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Anamesa is a conversation.  From its inception in 2003, the journal has 
sought to provide an occasion for graduate students in disparate fields to 
converge upon and debate issues emblematic of the human condition.  
In doing so, Anamesa provokes scholarly, literary, and artistic innova-
tion through interdisciplinary dialogue, serving New York University’s 
John W. Draper Program and the graduate community at large.
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We live in a time when the assessment and analysis of 
culture arrives in a variety of forms; and the academic 
study of culture in the humanities has become 
susceptible to intense scrutiny, from both external 

and internal influences.  In our world, which continues to stumble 
from the demands of profit driven practices with desperation acting 
as a strategy to combat hopelessness, the value of the humanities 
as an intellectual pursuit is often skeptically challenged. While the 
availability of ideas and information today is infinite, and while their 
accessibility has become increasingly democratic, there remain grave 
rifts in our knowledge and the way it is presented.   Anamesa does 
not claim to provide a definitive solution to these concerns, although 
it goes without saying that our journal faithfully serves the NYU 
and global graduate community as an incisive inquiry into these 
issues.  We are committed to sound scholarship; yet our position in 
the community enables us to present works that experiment, resist, 
and remap the popular constitutions of humanities scholarship.    
We found that for the Spring 2011 issue, the most provocative and 
engaging solutions arrived together with two commonly overlooked 
values: process and perseverance. 
 How many times in the course of our vocation have we all 
sat down to explore a topic of interest, unsure of where to begin 
and unnerved by the conventional iterations of thought manifestos? 
The journey of producing original thought takes a tortured course 
in the annals of our mind and on the unbound possibilities of the 
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page.  This process is instrumental in crystallizing our ideas.  Yet, 
process and perseverance have oft been disregarded as reflections 
of incompleteness and failure, which, at times, is fitting. Too often 
institutions in our world prioritize the end results; whether in 
political discourse or Twitter musings, the realm of the academy 
is riddled with the quest for incontestable authority.  Viewed with 
authority, anything but the final word is perceived as flip, noise, and 
worse, untrue— all labels which deny the potential unlocked by 
honoring process and perseverance.   But, humanities scholarship, 
and its intellectual spinoffs, can benefit from their power and their 
intersections, and nowhere better to look than in this issue.
 Our current selections, in a variety of forms, present fresh 
perspectives on the purpose, application and impact of these values.  
Whether reimagining public space along the lines of sexuality, 
reassessing the sociopolitical fault lines of the British 19th-century 
cholera epidemic, or the breaking down of artistic boundaries in Ugo 
Mulas’s photographs, our academic essays highlight how the very 
processes employed in each context spark radical perspectives and 
enduring impacts.  In our fiction, whether in the icy igloos of Alaska 
or the barren doldrums of New York City, without perseverance our 
characters would not survive.  Our art works range from cheeky 
interpretations of longevity to persisting cultural habits to process 
in motion. From avocados to umbrellas to moons, the imagery in our 
poetry nods to both human and nature’s own means of dedication.  
Finally, our creative nonfiction is an elegiac synthesis of memoir, 
visuals, and theory that unveils how the process of healing can 
produce a new method of writing history.
 Within the bounds of our capacity, our Spring 2011 issue 
is a careful curation of ideas that strive to ignite the very process of 
thinking and inspire the humanities to protest absorption.  With that 
in mind, we invite you to read, think, and especially, enjoy!

-Julie Baumgardner
Editor in Chief 
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Fiction

On the Ice

Laura Ashworth

I have a harpoon in hand. The shaman said, “You will know 
the beast when you see it.” But I’m the only beast I know, and 
to be honest slipping on occasional ice patches with a sharp 
weapon is not really my idea of a spiritual awakening. But I’m 

determined to harpoon something. I mean, I’ve lived with the Inuit 
for over six months now and still haven’t caught a thing.    
       My grandmother’s mother was Inuit. So that makes me some 
part Inuit although I’m not sure what part. When I was a child my 
mother went through this phase where she wore power beads and 
prayed to Mother Earth, digging her fork and knife into a thick piece 
of expensive meat. And one day, to cleanse the house of evil spirits, she 
opened the windows, lit a smudge stick and hummed that Eleanor Rigby 
song under her breath. That was the day she hugged me. That was also 
the day she dusted off the old photo album, kept hidden underneath a 
loose floorboard from the maids, and said to me, “Your aura is green.” 
 I didn’t know what an aura was but I nodded my head like 
I understood. She sat with the photo album on her lap and her 
knees shook slightly. And I asked, “How did great-grandma meet 
great-grandpa?” Because I mean, it wasn’t like bunches of Inuit were 
roaming around South Carolina. 

My mother smelled of stale roses and old money. She took a 
deep breath. “It’s a long story,” she said. She tapped her red, acrylic 
fingernails against the soft leather of the couch. 
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“I wanna know,” I said. I was twelve years old and already 
impatient. I read detective novels and spied on my neighbors with 
binoculars—you wouldn’t believe how many people cry when 
they’re alone. 

My mother ran her hands through her long, black hair. “It’s 
not a very nice story,” she said. She took my hand in hers. Her hand 
felt like wet grains of sand. My mother, she sweats a lot. I wasn’t 
giving up. Like I said before, I wanted to know everything. “But I 
wanna know,” I said, again—impatiently.  
 My mother carefully slid an old photograph from the walls 
of the album. She ran her thumb along the yellowed, uneven 
edges of the paper. A tear maneuvered its way down her face, 
past her chin, and dropped onto her cream colored blouse. She 
pointed to a woman. This woman’s dress encased her flesh like 
a fine pastry wrapped in cellophane. My mother tilted her head 
to the side and took the red Tibetan prayer beads, bought earlier 
today, between her fingers. The bottom of the picture looked torn 
and the woman’s feet were missing. “Do you know who this is?”My 
mother asked. 

I examined the picture. The woman looked like my mother. 
She had the same high cheekbones, dark hair, and scream in the 
back of her eyes. I played dumb and said, no. My mother wrapped 
her arms around me. She hugged me to her side. She never did this 
and I flinched because I didn’t know what was happening. 
 “That was my grandmother. Her Christian name was Lucy.” 
She ran her index finger over the picture and pointed to the man 
standing next to Lucy. He looked serious. He was dressed in a suit. I 
remembered thinking he looked the way death would look if it had a 
body. That was my great-grandfather. I recognized his face. It hung in 
an oil portrait above our fireplace and sometimes, although everyone 
said it was impossible, sometimes, he laughed at me. 
 “So, how did they meet?” I asked.
 “They met in Greenland,” my mother replied. Her tone 
felt sharp, like Greenland was a person, like Greenland had hurt 
her once. And then, she bit her lip so hard blood trickled down 
her chin. 

 I’m going to be completely honest. This whole “Alaska” thing 
is thanks to my mother. I came here to disturb her. I also came 
because I began craving martinis and this frightened me. You see, 
although my mother played with the idea of power beads and herbal 
elixirs, the years beat her to a pulp. And now she’s that woman at the 
country club. You know, that woman, the one who never puts down 
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her mixed drink, the one whose jailor is a Botox-filled syringe. And 
I’d feel sorry for her if she wasn’t such a bitch.
 She makes up stories about where I am. I mean, can you 
imagine what her friends would say if they knew her child was living in 
an igloo and eating fox meat? It would be, and I’m using her words now 
when I say this, I’m even using her southern belle, pill-slurring, drawl, 
“A tragedy of the greatest kind.” And my family is good at covering 
these sorts of “tragedies” up. I’m not the first to rebel, or as my mother 
would say, go insane. There were many before and there will be many 
after, there is a long line of revolutionaries in my family. And with years 
of practice hidden underneath their leather belts, my family is well 
adept at keeping their rogues, their crazies—well, not crazy. 
 I wanted to find my spirit animal. I wanted a great adventure 
and I wanted to go somewhere I knew my mother would never go. 
And now I’m here with this harpoon in hand and these Inuit men 
screaming at me in a language I can’t understand. And even though I 
can’t decipher word for word what they’re saying, I know it must be 
something like, “Get that fish you stupid girl!” But I know they talk 
about me in their language. I see them eyeing me. I see their hot gaze 
run down my neck and past my navel. I see them lick their lips like 
I’m meat they can harpoon.

 Within my first few months in Alaska I met someone. I was 
walking home from hunting when a snowball hit me in the face. At 
the time I didn’t know it was a snowball. The sheer force knocked me 
to the ground. I stayed there for a while. I didn’t get up immediately 
and scream in pain or anything. I just lied there on the ice and let 
the sore, throbbing accident run through me. I let the hot blood from 
my nose gather at my top lip. And I didn’t mind, really. I didn’t mind 
at all, until I felt a shadow, a presence loom above me. And then I 
opened my eyes and played wounded—I didn’t want anyone to think 
I enjoyed this kind of thing.           
 “What the hell?” I said. I felt underneath my nose. The blood 
was everywhere and I welcomed its heat on my cold fingertips. The 
tall presence knelt before me and put his bare hand over the accident. 
I closed my eyes. I couldn’t help it. He quickly took his hand away 
from my face and held his palm up like he was about to wave to 
someone off in the distance. That’s when I noticed it, an omen. His 
palm was red with blood—my blood. I didn’t know what to think. I 
wondered what he would do next? Would he lick his hand— drink 
my blood? “Well, aren’t you going to say sorry?” I asked. But he didn’t 
reply. He said nothing. He just helped me up off the ice and looked 
deep into my eyes. His eyes were dark brown with tiny flecks of gold 
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around the edges. I’d never seen eyes like this before and I wondered 
if he wore some kind of special contacts. But I didn’t ask because for 
the first time in my life I was speechless, and not because I was in 
love or anything weird like that, but because the snowball had busted 
my lip up so badly that once the adrenaline wore off all I could feel 
was the splitting of my skin every time I tried to speak. The silence 
grew and our moments together became progressively more intimate 
and disturbing, so, I left. 
 The next day I saw him by the snow cone machine in the 
main lobby of the Arts and Recreation building. I wanted to check 
out one of the lighter harpoons. The man behind the counter gave 
me some real attitude. “I can’t give you this harpoon unless you run 
it past the Shaman,” he said. He picked some dirt from underneath 
his fingernails. It was disgusting. 
 I glared at him. He saw me. I spoke but I was embarrassed. 
My lip was still so swollen that every word I said sounded muffled 
and underwater. I already have permission. He’s the person who 
told me to check out the lighter one. My name’s Helena. Check your 
computer again. I’m in igloo 109.”
 His eyes lit up. “Yeah, yeah, I know you. You’re that girl who 
keeps ordering extra heat in your—”           

“That’s not really important. I’m here for the harpoon, okay.”
 He slammed his fists on the counter. “No harpoon.”             
 That’s when I got angry and when I get angry—watch out. I 
crossed my arms in front of my chest. “I’m not leaving until I get that 
harpoon,” I said. And then to intimidate him, all five feet, two inches 
of me, I leaned against the counter and whispered into his hairy ear, 
“Give it up old man.” He looked frightened— like any minute now he 
was going to cave. 
 But that’s when the moron messed it all up. I mean, just 
when I’d started to scare him, just when he’d really started to shake, 
leave it to some idiot behind me to undo all my hard work, saying in a 
thick New York accent, “Come on lady; give it up. We’ve been waiting 
here for over five minutes. I’ve got a kid wanting to—”
 I turned around, angry. I was ready to bare my teeth. The 
moron sensed this. He stopped talking and shielded his child with 
his body. I opened my mouth to say something when the tall presence 
from last night, the snowball sadist, intervened. I should’ve known 
then and there he was going to be trouble. He didn’t talk to me and 
instead looked at the man behind the counter and within seconds the 
man handed me the harpoon. You can imagine how shocked I was. I 
held the harpoon close to my chest and looked from the old man back 
to the snowball sadist. He was younger than most of the other men—
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in his early thirties at most. He had long black hair, dark smoldering 
eyes, and cheekbones that could cut rock. He was beautiful. He looked 
like one of those men on the cover of romance novels you buy at the 
supermarket (not like I read those kinds of things). 
 He caught me staring. So, I asked, “How did you do 
that?” Again, he said nothing. He just stood there for an awkward 
period of time, winked, and left. How could he say nothing? How 
could he just wink and leave, without even a, “I’m sorry for causing 
that big bruise on your face.” Because I know he saw the damage he’d 
inflicted—he couldn’t stop staring at it. After he left I touched the 
bruise and it hurt, but it also felt oddly comforting to touch it. It felt 
like he was with me. And if I’m completely honest it’s his silence that 
did it, that kept me up all night with a mirror staring at my bruises. 
The mute man, Mm, I thought. What a perfect nickname. 
 Our third encounter was of a physical nature. And before I 
go into the whole “love-making” fiasco I should probably stop and 
tell you that it wasn’t as easy as you think to kiss someone with a sore 
nose and swollen lip. So feel sorry for me, but not too sorry, because 
I managed, I always manage.

 I couldn’t get him off of my mind. I asked as many questions 
as I could without looking suspicious or too needy. I even unearthed 
his name although I still preferred to call him, Mm. The most 
interesting fact I learned was that he was an apprentice to the Head 
Shaman. I wondered how much Head Shamans made or if they 
worked off the barter system? 

