceedings of the American Academy of Arts 

and Sciences described the sensitivity of growing plant tendrils to touch.2 With his imagination captured by 

this prospect, Darwin wrote to Gray saying “I should like to try a few experiments on your Tendrils; I wonder 

what would be good & easy plant to raise in pot”.3 Gray sent him seeds of two climbing plants: the bur 

cucumber (Sicyos angulatus) and wild mock cucumber (Echinocystis lobata), which Darwin could plant in the 

spring to begin his observations. Gray did warn, however, that whilst the mock cucumber was “genteel”, the 

bur cucumber was “as nasty and troublesome” as any plant he knew, so Darwin would have to watch it 

closely.4 

Though the “troublesome” bur cucumbers failed to germinate, the mock cucumbers did well, becoming 

Darwin’s companions and silent interlocutors by his sick bed. They proved surprisingly charismatic. He 

reported back to Gray that: “I am observing the plant in another respect, namely the incessant rotatory 

movement of the leading shoots, which bring the tendrils into contact with any body within a circle of a foot 

or 20 inches in diameter”.5 The circling movement was a surprise to Darwin: these tendrils were more than 

just sensitive. They seemed to have a mysterious method by which to explore the world around them and find 

ways to climb up to the light. He called the “spontaneous revolutions” that the plants made “circumnutation” 

(from the Latin circum, “round”, and nutare, “to nod”). Darwin thought he had discovered something new — 

a phenomenon he’d never seen described in detail. 

In his letters, Darwin asked Hooker for more exotic species to observe as he healed and recovered his strength 

and ordinarily boundless energy. He carefully tended the plants that Hooker sent, adding them to the potted 

cucumbers and clematis vines that were strung along his indoor windows. They grew to weave a green 

tapestry in front of the panes, thrusting their leaves out to bathe in the incoming light. After four months 

captivated indoors with and by the tendrils, Darwin had his chair moved outside. He sat in fields of hops for 

hours, watching their shoots seek out supports and climb them. He began to play with the growth of the plants 

that he watched. By attaching small weights to them to test their movements, or marking their bodies, Darwin 

could monitor what they were doing, even when he wasn’t constantly watching. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn3
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn5


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 616  january 2023 

 

14 

 

Illustration of wild mock cucumber (Echinocystis lobata), also known as wild Balsam apple, from John 

Torrey’s A Flora of the State of New-York (1843) — Source. 

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/91278#page/567/mode/1up
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Detail from a photographic portrait of Darwin by Elliot & Fry, ca. 1881 — Source. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Charles-Darwin-portrait-standing-photo-1881.png
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Much of botany in Britain at this time was focused on taxonomy. Yet Darwin wanted to do more than name 

and classify plants. He wanted to find new ways of looking at plants, to see them on their terms. And what he 

found was remarkable.6 Some of his plants genuinely surprised him. For example, to understand how parasitic 

dodder plants, Cuscuta pentagona, looked for supports, he placed upright poles nearby for them to find. The 

shoots would perform slow circling sweeps as they grew. When encountering a stick, a plant “slowly and 

gradually slid up the stick, so as to become more and more highly inclined”. But, after a time, “the shoot 

suddenly bounded from the stick and fell over to the opposite side” before returning to the support and sliding 

up it.7 These plants were doing something complex, and sometimes rather fast. Darwin was delighted with 

what he observed, waxing lyrical to his son William: “My hobby-horse at present is Tendrils; they are more 

sensitive to a touch than your finger; & wonderfully crafty & sagacious”.8 

It was only when Darwin reported back to Gray about the circling movements that he realised he had rather 

put the cart before the horse. Gray brought him roughly down to Earth, making it clear that what Darwin saw 

was rather common knowledge to some researchers. The rotating movements of climbing plants like 

cucumbers had been described in the published literature several times. Darwin, in his enthusiasm and 

bedridden summer frenzy, neglected to do his background reading. When he did, pointed in the right direction 

by Gray, the naturalist realised that “the cream” of his observations had already been published by others, 

chastening him considerably.9 He wrote in a later publication: “My observations were more than half 

completed before I became aware that the surprising phenomenon of the spontaneous revolutions of the stems 

and tendrils of climbing plants had been long ago observed”.10 

Darwin was no ordinary naturalist. He saw that, though circumnutation was not a new observation, scientists 

lacked any kind of understanding about how it happened, or what the plant was actually doing with this 

movement. He wanted to delve deeper. The tendrils might be “crafty and sagacious”, but just how crafty and 

sagacious they were — that was the fascinating question. Keen-eyed Darwin could spend all day watching 

plants grow, but there was the unavoidable fact that he had an animal sensory system that was not geared to 

observe plant growth precisely. How could he record and understand these movements in a way which might 

reveal what was going on? Nobody else had solved this problem, and the naturalist came up with an ingenious 

method. 

Darwin developed a way of recording the movements of individual parts of plants as they grew and rotated 

through space. He placed a plant between a sheet of paper and a glass plate and marked a reference point on 

the paper, attaching a thin wire to a particular part of the plant, such as a leaf or bud. He made recordings at 

regular intervals by lining up the end of this filament with the fixed reference point, and then marking its 

position on the glass plate. Seeing Darwin’s strange, angular drawings without any context, it would be easy 

to think that they might be the tracks of a small animal — a woodlouse, beetle, or perhaps a mouse with a 

short attention span. They seem like the staccato perambulations of a creature that does not have a clear 

purpose, rambling across the paper. But that is because these are static, two-dimensional renderings of 

movements that occurred in three dimensions. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn6
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn8
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn9
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn10
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“Diagram showing the movement of the upper internodes of the common Pea”, left, and two illustrations 

of Ampelopsis hederacea tendrils, drawn several weeks apart — Source: left, right. 

After many hours during which multiple points were recorded, Darwin could then trace the plant’s movement 

over time by connecting the dots on the plate in order. In this way, he made the movement visible to the naked 

eye. Darwin could even magnify movements by varying the distance between the plate and the plant. By 

moving it further away, he increased the angle at which the points aligned to his eye, thus stretching small 

movements across larger distances on the plate. In the days before time-lapse photography and 

cinematography, this was an incredibly creative way of capturing plant movement to make it meaningful for 

humans. 

https://archive.org/details/Onmovementshabi00Darw/page/65/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/Onmovementshabi00Darw/page/86/mode/1up
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Plants look static to the naked eye, but all of their parts move in swaying circles: from tendrils and roots to 

blooms and leaves. With his new method, Darwin was able to accurately trace the movements of hundreds of 

plants and their individual parts, detailing their circular explorations with staggered lines. He pioneered an 

understanding of plant “habits”. Unlike the taxonomists concerned with what categories to put different 

species in, Darwin saw that when plants made changes in their physical positions, or grew into different 

shapes, what they were doing was really behaviour, not unlike that of animals. The difference was, animals 

moved rapidly, and from place to place. Plants grew slowly and moved primarily by growing.11 

It was not long before Darwin compiled his observations, including those using the glass plate method, into a 

substantial 118-page monograph. He presented it to the Linnaean Society in 1865, publishing under the 

title On the Movements and Habits of Climbing Plants. In the text, Darwin linked plant movement to his 

evolutionary theory: plants were sensitive to their environments and used this sensitivity to guide their growth 

in order to survive and reproduce more successfully: 

Plants become climbers, in order, it may be presumed, to reach the light, and to expose a large surface of 

leaves to its action and to that of the free air. This is effected by climbers with wonderfully little expenditure 

of organized matter, in comparison with trees, which have to support a load of heavy branches by a massive 

trunk. Hence, no doubt, it arises that there are in all quarters of the world so many climbing plants belonging 

to so many different orders.12 

Many different lineages of plants had developed this method of cheating the system, from plants like 

cucumbers that wound tendrils around supports, to others such as clematis, that “hooked” on objects. Both 

were techniques that allowed plants with wisp-like stems to hitch-hike up towards the sun without investing in 

a trunk or rigid stem.13 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn11
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn12
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn13
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Watercolour of Mutisia clematis by Salvador Rizo, painted during the Royal Botanical Exhibition to New 

Granada, 1783–1808 — Source. 

Darwin’s work went down a storm. Benjamin Dann Walsh, a prominent entomologist in the Linnaean 

Society, for example, wrote that “this discovery of their sweeping circles & groping in the dark for support, 

like a blind Cyclops, is very astonishing”.14 Even non-scientists such as the Queen’s chaplain, Charles 

Kingsley, enthused: “Ah that I could begin to study Nature anew, now that you have made it to me a live 

thing; not a dead collection of names”.15 Additional material was sent in from naturalists further afield who 

read the monograph, prompting Darwin to work on a second, expanded edition, which he published in 1875. 

He didn’t stop there. Assisted by his son Francis, Darwin carried out extensive further experiments on the 

movements of plants. One of his key insights was that “all the more important great classes of movements are 

due to the modification of a kind of movement common to all parts of all plants from their earliest 

youth”.16 The nascent movements of adult plants could be seen right from their seedling stages, from 

sensitivity to light and other external stimuli, to their “sleep” behaviours, which revealed a kind of circadian 

rhythm. Darwin published The Power of Movement in Plants in 1880 with much effort. It had grown into a 

weighty manuscript, which he found a “horrid bore” to revise for publication.17 It was, however, the 

culmination of his life’s work on plants and the penultimate book that Darwin published. It was followed only 

by The Formation of Vegetable Mould through the Action of Worms a year later. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mutisia_Clematis_RealExpedicionBotanicaNuevaGranada.jpg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn14
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn15
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn16
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn17
https://archive.org/details/formationofveget01darw/page/n5/mode/2up
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Darwin’s diagrams recording the movements of plants across several days in The Power of Movement in 

Plants (1880). Left to right: Boston ivy (Parthenocissus tricuspidata); a species of Smithia, and white clover 

(Trifolium repens) — Source: left, centre, right. 

Darwin’s observations became the basis of how we now understand the physiology and behaviour of climbing 

plants. Beyond the climbers, Darwin laid the foundations for the study of plant behaviour and intelligence. 

Even today, this remains an idea that is uncomfortable for some people. Though we now have time-lapse 

cameras and blue-chip nature documentaries that exhibit plant lives as vibrantly and dramatically as any 

footage of fauna, it’s hard to break out of our animal-focused view of the world. Darwin’s work showed that 

https://archive.org/details/powerofmovementi00darw/page/273/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/powerofmovementi00darw/page/274/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/powerofmovementi00darw/page/277/mode/1up
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the centuries-old presumption “that animals moved & plants did not” was entirely wrong, a matter of 

perception that could be overcome.18 Yet this awareness is still not nearly as widespread as it should be. 

Why is this? Some plants, such as mimosa or Venus fly traps, have very specific, seemingly responsive 

movements that are hard for animal senses to ignore. But most plant behaviour, which may even betray an 

intelligence that we are only just starting to investigate, goes totally unnoticed. What Darwin really did was 

see plants in a new way: to look from their perspective and observe how their movement and behaviour 

benefitted them. It was a project which he never quite put down. 

Public Domain Works 

• On the Movements and Habits of Climbing Plants 

Charles Darwin1865 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• The Movements and Habits of Climbing Plants 

Charles Darwin1875 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• The Power of Movement in Plants 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement#fn18
https://archive.org/details/Onmovementshabi00Darw/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/movementsandhab02darwgoog/page/n6/mode/2up
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Charles Darwin and Francis Darwin1880 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• Darwin’s Correspondence 

o Darwin Correspondence Project, University of Cambridge 

TEXTS 

Further Reading 

• Planta Sapiens: Unmasking Plant Intelligence 

By Paco Calvo and Natalie Lawrence 

Decades of research document plants’ impressive abilities: they communicate with each other, manipulate 

other species, and move in sophisticated ways. Lesser known, however, is that while plants may not have 

brains, their internal workings reveal a system not unlike the neuronal networks running through our own 

bodies. In Planta Sapiens, Paco Calvo, a leading figure in the philosophy of plant signalling and behaviour, 

offers an entirely new perspective on plant’s worlds, showing for the first time how we can use tools 

developed to study animal cognition in a quest to understand plant intelligence. 

More Info and Buy 

https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.42329/page/n7/mode/2up
https://www.darwinproject.ac.uk/
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• The Revolutionary Genius of Plants: A New Understanding of Plant Intelligence and Behavior 

By Stefano Mancuso 

Do plants have intelligence? Do they have memory? Are they better problem solvers than people? The 

Revolutionary Genius of Plants — a fascinating, paradigm-shifting work that upends everything you thought 

you knew about plants — makes a compelling scientific case that these and other astonishing ideas are all 

true. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 616  january 2023 

 

25 

More Info and Buy  

• Darwin’s Most Wonderful Plants: Darwin’s Botany Today 

By Ken Thompson 

Darwin was a brilliant and revolutionary botanist whose observations and theories were far ahead of his time. 

With Darwin’s Most Wonderful Plants, biologist and gardening expert Ken Thompson restores this important 

aspect of Darwin’s biography while also delighting in the botanical world that captivated the famous scientist. 
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Thompson traces how well Darwin’s discoveries have held up, revealing that many are remarkably long-

lasting. 

More Info and Buy  

The Public Domain Review receives a small percentage commission from sales made via the links to 

Bookshop.org (10%) and Amazon (4.5%). Thanks for supporting the project! For more recommended books, 

see all our “Further Reading” books, and browse our dedicated Bookshop.org stores for US and UK readers. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement  

https://publicdomainreview.org/further-reading
https://bookshop.org/shop/pdr-foa-bookshop
https://uk.bookshop.org/shop/pdr-bookshop
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/darwins-diagrams-of-plant-movement
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Life Is Everywhere 

LUCY IVES 

 

The following is from Lucy Ives's Life Is Everywhere. Ives is the author of the novels Impossible Views of the 

World and Loudermilk: Or, The Real Poet; Or, The Origin of the World and the story collection Cosmogony. 

Her writing has appeared in Aperture, Artforum, frieze, Granta, n+1, and Vogue. 
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Here is how Hamlet appeared: This much is traditional, Hamlet was a blond. Hamlet was a beauty as a child, 

but this beauty would not see her through to adulthood. Somehow I think, recalling her face now, that she will 

be a beautiful old woman, if she is still living when she is old. But when she was little, this Hamlet was a 

walking flower. Her pointed face held yellow eyes; her hair was gold. A barrette secured it. She laughed, 

receiving a compliment or food. 

Hamlet had chosen me. We were in school together. We were six years old. 

There was a game with Hamlet, who was never taunted for her name, somehow, even if the literary reference 

meant nothing to the other children and rhymed with omelet. In Hamlet’s young world, everything was 

already known and had simply been forgotten through disuse. And by disuse I mean: Hamlet’s inexperience.  

Although there were many, many things that Hamlet had not lived and did not know, for the girl Hamlet these 

new things were all ancient acquaintances, objects relegated to a closet or the bottom 

of a box, their faces turned away by collective neglect. Hamlet rescued these items by means of her attention. 

She restored the world, merely by passing through it, by speaking and naming, by smelling, seeing, 

indicating. So Hamlet, a girl, restored me. She was the one who gave me something like a memory. Thank 

you, Hamlet. With you, my history begins. 

* 

There are three famous dreams from the time I first met Hamlet. I tried to tell Hamlet, too, but I think I 

repeated myself too often, and Hamlet hated repetition. 

The first dream was a dream about escaping crucifixion, although I do not fully understand what sense I could 

have had at the time regarding the reality of crucifixion, a premodern capital punishment. I was a child living 

in the West and dead Jesuses were everywhere. I believed that these Jesuses were only shriveled men, 

disappointed, ancient, and unwell. I did not understand that they had been executed, as I probably would have 

known had I received any education in religion. I think I thought they were sick. God had made them sick. 

They were what sick people looked like to God. My dream was distinguished by its interest in crucifixes—nor 

were these merely decorative. They were arranged along the crest of a hill that formed the backdrop to what I 

can think of as a town, though maybe it was just (or, merely) a crossing of roads, a reviled place that 

desperate consensus caused to appear as a corner of civilization. 

Everything was lumps. The sky was a gray dish. Nothing worked. We were in a broken taxi; it vibrated and 

you smelled gasoline. We had to get away, my parents and I. Something was drifting into the landscape, 

nonchalantly consuming human lives. It was very swift, this thing. Maybe this thing was other people. I’ve 

never known what it was. This was just a dream full of slippery mud. My heart was racing. I wanted to run 

when I woke but instead I stayed in bed. This is the first of the dreams I have never forgotten. The bodies 

droop from the wood. They have been pinned there, peelings. 

The second dream I have never forgotten is set in what I take to be a European forest. Maybe a black light is 

being used to give special illumination to this place. Many things are black, shining, as if patent leather, black 
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glass. There is a febrile green here, too, a chemical lawn, wild strawberries. White, like lace, edges things. 

Bright white is used for the seeds of strawberries; also for glints on things. I walk through the European 

forest. I have just escaped from a building I take to be a hotel. There they warned me that I would not be able 

to see at night. There in the hotel blinding lights shone. Tables were always being moved—round tables, 

rolled on their sides. I ran away to the forest where for a short period I was indeed blind. Now I have begun to 

see. I walk and gaze at the alarming strawberries. They are like thoughts. Maybe there are violet pansies, too. 

This is when I find a thing. The thing has long, black hair. It rests on the forest floor. I approach. I am looking 

over it and looking at it from the side, and I can see what it is, although I do not want to know what it is. I 

know what it is, but I do not want to know. The thing is a severed head, very white and very silver, with long 

black hair. The hair is like grasses and gets everywhere. The hair is sticky. The head knows that I have seen it. 

It is dead and also alive. Its mouth is open, its painted gray mouth, and 

I think that the head is moaning. It makes a continuous moan. A film covers all things and I cannot speak. I 

can’t move. I am lost in the scream of the head. 

In the third dream I have never forgotten, I lie in bed, unable to sleep. As I lie in my bed, unable to sleep in 

the dream, this is what 

I dream: that I am lying in my bed unable to sleep. I dream this all night long: lying in my bed, unable to 

sleep, under a comforter with a pattern of blooming roses. I am thinking, in the dream in which I lie in a bed 

identical to my own, of a red-haired chef. The red-haired chef wears a white, buttoned uniform, carries a 

spoon. The red-haired chef is substantial. What is it, I think, during the dreamed period of sleeplessness, 

during which I am in fact sleeping, to be a chef? What is it to stand behind a wall and create in order to serve? 

I don’t know why I think this, in my dream. I don’t know why I contemplate the dark-gold skin of the red-

haired chef, what seems to be his rage and also his genius. I want to know what a chef is. I am dreaming, but I 

am awake. The chef stands in my mind, bearing his spoon. He stands in a mind that is part of my dream. It is 

not my mind. It is a mind that I dream I have, while I am dreaming that I am not asleep. 

* 

I try to tell Hamlet about the dreams. I feel that she will appreciate them. They are so vivid and pointless and 

strange, and I think she will admire my style, although we are only eight years old. Hamlet knows a lot about 

style. She understands fine things and will comprehend the rarefied nature of what I see when I’m 

unconscious. 

But Hamlet does not want to know about my dreams. She tells me not to talk about them. Her little face seems 

to get littler for a moment. She appears to be washing something away. 

Hamlet says that she has a story to tell me and this story will amaze me. “OK,” I say. I don’t want to show 

how eager I am to hear Hamlet’s story, but, yes, it is true: I am eager. 

Hamlet raises her hands and makes the world disappear. I’ll never know how she did it. At this time, Hamlet 

had powers that, as far as I can tell, were never hers again and that no one else in the world had ever had or 

would possess. I sometimes have to ask myself, How was it, really, that I came to know her? How did I 
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stumble upon her: she who was the temporary greatest prodigy of all of human history? I was the sole witness 

to this. I knew and was alone. 

But Hamlet, as I was saying, raises her hands. She raises her hands and she proclaims, “This is a story about 

what would happen if both of my parents died and we are orphans.” 

Neither of Hamlet’s parents are home at the moment, and I don’t know where her siblings are. 

“We are orphans?” I ask. 

“Yes, you’re living here too, now,” Hamlet says. “Imagine it.” 

I try to imagine. There’s a way, anyhow, that Hamlet’s house looks—as if it has just been robbed. Each room 

has only one or two items of furniture in it, and these items of furniture, although usually upright, are always 

in a different place, from day to day if not hour to hour. They seem tossed aside, as if they at one time stood in 

the path of someone who was looking for something. I can see how I might be called upon to be responsible 

for this home—this home that daily, nightly, some invisible force ravages. It’s like a ship, I think, attempting 

to dwell more warmly in Hamlet’s words. 

“We’re here and my parents are dead and they want to separate us.” Hamlet pauses, permitting the 

accumulation of gravity. “But we’re not going to let them, and the way we’re not going to let them is to fool 

them into thinking that they are alive.” 

“Your parents?” I ask. I mean about the counterfeiting of them still being living. “Don’t they already know 

they’re dead?” 

Hamlet does not like it when I interrupt her stories. I should not have asked these questions. 

“No!” Hamlet exclaims. Her face goes crooked for a minute and I think that she may cry. “You need to have 

someone living with you who is over eighteen and who is your guardian and that is what we are going to do. 

Because we have to because they want to separate us.” Having said this, Hamlet seems relieved. She was right 

all along, she understood which story she was trying to tell, while I, stupidly, doubted. I’m very lucky that she 

is still willing to talk to me. 

But Hamlet doesn’t really care about justice, and this is why she cannot stay mad at me for long. She knows 

that she has made it past my misgivings and that we are already in the story. I am captive. Hamlet is free. 

__________________________________ 

From Life Is Everywhere by Lucy Ives. Used with permission of the publisher, Graywolf Press. Copyright 

2022 by Lucy Ives. 

https://lithub.com/life-is-everywhere/  

https://www.graywolfpress.org/books/life-everywhere
https://lithub.com/life-is-everywhere/
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Plumshuga: The Rise Of Lauren Anderson 

New play tells a poetic version of the long road to recovery of Houston’s first Black prima ballerina. 

by LISE OLSEN 

OCTOBER 20, 2022, 11:33 AM, CDT 

 

Lauren Anderson, poised and beautiful as she was in her stage days, is sitting at a chair in her office at the 

Houston Ballet with its view of the sprawling skyscrapers along Buffalo Bayou. Anderson has no brag wall 

here—nor in her home. Old programs, souvenirs of her long career, are tucked inside a crate she keeps only 

because fans, monied patrons of the arts, and tiny girls in her dance classes sometimes request autographs. A 

graceful woman with trailing locks and flashing eyes, Anderson remains immediately recognizable as the 

woman who for years starred as the Sugar Plum Fairy in the Nutcracker and in many other roles as one the 

first Black principal ballerinas of any major ballet company in the United States. 

https://www.texasobserver.org/author/lise-olsen/
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For decades, Anderson, a Houston native, has been a trailblazer and a model to little girls—and to bold 

women—everywhere. But now she has another role: The inspiration for and collaborator of Plumshuga: The 

Rise of Lauren Anderson, a play (and a memoir in progress) debuting at Stages Houston written in 

collaboration with Houston writer and former poet laureate Deborah D.E.E.P. Mouton. Through what Mouton 

calls a “choreopoem,” Anderson is telling, for the first time, the story of the struggle behind her success, of 

her addiction and recovery. She was, on the day of the interview, celebrating 13 years, two months, and three 

days of sobriety. (But who’s counting?) 

LAUREN ANDERSON SPEAKS AT A COUNCIL LUNCHEON.COURTESY LAUREN ANDERSON 

Plumshuga runs through November 13 at Houston’s Stages theater. Anderson also appears on Friday as 

featured speaker at the Council on Recovery’s fall luncheon in Houston. 

I know for years you danced the role of the Sugar Plum Fairy in the Nutcracker. But where did the 

name “Plumshuga” come from? 

Well, all those years I was the Sugar Plum Fairy. And you know, Deborah Mouton would say “SHUGA.” I 

heard her say it. There’s like that the ethnic side of the SHUGA. So she created it. 

https://stageshouston.com/event/plumshuga-the-rise-of-lauren-anderson/
https://stageshouston.com/event/plumshuga-the-rise-of-lauren-anderson/
https://www.livelifedeep.com/
https://www.councilonrecovery.org/event/2022-fall-luncheon/
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And I don’t think I ever told her but my dad used to call me “SHUGA BUGGA.” … When I think of it, I 

think it’s my version of the Sugar Plum Fairy, which I always did, right?  

How and why did you decide to share this story now?  

Deborah came to me before the pandemic about working on a memoir. We got to know each other during the 

pandemic. I told her the stories that I always tell when I told my story, the fluff part, and we were talking 

about it in 2019. And then, of course, the pandemic happens. It’s also a heightened emotional time.  

And we had more frequent interviews on Zoom and we really got to know each other. I had a certain amount 

of trust in her and I kind of started talking about some things. And one of those days I just went [vomiting 

noise] about some unpleasant stuff, some of the junkier amount of the story. But I had a certain amount of 

trust in her because we’ve become really close. She’s like a sister. 

So why now? Because it’s time. I also knew I was going to write a book and my mentor Ben Stevenson [the 

Houston Ballet’s former artistic director]. I approached him and, “Ben: I’m writing a book, What do you 

think?” And he goes, “Well, darling, you must tell the truth. Or else it will be boring.” 

So Ben knew. Did other members of the company know about your struggle with addiction?  

I don’t know if they knew everything. Nobody knows everything. But they knew. Yeah, you have to see the 

play. 

We just did a feature about city poets laureates of Texas, and here’s Debra D.E.E.P. Mouton, a former 

Houston poet laureate, creating something beautiful and a kind of an artist mashup. 

Yeah, it’s a wonderful collaboration between Houston Ballet, Urban Souls, Stages, and Deborah D.E.E.P. 

Mouton—it’s like we’ve got two Black women directors. We’ve got a black woman that composed it. It’s 

about a black woman. Oh, God, yeah. I mean, it’s woman-heavy—woman-STRONG. 

Is there anything, you know, without being too big of a spoiler, that you think people will be really 

surprised to learn about you in the play? 

It’s just how and how long I’ve been uncomfortable in my own skin. Right? How long that was, how young I 

was when I first started feeling just that I didn’t belong. Wherever, anywhere. I think that would be huge 

because I’m kind of strong and out there and loud and in your face a little bit… 

And I’d add: beautiful and talented. 

And all the good stuff. But you’d be surprised at the things that happen and how it happens to somebody.   

In the play, you see this person on stage in command and doing their thing at the height of the deal and then 

what’s going on behind the scenes. Yeah, that’s going to be a surprise. 
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So from your upcoming speech for the Council on Recovery, is there any message from that that you 

want to share with our readers? 

The whole thing is just how awesome you are as yourself. You are the best you can be. It’s like, yeah, quit 

running from yourself and just be yourself. You are okay. You’re the best you you can be. And then in the 

play I say, “Hell, you can’t be nobody else anyway.”Editor’s note: Answers have been edited and condensed 

for publication. 

