




All that can be said against a preface, I have already said. The 
place of what absence—of what of whom of what lost text—
does the preface claim to take? Thus disposing and predisposing 
[of] a first word that does not belong to it, the preface—a crypt 
in its turn—will take the form of what pre-serves (and ob-serves 
me here), the irreplaceable. I shall not engage myself beyond 
this first word in (the) place of an other.
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e d i t o r ’ s  N o t e

As I write this introduction, I am nine months pregnant. In 
my belly there is a little life squirming, uncomfortable with 

my position in this chair, and perhaps more so in this editorial 
role, at this time, when there is so much pain circulating not 
only within small press poetry communities, but more widely 
within the country. To be so close to the end here, as I complete 
this twelfth edition of P-Queue, is a kind of fatal mistake. I am 
somewhat removed, far inside my body in an attempt to make 
friends with it, and with this soon-to-be child, both body and 
baby ruling my current sense of time, place, distance. I am on the 
verge of a kind of subjective fatality, not just because motherhood 
functions as this kind of erasure, but because birth, that wave-
like sitting with time, requires a giving up, a letting go, a radical 
waiting that shatters any sense of beginning and ending.

Perhaps more importantly, to 
be so close to the end here, considering the pain and violence 
that has circulated this year, feels like a kind of betrayal, since it 
requires a somewhat renewed investment in living.

It may seem inappropriate, 
then, that I write the introduction to a volume dedicated to the 
theme of “Fatality,” on the eve of life-giving. And yet, at the risk 
of sounding instrumental or determinist, I venture to say that 
the editorial process, like the writing process, is not unlike the 
nesting process, which is itself a period of time spent making 
place, making home, making time. What is required in the 
giving of life—as Kristeva wrote in her personal account of birth 
and critical account of the maternal—is a brutal confrontation 
with pain and with death. One’s own, but also that of the other.
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Such a claim is perhaps 
an existential one, which deeply hurts or misses given the 
very conditional pains and deaths that have over and over 
again occurred this year at the hands of so-called authorities, 
caretakers, and culture-makers—those figures that pose as 
keepers of life. But we might extend the thought past the 
existential: giving life is also an encounter with the possibility 
of life, that privilege, that making visible, just as the writing in 
this volume is an encounter with the possibility of speaking, of 
saying, of making—that privilege, that making visible.

Perhaps then it is also 
appropriate that the works in this volume have continued to 
challenge the editorial parameters inherited by me. That is to 
say, they largely do not present as ‘poem,’ which is not a sign 
of poetry’s fatality, but rather the death of genre in the face 
of fatality. There remains a continual loss of the decade-old 
in-house style of this journal—which Holly Melgard and Joey 
Yearous-Algozin observed two years ago in their final issue 
as editors—as it becomes clear that any delimitations simply 
cannot hold, given that they were always only an attempt at 
uniformity, order, packaging, and a mild policing of the work 
contained within each volume. Certainly recent events have 
shown such impulses to be more violent than the possibility 
and potentiality of an alternative mode of relation, and it is 
these alternative modes that the works in this volume venture 
towards.

Given this, it’s also important 
to remark that this volume cannot begin to serve as a container 
for the many fatalities that continue every day at the hands of 
those so-called keepers of life, nor for the rage and grief that 
circulate in response to such overt and covert violence. To 
make metaphor or metonym of that violence, of the specificity 
of fatality, would be to lose hold of the problem altogether. 
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Neither do the works included in this volume use the poem or 
the page in that way. The work compiled here instead asks what 
it might mean to come upon the trauma of a fatal scene, and to 
persist in entering.

What might it mean to use 
textual violence, as in Jennifer Tamayo’s erasures of Carl Andre’s 
catalogue, as a mournful resurrection of an already erased 
death, rather than simply offer another nostalgic, weeping 
reburial? What might take shape when we relish the language of 
certain kinds of brutality—decapitation, romantic vulnerability, 
digital fellatio of all sorts—and yet quickly turn away from the 
torture, racism, and sexism in which we are implicated? Or, 
not unrelatedly, as in Monica McClure’s “I Will Never Be An 
Artist”, what does the private killing of aesthetic impulse tell us 
about our regimes of literary approval?

As Nikki Wallschlaeger writes 
in “Sonnet (50)”, “our/ shared sadness at being bad/ girls or 
good women does not/ live in the same neighborhood”. And if 
fatality, as with natality, gives us nothing else, it should be this: 
that neither are experienced or felt evenly, and yet, that does 
not mean any of us have a right to turn away.

Now, in the second decade of 
P-Queue, having fully acknowledged the shifted and shifting 
(and shifty?) publishing landscape in which this precious print 
publication finds itself, one has to also ask to what extent this 
publication is itself a living fatality. An encounter with a literary 
afterlife—by which I mean, a yearning towards recognition of 
something perceived already lost and abandoned.

And isn’t this, after all—after 
it all—also the state of life-giving?

—Amanda Montei





.
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f r o m
T H E  E N E R G Y  O F  V I T Ó R I A

I thought that being in the country would help me write, with 
its fields and its horses, but I don’t think I was meant for 

that. For the country, or for help. 
 Out in the street candles light every window. When I 

can’t get my thoughts down I look at them. The flames remind 
me of my future. There are the people walking in and out of the 
same four shops; I know they haven’t bought anything good. 
When I went inside those shops I was bored. I’m bored by this 
one street.  

  If something flows through me, I think it is mine. It is 
not mine. The carriages driving close to my windows.  

 It’s strange being alone again. In the afternoons there’s 
a spaciousness larger than I’ve ever wanted. I had one kind of life 
and I went away from it; I don’t know if I will go back. But it is 
the same life, of course, even if it is different. Now I have writing, 
but I also have too much of my own self. We stalk our own souls.   

 I wanted to write about paintings, but I wasn’t seen as 
someone who could say something interesting about art. I wasn’t 
seen as someone who could say anything at all, and then publish 
it. When I went with my husband to the museum, I felt that I 
should be cleaning it. I was used to that work and maybe it is my 
destiny. Before meeting my husband, I had mopped the floors of 
those galleries, over and over. I had scrubbed the walls until my 
palms were rough and dry. 

 I both liked and disliked going to work. When I was 
supposed to be cleaning I would look out of the windows of the 
museum, the paintings behind me reflected in the glass. It meant 
something to me to see myself with them. Never before had I 

cain,  amina
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thought paintings would be important.    
 I was learning how to be another. I would stand in front 

of the window for a long time, a bucket of water by my side. I 
watched the rain falling on the grass; at first, I hadn’t even known 
it was raining.  

 I suppose my husband felt he was rescuing me, and of 
course in many ways he was.   

 I was told I was writing my own mind. I was told this 
wasn’t becoming. But I saw myself in the paintings; I saw every-
thing there. For the first time it was almost as if I didn’t have 
feelings: I was moving away from everything I had known.

  After my husband and I married, I had to open our 
house to guests—constantly. I had to entertain and I am not a 
good entertainer. At first I liked my new life. My husband bought 
me expensive dresses, and then more dresses. For the first time 
I wore gold. I had a writing room—that’s not what my husband 
called it—and someone to bring me hot tea and coffee. 

 It’s not that my husband believed women couldn’t 
write—it’s that he didn’t believe I could. My coming up in the 
world was in marrying him and in my new clothes and jewelry. 
It’s true I did want everything he gave me, but I will die if I can’t 
write and then I will have wasted my life. 

 I see myself then, a figure in the street. To look out 
from my window and see myself like that. Moving in and out of 
experience.

 But here is my own body, and my own chair. Here are 
my wrists. Sitting at my desk I feel loving towards my wrists. I’ve 
made them do too much.
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The click clack of shoes and Antoinette appeared, the hallway 
dark behind her. “I was in the gallery with the armor,” she said, 
“and I thought I heard something, but I always think that.”

 “It’s weird in there.”
 “I don’t like when it’s my turn to clean it.”
 “Help me here, and then we’ll do that room together.” 
 Antoinette dusted, barely, while I finished my mopping. 

“My dress is ugly,” she said, sighing, looking at herself in the large 
windows. I don’t think she ever looked at the art. But even if I 
did look at it, I won’t lie and try to say I wasn’t vain, that I didn’t 
look at myself too.   

 “No one’s here to see you.” 
 “When I walk home they’ll see it.”
 “Then you’ll be wearing your coat.”
 She started to dust again. Then stopped. “We’re both 

pretty. We shouldn’t have to wear ugly things.” 
 The truth was that sometimes, if it wasn’t freezing, I 

didn’t even wear my coat in winter I was so ashamed of it, but 
I didn’t say this to Antoinette; I didn’t need to give her ideas, 
wrong ones.    

 “I want a husband,” she said out of nowhere.
 “You’ll have one.”
 “Yes, but he’ll be poor and he’ll wear an ugly suit.”
 “You’ll love him anyway.”
 “Maybe.”
 “I don’t care if I marry,” I said. “I want to write.”  
 When we finished our cleaning we walked out into 

the night and it was a relief, to be done with work and going 
wherever we chose. Antoinette didn’t have the same freedom I 
did—she lived with her family still—but she stayed with me for 
a while. Out on the street we were both different; I felt con-
nected to something around us, though I don’t know if I could 
say or even describe what that was. I could sense it all the same. 
I could sense an interaction. In the buildings and in this space of 
Antoinette, her shoulder to her hand. Even in her face. The back 
of her head as she looked out at the city. The front and back of 
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my own head too. 
 At a corner we stopped to watch a puppet show. There 

were young mothers with their children, and the puppets were 
colorful animals, more colorful than a real animal would be. A 
bright mouse. A golden cat coming after it. 

 “I like the mouse,” I said. Though I wasn’t a child. 
 “I wish my brother were here,” Antoinette said. “He’d 

like it too.”  

At home and there were the doorways of the other apartments, 
my own doorway swept clean. A song was in my mind, one I had 
heard in a shop I had gone into. I didn’t know why it was accom-
panying me. A young woman had begun to play it right when I 
walked in, a cheerful harpsichord, or was it melancholy?  

 Maybe it is unbelievable, but I liked where I lived. My 
rooms were small with hardly any furniture, but what was there 
was nice enough and I kept it neat as a pin. A bedroom with a 
bed and a blanket. In the kitchen, a table and two sturdy chairs. I 
tried to write at that table every night. I didn’t think it was good. 
Still, I enjoyed it. The house where I had grown up was crowded 
with babies and yelling. Imagine being on your own after that. 

 After dinner I sat down to write and saw an image in 
my mind: three women in long white dresses playing catch with 
a skull. Dull afternoon there among the green firs. I don’t know 
why this appeared to me; I couldn’t remember ever seeing it in 
the museum. 

 Often when I went to bed at night and closed my eyes: 
paintings. The way waves must appear when you close your eyes 
at night if you’ve been to the beach. Or I saw my notebook.       