So, that night (the first night we fucked, or made love, 
or whatever you want to call it) I went to the igloo where he 
apprenticed. I didn’t know whether or not Shaman’s apprentices 
were allowed to fuck, but thought I’d give it a try. I guess you could 
say I propositioned him. I mean, I walked through the incensed 
infused room and without a word pressed my body against his. I 
don’t know what came over me. The first thing I did was lick his 
neck. But it’s not like he didn’t like it. He pulled me by the hair, 
undid my fur coat, and licked my neck, too. I remember the first 
taste of Mm—all salt and honey. 
 We kissed until our lips were numb and then Mm lit a sage 
stick and ran the smoke all across my naked body. He drew smoke 
lines. I think he was mentally preparing where to go first. And I have 
to say looking back it sounds completely stupid, but at the time I 
was so into it. I felt like cells were rearranging inside my body and 
that my chakras were realigning and all that shit. I felt so at peace 
that I forgot to make Mm wear a condom. I guess I thought the sage 
would ward off all evil spirits, including Mm’s sperm. And we did it 
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like animals, up against walls, on bear skin rugs, and everything was 
perfect. So naturally, I knew something was going to go wrong. 
 It didn’t take long for reality to set in. We’d been going at it for 
about two months when the first traces of emotions started to infiltrate 
our bliss. Everything went fine until that one night when I made a 
fatal mistake. You see, we were in the middle of our sexual ritual, and 
I guess the sage just hit me all wrong. I began to sob. It was the worst 
kind of sob. It was one of those full body sobs. Mm put the sage out in a 
bowl of water and held me for about an hour. And after that it all went 
downhill, the fucking turned into something less savage. I guess you 
could say it almost bordered on, and I cringe to say it, love-making. I 
tried everything, I really did. I implored him to throw me up against 
walls like he used to, but he just couldn’t do it anymore. I even slapped 
him across the face once hoping to make him angry, but instead he just 
hugged me so tight I could barely breathe.      

  I was on the ice when I realized I was pregnant. It was over 
two months since my last period and lately I hadn’t even fought 
the love-making, but instead  had given into the sappy, emotional 
shit. I cried more. I ate more. And ironically, I craved avocados like 
crazy. When I realized I was pregnant, I hit the ice violently with my 
harpoon. I wanted the ice to crack. I wanted to fall down into its cold 
depths where no one could find me. But like most things in my life, 
this act was futile. The ice didn’t budge. And I had nowhere left to 
sink. So, I called my mother. Yes, I really am that masochistic. 
 I still had three bars left on my cell. I’d recharge it later when 
I got back to my igloo. The reception sounded a little fuzzy but still 
pretty good for being out in the middle of nowhere. I took off my 
royal blue gloves and dialed the number. After three rings she picked 
up. She always waited until the third ring. She didn’t want people 
to think she rushed on account of them or that she was lonely or 
desperate or anything like that. I mean, after all, my mother made it 
abundantly clear that she didn’t need anyone. In fact, the only time 
I’d ever seen her rush to the phone was when the president of the 
country club called, and in that instance she proved herself to be 
almost telepathic. But for me, it was always the third or fourth ring 
before I heard my mother’s lemon-coated voice. 
 Today was no exception and her voice sounded especially 
acidic. “Hello,” she said. Her tone, like usual, apprehensive. I’ve 
commented on this before. I’ve told her that when she answers the 
phone she gives off the impression that boy scouts are holding her 
for ransom. And whenever I make a comment like this my mother 
says something like, “When you have a daughter like you, Helena.” 
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The first syllable of my name dragged out longer than the last. “A 
mother will always sound like that when she picks up the phone.” 
Smack. She’s got me.
 “Hello?” My mother said, again. “Is anyone on the line?”
 It was my turn to speak. I guess it’s the right thing to do, seeing 
how I’m the one who called her. So, I said in the sweetest tone I could 
muster from my little-bitch hormone-infested body, “Hi, Momma.”
 My mother paused. I heard a door open, then close. “Hi, 
darling.” She sounded uninterested and talked like someone was 
listening. And to get me through the moment, I conjured up a mental 
image of her voice covered in bubble wrap. I popped each insincere 
word. Pop. Pop. Pop. “How is your stay in Paris?” she asked. 
 She knew I wasn’t in Paris, but didn’t want them to know. 
Her friends from the country club were over and probably having 
another Botox party. Last time my mother hosted one of those parties, 
she made me help her assemble the syringes on the dining room 
table in a, and I’m using her words now when I say this, “tasteful, yet 
creative way.”  
 “Is the Louvre much changed?” she asked.  I sighed really, 
really loudly and prayed she could feel the hot air through the 
phone. She wanted a normal conversation.  Like usual, she wanted 
to pretend. “I heard they’ve been doing some renovating of the—” 
 “I’m in Alaska, Mom.” I said.
 I heard my mother take a deep breath.
 “Well, dear,” my mother began. She was interrupted by 
someone in the background talking about goose pâté and how 
delicious it all was. “You know not to call on Tuesdays. Tuesdays are 
my book club days.” And by book club she meant Botox.               

“Yeah, I know but the thing is. The thing is…” I wanted to 
say it. I really did. I wanted to spit it out. I wanted to tell her I was 
pregnant, tell her I was going to be better than her. But the words 
were held back by a string; a stupid string, a string stuck in my heart.           

“The thing is what?”  She asked. 
 “The thing is.” I cleared my throat but I couldn’t continue. I 
couldn’t say what I wanted to say. And suddenly I could see it…my 
mother’s voice as a red balloon floating farther and farther away from 
me. I felt dizzy. There was a long pause. I didn’t want to say anything. 
I wanted to see how long she’d stay on the line and while I waited I 
thought back to my life before the ice. My former life, the one where 
I’d downed a bottle of sleeping pills and my mother had saved me. A 
life where I remembered her warm hand against my cold forehead, 
and the way the red of the ambulance lights painted puddles on the 
rain soaked sidewalk. I was twenty-three when I tried to kill myself—



Ashworth / On the Ice
1818

it’s almost a year ago, now. And since the suicide attempt whenever 
my mother gets angry with me, she says, “I should’ve just let you die.” 
She thinks this hurts me, but it doesn’t. It probably should.
 My mother hung up first and shortly after this I learned that 
Mm not only spoke, but spoke perfect English. I discovered this on 
the walk back to my igloo. I heard him talking to one of the tourists. 
What the hell. I mean, why talk to others but not me, me, the mother 
of his soon-to-be child? I felt so mad, like I could grab that harpoon 
and… but I couldn’t. But if he came near me that night, if he tried to 
pull any of that sweet shit on me—I’d punch him.  

 That night Mm didn’t come to my igloo. Maybe he had a 
vision, sometimes he did. Sometimes he woke up in the middle of 
the night in a cold sweat and shook back and forth while mumbling 
incoherently. Maybe he dreamed I bruised his face with my fists. 
I didn’t know. But I couldn’t help wondering, why? Why didn’t he 
come? Did he meet someone else? Was he seeing that German girl 
who arrived on Tuesday? I knew from the moment I saw her she’d 
be trouble. 

The next day I gave him my cold shoulder. But he thinks 
it’s my everyday shoulder. Around midday I drop my harpoon and 
stop trying to kill things. I sit on the ice, where no one can see, and 
sob uncontrollably. The cry lasts for a long time. I think about my 
baby. My belly feels a little swollen now, but I can still pass for being 
bloated. I wonder what I’ll tell my baby. And then realize I won’t tell 
the baby anything, that I will keep the baby alive until it can breathe 
on its own, and then give it to Mm if he wants. Then, I’ll go sit on the 
ice and die. I’ll take myself, bloodied and fresh from birth, and lie 
down on the cold, hard ocean. I’ll close my eyes forever. This is when 
I hear footsteps. Mm sits down next to me. 
 I sniffle. I don’t look at him, but ask, “Why do you speak to 
other people and not me?”
 He shifts and breaths nervously. It feels like an eternity 
before he speaks. “I thought it would be easier for you if—”
 And then I interrupt him and say it. I don’t know why I say 
it, but I do. “I came here to cry.”  
 Mm touches my hand. I flinch, I can’t believe I flinch. He 
places his hand on top of mine. The bastard leaves it there. “Are you 
going to tell me?” he asks.
 I stare at him. It’s amazing how long he’ll let someone stare. I 
clench my teeth in protest. “No,” I say, “no.”  
 We sit for a long time and Mm holds my hand. He says, 
“It’s okay.”  I want to believe him. He repeats the word “okay” like 



Ashworth / On the Ice
19

a mantra. But as hard as I try, I can’t feel okay. Then he says, “You 
should scream. A good scream is a good death.”
 “What?” 
 “Scream,” he says, and squeezes my hand so hard I feel the 
bones rub together.
 “I’m not going to—”
 “Scream,” he repeats. “Scream.” I shake my head, no. He 
moves his hand and quickly pulls me onto my back. He pins me 
down and something in his eyes changes. Cold ice burns down my 
back. He presses one hand firmly around my neck. My breath slows. 
And I feel the baby, so I kick. I kick for the baby. I kick for us both. 
His eyes appear blank, like someone chiseled something out of them. 
“Scream,” he says. I close my eyes and keep kicking, keep kicking, 
I think. But I can’t scream. Something like rain falls onto my face. 
Mm’s crying. And I kick and I kick, and I bite him. He takes his hand 
away from my neck but still pushes me on the ice.
 And then I scream, I scream, “Help, help, someone please—”
 But he silences me. He places his hand over my mouth. And I 
bite him again. Blood pours and I scream. I scream so loud he finally 
lets go. He loosens his hands and then I scream again. And eventually 
the screams turn into laughter. It’s a strange sort of laughter, a dark, 
deep sort of laughter, like I’m at the bottom of a well and the noise 
echoes upwards. I can’t stop laughing and my body shakes. So Mm 
puts his arms around me, and I don’t flinch. For once, I don’t flinch. 
And suddenly, the baby, the scream, and the ice all feel so real. And 
he says, “Now you know for sure.” 
 “Know what?”
 “Know for sure that you want to live.”

r
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The Bronx is littered
with dead 
umbrellas; batlike
skeletons tatter
in the rain;

thousands of corpses
and thousands of dollars
protrude
from the refuse,
protrude from the sidewalks,
discarded; and glide 
and crash rattletaps 
against the bins too full
of their kin;

and the man in the tarpcape calls
hoo, hoo, hoo!
or maybe the wind…and
he thrusts them like swords or canes or 
lightsaber toys in telescopic propylene
for a dollar less 
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than the slicker man
who shouts 
ten dollar stay dry
and high, my friend
eight for the lady

whose lovely membranes 
are torn apart
from their shiny wings; 
and clash to concrete
and skid like striders
across z-stone crosswalk

and gutters; and fingers; their fingers…
grasp and
split the wind
in slim vortices;
and wish to fill 
the grassy parks with glinting
antennae and black wetness
and spider threads;
and are reborn
down the alley where

men in holey coats
and threadbare hats
pick nylon scraps
from blackbird bones
and assemble… 
and assemble…

Tonight will be teepees from heaven.
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Straightening Space

Neoliberalism and Public Gay Sex

Benjamin Joseph Nobile Kampler

In June of 2007, I began bartending at The Stonewall Inn.  
Located in Manhattan’s Greenwich Village, The Stonewall Inn 
(often referred to simply as ‘Stonewall’) was the site of the 
Stonewall riots in June, 1969.  On the 27th of that month, New 

York City Police attempted a raid on the bar; raids on gay bars usually 
consisted of harassment and violence against the patrons, many 
of whom could be arrested simply for displaying non-normative 
sexualities.  That night, the people at Stonewall refused to cooperate 
with police and their resistance turned into a series of riots and 
protests that lasted for several days.  These events are often cited as 
sparking the modern, mainstream gay rights movement in America 
and several other Western countries, and Gay Pride Day in New 
York City annually coincides with the anniversary of these events. 1  
Given its history, Stonewall should be safe space for all people who 
transgress social constructions of gender and sexuality.

However, in 2010, while I was bartending at around 1:30 
AM on Sunday, October 4th, an alleged gay bashing took place in 
Stonewall’s first floor men’s room.  The victim of the attack, Benjamin 
Carver, described the incident in his blog:

I excused myself to go to the restroom, a very tiny space with 
room for two urinals and a sink. Two men were waiting there, 
one of them urinating. I began to pee at the adjoining urinal, at 
which point one of the men asked me if I was gay. I responded 
by chuckling and saying “Where are you, buddy?” He answered 
me by saying “In a gay bar. Don’t pee next to me, faggot.”… The 
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other man then asked me for a dollar. I responded that I didn’t 
have a dollar. The other man then said “How about a $20?” I 
then laughed and said, I’m not giving you any money.” I zipped 
up and turned to face them, and realized that they were both 
blocking the door and staring me down…“Don’t escalate this 
situation. Please move and let me leave.” This is when the man 

I’ve learned to know as “Matthew” cold-cocked2 me in the face. 3

The fight spilled into the bar, where my coworkers and I quickly broke 
it up and ousted the two attackers and the rest of their party. At the 
time, we thought it was merely a bar argument that had gotten out of 
hand.  The two attackers, Christopher Orlando and Matthew Francis, 
were arrested shortly after the incident and have since been indicted 
on attempted robbery and assault as hate crimes.4  Carver received 
three stitches above his eye and was released from Beth Israel Hospital 
after an examination revealed no skull or brain damage.  
 The following week two detectives interviewed me about the 
incident in the presence of one of the Stonewall’s owners.  I told the 
detectives that it was possible the attackers hadn’t realized they were 
in a gay bar; the bar is decorated much more subtly than many other 
gay bars I have seen, and I have had customers in the past who did 
not initially understand the nature of the establishment. At this point, 
the aforementioned owner interjected with something along the lines 
of “Yes, we try not to make the bar too flamboyant so that anyone feels 
welcome.”  His comment bothered me. Why was the Stonewall trying to 
appeal to a straight crowd?  Wouldn’t making the bar appeal to “anyone” 
miss the point of having a gay bar in the first place?  Arguably, a gay bar 
is supposed to be a space where gay people may express their identities 
comfortably with other people who, to a large extent, identify similarly; 
if the space is designed to appeal to “anyone,” is it a space for gays or 
a space that tolerates gays but is designed for the supposedly sexually 
generic but inexorably heteronormative customer?  