SUPPORT INDEPENDENT JOURNALISM 

Do you think free access to journalism like this is important? The Texas Observer is known for its fiercely 

independent, uncompromising work— which we are pleased to provide to the public at no charge in this 

space. We rely on the generosity of our readers who believe that this work is important. You can chip in for as 

little as 99 cents a month. If you support this mission, we need your help. 

LEARN MORE 

LISE OLSEN is a Houston-based senior reporter and editor at the Texas Observer. Lise has investigated 

many twisted Texas tales, including crooked judges, an unjust execution, massive environmental disasters, 

myriad cases of corporate and public corruption, and unsolved serial killings. Her reports in three states over 

20 years contributed to the prosecutions of a former congressman and a federal judge, inspired laws and 

reforms, helped solve cold cases, restored names to unidentified murder victims, and freed dozens of 

wrongfully-held prisoners. Her work is featured in CNN's “The Wrong Man” (2015) about the innocence 

claims of executed offender Ruben Cantu and the six-part A&E series on the victims of a 1970s serial 

killer, The Eleven, (2017). She is the author of Code of Silence: Sexual Misconduct by Federal Judges, the 

Secret System that Protects Them and the Women who Blew the Whistle. 

 

https://www.texasobserver.org/plumshuga-the-rise-of-lauren-anderson/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-5cac1d7280-

34691563&mc_cid=5cac1d7280&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f   

https://www.texasobserver.org/join/?utm_source=bottom+page+ask&utm_medium=site&utm_campaign=ongoing&utm_id=membership
https://www.texasobserver.org/author/lise-olsen/
https://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/article/Details-emerge-in-Judge-Kent-scandal-1794470.php
https://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/article/Did-Texas-execute-an-innocent-man-1559704.php
https://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/article/Did-Texas-execute-an-innocent-man-1559704.php
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=ELWtOFfTpwN2jG2QncAmClGg
https://www.texasobserver.org/plumshuga-the-rise-of-lauren-anderson/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-5cac1d7280-34691563&mc_cid=5cac1d7280&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f
https://www.texasobserver.org/plumshuga-the-rise-of-lauren-anderson/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-5cac1d7280-34691563&mc_cid=5cac1d7280&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f
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Isabelle Wenzel: Switching My Brain Off 

An interview with the cover artist of the Ecstasy issue 

By Astra Magazine 

           
PHOTOGRAPH BY ISABELLE WENZEL 
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Isabelle Wenzel (Germany, 1982) is an acrobat and photographer whose work features on the cover, back 

cover, and french flaps of Astra Magazine’s inaugural issue. Her work, which is playful and celebrates the 

body as sculpture, was a perfect match for the issue’s theme, Ecstasy. Our deputy editor, Samuel Rutter, 

caught up with Wenzel over email while she was in Milan to supervise an installation for Miart 22.  

 

Tell us about your background as an acrobat. 

I’ve been an acrobat right from the start. I loved everything about movement and the idea of overcoming 

gravity. When I was very young everything was self-taught, then at about the age of six my parents found a 

professional teacher for me. As a teenager I became more interested in “fun” sports—I was a professional 

skateboarder until I injured my knee very badly during the Skateboarding World Cup. 

When did you first develop an interest in visual art? 

https://www.miart.it/en/press/comunicati-stampa/miart-2022--primo-movimento.html
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Along with movement I always was very drawn to creativity of any kind. After my injury it was clear that it 

would take a while to get fit again. So, I decided to study something, and the only option for me was 

something creative. First, I thought of studying design, but the university advised me to apply for 

photography. I couldn’t quite see myself in the applied arts world, so I switched studies and went to 

Amsterdam in order to study fine arts. 

What was it that continued to draw you to photography? 

Before my studies, my main experience of photography was from standing in front of the camera, especially 

being photographed for skateboard magazines. I was fascinated by catching a moment in the air and making 

something visible which normally passes by so quickly. 

 

  

How did your interest in photography first combine with your skills as an acrobat? 

I always wanted to tell a story about bodies, about movement. At the beginning of my studies, I was still quite 

cautious about that. I didn’t want it to look showy, or like some spectacular act. I wanted to use the body in 

order to communicate a greater meaning, something universal. Something about what it means to be human 

and to have a body. 

Which artists—or performers—have been influential on your work? 

I was definitely influenced by my teacher Paul Kooiker. And I’m extremely inspired by the immersive energy 

of Louise Lecavalier. Seeing her perform helps me to go on and on. I hope I will have the same strength at her 

age. 

Can you tell me a bit about your choice to use your own body as subject matter? 

My process is a very intuitive interaction between myself and the camera. It is hard to distinguish all the roles 

I incorporate—sometimes I think I’m just a performer, but then I’m also the photographer and always have 

the images in mind. I mostly work with the autotimer which puts me under a strong time constraint during the 

shot. I like the aspect of trying to control the image while not being able to control it at all as I can’t look 

through the camera and be in front of it at the same time. My images always include something fluid and 

improvised, and I love the method of trial and error. Giving up the traditional roles of being either the 

photographer or the model gave me a lot of freedom, and through this I have been able to create unconscious 

images. It’s like switching my brain off and building something from within my body. I don’t like thinking 

and reflecting that much, I prefer doing. I like the idea of my body interacting with machinery and getting into 

a meditative state while that happens. 

  

https://paulkooiker.com/
https://louiselecavalier.com/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 616  january 2023 

 

38 

  

What is it that draws you to the body as a form, without a personality projected on it? 

Having a body is very universal and personal at the time. It connects and disconnects us. I certainly use my 

body as an abstraction, it’s not about me as a person, because I’m more interested in the sculptural aspects of 

the human body. I transform my body into a corpus of knowing. I want to open up a field of abstractions so 

the beholder can project their own needs on it. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 616  january 2023 

 

39 

Could you describe, step by step, how you made the image on the cover of Astra Magazine’s first issue? 
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The cover image is drawn from the B-selection from a fashion shoot. So, the clothes I’m wearing are designer 

clothes, but I don’t remember what brand. Here, the process of image making was the same as usual. I place 

the camera on the tripod, press the self-release, run onto the set, and do something with my body, make an 

action. I have used this idea of the head in the bucket many times before. It’s a metaphor for so many things 

that interest me, like not knowing, not thinking, giving up, letting go of control, and so on. The image was 

made quite quickly. All it involves is placing my head in the bucket and doing a head stand. I tried it in 

different versions: legs closed, arms up and down, collapsing, bending and so on. In the end I liked this one 

with the step in the air the best. 

 

The theme of our first issue is Ecstasy. What does ecstasy mean to you?  
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I guess ecstasy is connected to the neurological production of endorphins and dopamine. After these two long 

years of all the Covid regulations and isolation I decided I’d try to get out of my comfort zone as often as 

possible and take any opportunity to feel very much alive. I do things I normally wouldn’t do; I swim in lakes, 

I travel, jump from the highest diving boards… When I rehearse, I try to push myself further than before. Last 

time during an improvisation I entered an almost trance-like state. That was quite a feeling of ecstasy… 

 

1/8 

Isabelle Wenzel lives and works in Wuppertal, Germany. Her works have been exhibited in the Netherlands 

Photo Museum, Fotografisk Center, and the Galerie Bart, where she has collaborated on multiple solo and 

group exhibitions since 2010. All images courtesy of the artist. 

 

https://astra-mag.com/articles/isabelle-wenzel-switching-my-brain-off/  

  

https://astra-mag.com/articles/isabelle-wenzel-switching-my-brain-off/
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“Ceremonies” 

Leonard Cohen 

 

The following is from Leonard Cohen's A Ballet of Lepers. Cohen was born in 1934. Soon after graduating 

from McGill University, he published his first collection of poems, Let Us Compare Mythologies, in 1956. He 

would go on to publish a dozen more volumes of poetry, including Book of Longing; two novels, The 

Favourite Game and Beautiful Losers; and, most recently, a posthumous collection of poems, drawings, 

lyrics, and drawings in The Flame. Cohen died in Los Angeles in November 2016. 
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I suppose I will never lead the ordered life my father led. And I’ll never live in the kind of house he lived in, 

with its rituals, its dignity, the smell of polish. Whenever I blow into Montreal, I manage to take a look at the 

old house. It’s that large Tudor-style at the bottom of Belmont Avenue, right beside the park. It looks the 

same. Maybe the elms on the front lawn are taller, but they were always monumental to me. I couldn’t hold 

on to the place or the factory and properties that went with it. A man has to discover his own responsibilities. 

They aren’t necessarily the ones he inherits. But that’s another story. 

My father died when I was nine. My sister was thirteen. He had been in the hospital since the end of the 

summer. Now, it was the middle of January, a deep snow over the city. Nursie told us the news. She was 

seated solemnly at the breakfast table, her hands folded on the white cloth before her, like a schoolgirl. She 

greeted us good morning, but she did not speak again during the meal. She looked at us, like she did when we 

practised our scales, severe, but hopeful as we for a clean run. When we were finished, the door to the kitchen 

was mysteriously closed. The maid did not come in to remove the dishes. 

“You won’t be going to school this morning,” she said, as we were getting up from the table. “Your poor 

father went very late last night. Mother is still sleeping, so we must be quiet.” 

“You mean he’s dead, our father’s dead?” asked my sister, wide-eyed. 

“The funeral will be tomorrow.” 

We both rushed to her. 

“I wanted you to eat your breakfast first.” 

Then the day dawned on me. 

“But it can’t be tomorrow, Nursie. It’s my sister’s birthday.” So, my sister has a quiet birthday every year. I 

try to remember to send a card. None of us wished her happy birthday the next morning. I looked in the large 

dictionary for another word for happy, but I couldn’t find anything you could say on the day of a funeral. At 

about nine o’clock, six men entered the house and set the coffin down in the big living room. It was 

surprisingly huge, made of dark-grained wood, brass-handled. It made the living room more formal than we 

had ever known it. The men placed it on a stand and began to open the cabinet-like cover. 

“Close it!” my sister cried. “Make them close it!” 

In some houses, the coffin is left open hours before the ceremony. But we were afraid to see our father dead in 

his own living room, beside the chesterfield on which he always slept after Sunday dinner. My mother came 

in and told them to close it. I had turned my head and was listening for the click of the cover, but I heard 

nothing. These men, who make their living among the bereaved, moved noiselessly and they were gone when 

I opened my eyes. All the morning, my sister and I avoided that room. The mirrors of the house were soaped. 

It was as if the glass had suddenly become victim to a strange indoor frost. My mother stayed alone in her 

room. Around noon, people began to congregate in the street and in the hall of our house. An hour later, the 

three of us came down the stairs. The hazy winter sun glimmered on my mother’s black stockings and gave, 
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to the mourners in the doorway, a golden outline. We stood closest to the coffin, the family behind us. Friends 

and workers from the factory thronged the hall, the path, and the street. My uncles stood behind me in their 

black suits, tall and serious, occasionally touching my shoulder with manicured hands. I wore a black swatch 

on my sleeve and throughout the ceremony I felt for it frequently to assure myself it was still there. 

“We’ve got to be like soldiers,” whispered one of my uncles. 

My sister and I were defeated. The coffin was opened. I glanced at my sister. We forced ourselves to look at 

him. He was swaddled in silk, wrapped in a silvered prayer shawl. His moustache was fierce and black against 

his white face. He appeared annoyed as if he were about to awaken, climb out of the ornate box, and resume 

his sleep on the more comfortable chesterfield. Throughout the prayers, we watched him. He was buried in 

the white cemetery close to the gates which one of our cousins donated. The gravediggers looked irreverently 

informal in their working clothes. A mat of artificial grass had been spread over the heaps of exhumed frozen 

mud. The coffin went down in a system of pullies. After the burial, there was a lighthearted atmosphere back 

at the house. Bagels and hard-boiled eggs were served. My uncles joked with friends of the family. My father 

was hardly mentioned. Though I resented the joviality, I took part in it. I looked under my great-uncle’s beard 

and asked him why he didn’t wear a tie. Then one of my uncles took me aside. He told me that now I was the 

man of the house, that the women were my responsibility. This made me proud. I felt like the consecrated 

young prince of some folk-beloved dynasty. I was the oldest son of the oldest son. It’s strange, considering 

how far I’ve gone from them, that I still feel like that prince sometimes. The family left last. My aunts helped 

the maid collect the teacups and the small plates flecked with crumbs and caraway seeds. My mother had used 

the dishes with the gold pattern, thin ones you could see candlelight through. Nursie supervised the kitchen 

clean-up, telling my mother to get some rest. On top of the icebox, there was a vase of yellow 

chrysanthemums. From one of the stalks hung a black-edged card. It was from a Christian friend who did not 

know that flowers are not displayed in a Jewish house of mourning. Nursie was going to take them to her 

father’s house. The flowers made me remember my sister’s birthday. There hadn’t been a mention of it all 

day. Nothing happened. I didn’t devise some sweet gesture to break the silence. I didn’t take a single 

chrysanthemum to give her or lay on her pillow. I had to wait years before I could get that maudlin. Nothing 

happened but this conversation. Late that night, I met my sister in the upstairs hall. Neither of us was sleeping 

very well. She said to come into her room. 

“Your feet are cold,” she said, when I had gotten into the bed. “So are yours.” 

We lay for moments in silence. There was a bright winter night beyond the window. The yards of lace curtain 

held some of the light. 

Finally, she said, “Did you look at him?” 

“Yes.” 

“Right at him?” 

“Yes.” 
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“So did I. He looked mad, didn’t he?” 

“Yes.” 

“And his moustache so black. Like it was done with an eye-brow pencil.” 

“They do that to them,” I said. 

“We’ll never see him again.” 

“Don’t cry.” 

“We’ll never see him again. We should have let them keep it open this morning. We could have seen him for 

a whole extra morning.” 

“Don’t cry,” I told her. I think it was my best moment. “Please, it’s your birthday.” 

__________________________________ 

“Ceremonies” is excerpted from A Ballet of Lepers © 2022 by Old Ideas LLC. Reprinted with the permission 

of the publisher, Grove Press, an imprint of Grove Atlantic, Inc. All rights reserved. 

 

https://lithub.com/ceremonies/  

  

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780802160478
https://lithub.com/ceremonies/
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Shutterstock/Ory Gonian 

View image credit 

The secret success of slime 

If you spend much time around kids, you know they never pass up the chance to play with slime. One type of 

slime in our own bodies is saliva, and a recent study found an interesting way it evolves in different species. 

By Eleanor Johnson 

October 25, 2022 

 

It's oozy. It's sticky. It's a child's favorite messy toy. It's slime! 

https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/secret-success-slime?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
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While most children are playing with slime developed by toy companies, natural slime plays an important role 

in making sure animals' bodies function properly — even humans! The saliva that keeps your mouth wet is 

just one form of slimy mucus in your body. 

What exactly is mucus? It is a type of gel organisms produce for different tasks. In some mollusks, it helps 

create pearls, while in our bodies it has many roles. In addition to saliva, mucus also plays a role in the 

immune system, helps lubricate our esophagus so food can pass down more easily, protects our stomach from 

acids, and makes up snot. The proteins that make up mucus are fittingly called mucins. 

 

Child blowing saliva bubble 

Credit: Shutterstock/Purple Clouds 

How did the slimy proteins evolve? What animal developed it and why? As it turns out, mucins likely evolved 

independently several different times in several different organisms. A U.S. National Science Foundation-

powered study at the University at Buffalo looking at the origin of mucins in humans, mice, cows and ferrets 

identified 15 separate instances of mucin evolution — each from a process of adding to a non-mucin protein 

akin to adding water to sand to make it sludgy. Rather than water and sand, the mammals added a short chain 

of amino acids coated with sugar molecules to an existing protein. The new strand got duplicated and the 

protein got longer, resulting in a mucin. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.science.org%2Fdoi%2F10.1126%2Fsciadv.abm8757&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fscience-matters%2Fsecret-success-slime%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.science.org%2Fdoi%2F10.1126%2Fsciadv.abm8757&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fscience-matters%2Fsecret-success-slime%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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While many of the bits of genetic coding that tell a cell to produce a mucin have some similarity with genes in 

other animals and can be traced back to a common ancestor, because of the additive process the researchers 

described the identified mucin genes can’t be traced back and are known as orphans. The researchers 

theorized there is a reason for so many orphan mucin genes, particularly in saliva, across species: It is easier 

for them to evolve. 

"Almost all tissues have some sort of mucins present," explained Omer Gokcumen, a lead investigator in the 

study. "Then I can actually extrapolate, and again this is handwaving, but saliva is a good place to produce 

new mucins because there are a lot of adaptations happening. You are actually putting stuff in your mouth. It 

can be pathogens, it can be new food, etc., and in adapting to these new environments, new pathogens, new 

diets, you may end up shifting you mucin contents." 

Unlike the brain or heart, which have identical functions between different mammals, saliva is specific to the 

species. This is because what we put in our mouths differs from what a ferret or cow puts in theirs. 

Understanding how the mucins in our mouth evolved and function can help improve people's lives. For 

example, it could help find a new treatment for dry mouth disease or help researchers learn how to keep cells 

from going wild and causing cancers or other illnesses. 

Because mucins are diverse and populous, they have given rise to many gooey substances in the animal 

kingdom, including not just saliva, but also the slime on slugs and snot in humans. It is these types of things 

that gave toy makers the ideas of making slime for kids (and maybe even you!) to play with. 

How to make homemade slime 

Play Video 

If you spend much time around kids, you know they never pass up the chance to play with slime. One type of 

slime in our own bodies is saliva, and a recent study found an interesting way it evolves in different species. 

NSF employee Adam Eggers and his daughter, Presley Eggers, demonstrate how to make homemade slime. 

Want to have a slimin' good time? Below are some step-by-step recipes for making your own slime at home! 
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Credit: National Science Foundation/Alice Kitterman 
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Credit: National Science Foundation/Alice Kitterman 

About the Author 
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Eleanor Johnson 

AAAS Science & Technology Policy Fellow 

Eleanor earned her BS in Biology from Wittenberg University and her Ph.D. in Pharmacology from the 

University of Kentucky, after which she applied for the AAAS Science & Technology Policy Fellowship. She 

was placed as a Communication Specialist with the Science Policy & Communications team in the Office of 

Legislative & Public Affairs at the National Science Foundation. 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/secret-success-slime?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery  

  

https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/secret-success-slime?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 616  january 2023 

 

52 

“Insert coin” 

EMRYS DONALDSON 

 

The following is a short story from the anthology Queer Little Nightmares: An Anthology of Monstrous 

Fiction and Poetry, co-edited by David Ly and Daniel Zomparelli. Emrys Donaldson's short fiction and essays 

have appeared in Electric Literature, TriQuarterly, Passages North, Redivider, and The Rupture, among 
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other venues. They hold a B.A. summa cum laude from Cornell University (2012) and an MFA from the 

University of Alabama (2019). They are an Assistant Professor of English at Jacksonville State University in 

Jacksonville, Alabama. 

The little careless gods hefted their plastic rifles and aimed their orange tips at the bucks. They slipped coins 

into the slot to shoot together. From inside the game they were gargantuan, each of their eyes the same size as 

the O in COIN, and the window refracted the smears of pizza grease on their chins into rainbow sheens. As 

they squeezed the triggers, a robotic voice echoed across the landscape. “Nice shot! Reload!” When a few 

bucks lay bleeding on the dirt, the little gods slid away toward the Skee-Ball machines, where rows of light 

bulbs cycled yellow to pink; or to the rows of chrome pinballs, which gleamed under glass; or to the leather 

steering wheels in the stationary cars; or to the swishes of basketballs through nets. To them, we of Big Buck 

Hunter III werenothing but a temporary distraction. 

KEEP PLAYING? INSERT COIN (0/2) crowded the sky above the dead bucks in a funereal benediction. The 

slain rotted. Each one had an identical brown suede nose, dark fur, and a blank expression. Occasionally, I 

stumbled over a carcass and watched the pixels at the edges of its body change colour one hex code at a time 

until they matched the landscape. When one of their own was taken by the little monster gods, the other bucks 

gathered over the body. They stood on their hind legs and walked counter-clockwise, howling. 

The women lounged near the window in camo cut-offs and string bikini tops. When another little god inserted 

coins, the women winked andnodded; they swayed side to side with their hands on their hips and glazed 

smiles on their faces. Though they waved to me every time we saweach other, I kept my distance from them, 

unsure whether they were individually conscious or merely the humanoid fruit of game-brainmycorrhizae. 

They might rip out my throat with their long, gleaming teeth and leave me to disappear into the landscape, 

too. Honestly, given my boredom, that fate didn’t sound so bad to me. I missed my friends and my life 

before Big Buck Hunter III. The last thing Iremembered was cleaning a dabb lizard habitat at a friend’s house, 

my towel squeaking against the inside of the aquarium as I listened to the television show Rogue Repo. On the 

show, the owner of a window dressing store begged in a Scottish accent to keep her heirloom wainscotting. 

The lizard skittered over my hand and knocked the heat lamp into his water bowl. When I reached for it, I felt 

a big buzz and blacked out. I woke up here. The question of whether or not this game was an afterlife troubled 

me at first. I searched the whole perimeter and found no way out. I tried deleting myself—jumping in front of 

the bucks, or off the biggest boulder I could find—and each time, a pixel layer stayedbetween myself and the 

ground, between myself and some rest. As far as I could tell, I was trapped. 

I stared at the ground as I walked, surrounded always by the same landscape, the same people, the same 

weather. As I climbed a small boulder to avoid a corpse, I noticed a latch underneath a scruff of moss. I 

stopped and balanced myself between two near-vertical walls as I fiddled with it. 

“Trust me. Doesn’t work.” 

One of the women stood behind me, her arms folded. Gooseflesh rose on her bare shoulders. She beckoned, 

and I followed. Maybe this was the game’s way of reaching out to me, or maybe she was a person, too. Either 

way, I had nothing to lose. We passed through the field, over boulders and through thickets, to a flickering 

patch of gnarled trees I had not yet worked up the courage to enter. In the thicket was a tent I had never 

noticed before. Silvery wires winked through the fabric. As we stepped in, she held back the tent flap for me. 
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Inside, more women with camo jackets and caps layered over their bikinis stalked back and forth and leaned 

over computers with purpose intheir movements. Up close, they differentiated into individuals with distinctive 

features—a wide nose here, freckles there—rather than multiples of a single body type. 

The woman who brought me here took my elbow and led me to a rough table at the side of the room on which 

sheets of birchbark teetered in piles. 

“What is this place?” I asked. 

“Far as we can tell, it’s real, though of course, none of us knows for sure. None of us remembers who or 

where we were before.” 

“I meant the tent,” I said. “Oh,” she said. “Our hideout.” “Who are you hiding from?” 

She shrugged. “Them,” she said, making air quotes with her fingers. “Not sure who they are. They punish us 

if we don’t look pretty for the players.” 

“Punish you?” 

“A hook comes down from the ceiling, spears her, and reels her away. We never see her again.” 

I imagined spurts of blood staining camo cut-offs in a deranged claw-crane crossover game as I searched for 

something to say. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. 

She shook her head. “Don’t be. You’re stuck in here, same as us. The others wanted to keep you out of our 

plans, but I saw something in you.I don’t think you’re a spy for the game. We’ve seen those before. They 

always move the same way and repeat themselves.” 

“Plans?” 

“We built this interface,” she said. She moved the table aside to reveal a rock. No, it wasn’t a rock—it was a 

screen built to look like a rock. Light-green text scrolled down over a black background too fast for me to 

make out individual words. 

“Built to look like a rock?” I said. Maybe it was chiselled out of a rock. In the low light and with my bad eyes, 

I couldn’t be sure. 

“It’s fake,” she said. “Got a virus inside.” She tapped a French-manicured fingernail on the glass, and the 

scroll rate of the text increased.“Here’s our problem: we need to physically embed this rock into the game. 

We’ve tested a few different areas, and we believe the best place is in the glass at the front window. But 
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whenever one of us gets close, there goes the hook, and she’s winched away. That’s why the rock looks so 

banged up.” 

“You want me to try? I can definitely carry that thing. I mean, it seems pretty light,” I said. I wanted them to 

be impressed by my ability to heft heavy objects, by the way I inhabited my new-to-me masculinity. 

Collectively, the women smiled. I wasn’t sure whether they knew how much they made my heart race. They 

probably did. That was probably why they’d asked me. And I was a sucker for it. Helping gorgeous women 

through a demonstration of my ability to lift was the pinnacle of gender euphoria. 

“What will it do? Let us out?” I said. 

“Where would we go, honey?” she said. “No, we want privacy. I mean, sure, maybe we can get out, but none 

of us is holding out hope for escape. We want the game to power down, even for just a moment, even if it 

means that’s it for us. Get some peace and quiet up in here, whateverit takes. We’re sick of the performance, 

of the constant noise, of the claw, of pain. We’re ready.” 

I bent to lift the rock, which was the size of a soccer ball. I loved its grey-green, sparkling heft. For the first 

time since I’d arrived in the game, I felt useful. I was helping someone. I was helping us all. 

I came out of the woods and into the diffuse sunlight. Same weather as always. A patch of gray rolled over the 

sky and replaced KEEP PLAYING? INSERT COIN (0/2). I felt watched, so I sped up. I stumbled with the 

uneven weight. Behind me, I heard a hatch retract and a winch lower. The hook. I did not look back. When I 

heard it just behind me, close enough to touch, I jumped into a crevice. The hook missed me by inches and 

sailed up and away. 

When I came close to the glass, more pixels prevented me from getting right up to it. I threw the stone as hard 

as I could. It wedged into the glass, which splintered outward from the hole in a spiderweb pattern. Each glass 

fragment glowed neon yellow before it went dark. Around me, the landscape began to disintegrate. The sky 

fuzzed. A buck pawed at the ground nearby. The huff of his breath moved from three dimensionsto two, and 

his antlers became the outlines of antlers, his muzzle a sketched version of his face. The trees flattened to 

Brown 

 

blocks. Behind me, the women howled. 

White text in a sans-serif font appeared on the dark front screen. 

> ERROR 

> FATAL ERROR 

> FATAL RUNTIME ERROR 
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On the other side of the glass, the Skee-Ball lights turned yellow, then a white so bright it burned through the 

dark. The lights burst one by one like fireworks. 

__________________________________ 

Excerpted from Queer Little Nightmares: An Anthology of Monstrous Fiction and Poetry, co-edited by David 

Ly and Daniel Zomparelli and published by Arsenal Pulp Press. 

 

https://lithub.com/insert-coin/  

https://danielzomparelli.com/monsters
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Silence -- a Fable 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

ALCMAN. The mountain pinnacles slumber; valleys, crags and caves are silent. 

"LISTEN to me," said the Demon as he placed his hand upon my head. "The region of which I speak is a 

dreary region in Libya, by the borders of the river Zaire. And there is no quiet there, nor silence. 

"The waters of the river have a saffron and sickly hue; and they flow not onwards to the sea, but palpitate 

forever and forever beneath the red eye of the sun with a tumultuous and convulsive motion. For many miles 

on either side of the river's oozy bed is a pale desert of gigantic water-lilies. They sigh one unto the other in 

that solitude, and stretch towards the heaven their long and ghastly necks, and nod to and fro their everlasting 

heads. And there is an indistinct murmur which cometh out from among them like the rushing of subterrene 

water. And they sigh one unto the other. 