 The first part I wrote in pencil, sitting outside in the sun. And 
then as it got darker I wrote something else. And then I didn’t write at 
all. I felt proud because something outside my mind had brought me here. 
It wasn’t my energy I was responding to. 

 Antoinette was right. We terrified the rich. The waves 
of people arriving in the morning and leaving late evening, I tried 



11T h e  e n e r g y  o f  V i T ó r i a

to be a part of that energy but it wasn’t possible. My dresses 
rough and plain to match all the roughness and plainness about 
me.  

 I would buy myself something, a pretty new blouse or a 
pair of red stockings, even if I had to skip dinner for a week to af-
ford it. Maybe I would also buy myself a book. Each thing would 
give me a different kind of pleasure. I would read the book in my 
bed at night. 

 

In the morning I walked to work again. The river was two streets 
over and once in a while I caught a glimpse of it, or I caught a 
glimpse of the air just above. I saw handwriting there. In front of 
the museum a line of people wrapped around the corner of the 
building, the women in their full skirts. 

 Here was a woman in a stunning emerald dress, a red 
feather sticking out of her hat like a warning. 

 Inside the museum, another woman looked at a paint-
ing of a witches’ Sabbath, the figures open-mouthed, clumped 
together, huddled, in the shape of an oval. There was light on the 
woman’s face, her cheeks flushed. 

 I had to mop the bathrooms. I had to clean the toilets 
and the sinks. It was the worst part of my job and I didn’t know 
how to do it without wanting to throw my bucket of water on 
someone.

 This woman who looked as if she’d rather be sewing, 
she kept taking her embroidery out. She left her husband to 
wander the galleries while she sat on a bench in the lobby, work-
ing steadily on a piece of pale blue cloth. I wanted to throw my 
bucket of water on her. 
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Every morning and night I walked through that city, to and from 
the museum, fall turning into winter. Each doorway, even mine, 
its own theater of something, with its own suggestion or promise.  

 I allowed myself to go into clothing shops, and when 
I found a delicate black blouse I thought would go well with a 
simple skirt, and had saved enough money, I allowed myself to 
buy it. Trying it on in the dressing room I became subtly differ-
ent. I left the shop, the small bag tucked under my arm. I don’t 
think I looked different to anyone else, but I carried it proudly 
with me.   

 After work, if Antoinette came too, we would inevitably 
find ourselves walking next to the river, following it to the lake, 
sometimes stopping to throw crumbs for the birds. My sense of 
Antoinette and of the river. My sense of myself.   

 “I want a bathing suit,” she said, apropos of nothing. I 
don’t like to hear a person’s voice in this kind of moment. 

 Then we walked again. At a market we bought hot choc-
olate and drank it while sitting on a bench in front of the lake. 
The air was chilly. This time I didn’t mind listening to the things 
she wanted: a one-piece backless bathing suit, a silk dress, a pair 
of sandals that are actually like boots, a gold necklace with stars 
on it, a turquoise blouse. A portrait of her desires, there at the 
lake with the waves rising gently up in the darkness. I wanted her 
to have all of it.  

 I would get her the blouse. After all, I had just saved 
enough for my own, why should I not get one for Antoinette? A 
few more skipped meals and I would be able to afford it.    

For a while, then, my breaks at the museum were spent in the 
galleries. If I couldn’t eat, at least I would see something nice. I 
would write about it. One of the drawings I liked most was Three 
Virtues, and I went to it often. I would sit on the bench facing the 
drawing and forget where I was. Three different figures of a man 
fading into a red background while I faded into the room. It was 
certainly a strange drawing, though I don’t think it was meant 
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to be. Sometimes I looked at pages from the Qu’ran, studying 
its beautiful lettering. But I knew I was different from the other 
museumgoers; I had my work to do. It was only when I was walk-
ing or at home that I could be myself.

 I wrote down my descriptions of the paintings, my 
notes, but I wasn’t sure what I would do with them. The Trojan 
Women Setting Fire to Their Fleet, The Annunciation, Margaretha Van 
Haexbergen. 

 And then I would see Antoinette, looking at herself in 
the mirror in the bathroom, careless, her sponge on the floor. 
In the courtyard in her—it was true—very ugly coat. I started 
to write descriptions of her. I liked doing this as much as I liked 
describing the paintings.  

 Even though she herself didn’t think so, I found her 
interesting, more alive than anyone I knew. She continued to 
tell me the things she wanted, that she had seen in the shops. 
Sometimes she wrote these things down—for later. In my mind I 
began to see her in them too. It was almost as if her intensity of 
thinking made them appear. Very clearly, I could picture her in a 
silk dress. Maroon. 

  
Only once did Antoinette visit my apartment. She came over and 
I made us mint tea. We each ate an orange. A biscuit. 

 “You have hardly any furniture,” she said. 
 “I have enough,” I said in return. 
 She looked around again. “Hardly anything at all.”
 It was true, but the things I liked were around me. A few 

books. A pine cone on the windowsill. 
 Antoinette sat in one chair and I sat in the other and we 

drank our tea. 
 “Someday I hope to have a parlor with very beautiful 

furniture in it,” she went on. “Some day. I would spend all of my 
time there. A place to relax when I am not visiting others and a 
place to entertain my own guests. Wouldn’t you like that?”

 “I’m not sure.”
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 “The parlor or the visiting?”
 “Both, but especially the visiting.” For a moment An-

toinette appeared hurt. “I don’t mean you. This is different. I 
consider you to be my friend.”

 Though we had only dirtied a few dishes, Antoinette 
insisted on washing them before she went, even if she tried to 
clean as little as possible at work. It was sweet and generous and 
I began to love her then.  
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Close to Christmas, there was Chamber music in the front room 
of the museum. I had never heard anything more beautiful in my 
life. The audience took their seats and then the musicians did. 
And then the instruments were taken up. There was the violin, 
filling the room. The lights from the windows shone out into the 
snow.    

 I listened to the music while I dusted and afterwards 
wanted to take down notes. There were things I was thinking I 
was afraid I would forget. Also, I had become interested in my 
handwriting. I wanted to see it in my notebook. 

 By now I was seeing handwriting nearly everywhere. 
Antoinette’s handwriting, I saw it written across her face. What 
she wanted, in cursive.   

 But I did my cleaning. The toilets sparkled afterwards. I 
scrubbed the walls. They were constantly, constantly dirty.  

 Then I walked home enjoying my evening. There was a 
wreath, made of bay leaves and yarrow, hanging in the center of 
a door. Next to it, a stack of wood for a fire. There was the shop 
with a blouse for Antoinette. I could already picture her in it, eat-
ing dinner at a nice restaurant. Sitting in the botanical gardens in 
the domed greenhouse, the windows frosted over in ice.    

 And then when I was at home for the night I sat in my 
bathtub in water as hot as I could stand it and read for as long as 
I could. In books I found even more strongly my desire to write, 
to write back to them and their jagged, perfect words. I found 
life that ran close to my own. 

 I don’t think Antoinette had time to read; I don’t think 
she had time for anything. When she wasn’t working she had to 
take care of her brother and sister, for her mother who was sick, 
for her father already dead.  

 I tried not to remember my own family. Away from them 
I had found my freedom, a space to think. I would clean my own 
rooms with a kind of tenderness (I still couldn’t believe they were 
mine alone) and then I would sit down again at my table. There 
was nothing to block me from it. The relief of reading and of 
being alone. The relief of trying to write. 
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 And everyday I did my dreaming, but I forced myself to 
do it practically, to imagine not that I would be a known writer 
who many people read, but that I would publish one book at the 
end of my life. I knew that even this would make me happy. I 
knew how lucky I was, even now. I could have had to work at a 
glue factory. 
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But life is never only one thing. It is layered and one feeling fol-
lows another even if you aren’t sure why, even if there is no easy 
explanation for it. Where does anxiety come from? A sense of 
wellbeing? At that time, I didn’t know. I’m not sure I know still. 

 As if to interrupt my peace, I woke in the middle of the 
night or very early in the morning every night for a week. This 
had never happened before and I was made uneasy by it. My 
stomach nervous, I would light a candle next to my bed, and the 
nervousness would make me have to use the bathroom, and then 
I would sit on the cold toilet, shivering. 

 Though I tried every time to figure out where the ner-
vousness might be coming from, I was never able. There was 
nothing happening to cause it I could think of. Since I couldn’t 
sleep, I would sit at my table, a blanket around me, and I would 
write into my nervousness, into a darkness I couldn’t completely 
see. 

 The people in the painting are huddled together as if for protec-
tion, or as if freezing cold. Only some of the figures are distinguishable; 
the rest form a mass, that strange oval. They are looking upon the devil, 
but with fear, not exhilaration or worship. The ones with their mouths 
open appear shocked or perhaps they are screaming. And it’s as if some of 
them are wearing bandages on their faces; only their eyes peer out, white 
points of astonishment. One figure looks peaceful—a young woman—sit-
ting on a chair across from the devil (everyone else is on the ground). She 
wears a muff on her hands and her face is soft, though her eyes you cannot 
see.      

 Then, back in bed, when I couldn’t write anymore, I 
would read to try to settle into a different feeling, a different 
kind of thought. I would read something very cheerful, a novel 
I could get lost in, and sooner or later I would be transported to 
something calm. Then I would turn out the light and sleep again. 
And in the morning I would be okay. It was a strange season.   



On Christmas Eve I gave Antoinette her present, wrapped in 
pretty paper. We had just finished working for the night, our 
cleaning things put away and arranged neatly in the supply closet. 

 “But there’s nothing for you,” she said. She was so 
surprised. 

 “I don’t want anything.”
 “Oh,” she cried, when she saw what it was. “Did you 

steal it?”
 “Of course not.”
 “How did you afford it, then?” She seemed unsure about 

what to do, if she should accept it, but finally she held the blouse 
up to herself, and asked, nervously, “How do I look?” 

 “Gorgeous.” It was true. 
 Outside the museum, the city bustled around us. There 

were so many people out on the street. Some of them were lining 
up for Christmas Eve mass in front of the cathedral. Others were 
going in and out of the shops. Antoinette and I went to a restau-
rant, warm and bright, and ordered dumplings and borscht. It 
was the first time we had eaten together in a place like this and 
while we waited for our meal we sat, I think, a bit awkwardly 
together. But there was a candle burning at our table, and every 
other table too, and I focused on it to steady myself.  

 “Are you comfortable?” I asked Antoinette. 
 “Not completely,” she said, and we smiled at each other.
 “I feel more comfortable looking at restaurants than sit-

ting in them,” I said.
 When we started to eat something came over me and 

I relaxed and even became confident. I didn’t care anymore if 
anyone looked at us; I didn’t care what they might have seen in 
our faces, or in how we sat in our chairs. Sometimes a part of me 
was belligerent and I was glad when that part appeared. I was 
glad when something changed.    