These questions reverberated with other quandaries I had 
about gay spaces in New York City.  When I first moved to New York in 
2005, I met a multiplicity of men who had lived in New York City for 
decades and who would reflect on older epochs where bathhouses, 
bars with back rooms, and street cruising (pointedly looking for 
sexual encounters) were all common elements of the city.  From my 
personal experience and the testimony of these men, it seems that 
these elements have largely faded into memory.  At first I thought 
that the fading had happened naturally, not only in New York City, 
but in Western gay culture generally.  However, after talking to a 
variety of men from other countries, I realized that a lack of gay sexual 
institutions was a cultural phenomenon unique to NYC, especially 
when compared to many major non-US cities.  These conversations 
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led me to ask: What happened to all the bathhouses, etc., in New York 
(there are currently only two bathhouses in operation and no bars or 
clubs where sex is officially permitted), and why is no one fighting to 
bring them back?5  When and why did New York City create “Health 
Code, Section 24.2.2…[which] states that ‘No establishment shall 
make facilities available for the purpose of sexual activities where 
anal intercourse, vaginal intercourse or fellatio take place.  Such 
facilities constitute a threat to the public health’”?6, 7 
  I believe that the comments the Stonewall owner made 
about the bar’s ability to appeal to “anyone” evidences a link between 
the disappearance of public gay sexual spaces, the normalizing of 
the Stonewall Inn, and the alleged anti-gay attack that took place on 
October 4th.  By no means do I think that there is a direct causal link 
amongst these things, and I cannot even claim to produce a ‘true’ 
account of that night; the main event, so to speak, happened behind 
the bathroom door.  However, I do believe that the heteronormalizing 
of Stonewall (as an attempt to appeal to “anyone”) is part of a cultural 
trend that created the current climate where anti-gay violence at the 
iconic Stonewall Inn is even a remote possibility.

I argue here that Neoliberal rhetoric was used in attacks on 
queer sexuality both public and private and has helped to create a 
desexualized gay male identity and culture that attempts to ‘closet’ 
all sexual aspects of homosexuality that do not fall in line with 
heteronormative ideals.  According to queer theorists Michael Warner 
and Lauren Berlant, heteronormativity refers to the insitutions and 
ideologies that reinforce the coherence, privilege, and idolizing of 
heterosexual ideas including but not limited to monogamy, child-
rearing, and the belief that sex is a private matter.8  The conformation 
to heteronormativity by homosexuals is what Lisa Duggan refers to as 
homonormativity: “a politics that does not contest heteronormative 
assumptions and institutions, but upholds and sustains them.”9  
Homonormativity, then, is heteronormativity in a homosexual body.  
A desexualized gay man is a problematic construction given that 
identifying as gay makes an explicit statement about one’s sexuality; 
forcing gay men to keep their sexuality private makes them more 
homonormative.  Neoliberal and homonormative forces have pervaded 
the West Village and the Stonewall Inn, transforming a queer space 
into a public space. In Neoliberal fashion, this public space contends 
to be neutral, but is shot through with heteronormative assumptions 
and attitudes making them functionally homonormative. By 
investigating the attacks against gay sexual spaces in New York City 
and San Francisco, I hope to show that the U.S. government employed 
Neoliberal ideologies of publicness and privacy in order to justify its 
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intrusion into the sexual lives of its citizens via the policing of gay 
sexual activity.  I posit that to a large extent, the government excuses 
its meddling into sexual affairs by cloaking its actions as a concern 
for the general Public, which is implicitly a heterosexual public, and 
that the state finds non-heteronormative forms of sexuality harmful 
to said Public.  I hope to offer a semi-historical account of attacks 
on gay male public sex as a facet of Neoliberalism’s expansion and 
deployment.  I do not mean to argue that all sexual acts should be 
public or private, but that Neoliberal rhetoric allowed U.S. officials 
to reclassify private gay sexual spaces as public ones, making them 
available for state monitoring and interference.  This reclassification 
is part of the creation of a desexualized gay identity that attempts to 
force gay men to adopt homonormative lifestyles. 

Partially because of my own identification as a gay man, most 
of my research centers around spaces where men met other men for 
sex.  I say partially because I encountered a dearth of information on 
similar spaces for people of other genders and sexualities.  In order 
to avoid the appearance of speaking for the entire queer community, 
I specify, whenever possible, that the analysis I develop applies 
predominantly to gay men in the U.S.  I also realize that my analysis 
is most likely affected by my status as a white male, and I do not 
pretend that what I write is necessarily true for all races.

For this analysis, I borrow heavily from Lisa Duggan’s 
descriptions of Neoliberalism, which prominently features conceptions 
of public and private. I will therefore describe her argument and 
expand upon the points I find most useful.  Duggan writes that 
“Neoliberalism…organizes material and political life in terms of race, 
gender,…sexuality[,] economic class[,] nationality,…ethnicity and 
religion…[T]he categories through which [Neoliberalism structures] 
human activity and relationships actively obscure the connections 
among these organizing terms.”10  She argues that Neoliberalism 
creates social structures which affect the appearance of universality 
and neutrality but are in reality deeply racialized, sexualized, and 
gendered, underpinned by white male heterosexual ideals.

Both Duggan’s and my analysis center heavily on the often-
contested terms of “public” and “private.”  Duggan argues that these 
terms are central to both Liberalism and Neoliberalism and that “the 
most public of collective life under Liberalism is always the state, 
the ‘proper’ location of publicness, while the most private site is the 
family.”11  I would argue (and I believe she would agree) that Duggan’s 
conception of the site of the family is rooted in domesticity, or 
householdness.  The purest form of Neoliberal privacy occurs within 
living quarters, though not necessarily within a heteronormative 
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family setting.  Neoliberalism charges the state with the responsibility 
of monitoring and controlling all things public, while domestic affairs 
are supposedly off limits.  However, Duggan states that in the mid-20th 
century, U.S. politicians, operating under a Liberalist rubric, “worked 
to deny… privacy against state interference in domestic and sexual life 
to all but the procreative, intraracially married...”12  Liberalist tenets 
argued that the government should stay out of people’s lives as much 
as possible unless it was attempting to ensure a heteronormative 
standard of sexual and domestic life.  This facet of Liberalism remains 
largely intact within Neoliberalism and shapes the ways in which the 
U.S. government intervenes in public sex.  

“Public sex” is itself a problematic term.  When I began my 
research, I thought of bathhouses, porno-theaters, public restrooms, 
sex clubs, bars with back rooms and parks as spaces where public 
sex often occurred.  However, certain logical problems arose when 
I examined my assumption. Much of the sex that occurs in the 
aforementioned places is, in fact, private according to the Oxford 
English Dictionary definition of privacy: “The state or condition of 
being alone, undisturbed, or free from public attention, as a matter of 
choice or right; seclusion; freedom from interference or intrusion.”13  
At the other end of the spectrum, an act that is utterly or completely 
public would be performed in a space where any passerby could 
observe and possibly interfere.

George Chauncey’s Gay New York provides an excellent look 
at gay life in New York City before the Stonewall riots and helps to 
explain the subtle differences in the varying constructions of privacy 
that I am discussing.  The seventh chapter of Chauncey’s book, titled 
“‘Privacy Could Only Be Had in Public’ – Forging a Gay World in the 
Streets,” borrows its title from sociologist Laud Humphreys’ research 
in the 1960s.  Humphreys’ work revealed that “public washrooms 
became a locus of homosexual encounters throughout the country 
[partially] because it was easy to orchestrate sexual activity at even the 
most active of [public washrooms] so that no one uninvolved would 
see it… providing the participants… ‘privacy in public.’”14  Chauncey 
adds that, “Bourgeois [and state regulatory agents]…regarded [public 
restrooms] as public spaces…but the men who used them for sex 
succeeded in making them functionally quite private.”15  It is from this 
passage that I coin the phrase ‘functional privacy’ to describe privacy 
in areas that would normally be considered public.  For example, while 
bathrooms in train stations are theoretically open to anyone and are 
therefore public spaces, men could have sex in them without being 
observed or disturbed, thus rendering them functionally private.  
The sexual spaces I have listed are not utterly public according to 



Kampler / Straightening Space
27

the guidelines I have sketched but offer functional privacy, in varying 
degrees, to those who have access to them.  Gay bathhouses are an 
excellent example of spaces where such degrees exist.

Chauncey describes the layout of The Ariston, a “typical” 
bathhouse in 1905: “A man entered the baths through a basement 
entrance…and…was assigned a private dressing room…[F]acilities 
included…numerous private dressing rooms with cots.”16

 While the dressing rooms could be used for sexual 
encounters, the largest “amount of sexual activity took place publicly 
in the dormitory and cooling rooms.”17  While this description of 
a bathhouse is obviously dated, the same basic layout remained 
consistent for most bathhouses over the next century: small personal 
rooms intermingled with larger common areas.  So, we have the 
bathhouse itself, which exists as a facility accessible to anyone, but 
restricted (by bathhouse owners and employees) to men (who want to 
have sex with men), making it functionally private for these persons 
to have sex with each other out of view of passersby who might object 
to such acts.  Then, within the bathhouse, there are open spaces 
where men can engage in sexual activity in view of other men; these 
spaces are still functionally private.   The strongest degree of privacy 
exists in the dressing rooms, where men can engage in sexual acts 
away from any and all observation and are therefore the spaces that 
offer the most privacy. 

The existence of gay bathhouses does not guarantee 
universal access to them; they often have some sort of entrance 
fee and the bigger and more upscale facilities command 
unsurprisingly higher fees.  Bathhouses are actually not public 
in the colloquial sense: access to them has been restricted by 
economic class, race, and gender.  In the early 1900s, citizens 
of New York City who wanted to have sex but could not afford 
a space that offered them complete privacy were forced to seek 
other alternatives such as the aforementioned public washrooms.  
Public spaces were also not equally accessible to men and women, 
as Chauncey explains in his introduction: “Gay men in New York 
developed a more extensive and visible subculture than lesbians 
did, in large part because men had access to higher wages and 
greater independence from family life.”18  Chauncey also noted 
that many places where gay men congregated were designated as 
male spaces, thus denying lesbians access to said spaces.  There 
were arguably similar restrictions on black men and women in 
terms of access to higher wages which, aside from blatant racial 
discrimination, restricted the privacy they could afford; the Mount 
Morris Baths, for example, was the only gay NYC bathhouse in 
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the early twentieth century that admitted black men, and most 
bathhouses excluded blacks until the 1960s.19  

  At the time, people who had sex in public spaces usually 
did so out of necessity and not as a cultural practice or political 
statement.  According to Chauncey, these people were not trying 
to have sex in front of observers: “[Heterosexuals and homosexuals] 
sought privacy in [New York City’s parks]…They were dark at night, 
and the larger ones offered numerous secluded spots…where 
couples could find privacy in even so public a space.”20  Most people 
who had sex in public did so because they could not afford living 
spaces that offered the privacy they felt they needed in order to have 
sexual activity; roommates or family members might not approve of 
an individual’s sexual exploits, especially if those exploits involved 
same-sex persons.  These people sought a functional privacy that 
they could not have anywhere else, though this made little difference 
to police and anti-vice investigators.  I do not mean to espouse here 
the idea that sexual activity should always be done out of sight, but 
rather to show that sexual activity performed in functionally private 
spaces were sometimes considered public by the police and the 
state.  While it would be anachronistic to call this phenomenon 
Neoliberal, the state’s practice of limiting sexual privacy, when that 
privacy is only available to certain genders, races, and classes, is one 
that became a regular weapon in Neoliberalism’s arsenal.   The state 
also found ways of making functionally private spaces public and 
therefore a legitimate target of state control.  Chauncey describes 
the policing of tearooms (bathrooms known for homosexual activity), 
stating “the vice squad hid policemen behind…grill[s] facing urinals 
so that they could observe and arrest men having sex.”21  Normally, 
tearooms offered its occupants a functional privacy beyond state 
regulation, but by making tearooms observable, they became public 
spaces where activity could be monitored and controlled.

Until the attacks on bathhouses in the 1980s and 1990s, the 
question of whether or not they were public spaces (and therefore 
fair game for state intervention) was not fixed, as Chauncey evidences 
when he writes that, “while raids could have tragic consequences, the 
police generally ignored the baths…because they did not constitute 
a particularly visible form of ‘public disorder.’”22  Despite occasional 
raids, American bathhouses thrived and proliferated for several 
decades before a large number of them closed permanently under 
government bullying.  In his article “The History of Gay Bathhouses,” 
Allan Berube writes that “success at preventing homosexuals from 
gathering in public or in stopping gay sexual acts have been at best 
short lived.”23  In recent decades, the U.S. government has been 
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much more successful in its endeavors to prevent homosexuals from 
having sex in public, at least in businesses like bars or bathhouses.  
It seems that gay spaces in general were largely ignored by the state 
until they were perceived as a threat to the Public.  

This use of Public, where I am describing an imagined 
homogenous white, heterosexual middle-class population, is 
purposely riddled with heteronormativity.  Knowledge of gay 
neighborhoods and spaces in NYC was common amongst gays, but 
when the nature of these spaces became Public knowledge, they 
became targets of state control.  In this sense, ‘the Public’ implicitly 
constructs a monolithic heterosexual population, which would have 
no desire to interfere in gay spaces thus rendering them functionally 
private —until, of course, these spaces were perceived as interfering 
with the Public.  For example, Chauncey writes that “After receiving 
numerous complaints from real estate interests trying to ‘upgrade’ 
the Village and from parents who had discovered their sons were 
frequenting [gay gathering places] surreptitiously, the police 
launched a series of crackdowns [on gay gathering places] in 1924 
and 1925.”24  This crackdown illustrates the need for what early gay 
rights organizations fought for: a “right-to-privacy-in-public – a zone 
of immunity from state regulation, surveillance, and harassment…
[These organizations] opposed the entrapment of men having sex 
in public parks or restrooms.”25  These groups wanted a functional 
privacy in public – a zone where the state was not allowed to interfere, 
despite the fact that the zone was embedded in an area where the 
state normally had control.  The gay men in the Village of the 1920s 
enjoyed a certain amount of privacy in public until knowledge of the 
Village’s gay reputation became Public knowledge; when the gay men 
of the Village were thought to be part of the Public (by the Public), 
they were left to their own devices. However, once the knowledge 
of Villagers’ non-normative sexualities became Public, they were 
perceived as a threat to real estate value and the innocence of young 
bourgeois (white) males.  Not being of the Public, gay men were a 
threat to it.