"But there is a boundary to their realm -- the boundary of the dark, horrible, lofty forest. There, like the waves 

about the Hebrides, the low underwood is agitated continually. But there is no wind throughout the heaven. 

And the tall primeval trees rock eternally hither and thither with a crashing and mighty sound. And from their 

high summits, one by one, drop everlasting dews. And at the roots strange poisonous flowers lie writhing in 

perturbed slumber. And overhead, with a rustling and loud noise, the gray clouds rush westwardly forever, 

until they roll, a cataract, over the fiery wall of the horizon. But there is no wind throughout the heaven. And 

by the shores of the river Zaire there is neither quiet nor silence. 

"It was night, and the rain fell; and falling, it was rain, but, having fallen, it was blood. And I stood in the 

morass among the tall and the rain fell upon my head -- and the lilies sighed one unto the other in the 

solemnity of their desolation. 

"And, all at once, the moon arose through the thin ghastly mist, and was crimson in color. And mine eyes fell 

upon a huge gray rock which stood by the shore of the river, and was lighted by the light of the moon. And 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
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the rock was gray, and ghastly, and tall, -- and the rock was gray. Upon its front were characters engraven in 

the stone; and I walked through the morass of water-lilies, until I came close unto the shore, that I might read 

the characters upon the stone. But I could not decypher them. And I was going back into the morass, when the 

moon shone with a fuller red, and I turned and looked again upon the rock, and upon the characters; -- and the 

characters were DESOLATION. 

"And I looked upwards, and there stood a man upon the summit of the rock; and I hid myself among the 

water-lilies that I might discover the actions of the man. And the man was tall and stately in form, and was 

wrapped up from his shoulders to his feet in the toga of old Rome. And the outlines of his figure were 

indistinct -- but his features were the features of a deity; for the mantle of the night, and of the mist, and of the 

moon, and of the dew, had left uncovered the features of his face. And his brow was lofty with thought, and 

his eye wild with care; and, in the few furrows upon his cheek I read the fables of sorrow, and weariness, and 

disgust with mankind, and a longing after solitude. 

"And the man sat upon the rock, and leaned his head upon his hand, and looked out upon the desolation. He 

looked down into the low unquiet shrubbery, and up into the tall primeval trees, and up higher at the rustling 

heaven, and into the crimson moon. And I lay close within shelter of the lilies, and observed the actions of the 

man. And the man trembled in the solitude; -- but the night waned, and he sat upon the rock. 

"And the man turned his attention from the heaven, and looked out upon the dreary river Zaire, and upon the 

yellow ghastly waters, and upon the pale legions of the water-lilies. And the man listened to the sighs of the 

water-lilies, and to the murmur that came up from among them. And I lay close within my covert and 

observed the actions of the man. And the man trembled in the solitude; -- but the night waned and he sat upon 

the rock. 

"Then I went down into the recesses of the morass, and waded afar in among the wilderness of the lilies, and 

called unto the hippopotami which dwelt among the fens in the recesses of the morass. And the hippopotami 

heard my call, and came, with the behemoth, unto the foot of the rock, and roared loudly and fearfully beneath 

the moon. And I lay close within my covert and observed the actions of the man. And the man trembled in the 

solitude; -- but the night waned and he sat upon the rock. 

"Then I cursed the elements with the curse of tumult; and a frightful tempest gathered in the heaven where, 

before, there had been no wind. And the heaven became livid with the violence of the tempest -- and the rain 

beat upon the head of the man -- and the floods of the river came down -- and the river was tormented into 

foam -- and the water-lilies shrieked within their beds -- and the forest crumbled before the wind -- and the 

thunder rolled -- and the lightning fell -- and the rock rocked to its foundation. And I lay close within my 

covert and observed the actions of the man. And the man trembled in the solitude; -- but the night waned and 

he sat upon the rock. 
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"Then I grew angry and cursed, with the curse of silence, the river, and the lilies, and the wind, and the forest, 

and the heaven, and the thunder, and the sighs of the water-lilies. And they became accursed, and were still. 

And the moon ceased to totter up its pathway to heaven -- and the thunder died away -- and the lightning did 

not flash -- and the clouds hung motionless -- and the waters sunk to their level and remained -- and the trees 

ceased to rock -- and the water-lilies sighed no more -- and the murmur was heard no longer from among 

them, nor any shadow of sound throughout the vast illimitable desert. And I looked upon the characters of the 

rock, and they were changed; -- and the characters were SILENCE. 

"And mine eyes fell upon the countenance of the man, and his countenance was wan with terror. And, 

hurriedly, he raised his head from his hand, and stood forth upon the rock and listened. But there was no voice 

throughout the vast illimitable desert, and the characters upon the rock were SILENCE. And the man 

shuddered, and turned his face away, and fled afar off, in haste, so that I beheld him no more." 

Now there are fine tales in the volumes of the Magi -- in the iron-bound, melancholy volumes of the Magi. 

Therein, I say, are glorious histories of the Heaven, and of the Earth, and of the mighty sea -- and of the Genii 

that over-ruled the sea, and the earth, and the lofty heaven. There was much lore too in the sayings which 

were said by the Sybils; and holy, holy things were heard of old by the dim leaves that trembled around 

Dodona -- but, as Allah liveth, that fable which the Demon told me as he sat by my side in the shadow of the 

tomb, I hold to be the most wonderful of all! And as the Demon made an end of his story, he fell back within 

the cavity of the tomb and laughed. And I could not laugh with the Demon, and he cursed me because I could 

not laugh. And the lynx which dwelleth forever in the tomb, came out therefrom, and lay down at the feet of 

the Demon, and looked at him steadily in the face. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/silence-a-fable 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/silence-a-fable
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Blood Red 

GABRIELLA PONCE (TRANS. SARAH BOOKER) 
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The following is from Gabriela Ponce's Blood Red. Ponce is a writer, playwright and theater director, as well 

as a professor of performing arts at the Universidad San Francisco de Quito, Ecuador. Her previous books 

include a collection of stories, Antropofaguitas, the novel Sanguínea (Severo Editorial), which was awarded 

the Gallegos Lara prize by the Municipality of Quito for Best Novel of the Year, and Solo hay un jardín: en el 

fondo de todo hay un jardín (La Caída editorial) a compilation of her plays. 

I won’t give details about the retreat, but there is something I’ll try to narrate. I could start with the anecdotal: 

I cried for three days, this fondness of mine for crying. But I also can’t say that this cry was just a cry. It could 

have been the meticulous sound of the phagocytosis. Of a pain that fed off me to become something else. The 

similarity and difference of this pain that came back to me in disconnected moments, as if the nucleus of my 

being began to violently disintegrate, showing me there wasn’t anything: no center, no possibility of 

identifying myself. I hated and loved understanding this is what happens, love gave way to hatred, forging 

love always meant forging hatred, fucking hell, but it isn’t so simple to differentiate the two in this amalgam, 

you get lost. There’s something concrete around this cry that eludes anecdote. Something like a revelation that 

took place not in the thoughts that stray but in the colorful flesh or substance, I don’t know. We were in the 

middle of the jungle. A wild place. At a retreat that wasn’t spiritual or experiential or any of that bullshit. I 

don’t know what it was, I still can’t say what it was about. Or what the leftovers of my blood in a delicate 

screen that functioned as a filter in the latrine meant. A clump of coagulated blood on the screen, my fingers 

grabbing it so it wouldn’t clog the plumbing and burying it in the grass. There wasn’t a bathroom. There 

wasn’t a shower. No amenities. I’d started bleeding again, like I bled back then: gushing and not 

understanding how losing so much blood was normal and wasn’t killing me. In my catastrophic fantasies, 

those that occupied a large part of my interior world, those that if they were to stop would mean the end of 

everything, because I am catastrophic fantasizing, I imagined emptying out, turning pale, and dying from so 

much blood leaving my vagina. I imagined my wake, my burial, the lives of others continuing without me, 

and the pleasureful image of being idealized and supreme revived me. I really bled solid. Pieces of me that 

had solidified in ways I couldn’t understand, chunks of entrails that left the sensation of a hole inside me. It 

seemed like nothing was left after each period, but then it would come back the following month and 

dismember me with pieces that sometimes became dust, sometimes those pieces were dry red dust that I 

watched accumulate like a mountain of sand on my white pads. I woke up that first morning of the retreat and 

felt the blood come, but the blood flowed not only with that intensity but also a deep repressed sensation like 

opening a door and feeling the storm, the hail that again nears and that is going to come in kicking the body, 

ripping open ancient wounds, breaking mugs and glasses, vomiting little white acid pills on those wounds to 

scratch the skin so that everything is then blood on blood. When the pain came on like that, I was scared. The 

flow had a strength that opened holes in the ground and made me look down from the shame and pleasure. 

This time everything could be worse, exacerbated by the immense landscape, open, incapable of containing 

anything. I thought about grabbing my things and running away. I was used to running. I didn’t run. With the 

tears pouring out in seas with the same force as the blood and hail, I woke María, who was sleeping in the 

next bed, and a grimace formed on my lips. I think it was the expression of a scream or horror because she 

grabbed my arm and said let’s go to the river. We walked and upon stepping into the wildness of the 

northwestern jungle wearing shorts and boots that slid uncontrollably in the wet mud, because on top of 

everything, it was raining, I thought about thousands of things, again the maddening wandering thoughts, 

spraying images, feeling my knees shake and a spiral forming in my throat, slipping and getting up, 

accumulating the past like an inevitable future. The desolation on the tips of my hard nipples, the fear 

mounting in my coccyx. We reached the bank, and I stripped, covering my chest with my hands and crying 

about something so serious I could barely think about it, something so serious it became neutral, something 

that wasn’t still or moving and had always existed. This pain precedes me, I thought. And that thought was 
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immediately followed by another—it’s the women—but the image of the neutral prevailed again. It wasn’t a 

man or a woman or me. This pain is a monster, I thought. I tried to name it again, but the incessant repetition 

returned. This pain precedes me, again, like a mantra, this pain precedes me, and while I tried to think to reach 

some sort of calm in the origin of that evil, I was met with the image of a nucleus splitting open in a pebble 

touching the crest of a wave that, in the moment, formed in the river, coming from who knows where. María 

grabbed my hand and put me in the freezing water, washing the snot and tears that streamed down my naked 

body and poured from my holes, I knelt down, balancing on a rock, and María’s hands grabbed the soap and 

started on my back while saying words like a slow song and caressed my buttocks with a piece of soap or with 

her hand, maybe it was her hand with a leaf or maybe it was just her hand with mud. She moved down my 

thighs and stopped, we both looked at the blood, and then she gently touched my pubic hair and continued 

over my breasts, softly moving aside my hand, she touched my nipples and then my neck and continued over 

my hair, my long, knotted hair between her fingers, untangling leaves lodged in it. Me, crying even harder and 

grabbing my vagina, she, saying strange little words, the blood like a distant tributary painting the water, 

stones, wet leaves. She hugged me and we sank into the water, me touching her wavy hair, she squeezing my 

waist, feeling her firm buttocks, resting my arms on her back, surrounding our bodies in water, calming my 

blood and me with her, everything coming together far from thought. Immense, the sky. What bodies do 

together when they touch, when fingers slide through holes and caress creased, fragile textures, volumes, and 

stains, moistening the reddest parts with white fingertips. The pleasure of touch. The water flowing in my 

holes along with those fingers to soften my organs. That afternoon, after one of the retreat’s collective therapy 

sessions, we returned to the river, this time farther away from camp, where the tributary formed a waterfall. 

The two of us went back with a Frenchman who had a silent beauty concentrated in his eyes. When beauty is 

silent, when it doesn’t manifest itself but is always hiding, the gleam seeps in and bursts out in swift, sudden 

flashes; this makes me dizzy and then nervously laugh. The three of us went to the river. Laughing with the 

same thickness with which I’d cried that morning, I thought about getting in the water again, but I was so 

embarrassed by the blood that I stayed on the bank while they submerged themselves and swam to the 

waterfall and felt the velocity of the vertical water on their heads. Their bodies moved between laughs that 

multiplied and were thousands of laughs, they were the laughs of everything, they were the laughs of the 

rocks I was sitting on and whose vibration aroused and moved me and those two incompatible sensations 

accelerated my legs that were entering the water, far from the other two, vibrating, because sensation is 

always vibration, the man from the cave had told me when he explained rhythm and got lost in the depths of a 

musical thought in which breath, that’s what he called it, gave origin to all forms of movement. María’s body 

was bony and long and coincided with the roundness of the Frenchman’s body, it coincided in opposition (or 

in synchronicity, I don’t know). They were different but coinciding bodies. I pictured their mouths kissing and 

everything made perfect sense, especially in terms of rhythm. The jealousy I had felt toward her for years, for 

the carelessness with which she carried her beauty (especially her hair), became admiration. I did everything 

for her to love me and then, when my hair was something like her hair and her fingers also donned big rings 

like mine, I already loved her and she loved me and I could no longer distinguish what was mine and what 

was hers and that later led us to hatred and luckily back to love, but this story isn’t relevant right now. In that 

moment she and the Frenchman were also me in the river. I remembered then what that morning, amid the 

desolation, in that slow litany, she had asked me to observe: the disorder of everything, that’s what she’d said, 

observe the forms, please, their disordered appearance, and she named them one by one: 

Tree, stone, river 

vine, fish, finger 

arm, face, air 

sky, bird, leaf 
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and all those words sounded like a song or a poem or like the conjunction and that was the reason for being or 

the possibility of being of the things, of the leaves and the air and her finger in that moment, carefully rubbing 

the borders of my interior. She always talked a lot and much of what she said, above all when she made an 

effort, I found rather banal, but when she lost the seriousness, she was capable of saying things that surprised 

and elucidated me, and that morning, that recitation of things while she touched me had concluded with a 

phrase that alluded to the existence of something mysterious, that’s how she said it, something that traverses 

the world, that traverses the leaf but doesn’t kill it. That idea had calmed my spirit, and in the afternoon, 

watching her body receive the crash of water next to another body, it became an ineffable revelation, like 

every revelation is. A thought escaping from the loss to anchor itself in a single image. It wasn’t the 

experience of unity, nor was it the experience of dissolution, nor was it the conjunction allowing itself, 

everything, to be, but a multiplication and a derailment. That’s what we were. I felt in that moment the 

multiplication like an echo of the stone in my belly—my belly full of myomas, a doctor telling me I won’t be 

able to have children—and I also felt the pleasure of the forms and the deviations between the forms and their 

names. I held my gaze on a tree and savored the word leaf. The leaves, that green made from the earth, from 

the roots and exposed in so many shapes in the air. Material that’s always immersed in another 

material: intimacy stronger than contiguity and conjunction. To say it like that isn’t precise, either. It sounds 

pretentious and elemental and confused, but it’s true that those sensations led me to say a phrase I remember 

exactly: I want to start over. I immediately knew it was impossible and sank into the water strangely feeling a 

relief that made me float and breathe lying atop the water, finally not afraid. 

__________________________________ 

From Blood Red by Gabriela Ponce, translated by Sarah Booker. Used with permission of the publisher, 

Restless Books. Copyright 2020 by Gabriela Ponce. Translation copyright 2022 by Sarah Booker. 

 

https://lithub.com/blood-red/   

https://restlessbooks.org/bookstore/blood-red
https://lithub.com/blood-red/
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16 Life-Learnings from 16 Years of The Marginalian 

Reflections on keeping the soul intact and alive and worthy of itself. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

The Marginalian was born as a plain-text newsletter to seven friends on October 23, 2006, under the 

outgrown name Brain Pickings. Substack was a decade and a half beyond the horizon of the cultural 

imagination. The infant universe of social media was filled with the primordial matter of MySpace. I was a 

college student still shaken with the disorientation of landing alone in America at the tail end of my teens, a 

world apart from my native Bulgaria, still baffled by the foreignness of fitted sheets, brunch, and “How are 

you?” as a greeting rather than a question. I was also living through my first episode of severe depression and 

weaving, without knowing it, my own lifeline to survival out of what remains the best material I know: 

wonder. 

Once a week, I dispatched my ledger of curiosity — a brief digest of interesting, inspiring, or plainly 

wondrous things I had encountered on the internet, at the library, or in the city, from exquisite sixteenth-

century Japanese woodblocks to a fascinating new neuroscience study to arresting graffiti on the side of a 

warehouse. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/22/brain-pickings-becoming-the-marginalian/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/22/brain-pickings-becoming-the-marginalian/
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It was sweet, at first, when my friends kept asking to add their girlfriends or parents to the list, who in turn 

asked to add their own friends, until it exceeded the time I had for such administration. 

I had the obvious idea to make a website of it, so that anyone who wanted to read could just visit it without 

any demands on my time. The only trouble was that I didn’t know how to make a website. (Blogging 

platforms as we now know them were not a thing, and even the rudimentary options that existed required 

some HTML proficiency.) We have a way of not always knowing whether the hard way is the easiest way or 

vice versa. In addition to my full college course load and the four jobs I was working to pay for it, I decided to 

take a night class and learn to code — it seemed the simplest solution for maximal self-reliance. I calculated 

that if I replaced two meals a day with canned tuna and oatmeal — the white label brand from the local 

grocery store in West Philly — in a few weeks I could pay for the coding class. And so I did. A crude website 

was born, ugly as a newborn aardvark. 

Eventually, when email newsletter delivery services became available and affordable to my bootstrapped 

budget, the website got a newsletter, coming full circle. To this day, it goes out weekly, carrying into a far 

vaster digital universe a spare selection of the writings I publish on the website throughout the week. 

 

In those early years, working my banal day jobs hostage to my visa and the demands of my metabolism, not 

once did it occur to me that this labor of love would become both the pulse-beat of my life and the sole source 

https://www.themarginalian.org/newsletter/
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of my livelihood. And yet, in a baffling blur of time and chance — the anthropocentric term for which is luck 

— the seven friends somehow became several million readers without much effort on my behalf beyond the 

daily habit of showing up for the blank page. (There is, of course, nothing singular or surprising about this — 

Earth carves canyons into rock with nothing more than a steadfast stream. Somehow we keep forgetting that 

human nature is but a fractal of nature itself.) 

Several years in, I thought it would be a good exercise to reflect on what I was learning about life in the 

course of composing The Marginalian, which was always a form of composing myself. Starting at year seven, 

I began a sort of public diary of learnings — never revising those of the previous years, only adding some 

newly gleaned understanding with each completed orbit, the way our present selves are always a Russian 

nesting doll containing and growing out of the irrevisible selves we have been. 

And now, at year sixteen, here they all are, dating back to the beginning. 

 

Art by Debbie Millman for The Marginalian 

https://www.themarginalian.org/donate/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/10/23/7-lessons-from-7-years/
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1. Allow yourself the uncomfortable luxury of changing your mind. Cultivate that capacity for “negative 

capability.” We live in a culture where one of the greatest social disgraces is not having an opinion, so we 

often form our “opinions” based on superficial impressions or the borrowed ideas of others, without investing 

the time and thought that cultivating true conviction necessitates. We then go around asserting these donned 

opinions and clinging to them as anchors to our own reality. It’s enormously disorienting to simply say, “I 

don’t know.” But it’s infinitely more rewarding to understand than to be right — even if that means changing 

your mind about a topic, an ideology, or, above all, yourself. 

2. Do nothing for prestige or status or money or approval alone. As Paul Graham observed, “prestige is like a 

powerful magnet that warps even your beliefs about what you enjoy. It causes you to work not on what you 

like, but what you’d like to like.” Those extrinsic motivators are fine and can feel life-affirming in the 

moment, but they ultimately don’t make it thrilling to get up in the morning and gratifying to go to sleep at 

night — and, in fact, they can often distract and detract from the things that do offer those deeper rewards. 

3. Be generous. Be generous with your time and your resources and with giving credit and, especially, with 

your words. It’s so much easier to be a critic than a celebrator. Always remember there is a human being on 

the other end of every exchange and behind every cultural artifact being critiqued. To understand and be 

understood, those are among life’s greatest gifts, and every interaction is an opportunity to exchange them. 

4. Build pockets of stillness into your life. Meditate. Go for walks. Ride your bike going nowhere in 

particular. There is a creative purpose to daydreaming, even to boredom. The best ideas come to us when we 

stop actively trying to coax the muse into manifesting and let the fragments of experience float around our 

unconscious mind in order to click into new combinations. Without this essential stage of unconscious 

processing, the entire flow of the creative process is broken. Most important, sleep. Besides being the greatest 

creative aphrodisiac, sleep also affects our every waking moment, dictates our social rhythm, and 

even mediates our negative moods. Be as religious and disciplined about your sleep as you are about your 

work. We tend to wear our ability to get by on little sleep as some sort of badge of honor that validates our 

work ethic. But what it really is is a profound failure of self-respect and of priorities. What could possibly be 

more important than your health and your sanity, from which all else springs? 

5. As Maya Angelou famously advised, when people tell you who they are, believe them. Just as important, 

however, when people try to tell you who you are, don’t believe them. You are the only custodian of your 

own integrity, and the assumptions made by those that misunderstand who you are and what you stand for 

reveal a great deal about them and absolutely nothing about you. 

6. Presence is far more intricate and rewarding an art than productivity. Ours is a culture that measures our 

worth as human beings by our efficiency, our earnings, our ability to perform this or that. The cult of 

productivity has its place, but worshipping at its altar daily robs us of the very capacity for joy and wonder 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/11/01/john-keats-on-negative-capability/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/11/01/john-keats-on-negative-capability/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/02/27/purpose-work-love/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/10/09/mind-wandering-and-creativity/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/10/26/susan-sontag-on-boredom/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/05/04/a-technique-for-producing-ideas-young/#unconscious
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/05/04/a-technique-for-producing-ideas-young/#unconscious
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/08/28/the-art-of-thought-graham-wallas-stages/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/10/01/breakthrough-alex-cornell/
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that makes life worth living — for, as Annie Dillard memorably put it, “how we spend our days is, of course, 

how we spend our lives.” 

7. “Expect anything worthwhile to take a long time.” This is borrowed from the wise and wonderful Debbie 

Millman, for it’s hard to better capture something so fundamental yet so impatiently overlooked in our culture 

of immediacy. The myth of the overnight success is just that — a myth — as well as a reminder that our 

present definition of success needs serious retuning. The flower doesn’t go from bud to blossom in one 

spritely burst and yet, as a culture, we’re disinterested in the tedium of the blossoming. But that’s where all 

the real magic unfolds in the making of one’s character and destiny. 

8. Seek out what magnifies your spirit. Patti Smith, in discussing William Blake and her creative influences, 

talks about writers and artists who magnified her spirit — it’s a beautiful phrase and a beautiful notion. Who 

are the people, ideas, and books that magnify your spirit? Find them, hold on to them, and visit them often. 

Use them not only as a remedy once spiritual malaise has already infected your vitality but as a vaccine 

administered while you are healthy to protect your radiance. 

9. Don’t be afraid to be an idealist. There is much to be said for our responsibility as creators and consumers 

of that constant dynamic interaction we call culture — which side of the fault line between catering and 

creating are we to stand on? The commercial enterprise is conditioning us to believe that the road to success is 

paved with catering to existing demands — give the people cat GIFs, the narrative goes, because cat GIFs are 

what the people want. But E.B. White, one of our last great idealists, was eternally right when he asserted half 

a century ago that the role of the writer is “to lift people up, not lower them down” — a role each of us is 

called to with increasing urgency, whatever cog we may be in the machinery of society. Supply creates its 

own demand. Only by consistently supplying it can we hope to increase the demand for the substantive over 

the superficial — in our individual lives and in the collective dream called culture. 

10. Don’t just resist cynicism — fight it actively. Fight it in yourself, for this ungainly beast lays dormant in 

each of us, and counter it in those you love and engage with, by modeling its opposite. Cynicism often 

masquerades as nobler faculties and dispositions, but is categorically inferior. Unlike that great Rilkean life-

expanding doubt, it is a contracting force. Unlike critical thinking, that pillar of reason and necessary 

counterpart to hope, it is inherently uncreative, unconstructive, and spiritually corrosive. Life, like the 

universe itself, tolerates no stasis — in the absence of growth, decay usurps the order. Like all forms of 

destruction, cynicism is infinitely easier and lazier than construction. There is nothing more difficult yet more 

gratifying in our society than living with sincerity and acting from a place of largehearted, 

constructive, rational faith in the human spirit, continually bending toward growth and betterment. This 

remains the most potent antidote to cynicism. Today, especially, it is an act of courage and resistance. 

11. A reflection originally offered by way of a wonderful poem about pi: Question your maps and models of 

the universe, both inner and outer, and continually test them against the raw input of reality. Our maps are still 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/06/07/annie-dillard-the-writing-life-1/
http://explore.noodle.org/post/53767000482/the-ever-wise-debbie-millman-shares-10-things-she
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https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/06/01/rilke-on-questions/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/06/01/rilke-on-questions/
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maps, approximating the landscape of truth from the territories of the knowable — incomplete 

representational models that always leave more to map, more to fathom, because the selfsame forces that 

made the universe also made the figuring instrument with which we try to comprehend it. 

12. Because Year 12 is the year in which I finished writing Figuring (though it emanates from my entire life), 

and because the sentiment, which appears in the prelude, is the guiding credo to which the rest of the book is a 

576-page footnote, I will leave it as it stands: There are infinitely many kinds of beautiful lives. 

13. In any bond of depth and significance, forgive, forgive, forgive. And then forgive again. The richest 

relationships are lifeboats, but they are also submarines that descend to the darkest and most disquieting 

places, to the unfathomed trenches of the soul where our deepest shames and foibles and vulnerabilities live, 

where we are less than we would like to be. Forgiveness is the alchemy by which the shame transforms into 

the honor and privilege of being invited into another’s darkness and having them witness your own with the 

undimmed light of love, of sympathy, of nonjudgmental understanding. Forgiveness is the engine of 

buoyancy that keeps the submarine rising again and again toward the light, so that it may become a lifeboat 

once more. 

14. Choose joy. Choose it like a child chooses the shoe to put on the right foot, the crayon to paint a sky. 

Choose it at first consciously, effortfully, pressing against the weight of a world heavy with reasons for 

sorrow, restless with need for action. Feel the sorrow, take the action, but keep pressing the weight of joy 

against it all, until it becomes mindless, automated, like gravity pulling the stream down its course; until it 

becomes an inner law of nature. If Viktor Frankl can exclaim “yes to life, in spite of everything!” — and what 

an everything he lived through — then so can any one of us amid the rubble of our plans, so trifling by 

comparison. Joy is not a function of a life free of friction and frustration, but a function of focus — an inner 

elevation by the fulcrum of choice. So often, it is a matter of attending to what Hermann Hesse called, as the 

world was about to come unworlded by its first global war, “the little joys”; so often, those are the slender 

threads of which we weave the lifeline that saves us. 