 Antoinette ate her food carefully, in small bites, and it 
made me want to eat like a pig.
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I loved the winter holidays and I awoke on Christmas morning 
with a sense of it, well rested, my anxious insomnia was gone, 
and the dark nights that came with it. I was going to spend the 
day working at my table. There was a great deal written down in 
my notebook and now I wanted to think about what it meant. I 
wanted to go further in what I had written, but I didn’t know yet 
how to do it. I wanted it to be a novel.  

 I fixed my tea and oatmeal. And then when the dishes 
were washed I sat down again with my thoughts. I can’t say I 
wrote well, but I put down my words and phrases all the same, 
well into the afternoon. 

 Antoinette takes up her sponge, the ocean becoming dull in the 
storm. But how can an ocean be dull? Especially if Antoinette is near.  

 It began to snow and as I watched from my window I 
felt the snow might carry me somewhere different. It didn’t. I 
read what I had written and I knew it was dumb.  

 Maybe I was only writing a commonplace book. 
 I didn’t want to clean the same things my whole life. I 

didn’t want to clean at all. But if that is what I was meant for? 
 The woman in the painting is holding a book in pink and gold 

cloth. France is behind her. Round trees and then mountains are seen 
through the open window. I want France to be behind me too. 

 By evening I had only written a single good paragraph. 
Another person would have written three pages. But I liked that 
paragraph. Finally. And that gave me hope. 

 
I continued, and soon it was the last day of the year. And with it 
a sense of something new, even if that sense was mislaid in some-
thing else: people. The museum was crowded. Whenever I tried 
to do anything, there was a person, right in the place I needed to 
do it in and in my mind I swore at that person for it. 

 I mopped and then ate my lunch outside, even though it 
was windy and the leaves were falling from the trees. It looked as 
if it might snow, but it didn’t, not while I ate. Instead, it hung in 
the air. 
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 Before I had finished an older man came and sat near 
me. He wasn’t eating; he appeared to be doing nothing at all. He 
looked at me and then he looked again. Men looking at women 
are truly horrible. Especially when they are so much older. 

 When the building was closed for the night I was happy. 
I would be able to finish my work in peace. I preferred the mu-
seum, of course, when no one was in it. When it was me and 
Antoinette. 

 After that, the winter dragged itself through its January, 
its February, its March, with its dirty snow and frozen mud. I felt 
I was dragging myself through as well. I hated March more than 
any other month. 

 I would write, and then read out loud what I had written 
and realize I was not any closer to a book than I had ever been. I 
began to hate writing then, though I also still loved it. 

 I thought if I spent time in the country every day I 
would be able to write. Walk in the morning, write in the after-
noon, walk again in the evening, and then write again. Late at 
night, read. And then write again. Sleep.   

 One day I looked at a small painting by Honoré Daumi-
er, The Amateur of Engravings, and I saw something in it. A man 
and a boy in muted suits practicing their engraving work, the 
background behind them completely dark. We are not meant to see 
anything beyond this task, their concentration on it. And yet we want to 
know, it is only a scrap. What is in the darkness? 

 And so this was my slogging through. Until spring came. 
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f r o m
O P E N  Q U E S T I O N S

cardon,  a l l ison



a. “Inquisition, absolute reign of intolerance…The words 
“intolerance” / “tolerance” linked…à thus problem redoubled by a 
paradox: religion of sweetness, of charity à institution of dogmatism, 
of terrorism, of intolerance, or cruelty, of murderous arrogance.”

Swear to speak 
truth on the questions 
we address to you

Swear (we then did say) to
speak truth on the things 
which shall be asked you concerning
the Faith, and
of which you know.

Say your Pater.



Agreement: make questions so
submit 

to demands of agreement: this is what 
you can ask here because this is what we 
don’t know

Only this

Demands have moments (spaces), 
momentary
realities obscured by ahistorical
teleologies

Come together as subject-object
Do we have a sign to gather under

Can it not be Pater
Please can it not be Pater



b.  The ideosphere tends to establish itself as a doxa, which is to say 
a “discourse” (a particular system of language), which is experienced 
by its users as a universal, natural discourse, one that goes without 
saying, whose typicality remains unperceived, whose every “exterior” 
is demoted to the status of marginality, of deviance: discourse-law 
isn’t perceived as law.

Again did We several 
times require her to be
willing, on whatsoever
should touch
on the Faith, to swear
to speak truly

Willingly (We said to her)
We will give you two 
well-known men



By your faith               taste 
                         kin

Who are your poor
 Are my poor two well-known

Men demanding confess confess
to your mind’s

clothes

which questions make the clothes 
covering
the nudity of some many most not all 
men

which cover the nudity of Man whose
most complicated legal question is

kill or sterilize
(two well-
known men)



c. Experiment with limits. Banal: in both cases, feeling tension, that’s 
to say, of an exploration of limits. To be noticed: there is a specific 
place for the experiment: one very distant/one not too distant. 

In your youth, did you learn

But how could you see this light
that you speak of, when that light
was at the side

Who counseled you
to take a man’s dress



is this true polarity
is this

if this is the order into which
language inaugurates us

then lyric is a fall from
grace

“I” is ahistoricity making a claim

“you” à concession



d. ...aiming at this shattering of knowledge: the satori à Beside-the-
point answer à a satori of interlocutive knowledge, a satori of the 
relation between the two speaking/listening subjects à = a verbal (or 
gestural) act of decontextualizing: à = “I am not there when they 
wait for me”

Is it a good thing to make
an assault on a Festival

Will you swear simply
and absolutely

We again require you 

to swear, precisely
and absolutely



we are not drawing pictures here

statelessness à rejection of the/by the 
case

frameworks 
own certain admirable admonitions

according to which holy
principles may one be 

ruined by modesty according
to which holy principles

may one admonish from no-place
planting modest
admissions in old precedents



e. As always, things, when they are important (we have already seen 
it), have a farcical version.

How long is it since 
you heard your
Voices

Was it by touching you

Did you thank it and
did you go on your
knees

Has your counsel revealed
to you that you will escape



it is evident that you ask

what room is there for revelation 
to conjure, with corners instinctive

such self-evidence
wherefore to baffle, therefore to bluster

who is he to have his 
own 
thoughts on the matter



f. For us there is never enough terror in theory, never enough terror to 
shake it free of its fatuousness, certitudes, apathy…We defend terror 
in theory because the space subjectivity carves in for itself could 
never be large enough.

Do you know if you are in
the grace of God

did you wish to be a man

What have you to say

about a certain tree which 
is near to your village

would you like to have a
woman’s dress



whom did which holy principles 
single out

for salvation

what or is there salvific answers
therefore wherefore

might you find a woman’s question
put otherwise

if submission is absorption then
what is all this debris it

can’t be what it looks like there 
are no personal effects as such



g. The to be sitting is linked with an idea of nonprofit…Despite its 
“strong” negativity, the gesture (the posture) shouldn’t be flattened; to 
be sitting is active = an act, antonymic to “letting oneself fall down”

Do you fast every day

Did you hear them where
you were being examined

How do you know if these are the two

Did you see them bodily
and in reality

Are you forbidden to say



young people being made into sadists
our own

made impossible to inquire after
yet, say:

on rare occasions they were asked a specific
question

correspondence on the matter
subject to rigid          “language rules”



h. satori escapes the competence of language, thus of definition, 
and almost that of description; thus, literally, untranslatable, since 
otherwise we would encounter Christian language: conversion, 
illumination, whereas the satori is not the descent in oneself 
of a truth, of a god, but rather a sudden opening into the void: 
“illumination doesn’t work because satori doesn’t enlighten 
anything à contradiction: clears up doubt but not to the benefit 
of certainty.

Was it God who prescribed 
to you the dress                   of a man

Did it appear to you
that this command to take
a man’s dress was lawful

Did you think it was well to take
a man’s dress



only among themselves 

the “bearers of secrets”
talk in uncoded

language, lawfully undressing terms

“solution” or,
persons as question



i. Nothing to say (to write)…Now, nothing says that writing is a supreme 
good.

What blessing did you invoke, 
or have invoked,
on this sword

Have you sometimes prayed that it might be
more fortunate

Which did you care for 
most, your banner or
your sword



conduct an interview in very 
pleasant language in an 
attitude kind and respectful

kinly aptitude, banner decorated with

variants of –ship             
                                    with respect
to where but 
after what or who



j. every idea originates through equating the unequal à thus concept: 
a force that reduces the diverse, the becoming that is the sensible…

Is this really the reply 
that you made

Do you know this letter

Do you always see 
them in the same dress



corresponding conviction to
produce correspondent horror

no judge in the world
                             for one

utterly reluctant to read 
anything except newspapers
                             in/now/for one

utter reluctance to renew
a question of state or stance
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B e l l e / ( e P o c h )

rapturous absent 
woman thing 
forsaken remnant of
a Vaseline sky
such lovely folds
such throaty vehemence 
such chewed lips
bitten wholesome  
if you rid yourself of myth
spoken in perfect bloom
filmy words stuck to
hot teeth then
you tense yourself to the
tender nothing and ok
velvet renegade you live for 
that sorrowpanicked action 
wherever you play with shine
whenever your thoughts go atremble
it is a brandnew spacedream porno
there was a tremendous capacity
for love marked for deletion 
where is your cozy melody to
turn you nouvelle narrative 
you’ve grow[n] you’ve show[n]
your eyes morosed quickly in
your new coquetry
your abandoned slinky masterpiece 

t ibbetts ,  car leen



there’s a new anatomy to let you 
candyfinger as curvilinear penetrant 
perhaps an overheavy gesture
between mouth & mouth lies 
future devastation 
irreversible violence
fractured feasts 
all this flesh & no understanding 
of soft circuitry 
a love story
a conquest story 
a held universe
a chemical body



s t r a N g e  c a N d y

the thing that claims you
a tremendous capacity for
love marked for deletion
where did you break and when?
where did all the red in you go?
the sexed light goes out & you’re 
left cold-faced 
doling out strange candy 
you’ve given your observable
fortune to pain
erased yourself out of your kingdom 
oh your head full of grey matter gauze 
slopped open & sweet music came out 
emotion is a wild-eyed killer &
no night will repair your mind



e v e r y B o d y ’ s  N o  o N e

holiest are those 
who are exultingly lonely
everybody’s no one and their
sisterhood of garbage
the prettiest echoes are to
be reassembled in another form 
a newly-built monolith of sadness
an anti-bomb freed 
into the bittenblack sky



t h e  r u i N s  o f  N o w

something lush like
a secret wish  
between mouth & mouth lies 
future devastation
irreversible violence
the shimmering vowel of deluge 
a new philosophy comes and opens
up a new shivering body
a new gravity will come to
make you yearn for 
solar immensities 
displaced & godless



i N  a  h u m m i N g

an erasure of Stephanie Ford ’s “Before I begin, I gather”

in a humming
love wants
to emerge 
and enter
mother a
tornado
so wild 
it hurts



w e  m u s t  f i r s t  P a s s  t h r o u g h

an erasure of Stephanie Ford ’s “All materials being present”

no more sky
love 
is somewhere on its way
broken
some eternity
hates you



w o r d s c a P e s

an erasure of Jessica B. Weisenfel’s “I Imagine This Is What We Are All Doing”

you build nests
in awe of trauma
moving toward 
the outer darkness
i made my fingers
black wings 
who has the eye
who has the darkness too
dead we dream
we call the wind
in wordscapes