I argue that the modern mainstream gay rights movement 
fights for this right by attempting to remove all aspects of homosexuality 
that are sexual from Public spheres.  Instead of fighting to change 
conceptions of publicness and privacy with respect to government 
intervention, much of the gay rights movement since the Stonewall riots 
fought to alter gay people, cultures and sexual practices to more closely 
resemble that of the Public.  Michael Warner’s book The Trouble With 
Normal gives an excellent description of the processes that attempt to 
force queer sexuality to conform to one espoused by the Public.  
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Borrowing from Gayle Rubin, Warner discusses a hierarchy 
that the Public uses to distinguish between good and bad forms of 
sex.  Good forms of sex include heterosexual, married, monogamous, 
procreative, in pairs, in a relationship and in private, while bad forms 
of sex include homosexual, unmarried, promiscuous, in groups, casual 
and in public.26  Warner argues that the modern gay movement has 
been shaped by the belief that the best way for gays to fight for rights 
is to practice as many of the good kinds of sex as possible, while 
stigmatizing all kinds of bad sex, thereby reifying the sexual hierarchy.  
Given that homosexual sex is in the bad column, homosexuals can 
never fully conform.  The next logical step for conformity, then, would 
be to take the sexuality out of the homosexual.  

Warner discusses several gay activists who explicitly call for 
a desexualized gay movement and, I would argue, a desexualized gay 
(male) identity.  The issue with which these activists grappled was 
expressed eloquently by Kendall Thomas when he asked: “How do 
you negotiate the vexed question of claiming your right to be sexual 
and resisting a reduction of who you are to your sexuality?”27  The 
activists Warner refers to sought acceptance by claiming that their 
sexualities are irrelevant to their lives and to the gay organizations 
they claimed to represent.  This claim is farcical, as Warner points 
out when he writes: “If sexuality were ‘irrelevant’…we [gays] wouldn’t 
have much to say to one another…[Gay organizations] are nothing if 
not a framework of ideals, principles, hopes, etcetera, and sexuality 
is not just relevant to those organizations – it defines them.”28  This 
argument holds true not only for gay organizations, but to a large 
extent, for gay culture and people as well.  Identifying as gay means 
that one is identifying with a group whose cohesiveness exists because 
of sexuality; the logical absurdity of claiming otherwise is striking.  As 
Thomas points out, few people want to be reduced to their sexualities; 
however, a homosexual identity is inescapably sexual.  Attacks on 
public sexual spaces, particularly gay bathhouses, might not have 
sparked a movement towards a nonsexual homosexuality except that 
these attacks gained tremendous leverage and momentum due to the 
explosion of AIDS-related deaths in the 1980s.

Several authors have written about the crackdown on queer 
sexual spaces in the U.S. by state officials acting under the auspices 
of fighting the spread of HIV.  The belief was that eliminating these 
spaces would eliminate sexual activity, a belief that ignores the 
commonly held assumption that I call the law of conservation of 
sexual activity: stopping sexual activity in one place does not mean 
that activity will end, just that it will occur in a different place.  
Additionally, laws that were written in NYC (like the health code I 
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described earlier) and San Francisco, allegedly in response to the 
HIV epidemic, forbade all kinds of sexual activity in businesses, 
regardless of whether or not an activity was known to transmit 
HIV.  In an article that discusses the closing of bathhouses in San 
Francisco in 1984, Christopher Disman points out that “policy 
decisions [with regard to bathhouses] disregarded which sexual 
activities were considered high or low risk for AIDS, and disregarded 
research findings available in mid-1984, indicating that attendance at 
San Francisco’s baths was not correlated with AIDS risk.”29  These 
misguided policy decisions, as well as AIDS scholars like Douglas 
Crimp, have shown that the U.S. government’s response to the HIV 
epidemic demonized  male homosexuality and non-heteronormative 
sexual practices (like promiscuity) rather than disseminating 
information about HIV risk reduction; many sociologists argued that 
bathhouses should be allowed to remain open in order to provide 
this kind of information.30  Warner posits that HIV and AIDS “gave 
new life to the ancient assumption that sex, and especially queer 
sex, had to be unethical – unhealthy, irresponsible, immature, and 
in short, threatening to home, church, and state.”31  HIV provided 
an almost inscrutable excuse for the government to interfere in gay 
sexual practices.  Despite the fact that thousands of gay men had 
died from AIDS before the U.S. government took official notice, 
their deaths were not a public (government) concern because they 
were not part of the Public.  However, the threat of HIV spreading 
to the heterosexual population (a threat that was realized, according 
to Crimp, with the help of Randy Shiltz’s And the Band Played On) 
suddenly made the sexual lives of gay men a Public concern, and 
so the government had reason to intervene – not, as my analysis has 
shown, by taking actions to help prevent HIV transmission, but by 
attacking the sexuality of homosexuals.  

The assumption that sex is unethical was solidified in the 
minds of the Public as well as state officials and became increasingly 
solidified in the minds of queers, particularly gay men.  The best 
way to fight the spread of HIV, it seemed, was to try to conform to 
the ideals of the Public.  The state’s attempts at bathhouse closures 
can be understood as an attempt to infuse gay male life with 
heteronormative values; for the U.S. government, stopping the spread 
of HIV amongst gay men meant forcing them into homonormativity.  
For the U.S. government, stopping the spread of HIV amongst gay 
men meant forcing them to live according to hetero-normative ideals: 
one should only have sex at home, and only ever with one person.  
In “How to Have Promiscuity in an Epidemic,” Crimp discusses a 
senate amendment that was attached to a bill to fund HIV prevention 



Kampler / Straightening Space
32

education.  The amendment would deny funding to any organization 
“that promote[s] or encourages, directly or indirectly, homosexual 
sexual activities.”32  Homosexuals are acceptable but their sexuality 
is not, despite the fact that the separation of the two presents a 
logical absurdity.  The creation of the amendment was spurred by a 
pamphlet about HIV prevention that contained illustrations of two 
men fucking with a condom.  Senator Jesse Helms claimed that “if 
the American people saw these books, they would be on the verge 
of revolt.”33  Helms reified the notion that the American people, 
or Public, are all heterosexual and would therefore be enraged by 
images of two men fucking.  

Essentially, the state’s attempts to stop the spread of HIV 
amongst gay men were attempts to force them into homonormative 
lifestyles, creating a more unified Public by closeting the sexual parts 
of homosexuality.  The idea that conforming to Public standards 
was the best way to prevent HIV infection was integrated into 
mainstream queer political organizations and became the motif for 
queer activism.  In typical Neoliberal fashion, this mindset assumed 
an air of non-politics, a kind of common sense.  HIV was proof that 
sex between men is bad, so people should stop having so much of it; 
this mindset caused many members of the queer community to be 
complicit with the state attacks on bathhouses and similar spaces.  If 
sex is unethical, then fighting for rights as a (homo)sexual person is 
highly problematic.  Therefore, the best way to fight for queer rights 
was to hide as much of sex as possible and to conform to heterosexual 
ideals, including the ideal that sexual activity should only occur in a 
domestic setting.  

The recent Supreme Court decision in Lawrence vs. Texas, 
which overturned US laws forbidding sodomy, reifies the ideal of 
sexual domesticity.  While the ruling was hailed by some as a major 
victory for gay rights in terms of sexual liberty, Katherine Franke 
argues that “the liberty interest at stake is one that is tethered to 
the domestic private.  Repeatedly, Justice Kennedy territorializes the 
right at stake as a liberty to engage in certain conduct in private…
closeted behind the closed doors of the bedroom.”34  The decision 
and those who laud it accept and support the heteronormative ideal 
that sexuality should only ever be expressed in a private space so that 
its unethical nature does not taint the Public by being in public.  The 
positive interpretation by mainstream queers and queer organizations 
shows that they have adopted the notion that Neoliberal domesticity 
is, commonsensically, the appropriate space for sexual expression.  If 
all public performances of homosexuality are closeted, then options 
for displaying one’s homosexuality in public are limited to the same 
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options available to heterosexuals, rendering the two groups almost 
indistinguishable and creating “a demobilized gay constituency and 
a privatized, depoliticized gay culture anchored in domesticity and 
consumption.”35  This brings the focus back to The Stonewall Inn.

The Village crackdowns in 1924 and 25 were a shadow of 
the attacks against sex-oriented businesses that swept New York City 
during Rudolph Giuliani’s terms as mayor.  HIV was a significant 
factor in solidifying the detrimental nature of sex, so when New 
York officials wrote laws that purged an enormous number of sex-
centered businesses from the city, it seemed like common sense.  
The Neoliberal narrative of this purge would say that it was done in 
order to ‘clean up’ the city, but in reality, the purge was a witch-hunt 
against non-normative sexuality. Sexuality ‘belongs’ in the domestic 
sphere, so any business that focused on sex was effectively banished 
from New York City.  The end result has been that real estate values 
have skyrocketed at the expense of queer (and other non-normative) 
spaces; Neoliberalism obscured the connection between real estate 
value and attacks on non-normative populations.36  The new cityscape 
no longer appeals to queers, but to the Public: those who hew closest 
to heteronormative ideals, whatever their identity.  The Stonewall Inn 
fits perfectly into this new paradigm, constructing itself as a space 
for a Public that actively obscures its inherent heteronormativity.  If 
Public attacks against gay sexuality are acceptable, how long before 
those who assume a gay identity are also fair game?

r
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I remember her pruned hands peeling 
avocado in summer 
perspiration pooling under grey   
hair line, chopping, humming, fine. 
 
When the dull butter knife 
cuts thick rich sludge   
sagging, dropping from the pit, a generation’s bruised. 
There is something grandmotherly about the avocado.   
 
Or in the morning  
when the coffee pot proclaims whistled protests 
against a cold draft, against the house’s half-waking dream 
over leftovers, I see her stooped and praying, all the same.  
 
Then in the evening singing salvation songs to the kitchen  
fixtures. Singing despite grandpa 
and the dog. In plastic, she entombs remains --  
anonymous artist, enigma-demigod.
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Fiction

Seasick Fish

Christopher Cappelluti

Penelope woke up in the tub submerged to the neck in ice 
water.  She was so cold it hurt.  She thought to call out to 
Jude and have him fix her a cup of chamomile.  Then she 
remembered, Jude was gone.  Penelope was in pain.  It was 

time for another dose, but she was all out.  She needed to get some 
more from Alex.  So she bundled up and was on her way to the 
station before the tub stopped gurgling.  An unexpected cold snap 
refroze the once melted snow and ice that mixed with the fluid filth 
of the gutter.  She counted twelve black gum spots on the sidewalk 
and walked through a bunch of unaffected pigeons.  Other than that, 
Neptune Avenue was empty.

Penelope kicked her heels for five minutes before crossing 
against the broken light.  At the subway station, she bought a day-
pass with some coins, swiped it, and walked through the turnstile.  
Neptune Avenue to Sheepshead Bay was taking the long way around, 
but Penelope didn’t care.  She had nothing else to do.  From the 
platform, she spied a pack of rats fighting over scraps by the rails.  Most 
would have turned away, but to Penelope it was cheap entertainment.  

The train squealed to a stop.  She rode it and transferred at 
the New York Aquarium station.  Strangers shuffled about, treading 
on scattered mats of MetroCards.   They were like specters to her; 
translucent phantasms with nothing in common but the imperative 
to be somewhere else, fast. She sat in a seat opposite a scarred 



Plexiglas window.  The inscription read: PHUCKED.  Just as the doors 
closed a rotund man jammed himself between them, and forced the 
doors back open.  He wore a tweed Irish pub hat.  Lowering himself 
into a seat, the man took sips from a ceramic coffee mug.

“I made it,” he said, in a booming voice.  “Humpback Jack has 
entered the building!”

Some passengers gave him a piteous glance.  Most ignored 
him.  Across from Humpback Jack sat a skeletal Asian woman reading 
a newspaper printed in her native tongue.  

“That paper got a sports section?” he said.
She looked up at him and almost smiled before burying her 

face in the newsprint again.
“Sports section,” he said.  He blinked profusely.  “You 

understand what I’m sayin’?”
She looked up again.
“The Knicks game,” he said.  “I bet a bundle on that game.  

Catch the score?”
She let him speak.
“Oh, you must think I’m some crazy bum or something 

right?” he said.  “I’m tellin’ you I bet money.”  She continued reading.  
After a pause, he started up again, booming along.  Then he boomed 
to the whole car.  “Ladies and gentleman:  I’m not here to ask for 
money, dance a jig, play guitar, shadowbox the pole, no, no, no…”  He 
took a sip from his mug.  “I am an entertainer, I’ll admit, but all’s I 
wanna know is how the Knicks did?”

Nobody said anything.  They looked pained.
“Just a simple need, really,” he said.  He blinked a few times.  

Then he informed everyone that it was he, in fact, who taught Mike 
Tyson how to throw a punch.  He also taught Buddy Hackett how to 
sell a joke.  And just who, pray tell, educated Bobby D. on the mouth 
harp back when he was starting out in the Village?  Why, none other 
than Humpback Jack, mind you.  Finally, the Asian woman nodded at 
him and stood up, folded her paper, and found another seat.

The train came to a short rest at Ocean Parkway.  Penelope 
locked eyes briefly with the man in the tweed hat.  Some ghosts 
sauntered out.  Other ghosts shuffled in.  As the train kicked into 
motion the loudmouth stood up, gripping his belt like he was steering 
a sixteen-wheeler, and walked towards Penelope.  As he sat down 
beside her, she welcomed him with a smile.