Delight in the age-salted man on the street corner waiting for the light to change, his age-salted dog beside 

him, each inclined toward the other with the angular subtlety of absolute devotion. 

Delight in the little girl zooming past you on her little bicycle, this fierce emissary of the future, rainbow 

tassels waving from her handlebars and a hundred beaded braids spilling from her golden helmet. 

Delight in the snail taking an afternoon to traverse the abyssal crack in the sidewalk for the sake of pasturing 

on a single blade of grass. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/figuring/
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Delight in the tiny new leaf, so shy and so shamelessly lush, unfurling from the crooked stem of the parched 

geranium. 

I think often of this verse from Jane Hirshfield’s splendid poem “The Weighing”: 

So few grains of happiness 

measured against all the dark 

and still the scales balance. 

Yes, except we furnish both the grains and the scales. I alone can weigh the blue of my sky, you of yours. 

15. Outgrow yourself. 

16. Unself. Nothing is more tedious than self-concern — the antipode of wonder. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/10/23/16-learnings/?mc_cid=b5f73f06cf&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 
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“My Parents And My Children” 

SAMANTA SCHWEBLIN (TRANS. MEGAN MCDOWELL) 
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The following is a story from Samanta Schweblin's collection Seven Empty Houses. Schweblin is the author 

of the novel Fever Dream, a finalist for the International Booker Prize, and the novel Little Eyes and story 

collection A Mouthful of Birds, longlisted for the same prize. Chosen by Granta as one of the twenty-two best 

writers in Spanish under the age of thirty-five, she has won numerous prestigious awards around the world. 

Her books have been translated into thirty-five languages. Originally from Buenos Aires, she lives in Berlin. 

Where are your parents’ clothes?” asks Marga. She crosses her arms and waits for my answer. She knows I 

don’t know. On the other side of the picture window, my parents are running naked in the backyard. 

“It’s almost six, Javier,” Marga tells me. “What’s going to happen when Charly comes back from the store 

with the kids and they see their grandparents chasing each other around?” 

“Who’s Charly?” I ask. 

I think I know who Charly is—he’s the great-new-man my ex-wife is dating—but at some point I would like 

for her to explain that to me. 

“They’re going to die of shame when they see their grandparents, that’s what’s going to happen.” 

“They’re sick, Marga.” 

She sighs. I take deep breaths and count slowly to keep from turning bitter, to instill patience, to give Marga 

the time she needs. I say: 

“You wanted the kids to see their grandparents. You wanted me to bring my parents out here, because you 

thought this place, three hundred kilometers from my house, would be a good spot for a vacation.” 

“You said they were better.” 

Behind Marga, my father sprays my mother with the hose. When he sprays her tits, my mother holds her tits. 

When he sprays her ass, my mother holds her ass. 

“You know how they get if you take them out of their environment,” I say. “And outdoors . . .” 

Is it my mother who holds what my father sprays, or is it my father who sprays what my mother holds? 

“Uh-huh. So if I’m going to invite you to spend a few days with your children, whom, I might add, you 

haven’t seen in three months, I have to anticipate the level of your parents’ excitement.” 

My mother picks up Marga’s poodle and holds it over her head, spinning around. I try to keep my eyes trained 

on Marga to prevent her, at all costs, from turning toward them. 

“I want to leave all this madness behind, Javier.” 
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This madness, I think. 

“If that means you see the kids less . . . I can’t keep exposing them to this.” 

“They’re just naked, Marga.” 

She walks forward, and I follow. Behind us, the poodle is still spinning in the air. Before opening the front 

door Marga checks her hair in the windowpane and adjusts her dress. Charly is tall, strong, and brutish. He 

looks like the guy who announces the twelve o’clock news, only his body is swollen from exercise. My four-

year-old daughter and my six-year-old son hang from his arms like two swim floaties. Charly delicately helps 

them fall, lowering his immense gorilla torso toward the ground and freeing himself to give Marga a kiss. 

Then he comes toward me, and for a moment I’m afraid he won’t be friendly. But he holds out his hand and 

he smiles. 

“Javier, this is Charly,” says Marga. 

I feel the kids crash into my legs and hug me. I squeeze Charly’s hand forcefully as he shakes my whole body. 

The kids pull away and run off. 

“What do you think of the house, Javi?” asks Charly, his eyes looking upward and beyond me, as if it were a 

real and true castle they’d rented. 

Javi, I think. This madness, I think. 

The poodle appears, whimpering softly with its tail between its legs. Marga picks it up, and while the dog 

licks her she wrinkles her nose and coos, “My-widdlepuppums-my-widdle-puppums.” Charly looks at her 

with his head cocked to one side, maybe just trying to understand. Then Marga turns abruptly toward him, 

alarmed, and says: 

“Where are the kids?” 

“They must be in the back,” says Charly, “in the yard.” 

“I don’t want them to see their grandparents like that.” 

All three of us turn from side to side, but we don’t see them. 

“See, Javier, this is precisely the kind of thing I want to avoid,” says Marga, taking a few steps away. “Kids!” 

She heads around the house toward the backyard. Charly and I follow. 

“How was the road?” asks Charly. 
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He mimes the movement of turning a steering wheel with one hand, simulates changing gears to accelerate 

with the other. There is stupidity and eagerness in each one of his movements. 

“I don’t drive.” 

He bends down to pick up some toys on the path and sets them aside; now his brow is furrowed. I’m afraid of 

reaching the yard and finding my kids and my parents together. No, what I’m afraid of is Marga finding them 

together, and the great scene of recrimination that will follow. But Marga is alone in the middle of the yard, 

waiting for us with her fists on her hips. She heads back inside and we go into the house behind her. We are 

her most humble followers, and that means I have something in common with Charly, some kind of kinship. 

Could he really have enjoyed the highway on his drive? 

“Kids!” Marga shouts up the stairs. She’s furious but she contains herself, maybe because Charly still doesn’t 

know her very well. She comes back and sits on a stool in the kitchen. “We need something to drink, don’t 

we?” 

Charly takes a bottle of soda from the refrigerator and pours three glasses. Marga takes a couple sips and sits 

looking out into the yard for a moment. 

“This is really bad.” She stands up again. “This is really bad. I mean, they could be doing anything.” And now 

she does look at me. 

“Let’s check again,” I say, but by then she’s already headed out to the backyard. 

She comes back a few seconds later. 

“They’re not there,” she says. “My god, Javier, they’re not there.” 

“They are there, Marga, they have to be somewhere.” 

Charly goes out the front door, crosses the front yard, and follows the dirt tracks that lead to the road. Marga 

goes up the stairs and calls to the kids from the second floor. I go outside and circle the house. I pass the open 

garage full of toys, buckets, and plastic shovels. I look up into the trees and see that the kids’ inflatable 

dolphin has been hung, strangled, from one of the branches. The rope is made of my parents’ jogging suits. 

Marga peers out from one of the windows and our eyes meet for a second. Is she looking for my parents, too, 

or just for the kids? I go into the house through the kitchen door. Charly is coming in just then through the 

front door, and he tells me from the living room: 

“They’re not in front.” 

His face is no longer friendly. Now he has two lines between his eyebrows and he’s overdoing his movements 

as if Marga were controlling him: he goes quickly from stillness to action, crouching under the table, looking 

behind the china cabinet, peering under the stairs, as if he would be able to locate the kids only if he took 

them by surprise. I find myself unable to look away from his movements, and I can’t focus on my own search. 
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“They’re not outside,” says Marga. “Could they have gone back to the car? The car, Charly, the car.” 

I wait, but there are no instructions for me. Charly goes back outside, and Marga climbs the stairs again to the 

bedrooms. I follow her. She enters the one that’s apparently Simon’s, so I check Lina’s. We change rooms 

and look again. When I’m peering under Simon’s bed, I hear her curse. 

“Motherfuckers,” she says, so I assume it’s not because she’s found the kids. Could she have found my 

parents? 

* 

We check the bathroom together, then the attic and the master bedroom. Marga opens the closets, pushes 

aside some clothes on hangers. There aren’t many things and they’re all very organized. It’s a summer house, 

I tell myself, but then I think about the real house where my wife and kids live, the house that used to be mine 

as well, and I realize it was always that way in this family— few things, well organized— and it had never 

done any good to push aside the clothes in search of something else. We hear Charly come back inside, and 

we meet him in the living room. 

“They’re not in the car,” he tells my wife. 

“This is your parents’ fault,” says Marga. 

She pushes me by the shoulder. 

“It’s your fault. Where the hell are my kids?” she shouts, and she goes running back out into the yard. 

She calls to them from one side of the house and the other. 

“What’s beyond the shrubs?” I ask Charly. 

He looks at me and then back at my wife, who is still shouting. 

“Simon! Lina!” 

“Are there neighbors on the other side of the bushes?” I ask. 

“I don’t think so. I don’t know. There are estates. Parcels. The houses are really big.” 

He might be right to hesitate, but he seems like the stupidest man I’ve met in my life. Marga returns. 

“I’m going first,” she says, and she pushes between us. “Simon!” 
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“Dad!” I shout, walking behind Marga. “Mom!” 

Marga is a few meters ahead of me when she stops and picks something up from the ground. It’s something 

blue, and she holds it with her fingertips, as if it were a dead animal. It’s Lina’s sweatshirt. She turns around 

to look at me. She’s about to say something, curse me up and down again, but then she sees that farther on 

there’s another piece of clothing and she goes toward it. I feel the looming shadow of Charly behind me. 

Marga picks up Lina’s fuchsia shirt, and farther on one of her sneakers, and farther still, Simon’s T-shirt. 

There are more clothes on the road, but Marga stops short and turns back to us. 

“Call the police, Charly. Call the police now.” 

“Sweetie, there’s no need for that . . .” says Charly. 

Sweetie, I think. 

“Call the police, Charly.” 

Charly turns around and hurries back toward the house. Marga picks up more clothing. I follow her. She picks 

up another piece and stops before the last one. It’s Simon’s little shorts. They’re yellow and a bit twisted up. 

Marga does nothing. Maybe she can’t bend down for the shorts, maybe she doesn’t have the strength. She has 

her back to me and her body seems to start to shake. I approach slowly, trying not to startle her. The shorts are 

tiny. They could fit on my hands, four fingers in one hole, my thumb in the other. 

“They’ll be here in a minute,” says Charly, coming out of the house. “They’re sending a patrol car.” 

“You and your family, I’m going to . . .” says Marga, coming toward me. 

“Marga . . .” 

I pick up the trunks and then Marga lunges at me. I try to stand firm, but I lose my balance. I shield my face 

from her slaps. Charly is already here and trying to separate us. The patrol car pulls up and sounds its siren 

once. Two policemen get quickly out and rush to help Charly. 

“My kids aren’t here,” says Marga, “my kids aren’t here,” and she points to the shorts dangling from my 

hand. 

“Who is this man?” asks one of the cops. “Are you the husband?” they ask Charly. 

We try to explain ourselves. Contrary to my first impression, neither Marga nor Charly seems to blame me. 

They just plead for the kids. 

“My children are lost and they’re with two crazy people,” says Marga. 
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But the cops only want to know why we were fighting. Charly’s chest starts to swell, and for a moment I’m 

afraid he’s going to go after the cops. I let my hands fall in resignation the way Marga had done with me 

earlier, but the second cop’s eyes just follow the movement of the shorts in alarm. 

“What are you looking at?” asks Charly. 

“What?” says the cop. 

“You’ve been looking at those shorts since you got out of the car. You want to let someone know there are 

two missing kids?” 

“My kids,” repeats Marga. She stands firmly in front of one of the policemen and repeats it many times; she 

wants the cop to focus on what’s important. “My kids, my kids, my kids.” 

“When did you see them last?” the other cop finally asks. 

“They’re not in the house,” says Marga. “They took them.” 

“Who took them, ma’am?” 

I shake my head and try to interrupt, but the police beat me to it. 

“Are you talking about a kidnapping?” 

“They could be with their grandparents,” I say. 

“They’re with two naked old people,” says Marga. 

“And whose clothing is that, ma’am?” 

“It’s my kids’.” 

“Are you telling me that there are children and adults naked and together?” 

“Please,” says Marga’s now-broken voice. 

For the first time I wonder how dangerous it really is for your kids to be going around naked with your 

parents. 

“They could be hiding,” I say. “We can’t rule that out yet.” 

“And who are you?” asks one cop, while the other is already radioing the station. 
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“I’m the husband,” I say. 

So the officer looks at Charly now. Marga faces him down again, and I’m afraid she’s going to refute my 

words, but she says: 

“Please: my children, my children.” 

The first cop leaves the radio and comes over: 

“Parents in the car, and the gentleman”—indicating Charly—“stays here in case the kids come back to the 

house.” 

We stand looking at him. 

“Get in, let’s go, we have to move fast.” 

“No way,” says Marga. 

“Ma’am, please, we have to be sure they’re not going toward the highway.” 

Charly pushes Marga toward the patrol car and I follow her. We get in and I close my door with the car 

already moving. Charly is standing, looking at us, and I wonder if those three hundred kilometers of exciting 

driving had been done with my kids in the car. The cruiser backs up a little and we pull away and head toward 

the highway, fast. Just then I turn around to look at the house. I see them, all four of them: behind Charly, past 

the front yard, my parents and my children, naked and soaking wet in the living room’s picture window. My 

mother is rubbing her tits against the glass and Lina does it, too, staring at her in fascination. Simon imitates 

the two of them with his ass cheeks. They’re shouting with joy, but no one hears. Someone yanks the shorts 

from my hand and I hear Marga curse the cops. There is noise from the radio. The police are shouting to the 

station, and they say the words “adults and minors” twice, “kidnapping” once, and “naked” three times, while 

my ex-wife punches her fists into the back of the driver’s seat. So I tell myself, Don’t open your mouth, 

and Not a peep, because I see my father looking at me: his old torso tanned by the sun, his soft sex between 

his legs. He’s smiling triumphantly and he seems to recognize me. He hugs my mother and my children, 

slowly, warmly, without pulling anyone away from the glass. 

__________________________________ 

The story “My Parents and My Children” is excerpted from Seven Empty Houses by Samanta Schweblin, 

translated by Megan McDowell, published by Riverhead Books, an imprint of Penguin Publishing Group, a 

division of Penguin Random House, LLC. Copyright © 2022 by Samanta Schweblin/Megan McDowell. 

 

https://lithub.com/my-parents-and-my-children/   

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780525541394
https://lithub.com/my-parents-and-my-children/
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View image credit & caption 

Engineers build a battery-free, wireless underwater camera 

Device could explore unknown regions of the ocean, track pollution, monitor climate change 

 

Scientists estimate that more than 95% of Earth's oceans have never been observed, which means we have 

seen less of the planet's ocean than we have the far side of the moon or the surface of Mars. 

The high cost of powering an underwater camera for a long time, by tethering it to a research vessel or 

sending a ship to recharge its batteries, is a steep challenge preventing widespread undersea exploration. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/engineers-build-battery-free-wireless-underwater?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
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MIT researchers have taken a major step in overcoming this problem by developing a battery-free, wireless 

underwater camera that is about 100,000 times more energy-efficient than other undersea cameras. The U.S. 

National Science Foundation-supported device takes color photos, even in dark underwater environments, and 

transmits image data wirelessly through the water. 

The autonomous camera is powered by sound. It converts mechanical energy from sound waves traveling 

through water into electrical energy that powers its imaging and communications equipment. After capturing 

and encoding image data, the camera also uses sound waves to transmit data to a receiver that reconstructs the 

image.  

Because it doesn't need a power source, the camera could run for weeks before retrieval, enabling scientists to 

search remote parts of the ocean for new species. It could also be used to capture images of ocean pollution or 

monitor the health and growth of fish raised in aquaculture farms. 

"One of the most exciting applications of this camera is in the context of climate monitoring," says MIT 

computer scientist Fadel Adib, senior author of a paper published in Nature Communications. "We are 

building climate models, but we are missing data from more than 95% of the ocean. This technology could 

help us build more accurate climate models and better understand how climate change impacts the underwater 

world." 

Joining Adib on the paper are co-lead authors and Signal Kinetics group research assistants Sayed Saad Afzal, 

Waleed Akbar and Osvy Rodriguez, as well as research scientist Unsoo Ha and former group researchers 

Mario Doumet and Reza Ghaffarivardavagh. 

Research areas 

Directorate for Computer and Information Science and Engineering (CISE)   Division of Computer and 

Network Systems (CISE/CNS) 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/engineers-build-battery-free-wireless-

underwater?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery 

ESSAY THE FILTH ISSUE 

https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fnews.mit.edu%2F2022%2Fbattery-free-wireless-underwater-camera-0926&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fengineers-build-battery-free-wireless-underwater%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1844280&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1844280&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nature.com%2Farticles%2Fs41467-022-33223-x&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fengineers-build-battery-free-wireless-underwater%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/cise
https://beta.nsf.gov/cise/cns
https://beta.nsf.gov/cise/cns
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/engineers-build-battery-free-wireless-underwater?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/engineers-build-battery-free-wireless-underwater?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://astra-mag.com/category/essay/
https://astra-mag.com/magazine/filth/
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The White Dress 

 

IMAGE COLLAGED FROM UNTITLED (WOMAN IN DRESS) BY PAUL GITTINGS, C. 1940 © 

HARVARD ART MUSEUMS/FOGG MUSEUM 
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By Clarice Lispector 

Translated from the PORTUGUESE by MARGARET JULL COSTA & ROBIN PATTERSON 

I woke up at dawn wanting to own a white dress. Made of chiffon. It was an intense, lucid desire. I think it 

was my innocence that has never ceased to exist. I know some people find me dangerous, they’ve even said as 

much. But I am also innocent. The desire to wear white is what has always saved me. I know, and perhaps 

only I and a few others know this, that while I may contain danger, I also contain purity. And that purity is 

dangerous only to those who also contain danger. The purity I speak of is utterly limpid: I can accept even bad 

things. And it has about it the scent of a white chiffon dress. Perhaps I will never have such a dress, but it’s as 

if I did, because you learn to live with what you most need and lack. I also want a black dress because it will 

make me look paler and emphasize my purity. Is it really purity? Whatever is primitive is pure. Whatever is 

spontaneous is pure. Are bad things pure, too? I don’t know, I know only that sometimes at the root of 

something bad lies a purity that didn’t quite make the grade. I woke at dawn longing so intensely for a white 

chiffon dress that I flung open my closet. I found a white dress made of a thick fabric and with a round neck. 

Is thickness purity? One thing I do know: love, however violent, is. And suddenly, just now, I saw that I am 

not pure. 

— March 25, 1968  

  

READ ALONGSIDE: THE KITCHEN SINK BY SHEILA HETI 

Clarice Lispector was born in 1920 to a Jewish family in western Ukraine. Fleeing anti-Semitic violence, the 

family emigrated to Brazil in 1922. She went on to study law. With her husband, who worked for the foreign 

service, she lived in Italy, Switzerland, England, and the United States, until they separated and she returned 

to Rio in 1959; she died there in 1977. Since her death, Lispector has earned universal recognition as Brazil’s 

greatest modern writer. 

https://astra-mag.com/articles/the-white-dress/ 

 

https://astra-mag.com/contributors/clarice-lispector
https://astra-mag.com/languages/portuguese
https://astra-mag.com/contributors/margaret-jull-costa
https://astra-mag.com/contributors/robin-patterson/
https://astra-mag.com/articles/the-kitchen-sink/
https://astra-mag.com/articles/the-white-dress/
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VIA ALICE JAMES BOOKS 

“The Politics of Rivers.” A Poem by J. Estanislao Lopez. 

From We Borrowed Gentleness 

 

 

On its brittle vine, my grandfather’s voice 

ripened with stories he thought forgotten. 

The time he gashed his elbow on the tracks. 

The time a boy overturned an altar of votive candles, 

almost alighting the church. The time he stole 

a wrestling figurine from the town market 

only to have it stolen from him. We slept 

in his childhood home in Nuevo Laredo near 

a cemetery. Beyond his father’s headstone, 

construction lights glowed, and drills shrieked 

Like children, tin-tongued. A Wal-Mart’s steel frame 

Incited local youth, whose chants I could only parse 

https://www.alicejamesbooks.org/bookstore/we-borrowed-gentleness
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the music of. Others snuck onsite and worked shovels, 

haggling afterward for pay. Inside the house’s walls, 

creatures scratched the night’s percussion. Half-dreamt 

ants hauled off slivers of leftover bread. I awoke 

to my grandfather’s mumbling in the adjacent room. 

My brothers lay beside me. I felt homesickness unfurling 

from my gut as a spangled sadness. A longing so sure 

of its direction—toward the river that marches 

according to its nature, down the past of least 

resistance—giving freely its terrible advice. 

_____________________________ 

 

Excerpted from J. Estanislao Lopez’s We Borrowed Gentleness, available via Alice James Books 

 

https://lithub.com/the-politics-of-rivers-a-poem-by-j-estanislao-lopez/ 

  

https://www.alicejamesbooks.org/bookstore/we-borrowed-gentleness


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 616  january 2023 

 

85 

Life Is Fiction 

By Antoine Maillard

https://astra-mag.com/contributors/antoine-maillard
https://astra-mag.com/contributors/antoine-maillard
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THIS PIECE IS PART OF AN ONGOING SERIES, “VISUAL REFERENCE,” IN WHICH 

CARTOONISTS RESPOND TO THE WORK OF AN ARTIST THEY HOLD CLOSE. 

Antoine Maillard (b. 1989) is a cartoonist and illustrator living in Toulouse, France. He is the author of the 

graphic novel SLASH THEM ALL. 
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A minor chorus 

BILLY-RAY BELCOURT 

 

The following is from Billy-Ray Belcourt's A Minor Chorus. Belcourt is a writer from the Driftpile Cree 

Nation. He is an assistant professor in the School of Creative Writing at the University of British Columbia 

and the author of three books of poetry and nonfiction. He lives in Vancouver. 

I read a Facebook post from an old friend detailing an abusive relationship she’d just exited. Her name was 

Robin, and she’d been dating a man named Mark. Mark wasn’t one of our peers because he had graduated 

years before us; rather, he was the kind of man who lingered around teenagers, didn’t move on from high 

school. He was big, imposing. He exuded a subtle mischievousness, and so he wasn’t someone I could ever 
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fathom trusting. At first, Robin wrote, I felt protected by him. Until I didn’t. She had just ended the turbulent 

relationship and had taken to social media, she explained, because she didn’t want to remain silent. She 

wanted to warn others about the harm he inflicted and likely would continue to inflict. We have to hold these 

kinds of men accountable, she concluded. It was a call to action, and an act of prayer. There were comments 

upon comments from other women saying, I believe you and fuck that guy and I hope you press charges! 

There are so many stories of this sort about these kinds of men, I thought. Men who backed people into the 

corners of their lives, who set everything ablaze, who walked toward the fire and put their hands to it. These 

men demanded a certain formlessness from women, demanded that they exist as containers for their anguish. 

In other words, they wanted to reign over meaning, to force the genre of women to engender the same thing 

without end: the end of women. 

To write out of northern Alberta I had to do so in a feminist mode, I thought. I needed to insist on a form of 

gender that wasn’t a natural disaster but rather a sprawling field where nothing was a coffin someone could 

fall into. 

I wrote to Robin: hey, I’m in town, it’s been ages, are you free for a walk? 

Mark got a job up north about a year and a half into the relationship, Robin said. 

We were walking along a side road that bypassed the main street. To our left was a train track and beyond that 

was an expanse of farmers’ fields. Robin looked as she had when we were in high school together, youthful 

and warm. Her consideration felt unconditional, democratic. This made her willingness to join me on an 

impromptu walk less surprising. She was dressed in an oversized flannel shirt and jean shorts. We laughed 

when we first approached each other, as I was essentially wearing the same outfit. I felt immediately at ease 

with her despite not having kept in touch during the intermediate years. 

At first it was a blessing, she said. He’d been unemployed for months after getting let go from the mill when it 

announced an imminent closure. I was only working part-time at the grocery store because I was taking some 

courses at the college. His great-uncle, or something like that, got him an interview. The next week he flew to 

a camp near Fort McMurray, started working as a junior mechanic under the supervision of his great-uncle. It 

was shift work, seven days on, four days off. It was hard for me to adjust to the rhythm, having already lived 

with him for a year, having spent every day with him during that time. His absence, which was more 

accurately the absence of his chaos, startled me. He brought a lot of noise into my life. He generally spoke 

loudly and was always ranting about something, usually something problematic. I often ignored him, she 

continued, which didn’t bother him. He didn’t want me to engage anyway, he only wanted to be heard. 

A matter of receptivity, I thought. The fact of being vulnerable to another’s language, regardless of if we 

respond or not. 

Whenever he wasn’t working, she continued, we talked on the phone for hours during those first few weeks. 

When he came home, there was so much passion between us. The time apart rekindled something in our 

relationship that I didn’t realize had been disintegrating. He was newly tender. I fell in love with him all over 

again. As she said this, a train’s horn blared in the distance. I almost didn’t hear her. 
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That feeling of bliss was short-lived, of course, she added. One day, after the typical six-hour drive, he arrived 

home angry. He said that a bunch of his coworkers had been laid off, including the one guy he’d gotten 

closest with. Everyone was blaming the New Democratic Party government, saying they were endangering 

everyone’s way of life, the Albertan way. He was swearing and shouting offensive words so loudly the 

neighbors called the next day to ask if I was okay. I was so embarrassed. When we first met I didn’t yet have 

the vocabulary to understand the kind of person he was, but I was taking introductory courses in sociology 

and political science and the instructors really changed how I saw the world. Mark was a large straight white 

man whose family literally helped settle this region. And yet here he was decrying the end of some era of 

Albertan dominance or whatever. It’s fucked up. 

With this remark, I felt seen in a way I hadn’t all week. Her structural analysis, however terse, reminded me 

that my academic training enabled me to see in a way that my rural upbringing hadn’t. We saw what we saw 

in the same light. In this was a kind of intimacy. 

In the wake of that moment, Robin said, I started to rethink the relationship, to revisit the past and assess his 

actions differently. As I said, he brought a lot of turbulence into my life, and it was so persistent and 

normalized I became numb to it. He was constantly accusing me of infidelity and disliked my parents so much 

he talked me out of visiting them on numerous occasions. My family, as you know, is almost accidentally 

liberal, as well as firmly middle class. He felt like an outsider, coming from a working-class family. He never 

contributed to conversation. He carried a great deal of shame about the poverty he grew up in. When he was 

out of work, he spiraled into a depression. It challenged his sense of his own manhood. He felt that he wasn’t 

providing for us, especially since I’d taken over paying most of the bills. To him, this was a deep moral 

failing. During that period, I found myself worrying that he would resort to violence, though I somehow 

rationalized that possibility as unexceptional, as something men inflicted on their loved ones all the time. 