N o w  i  a m  s P e a k i N g  t o  y o u 
f r o m  t h e  i N s i d e

an erasure of John Casteen’s “Sex Between Equals”

meaning
cannot see
beyond its lie
come find me
in the absence 
of speech 
in voices
of traps



t h e  w o r d s  a N d  t h e  r a i N

an erasure of Michael D. Snediker’s “The Portrait of a Lady (Anunciation)”

the unconscious 
in lieu of time
and my days
were the words 
and the rain
the spaciousness 
of mind felt 
enablingly small
it kissed me
into being



i  m i s s  s a d N e s s

an erasure of Dawn Tefft’s “Only in Chaos are we conceivable”

the chemical nostalgia
the weight of something
confusing me
until I could no
longer identify 
now all I have 
is resentment 
this thing
making plans 
inside me



a  f l a t  P l a N e  w a s  B u i l t 
o N  r a v a g e d  P u r i t y

an erasure of Rebecca Wolff ’s  “He wrapped himself in my warmest . . . “ 

defaming the shade
on the macabre walk
where celebrants exhaust my city
there is only so much to incite 
the oppressed behind the scenes

outside of the inner
this dream
a crow flew
a flat plane was built 
on ravaged purity 

everyone I see is the
abominable androgyne 
lapsed
never before missed 
one hand outstretched 
to the cursed one 
thrust down
his/her dashing 

do you see any spoils? 
a camera trained on 
grainy documentation 
of what’s trashed 
portraying a flash 



over the reservation
incidentally faster 
the warm rain on the corner
spins on a dime



a  r o o m  B u i l t  f o r  c o N t i N u i t y

an erasure of Rebecca Wolff ’s “Spending the Day on a Sleeping Porch”

the enclosure my family has dreamed of 
a fund 
their sins: we are not even midway through yet 

there is something radical about doing this
check action for resonance 
sense this flimsy envelope 

ready for body to hit
to ash up 
and blow away in the
cool breeze 
the breeze much commented on 

involuntary squadron with their
requisite pedigree 

this is the only place in the house
not overrun
by familiars 

it is a room built for continuity



t h e  B a l m  o f  f a N c y

an erasure of Rebecca Wolff ’s “Rowena swallows yr. nocturnal spooge”

beginning with a fantasy of abuse
a syrupy edition 
archetypal 
next came a pure, washed out sensation
I had ghosted 

. . . . .

you’re just the person 
gesture
wildly gesticulating 
my lord, the balm of 
fancy 
like oil 

 . . . . .

soft and gentle nacht 
how you’re feeling
(dark shadow)
but I am filled with light 

 . . . . . 



begin with a fantasy of nightfall
an edition of blue
take the word
apply it to this salt 
every imaginable revelatory 
rollicking dream 
dumb in her arms 

 . . . . .

I have no idea who I am 
I feel a golden-haired niche
stick it to me 
the gospel won’t
let you go 

 . . . . .

I’ll never



:
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J e a N  t a t l o c k  t r i P t y c h

I
Death Be Not Proud

Jean Tatlock killed herself in the first days of 1944 by swal-
lowing alcohol and barbiturates and leaning over a half-full 

bathtub until she fell unconscious and drowned. As with most 
interesting people, there is a small chance that she was actually 
murdered by the CIA. She is remembered now only through 
her connection to a more famous man, and even then, mostly 
through scandal. One night, about six months before her death, 
she met her former fiancé (now married to another woman) at 
a train station in San Francisco, ate dinner with him, and stayed 
with him overnight in her apartment. They kissed, and there 
were Army Security agents watching. They had been following 
the former fiancé everywhere for some time, because he was the 
head of the largest secret weapons project the nation had ever 
produced, and because he was, more or less, a communist. Jean 
Tatlock was definitely a communist, but not nearly as much of a 
communist as the woman her former fiancé had ended up mar-
rying. 

This was wartime, of course, and not the moment for gos-
sip, but years later the incident would come back to haunt the 
fiancé, and it would be used to embarrass and discredit him. 
While the fiancé had many liaisons with communists and fellow 
travelers during his years in California, before and even during 
the war, this one, with its compounding factors of infidelity and 
suicide, proved to be quite the pearl-clutcher for his inquisitors. 
By the time the incident was presented at the fiancé’s security 
hearing, Jean would have been dead for a decade. It was a sad, 

kiernan,  emily
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sordid thing to bring up against him, and in the transcripts of 
that hearing you can hear his anger and disbelief at the ques-
tions—at the gall.

I am thankful that he spoke of her the way that he did at 
the hearing—thankful that he defended what existed between 
them even as it was thrown back to him all slimed with shame 
and infidelity and Red Scare politics. He lived into a more con-
servative age than the one she died in—his interrogators would 
have understood her better, blamed him less, if he had painted 
her as something less than she was, a strident schoolgirl, in-
dulged and used by this powerful man. He refused that. He 
paid her some honor in a moment when it cost him a great 
deal to do so. Still, much of what he said of her is unaccount-
able or self-serving: he spoke of her deep religious feeling and 
patriotism but pooh-poohed her politics, painting her some-
times conflicted but long-standing and deeply-held devotion to 
socialist causes as something unserious and fleeting. The Jean 
he presented in his hearing was more a romantic woman than a 
political one. His Jean was confused and broken by his sudden 
departure for Los Alamos and wanted him back so badly that 
she died of it. He acted as if the night he spent with her in the 
spring of 1943 was the discharge of a gallant duty; he tried to 
save her from herself, he made a clean and final break. I am sus-
picious of that narrative, but it is the best accounting we have 
of her. I wish we did not know her only for this one desperate 
evening near the end of her life, and I wish that the old grief 
had not been trotted out to humiliate him, but if his defama-
tion is the price of her remembrance, I am glad it is one he paid.

Still, it isn’t remembrance enough for me. I want more of 
Jean than is left of her in these books I read, which have his pic-
ture on their covers. Her father found her when she died; he’d 
been a nurturing father. This moment, when she was already 
dead, is one of the few that are remembered about her that her 
fiancé plays no role in. Her father found her, and before he called 
the police he destroyed some of her photographs and papers. 
He was protecting her from, I suppose, people like me—people 
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who would pry and dig and try to pull something back from the 
silence of his and her tragedy. There were her politics, of course, 
and her affair with the married former fiancé. There have been 
intimations and whispers of lesbian relationships as well. He 
had a great deal to protect her from. When Jean Tatlock’s father 
found her dead in the bathtub, he moved her body to the couch. 
He carried her. That makes me wish so many things.

Because her fiancé was famous, and because her father de-
stroyed some of what was left, Jean’s image is one I can neither 
shake nor complete. I only ever catch her in bits and pieces, 
through someone else’s biography. I like her integrity and her 
liveliness, her disillusionment and her beauty—I think I like 
her very much, in fact—but she is never herself alone. She is al-
ways a comparison to his wife, an influence on his development. 
Even the facts I am told about her seem, really, about him: that 
she was the intelligent daughter of a Harvard-educated Chau-
cer scholar, an intellectual match for her fiancé, a devotee of 
John Donne and difficult politics. That she was ferocious in her 
beliefs but melancholic and delicate (her suicide, her broken 
engagement). That she was cut short and never fulfilled her 
potential—a psychologist with a fine start to her career, but she 
never got over her fiancé.

Jean is obscured by the sweep of the story that contains 
her. She has become only a footnote; she isn’t a primary text. 
I wrote first that I like women like this, the women who pass 
through the biographies of Great Men, but I have erased that 
and written again because what I really mean is that they tan-
talize me, that I wish to follow the delicate trails they leave 
as they disappear into the woods (breadcrumbs, diaries, suicide 
notes). I want to strong-arm their famous lovers out of the way 
to get to them (and here the trouble of untangling lovers from 
one another. I too am in love—could not leave him out of my 
biography, would be stung if I were left out of his). I want to 
write in Jean’s voice, but do not know if this would be a way to 
honor or just another obfuscation. I am a ventriloquist, reach-
ing into the bodies that do not speak for themselves, flitting 
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from self to self to self and believing I am every one. It is a 
fantasy born of need—I am tired of knowing her through a man 
she didn’t even marry, of reaching her only through the memo-
ries of men who had decades and decades to reshape her dead 
image. What could one more go-round matter, with my fingers 
on the strings?
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II
J. Robert Oppenheimer and Roger Robb in Washington, DC, 1954

From the Transcripts of UNITED STATES ATOMIC ENERGY 
COMMISSION  

In the Matter of J. ROBERT OPPENHEIMER

Q.  Doctor, between 1939 and 1944, as I understand it, your 
acquaintance with Miss Tatlock was fairly casual; is that right? 
 
A. Our meetings were rare. I do not think it would be right to 
say that our acquaintance was casual. We had been very much 
involved with one another, and there was still very deep feeling 
when we saw each other … I visited Jean Tatlock in the spring 
of 1943. I almost had to. She was not much of a Communist, 
but she was certainly a member of the party. There was 
nothing dangerous about that. There was nothing potentially 
dangerous about that … She told me about her Communist 
Party memberships. They were on-again, off-again affairs and 
never seemed to provide for her what she was seeking. I do not 
believe that her interests were really political. She was a person 
of deep religious feeling. She loved this country, its people, and 
its life.

…

Q. Why did you have to see her? 
 
A. She had indicated a great desire to see me before we left. At 
that time I couldn’t go. For one thing, I wasn’t supposed to say 
where we were going or anything. I felt that she had to see me. 
She was undergoing psychiatric treatment. She was extremely 
unhappy. 

Q. Did you find out why she had to see you? 
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A. Because she was still in love with me. 

…
 
Q. When did you see her after that? 

A. She took me to the airport, and I never saw her again. 
 
…

Q. You spent the night with her, didn’t you? 
 
A. Yes. 
 
…

Q. Didn’t you think that put you in a rather difficult position 
had she been the kind of Communist that you have described? 
 
A. Oh, but she wasn’t. 
 
Q. How did you know? 
 
A. I knew her. 
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III
Jean Tatlock in San Francisco, California, 1943

She never had a moment to herself anymore, that was the hard-
est thing. She’d shut the apartment door at night, run the water 
in the tub, but the moment she let her head sink under it was 
like the water was full of all the day’s voices still chattering 
at her with their complaints and demands and endless intru-
sions. At the hospital her patients raved or sulked or poured 
themselves out to her, but that was alright, the walls still held 
between their disorder and her own. The mean gossip of her co-
workers, the huffing pomp of the streetcar men, the blank self-
ishness of shopkeepers and waiters and people whose eyes she 
caught on the street—all of it seemed well enough out in the 
busy clatter of the days. She felt she was strong against it. But 
at night, alone, when the water filled her ears with the low hum-
ming of the pipes, and she felt her muscles unknotting, then she 
found that there had been some gap in her defenses, some soft 
spot where all the other voices had soaked into her, disguising 
or displacing her own. She found herself manufacturing noises, 
singing poorly, running from thought to thought, just to drown 
it all out, just to hear one singular thing. She had no time to 
herself now, no time when she felt she was herself alone.