“And I bet you can knock Tyson out,” she said.
“Fuckin’ A, right?” he said, rotating the tip of his pinky 

in his ear.
“Fucking A, right!” she said. 
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Jack tipped his head back, laughing with gusto.  “My name’s 
Humpback Jack.”  He doffed his hat.  Then he offered a sip from his 
cracked cup.  It looked like water.

“I’m Penelope,” she said.  “And thank you, no.”
 “What’s wit’chu?”   He inched closer.  “Sick or something?  

Dead like the rest of ‘em?”
She was taken aback.  “Yeah,” she said.  “Haven’t been feeling 

well lately.”
“Listen, sweetheart, it’s like I always say,” he said, twitching 

as he dug in his pocket.  “It’s mind over matter.  And if you got a 
mind, it don’t matter.”

Penelope hummed in the affirmative, swaying with the train.  
Then Jack retrieved a can of smoked herring from his pocket; whole, 
not fillets.  After placing his mug on the top of Penelope’s seat he 
peeled back the lid with an overgrown fingernail.  Jack gobbled up 
the reddened fish, scaly skins and all, and sucked on his fingers.

“Soaked in mustard an’ olive oil.”  He smacked his lips.  
“Extra virgin, unlike me.”  

Penelope smiled at him, wondering why he said that.  
“Fish?” he asked.
“No thanks,” she said. “I’m trying to quit.”
He pulled a spinal cord from his mouth.  At Brighton Beach, 

the train squealed to a stop with a jerk that tipped Jack’s cup over.  
It spilled down Penelope’s back and into her seat.  Her rear end was 
saturated.  Jack didn’t pay any mind.  Penelope huffed and plucked 
the cup from the small of her back.  She handed it back to Jack.  The 
Q started for the next stop.  

“I used to be a fisherman, ya know?” he said, after a silent while.
“No,” she said, laughing nervously.  “I didn’t know that.”  The 

water seeped in.
“Used to be,” he said, “and I liked it.”  Jack chuckled.  Then he 

stared a mile away.  “Was this one time.  I caught this really odd one.  
Looked like an eel.  Or, a silver snake.  Anyways, I catch the thing, right, 
and it’s so marvelous, so unique, so noteworthy, that I, I put it in a five 
gallon bucket of water, for safe keeping.  Know what happened?”

“What?” Penelope asked, sincerely curious.
“That damn fish, the snaky thing!  It swam in circles.  Real 

fast too.  Like it was going crazy.  Then, it swallowed its own tail.  And 
it swam faster and faster, I couldn’t tell where the head was.  Round 
and round and round.  Never seen nothing like it before.”

Penelope squinted at Jack.  She started to speak when the 
intercom crackled, rather incomprehensibly:  this stop Sheepshead 
Bay.  She stood up.
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“Actually, you look like a fish,” he said, pointing a finger.  
“Your eyes are always open.”  

“I can’t be a fish,” she said.  “I get seasick.”
“A seasick fish?” Jack mused.  “Never heard anything more 

absurd.”  He hunched over, pinching the bridge of his nose.  Penelope 
wanted to rest her hand on his shoulder when the halting train threw 
her off balance. 

“My stop,” she said.  “Take it easy, Jack.”

The ringing squeal echoed in her ears for a while.  She 
stomped her feet to keep warm.  Down Emmons Avenue, Penelope 
leaned over the railing of Sheepshead Bay.  The water was smooth 
obsidian and pieces of garbage rested motionless upon the surface.  
Even the fishing boats were stationary.  Wind rushed down Emmons 
and Penelope’s damp behind tingled.  She walked just beyond East 
21st Street to a condo overlooking the bay and pressed the buzzer.  
It clicked.  She listened, waiting.  

“It’s Penelope!” she yelled into the panel.
The door unlatched with a click and Penelope scraped 

her shoes.  The elevator smelled of lemon disinfectant.  Down 
the dimly lit, carpeted hallway, Penelope knocked at 3A with 
limp knuckles.  The welcome mat read:  GO AWAY.  A slinky 
woman answered the door.  She nursed a half-empty glass of red 
wine, leaning all her weight on her right foot.  Penelope walked 
in, slightly raising her arms, but soon realized an embrace was 
not forthcoming.  

“Thought you were the delivery boy,” Alexandria said.  
“I’m out of bleu cheese.”

Penelope walked in and her wide eyes swept the living room 
floor, which was smothered with leaves of scribbled paper.  Books 
were stacked everywhere.  An opened bottle of wine and dozens of 
journals were spread out on the glass coffee table.  Two Betta fish, 
one ruby red the other violet white, fluttered about their partitioned 
home atop a buckling bookshelf in the corner.  Alexandria set her 
glass on the table and stretched out on the couch.   

“How you doing, Alex?” Penelope asked.  She walked around 
the leather sectional, right up to the enormous, humming aquarium 
along the wall where one would expect to find a TV.  She said hello 
to the clownfish, and then Penelope watched the bottom feeders eat.  
The bottom feeders were her favorite.

“Haven’t seen you in months,” Alexandria said.  “You wet yourself?”
“It’s just water,” Penelope said.  “This guy on the train spilled 

it on my seat.”
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“Wait, you don’t even have to tell me…” Alexandria said.  
“You struck up a conversation with some weirdo, right?”

“You know me so well, huh?”
“Tell me if I’m wrong,” Alexandria said, scratching her neck.  

“Just say so.”
Penelope just stared into the fish tank, inching backwards to 

sit on the loveseat. 
“Don’t sit on my furniture with your wet ass,” Alexandria 

said, clicking her tongue.
“Do you have a pair of jeans I can borrow?” Penelope asked.
“No,” Alexandria said.
“Well…” Penelope said, inching towards the leather.  “What do 

you want from me?”
“Fine, fine!”  Alexandria stood and scooped up the glass.  

She took a sip and set it back on the counter as she walked to the 
bathroom.  It wobbled before steadying itself.

“Use my hair dryer for your cords,” Alexandria said from the doorway.
Penelope walked into the one-and-a-half bath and took 

the hair dryer from Alexandria, who clucked her tongue as she left.  
Penelope pulled down both her pants and underwear at the same 
time.  Then she twisted her body to peer in the mirror.  Her buttocks 
were bright red.  She closed the toilet and sat down, waving the dryer 
into her panties.  She took in the post-its and scribblings, curled and 
warped, which layered the walls.  The integrity of the yellow paper’s 
ink had atrophied.  After putting on her warm underwear, she stood 
up to work on the corduroys.  

Penelope opened the medicine cabinet with a finger, but only 
an inch.  Then she opened it all the way.  Pill bottles lined the right 
side, with cough syrup, vitamins and stool softeners to the left.  Also, a 
Polaroid was fastened to the inner door, behind the mirror.  She tried 
to disregard it, but her eyes soon bled saltwater.  It was her and Jude 
and Giovanni, in bumper cars.  They were all smiles, beaming, and 
probably high.  The corduroys were still a bit damp when Penelope 
turned the hair dryer off.  She could still hear it running as she put 
her pants on.  

In the living room, Alexandria stood with a refilled glass, 
feeding the fish.  “That’s what you came for,” she said, pointing to a 
big pill bottle on the coffee table.

Penelope sighed, lowering herself into the loveseat.  She 
looked beyond the one hundred-twenty count bottle.  She tried 
to speak, but didn’t, petting her knees instead.  Finally, she said, 
“we should go to Astroland sometime.” 

Alexandria said nothing.
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“Maybe with Gio, too,” Penelope said, slightly cringing.  “Like 
back in the day.”

“Four months,” Alexandria said, looking to the ceiling.  
“And you come over because, what?  You wanna to ride the 
Cyclone?  Eat franks?  Jump down some rabbit hole?  Again?”  

Penelope eyed the floor.  
Alexandria searched her pocket and pulled out a pill.  She 

swallowed it with wine.
“Don’t overdo it again,” Penelope said.
“I’ll be fine, mom,” Alexandria said.  “Besides, you’re one 

to give medical advice.”  Alexandria sipped her wine and laughed 
through her nose.  Her laughter echoed in the glass.  Then she walked 
towards the Betta fish tank.  “Who’ll win, you think?” She pinched 
the wall between the fish.  “Jesus or Lucifer?”

“Don’t,” Penelope said.
“Penelope, the compassionate,” Alexandria said, as she 

swaggered to the love seat.  She sat down beside Penelope.  
“Death’s imminent.  Especially if you’re born a fighting fish.”  She 
looked right into Penelope’s eyes.  “Jude made the right choice.”

“Alex, please,” Penelope said.
“It is what it is,” Alexandria said.  “It’s inevitable.  Why wait?  

He was right.”
Penelope immediately stood up.  She swiped the one 

hundred-twenty count pill bottle and pocketed it before dropping 
some crumpled money on the table.  Then she marched to the door 
putting her jacket back on.  “Thanks for the hairdryer.”

“Sure.”  Alexandria backhanded the air in a grand arc.  
“See you in another four months.”

Penelope grumbled to herself all the way to Sheepshead 
Bay Station, and halfway there, popped two pills.  She swallowed 
them dry.  That Polaroid, she thought, they used to have such good 
times.  The boardwalk used to be jumping with dance competitions, 
carnival games, and beach bums.  Penelope loved watching the 
children, pointing out the cute ones, and whispering in Jude’s ear.  
She thought, maybe, if they all stuck together, maybe Jude wouldn’t 
have wanted to leave.  Then again, maybe she was taking creative 
liberties in her rose-colored recollections.

The fuzzy warmth began to wrap around her like a python 
from the inside out.  As the medicine kicked in, Penelope decided to 
visit Giovanni, maybe ask if he’d go to Astroland.  It could be a blast.  
He always knew how to have a good time.  She thought of her first 
time on the parachute jump.  Jude tried to convince her to do it for 
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months, but she wouldn’t budge.  Then Giovanni said he’d cut her a 
deal on some pot; he was basically giving it away.  Penelope agreed, 
and was pleasantly, though a bit nauseously, surprised.  It was fun; 
she wanted to do it again.

Penelope rode the train, with the rest of the ghosts, to 
Stillwell-Coney Island Station.  She walked up Stillwell and took 
a left on Mermaid Avenue.  Giovanni’s building stared down with 
eighty empty eyes.  The door was propped open and cold air rushed 
in.  Penelope took the stairs since the elevator was out of order.  Each 
landing smelled of blackened frying pans and vinegar, like someone 
was burning pickles.  Some windows were patched with duct tape.  
The stink of urine suffused the fifth floor.  Penelope ran the rest of 
the way, holding her breath.  She stopped at eight and caught her 
breath, walking to 8H.  Even though she pushed the buzzer, there was 
no bell.  Penelope rapped on the door with her fist.  

A young girl wearing long sleeves and bikini underwear 
answered.  She had green hair, a pierced nose, and spoke with a 
Russian accent.  “Hallo.”

“Hi,” Penelope said.  “Giovanni around?” 
The girl scratched her head.  Then she turned inside and 

picked up her jeans.  Penelope stepped in, scanning the rank 
dwelling.  She toed about the empty cans and bottles (filled with 
cigarette butts), some balled up socks, drum equipment, chopsticks, 
and naked CDs covering the carpet in waves.  Empty milk cartons 
and bowls caked with dried out cereal lined the windowsill.

 “Who you are?” the girl asked.  She shimmied her size threes 
up and buttoned the fly. 

Penelope introduced herself, told the girl she was looking 
for Giovanni.  The girl pounded on the door behind her a few times.  
Then she put her sneakers on and left.  The door opened in and 
Giovanni stood there leaning.  He wore a black wife-beater and black 
briefs.  His fingernails searched for the source of an itch in his mess 
of curly black hair.

“The hell’s the matter with you?” he asked with his eyes closed.
“Mornin’ sunshine!” she sang, pinching him by the scruff.
“Penny Pescatore?” he said, blinking.  “Penny?”
“Yuppy,” she said, patting his face.
“So early?” he asked.
A naked spindly black girl searched the floor behind Giovanni.
“It’s like three in the afternoon,” Penelope said, simultaneously 

sneaking a peek as the girl pulled a shirt over her A-cups.  
The nymph dressed and slithered between Penelope and Giovanni.  

She kissed him on the lips, asked if he’d call her.  She called him baby.  
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He said, “sure thing,” and gave her a slap on the tush.  She gave Giovanni 
the finger before leaving.  Then Giovanni grabbed Penelope’s shoulder 
and pointed out it had been ages—five, six months.  He demanded a 
hug.  She demanded he get decent first.  Giovanni slipped on some dirty 
sweatpants he took from the floor.  Then he attacked, lifting her up in a 
bear hug.  Penelope laughed and squeezed him back.  Her spine cracked 
and he dropped her back down.  She shook her head like a puppy. 

“That felt good!” she said.
 “Good,” he said, laughing.  “Take your coat off.”  
Penelope laid her jacket over the arm of the torn couch 

and sat down.  He propped himself up, gripping the molding of the 
window.  He trembled a bit, staring upon Mermaid Avenue through 
the warped glass, darkly.  

Penelope beamed a smile.  “Who was that other hot little number?”
“Other what-the-who?”  Giovanni scratched his head.
“You look like shit,” Penelope said.  “You poor thing.” 
“I love my sirens, Penny.  Need ‘em,” he said, looking to the 

street.  “All of ‘em.”
 Giovanni plopped on the chair.  He picked up a beer from 
the carpet.

“Don’t you have anything to eat?”  Penelope asked.  “An egg even?”
 “Such a mom,” he said, and cracked open the can with a 
second-grader’s grin.

Penelope couldn’t conceal her smile.  Giovanni slurped his 
breakfast.  Behind red eyes, she saw a boyish sincerity flit across his 
mind, like a humming bird.  He exhaled, satisfied.  Then he leaned 
over and ripped a fart.  He shot up, waving his hand over the seat, 
in hysterics.  Penelope stood up as well, holding her nose.  Giovanni 
plopped back down, choking on laughter, his face red.  Then 
Penelope started laughing.  She evacuated to the kitchen, reaffirming 
her disgust in grunts.