I watched him from a distance after that, she continued. I would notice the small terrors he brought into my 

life, but I was unable to confront him about them. Every time he returned from the oil field he had a new story 

about how radical leftists and whatnot were ruining the province, the country. He even started saying 

homophobic shit about one of our oldest friends, someone he once respected. It pulled me out of whatever 

fantasy I had about the man he could become, the man my love could transform him into. As I was preparing 

myself to break up with him, coordinating with my parents and cousins about a getaway strategy, he did what 

I described in my Facebook post. For the most part, I avoided having discussions with him about the 

upcoming election. I had no reason to believe he’d participate in an open discussion about our political beliefs 

and how they differed. On election day, he had to travel back to the camp and would vote before leaving 

town. As he was heading out of the door, he called me over and told me to give him a kiss, which was pretty 

routine. Then he pulled me closer to his chest, and the next thing I know I’m in a headlock, gasping for air. 

He whispered into my ear that I had to vote for the conservative candidate or he’d fuck me up. Then he 

laughed, he fucking laughed in my face, as I was crying. 

I voted that afternoon because he wanted me to take a photograph outside the polling station. I went to the 

poll, but I spoiled the ballot. My vote wouldn’t have mattered in the grand scheme of things, especially so in 

northern Alberta, the conservative stronghold that it is, but he wanted to dictate it in order to begin to control 

me. He knew that I wasn’t just voting against his preferred candidate, but against the person he had become. 

Do you think he realized he’d become radicalized? I asked. 
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I don’t, she said. He felt owed a particular degree of wealth and social capital for no reason other than who he 

was and the history he was connected to. So I left. I stopped answering his calls and texts and moved out of 

the house. He parked outside of my parents’ house for a few days, even smashed their headlights. But then he 

moved on. I heard he was seeing another girl the next week. My Facebook post was partly a signal to her. I 

hope she sees it. 

As for me, she went on, I feel free. 

I was reminded of my own experience of freeing myself from the looming threat of toxic masculinity. 

Emotional unavailability and domination were the two primary modes available to me; the men around me 

rarely deviated from those scripts. A boy stepped into one or both of them the way one stepped into a house, 

with a kind of quiet triumph. But I was predisposed to another way of being, one rooted in joy and care, one 

that didn’t bulldoze those around me. Robin was right, I thought, one had to pursue what was otherwise. The 

result was indeed a kind of freedom. 

Next month, she continued, I will move to Edmonton to start a degree in education. I want to come back and 

teach teenagers, maybe empower kids who were like us, kids who needed glimpses of the world beyond this 

boreal forest. As she said this she gestured toward the trees that lined the horizon. 

What’s your book about, by the way? Robin asked. 

I told her I couldn’t satisfyingly answer the question, which was and wasn’t a lie, something close enough to 

the truth. At this half explanation she shook her head. 

If anything, I ad-libbed, not wanting to appear secretive or pretentious, I intend it to show that the disregarded 

sometimes live the most remarkable lives, but there’s so much we have to unsee to see that in its entirety. I 

hope I know how to. 

As I said this Robin grabbed my hand and squeezed it. You do, she said, you do. 

__________________________________ 

From A Minor Chorus by Billy-Ray Belcourt. Used with permission of the publisher, W. W. Norton. 

Copyright © 2022 by Billy-Ray Belcourt. 

 

https://lithub.com/a-minor-chorus/   

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781324021421
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Department store as dreamscape 

By Adrienne Raphel 

 

Here’s the opening act of Patricia Highsmith’s 1952 novel The Price of Salt: It’s Christmastime, around 1950. 

Therese Belivet, an aspiring young set designer who lives in a pocketbook-sized studio in Manhattan, has 

taken a temporary job as a salesclerk in the toy section at Frankenberg’s, a department store in Midtown. 

Across the counter, she spies the impossibly elegant Carol Aird, a suburban housewife nearly twice her age. 

Therese’s boyfriend, Richard, is fine, but she’s numb to him, physically and emotionally. Carol, on the other 

hand, arouses Therese. Carol leaves her address on a delivery receipt, and on an impulse, Therese sends her a 

season’s greeting card. Instead of using her own name, Therese signs as “Employee 645-A,” her 

Frankenberg’s identification number.  

A dizzying courtship ensues, silhouetted by Carol’s acrimonious divorce proceedings and a hot-blooded road 

trip out west. You might say the novel is about female desire, lesbian romance, and sexual exploration. You 

might say it explores power dynamics, intimacy, and subverting societal expectations.  

https://astra-mag.com/contributors/adrienne-raphel
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But it’s also a department store book.  

The department store in The Price of Salt might seem like an arbitrary blank canvas of sorts, interchangeable 

with any anonymous urban institution where Therese could have temped to pay the bills. But the department 

store is not only a highly specific setting, it’s crucial: it compels you to become someone other than yourself. 

Reduced to “Employee 645-A,” her coded identification on the sales floor, Therese sheds any sense of fixed 

identity and leaves prior attachments behind. In the department store, she’s not only permitted to acquire and 

fulfill new desires — that’s what the space requires. 

The Price of Salt begins not on the sale floor, but in the employee cafeteria. Therese is reading the “Welcome 

to Frankenberg” manual — or rather, rereading it. Meeting her here primes the reader for a classic upstairs-

downstairs tale of ambition. Perhaps Therese is a plucky, working-class heroine, eager to rise through the 

ranks to become a well-mannered shopgirl. “Are You Frankenberg Material?” asks the manual, in giant 

glossy script.  

But Therese has more aggressive ambitions. With true Main Character Energy, she’s reading only to avoid 

engaging with anyone else. The material is merely something for her eyeballs to cross, just as the cafeteria’s 

“gray-ish” roast beef is only useful for its nutritive value. She does want to move “upstairs” and become the 

client rather than a worker — but more than that, she wants to divest from the store altogether. Frankenberg’s 

is a waystation, not an endpoint. It’s one of her stage sets: she invests in this world, but only just enough, 

knowing it will soon be taken down. 

Of course it’s not an easy gateway to pass. Like a stage set, Frankenberg’s is more symbol than reality. It’s 

the representation of commerce first, a place of commerce second. It’s easy to get lost, physically and 

psychically, in the metaphors. Take the shop windows: They might be mirrors, showing Therese as she is; 

they might be portals, glimpses of mannequins portraying who she wishes to be; they might be magic mirrors, 

taunting versions of herself that she knows she’ll never become. Then there is the doll Therese must hawk to 

customers: Drinksy-Wetsy, which features a rudimentary intestinal track for young girls to rehearse their 

maternal destinies. “The store was organized so much like a prison, it frightened her now and then to realize 

she was a part of it,” Therese thinks. 

This awareness, though, is critical to the escape. If our heroine emerged from the dingy lunchroom and 

became intoxicated by the glittering fantasia of the main floor, there would be no reason to leave with Carol. 

Much better for the artifice to shine through, to arrive on the less-than-idyllic seventh floor, the toy 

department, where the ecosystems make a miniature America: trains, farms, suburban homes. You have to see 

the edge of your reality in order to pierce it. 
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There’s some uncomfortable, but essential trial-and-error: Therese becomes a doll herself several times over, 

before finding her own form. The first time is a dress rehearsal, a Punch-and-Judy version, grotesque and all 

wrong. She meets an older colleague, Mrs. Ruby Robichek, who insists on fitting her for a dress. She stands 

semi-naked in Mrs. Robichek’s living room as the old woman fusses around her, but the scene isn’t at all 

erotic: “The room smelled of garlic and the fustiness of old age, of medicines, and of the particular metallic 

smell that was Mrs. Robichek’s own,” thinks Therese, covered in goose pimples even though the heat is 

blasting. She’s gone as numb and plastic as a toy designed to have clothes ripped on and off inelegantly by a 

child. Previously, the image of herself in the dress had captivated Therese. Yet she now feels a wave of dread, 

as a certain future flashes before her eyes: “It was the hopelessness of Mrs. Robicheck’s ailing body and her 

job at the store…” Therese expresses her apprehension in the language of the department store, but the fear 

extends far beyond the sales floor: more than getting stuck aimlessly floating in this job, she’s afraid she’ll be 

swept along in this version of her life. 

Only when Carol enters the store can Therese find her escape: she might be in the same body, but she’s 

discovered her new identity. When Therese becomes a department store doll for Carol, she slides out of play-

acting and into her life. Carol doesn’t want to dress Therese up — she wants to undress her. Therese’s Sunday 

visit to Carol’s New Jersey home is the mirror opposite of her dress-fitting at Mrs. Robichek’s. They drive on 

an empty road. It’s morning, and the weekend, and they’re alone in an enormous house together. There’s so 

much possibility ahead of them. Therese is free of Mrs. Robichek’s metallic smell and the glut of playthings 

in the commercial palace of consumption. It was just a matter of time and rehearsal. The patience to wait for 

the right future in the crowd of customers.  

The department store has a long history as the locus of fantasy and lust, longing to be a different version of 

yourself. It’s no accident that many authors, artists, and directors — L. Frank Baum, Vincent Minnelli, Andy 

Warhol — got their starts as shop window dressers, designing tableaux to entice and allure audiences with 

seemingly magical displays, projecting glamorous yet seemingly attainable new versions of themselves. 

When Sister Carrie, the eponymous heroine of Theodore Dreiser’s 1900 novel, first enters a department store, 

her magpie eye alights on all the objects — “Each separate counter was a showplace of dazzling interest and 

attraction” — in an orgiastic, unapologetic celebration of stuff. But her real ambitions turn almost 

immediately towards the shopgirls themselves: “She noticed too, with a touch at the heart, the fine ladies who 

elbowed and ignored her, bristling past in utter disregard of her presence, themselves eagerly enlisted in the 

materials which the store contained.” For Carrie, green, penniless, as-yet unjaded, becoming someone who 

could buy the baubles herself is so many levels removed from her worldview that her desires don’t even lead 

her there yet, but she can imagine herself as someone who might become part of this ecosystem by selling in 

it. Perhaps all our dreams are more incremental than we realize. 

In fact, Highsmith published The Price of Salt pseudonymously as “Claire Morgan,” her version of Therese’s 

“Employee 645-A.” She didn’t want her name to be associated with a lesbian romance, fearing that, in the 

1950s, she’d get pigeonholed and, more likely, blackballed. This might sound grim — a more-or-less imposed 

cloaking — but the name’s not without a glimmer of hope. A polyglot autodidact, Highsmith kept diaries in 
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up to five languages, and the entries from the conception of The Price of Salt are in German. “Claire Morgan” 

is a near homophone of Klarer Morgen, or “clear morning”: the moniker’s at once an obfuscation of 

Highsmith’s identity and a fresh start hiding in plain sight. 

And though Highsmith did choose to obscure her identity, she was not shy about the actual act of writing, of 

putting her life on the page. According to Highsmith’s diaries, the germ of The Price of Salt came to her all at 

once, in just two hours’ time, blossoming fully formed as “The Bloomingdale Story.” (Frankenberg’s, 

Bloomingdale’s, you say potato, I say potahto.) “It flowed from my pen as from nowhere, beginning, middle 

and end,” she recalls. Highsmith found inspiration from her very first moments in the short-lived role: 

December 6, 1948. First day at Bloomingdales. Training, and then toy department. Very pleased. 

December 7, 1948. Hard work. Selling dolls, how ugly and expensive! And then — at 5:00 P.M., someone 

stole my meat for dinner! What kind of wolves one works with! 

December 8, 1948. Was this the day I saw Mrs. E.R. Senn? How we looked at each other — this intelligent 

looking woman! I want to send her a Christmas card, and am planning what I’ll write on it. 

In The Price of Salt, desire is thus always in duplicate. Highsmith fills Frankenberg’s with slivers from her 

past: Therese works in the same department. Therese has her meat stolen from her. “E. R. Senn,” of course, 

becomes Carol. In this way, the novel becomes Highsmith’s own department store, in which she can 

transform her story into new dressing. She can become someone else. 

Observing all the possibilities of the department store in literature, film, television, and art, I feel the loss of 

their real-life counterparts even more keenly. Macy’s are shrinking into “mini-markets”; the building that 

once housed the behemoth B. Altman, where newly single and plucky Miriam Maisel finds employment 

in The Talented Mrs. Maisel, is the CUNY Graduate Center. Barneys, the bastion of NYC luxury, is closed; 

department stores around the country have shuttered or become shadows of themselves. In Philadelphia, 

Macy’s occupies a scant three of the original twelve floors of Wanamaker’s, like a shriveled snail body 

cowering inside an elephantine shell. Today, The Price of Salt probably wouldn’t take place in a department 

store. I’m not sure where it would take place, really. 

Maybe we need these spaces a little less. Queer desire no longer needs to be sublimated and hidden; lust can 

play out in reality. The disappearing department store might herald progress — after all, its artifice was hardly 

democratic or sustainable. Patricia Highsmith’s name appears prominently on the covers of the reissued 

books. Carol, a major motion picture based on the book, adapts the story in lush, warm tones for mainstream 
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audiences, but without changing the lesbian romance or the storyline. Still, I fear that without this kind of 

institutionalized space for imagination, we’re also in a false utopia — repression remains rampant. And I miss 

the way in which the department store offered the freedom to play out all kinds of versions of yourself, to try 

on aspirational, or simply different, self-concepts. If the department store doesn’t exist, where will the next 

institution of the imagination find itself?  

 Adrienne Raphel is the author of THINKING INSIDE THE BOX: ADVENTURES WITH CROSSWORDS 

AND THE PUZZLING PEOPLE WHO CAN’T LIVE WITHOUT THEM and the poetry collections WHAT 

WAS IT FOR and OUR DARK ACADEMIA. 

 

https://astra-mag.com/articles/department-store-as-dreamscape/ 
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VIA WAVE BOOKS 

“The character of something.” A Poem by Rebecca Wolff 

From the Collection Slight Return 

October 20, 2022  By Rebecca Wolff 

 

 

the more you listen to it—emerges. Blue 

blue, blue, blue 

hydrangea 

https://www.wavepoetry.com/products/slight-return
https://lithub.com/author/rebeccawolff/
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in the shade. Blue, blue, blue, blue 

hydrangea. If he could be happy without me I 

would leave him there 

instantaneously. Dehydrated box 

of box turtle deserving your censure. “Me minus you” is 

a terrapin homestead, 

sales encrypted, 

sales diamondback sails 

sales—sails—is that what you were trying to tell me, “sails”? 

normal speaking voice in tones like consensus on the air when 

no one is there there is nothing more intersubjective 

than that. We eat 

at the same time. Ugly 

in the light of day, frontal 

in the shade—vibrationally agonistic— 

deterministic as a brindle decahedron. 

__________________________________ 
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From Slight Return by Rebecca Wolff, published by Wave Books. 

poetryRebecca WolffSlight ReturnWave Books 

 

 

 

 

Rebecca Wolff 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781950268658
https://lithub.com/tag/poetry/
https://lithub.com/tag/rebecca-wolff/
https://lithub.com/tag/slight-return/
https://lithub.com/tag/wave-books/
https://lithub.com/author/rebeccawolff/
https://lithub.com/author/rebeccawolff/
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Rebecca Wolff is the author of five collections of poetry, one novel, and numerous pieces of occasional prose. 

Her first book, Manderley, was selected for the National Poetry Series by Robert Pinsky. Her second, 

Figment, was selected for the Barnard Women Poets Prize by Claudia Rankine and Eavan Boland. Her third, 

The King, was published by W. W. Norton in 2009. One Morning— was published by Wave Books in 2015. 

Slight Return is out from Wave Books in the fall of 2022. Her novel The Beginners was published by 

Riverhead in 2011. In 1998, Wolff founded the influential literary journal Fence; in 2001 she founded Fence 

Books and launched The Constant Critic website. Wolff lives in Hudson, New York, where she has served on 

the City Council and works in community development, with an emphasis on affordable housing and green 

trades training. 

 

https://lithub.com/the-character-of-something-a-poem-by-rebecca-wolff/  
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THE PERILOUS REALM 

By Sabrina Orah Mark 

PHOTO BY FRED KEARNEY ON UNSPLASH 

SABRINA ORAH MARK’S MONTHLY COLUMN, GROUND UP, IS ABOUT THE ACT OF RE-

BUILDING WHEN ALL SEEMS LOST.  

When the inspector came to determine the cause of the fire, I led him around my charred house. “It was a little 

before 5AM,” I said, “when I heard a sound. Like a small hand crumpling up a piece of paper.” I had already 

https://astra-mag.com/contributors/sabrina-orah-mark
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told this story so many times. “I tried to go back to sleep, but the sound grew louder. I got out of bed and 

followed it to the bathroom and there were flames crackling up there.” I pointed to the exhaust fan. I should 

add something, I thought, so that he can imagine it. “The flames reminded me of brittle thorns,” I said. But 

they didn’t really remind me of brittle thorns. The fire reminded me of fire. And I didn’t even mean to say 

thorns. I meant horns. Like on a monster. The inspector thanked me and told me he’d probably be at the house 

for another hour or so. 

I had been wearing the same thing for days. My hair was in a knot at the top of my head. It was December, 

and it was cold, and I was wearing flip flops, and I didn’t care. 

“Is it okay if I take this for evidence?” asked the fire inspector. He had removed the exhaust fan from the 

crumbling ceiling and was carrying it under his arm. I was overcome with the urge to pet it, as if it were a 

frightened animal being taken away. 

“Before you go can I show you something?” I started walking up the burnt stairs. “It’s up here,” I said. The 

fire inspector followed me. We entered what once was my office, and I pointed to a pile of ashes and glass lit 

by sunlight spilling through a hole in my house. “That used to be a bookcase of fairytales,” I say. “In that 

corner over there.” 

I don’t know what I expected him to say, but he was the fire inspector, and he should at least say something. I 

think I wanted him to explain exactly how fire works, and exactly what temperature the fairy tales reached, 

and when did they crumple, and when did they vanish. Did the fairy tales suffer when they sprang from their 

bindings? Did they call out my name? I wanted his professional opinion. I wanted him to say this blows his 

mind as much as it blows mine. 

I didn’t tell the fire inspector that for the last three years I had been writing monthly essays on fairytales. That 

they held me close when I was most lost. That I must’ve overused them, like rubbing sticks together, until 

they caught on fire. 

The fire inspector wrote something down on his aluminum clipboard. It was one of those clipboards that was 

also a slim storage box. He tore off a sheet of paper, opened the box, and tucked the paper safely inside. Out 

of everything burnt and soaked in my house, the bookcase of fairy tales was the most unrecognizable. 

“Shouldn’t that mean something?” I asked. “Out of everything?” A piece of ceiling fell, way too close to us. 

“It’s okay,” said the fire inspector. But I wanted some big explanation for this disaster. I wanted destruction to 

come with a miracle. I wanted to know something now that I hadn’t known before. “Maybe it would help if 

we knew which piece of fairy tale burned first? The juniper tree, or the magic mirror, or the sleeve of a boy’s 

nettle coat? Or do you think we’ll never know because the smoke curled around the words, like mercy, so 
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they couldn’t see each other as they all were disappearing?” “What?” asked the fire inspector. “I said I really 

like that clipboard,” I said. “I really should get a clipboard like that.” 

The fire inspector determined the cause of the fire to be a bad exhaust fan wire. But I knew it was really from 

the fairy tales. 

I read about a Kentucky woman who, during the 2022 Central Appalachia Floods, tied her children to her 

with the cut cord of a vacuum cleaner so if the water carried them away at least they would still be found 

together. They interviewed her on a swingset in the middle of a sunny field, which seemed like an act of 

cruelty. She was probably only thirty but she looked one thousand years old because she knew, like me, she 

was supposed to be dead. 

“But you survived!” said one of the mothers who was also waiting to pick her kids up from school. “As far as 

I know,” I said. I felt around for my arms, like a joke. “Oh, dear,” she said. “You’re traumatized.” She looked 

away for a minute. “You should probably see a therapist.” I pushed my heal into the dirt like the Kentucky 

woman pushed her heel into the dirt, her arms around the rope of the swing, still hanging on. “Are you 

rebuilding?” the mother asked, cheerfully. “We are,” I said. “Does that seem insane,” I asked, “to rebuild?” 

“Well what are your other options?” she asked. “To run for the hills,” I said, “and leave only ruin behind.” 

J.R.R. Tolkein defines the fairy tale as a story that depends not on “any definition or historical account of elf 

or fairy, but upon the nature of Faërie: the Perilous Realm itself, and the air that blows in that country.” If 

rebuilding a house on the exact same spot our house caught on fire, in a world on fire, isn’t laying foundation 

in the Perilous Realm, I don’t know what is. Maybe this seems at best grim, at worst stupid, but ruin wakes up 

astonishment, like fairytales wake up astonishment, and isn’t it out of astonishment that we rebuild, that we 

carry on at all? 

“Just take the insurance money,” says my mother, “and pocket it. Rebuilding a house is a full-time job. Just 

pocket the money.” “Pocket it,” I say, “and live where?” “Pocket the money until you find your dream 

house.” “But what if my dream house is somewhere inside all these ashes.” “Don’t be an idiot,” says my 

mother. 

“Faerie,” writes Tolkein, “is a perilous land, and in it are pitfalls for the unwary and dungeons for the 

overbold…The realm of fairy-story is wide and deep and high and filled with many things: all manner of 

beasts and birds are found there; shoreless seas and stars uncounted; beauty that is an enchantment, and an 

ever-present peril; both joy and sorrow as sharp as swords. In that realm a man may, perhaps, count himself 

fortunate to have wandered, but its very richness and strangeness tie the tongue of a traveller who would 

report them. And while he is there it is dangerous for him to ask too many questions, lest the gates should be 
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shut and the keys be lost.” Did I ask too many questions? Did I stay for far too long? “The thing is,” said the 

fire inspector, “you don’t die from burning. You die from never waking up.” 

For the first few months after the fire, my husband and I would come back to our rental with our arms full of 

broken things we picked off our burnt house, like fruit off a dead tree. It was exhausting work. We were like 

farmers, but instead of fresh harvest we grimly reaped what we still owned: Pens, two mezuzahs, a pair of 

scissors, a crumpled sheet of stamps, a laundry basket. One afternoon my husband dragged in a battered glass 

door from my grandmother’s antique bookcase. The one that kept my fairytales. “I can turn this into 

something,” he said. “What?” I said. “Something.” he said. I began to wonder, what even are things? And 

who are we when all our things are broken? And who are we when all our things are gone? The door now 

leans against the screened-in-porch of the rental house like the glass eye of a dead woman, an eye that will 

never close. 

The insurance adjustor called. He disapproved a portion of our claim. Something we’d lost, he believed, had 

not been lost. It was just a question of us looking for it harder. 

It has been nine months since the fire, and during that time I have purchased six lamps. Even though the 

unburnt house we are renting gets far more light than our burnt house ever did, I feel like I can’t see anything. 

“Are the lights even on?” I keep asking. “They’re on,” says my husband. I turn the switch on and off. On and 

off. A permanent mist. “Maybe we just need more wattage.” But the wattage is high. We can’t go any higher. 

What am I missing? What can’t I see? Am I awake? 

There is a Japanese puffer fish whose colors are so dull he’s practically invisible. In order to attract a mate he 

digs perfect circles nonstop for a week, as the current tries to wash them away. When I first saw an image of 

those circles, I mistook it for a photo of some ancient amphitheater covered in blue sand. A place where a 

forgotten poet once read, in a great loud voice, a poem about the beauty of this earth. In the Perilous Realm, 

the fish builds circles with peaks and ridges, and decorates it with shells with the hope his mate will lay her 

eggs in its center where the sand is softest. We have already hired a man to rebuild our house. I give him the 

fish’s plans. I want a house exactly like that. One that disappears and reappears and disappears and reappears 

where it is most deep, where the light doesn’t reach. How much will that be? And how long will it take? We 

can wait forever. We are already one thousand years old.  

READ PREVIOUS INSTALLMENTS OF “GROUND UP” HERE 

Sabrina Orah Mark is the author of two book-length poetry collections THE BABIES and TSIM TSUM, as 

well as a collection of stories, WILD MILK. Her poetry and stories most recently appear in AMERICAN 

SHORT FICTION, THE BENNINGTON REVIEW,  and TIN HOUSE. HAPPILY, her collection of essays 

https://astra-mag.com/contributors/sabrina-orah-mark
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/columns/happily/
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on fairytales and motherhood, which began as a monthly column in THE PARIS REVIEW, is forthcoming 

from Random House. 

https://astra-mag.com/articles/the-perilous-realm/  
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When we were sisters 

FATIMAH ASGHAR 

 

The following is from Fatimah Asghar's When We Were Sisters. Asghar, author of If They Come for Us, is a 

poet, filmmaker, educator, and performer. She is the writer and co-creator of Brown Girls, an Emmy-

nominated web series that highlights friendships between women of color. Along with Safia Elhillo, she is the 

editor of Halal If You Hear Me, an anthology that celebrates Muslim writers who are also women, queer, 

gender-nonconforming, and/or trans. 
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I’ll get you into heaven, I say to the man at the masjid, idling by his parked car, stubbing out his cigarette 

hastily so his wife won’t see before Jummah prayer. It was Aisha’s idea to get money from the masjid so 

Meemoo doesn’t have to work more shifts. It’s brilliant. 

I’m an orphan, I say again, my hand outstretched, the braid of my pigtail coming undone. 

Anyone who’s willing to love me gets a guaranteed entry to Jannah. I cock my head slightly and tap my foot, 

seconds slipping until the Azan goes off and everyone disappears from their selective corners, the crack of a 

hundred knees sounds through the air. The man raises his eyebrow and stares for a moment before a voice 

reaches out to him, calling his name. His wife, duputta draped around her neck, is on the other side of the 

parking lot, looking for him like a confused chicken. 

I saw you smoking, I say, hand still stretched out, until he digs into his pocket and pulls out a crumpled bill, 

nearly throwing it at me. Then he’s gone, scuttling back towards the woman that he belongs to. Everyone here 

belongs to someone. 

On my way back to Aisha and Noreen I do a double take: there is Uncle █████’s oldest son, his kurta 

freshly ironed, screaming its newness. A fair-skinned boy, almost white but not quite, wearing Uncle 

█████’s face. Except for his color, he blends in perfectly with the other kids: parented, monied, belonging. 

His eyes zone in on me, moving from the bill wadded in my hand to the frayed collar of my shirt. His mother 

walks ahead towards the masjid, holding her younger son’s hand. They don’t see me. The older one turns his 

head quickly and runs to catch up with his mom. 