More often than not, she fell asleep in the bathtub, and in 
dreams everything was clearer because she would live the days 
or years of others, and everyone seemed less fractured and con-
tradictory than she. In dreams she heard a single voice, not her 
own. At some point she would shake awake in the cold water 
and make her way to bed. She hardly ever remembered this, 
and would bob up from a whole and swallowing sleep with her 
sheets and pillows damp, like a mermaid cursed to human days, 
like her other lives belonged to some other medium altogether. 

In the mornings she awoke to her battered and wanting 
heart. There had been a time when she’d thought she would 
become a Buddhist, elevate herself above the morass of her 
desires. She’d imagined a serene smile, a little laugh at the oc-
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casional old ache of attachment, like an injury that’s healed a 
little different than it was, swells up when it rains. Now she felt 
held together by desire, made of it. She thought of the voices 
she heard under the water in her bath and wondered if they had 
pushed out who she’d been or filled the space where something 
had gone missing. She’d gotten paralyzed somehow, unable to 
clear a space for herself. She felt a gnawing absence, and desire 
rushing in to keep her shape. She thought of this as a liquid 
process; she felt like a sloshing, wanting balloon—thin skinned. 
She fell into wild fantasies. She imagined running up to men 
and women in the street, grabbing their hands and looking into 
their faces and filling up and up with loving and being loved 
until there was nothing else between her soul and her skin. In-
stead, she would drink coffee and have three cigarettes in a row, 
sitting in her window and letting the smoke drift to the bay. So 
quieted, she would dress and fix her hair and take the streetcar 
to the hospital. Sometimes she would look into the eyes around 
her, searching for the kind of light and gentle brown she liked 
best. 

In her work she was careful, thorough, irreproachable. 
There was already talk of advancement. Colleagues told her she 
would be running the psychology department before she knew 
it; she’d be the first woman in that job for sure. She took their 
favor with perhaps too much good grace, too little embarrass-
ment. She was widely considered arrogant, but really her man-
ner was that of any well-trained girl, accustomed to meeting the 
demands made of her. She sorted quickly through compliments 
to find the expectations behind them.

Increasingly she found herself out of sympathy with her 
coworkers, interested only in the looping paths of her patients’ 
degenerations. She was not like them (she knew madness well 
enough to know it was not the thing now moving in her—they 
had too much self, she too little), but she saw how they might 
have become as they were, which was not an understanding she 
often felt beyond her examination room. Her patients were en-
gaged with the gristle of the world. She found that admirable. 
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On Sundays she would ride the train to Berkeley and sit in 
her father’s study with her head in her hands, allowing herself 
to be indulged. He too had a brain full of other’s voices, but 
he’d borne up and made a career of it—extolling the words of 
the dead for rooms of sleepy undergraduates, gratefully allow-
ing his own genius to be subsumed and incorporated into the 
remains of his idols. She envied his comfort, but saw no path to 
it; she was frightened by the displacement she saw in him and 
felt growing in herself. She still nursed ambitions of uniqueness. 
When she was a child, they had been very close. He had taught 
her how to love everything he loved, and, once she had learned 
it, he had been proud and paraded her through adult spaces, his 
precocious miniature. There was nothing wrong in this—it is 
how all such fathers love all such daughters. He had raised her 
to be brilliant. But now she had passed out into some crisis he 
had never reached, and each saw the other receding. And so he 
would read to her in Middle English, sounding more himself in 
that language than in his own, the peculiar clarity of his voice 
chiming through extinct monophthongs. Listening, she would 
grow soft and vulnerable, would sometimes grow tearful, and he 
would glance at her over the top of the book, eyes rheumy and 
concerned, but the voice pushing onwards. He recognized her 
suffering, but for the most part did not understand it. Eventu-
ally her mother would come and call them to lunch.

At the table they would talk of the war news, and though it 
upset her, it was good to feel some of the old convictions. They 
would defend the Soviets to one another and feel staunch in 
their beliefs, unopposed as they were. She would think again that 
she should become more active in her causes, that she should 
learn at last to commit herself fully, to embrace that from which 
she always veered. She had a horror of over-definition and an 
academic’s distrust of zeal, and these things had colluded, she 
now saw, to make her unhappy and always in doubt of her own 
feelings. By the time her mother was removing the picked-over 
crumb cake from the table, Jean would have budgeted out her 
union dues and decided on a schedule of political meetings that 



K i e r n a n70

would keep her out at least three nights a week. Activity of the 
mind and spirit—without it she had grown useless, obscure to 
herself. 

She did make it to a meeting now and again, made a smat-
tering of donations, but she never achieved the level of fervor 
she had set her mind to. Most nights it simply felt too difficult, 
too uncertain an investment to shake off the day’s voices and 
head back into the streets, where it was a lightless November, 
and growing cold. Worse, almost, were the meetings she did at-
tend: sitting in the hard chairs of another cold basement meet-
ing, she would feel an edging-in of boredom and apathy that had 
never touched her before. It was as if the sympathetic chord 
within her had ceased to vibrate. She felt bitter and unpleasant 
and would rush out without speaking to anyone. Walking home, 
she would remind herself that the point of her involvement was 
something bigger than her emotions, that her politics were not 
some mere social-club concern, but still she felt a panic setting 
in, her last, best hopes failing. The walk home was always long. 
She edged her way around the neighborhoods she did not trust.

In the evenings she wrote letters to a woman she still 
cared for but no longer saw. The affair had been brief but con-
vincingly turbulent: it had moved her skeptic’s heart. She wrote 
to dredge up some of the old feeling. In this, in many things, 
she felt like a wave building and breaking—a great force within 
herself emerging, growing urgent, and falling into nothing. She 
found herself as weary of her passions as of these low times, 
these fallows. The letters were rich and beautiful and full of 
feeling—she knew this. She often stopped writing because the 
writing felt false, though in reading the letters back she could 
not find the untruths and exaggerations she sensed were there. 
She felt as if she, herself, was always quiet. A sleepy little door-
mouse woman. Whoever it was who wrote was some future self 
or some past, some passing inhabitant of her writing hand. She 
sent some of the letters. She did not send them all. When she 
was done writing she would sit smoking in her window with her 
bare feet hanging out, fascinated by the way the skin prickled 
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in the cold air, by the deep hurt of frozen toes banged against 
the sill.

Her secret pleasure in those months was drop her head 
below the water in the bath, to open her mouth, and to hear 
among the voices a voice she nearly recognized as her own, sing-
ing out the harmonies.           
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Stand in front of women’s health clinic. 

Chew and swallow each sheet until done. 

To be taken with or without water.

wong,  angela  veronica















f r o m
E M M E N A G O G U E

Throughout history, women have used multiple means to 
control fertility and reproduction. emmenagogue features paper 
handmade from herbs and plants used for centuries by women 
to control menstruation, for contraception, and to induce 
abortions. Some plants featured in the book, such as the 
common cooking herbs sage, rosemary, thyme, and parsley, do 
not have negative effect when ingested orally. Others, such as 
rue and pennyroyal, have been shown capable of causing serious 
injury depending on dosage. 

The usage of potentially dangerous herbal abortifacients has 
become uncommon in the United States due to the development 
of safe, medical abortions and birth control. Still, lack of access 
to safe, legal abortions and contraception continues to push 
women into unsafe reproductive choices. emmenagogue points to 
the historical reality of women’s reproduction and the inherent 
physical dangers to women when reproductive rights are 
restricted. Through its circulation, emmenagogue will highlight 
the numerous medically unnecessary requirements imposed by 
U.S. state governments to restrict women’s access to abortion 
and contraception. emmenagogue will first be made available 
in states with the most restrictive access and most medically 
unnecessary requirements placed on women seeking abortions 
and contraception. We will then add states primarily based on 
the unavailability of safe, legal abortions and contraception in 
the state.
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f r o m
G L O B E  T O U C H I N G

add to the stories I have told over and over
without ever catching the feeling, Madame George
21 or 22, how it was I could stand the crowds 
at Grateful Dead shows, 25, our first fight 
at Office Depot over file cabinets.
I got upset you selected for me as if 
it were shopping, not minor workplace theft

gel pens and fluorescent post-its

you were accounts payable
I was accounts receivable. our first joke.
we both worked downstairs and there 
was an upstairs. was there ever. 
you were 12 years older and married
to Bonnie. I was with Heather
it felt safe, it didn’t cross my mind 

when I finally came out to my family 
badly and she was too angry to help
I talked to you instead. sitting on a sofa 
playing games of chance. by the time 
we slept together it felt perverse,
fucking a man.

young,  stephanie



a few weeks ago someone gave us 
free tickets to the Dead reunion tour

it’s a long time since steal your face 
on the back of my raincoat, hers
on the smoking deck with you 
at work when it still rained

when we get to the stadium
there’s no parking lot no tents no drums
a lot of men inside it’s mostly white
festival of aggressive dancing in a feminine way
or a weird idea of feminine softness 
alongside the worst sort of collecting 
and collector behavior. man buns. 
our first show together. I lick stuff 
from the palm of your hand. nostalgia fever. 



shouting JERRY from the floor or WE’RE READY. 
the time it rained in Vegas, lightning. her hand 
holding mine so I wouldn’t get lost. I cultivated 
a style of not knowing the names of any songs 
called everything you could not dance to 
space mountain. she was the expert.

at the stadium, our seats are really high
two flags fly along the perimeter
one national, one rainbow

the supreme court decision came down
June 26th, same day same anniversary 
we shared then broke it, yours with Bonnie
mine with Heather. I message hi 
guess where I am congratulations.
she married Caitlin earlier this summer

they have that way of looking in photographs 
the right amount alike, of corresponding
like Catherine and Elliot and Lindsey and Steve.
there is an excellent image of her 
giving someone the finger. that thing 
she whispered in your ear 
when she showed up at the office 
when it was going down. I won’t repeat it.



which part of this to push against
what to leave uncovered. fare thee well now, 
let your life proceed by its own design. I wish! 



I was talking with Holly 
after her reading with Trisha and Joey 
about illegible domestic language
look at that little guy over there, 
that tiny guy. things you say at home 
to the cat. she asked what about joy in a poem. 

you convinced me for a minute 
that men debate among themselves 
about licking or sucking the clit
which is better. you say both. 
good one, bb.



the last episode of True Blood 
is so bad, Sookie does something to herself 
with a ball of light to kill off the fairy half 
drawn to non-reproductive dead men
trades in magic for marriage and kids
a big family dinner strung under lights—

of all the poems I don’t want to write
that one is the total worst. in retrospect 
I did think weird things about your gender 
and care, like it would be less work 
and you would purchase all the furniture. 
we sank into the drag of that for years,
its credit card debt.



riding around on a blow up dolphin
in the pool with my friends
you’re not here but it feels like you are 
extruding all these pieces in the water.