“Come on, Penny,” he said.  “You know I love you.”
Penelope kicked away some Chinese take-out boxes and 

opened the fridge.  She gazed at a half-empty bottle of mustard and a 
moldy bar of cheddar.  She slammed the door and walked back into 
the filth.  “You really have nothing to eat.”

When she returned to the living room, Penelope saw 
Giovanni holding his member, stretching it out for examination.  
He complained about some kind of rash.  Penelope slapped her 
forehead.  Giovanni told her it has been like that for three weeks.  It 
wasn’t going away.  She asked if he told his sirens.  Giovanni tucked 
his member back in, petulantly, claiming if he told them he would 
have had to sleep alone, which makes him depressed.  



Penelope tried to be disgusted with him.  Then she tried to 
laugh, but couldn’t.  It was too much.  She suddenly felt thirsty and 
all fuzzy all over.  She walked to the bathroom, betting that Giovanni 
still kept a drinking glass there.  After Penelope flicked on the 
light, some bugs scurried back into shadow.  She also found, to her 
amazement, an aquamarine phallus in the sink.  It intrigued her.  She 
reached out but pulled back before touching it.  Penelope tipped the 
glass while filling to avoid touching the thing and walked back into 
the living room.

“So Gio,” she said, and took a sip of water.  “The reason I came—”
“You wanna hit this,” he said, holding up an ornate water pipe.
“Nah,” she said.  “Anyway, I came by to ask you—”
“Damn!” he coughed, exhaling a plume.  “That’s the bomb, 

baby.  The bomb-digity!  You gotta get a hit of this.”
“Gio!” Penelope said, slapping her thigh.
“Sorry, sorry,” he said.  He put his toy down, rested his hands 

on his knees.  “Go ahead.”
Penelope gulped her water, placed the cup on the coffee 

table and sat beside him on the arm of the recliner.  “I wanted to see 
if you…” she said.  “Remember how we all used to hang?  Me, you, 
Alex,” she said and took a deep breath.  “And Jude?”

“Yeah, Alex was such a cold bitch,” he said.  Then Giovanni 
was quiet for a while, uneasy.  He searched for something to say but 
welled up instead.  He started crying, whining, mouthing a cacophony 
of silent words to himself.  “I miss him, Penny.”

She rested her hand on his back.  She tried not to cry.
“He was my best friend,” he sobbed.  “And I gave him 

the shit that killed him.”  He inched closer, clutched her hand.  
“Penny, I need you.” 

A tear rolled down her left cheek.  Giovanni’s hand moved 
up her arm to her shoulder.  Then it wrapped itself around her neck 
and he pulled her in, kissing her with an open mouth. 

“No,” she said.  Penelope pulled away.  “What are you doing?”
“I still love you, Penny,” he said and tried to kiss her again.
“No,” she said.  “I don’t want this.  Besides, you have some 

nasty rash.”
“It’s temporary!” he yelled.  “C’mon, we were together before 

you even knew Jude.”
Penelope unraveled herself from his clutches and stood up.  

She muttered as she put on her jacket and walked towards the door.  
Giovanni whined like a child.  He asked, pretty please, if they could 
start over.  Then he stomped his feet; it was only fair to give him 
another chance.

Cappelluti / Seasick Fish
45



Cappelluti / Seasick Fish
46

“Wait!”  In a last ditch effort, he grabbed the pipe.  “You gotta 
hit this!  Eh?  C’mon?”

“No thanks.”  She opened the door and, before leaving, said, 
“go get tested, Gio.”

As her feet carved out distance from the apartment building, 
Penelope didn’t notice the ugly faces watching behind pulled back 
curtains.  She didn’t notice the tears freezing to her red face in the 
February indifference.  Green broken glass crunched underfoot.  
The trees were black and naked, creaking.  She felt lost, adrift, and 
without an anchor.  She opened the bottle in her pocket, and popped 
two more.  She thought about swallowing the whole shebang.

Why not?
Penelope shuffled along, finally approaching Stillwell-Coney 

Island Station.  Her ascent incrementally slowed, and when she 
reached the top, she heard a familiar voice.

“Hey, sweetheart,” it said to her.  “Long time no see.  
How you been?”

Was it Jude, she thought, calling?  She wished that believing 
could make wishes come true.  But when Penelope turned, she saw, 
none other than, Humpback Jack.  Yet, he looked different.  Stuffed 
in his sleeves and pants, even underneath his tweed hat, were plastic 
bags.  With his legs crossed, he sat couched in the corner of the 
bottom step and the wall, surrounded by four garbage bags.  He held 
a crinkled Macy’s circular, folded open to the bathing suit section.  

Penelope squinted at him.  For a moment, it was marvelous.  
“Jack, right?”

“Fuckin’ A right!”  His laughter echoed off the cold walls.
She descended towards him, like an approaching friend.
“I found a new girlfriend,” he said, leaning over.  “The most 

wonderful woman.” 
Penelope congratulated him.  Jack said he wanted to propose, 

and when Penelope asked if he would, he told her about his last 
three wives.  He told her how they bled him.  He loved them all, 
dearly, but they were blood thirsty.  Three blood thirsty fish he went 
and married:  a piranha, a barracuda, and a shark.  The barracuda was 
emotionally abusive, but he stayed anyway.  When Penelope asked 
why, he said love made him.  Penelope got wrapped up again in that 
fuzzy glow, she felt an aura emanating from herself, felt the blood 
flood her veins.  She accepted Jack’s logic.

“When the last one left me,” he said, “I suffered terribly.  Was 
gonna shoot myself.” 

Penelope squirmed, looking to her feet.  “Don’t you think 
that’s a little dramatic?”
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“Dramatic?” he said.  “Nah, sweetheart, lemme tell you, 
this woman—” 

“Did you really think of suicide?” she asked.
“Well, no,” he said, biting his long fingernail.  “That’s a little 

dramatic.  Plus it ain’t a noble death.  That’s what I want, something 
honorable.  Like them guys who got stuck in the Brooklyn Bridge 
caissons.  But, look at me, I’m not honorable.  I’m a natural born 
loser.”  He fussed with the bags insulating his jacket, looking up like 
a hungry puppy.

For a second, Penelope wanted to take him to Neptune Avenue, 
give him a hot bath and clean clothes.  “Look,” she said, “I want to tell 
you something.  I never told anyone this.  But, I feel like I know you, 
Jack.  Me and my boyfriend, we lived together for years.  We thought 
about suicide, too, but promised to do it together.  We had a pact.  He’s 
been gone four months now.”  Penelope started crying.  “But, I couldn’t 
do it.  I guess he loved me more than I loved him.”

Then Jack started coughing.  “Who the fuck you think you’re 
talking to, kid?” he bellowed.  “You got some nerve interrupting me 
while I’m fishing.  Can’t believe the nerve…”  Then he hunched, 
hugging his knees.  “Wait!” he said, “You’re one of them, aren’t you?  
You’ll swallow me whole!”  He started gibber-jabbering to a gum 
wrapper.  “Just like the rest of ‘em!”

Penelope wondered why she told him that.  Wind slapped her 
in the face.  She walked away.  Wisps of stratus clouds appeared like 
snowdrifts in the sky colored milk.  A haze floated in the atmosphere, 
suspended in the air around the taller buildings.  Up was peaceful 
white, and down was granite grey, teeming with cars and strangers.  
Everything was fuzzy, and there was this kind of glow.  Since nobody 
else wanted to, Penelope decided to go to Astroland, alone.  

Down West 25th at Surf Avenue, she took a left, and all the 
lights were with her this time.  Steel curtains covered the façades of 
stores, the bumper cars, the arcades, everything.  The attractions were 
fenced off.  A gust sent stray newspaper into the chain link fence 
like flounders in a net.  When Penelope found a hole, she walked 
through, as if pulled in.  The Wonder Wheel towered like a steel eye.  
Twisted retro images from a demented carnival surrounded her.  That 
impish boy’s face on the wall—thirty feet high, a smile ear to ear—he 
watched her.  

Penelope saw a pigeon trying to walk with a frostbitten, 
mangled foot and sloppily splayed wings.  She extended a hand 
towards it.  The pigeon hobbled away, scared.  Her eyes welled up 
as she turned from the bird.  She walked across the zig-zag planked 
boardwalk toward the roaring shore.  Sea breeze blasted her face 
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with invisible sand.  She tried blocking it with her hand, trudging 
sideways.  The waves crept upon the shore leaving milky foam and 
the wet sand changed color as she stepped on it.  The ocean churned, 
spraying ice water onto her face.

Penelope turned to gaze upon abandoned Astroland—the 
Wonder Wheel, Cyclone, and Parachute Jump in the foreground; 
brick public housing in the background.  Windows everywhere were 
blackened out, broken, or boarded up.  Faraway sirens and a dog’s 
baying rode the winds, blowing cold across that lackluster face of 
Brooklyn.  It felt nostalgic and dirty.  Penelope turned and stared off 
to the hazy line separating the sky and the Atlantic.

“I can’t follow you, Jude,” she whispered.  “Please, you have 
to come back to me.”

She twisted open her bottle and scattered the one hundred-
sixteen pills, far into the ocean.  Reflecting on this episode weeks 
later, she’d admit it was a bit dramatic.

It was also a waste of pills.
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Robert Cruikshank’s A Cholera Patient, the second of two 
satirical engravings in the series titled Random Shots, was 
published during the first cholera epidemic in England.1 
The arrival of cholera in the North East in 1831 and its 

rapid progression to London precipitated a degree of public fear that 
was comparable to that of the Great Plagues.2 Cholera was considered 
to be a new disease shrouded by mystery, its place of origin the 
exotic boundaries of the British Empire.3 As a result, medical men 
and English officials had little experience of the disease. Uncertainty 
over its effective treatment, its unpredictable spread, the socially 
distasteful symptoms and frightening reports of live burials all worked 
to inflame the public’s anxiety.4 The epidemic became a prominent 
topic in the public sphere, regularly appearing in periodicals 
throughout England and attracting comments and recommendations 
from those unfortunate enough to have contracted the disease.5 In 
reality, cholera represented much less of a threat to national health 
than other communicable diseases of the time, and accounted for far 
fewer deaths than the Plague epidemics.6 The scale of this response 
suggests that England was in a state of national panic, and reveals 
the extent to which the English public would have been familiar with 
the disease.7 However, the epidemic represented more than a health 
scare; it coincided with the proposal of the Reform Bill, which was 
designed to incite electoral change and eliminate corruption within 
the House of Commons.8 Parliament ultimately rejected the Bill, 
agitating many of its constituents in the process. To the middle and 
lower ranks, state institutions and the ruling elite represented the 
greatest obstacle to substantive reform. Naturally, their resentment 
extended to the newly commissioned Board of Health, a government 
body formed in response to the cholera epidemic and composed 
entirely of aristocratic members of the Royal College of Physicians.9

The socio-political issues surrounding the cholera epidemic 
were a fruitful topic for contemporary satirical artists. Cholera played 
a role in a number of political satires, contributing to the belief that 
its dangers had been exaggerated in order to distract the public and 
prevent the Reform Bill from being passed into law.10 Other popular 
satires mocked the medical community and the Central Board of 
Health, alluding to their futile attempts to control cholera and their 
vested interests in fuelling panic for financial and professional gain.11 
These satires illustrate the dominant issues surrounding the disease, 
and many historians have demonstrated their potential to evaluate 
the social and political environment of the time. A Cholera Patient 
is equally informative, touching on many of the aforementioned 
themes in addition to other contemporary topics such as theories 
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of the disease’s manifestation and the public’s susceptibility to it. 
However, Cruikshank’s work remains a remarkably underutilized 
source, appearing without detailed analysis in only a limited number 
of catalogues. This essay will address this shortfall, seeking to 
understand the engraving’s meaning by analyzing it in its immediate 
and wider context. The image will be considered in relation to 
the cholera epidemic in order to explain Cruikshank’s choice of 
topic in relation to his other productions. Through an analysis of 
the engraving’s components set against the wider social context, 
it will become apparent that the content of the piece reflects key 
discourses of the time. Finally, in order to appreciate its full meaning, 
the engraving will be considered in light of its partner, A Cholera 
Doctor.12 This will clarify the dominant messages conveyed: namely, 
the unnecessary existence of the Central Board of Health; the 
incompetence of the Board and the greater medical community; and, 
most significantly, their use of the disease to meet their own financial 
and professional ends.

Robert Cruikshank, the London-based 19th-century 
caricaturist and portrait painter, had an interest in social and 
political issues of London life and is best known for collaborations 
with his more famous brother, George Cruikshank, such as Life in 
London.13 The majority of Robert Cruikshank’s personal works in 
the years surrounding the publication of A Cholera Patient focused 
on issues of state, royalty and religion.14 On initial consideration, 
therefore, A Cholera Patient appears to be a departure from his 
general body of work, given that only a small number of the many 
images he produced during his life were medical in nature. However, 
the 1832 cholera epidemic was as much a social and political 
concern as matters addressed in other Cruikshank caricatures. 
Given its prominence in contemporary discussion, Cruikshank’s 
decision to satirize cholera makes perfect sense. The absence 
of previous detailed analysis of A Cholera Patient prevents any 
definite knowledge of its circulation and medium of publication, 
although it is known that the Random Shots series was published 
in London.15 But given the sprawling reach of the epidemic and 
the appearance of Cruikshank’s works in periodicals that had 
a provincial distribution, it is conceivable that the engravings 
reached audiences further afield.16 Cruikshank’s work typically 
displayed middle-class sympathies, depicting either the aristocracy 
or the lower ranks in a poor light.17 In this respect, A Cholera Patient 
appears to follow suit, illustrating the distrust of the ruling elite that 
was rife amongst the middle and lower ranks of society. This suggests 
that its circulation amongst these groups was strong. 