* 

My fingers wrapped in Noreen’s hair as she runs and I bounce on her back. Across the street Aisha howls, 

weaving, backpack dangling lightly off of one shoulder. In this world we were born into nothing but 

everything is ours: the sidewalk, the yellow markers in the road. The rain falls through the leaves and kisses 

us just so. What no one will ever understand is that the world belongs to orphans, everything becomes our 

mother. We’re mothered by everything because we know how to look for the mothering, because we know a 

mother might leave us and we’ll need another mother to step in and take its place. The tree mothering its 

shade. The restaurant door, propped slightly open, mothering its smell of cookies to us. The blinking walk 

sign, holding on long enough to mother us across the street. The sun mothering Noreen, warming her skin; the 

sidewalk mothering Aisha’s knee, kissing it when her body hits the pavement, a love strong enough to leave a 

mark. The rain, mothering us faster home. The hallway birds, mothering their cages. The hamster, mothering 

its wheel. All the mothers in the world reach out to the motherless. And beneath me, Noreen was made to 

mother me, my heartbeat pounding against her back, shouting so loud that it fills my entire being, you’re held, 

you’re held, you’re held. 
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* 

As long as there have been Gods, there has been neglect. All our flawed Gods run around, birth the earth, and 

then forget us. Skip off with each other, talking about God things, annoyed with the banality of our 

humanness. I gave you life, they say when we complain, as they crush the tobacco into the betel leaf, adding 

syrup on top. And I can take it away. Their yellow teeth, gnashing and gnashing. And us, ungrateful humans, 

fold our knees a few times a day and expect the world to be handed to us. I made the earth turn. Again, 

<.big>they say, tired, home from work with a bag of groceries. But you didn’t play with us, we say and they 

roll their eyes. Get in their blue Cadillacs and drive away. Go back down the street to their own apartments, 

where they don’t have to think about us. Grow more trees from seeds. Let them branch out to the sky. How 

righteous, our small rages. See me! See me! we yell. God has to work today, they say from behind their 

computers, the dull glow on their faces, annoyed. We want softness, we say and turn away from the field of 

sunflowers that lush their yellow. Power, we say and a volcano explodes. Strength, and the trees root in their 

trunks. Touch, and the sand clings to our feet. Allah has forgotten me, I whisper in my bunk, alone, and I 

don’t notice the moon shining her light on my pillow, reaching. 

__________________________________ 

From When We Were Sisters by Fatimah Asghar. Used with permission of the publisher, One World. 

Copyright © 2022 by Fatimah Asghar. 
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ESSAY ONLINE 

DAMAGES 

By Sabrina Orah Mark 

HENRY HARGREAVES AND AMIRAH 

KASSEM 
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In October 2021, about sixty days before my house burned down, my husband found a tooth in his donut. I 

had bought a pumpkin donut for my son Noah and a chocolate donut for my husband at the Dunkin’ Donuts. 

Only Noah, not his brother Eli for a reason I cannot remember, was home from school that day. The tooth was 

a molar. “Look at this,” said my husband. The tooth, spotted with chocolate or decay or both, looked like a 

crown for a tiny dethroned king. “No,” I said. I took a step away. “Please tell me that’s not a tooth.” But it 

was a tooth. In the early afternoon sunlight Noah, horrified too, quietly dug through his donut looking for a 

tooth because if there is a tooth in your father’s donut, chances rise (emotionally) that there’s a tooth in yours 

too. What once was Noah’s treat quickly became a pile of crumbs, a mound of bad rubble. “I’ve lost my 

appetite,” said Noah. We all have. We have all lost our appetites. Possibly forever. 

So what happens next? My husband goes to teach. I am writing down the facts as I remember them, though 

the crown that isn’t a crown but a tooth has brought with it a tiny dethroned king. He is now here too. There is 

no way around him. He’s just sitting here waiting for a name. I could ignore him. I could offer him a glass of 

milk. I could return his crown. I could say he looks nothing like my husband, though they do both have the 

same large, brown eyes. How does a story get built? If not for the interlopers, the plot would lie flat in a world 

we know is round. The plot would just be a body waiting to be buried. 

The tiny dethroned king is staring at me. He wants a name. I have a weak spot for imaginary, fallen men. See? 

Now we’re getting somewhere. By spending a little more time with the dethroned king (who is a fiction born 

out of a simile) I am rummaging through my own complicated truth. “Look at this,” said my husband. He had 

bitten into a donut and where there should’ve been more donut there was a tooth. Is this a sign of ruin to 

come? Is this stranger’s tooth the first piece of rubble to clatter out of my house that will soon burn 

down?  “God, that’s so gross,” one of us said. “It’s the creepiest thing!” Did Noah and I clutch each other and 

scream? I feel like we probably did. My husband left us to teach his dystopian science fiction course. I think 

that day they were discussing Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep, which I have never read. 

Dear Dunkin, 

I purchased two donuts from Dunkin’ Donuts on Wednesday, October 6th for my son and husband. A 

pumpkin donut, and a chocolate donut. To our horror, when my husband bit into the chocolate donut he 

discovered there was a TOOTH INSIDE. We are all completely ill from this experience. Needless to day, we 

hope you will let me know immediately how this traumatizing experience can be remedied. We look forward 

to your prompt response. 

Attached is a photo. 

I attach a photo of the tooth on top of the paper Dunkin’ Donuts bag beside the chocolate donut. I don’t 

realize I wrote “needless to day,” instead of “needless to say” until after I hit send. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 616  january 2023 

 

115 

I want my traumatized experience to be remedied. I want to be paid for my damages, though the damages are 

not really these damages. They are old damages. And in only two months they will be future damages. I want 

to be paid for all my damages, even though the damages in question are not even my damages. They are really 

my husband’s damages. He was the one with another man’s tooth in his mouth. But also my husband’s 

damages are far older than these damages. They are greater than one thousand teeth in one thousand donuts. 

But if Dunkin’ will pay for all our damages, we will gladly take the money. If Dunkin’ will pay for all the 

times we ever thought we were getting one thing but got another we will, trying not to smile, quickly cash the 

check. I text my mother about the tooth in the donut. “Lawsuit,” she writes back. We are going to be rich, like 

the dethroned king once was. We are going to be compensated for our mental anguish. 

I text my friend Amy. I text my brothers. I text my father, and my friend Kristen, and my friend Amber, and I 

text my sister-in-laws. “Oh my god,” everyone says. All my friends and family are in a glorious uproar. 

“That’s so fucking gross,” we all cheer. Everyone is texting everyone. We are all lit up. It’s a wonderful story. 

It’s like a party. MY HUSBAND BIT INTO A DONUT AND THERE WAS A TOOTH INSIDE. “No way,” 

says everybody. “Yes way,” I say. I am the belle of the ball. 

I have still told you nothing about my house burning down. That won’t happen for another two months. This 

is what you might refer to as a hook. In the meantime, I have three possible names for the dethroned king: 

Phil, Frank, and Claude. I am leaning towards Claude. 

“Guess what?” says my husband. He has just returned from teaching a three-hour class. “What?” I ask. “It 

was my tooth.” “No it wasn’t. Oh god,” I say. He hadn’t realized. It was a molar all the way in the very, very, 

very back. He didn’t even feel it fall out, but while he was teaching fiction about global nuclear war and 

endangered animals he felt a hole. “But I texted everyone,” I say, more concerned about the vitality of my 

story than the hole in my husband’s mouth. “Oh well,” he says. “You need to go to the dentist,” I say. 

I text my mother and I text my friend Amy. I text my brothers. I text my father, and my friend Kristen, and 

my friend Amber, and I text my sister-in-laws. “You are not going to believe this,” I say. 

Hello Sabrina, 

Thank you for contacting us about your experience at the Dunkin’ restaurant in Athens, GA. 

We take matters like this seriously and will alert the independent franchise owner and our field operations 

team to let them know what happened. We have requested that the franchisee follow up with you directly to 

learn more about your experience and to try to address the situation. Please allow two business days for the 

franchisee or store representative to reach out. If you do not receive a follow-up after two business days, 

please reply to this email to let us know. 

We have very high standards for guest satisfaction, and we are sorry that the restaurant let you down. We 
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hope you’ll give Dunkin’ another chance and come back again soon! 

Thanks again for taking time out of your day to let us know. 

Seamus 

Support Center Coordinator 

The story was spreading, smoldering. And here is where it catches. Here is where it begins to spread, I’m 

sorry, like a house on fire. 

Let me stop for one moment to explain two problems that arise when your house burns down: 

1. Even after your house burns down, your house never really ever stops burning down. 

2. In the earliest hours of a December morning, you will stand outside in your stupid see-through Walmart 

nightgown and watch your house burn down. You will hold your sons. Your one-hundred-year-old big blue 

house will burn and burn while something inside you made of paper disappears. Something fragile with a 

message. Something about what it feels like to lose what once kept you safe and sound. Something about the 

suddenness of having nowhere to go. Your husband will still have a hole in his mouth, and you will want to 

crawl inside this hole with your sons, where it’s warm, but you won’t be able to. 

Hello, Sabrina. 

Jacob here from Dunkin’ Donuts in Athens GA. 

I am reaching out to you about your recent visit to our location regarding the donuts. 

Please give me a ring when time permits to address it appropriately for you. 

I look forward to hearing from you. 

thx 

Jacob 

What a beautiful sentence: Please give me a ring when time permits to address it appropriately for you. My 

whole life I’ve been waiting for this sentence. The first half is practically iambic: please give me a ring / when 

time permits. But do I tell Jacob? Should I ask him if he has the same large brown eyes as my husband and 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 616  january 2023 

 

117 

Claude? You see what’s happening? One story is becoming another story. I am thick with shame. “Why are 

you ashamed?” asks my husband. “It was my tooth.” 

Hello Jacob, 

I have identified the owner of the tooth we discovered in your donut and taken appropriate action. No further 

action on your part is required. 

Be well, 

SOM 

Jacob writes back. 

Hi, Sabrina. 

WHo does it belong to? 

Jacob capitalized the w and the h of “who,” which gave the WHo the slightest trace of a proper noun. As if 

Jacob already knows exactly who this “WHo” is. A man with large brown eyes who began as a reality, but 

ended as a fiction. Maybe like all of us? Don’t we all begin as real, but end up as a story? Or maybe Jacob 

thinks this “WHo” is me, or you, or the dead man who built our house one hundred years ago, or maybe just 

for a second Jacob feels around his own mouth, or maybe WHo is short for WHole, or a misspelled hole? The 

tooth belongs to the hole and the hole belongs to us. Here we come, Jacob. Not only did we find the owner of 

the tooth, we found the owner of all the holes. It’s all of us. We’ll be there soon. 

Do I write back to Jacob? I do not. I am hiding under the bed. Jacob wants to know WHo the tooth belongs to. 

Except I do write back, not in real life, but here: 

Listen, Jacob, life is complicated. Sometimes recognizing the teeth far back in our mouths feels impossible. 

What belongs to us feels like an interloper. What we believe is a stranger’s sometimes has existed inside us all 

along. 
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Jacob has my full name and I have Jacob’s. He could easily come and knock on my door. I am listed. WHo 

does it belong to? At first he’d be friendly, but then when I refused to say WHo the tooth belongs to he might 

get a little red. He might, as they say, get a little hot under the collar. “Is this some sort of practical joke, 

ma’am. Because I am not interested in practical jokes.” It is even possible Claude has come with him, though 

I expect Claude is waiting in the car. I would wave at Claude, like I would at an old friend. Hi Claude. 

Beautiful, brown-eyed Claude. “Jacob,” he might call. “Sweetheart.” “Come back here. You’re upsetting that 

old lady.” In this story I am very old. In this story I am one hundred years old, as old as my burned-down 

house. 

Listen, Jacob, We just wanted something sweet. And we thought the sweetness you sold us was tainted with 

another man’s pain. But it was our pain, Jacob. It was ours. 

There are these stories way back in our mouths we didn’t even know belonged to us. Sixty days before my 

house burned down, my husband found a tooth in his donut. I even had notes toward this tooth-in-the-donut 

story that were all turned into ash on my desk. But if you rearrange all the ash – like I am doing here – the ash 

spells out pieces of this story instead. My house burning down is a tooth in my whole family’s mouth we 

never thought would belong to us. But there it is. The first crack. The first tiny crackle. Something catches. 

Something falls out of us. Who do you belong to, we ask the tooth? And the tooth says, I belong to you. I 

have been here for the whole entire time. You just didn’t know it. But now you know. And now everything 

has changed.  

  

Sabrina Orah Mark is the author of two book-length poetry collections THE BABIES and TSIM TSUM, as 

well as a collection of stories, WILD MILK. Her poetry and stories most recently appear in AMERICAN 

SHORT FICTION, THE BENNINGTON REVIEW,  and TIN HOUSE. HAPPILY, her collection of essays 

on fairytales and motherhood, which began as a monthly column in THE PARIS REVIEW, is forthcoming 

from Random House. 

https://astra-mag.com/articles/damages/ 

  

https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/columns/happily/
https://astra-mag.com/articles/damages/
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Is Mother Dead 

VIGDIS HJORTH 

 

The following is from Vigdis Hjorth's Is Mother Dead. Hjorth is the author of over a dozen prize-winning and 

best-selling novels including Will and Testament, which was longlisted for the National Book Award for 

Translated Literature and won the Norwegian Critics Prize for Literature and the Norwegian Booksellers’ 

Prize. She lives in Oslo. 

She would contact me if Mum died. She has to, hasn’t she? 
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I called Mum one evening. It was in the spring, I know that because the next day I went for a walk round 

Borøya with Pax, and it was warm enough for us to sit on the bench by Osesund and eat our sandwiches. I had 

barely slept that night because of the phone call and I was glad to be seeing someone that morning and that 

that someone was Pax, I was still shaking. I was ashamed to have called Mum. It was against the rules and yet 

I’d done it. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t, and they wouldn’t want me to anyway. Nor did she pick up the 

phone. The busy signal started the moment she declined the call. And yet I called her back. Why? I don’t 

know. What was I hoping for? I don’t know. And why this paralysing shame? 

Luckily I was going for a walk with Pax round Borøya the next day, I could hardly wait, my inner trembling 

would lessen once I had talked to Pax. I picked him up from the station and the moment he got into the car I 

told him what I had done, called Mum, I offloaded on Pax all the way to the car park, all the way round 

Borøya, but he didn’t think it was strange that I had called Mum. I don’t think it’s strange that you want to 

talk to your Mum. I still felt ashamed, but less shaky. But I’ve nothing to say to her, I said. I don’t know what 

I would have said if she had picked up the phone, I said. Perhaps I had hoped that something would spring to 

mind if she answered her phone and said, Hello? In her own voice. 

The situation was of my own making. I had chosen to leave my marriage, my family and my country almost 

three decades before, although it hadn’t felt as if I’d had a choice. I had left my marriage and my family for a 

man they regarded as suspect and a vocation they regarded as offensive, exhibiting paintings they found 

humiliating, I didn’t come home when Dad fell ill, when Dad died, when he was buried, what were they to 

make of that? They thought it was awful, that I was awful, for them what was awful was that I left, humiliated 

them, failed to turn up for Dad’s funeral, but for me things had gone wrong long before that. They didn’t 

understand or they refused to understand, we didn’t understand one another and yet I had called Mum. I had 

called Mum as if it was an OK thing to do. No wonder she hadn’t picked up. What was I thinking? What had I 

expected? That she would pick up the phone as if it was an OK thing to do? Who did I think I was, did I think 

I mattered in any way, that she would be pleased? Real life isn’t like the Bible where the return of the 

prodigal son is celebrated with a feast. I was ashamed to have broken my vow and to have revealed to Mum 

and Ruth, whom Mum would definitely have told about the call, that I was unable to stick to it, while they, 

my Mum and my sister, kept their vow and wouldn’t dream of calling me. They must have heard that I was 

back in the country. They probably googled me regularly, they had found out that a retrospective of my work 

would be taking place, that I had a Norwegian mobile number now, otherwise Mum would have answered the 

phone. They were strong and steadfast while I was weak, childish, and I felt and acted like a child. Besides, 

they didn’t feel like talking to me. But did I feel like talking to Mum? No! But then again I was the one who 

had called! I was ashamed that something in me wanted to talk to her and that by calling I showed her that 

something in me wanted to, did I need something from her? What would that be? Forgiveness? Perhaps that 

was what she told herself. But I hadn’t had a choice! But then why did I call, what did I want? I don’t know! 

Mum and Ruth thought I called because I’d repented, they hoped I had repented and was hurting, that I 

missed them and wanted to make amends, but Mum didn’t pick up the phone because it wasn’t going to be so 

easy that the moment I was back in Norway and wanted to get in touch with them, they were ready to 

welcome me with open arms, oh no. I was to fully experience my choice and repent it. But I didn’t repent! To 

them it looked as if I had made a choice, and that irritated me, but irritation is easy to bear, irritation is 

nothing compared to shame, why this paralysing shame? Talking to Pax helped. We walked on the shale paths 

along the sea where ducks and swans were swimming, and in the bend by Osesund I picked a colts-foot, I told 
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myself it meant good luck. Once I got back I put it in water in an eggcup, but it soon wilted. Now it’s autumn, 

September 1. My first Norwegian autumn in thirty years. 

I had been drinking when I called, not a lot, a few glasses of wine, but I had been drinking or I wouldn’t have 

called. I found her number on www.1881.no and entered it with trembling fingers. Had I thought rationally, I 

wouldn’t have called. If prior to that, I had made myself think clearly, imagine the most likely scenarios 

should Mum answer her phone, I wouldn’t have called, I would have understood it wouldn’t lead to anything 

other than distress for both of us. It was an unrealistic, irrational phone call. Nor did she pick up. My mum 

and my sister were rational human beings, I was irrational, was that why I felt shame? If I had been a rational 

human being, I would have realised that if Mum had answered her phone, it wouldn’t have led to anything 

that could be called a conversation anyway. A conversation between Mum and me had become impossible. 

But that didn’t curb my irrational impulse, I didn’t want to think clearly, I wanted to follow this sudden and 

for me surprisingly strong impulse, what depths did it come from? That’s what I’m trying to find out. 

I hadn’t had anything that could be called a conversation with Mum for thirty years, perhaps I never had. I 

met Mark, applied in secret to the institute in Utah where he taught and was accepted, I travelled with him 

across the sea, away from my marriage, my family, it all happened during one hot summer. It’s true, as they 

say, that one look is all it takes, one glance, and I burned with an inextinguishable flame; it was seen as 

betrayal and a slap in the face. I wrote them a long letter at the time to explain why I had done what I had 

done, I poured out my heart in that letter, but the short reply I received was as if I hadn’t written to them in 

the first place. A short, blunt reply with threats of ostracism, but stating that if I ‘came to my senses’ and 

returned home immediately, I might be forgiven. They wrote as if I were a child and they my guardians. They 

reeled off what it had cost them financially and emotionally to bring me up, I owed them quite a lot. They 

meant, I understood, that I was literally indebted to them. They seriously believed that I would give up my 

love and my work because they had paid for tennis lessons when I was a teenager. They didn’t take me 

seriously, they didn’t try to understand me, instead they made threats. Perhaps their own parents had had such 

power over them once, perhaps they had themselves trembled so on encountering their parents’ words, 

especially the written ones, that they thought their own would have just as strong an impact on me. 

I wrote another long letter explaining what the art course meant to me and who Mark was, again they replied 

as if I hadn’t written, as if they hadn’t read my letter, they reiterated how much money they had spent buying 

me a flat so I could live near the university while I studied Law, and paying for my wedding, of which by my 

immature behaviour I had now made a mockery for all the world to see, betrayed a newly minted husband, 

leaving his family humiliated and incredulous. I had to get ‘these thoughts which this M’ had planted in me 

out of my head. Only a few chosen individuals ever succeeded in making a living from the arts, and reading 

between the lines it was clear I wouldn’t be one of them. It hurt me as did the notion that they genuinely 

appeared to believe their words would make me give up my new life, travel home to emotional blackmail and 

mould myself to fit their expectations, which was something I regarded as an act of self-harm. I didn’t reply to 

that letter, in December I sent them a Christmas card and included a friendly but guarded description of the 

little town where we lived, our house, the patch of land where we grew tomatoes, the changing of the seasons 

in Utah. I wrote as if their last letter hadn’t been written, I did to them what they had done to me, Merry 

Christmas! I had a similar card back, short but guarded, Happy New Year! From time to time I would send 
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them an exhibition catalogue or a postcard from a trip, I wrote to them when John was born and sent them a 

photo. He got a letter back, Dear John, welcome to the world, love Grannie, Granddad and Aunt Ruth. When 

he turned one, he got a silver cup in the post, best wishes Grannie, when he turned two, a silver spoon, when 

he turned three, a fork. During the first few years my sister would send me short texts about Mum’s or Dad’s 

health if there was any news to report, a kidney stone operation, a slip on the ice, there was no salutation, no 

questions, just a line about my parents’ physical condition, Ruth. As they were in fairly good health, these 

messages were rare. The implication was that she was to be pitied for having to take care of them 

singlehandedly, that I was selfish, having gone off seemingly without caring. I believed she only wrote them 

to make me feel bad, but perhaps I took it that way because something inside me did feel bad? I replied: Get 

well soon. But after the triptychs Child and Mother 1 and Child and Mother 2 were exhibited in Oslo, my city, 

in one of its most prestigious galleries, well attended and with extensive media coverage, Ruth’s occasional 

messages and Mum’s seasonal greetings ceased. In a roundabout way, through Mina, whose mum still lived 

nearby, I learned that they found my paintings distressing, that I brought shame on my family, on Mum 

especially. John continued to get birthday cards, but the words were less warm, apart from that there was 

silence. I knew nothing about my parents’ daily life. I assumed that it was routine, as it is for most old and 

comfortably-off people, that they still lived in the house they had moved to when I was a teenager, in a 

smarter part of the city than the house which belonged to my childhood, I hadn’t heard anything to the 

contrary. I would have known if they had downsized and decided to give Ruth and me an advance on our 

inheritance, they were honest people when it came to money. It would have been easy to imagine them in the 

rooms in the house where I myself had lived, but I didn’t. Fourteen years ago I was working in a borrowed 

studio in SoHo, New York, Mark was at the Presbyterian Hospital, when I had a message from Ruth telling 

me that Dad had had a stroke and was in hospital, that was all it said, she didn’t ask me to come. During the 

next three weeks she wrote several short messages about Dad’s condition, using partly inexplicable medical 

terminology, there was nothing inviting in the words, no salutation, not my name, just short bulletins she felt 

obliged to send, I never thought she wanted me to come. My presence would seem intrusive. I had no part to 

play, it would only make things awkward for everyone, I felt awkward just thinking about it, and I wished 

Dad a speedy recovery. On November 20 she wrote that he had died, which surprised me, at that moment I 

was still in the studio in SoHo, Mark was still at the Presbyterian, I didn’t go, I didn’t even think of travelling 

back or of going to the funeral. Nor did they ask me, Ruth wrote that he would be buried at such-and-such 

time and place, and that was it. The day after the funeral I got a message sent from her phone, but it was from 

both of them, it said we, it was signed Mum and Ruth, a goodbye message. Mum had taken it very hard that I 

hadn’t come back to Dad’s sickbed, to Dad’s funeral, it had nearly killed her, it said, and in a way I had killed 

her symbolically, that was how they phrased it, as far as I recall, I didn’t save the message, I deleted it 

immediately. I regret that now, it would have been interesting to relive the moment, I mean, to read it today, 

now, in September. I saw it as an excuse to reject me for good and blame the finality on me. The birthday 

letters to John ceased. 

We were no longer ‘not on speaking terms’, but actual enemies, I realised, it didn’t bother me, I worked, I 

looked after Mark, after John. The house was sold, Mum bought a flat, I received a set of accounts, my 

inheritance from Dad and a formal letter from a solicitor, no mention of Mum’s new address, but so what. 

When we happened to make a brief visit to Norway we never told them, when Mark died I didn’t tell them, 

they had never met him and had never expressed any wish to meet him. When John moved to Europe, to 

Copenhagen, four years ago, I didn’t tell them, why should I, they had never met him. I talked to Mina, I 

talked to Pax. But when Skogum Art Museum decided to put on a major retrospective of my work in two 

years’ time, the city of my childhood started haunting me in my dreams. As my conversations with the curator 
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about which works to include became more frequent, it also started to haunt me when I was awake. I had 

promised to contribute at least one new work, but I was unable to produce anything, I stood in front of various 

canvases for days, but my heart wasn’t in it. On further reflection I realised that I hadn’t painted anything 

significant since the manic rapture that followed Mark’s death, the years I spent in the studio, processing my 

grief at losing him. Now it had eased, was that why, and because I was now living alone in everything that 

was once ours? I decided to move back home, I still called Norway home, initially just for a while, until the 

opening of the exhibition. I didn’t tell them, why should I? I let my house in Utah and with the rental income 

and my widow’s pension from Mark, I was able to rent a modern flat in a new part of Oslo by the fjord with a 

conservatory which could double up as my studio. Now I live in the same city as Mum, four and a half 

kilometres from her, I’ve looked up her new address on 1881, she lives in Arne Bruns gate number 22, closer 

to the city centre than the houses where I grew up, I also found her phone number on 1881. 

__________________________________ 

From Is Mother Dead by Viigdis Hjorth. Used with permission of the publisher, Verso Books. Copyright © 

2022 by Viigdis Hjorth. 

 

https://lithub.com/is-mother-dead/ 

  

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781839764318
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ESSAY THE ECSTASY ISSUE 

WADDEN SEA SUITE 

By Dorthe Nors              Translated from the DANISH by CAROLINE WAIGHT 

PHOTOGRAPH BY TRINE SØNDERGAARD 

https://astra-mag.com/category/essay/
https://astra-mag.com/magazine/ecstasy/
https://astra-mag.com/contributors/dorthe-nors
https://astra-mag.com/languages/danish
https://astra-mag.com/contributors/caroline-waight
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It’s dark in Huisduinen, south of Den Helder, in the Netherlands. I hear from Denmark that the first storm of 

autumn is drawing in from the North Sea, bringing winds of hurricane strength. It’s due to hit the northwest 

coast back home. I told my dad over the phone that I was going to the southernmost edge of the Wadden Sea, 

the vast, enigmatic tidal sea on the Dutch, German, and Danish coastlines, and he decided my timing was 

poor. 

“But I’m about five hundred miles away from your storm,” I replied, because he’s often worried about people 

going about here and there. His West Jutlandic roots have a solid hold on him that way. Watching what you 

say and talking people back into place when they’re a tad too keen to move are normal in the West Jutlandic 

hinterland. The coast is for those lured by the foreign. They’ve no good soil, so they’re quite a sorry lot. But 

two miles farther in, we reach the hinterland. The hinterland is for those with money in real estate and 

profitable earth. They come down hard on wanderlust. Say you’re at some Christmas market in the hinterland 

with your gingerbread, and you’re making conversation at a stall that sells hand-knitted socks: 

“So what are you up to these days?” the saleswoman asks you. 

“I’m just back from London, actually,” you might say. 

“London?! Oh, but that’s ghastly,” the saleswoman says. “And you do look a sorry little thing,” she might 

decide to add. 

Big cities, free speech, and foreign lures are the work of the devil. All three are a threat to the existing order. 

The word bonde, Danish for farmer, comes from Norse, and means “settled man.” A settled man is master in 

his own house and reluctant to move. 