I remember how pretty Bonnie was 
dancing in a long skirt, how she squirted breastmilk 
over the van, the time she was Super Woman 
for Halloween even though I was never there

she careened through the photo of you and Mark 
last weekend I caught it. sometimes 
it’s still a little weird. sometimes I forget
we’re not going to have kids. these aren’t exactly
sonnets. they were. but they didn’t turn.



maybe Couer de Lion is the form of this address
the opposite of Couer de Lion. you are almost nothing like 
the guy in that poem, didn’t go to college let alone 
the european grad school so you don’t know 
the codes that guy enjoys messing with 
and aren’t familiar with Badiou, thank god. 
you didn’t grow up with money but you are white. 
in a suit you pass for a businessman
walking up Durant to rehearsal, some Cal students 
drove by in a truck: fuck you faggot suck my dick.

in a photograph on the boat your family took 
from Scotland to Vancouver, you and your brothers 
wear red wellies and pajamas. three small santas
some kind of pageant. after they moved everyone 
to California you found your parents in bed 
new years day morning with friends 
and the head of a suckling pig 

which is to say your dad made some money in the 70s 
but spent it all on clothes and Le Central 
where he barely touched the food. smoked 
endless cigarettes, drank endless brandies. 



when your boss sexually harassed you 
nobody including us knew what to do 

when a rich white soon to be married gay guy with a lot of power 
 harasses a not rich white married bisexual guy with a  
 medium amount of power

the co-pay for an appointment I pushed you to make this   
 morning 
came to $360 after all the tests because nonprofit insurance  
 sucks so bad

you said you’re taking yourself out to lunch
you’re looking up the thing it could be
the thing you asked me please not to look up



I’m writing this in my office at work
because you’re home sick and I knew 
if I worked there I’d take care of you instead.

is it weird to use you in this way
in a poem while I remove myself 
from being interrupted by your needs? 
my socialization towards them? 

maybe you also meet your own needs 
by meeting the needs of others. I think so.
that I do may or may not mean anything 
about how far we haven’t come. I am not 
every woman. every woman is not in me. 

what do we think about women 
reversing objectification in poems,
advertising, magazines. maybe meaningless
unhelpful unless it is the ogle-in on Wall Street 
organized by Karla Jay or, honestly, Couer de Lion 
but that’s different, that’s a revenge poem.

not everything that happens in private is political.



the vet says she’s never seen a male cat live past 20. 
the old man is 21. his mouth’s infected, full of pus. 
there’s a bad smell. Juliana jokes it takes him 15 minutes 
just to sit down, settling like a dog into the donut 
of blankets you fashioned by the door, sunk into 
a favorite crevice on the couch. I can’t get enough 
of cuddling and touching him and saying all the names 
out loud. we make some new ones up. he purrs 
so much she can’t hear his lungs, thinks the stethoscope
is a massage. in my life of magical thinking 
this longevity stands in. all the damage we didn’t stop. 
I hear a crash on the freeway and remember  
we need a HEPA filter for the bedroom.



I kept writing about my job
how I was afraid of losing it 

first I think the old man is going to die
like, right now 

then I’m afraid of something worse
then the hot springs burns down



it is 2016
Prageeta Sharma is writing about
Dale Edwin Sherrard, 1961-2015

his memoir is called When You Could Smoke on Airplanes.

I watch the videos as Prageeta posts them
read her Casavettes poem, the one Dale loved

about teaching about race
in Montana, and men

I don’t know Prageeta
I didn’t know Dale

you were born in 1962, a year after him
Prageeta was born in 1972, a few years before me

she is writing through it, in public
after my dad died, quickly, like Dale 
between diagnosis and leaving not much time 
I said grieving is a narrative practice
Prageeta says closure happens for her through talking 

or “closure isn’t closure but openings” 



the Cobb fire begins at 1:30 on Saturday
September 12, goes from 50 acres 
to more than 10,000 in the next five hours 
at 3:30 mandatory evacuations are ordered 
for Harbin Hot Springs and Big Canyon Road
Loch Lomond and Middletown 

evacuated around 3:45, around 6:30
it doubles in size 
again over the next four hours
it is called the valley fire now 
more than 25,000 acres by 10:30

some place we loved 
by morning



the more I feel the less art 
becomes this, to hold that place 
now it’s gone

before I forget
its janky buildings
wrought iron railing
rocks you slipped on in the rainy season
smoking deck
The Human Awareness Institute
the communal kitchen was always a little dirty

I found Simone Forti’s Handbook in Motion there
someone left their panties in the closet
of our favorite room, Walnut 21

Samantha couldn’t take it,
people praying to a PVC pipe 

lol it’s true, that’s where water comes from 
in the cold pool, you bend down, cup your hands 
and drink from the pipe directly 

and either it looks like you’re praying 
or you are actually praying in some way
some type of way 



I thought for a long time 
“A Woman is Talking to Death” 
referred to a woman talking too much 
as in talking you to death
something I do all the time
open one sentence after another
close some later, get annoyed 
when you seem distracted 

in the classroom too, if it were more mixed
if I didn’t teach at a women’s college I bet
I’d be taken less seriously, the way I’ve let myself
go, powerpoint slide with too many boxes 
and too many arrows between them
so that everything seems to be connected
COINTELPRO, Redstockings, Deep Throat

maybe I mixed up Judy Grahn with Pat Parker

I’m beginning to 
wonder if
the tactics
of this revolution
 is to
talk the enemy to death

Parker means the enemy
she means this revolution too 

Judy Grahn means death
who keeps us from / our lovers 



the black man she leaves on the bridge 
the women she didn’t hold didn’t kiss 
the one with a knife she didn’t want
to sleep with—too fat too old too ugly—

she’s writing this in 1974
this woman is a lesbian be careful

so it’s a big deal when she leaves the man 
on the bridge when she writes
as I have left so many of my lovers
that he should be counted among them
in 1974, Judy Grahn knows who the enemy is 

six big policemen 

and who her lovers are 
and the wind

could blow them all over the edge 



when friends ask what did you do
last weekend I went to the hot springs
was a common enough answer
everyone knew when it burned down
squeezed my arm or said I’m sorry

I felt dumb for being so sad 
but I was so sad

when they rebuild it will be more expensive
like the sandwich shop that replaced 
the hot dog stand on Grand next to the theater 
that really depressed you 

to be fair, you were already

your mom calls her depression the nigglies
or dark night of the soul 



Heather posts the idea that Harbin is “lost”
is silly Harbin is a hot spring 

all of us there together once 
1998, Valentine’s Day weekend

it had to go, probably 
it should burn down more often

the pop song of hot springs 
the places we get away to

no utopia
not a place to stay

only settlers did 



full looking moon waning gibbous
Jupiter now nearly as bright as it will be 
all year, year of the monkey
the night Joanie passes
when I get home from work
four cop cars one ambulance

police move through the house in uniform
Michael on the sidewalk a little high a little drunk 
hasn’t slept for days asking what, do they think
I killed her? we stand in a semi circle and touch. 
they shouldn’t be here, why are they still here 
the ambulance is gone, Joanie is gone 
someone says the coroner is coming 
you can see how this situation could go wrong 

Michael says she opened her eyes and kissed him 
just before she left they were talking, he looked up

removed her dentures so she wouldn’t gag
catches himself, she wasn’t going to gag 

anyways he took them out

you stay up with him that night
a bottle of bourbon from Bernadette’s reading 
between our houses in the driveway 

listen to your voices as I fall asleep thinking
that little bottle is just the right size.



. . .
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s ikel ianos,  e leni



how to assemBle the aNimal gloBe

Quagga (Equus quagga quagga)
(ex 1870s)

Not a zorse, a zeedonk or a zonkey, though there was once a  
quorse.
“The only quagga to be photographed alive was a mare” at St.  
Regents Park Zoo.



Shanty or Chorus

The rat and the cat on Tenerife
The pig and the macaque on Mauritius
The dog the cat and the rat
The cat on Acsension
The mongoose, Hawaii
The humans the humans the humans
The rat the cat and the goat on Aldabra, Seychelles
The goat, the feral goat on Pinta, Galápagos
What will they eat?  Bird eggs with bread and butter!
What will we eat?  Bird eggs what catches the hunter!



Steller’s Sea Cow (Hydrodamalis gigas) 
(first seen by Europeans near Bering Island in 1741, ex by 1768)

By night, lava-spirits took to the skies to hunt & returned
with a whale impaled on each enormous finger    Volcanoes
lit up for the roasting   Captain Vitus Bering
landed, scurvied, in a storm  then died       As to his shipmates
the meat of the giant sea cow kept them alive

It drifted just below the surface of the water; “a single animal 
resembled an overturned boat,” and they stripped its skin
for barks

the last cow was killed for its excellent meat
Had they been mistaken for sirens would the flesh have beeni

so sweet —

Sappho said Someone will remember us
to be remembered means what

if poetry is
la mémoire de la langue

the sensory remnant, as if we could still taste it on our tongues



when self-making stops
ops (Gr., eye) turns wine-dark, into itself
as if twisted in the mirror
εἴδω, I see
eidolons, the ghosts

Everywhere, worlds touch



Hokkaidō & Honshū Wolves (Canis lupus hattai & Canis lupus hodophilax)
(Japan, ex 1889, 1905)

What if your ancestors were raised by wolves
 your relations, wolf spirits
The first known wolf-bounty was five silver drachmes 
for a male, one for a female (Solon 
    got that ratio wrong)
In Dark Ages England, King Æthelstan of the Anglo-Saxons 
      demanded 
300 wolf pelts each year from King Hywel Dda

Or, if you were a criminal, your penance might be to provide 
wolf tongues

Mary Queen of Scots loved to hunt them in the Atholl Forest
There exist in France today lieutenants de la louveterie (Royal  
 Wolfcatchers) who keep track of hunting-laws and rats
The Honshu wolf was the world’s smallest — little bigger than  
 a breadbox
The islanders praised them for keeping crop-eating animals 
 in check
Rabies did them in and strychnine did the Hokkaido wolf



Japanese River Otter (Lutra lutra whiteleyi)
(last sighted 1979, declared ex 2012)

It ate
eels,
beetles,
crabs, shrimp,
fish,
watermelon and
sweet potatoes



Arabian Ostrich (Struthio camelus syriacus)
(subspecies; last verified individual shot and eaten by pipeline workers, 
1941, near Jubailii)