The striking centerpiece of A Cholera Patient is the engraving’s 
subject; the patient himself.  This is achieved partly by Cruikshank’s 
characteristic tendency to produce scenes that become increasingly 
compact and detailed towards the center of the image, which in this 
case fixes the viewer’s focus upon the patient.18 Additionally, the 
powerful iconography of the patient evokes a sense of his suffering 
and pain. He is virtually unrecognisable: his gaunt face, sagging 
skin and sunken eye sockets tell of the dehydration and resultant 
circulatory collapse characteristic of cholera victims. His skeletal 
appearance, with jutting elbows and exposed cheekbones, are the 
physical manifestations of a body riddled with cholera, as rapid fluid 
loss and malnutrition result in loss of body mass.19 Although heavily 
caricatured, Cruikshank’s iconography remains true to contemporary 
accounts of cholera: “the features became sharp and contracted, the 
eye sinks, the look is expressive of terror…and…a consciousness on 
the part of the sufferer that the hand of death is upon him…the 
skin and soft parts…are wrinkled, shrivelled, and folded.”20 Such 
accounts would have informed the public’s perception of a cholera 
patient, indicating the ease with which an audience would identify 
Cruikshank’s subject as a cholera sufferer. Furthermore, the skeletal 
representation of the patient illustrates health beliefs regarding 
disease susceptibility, exposing a perception of class boundaries that 
were thought to protect those of higher social standing from the 
ravages of communicable disease. Cholera was initially considered 
by experts to be a disease of the impoverished, predisposed through 
their poor diet, unclean living and immoral lifestyles.21 This was 
supported by the popular miasmatic theory of disease transmission 
adopted by the Central Board of Health, a theory that became a 
popular topic in caricature satire. Cholera was believed to spread 
through the air from sources of decaying organic waste and could 
be detected by the bad smells they produced, thus confirming that 
people of lower ranks, living in squalid conditions, were predisposed 
to disease.22 Cruikshank’s patient thus appears malnourished, 
dishevelled, dressed in ragged clothing, and sitting on a stool of 
‘starvation,’ all of which infers his social and financial status as lower 
rank and impoverished.

The patient’s appearance is one of total exhaustion, his hand 
pressed to his forehead expressing his overwhelming anxiety and 
weariness. His arm rests on a box marked ‘blue pills.’ In his hand he 
holds one of these distinctive pills, a treatment containing mercury 
and one of the numerous other remedies that might be recommended 
by physicians as a treatment for cholera at the time. The engraving also 
features a bottle of emetic, which was a staple treatment prescribed 
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by physicians.23 Mustard emetics gained at least the partial support of 
the physician Dr. Gibson, who in an 1832 report to the Central Board 
of Health wrote, “That the remedy is a valuable one in many cases, 
we hold to be indisputable; but that it has not stripped the Cholera 
of any important portion of the terrors of its true and settled period 
of collapse, the daily lists of mortality suffice to demonstrate.” Such a 
statement indicates that the Board and physicians lacked confidence 
in their ability to provide effective treatment, an admission made in 
1832 by the President of the Board, Henry Halford, who stated, “no 
specific remedy has yet been ascertained.”  No consensus existed 
regarding the appropriate management of cholera, and physicians 
would often apply multiple unpleasant treatments at various stages 
of the disease’s progression.24 Cruikshank’s patient is the product of 
this discord, portraying a sense of being almost as exhausted with the 
effort of receiving overwhelming amounts of medications as he is by 
the disease itself.

Halford’s admission would have done little to bolster the 
public’s already jaded view of the Board and the learned professions.25 
The Board’s apparent incompetence heightened pre-existing tensions 
surrounding government appointments that were seen as frivolous 
and raised questions over their existence and motives. Similarly, the 
medical profession, which had long been a popular topic for satirists, 
came under enormous attack, finding itself the subject of all major 
riots related to cholera in Britain in 1832.26 This is exemplified by 
The Times, which in 1832 wrote, “Choleraphobia was profitable to 
the medical profession.” A Cholera Patient therefore plays on wider 
public opinion of distrust in the profession’s merits and motives, 
expressing this theme through the hugely disproportionate size of 
the emetic bottle and its relation to the patient. As the two largest 
objects in the image, both the patient and the bottle become focal 
points, forcing the viewer to consider them together in meaning. 
The presence of a cholera-ridden man surrounded by prescribed 
cholera treatment, yet receiving no benefit, portrays the remedies as 
ineffective, and even harmful given the sinister nature of the emetic 
bottle. Both the Board and the medical community are implicated 
in sanctioning an ineffective treatment: the bottle is labelled, “The 
dose to be repeated,” advisory language typically used by medical 
men or an apothecary, thus linking the Board with the approval of 
such remedies and reflecting its role in substantiating flawed medical 
advice. The final insult is the presence of skull and bones supporting 
the table, implying the Board’s existence as dependent on a crisis of 
human disease and death.

The use of demonic characters further condemns the 
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professional bodies involved. The exaggerated nature of these 
emblems, described as “eighteenth-century pictorial commonplaces,” 
serve to intensify associations in the imagery and are consistently 
used throughout Cruikshank’s work.27 Surrounding the bottle of 
emetic in A Cholera Patient is a ring of demonic characters linked by 
hand and dancing in an almost ritualistic manner.  Devils and ghouls 
were commonly used in medical prints to symbolise pain or inner 
turmoil in maladies such as gout, colic and melancholy.28 In contrast, 
Cruikshank uses demonic figures in his works not to demonstrate the 
experience of the patient, but rather the dishonourable intentions 
of certain characters.29 This is best exemplified in The Jew and the 
Doctor; or Secret Influence Behind The Curtain!! This satire features a 
devil who, while standing behind a doctor administering medication 
to his patient, exclaims with a seemingly self-motivated purpose, 
“This is devilish good fun Ha! Ha! Ha!”30 Similarly, in Random Shots 
devils surround the objects associated with physicians: in A Cholera 
Doctor the ‘cholera pie’ from which a physician cuts a portion and 
in A Cholera Patient, the bottle of emetic. The devils signify wicked 
prerogatives and identify medical practitioners and the Board as 
fulfilling their own professional desires through the misfortune of a 
diseased nation.

Skull and crossbones were another emblem used both by 
Cruikshank and his contemporaries, usually appearing in satires 
addressing topics of death.31 A Cholera Patient features a skull and 
cross bones labelled “Fee Fo Fum,” presumably taken from the 
popular early-nineteenth-century fairytale Jack and the Beanstalk.32 
The use of skull and bones to represent death is consistent with other 
cholera satires of the time.33 Such satires certainly reflect the anxiety 
held by the English nation, who viewed cholera to be as deadly as the 
Great Plagues, despite the reality that it claimed many fewer lives.34 
This fear was likely owed to the consistency with which similarities 
were drawn between the two epidemics in contemporary accounts 
of cholera, together with the periodicals’ relentless reporting of 
the rising death toll.35 Cruikshank capitalises on this association, 
mirroring the bones in the skeletal legs of the patient. This ‘poetic 
metaphor’ implies cholera’s close proximity with death, reflecting the 
perception of its high mortality.36

The prevailing discourse of A Cholera Patient becomes 
apparent when the engraving is viewed concomitantly with its 
partner in the series. A Cholera Doctor confirms Random Shots as an 
attack on the Central Board of Health and medical practitioners, 
strongly implying that they had vested interests in the misfortune of 
others. It openly accuses the Board of using cholera to its financial 
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advantage, using the slogan “Board of Wealth” and clearly attacks 
the medical profession, labelling the knife that cuts the cholera pie 
as “The Lancet.” The two engravings mirror one another, with both 
subjects sitting at a table which represents the Board of Health. 
This comparison illustrates the polemic position of different ranks 
in society. The grotesquely exaggerated body of the doctor and 
the skeletal patient depicts the greedy physician as a benefactor 
of cholera and the patient as the victim. When combined with A 
Cholera Patient’s portrayal of the medical community’s inability to 
treat cholera, this leaves the viewer strongly doubting the credibility 
of these professional bodies.

The 1831 cholera epidemic’s arrival at a time of socio-
political unrest highlighted and confounded pre-existing issues in 
England, which, combined with a national panic response, earned 
it a prominent place in the public eye. The outbreak was an obvious 
target for satirical artists, whose work expressed the key discourses 
of the time and, as a result, are a valuable resource with which to 
examine this period in history. There are, of course, limitations 
to drawing conclusions on a historical event on the basis of one 
engraving. A contextual analysis of A Cholera Patient cannot be 
assumed to represent the opinions of all involved during the cholera 
outbreak, as it is just one source, ultimately representing the views of 
one man interpreting the events experienced by thousands of others. 
Secondary scholarship has illustrated the positive role that the 
Central Board of Health and its local branches may have played in 
alleviating public fears.37 Similarly, The Cholera Gazette, a government 
publication designed to gather intelligence relating to the disease in 
order to inform its management, garnered readers not just amongst 
physicians, but also the general public, suggesting that the Board 
was seen as having some useful purpose.38 A satirical image is, by 
its very nature, exaggerated and highly critical in order to appeal to 
its audience. Cruikshank’s heavily caricatured patient and his use of 
text such as ‘Board of Health’ to delineate the key contentions, bear 
witness to this. Even so, many of the themes explored in A Cholera 
Patient would have been familiar to its audience. Primary sources 
confirm that the stereotypical iconography of Cruikshank’s cholera 
patient would have been familiar to a public saturated with periodical 
reports. Furthermore, it is apparent that Cruikshank’s engraving 
addresses themes common to other cholera images of the time. 
The consistency with which the Board and the medical profession 
are denounced in other cholera images, combined with secondary 
literature that demonstrates the distrust and dissatisfaction of these 
professional bodies amongst the public, suggests that the key issues 
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addressed in A Cholera Patient reflect the wider discourses of the 
time. A contextual analysis of A Cholera Patient is, therefore, a useful 
tool with which to examine topics of discussion and contention at 
the forefront of the public’s mind during the cholera epidemic of 
1832. Moreover, the epidemic played a role in exposing not just the 
issues directly related to the cholera outbreak, but wider tensions 
that existed during a period of significant social and political change 
in English history.  
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Nonfiction

Ugo Mulas’s New York: 
The New Art Scene

Documentation and Process in the Artists’ 
Studio

Sarah Montross

In 1962, Italian photographer Ugo Mulas captured Lucio 
Fontana approaching and slicing into a square monochrome canvas 
in a sequence of photographs.  In one image, we are witness, at matt-
knife level, to Fontana’s deliberate advance upon an unsuspecting 
canvas (Fig. 1).  For Fontana’s climatic pierce and subsequent 
swift downward slash, Mulas focused on the act itself; all exterior 
elements of the artist’s studio are cropped out. This sequence calls 
to mind cinematic structures of film noir, a genre closely related 
to the modernist crisis of culture, reflecting feelings of alienation, 
disorientation and disintegration. Fontana had been developing 
a critical response to the glorification of the painter’s gesture, 
performance and artistic representation since 1949 when he first 
conceived of his technique, Spazialismo. This loaded act opened up 
the boundaries of painting, not only calling into question the illusion 
contained within the dimensions of a canvas, but also producing a 
synthesis of form, color, architectural space, gesture and light.1

Fontana’s Cut Pieces are arguably among the most literal 
enactments of the death of painting during a time at which the limits 
of the medium were under intense scrutiny. Ugo Mulas’s photographs 
heighten the tension in the moments before and during Fontana’s 
slash.  In his focus on the gesture, Mulas captured the simultaneous 
creation and destruction of a painting. The staged-ness of this series 
of images becomes even more apparent when we learn that Fontana 
had not actually cut one of his authentic monochromes, but used a 
stand-in canvas, as if to protect the actions of his “true” work from 
the camera’s corrupting presence.2 

Fontana was simultaneously critiquing the over-saturation of 
Art Informel painting as well as the dominance of Jackson Pollock.3 



Fontana’s response reveals 
the extent to which American 
action painting and the photo-
documentation of these works 
had spread across the Atlantic, 
joining in dialogue with European 
forms of gestural abstraction.  
Through photography and 
associated media conduits, artists 
like Fontana could not only learn 
from but answer in kind with 
photographs of their own staged 
paintings.4 It is fitting, then, that 
in the same year that Mulas took 
these photographs of Fontana, he 
would travel to the United States 
and photograph many artists who 
were similarly navigating a post-

Pollock/Hans Namuth world of painting and photography.5

Mulas had been hired to cover the Venice Biennale as 
he had done on a regular basis since 1958. He captured Robert 
Rauchenberg’s Gran Premio coup in 1964 announcing the American 
artists’ new dominance on the cultural map.6 During this course of 
events Mulas met Leo Castelli and Alan Solomon, director of the 
Jewish Museum and commissioner of the United States pavilion at 
the Biennale. Soon after, Mulas traveled to New York with the help 
of Solomon and, over three visits in 1964, 1965 and 1967, he created 
a rich body of photographs of artists at work in their studios. The 
photographs were published in 1967 in a book titled New York: the 
New Art Scene with an accompanying text by Solomon.7 

The book is divided into photo-chapters on sixteen artists. 
Images of artworld elder-statesmen Marcel Duchamp and Barnett 
Newman are the subject of the prologue. Duchamp is seen in various 
states of contemplation before some of his non-retinal works housed 
at the Museum of Modern Art and seated before a portrait of himself 
playing chess.  Solomon pointed out that Barnett Newman did not 
like to be photographed when he worked.8 Instead, Mulas focused 
on the relative tidiness of Newman’s studio, his physical presence, 
and scenes from the foundry where Newman cast new sculptures.  
The subsequent sections present an assembly of painters including 
Jasper Johns, Kenneth Noland, Larry Poons and Frank Stella, as well 
as sculptors George Segal and Lee Bontecou, in their studios (fig. 2).  
In what may demonstrate a generational shift of self-presentation, 
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Fig. 1: Photograph of Lucio Fontana by 
Ugo Mulas, 1964



these younger artists are shown in all manner of work and play, 
posture and oblivion, in mischievous action and complete and utter 
boredom.9 The book is by no means meant to be an academic source, 
but more of an encompassing introduction to the studio practices and 
culture of New York artists of the mid-1960s. It was promoted under 
a broadly-defined umbrella term, “New York Art Scene,” adopting an 
inclusive embrace in which Pop, Neo-realism, Color Field and Hard-
Edge painting coexisted harmoniously. The main element that allied 
the artists was their association with the Leo Castelli gallery and/
or their participation in recent exhibitions at the Jewish Museum.10  
As will be discussed, it is clear that specific promotional intentions 
were behind these shoots, indicative of the interrelation of media 
strategies, photography and fine art-making.