What the women are, the dictionary of the Danish language neglects to mention. Still, one thing is for sure: a 

person glad to seek out other regions is a defector, an overløber, which comes from the German Überläufer, 

and describes a person who has gone over to the enemy. Any time you say you’ve been to New York, Berlin, 

or Cairo, what you’re really telling the hinterlander before you is that you don’t think he or she is good 

enough. My dad’s got this same conditioned reflex from his proud West Jutlandic forebears. One of the times 

he was most frustrated over my urge to see exotic places was when I moved to Fanø, in the Wadden Sea. Fanø 

is an island, and people who live in such places are encircled by water. That means wanderlust, no question, 

and anyway, water is dangerous. Ships go down. Ferries, too. My risk of drowning rose considerably, he felt. 

But I lived on Fanø for a year. It was unforgettable. I was besotted with a married man. The married man was 

besotted with me being besotted with him, and it should have set all the lighthouses along the coast to 
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flashing, but it didn’t. He lived far away, I lived in the village of Sønderho at the southern tip of the island, 

and with every day that passed I was swallowed up more and more by the landscape. The Wadden Sea is 

powerful, and I lived a far stretch out there. You don’t come out the other side unchanged. 

First, I stayed at Julius Bomholt’s House, also called the Poet’s Home, a big old shipmaster’s house owned by 

Esbjerg Council. It is made available to Scandinavian writers as a retreat and was mine for six months. But 

when it came time to move out, I wasn’t done with Fanø. I had an extended trip to the U.S. coming up. The 

married man was involved. I thought I might as well stay in Sønderho until then, so I took a room with a 

lovable local woman in her shipmaster’s house. Johanne’s House, I call it in my memories, because that’s 

what it was: her house. 

My year in Sønderho is a cello’s sound inside me. I have only to glimpse the chimneys of Esbjerg Power 

Station and it begins to play. It sounds like an old-fashioned piece, Bach or Pärt. The silent space, a lonely 

string instrument, and then that long-suffering bending to the wandering of the moon and the clock of the 

tides. I love the Wadden Sea, though there’s something strange and sucking about it, and so I got a train from 

Amsterdam to Den Helder. There I rented a bike, despite the gusting wind. I wanted to get to Huisduinen and 

see the sign that marks: here begins the Wadden Sea. If you can say that something so strangely ethereal 

begins, and you can. You can see with the naked eye where that force takes over. In Denmark the transition is 

strongly felt along the west coast of Fanø and up toward Skallingen; the infinitely slick and grooved expanses 

pass from the south into something like a sea, lined with nearshore breakers. Nearshore breakers: the North 

Sea. Wide-flung tidal flats: the Wadden Sea. 

Cycling to Huisduinen, I saw the transition there, too. Sand flats, lying in readiness, gigantic bars in the 

agitated water. This is where it begins, then: the Wadden Sea UNESCO World Heritage Site. The national 

park ends somewhere north, up by Johanne’s House, and I wanted to see this miracle take over from a 

southern direction. 

“You don’t want to walk smack into a spinning top like that,” said my dad on the phone. 

“But I’m so far from the storm,” I said. “It’s up near you lot. Not here.” 

But storms have eyes. Their eyes are round, and they whirl. Grand Hotel Beatrix in Huisduinen has taken me 

into its fold. The hotel is located immediately behind the dam, a burly asphalted hulk, and on the other side of 

the northbound highway is the lighthouse, Lange Jaap, casting its bright cone into the pelting rain and sea 

foam. There is a storm blowing in Huisduinen. Lange Jaap sharpens and resists. Everything is black besides 

the light, sweeping rhythmically across the hotel. I’ve taken cover in my room. The building shakes. Small 

fox in the cave’s darkness. 
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Still, I did my best to make it to the dam before nightfall. I walked south with a scarf over my face. Grains of 

sand stinging, eyes watering. 

I walked like a slash against the wind while the sea toiled against the disaster-proof dam. To the north, Den 

Helder, which so oddly mirrors Esbjerg back home, and a ferry bravely making the short crossing to the 

island beyond the town. It could have been Fanø, but it was called Texel. It’s the southernmost of the Frisian 

Islands, and Fanø is the northernmost. Island sisters, and I would have been there, but had to settle for seeing 

it at a distance. And finding the sign, and I found it: 

WELKOM IN HET WADDENZEE 

WERELDERFGOED GEBIED 

WELCOME TO THE WADDEN SEA 

WORLD HERITAGE SITE 

It’s warm here in the Beatrix. I’ve taken out a map. I’m looking at islands with funny names. To the south are 

the West Frisians, Texel the first pearl in the chain—or the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. After Texel 

come Vlieland, Terschelling, Ameland, Engelsmanplaat, Schiermonnikoog, Rottumerplaat, Rottumeroog, and 

then the islands known as East Frisian: Borkum, Juist, Norderney, Baltrum, Langeoog, Spiekeroog, 

Wangerooge, Mellum. They speak German now, call themselves North Frisian, and keep adding and adding, 

like pearls on a string. Then Pellworm, Hooge, Amrum, Nordstrand, Gröde, Langeness, Oland, Föhr, and Sylt. 

The language transforms slowly with each pearl, and suddenly they speak Danish. They call themselves 

Rømø, Mandø, Fanø, Langli. The chain is intact. No border can sever it. 
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MAP BY AARON REISS & LARRY BUCHANAN 

It ought to be silent here, I think, under the duvet, listening to the fury outside. Silence and a stringed 

instrument. 

The Wadden Sea is one large violin body that the water plays a few times a day, rising and falling, rising and 

falling. That’s how I pictured it the year I lived there. This silent suite was broken only by the fire alarm. In 

Sønderho on the southern tip of Fanø, the alarm went off at noon every single Saturday. For there are three 

things they fear in Sønderho: shipwrecks, storm surges, and fire. The town of shipmasters is thatched. Each 

house, except for a few lone contrarians, is orientated east to west. And thatched. Around them a system of 

paths and orchards. The idyll is absolute, Grade I listed. So every Saturday at noon, the fire alarm went off. 

That way you knew it worked should all hell break loose. 
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And then came the women. Since the siren was going off at twelve every Saturday anyway, they thought they 

might as well use it as a signal to summon the tribe. They slipped out of their gloriously painted shipmasters’ 

houses. They walked down Landevejen and Nord Land, Øster Land, Sønder Land, Vester Land. They darted, 

scurried, and strode down tangled paths through Sønderho, paths laid down by the coffee-thirsty. They steered 

a course for the pub, where a long table was set out for them. The stocks of draft beer and white wine had 

been kicked up a notch. The coffee machine was switched on and the Brøndum Snaps was laid out (Rød 

Aalborg is for the mainlanders) because there had to be booze-laced coffee, too, to keep everything going. 

And there they sat, the women of Sønderho. They settled their broad backsides around the table, becoming 

their own version of fire. Gossip set ablaze. 

A kind of matriarchy, yes. Historically speaking, a small community where women held power. When the 

people of Fanø bought their island from the king in the mid-eighteenth century, they also bought their 

freedom and the right to international sea trade. They didn’t need to be told twice. In Sønderho, the men 

purchased big ships, declared themselves shipmasters, and set out like the Frisians they were to trade across 

the seven seas. They got a long way, the men of Fanø. They brought riches home. The shipmasters’ houses 

grew, flourished, acquired fantastical colors, garrets, windowpanes, and extensions. Sønderho transformed 

into a miraculous village, a community at once isolated and international, in the middle of a wayward sea. 

Sometimes the men were away for months. Other times they set out on long voyages and were away for years 

at a stretch before they came home. If they did come home, that is, for ships go down. And here’s how the 

situation worked out for Sønderho’s women: 

Your husband is at sea most of the time. When he comes home, if he comes home, he gets you pregnant. On 

top of that, he must be occupied somehow. If he’s busy painting the outside of the house, he won’t be 

underfoot inside. So you put him to work. 

“Why don’t you paint stripes above the windows, my friend,” you say. 

It takes time, and meanwhile, everything carries on much as before. You’re used to running things. You farm. 

Keep animals. You, the children, the other women, and the old men help one another when he’s away. 

Sometimes you go, too. Sometimes you join your husband, your brother, your father, and see the world. But 

back home, it is you who decides when the hay should be harvested. 

This is how it was. They settled things for themselves, the women, by and large. Decisions great and small, 

including those on behalf of the village—they took care of it all. Which was fine, and she looked forward to 

him coming home. Even though it was a hassle, his restlessness, the power struggles, and uncertainty. Four or 

five such years can turn a spouse into a stranger, near enough. And again, he had to be off. Gather, scatter. 

Gather, scatter. 
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If he did not come home—that, too, was dreadful. Then she was a widow in a village of many widows and 

unmarried women. But the widows and the spinsters moved in together. They took care of one another and 

the children. They drew an ingenious system of paths between the houses of the elderly with their feet. A 

cottage industry sprang up, dealing in mutual care, preserved fruit, salted fish, gossip, social control, and 

money. While the straightening of the river Skjern shows what a landscape looks like when someone’s been 

at it with a level, you should look at Sønderho to see how paths arrange themselves under women’s feet: 

organic as the roots of trees. 

The sign of Fanø’s matriarchy was their dress. Fanø’s men just wore clothes: wooden shoes or boots, wadmal, 

and a cap. But Fanø’s women wore a uniform. It didn’t emerge out of thin air—it emigrated from the south, 

like their architectural style, their genes, their merchant zeal. In other words: it was Frisian. If you disregard 

the trading town of Ribe, where you could sell your fish, Fanø was more orientated downward, toward its 

sister islands, than toward the Danish mainland. 

At the top of the uniform was a scarf simply called a cloth. Its bow had to be knotted in a particular way that 

made it look like a sail. Frisian woman: sailor wife. There was no shortage of skirts because it was important 

to create wide hips underneath a narrow waist. The jacket was buttoned up if you were unmarried. If you were 

married, a single button was left undone. There were various versions of the garments appropriate for various 

phases of life. Little girls learned at around seven years old to tie their cloths, initiating them into the tribe. 

The women’s garb was roughly the same color as the houses, so in principle he was also mending her if he 

came home. And if he came home, they danced together. They danced one of the most beautiful traditional 

dances on Earth: the sønderhoning. 

It really has to be seen, but this is how it goes: First they walk hand in hand, then he reaches both his hands 

around her, behind her back. Putting one of her arms behind her back, she grabs hold of his arm. The other 

arm she places lightly around his body. Then they whirl like scaled-down dervishes across the floor. They 

have each other caught by a centrifugal force. Like a North Sea depression, with its silent eye and its wildness 

at the periphery. He clasps her firmly, as though she were life itself. She allows it, and looks determinedly, 

not coyly, at a slanted angle to the floor. For he has a solid grip on her, the man, but he does not own her. 

The first time I saw a young couple spontaneously take to the floor and dance the sønderhoning at a pub one 

chance night when someone happened to have brought their violin, I was moved. 

“Oh, that’s just beautiful,” I said to the others at the table, who then got up and danced, too, as though it were 

quite an ordinary thing to do at the end of the world one weekday night: to dance a dance so simple and 

powerful that it has survived for generations. The young people look like it comes to them naturally. I don’t 

know if that’s true, because it’s difficult, and where I come from we were forced to dance traditional dances at 

the community center, after which we immediately forgot them. There’s a community center in Sønderho, 

too, where they might have been made to learn, so maybe somebody pushed them through it. But as adults, 
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they look like they wanted to dance of their own accord. I tried, but the man I could have danced with was 

absent, and anyway he had committed to dancing with somebody else. 

I wonder how Texel, beyond the hard-boiled dam and the water, feels about the mainland. Was it, like Fanø, 

reasonably indifferent until it was reduced to a place for vacationers and romantics from the capital? Are they 

still full of wanderlust over there? Opportunistic, die-hard, self-assured? Does the Wadden Sea tug at them the 

way it tugged at me the year I lived in Sønderho, still young and full of illusions? It affected you, the Wadden 

Sea and its tidal pulse. The natives knew that. Births got underway as waters rose, they said. Those due to die 

died when the waters receded. You could read it in the obituaries. So-and-so died late Tuesday night “at 

falling tide.” That was important to include. God was one thing, the Wadden Sea was another, and the two 

things could scarcely be separated. 

I used to walk down Nord Land every night, up to the dike, listening. The starry sky formed a dome above the 

island, vast, curved, and infinite. As I stood there, I sensed the depth of this curve. Up and down became 

relative terms, and when I shut my eyes, I could hear the silence of the Wadden Sea, like some kind of 

resonance. North, the sound of breakers taking over. A deep bass sound of currents and snapping water. But 

to the south and southeast were the flats, and through the flats ran the enormous underwater trenches, the 

deeps. These channels and their tributaries, the tideways, ran like juicy veins into the mudland. Unseen, 

almighty, they wove quietly in and out, in and out of the Wadden Sea, like blood supplying a placenta. The 

deepest trenches had been given names, the seriousness of which was understandable—Knot Deep, Gray 

Deep, Gallows Deep—and the Wadden Sea became a huge basin beneath the vaulted stars, where everything 

fertile grew, including death. Perhaps the cello’s sound was coming from the deeps, from the tideways. 

Perhaps I’d brought it out there myself. Perhaps it couldn’t be any other way. 

The lighthouse rakes its beam across the sea, and I have set the map of the Frisian Islands aside. I’m looking 

at old photographs from Fanø instead. It’s safe that way, and what I see in the pictures is the way they carry 

themselves in nearly all of them, the women. Wrapped in cloths, padded, wide-hipped by their underskirts. 

Their jackets narrow across their chests, their faces hard as leather. They stand at one end of the house, gazing 

confidently at the interloper. 

These are Johanne’s foremothers. They stand in front of sand dunes, swollen orchards, and buses. Johanne 

once told me that her ancestors were Frisians from the south who had settled on Fanø sometime in the 

seventeenth century. They’d been living on the island so long that her grandmother, as a child, had been 

painted by the well-known Fanø artist Julius Exner. The portrait hung in Johanne’s living room. Grandma as a 

little girl, with a pretty cloth, already initiated into the tribe. As I recall, there was a cat in her arms as well. 

Inside the wardrobe, the grandmother in the painting rose from the dead in the form of traditional Fanø 

clothing: the clothing Grandma had worn when she became a grown woman. To Johanne, the clothing was 

sacred. Every year on Sønderho Day in July, people told her she should put it on. She didn’t want to. She 

didn’t like the way the mainlanders and vacationers, slightly too rich and privileged, played dress-up in her 

foremothers’ costumes. The garments were deeply serious, and not just something to wear for carnival one 

day out of the year. They were dolling themselves up in borrowed plumage, Johanne felt, and on the whole, I 
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thought she was right. The last Fanø woman to regularly wear the clothing died in the seventies. The exodus 

from the outer periphery to the big cities had begun. The era of the shipmasters was long over, and so was the 

matriarchy. From now on, the women were supposed to have children to keep the local community alive. The 

young women on Fanø started to wear miniskirts and bell-bottoms; they styled their pageboy haircuts with 

curling irons. They were wrapped up in the number of pregnancies, both theirs and other people’s: the 

survival of the school, of the greengrocer. But the city slickers wanted to have their fun with the passing of 

time: they played at the old days, marched in processions through the city with cloths bristling and hips 

rolling. Johanne, sweet person that she was, put up a quiet resistance. Grandma’s clothing was not to be 

sullied by vapid tourism or people who didn’t understand what it meant. 

For it meant more than just power. It meant longing, hard graft, vulnerability. And it meant that you lived 

with the Wadden Sea, in birth and in death. That you realized what those great flats gave—life and rich 

growth, wildfowl, glasswort, amber—and what they took from human life. Grief came with the privilege of 

wearing the clothes, and coffee laced with schnapps wasn’t just about standing one’s ground stoically against 

the cold. It was also medicine to combat the forces of Gallows Deep. 

In the storm outside, between Texel and Den Helder, are the underwater rivers of Marsdiep and Het 

Nieuwediep, and somewhere near the harbor you might run across a pumping station called De Helsdeur—

Hell’s Gate. They understand, the West Frisians, that this landscape is bountiful one minute and all-

consuming the next. It is the job of Hell’s Gate to try to keep hubris at bay. I hope it holds tonight while I look 

at pictures. There’s one of a Fanø woman by her neat picket fence. There’s one of a Fanø woman with her 

daughters in tow. There she stands where she can, and she’s in the center. In one of the pictures, you sense 

this woman’s presence to an almost supernatural degree. It was taken on Fanø Beach one February day in 

1915. A group of women in Fanø dress have gathered like cormorants in the cold. Maybe they’re posing for 

the photographer, their cloths fluttering in the wind. Maybe they’re making sure nobody gets any closer. 

Behind them is an enormous sagging German zeppelin by the name of L3. It has just been on fire, and as the 

women stand there, they seem to be keeping watch over the burning. Only the day before, this zeppelin had 

been a giant, making its way from Hamburg to Skagerrak to scout for British submarines. There was a war on, 

of course. And then came the southwest storm. It set in with snow. The zeppelin drifted in the wind, the 

engines battling to no avail. Half an hour north of the German border, the last one gave out. An emergency 

landing in neutral territory on Fanø was their only resort. From the safety of the beach, the Germans shot a 

flare into the airship, setting it alight. Flames and curiosity had drawn these women. They are of another 

world, standing there. No, they were of another world. 

 I don’t know what Johanne thought when the fire alarm went off every Saturday, gathering the women of 

Sønderho at the pub for a drink and a gossip. I think she thought it was nice. She used to go along, at any rate. 

At Johanne’s house, I’d often sit and chat with her about anything and everything. Even after I left the island, 

came home from the U.S., and moved to Copenhagen. My wanderlust took over. The schism in which all 

identity is formed made me set out. 
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The water rose and fell, the pulse beating the hours of the day. I know that good souls around Johanne 

eventually prevailed upon her to wear her grandmother’s clothes, just for one day of carnival. If anyone was 

going to wear it, she should be the one. And she was proud of it, after all, she told me on the phone. She’d felt 

strong and beautiful in it, and I wish I could have seen her. But I never did. The last time I visited Sønderho, it 

was for Johanne’s funeral. That day no one wore Fanø dress, but the grief, that was real. 

At coffee after the funeral, we sang the song that’s always sung at gatherings on Fanø. Gather, scatter. A song 

that mimics the tides and the comings and goings of the world. A people with wanderlust aren’t afraid to sing 

in chorus, “The time has come to travel, friend—my path to distant lands I wend.” 

To that song, my hinterland family would have moaned, “Ghastly.” In their circles, they sang, “The Jutlander, 

he’s strong and tough, and he will not be moved.” But my grandfather’s family was full of fjord fishermen, 

and my great-grandfather was a shipwright in Esbjerg. I have no doubts about my refrain: Überläufer. 

After the wake and the booze-laced coffee, I walked through Sønderho and out toward the southern tip. It was 

September, the sky was high, and I pressed on across the flats. I walked in the direction of Gallows Deep, 

talking to Johanne. I don’t know if she died at a falling tide, but I know she had the Wadden Sea so deep 

down inside her soul that she couldn’t possibly be anywhere but here. And so I stood, listening to the silence 

some way out, the stringed instrument. Ribe Cathedral a vast omen to the east. Feeling the vault close below 

me and above, I crouched down. I took a handful of wet sand and let it wring out through my fingers. The 

Wadden Sea is a living being with a big, damp lung. 

“For the men we couldn’t count on after all, Johanne. And for the tenderness we felt for them anyway,” I 

whispered, leaving my handprint in the mud. I could have sat there for a while and seen it erased by the tide. 

But the tide comes in quickly in these parts, and we must gather, scatter. Welcome and goodbye.  

  

  

Dorthe Nors is one of the most distinguished contemporary Danish writers. In addition to her two short story 

collections, KARATE CHOP and WILD SWIMS, she has published one novella and five novels. Nors’s work 

has appeared in THE NEW YORKER, HARPER’S, and BOSTON REVIEW, among others. 
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Caroline Waight is an award-winning literary translator who works in Danish, German, and Norwegian. Her 

recent translations include Siri Ranya Hjelm Jacobsen’s ISLAND and Sayragul Sauytbay and Alexandra 

Cavelius’s THE CHIEF WITNESS. Her translation of Caroline Albertine Minor’s THE LOBSTER’S 

SHELL was published by Granta in March 2022. 

https://astra-mag.com/articles/north-sea-suite/ 
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Solenoid 

MIRCEA CĂRTĂRESCU (TRANS. SEAN COTTER) 
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The following is from Mircea Cărtărescu's Solenoid. Cărtărescu is a writer, professor, and journalist who 

has published more than twenty-five books. His work has received the Formentor Prize (2018), the Thomas 

Mann Prize (2018), the Austrian State Prize for Literature (2015), and the Vilenica Prize (2011), among 

many others. His work has been translated in twenty-three languages. His novel Blinding was published by 

Archipelago in Sean Cotter's English translation. 

I have lice, again. It doesn’t surprise me anymore, doesn’t disgust me. It just itches. I find nits constantly, I 

pull them off in the bathroom when I comb my hair: little, ivory eggs, glistening darkly against the porcelain 

around the faucet. The comb collects bunches of them, I scrub it with the worn-out bristles of an old 

toothbrush. I can’t avoid lice—I teach at a school on the edge of town. Half the kids there have lice, the nurse 

finds them at the start of the year, during her check-up, when she goes through the kids’ hair with the expert 

motions of a chimpanzee—except she doesn’t crush the lice between her teeth, stained with the chitin of 

previously captured insects. Instead, she recommends the parents apply a cloudy liquid that smells like lye, 

the same one the teachers use. Within a few days, the entire school reeks of the anti-lice solution. 

It’s not that bad, at least we don’t have bedbugs, we haven’t had those in a while. I remember them, I saw 

them with my own eyes when I was about three, in the little house on Floreasca where we lived in ’59–60. My 

father would hoist up the mattress to show them to me. They were little black seeds, hard and shiny like 

blackberries, or those beads on ivy that I knew I shouldn’t put in my mouth. But the tiny berries between the 

mattress and the bedframe scattered into the dark corners, they looked so panicked that it made me laugh. I 

could hardly wait for my dad to lift the heavy mattress up (when he changed the sheets), so I could see the 

chubby little bugs. I would laugh with such delight that my mother, who kept my curly hair long, would scoop 

me up and spit on me, so I wouldn’t catch the evil eye. Dad would get out the pump and give them a foul-

smelling lindane bath, slaughtering them where they hid in the wooden joints. I liked the smell of the wood 

bed, the pine that still smelled of sap, I even liked the smell of lindane. Then my father would drop the 

mattress back in place, and my mother would bring the sheets. When she spread them over the bed, they 

puffed up like a huge donut, and I loved to throw myself on top. Then I would wait for the sheet to slowly 

settle on top of me, to mold itself around my little body, but not every part, the sheet also drew a series of 

complicated folds and pleats. The rooms in that house seemed as big as market halls, and two enormous 

people wandered around, who for some reason took care of me: my mother and father. 

But I don’t remember the bites. My mother said they made little red circles on your skin, with a white dot in 

the middle. And that they burned more than itched. That may be, all I know is that I get lice from the kids 

when I lean over their notebooks; it’s an occupational hazard. I have worn my hair long ever since I tried to 

become a writer. That’s all that’s left of that career, just the hair. And the turtlenecks, like those on the first 

writer I ever saw, the one who is still my glorious and unattainable image of the writer: the one from 

Breakfast at Tiffany’s. My hair always hangs down onto the girls’ puffy, lice-filled hair. Along these 

semitransparent cables of horn, the insects climb. Their claws have the same curvature as the strands of hair, 

and they attach to it perfectly. Then they crawl onto the scalp, dropping excrement and eggs. They bite the 

skin that has never seen the sun, the immaculate, parchment white: this is their food. When the itching 

becomes unbearable, I turn on the hot water and prepare to exterminate them. 
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I like how the water resounds in the bathtub, that reckless churning, that spiral of billions of twisting jets and 

streams, the roaring vertical fountain inside the green gelatin of infinitesimally rising water, conquering the 

sides of the tub with checked swells and sudden invasions, as though countless transparent ants were 

swarming in the Amazon jungle. I turn off the faucet and there is quiet, the ants melt into each other and the 

soft, jelly sapphire lies silent, it looks at me like a limpid eye and waits. Naked, I slide into the water. I put my 

head under right away, feeling the walls of water rise symmetrically over my cheeks and forehead. The water 

grasps me, it presses heavily all around me, it makes me float in its midst. I am the seeds of a fruit with green-

blue flesh. My hair spreads toward the sides of the bathtub, like a black bird opening its wings. The strands 

repel each other, each one is independent, each suddenly wet strand floats among the others without touching, 

like the tentacles of a sea lily. I pull my head from one side to the other so I can feel them resist; they spread 

through the dense water, they become heavy, strangely heavy. It is hard to pull them from their water alveoli. 

The lice cling to the thick trunks, they become one with them. Their inhuman faces show a kind of 

bewilderment. Their carcasses are made of the same substance as the hair. They become wet in the hot water, 

but they do not dissolve. Their symmetrical respiratory tubes, along the edges of their undulating abdomens, 

are completely shut, like the closed nostrils of sea lions. I float in the bathtub passively, distended like an 

anatomical specimen, the skin on my fingertips bulges and wrinkles. I am soft, as though covered in 

transparent chitin. My hands, left to their own will, float on the surface. My sex rises vaguely, like a piece of 

cork. It seems strange that I have a body, that I am in a body. 

I sit up and begin to soap my hair and skin. While my ears were underwater, I could clearly hear the 

conversations and thumps in the neighboring apartments, but as though in a dream. Now my ears are plugged 

with gelatin. I pass my soapy hands over myself. My body is not, for me, erotic. My fingers, it seems, move 

across not my body but my mind. My mind dressed in flesh, my flesh dressed in the cosmos. 

As with the lice, I am not that surprised when my soapy fingers come to my navel. This has been happening 

for a few years. Of course I was scared when it started, because I had heard that sometimes your navel could 

burst. But I had never worried about mine, my navel was just a dent where my stomach “stuck to my spine,” 

as my mother would say. At the bottom of this hollow there was something unpleasant to the touch, but that 

never worried me. My navel was no more than the indentation on top of an apple, where the stem comes out. 

We all grew like fruits from a petiole crossed with veins and arteries. But starting a few months ago, 

whenever I poked my finger into this accident of my body, to clean it out, I felt something unusual, something 

that shouldn’t have been there: a kind of protuberance scraping against my fingertip, something inorganic, not 

part of my body. It lay within the pale knot of flesh, like an eye between two lids. Now I looked more closely, 

under the water, pulling the edges of the crevasse apart with my fingers. I couldn’t see well enough, so I got 

out of the tub, and the lens of water ran slowly out of my navel. Good lord, I smiled at myself, here I am, 

contemplating my navel. . . . Yes, there was the pale knot, sticking out a little more than usual, because as you 

approach thirty the stomach muscles start to sag. A scab the size of a child’s fingernail, in one of the knot’s 

volutes, turned out to be some dirt. But on the other side, a stiff and painful black-green stump stuck out, the 

thing my fingertip had felt. I couldn’t imagine what it could be. I tried to catch it with my fingernail, but when 

I did, I felt a twinge that frightened me: it might be a wart that I shouldn’t pick at. I tried to forget about it, to 

leave it where it had grown. Over the course of our lives, we excrete enough moles, warts, dead bones and 

other refuse, things we carry around patiently, not to mention how our hair, nails, and teeth fall out: pieces of 

ourselves stop belonging to us and take on another life, all their own. Even now I have, thanks to my mother, 

an empty Tic-Tac box with all my baby teeth, and also thanks to her I have my braids from when I was three. 
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Photographs on cracked enamel, with little serrations along the edges like a postage stamp, are similar 

testimonies: our body really was once in-between the sun and the camera lens, and it left a shadow on the 

film, no different than the one the moon, during an eclipse, leaves across the solar disk. 