If you had a team of them
drawing your chariot, you would seem
to be   
 flying

But the bird
forgot to praise Allah and came 
    crashing down, sun- 
singed

Were you a pharaoh, you’d be 
fanned 
by its feathers

my people is become cruel like the ostriches in the wilderness
       —Lamentations 4:3; yet

they are ever at their eggs, the female by day, the male 
by night, in 
millenary repose as

al-Jahiz painted it



Entheogen (chorus)

It’s the ghost dance of all the animals

beating earth
w/ their hooves

it’s the black crow dance of reality

P U R G E

the who-me bubble
out front
golden  popping who-me bubble

Reality keeps throwing up
her circus tents

plays a little 
song on the
harmonica
to accompany herself out
swish swish

Reality’s really 
dirty
even its roosters
are making me 
laugh

Everybody’s hoarding



Everybody’s barfing up
the world’s extra energy

Throwing up reality

So the animal’s ghost dance is
what we get

They will never be done  Never be
done dancing    If we wipe them
from the face of the earth
they will never be done being
part of it making the world with their
sounds & feet & hooves

until they are done dancing the
animals’ ghost dance &
then they will be done



Ectopistes migratorius 
(ex 1914)

The dung fell in spots, not unlike melting flakes of snow; and the 
continued buzz of wings had a tendency to lull my senses to reposeiii 

Slave-meat, hog-meat
that cheap
Sent more than a million pigeons to market from one roost
Trap: sew a pigeon’s eyes shut and let it cry, others will come
from flocks so great they topple trees

In air, their massing backs a 
   glistening sheet 
 of azure iridesce   and anon, at a turn
suddenly —a rich deep purple

In Kentucky, townsfolk talked and ate nothing but 
 Pigeon for a week
Even the air smelled of it

Of their courtship: “the tenderness and affection
displayed by these birds toward their mates are in the highest
degree striking” (see two birds billing), their love song a 
monosyllabled string: coo-coo-coo-coo, kee-kee-kee-kee, the first
note the loudest, like a bell diminishing



iv



Chile Darwin’s Frog (Rhinoderma rufum)
(no confirmed sightings since 1978)

The male
lifted the embryos up and 
stored them
in his voice



_______________
iLonely sailors are said to have mistaken manatees, the sea cow’s cousin, for 
sirens.

ii Jubail is now the Middle East’s largest petrochemical city.

iii Passenger Pigeon, Audubon, Birds of America. “I cannot describe to you the 
extreme beauty of their evolutions, when a Hawk chanced to press upon the 
rear of the flock. At once, like a torrent, and with a noise like thunder, they 
rushed into a compact mass, pressing upon each other towards the centre. In 
these almost solid masses, they darted forward in undulating and angular lines, 
descended and swept close over the earth with inconceivable velocity, mounted 
perpendicularly so as to resemble a vast column, and, when high, were seen 
wheeling and twisting within their continued lines, which then resembled the 
coils of a gigantic serpent.”

Many trees two feet in diameter, I observed, were broken off at no great 
distance from the ground; and the branches of many of the largest and tallest 
had given way, as if the forest had been swept by a tornado.  Every thing proved 
to me that the number of birds resorting to this part of the forest must be 
immense beyond conception . . . Suddenly there burst forth a general cry of 
‘Here they come!’ The noise which they made, though yet distant, reminded 
me of a hard gale at sea passing through the rigging of a close-reefed vessel.  I 
felt a current of air that surprised me. Thousands were soon knocked down 
by the pole men. The birds continued to pour in . . . The pigeons, arriving 
by thousands, alighted everywhere, one above another, until solid masses as 
large as hogsheads, were formed on the branches all round. Here and there 
the perches gave way under the weight with a crash, and falling to the ground, 
destroyed hundreds of the birds beneath…I found it quite useless to speak, or 
even to shout to those persons who were nearest to me. Even the reports of the 
guns were seldom heard, and I was made aware of the firing only by seeing the 
shooters reloading.”

iv Martha (named for Mrs. Washington), an endling (meaning the last of her 
kind), died solo in the Cincinnati Zoo, September 1, 1914; was frozen into a 
block of ice and shipped to the Smithsonian; there gutted, skinned, mounted. 
You can see Martha spin in virtual space: http://vertebrates.si.edu/birds/Martha/
index.html.
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By the time I realized that my taste for nostalgia was unhealthy 
or unfashionable, it was already too late.

The word nostalgia is a portmanteau of the Greek nóstos (home-
coming) and álgos (pain), and was coined in only 1688 by medi-
cal student Johannes Hofer, who wrote a dissertation about the 
nostalgia experienced by Swiss soldiers fighting in foreign lands.

At the time, and until very recently, nostalgia was seen as a 
bodily disease or psychological disorder. Hofer called it a “neu-
rological disease of essentially demonic cause.” Symptoms in-
cluded fever, fainting, insomnia, loss of appetite, and heart pal-
pitations. Military doctors speculated that the cause might be 
the excessive clanging of cowbells.

A Swiss milking song called “Khue-Reyen” could inspire such 
severe bouts of nostalgia in soldiers that upon hearing it, they 
would go AWOL or commit suicide, and so it was decreed that 
the playing of the song was punishable by death.

There is both a danger and a sweetness to nostalgia, as many 
popular songs tell.

We shall walk and talk
In gardens all misty wet with rain
And I will never, ever, ever
Grow so old again 
Oh-oh, sweet thing, sweet thing

klaver,  becca
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When I listen to a song like Van Morrison’s “Sweet Thing,” I 
can’t help but think of all I’ve lost—all the places and times 
and people to which I’ll never return—but this act of mourning 
lets me partially recuperate the loss: All of that has been mine, has 
brought me here, has made me. That’s the sweet thing.

It’s hard to know what verb tense to use for nostalgia: simple 
past tense is wrong; the imperfect might work. 

I used the present perfect continuous to describe a relationship 
to time that has something to do with building a cumulative self. 
A life. All of that has been mine, has brought me here, has made me.

And Van Morrison projects into the simple future, managing to 
imbue a fantasy with the sense that it’s already long gone—We 
shall walk and talk in gardens all misty wet with rain—both past 
and future somehow out of reach. To imagine that your future 
self will never grow as old as your present self has already grown 
doesn’t make rational sense: the arrow of time is pointing in 
the wrong direction. And yet, the idea that we’re made up of 
a series of selves moving forward and backward through time 
sounds like nostalgia.

Nostalgia presents us with the problems of temporality and lo-
cation and subjectivity, of time and place and who-am-I.

How could I have been there then, doing those things, when 
I’m here now, in this place and time? Was that even me?

*

Both of my books of poetry are about nostalgia on some level, 
though I’m not sure if that makes them nostalgic. Is it pos-
sible to think through nostalgia without experiencing nostalgia? 
Maybe the books are about trying, and failing, to maintain that 
critical distance.
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Is nostalgia even an emotion? Maybe it’s a drive, like hunger or 
lust. It’s in the body—in my body, anyway. 

I remember trying to find the word for nostalgia in Spanish and 
finding the saying mal de corazón, a phrase that appears in the 
last poem of my first book, LA Liminal, where I am inhaling 
nostalgia like a cigarette. A habit that’s bad for the heart.

I have often experienced nostalgia as an involuntary attack of 
memory. I’m just going through my day, and suddenly the image 
of a street corner on which I stood long ago intrudes into my 
mind’s eye. 

Is this a disorder or an affliction? Is it bad for my heart? When I 
mention these involuntary memories to my therapist, she asks 
if I’ve had any other psychic experiences. For a moment I’m 
confused: isn’t it knowing the future that makes you psychic, 
not remembering the past? 

But either way, my mind is playing time-and-space tricks on 
me—I’m here and now, but suddenly I’m there and then.

When you think you’re missing a place, you’re actually missing a time.

I have taken this to be a common truism, but when I look it up 
online, trying many variations, I can’t find a trace of it. Is this a 
bit of folk wisdom passed along from one nostalgic to another? 
Did I make it up?

No—I find it later, in the book The Future of Nostalgia by Svet-
lana Boym: “At first glance, nostalgia is a longing for a place, but 
actually it is a yearning for a different time—the time of our 
childhood, the slower rhythms of our dreams.”

In dreams, too, images from the past just pop up. Little intrud-
ers. Our minds do this on their own, unbidden.
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It puzzles me that it’s not only sunnier times in life toward 
which I feel a yearning. Why would I long even for a past in 
which I was unhappy? Simply because it’s over, because I can 
never be there again?

This conundrum became particularly acute in regards to sunny 
California: I spent my years there, my first time living away 
from home, in a haze of melancholy. But then, years later, after 
I had returned home and then left again for the other coast, I 
found to my surprise that I missed Los Angeles, that my disdain 
for it had transformed into a weird tenderness, like the kind you 
might feel for certain old classmates whom you used to despise.

It’s not a time you miss, but a place.

So it works in reverse: when I went back to LA after seven 
years, I didn’t want to return to the time I’d spent there, but I 
felt a fondness for the place—which had, in fact, changed quite 
a bit in those years, as a person might. And I had all new cells 
in my body.

*

Now it’s not physicians but artists and intellectuals who warn us 
against nostalgia. Nostalgia is a capitalist trap, a ruse to get us 
to buy more stuff. Or it’s conservatism, a longing for a mythic 
past that obscures horrors. 

In “She Belongs to Me,” Bob Dylan sings: 

She’s an artist
She don’t look back.

But progress, too, might turn out to be a trap, and novelty can 
be a ruse.
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Thirty-five years later, in “Mississippi,” Dylan sings: 

You can always come back, 
but you can’t come back all the way.

A more tempered outlook on the possibilities and limits of the 
past for art.

Before artists and intellectuals, before doctors, it was the Ju-
deo-Christian God who warned against nostalgia, in the form 
of two angels visiting Sodom.

They warned Lot and his family: “Escape for thy life; look not 
behind thee, neither stay thou in all the Plain; escape to the 
mountain, lest thou be swept away.” 

But, of course, “his wife looked back from behind him, and she 
became a pillar of salt.” 

Why a pillar of salt? What kind of punishment is that? A death 
that blends with the landscape? Is that another way of saying 
nostalgia, as if looking back always contains its own retribution, 
that bitter savor?

In the Destroyer song “A Dangerous Woman Up to a Point,” 
Dan Bejar sings, presumably in the voice of the titular woman:

They said, “Don’t look back!” 
but I looked back.
It was a bore.
It was a fucking horror.

The woman is dangerous because disobedient, but only “up to 
a point,” since she’s the nostalgic who sees the past for what it 
is: a string of unremarkable days, or the brutal events of history. 
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Burning sulfur raining down from the heavens. Smoke from a 
furnace. Sodom and Gomorrah on fire, or the twentieth century.

*

In the twenty-first century, researchers at various institutions 
have been conducting studies that demonstrate that nostalgia 
has positive, healthy functions.

“Nostalgia makes people feel like they have a self that is contin-
uous and stable across time,” writes Clay Routledge in Nostalgia: 
A Psychological Resource.

Maybe it’s my sense that my selves don’t quite cohere that 
makes me particularly susceptible to nostalgia, like my mind 
and body are trying to prove to me my own narrative wholeness.

According to the Nostalgia Group at the University of South-
ampton in the UK, nostalgia “elevates mood, self-esteem, and a 
sense of social connectedness; it fosters perceptions of continu-
ity between past and present; it increases meaning in life; and it 
‘fights off ’ death cognitions.”

These new nostalgia studies report that most people wax nos-
talgic about once a week, while many, like me, do so several 
times a week. 

Another study, from Sun Yat-Sen University in China, concludes 
that people literally feel warmer after experiencing nostalgia, 
and that cold rooms are more likely to incite nostalgic feelings. 

The title of an article from 2015 declares: “Right-frontal corti-
cal asymmetry predicts increased proneness to nostalgia.” Nos-
talgia is in the mind-body.
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I read these studies with great interest, but I am also greatly 
interested in where this sudden boom in researching and revalu-
ating nostalgia came from. 

I look at the list of publications on the Nostalgia Group’s web-
site. The first one was published in 2004.

I suspect that the sudden boom has something to do with the 
internet.

*

The way I think about nostalgia culturally has everything to do 
with the arrival of the internet in our lives in the 1990s, when I 
was a teenager.

In my second book, Empire Wasted, there’s a poem called “The 
Last Nostalgia” that repeats the line “The 90s will be the last 
nostalgia” every other line. It opens:

The 90s will be The lasT nosTalgia
We have left the material world

The 90s will be the last nostalgia
Got my prints at the pharmacy

The 90s will be the last nostalgia
The insides were all smoky

The 90s will be the last nostalgia
The body, the marker, the knife

The 90s will be the last nostalgia
Bell-bottoms are back back back back back

The 90s will be the last nostalgia 
I can see straight into their future

The 90s will be the last nostalgia
In the bathroom stall with my Discman
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Nostalgia, like certain types of music and poetry, is repetition 
with a difference. It comes back back back, but never quite “all 
the way.” 

90s nostalgia must be the last nostalgia, I figured, because it 
was the last decade when we lived our lives mostly in the mate-
rial, physical world. 

Implicit in this proposition is the idea that you can only long 
for what you’ve felt through the senses. That it’s hard to miss 
what you’ve only experienced virtually.

You think you’re missing a time or a place, but you’re really missing 
what you can’t touch, taste, smell, hear, or see anymore.

I wrote “The Last Nostalgia” a few years before we hit “peak 
90s nostalgia.”

A year or two ago—2014 or 2015—I’d see the pronouncement 
“We have reached peak 90s nostalgia” all over the internet. This 
could be seen in music (grungy guitar sounds), fashion (floral 
dresses), and reunions of 90s bands and TV show casts that 
seemed to respond to fans’ requests.

It’s hard to describe the feeling of reading these 90s nostalgia 
articles that seem to conjure my teenage years so precisely: I feel 
hailed, called out, called back. I feel both embarrassed and un-
derstood, like 90s nostalgia is a lover with a too-penetrating gaze.

Teenagers in the 2010s seemed to suddenly find cool everything 
that I had found cool in the 1990s. I remember, in the 90s, 
wearing those bell-bottom jeans and hearing the same thing 
from my parents about the 70s.

The recycling of trends in fashion is a familiar idea. But over 
and over I hear people say that they don’t know what aughts 
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fashion looks like, or music sounds like. They blame George W. 
Bush or Britney Spears.

My prediction is that there will be no calling back to the aughts. 
The 90s will be the last nostalgia. 

And so the idea of “peak 90s nostalgia” has been so powerful 
and persistent on the internet, I suspect, because the internet 
is responsible for the 90s being the last nostalgia.

In other words, we’ve reached not only peak 90s nostalgia but 
peak nostalgia, period.

Now that we’re coming down the slope on the other side, where 
will we go next?

*

I sent “The Last Nostalgia” to a writer friend for feedback, 
and he thought it should go deeper into adolescent darkness. 
He was right. My nostalgia was plenty honeyed but not sour 
enough. I hadn’t maintained the critical distance. I was the dan-
gerous woman.

This trap of nostalgia is what psychologists call “rosy retrospec-
tion” and psychoanalysts a “screen memory”: a magnified mem-
ory that masks a related distressing memory of great emotional 
significance. 

The Romans had a saying: memoria praeteritorum bonorum (“the 
past is always well remembered”). 

I have a bad memory. I suppose that’s another way of under-
standing those intrusive images—the past feels so easy to lose, 
and my retrieval mechanisms go haywire.
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At some point in the late aughts I realized that I couldn’t re-
member what happened on the internet in the same way I could 
remember what happened in real life.

Whole threads, irretrievable. And yet of course they’re there, ar-
chived—is that part of why I can’t remember them? Because I 
don’t need to? I suspect it’s because it’s all too intellectual and dis-
embodied; because I’m not sitting in your room, seeing your face.

Like many people my age, I am addicted to the internet and 
experience this as an existential conflict—it doesn’t feel right to 
spend this much time online. What will I remember of my life?

I belong to what has been called the Oregon Trail Generation, 
a cusp generation between GenX and Millennials that includes 
those born at the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s. 

I do remember playing that computer game for hours in grade 
school, and I can make jokes about cholera and fording the river 
with the best of them, but what I remember most is the look of 
the computer classroom, the grey carpeting and plastic chairs 
and orange sunlight. 

I don’t remember being on the trail; I remember being in the 
room.

Some might say a five-year-or-so span doesn’t constitute a gen-
eration, but there’s a reason we feel in between, and the idea of 
playing a computer game helps to point to it.

Our adolescences corresponded with the arrival of the inter-
net—with persona and avatar and anonymity. These changes 
were fused for us—the very process by which we came of age 
and formed our identities was bound up in the possibility of 
constructing another, virtual self, and in the idea that life would 
now be lived both online and IRL.
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I was thirteen when I fell in love with the internet. There’s no 
way to describe how excited I felt that I could communicate 
with friends and strangers across time and space.

But imagine explaining “IRL” to twelve-year-old me: the idea 
that real life would need its own shorthand. Until the 90s, the 
alternatives to “real life” had been sleep, dream, fantasy, or 
memory.

We can always go back, but we can’t go back all the way.

As in a fairy tale, I had to give something up. A certain presence 
in the material world, now irretrievable. The last nostalgia—or 
perhaps that’s the core of every nostalgia.

*

I seem to have inherited my tendency toward nostalgia from 
my father, who still lives in the house he lived in when he was 
in high school, the house where I grew up, and loves only old 
things—whoever and whatever’s been around the longest.

Is nostalgia hereditary? It’s in the body, maybe in the right fron-
tal cortex. 

The difference is that I resist it—instead of staying in one place, 
hoping that the past will remain or return, I’ve gone from city 
to city, trying to embrace the new even though I feel constitu-
tionally opposed to this forward motion.

Make new memories, my sisters and I say sometimes, admonish-
ing our father, but I am also talking to myself.

A luddite is a kind of nostalgic. My dad won’t use a computer 
or a smart phone and has an old blue Nokia cell phone, like the 
one you probably threw away ten years ago. 
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They don’t make ’em like they used to. (Memories.)

Space junk is a new problem for nostalgia, one that Marisa 
Crawford and I have tried to aesthetically theorize as a deeply 
felt half-joke.

We invented the Zack Morris Cell Phone Aesthetic, which is a 
reference to the weird aura that surrounds the phone that the 
character Zack Morris uses on the TV show Saved By the Bell 
(1989-1993). People love to make fun of and make memes out of 
the phone, which seems gigantic by today’s standards. For those 
of us who grew up watching the show, the phone incites hysteri-
cal laughter that belies a certain unease. 

Why does the sight of Zack Morris’s cell phone make us anx-
ious, and so quick to mask that discomfort with jokes? It’s not 
just that it’s uncool to have a big, boxy phone now. Is it that we 
feel anxiety around how much has changed since we were kids? 
Is it an emblem of an irretrievable past?

It’s hysterical.

In poetry, you can face a similar problem. I fell in love with 
Marisa’s poems because they conjure the past—especially her 
teenage years in a different place but at the same time as my 
own—with a specificity of detail and emotion that I’ve always 
found startling. How could she remember all that, and get the 
feeling right, too? My memory is so bad.

There’s this official poetry voice in our heads that says you 
shouldn’t put “pop cultural detritus” in your poems. Objects 
from your childhood bedroom, in a poem, might stick out like 
Zack Morris’s cell phone. 
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Because you’ll give your poems an expiration date? Because 
later, it will just look like junk? What if no one remembers troll 
dolls in thirty years?

And yet one of the poetic lineages that Marisa’s and my poems 
grow out of says that you should include everything. Whatever’s 
in your world, including gadgets and brand names. 

Bottle of cologne that M wore.
Eau de Zack Morris Cell Phone.

I stole it from you, or
you stole it from me.
I had the Saved by
the Bell soundtrack on CD.
Used to listen to Friends Forever
driving to take the train to the city.
Tickets were $17.50.
Museum of Radio & TV.
Museum of when D jumped onto
the tracks to get me a washer
that I wore as a ring.

—Marisa Crawford, from “Zack Morris Cell Phone”

It just works, right? Like magic. Like the aura that these objects 
exude outshine the threat of expiration.

No, not the objects themselves—not some kind of commodity 
fetishism. The magic comes from the glow of longing itself, and 
the way the poem gets to retrieve the moment, layering it into 
the present. And the way the poem might last forever. 

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.
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*

At some point I began to suspect that it wasn’t times and places 
but certain qualities of light that I missed. 

Then, in the last year or so, I noticed that my involuntary mem-
ories were intruding more frequently around the equinoxes, es-
pecially the fall equinox. 

I learned that the days get longer faster around the spring equi-
nox and get shorter faster around the fall equinox.

I’d had to find this information on the internet, which made me 
realize how alienated I was from cycles and seasons. I longed 
for other sources of knowledge, premodern or pagan, that could 
teach me about the earth, the body, ritual, community.

This was a different kind of nostalgia, even deeper—in my 
bones. It felt bigger than me.

But it was my own body, after all, that had given me this in-
formation: the light changed and I experienced the passing of 
time. Trick of the light on my mind-body. I just hadn’t known 
how to interpret it.

Maybe my nostalgia has been keeping me connected to ways of 
knowing and being to which we don’t have easy access anymore.

Everything has changed so fast. In the last two hundred years, 
in the last twenty. Not only so fast, but faster and faster. 

Is nostalgia an antidote to the velocity of cultural transforma-
tion? As daily life changes exponentially, it makes sense that 
nostalgia would become a cultural or personal obsession.
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When the days shorten more quickly at the equinox. When 
daily life changes rapidly in late-capitalist modernity. Perhaps 
at any moment of swift change, nostalgia strikes hardest.

If nostalgia suffuses the air, a condition of our time, what are 
we going to do with it if not cure it, judge it, ban it, bottle and 
sell it?
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