From Solenoid by Mircea Cărtărescu. Used with permission of the publisher, Deep Vellum Publishing. 

Copyright © 2022 by Mircea Cărtărescu. Translation copyright © 2022 by Sean Cotter. 

https://lithub.com/solenoid/  

  

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781646052028
https://lithub.com/solenoid/
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FICTION THE ECSTASY ISSUE 

THE SMILE 

By Dahlia de la Cerda 

Translated from the SPANISH by HEATHER CLEARY and JULIA SANCHES 

ILLUSTRATION 

BY NICOLE RIFKIN 

https://astra-mag.com/category/fiction/
https://astra-mag.com/magazine/ecstasy/
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Came North on the Beast. Nothing left for me back home. Not anymore, anyway. Came up looking for a 

future. Heard there was work in the maquiladoras near the border and that while I was there, I might as well 

hop over to the other side. Gringo dream, ya sabes. I rode the Beast ’cause it’s free: all you do is take off, run, 

run, jump, and úpale, you’re on. Course, only if you’re lucky and get a good grip, if not the Beast will crush 

you with its steel hooves and best-case scenario it kills you, or else you’re lame for good. But life’s a gamble 

and I went all in, what the fuck.  

I didn’t have a pot to piss in back home. I was dirt poor and totally screwed—slept in a hammock, lived in 

flip-flops, ate fish scraps for every meal. No future there. Zip. And nowhere to look for one either. No joke. 

My days went more or less like this: wake up, fish with my apá, head to the docks to sell our catch, then back 

to the beach for the sunset. Sounds pretty sweet for one day, or for a vacation or whatever, but trust me that 

shit’s not so hot. I wanted to see the world, buy something to listen to music on. To dance, have a little fun. 

What I didn’t want was to be stuck looking at the same sand, the same waves, the same sunset until I died. 

But I got the math wrong: life’s a bitch.  

Back home they called me La Negra. I’m Black, so what. All black maize, tumbao, and a mess of curly hair. 

Afro, they called me at the factory. Here at the maquiladora, I’m Chiki, la chiquita. ’Cause I’m not just Black, 

I’m tiny, too. Short, Black, with messy curls. Look, here comes the walking microphone, they’d say. Those 

bitches always had their claws out. Then up north I confused everybody. They didn’t get how I could be 

Mexican, as Mexican as I am Black. They thought I’d come out mulatita ’cause my amá cheated on my apá 

with some gringo rapper, or that a Black woman left me on the beach and my family adopted me. Please. I’m 

more Mexican than nopales. Mexica negrita. Brown sugar, the gringos called me when I sold them fish on a 

stick.  

The border isn’t what you think, or what people say it is. The border is a ravenous monster. A bottomless pit 

that feeds on work, sex, drugs, and women. I had no idea. All I’d been told was there was work in Juárez at 

the factories and maquiladoras, that stuff was intense up there, ragers every fucking day, and look, I’m just 

saying all that shit got my head spinning. 

I didn’t tell a soul. Just took off one day. Rode up here, dreams and all. Juárez is just one big ranch, far as I 

can tell. A ranch crawling with dudes in oversize cowboy hats and trucks that make you say, Those fuckers 

are totally narcos. And boots hanging from power lines. Every place has its own footwear: on the coast 

they’ve got flip-flops, in the country I saw sneakers hung by the laces, and here it’s cowboy boots. Cracks me 

up. People, man, we’re a fucking riot. They put up pink crosses here, too, in memory of the dead girls of 

Juárez. There are more signs for desaparecidas than dances, that’s what I was told. 

On the Beast I met this awesome chick from Colombia. She had a shit ton of cumbia on her phone and gave 

me an earbud so we could listen together. Whenever the train slowed down and it wasn’t too hilly, we danced. 

You heard me, right there on top of the train, cheating death. We were riding halfway across the country on la 
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ruta de la muerte, so it’s not like we weren’t already playing with fire. Me and the Colombian danced real 

nice, I remember, pure cumbia, real sabrosito. It was like cheating death and not falling into the hands of 

narcos, rapists, and pimps. But that was real death cheating. When we danced on top of the train we were 

celebrating the fact that death didn’t have shit on us, at least not that day. With cumbia, there was no death, 

only dance. The Colombian chick left me in Juaritos and went off in search of the American Dream. I moved 

in with my aunt, who lived in a tiny room on the outskirts of the city. She’s the one who twisted my arm. 

What kind of life do you expect down there, you’re not about to turn into a mermaid, move in with me up 

here. And I did.  

Working at the maquiladora was like going to school but different. I had the night shift: in at 4 P.M. and out at 

4 A.M., when the roosters aren’t singing, but the vultures are. Sometimes the maquiladora looks like prison: 

all of us in khaki, busting ass, making shit at full speed, pushing for a productivity bonus, busting our asses 

for a few hours of overtime and some scratch to pay into the tanda, busting our asses for a day off so we can 

go out and party.  

I was having a blast. I knew working at a maquiladora was risky ’cause everybody just knows by word of 

mouth that all the desaparecidas are maquilocas. That’s what they called the women who worked at the 

factories, maquilocas. Said we hooked up with truckers and slutted around, but it’s not true, or maybe it is. 

Either way, it stung when dudes called us maquilocas. Fuck yeah I was loca. I worked my ass off and 

deserved to go a little crazy. I liked to party, I liked to dress sexy and paint my lips red. I hung around with 

guys from work and made out with dudes at parties. I wasn’t into cantinas, though. If people weren’t dancing, 

it wasn’t for me. I love music, guys, and grinding. So sue me. I worked my ass off, for real. Zero vacation 

days, double output, double shifts and shit, all so I could pull on a pair of high-heeled boots, tight jeans, and a 

denim jacket and party till dawn with two or three guys. I only ever drank a couple of beers. I’m seventeen. 

Does being a maquiloca mean I deserve what happened to me? Was I asking for it? Do you really think I’d be 

asking for it? I spent a whole week cheating death while dancing cumbia. Please, mijo.  

The funniest part was that when they killed me—did they kill me?—I wasn’t even out partying. I remember 

I’d thrown on a shirt with Los Tigres del Norte on it that day, plus a black skirt that went to my knees and a 

pair of shell-toe sneakers. Ridiculous, I know, but I’d been working nonstop for two months to buy a phone 

and a ticket for the VIP section at Intocable and I just couldn’t be bothered. I had four different tandas going, I 

was saving up. So I caught a bus headed to the city, ’cause that way it’d be cheaper to get home. But 

something went wrong. Very fucking wrong. When I got on there were like ten other girls, but one by one 

they got off until I was left alone with the driver. Christ. Just thinking about it makes my hands sweat, just 

like they did that night, they became the ocean, they were sweating and I was sweating, scared to death. El 

Poder del Norte was playing on my headphones but the lead’s nasal voice couldn’t distract me from my 

paranoia—or was it a premonition? I still don’t know when the driver, that piece of shit, went off route. I 

started praying, I prayed to God it was a shortcut, that it was just a more direct way back,but no, all of a 

sudden there was nothing out there, just desert and dark. I’m fucked, I thought. Fucking fucked. Panic took 

hold of me and I started screaming for him to let me off the bus, where the hell was he taking me, on his 

mother’s life and his fucking daughter’s life he’d better not lay a fucking finger on me. The piece of shit just 

laughed. He stopped the bus. I was curled up in a ball, sobbing, cursing. I heard him step out and saw the 
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lights of a patrol car. I screamed, I screamed my lungs out, I called for help, I begged, but those dirtbags 

pretended they couldn’t hear me and let him drive on. We headed farther into the desert. And then he braked, 

hard. He opened the door and four other pieces of shit climbed in. You want me to tell it? 

They raped me, all five of them. They took turns. Tied my hands and feet, burned me with cigarettes, beat me 

until they got tired. They’d let me go just so they could hunt me down again. They bit my breasts. They’d let 

me go and I’d run as hard as I could, but they were faster and stronger. Whenever one caught up to me, he’d 

grab me by the hair and throw me down on the sand. Then he’d kick my face, my chest. Viciously.  

I’d heard lots of things, that they used girls for sado porn and satanic rituals for bored gringos. But no. None 

of that. They didn’t film shit and they weren’t gringos, they were Mexican dudes, could’ve been your cousin 

or my dad, normal guys, not yuppies or foreigners. I don’t know why they do it, I don’t, but if I know one 

thing it’s this: they enjoy it. They liked watching me cry and beg. It was in their eyes, in their grunts of 

pleasure. Fucking assholes, pieces of shit, motherfuckers. They’d play at suffocating me with a red bandanna 

and when they saw I was on my last legs they’d let me go, then fuck with me all over again.  

Between all the dicks and hands I couldn’t tell how long they were at it, but I was all fucked up, beaten to 

shit, bruises on top of bruises and burns on top of burns. They raped me with their filthy cocks and their nasty 

fingers and with something made of metal. When they finally got bored, they left me for dead in the middle of 

the desert.  

Little by little, the darkness turned light. I opened my eyes and saw El Charro Negro standing right next to 

me. So La Santa Muerte comes for me and she’s a fucking dude, I thought. But no, it wasn’t her. I realized it 

wasn’t Death because the guy took a bite out of my neck. That’s right, motherfucker bit me. Then he threw 

me over his shoulder and that’s the last thing I remember.  

I had a fever or something worse. Maybe I died and came back, it was a trip and I had these—whoops broken 

record—trippy visions or like memories. I remembered how when my siblings and I were little, we used to 

pee the bed. Super funny, I don’t know why I remembered that or dreamed it, really, but for a while there, we 

were real little pissers. We were synchronized, pissing the bed at the exact same time, totally supernatural. My 

parents tried everything and nothing worked. We even came up with a couple of prevention strategies, but no 

dice. In the end, my apá had no choice but to give us baths in the morning so we didn’t reek when we went to 

school. The part that stressed me out was that I was older, twelve already, and I was flirting with this boy, so I 

thought, What if we run off and I piss all over him on our first night together? He’ll dump me right back on 

my doorstep. I was in the middle of this childhood soap opera when I woke up. It didn’t take me long to 

figure out I was in a freaking cave in the middle of the desert. At least I was alive. I cheated death, I thought. 

What I didn’t realize was—I am death.  
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I saw the sun coming up and figured I’d step outside to catch a few rays, check the scene, see what’s what. 

Bad idea. The second the light hit my skin I felt like I was on fire, I fucking started giving off smoke, 

motherfuck, so I scrambled back inside. The next few days were awful. Nothing compared to my rape and 

murder, but definitely still shitty. My skin started decomposing, but it didn’t just smell like rot, it actually 

started falling off. In freaking strips. All my hair fell out. And I puked. I started puking up all my organs—

stomach, intestines, kidneys, liver, pancreas, I shit you not. I watched the whole thing with these eyes that no 

worm will ever eat. I watched my damn intestines come out my mouth. They still tasted like tacos al pastor. 

Seriously, I even tugged them a little to make it go faster. My liver tasted like blood, like fresh blood. I was 

into it. My pancreas was kinda sweet, like baby’s milk. My heart? I didn’t spit that out, God knows why.  

After puking up all my organs and losing my hair, I died again. I don’t know what to tell you. The whole 

thing seems like a weird-ass trip, but when I woke up I was me. Like before. No cuts or bruises, no pain, no 

nothing: there I was, motherfucking Chiki in all my splendor, but buck naked, or almost. All I had on was a 

black T-shirt. Those pieces of shit ditched my clothes who the fuck knows where, fucking assholes. So I 

waited for it to get dark, right, and I went looking for El Charro Negro, the fucker who bit me. Dude owed me 

an explanation or two. I started walking through the desert and I swear to God I could see totally fine in the 

dark, like I was wearing those ultrared goggles or some shit. Infrared? Anyway, it rocked. Before I knew it, I 

stumbled on a freaking camper van in the middle of the desert. I knocked on the door real cute and when I had 

the dude in front of me I was like, What the fuck, man? 

El Charro Negro said this fucking hilarious thing, said I’d cheated death and found my way back. Apparently 

those pieces of shit hadn’t killed me all the way, they’d just left me out there dying and then he put some 

weird spell on me to catch my last breath and keep it and make it eternal. My take is that matter isn’t created 

or destroyed, it just gets transformed, right, what the fuck are you laughing at, I might look dumb but I 

finished high school, asshole. El Charro told me my body could cure itself now, but that it needed blood to do 

it. Not human blood, ’cause the lines get crossed or some shit and you end up covered in hives. Animal blood 

can help our bodies regenerate and fix whatever injury. First you decompose, then you rise from the ashes 

dancing cumbia. Killer. He also told me about how my eyesight was like supercharged now, how I could 

smell and hear better, and had superhuman strength. I must be tripping, I thought. But no, man. It was real. 

Maybe that horrible shit I went through made me a martyr and now God was playing catch-up with these 

superpowers, or maybe it was life giving me a chance to get even. But same as how God didn’t give scorpions 

wings, he gave us this one fucking weakness: the sun. A mega motherfucking allergy to the sun. So I have to 

make my moves at night.  

Long story short, El Charro Negro filled me in on the whole undead thing, the mutation of survival. He told 

me how raven’s blood tastes bitter, how if we want to go in somewhere we have to be invited, ha, you 

should’ve seen me standing at the door of these shops in Juaritos asking the girls, Hey, can I come in? All so I 

could buy some freaking threads. And a few of them were real bitches and answered like, Yeah, or, No, but I 

needed them to say the whole thing, You can come in, or, You may enter, or whatever. It was a major hassle 

but I got what I was looking for: a Tigres del Norte shirt just like the one I had on the night those pieces of 

shit went way the fuck overboard. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 616  january 2023 

 

144 

I don’t know how the hell I managed, but I used my feminine wiles to convince El Charro to help me get 

revenge. Not that it was all that hard. Did I mention dude had a hobby that was like sweet and terrifying at the 

same time? He collected the bones of murdered women and put them where they could be found. I asked him 

why, with his superpowers and everything, he never stopped the killers or killed them or did anything to them. 

He told me he was waiting for a woman to do that part.  

Dude was a saint, went all over Juaritos with me so I could buy a black denim skirt and shell-toe sneakers. I 

saw my face on a poster. MISSING, it said. It made me sad as fuck to picture my family out there searching 

for me and my aunt counting how many days it’d been. No one had heard from me in six months, they had no 

idea if I was dead or alive. I gave into temptation and drew a speech bubble on one of the posters that said, 

“Pieces of shit fucked me, but I’m alive and I’m coming for them.” El Charro smiled in a way I hadn’t seen 

before. I went into a public restroom, threw on my Los Tigres del Norte shirt, black skirt, and sneakers, and 

painted my lips red. I looked in the mirror. I couldn’t see my reflection but I knew it was me. The same me 

who’d walked out of the maquiladora that morning. The exact same person. I was dead but the desert hadn’t 

devoured me, it had spat me out, puked me up. I smiled. I walked out of the bathroom and a cumbia tune by 

Grupo Cañaveral was playing. I stopped and danced the way I’d danced with the Colombian chick on top of 

the Beast, one of those moments when you think you’re cheating death but don’t realize the motherfucking 

joke’s on you. 

El Charro Negro walked me to the bus stop. I recognized the number right away: 495. The bus slowed and I 

got on with some other chicks. The driver didn’t even notice me. I sat all the way in the back, hidden enough 

so he couldn’t really see me but not so much that he wouldn’t know I was there. Déjà vu. He went off route, 

pulled over for a patrol car. Headed into the desert, stopped. The four pieces of shit were there waiting. I went 

out to meet them. One of the bastards recognized me immediately. I guess the Afro and the Los Tigres del 

Norte shirt gave me away. “Is this a fucking joke?” he asked the driver. I didn’t give them a chance to say 

shit. Not one fucking word. I walked up to them, real slow, and saw the panic on their faces. One of them 

pissed himself, those fuckers can dish it out but they can’t take it. I was scared, our bodies remember. But I 

swallowed my fear and smiled, baring my fangs.  

  

Dahlia de la Cerda was born in Aguascalientes, Mexico. She is the author of PERRAS DE RESERVA and the 

codirector of the feminist collective Morras Help Morras. In 2019, she won the prestigious Premio Nacional 
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Julia Sanches is the author of more than a dozen translations from Spanish, Portuguese, and Catalan into 
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H. B. MARRIOTT-WATSON, “DEVIL OF THE MARSH” (1893) 

FROM THE COLLECTION DAMNABLE TALES: A FOLK HORROR ANTHOLOGY, EDITED BY 

RICHARD WELLS 

 

The following is a short story from Damnable Tales: A Folk Horror Anthology, edited by Richard Wells. 

 

Richard Wells is an illustrator and graphic designer. Primarily working in the television industry, he has 
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provided graphic props for the likes of Poldark, Sherlock, Doctor Who, and the recent BBC adaptation of 

Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Outside of his television work, he makes and sells his own darkly folkloric artwork, 

often lino cut and printed by hand. His most recent work includes a series of prints based on the ghost stories 

of M.R. James, out of which has developed this illustrated short story project with Unbound. 

It was nigh upon dusk when I drew close to the Great Marsh, and already the white vapours were about, 

riding across the sunken levels like ghosts in a churchyard. Though I had set forth in a mood of wild delight, I 

had sobered in the lonely ride across the moor and was now uneasily alert. As my horse jerked down the 

grassy slopes that fell away to the jaws of the swamp, I could see thin streams of mist rise slowly, hover like 

wraiths above the long rushes, and then, turning gradually more material, go blowing heavily away across the 

flat. The appearance of the place at this desolate hour, so remote from human society and so darkly significant 

of evil presences, struck me with a certain wonder that she should have chosen this spot for our meeting. She 

was a familiar of the moors, where I had invariably encountered her; but it was like her arrogant caprice to 

test my devotion by some such dreary assignation. The wide and horrid prospect depressed me beyond reason, 

but the fact of her neighbourhood drew me on, and my spirits mounted at the thought that at last she was to 

put me in possession of herself. Tethering my horse upon the verge of the swamp, I soon discovered the path 

that crossed it, and entering, struck out boldly for the heart. The track could have been little used, for the 

reeds, which stood high above the level of my eyes upon either side, straggled everywhere across in low 

arches, through which I dodged, and broke my way with some inconvenience and much impatience. A full 

half hour I was solitary in that wilderness, and when at last a sound other than my own footsteps broke the 

silence, the dusk had fallen. 

I was moving very slowly at the time, with a mind half disposed to turn from the melancholy expedition, 

which it seemed to me now must surely be a cruel jest she had played upon me. While some such reluctance 

held me, I was suddenly arrested by a hoarse croaking which broke out upon my left, sounding somewhere 

from the reeds in the black mire. A little further it came again from close at hand, and when I had passed on a 

few more steps in wonder and perplexity, I heard it for the third time. I stopped and listened, but the marsh 

was as a grave, and so taking the noise for the signal of some raucous frog, I resumed my way. But in a little 

the croaking was repeated, and coming quickly to a stand I pushed the reeds aside and peered into the 

darkness. I could see nothing, but at the immediate moment of my pause I thought I detected the sound of 

some body trailing through the rushes. My distaste for the adventure grew with this suspicion, and had it not 

been for my delirious infatuation, I had assuredly turned back and ridden home. The ghastly sound pursued 

me at intervals along the track, until at last, irritated beyond endurance by the sense of this persistent and 

invisible company, I broke into a sort of run. This, it seemed, the creature (whatever it was) could not achieve, 

for I heard no more of it, and continued my way in peace. My path at length ran out from among the reeds 

upon the smooth flat of which she had spoken, and here my heart quickened, and the gloom of the dreadful 

place lifted. The flat lay in the very centre of the marsh, and here and there in it a gaunt bush or withered tree 

rose like a spectre against the white mists. At the further end I fancied some kind of building loomed up; but 

the fog which had been gathering ever since my entrance upon the passage sailed down upon me at that 

moment and the prospect went out with suddenness. As I stood waiting for the clouds to pass, a voice cried to 

me out of its centre, and I saw her next second with bands of mist swirling about her body, come rushing to 

me from the darkness. She put her long arms about me, and, drawing her close, I looked into her deep eyes. 

Far down in them, it seemed to me, I could discern a mystic laughter dancing in the wells of light, and I had 

that ecstatic sense of nearness to some spirit of fire which was wont to possess me at her contact. 

‘At last,’ she said, ‘at last, my beloved!’ I caressed her. 
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‘Why,’ said I, tingling at the nerves, ‘why have you put this dolorous journey between us? And what mad 

freak is your presence in this swamp?’ She uttered her silver laugh, and nestled to me again. 

‘I am the creature of this place,’ she answered. ‘This is my home. I have sworn you should behold me in my 

native sin ere you ravished me away.’ 

‘Come, then,’ said I; ‘I have seen; let there be an end of this. I know you, what you are. This marsh chokes up 

my heart. God forbid you should spend more of your days here. Come.’ 

‘You are in haste,’ she cried. ‘There is yet much to learn. Look, my friend,’ she said, ‘you who know me, 

what I am. This is my prison, and I have inherited its properties. Have you no fear?’ 

For answer I pulled her to me, and her warm lips drove out the horrid humours of the night; but the swift 

passage of a flickering mockery over her eyes struck me as a flash of lightning, and I grew chill again. 

‘I have the marsh in my blood,’ she whispered: ‘the marsh and the fog of it. Think ere you vow to me, for I 

am the cloud in a starry night.’ 

A lithe and lovely creature, palpable of warm flesh, she lifted her magic face to mine and besought me 

plaintively with these words. The dews of the nightfall hung on her lashes, and seemed to plead with me for 

her forlorn and solitary plight. 

‘Behold!’ I cried, ‘witch or devil of the marsh, you shall come with me! I have known you on the moors, a 

roving apparition of beauty; nothing more I know, nothing more I ask. I care not what this dismal haunt 

means; not what these strange and mystic eyes. You have powers and senses above me; your sphere and 

habits are as mysterious and incomprehensible as your beauty. But that,’ I said, ‘is mine, and the world that is 

mine shall be yours also.’ 

She moved her head nearer to me with an antic gesture, and her gleaming eyes glanced up at me with a 

sudden flash, the similitude (great heavens!) of a hooded snake. Starting, I fell away, but at that moment she 

turned her face and set it fast towards the fog that came rolling in thick volumes over the flat. Noiselessly the 

great cloud crept down upon us, and all dazed and troubled I watched her watching it in silence. It was as if 

she awaited some omen of horror, and I too trembled in the fear of its coming. 

Then suddenly out of the night issued the hoarse and hideous croaking I had heard upon my passage. I 

reached out my arm to take her hand, but in an instant the mists broke over us, and I was groping in the 

vacancy. Something like panic took hold of me, and, beating through the blind obscurity, I rushed over the 

flat, calling upon her. In a little the swirl went by, and I perceived her upon the margin of the swamp, her arm 

raised as in imperious command. I ran to her, but stopped, amazed and shaken by a fearful sight. Low by the 

dripping reeds crouched a small squat thing, in the likeness of a monstrous frog, coughing and choking in its 

throat. As I stared, the creature rose upon its legs and disclosed a horrid human resemblance. Its face was 

white and thin, with long black hair; its body gnarled and twisted as with the ague of a thousand years. 

Shaking, it whined in a breathless voice, pointing a skeleton finger at the woman by my side. 
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‘Your eyes were my guide,’ it quavered. ‘Do you think that after all these years I have no knowledge of your 

eyes? Lo, is there aught of evil in you I am not instructed in? This is the Hell you designed for me, and now 

you would leave me to a greater.’ 

The wretch paused, and panting leaned upon a bush, while she stood silent, mocking him with her eyes, and 

soothing my terror with her soft touch. 

‘Hear!’ he cried, turning to me, ‘hear the tale of this woman that you may know her as she is. She is the 

Presence of the marshes. Woman or Devil I know not, but only that the accursed marsh has crept into her soul 

and she herself is become its Evil Spirit; she herself, that lives and grows young and beautiful by it, has its full 

power to blight and chill and slay. I, who was once as you are, have this knowledge. What bones lie deep in 

this black swamp who can say but she? She has drained of health, she has drained of mind and of soul; what is 

between her and her desire that she should not drain also of life? She has made me a devil in her Hell, and 

now she would leave me to my solitary pain, and go search for another victim. But she shall not!’ he 

screamed through his chattering teeth; ‘she shall not! My Hell is also hers! She shall not!’ 

Her smiling untroubled eyes left his face and turned to me: she put out her arms, swaying towards me, and so 

fervid and so great a light glowed in her face that, as one distraught of super-human means, I took her into my 

embrace. And then the madness seized me. 

‘Woman or devil,’ I said, ‘I will go with you! Of what account this pitiful past? Blight me even as that wretch, 

so be only you are with me.’ 

She laughed, and, disengaging herself, leaned, half-clinging to me, towards the coughing creature by the mire. 

‘Come,’ I cried, catching her by the waist. ‘Come!’ She laughed again a silver-ringing laugh. She moved with 

me slowly across the flat to where the track started for the portals of the marsh. She laughed and clung to me. 

But at the edge of the track I was startled by a shrill, hoarse screaming; and behold, from my very feet, that 

loathsome creature rose up and wound his long black arms about her, shrieking and crying in his pain. 

Stooping, I pushed him from her skirts, and with one sweep of my arm drew her across the pathway; as her 

face passed mine her eyes were wide and smiling. Then of a sudden the still mist enveloped us once more; but 

ere it descended I had a glimpse of that contorted figure trembling on the margin, the white face drawn and 

full of desolate pain. At the sight an icy shiver ran through me. And then through the yellow gloom the 

shadow of her darted past me to the further side. I heard the hoarse cough, the dim noise of a struggle, a 

swishing sound, a thin cry, and then the sucking of the slime over something in the rushes. I leapt forward: 

and once again the fog thinned, and I beheld her, woman or devil, standing upon the verge, and peering with 

smiling eyes into the foul and sickly bog. With a sharp cry wrung from my nerveless soul, I turned and fled 

down the narrow way from that accursed spot; and as I ran the thickening fog closed round me, and I heard 

far off and lessening still the silver sound of her mocking laughter. 

__________________________________ 
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From Damnable Tales: A Folk Horror Anthology, edited by Richard Wells. Used with permission from the 

publisher, Unbound. Copyright © 2022 

 

https://lithub.com/h-b-marriott-watson-devil-of-the-marsh-1893/ 

https://bookshop.org/p/books/damnable-tales-a-folk-horror-anthology-richard-wells/18153061?ean=9781800181823
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