Taken as a unit, each photo-chapter presents an over-
arching sequence of “a 
day in the life” of each 
artist, interspersed with 
frank studio portraits. 
The progression of 
an artist’s process is 
particularly coherent 
in Mulas’s photographs 
of the painters. For 
example, after an initial 
candid portrait, Larry 
Poons’ photo-chapter 
begins with a close-

up view of his preparatory drawing followed by scenes of the artist 
preparing his studio space, his application of various paint layers, the 
contemplation of his work and finally his cigarette break, signaling 
the end of an honest day’s work. In fact, there are more images of 
Poons walking back and reflecting upon his painting than of the artist 
interacting with the canvas, suggesting that this pacing across his 
studio was as salient to his process as his interventions on the canvas. 
Through Mulas’s lens, Poons’ presence swelled to a monumental 
scale. As if foretelling the future practices of repetitive “labor-
based” art projects, Mulas noted how exhausting the continuous and 
monotonous process must have been: “Poons would stand at the end 
of his long studio, judge his canvas, walk back to the canvas, climb 
the ladder, apply a few circles or ellipses, climb down the ladder, 
move the ladder away from the canvas and return to judge his results, 
repeating these actions for hours.”11 In Mulas’s photographs, the 
scope of a painter’s process had expanded well beyond the reach of 
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Fig. 2: Photograph of Roy Lichtenstein by Ugo Mulas, 
1964



the canvas, now including moments of reflection, rather than action. 
For example, Kenneth Noland, Frank Stella and Larry Poons are 
shown not only as creator, but first critic of their work, maintaining 
a significant physical distance from their canvases afforded by 
expansive lofts and workmen’s ladders.

 The artists in Mulas’s photos are shown navigating the two 
mediums- photography and painting- simultaneously. Roland Barthes 
has commented on this unnerving condition of being photographed, 
stating that: “I am neither subject nor object but a subject who 
feels he is becoming an object: I then experience a micro-version of 
death…I am truly becoming a specter.”12 This quotation informs the 
condition of those represented in “The New Art Scene” to varying 
degrees. Mulas’s images represent just a piece of a much broader 
shift inherent to the discussions of the critical limits of painting, 
in which the seeds of performativity were replacing the modernist 
notion of a work of art as a formally bound material object. The 
transition to a more open-ended view of art as a transaction between 
artist, object and perceiver depended on photography as mediator. 
This transition is connected to the inexorable flood of photographic 
portraits of artists in magazines, newspapers and books during 
the 1960s. Dan Graham astutely commented on the inextricable 
relationships between a work of art, photo-documentation and the 
processes of dissemination within the art press, noting that, “a work 
had only to be exhibited in a gallery and then written about and 
reproduced as a photograph in an art magazine. Then this record 
of the no-longer extant installation, along with more accretions of 
information after the fact, became the basis for its fame and to a 
large extent its economic value.”13 That the photographic record had 
begun to replace or at least support an artist’s work (perhaps even 
becoming integral to its creation) no doubt had a profound effect 
on the artists shot by Mulas, forcing a negotiation of one’s outward 
identity and one’s creative work.
 While Hans Namuth’s iconic photographs and film of Jackson 
Pollock in his studio from the summer and fall of 1950 are often 
isolated for their importance as the mythic “genesis” of performance- 
and action-based art, looking at the contemporaneous range of 
other published painterly “stagings” allows a more nuanced context 
to help situate Mulas’s book within this history.14 For example, in 
Alexander Liberman’s The Artist in His Studio (1960), which featured 
mature European artists like Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse and Jean 
Dubuffet, transplanted to an American audience the construction 
of numerous myths about the space of the artist’s studio, including 
the interpretation of the studio as a quasi-religious or pseudo-
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sacred space. To an extent, Liberman’s book may be considered a 
prototype for Mulas’s publication. Yet unlike Liberman’s presentation 
of the isolated and heroic artist, Mulas’s book and the surge of related 
photo-surveys and films on New York artist presented a view that 
permeated all aspects of his/her life. Straddling the sociological and 
the worshipful, photojournalist Fred McDarrah’s The Artist’s World in 
Pictures (1961) chronicled a broad social spectrum of New York artists 
by capturing not only the artist in his studio but at exhibition openings 
and loft parties, even taking vacations in the Hamptons. McDarrah 
included supporting cast members such as arts journalists, critics and 
artists’ families. The juxtaposition of images of artists socializing at 
ebullient art openings on Tenth Street or playing baseball on Long 
Island indicate that the projected image of the artist in the isolated lair 
of the studio had drastically changed. In fact, the act of painting is a 
relatively minor element in McDarrah’s book. There is a curt chapter 
called “Painting a Picture,” nearly hidden amid the artist’s social 
obligations.15 Here the fundamentals of painting methods are laid out 
in an instructive grid format and described in general terms.16This 
step-by-step codification of a painter’s process mirrored the layout 
found in the contemporaneous ARTnews series “Painter X Paints a 
Picture,” which was published on a regular basis throughout the 1950s 
and 1960s (most famously featuring Jackson Pollock in May 1951). 
The series emerged at a time when the predominance of Abstract 
Expressionism meant that technical drafting skills and traditional 
painting techniques were waning in significance among avant-garde 
circles.17 ARTnews editor Thomas Hess had instituted the ARTnews 
series in 1949 in order to present an artist’s process, materials, and 
individual approach in a straightforward and intimate way.18 

The rising generation of artists was no doubt influenced 
by the cumulative and revelatory effect of this series, particularly 
the increasing exposure of photographs of artist’s procedures. 
These photo-essays captured a kind of methodology with regard 
to each artist’s working process, and this eventually may have had 
a dulling effect on the younger generation of artists. By revealing 
the development of a canvas in a rational, step-by-step manner, 
“Artist X Paints a Picture” conceivably demonstrated that artistic 
creation could be achieved by following the appropriate measures. 
Certainly photographs could not account for the conception of the 
composition or technical skill, yet the idea that the painting process 
was “ready-made” may have been an unintended effect of the series.  
Playfully subversive responses to the concept of a consumable and 
packaged painting process emerged soon after. Andy Warhol and 
Jasper Johns appropriated foolproof paint-by-number kits and 
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similarly collaborative painting projects that soared in popularity 
through the late 1950s and into the 1960s. Their work highlighted 
not only the possibility of partnership between artist and audience 
but also commented on the commercial promotion of the creative 
act. Johns’s Do-it-Yourself Target and Warhol’s Paint-by-Number series 
seem to derive directly from advertisements that surrounded the 
ARTnews articles.

By the time, that Mulas’s book was published Art News’s step-
by-step layout had reached a saturation point. Despite submitting to 
the “Artist X Paints a Picture” format in 1963, Robert Rauschenberg 
reclaimed some agency of self-presentation by taking his own 
portrait and other photographs for the article.19 Ad Reinhardt was 
similarly featured in March 1965, but he wittily subverted the article’s 
recipe by interviewing himself, asking humorous self-promotional 
questions.20An even more overt parody of the series was published 
in the September 1967 issue of ARTnews rival Artforum entitled 
“Bruce Conner Makes a Sandwich”, this piece chronicled in minute 
detail the construction of an unsavory bacon, banana, peanut butter, 
Miracle Whip, lettuce and butter sandwich.21

Frank Stella expressed a skeptical perspective of the ARTnews 
series which he and Darby Barnnard had closely followed while 
they were students at Princeton University.  Stella was particularly 
attuned to the marketing formula in “Painter X Paints a Picture,” 
in which the magazine would “discover” artists, photograph them 
and describe said artist’s so-called “breakthrough” in a predictable 
pattern of promotion. In a 1966 interview Stella admitted that, in 
response, “I began to feel very strongly about finding a way of work 
that….you couldn’t write about…something that didn’t lend itself 
easily to being blown up, to being quickly overpromoted.”22  Yet 
despite his resistance, Stella still submitted to the publication to New 
York: The New Art Scene, which coincidentally included a step-by-step 
layout of the artist working on his Notched-V series (fig. 3). Stella’s 
statements are demonstrative of the increased savvy among some 
of the featured artists in Mulas’s book; that is to say, an acceptance, 
however reluctant, of the camera’s role in documenting their methods 
to a broader public. The expectations of performance and exposure 
went hand-in-hand with the increasing pressure for the artist to, in 
Allan Kaprow’s words, become “a man of the world.”23  

This form of image saturation was felt among critics and artists 
alike. While now considered something of a classic photographic 
source from the mid-1960s, Mulas’s book received rather lackluster 
reviews when published. James Mellow wrote for The New York Times 
that the book was “strictly a tourist attraction, intended for those who 
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visit but never intend to live in New York.” 24 Another review from 
The New York Times similarly scoffed: “Ugo Mulas’s photographs are 
giant-sized and display the artists at what seemed an important part 

of their work: having 
their pictures taken.”25 
The denigrating 
way in which these 
photographs were 
called “touristic” 
indicates that they 
were understood 
as serviceable at 
reaching a broad 
audience without 
attempting to probe 

deeply into the subtleties of an artist’s work. While contemporary 
critics may have bemoaned the fact that some of Mulas’s photographs 
were only skin-deep, beneath the large-scale and sleek packaging of 
the book lays a complex network of images that speaks to the mutually 
informed conditions of painting methods and photography. Mulas’s 
photographs are today more likely found in exhibition catalogues, 
revealing the ever-changing status of such images from promotional 
to nostalgic archival record.26   

Throughout his subsequent years as a photographer, Mulas 
continued to experiment with and reflect upon the documentation of 
the artist’s process. Following his visits to New York, Mulas developed 
the concepts of the photographic sequence and documentation of 
the painter’s process in a personal and creative way. By the late 
1960s, Mulas soon came to conceive of some of the contact sheets 
from his studio visits as artworks unto themselves.  These contact 
sheets not only subvert the didactic layouts in New Art Scene, but 
inform our contemporary examination of this transitional period 
toward the radical de-centering of the art object. The contact sheets 
demonstrate a closer approximation of the interaction between artist 
and photographer and also reveal how Mulas’ creatively internalized 
these photo sessions.

Mulas’s photo-conceptual experimentations began in 1967 
when he enlarged and displayed some contact sheets from the shots 
he had previously taken at Andy Warhol’s factory of projection 
of the film of curator Henry Geldzahler.27 In his film, Warhol had 
upended convention by filming a perfectly motionless Geldzahler for 
an unrelenting, unendurable sixty-six minutes of real-time footage 
slowed down to silent-film speed. Mulas responded in the same 
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spirit by photographing the film as it played, thus forcing the motion 
picture to regress to a sequence of individual stills. One of the most 
striking features of Warhol’s films was how they worked against certain 
values of the medium (most notably the dramatic, narrative structure), 
while at the same time presenting a pure experience of film, without 
editing or manipulation. In his contact sheet of the Geldzahler film, 
Mulas responded to Warhol by confounding a traditional portrait’s 
singularity. By repeating the photographic portrait of the curator, 
Mulas de-centered the focus on the subject, profusely repeating his 
image in constant succession.

Mulas’ contact sheets also responded to the increasing 
attention by artists to modular and serial formulas. The sheets 
acknowledged the industry standards for the 35mm negative size and 
display the pre-determined lengths of the 36-frame roll, a format as 
fixed as, say, the dimensions of Dan Flavin’s fluorescent tubes. Mulas’ 
contacts sheets share in form and function foundations of seriality 
employed by many artists including Sol Lewitt and On Kawara.28 
The contact sheet also relates to the chronophotography projects of 
ninteenth-century photographic pioneer Eadweard Muybridge whose 
work became the subject of renewed focus among many artists of the 
late 1960s, including Dan Graham who noted of Muybridge’s work: 
“There is no central or climatic moment. The series is cut arbitrarily 
by limit of the 24 photographs - by the sides of the page on which they 
are arranged for reproduction. It might begin or end at any point.29

Understood as a matrix, rather than broken into individual 
units, no image in a Mulas contact sheet could lay claim to more 
significance than any other. By laying bare the material qualities of 
the photographic process, these works exposed a direct relationship 
between photography and the Duchamp readymade, a concept that 
Mulas would explore in his final series of work, a suite of 13 prints 
called Verifications (1970-1973). In this series, Mulas reflected upon 
the origins, materials and operations of photography.30 The third 
Verification dealt precisely with the conceptual and serial value of the 
contact sheet (fig. 4). He created this contact sheet from a photo shoot of 
an installation organized by artist Jannis Kounellis who had arranged 
for a musician to play a piano in an empty room for an exhibition in 
Rome. Mulas noted that the pianist’s movements were so minute that 
one could understand the passage of time only by the small numbers 
that appeared at the bottom of each frame. Mulas recounted:

“I decided to use an entire roll of film and to fill its 36 frames with 
the same identical image. The progressive numbers distinguishing 
the various frames became crucial. Absurdly speaking, this 
arithmetical progression might be more important than the 

picture itself.”31
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Mulas later disclosed that 
it was precisely the hours he spent 
as an observer in the studios of 
other artists that precipitated his 
own desire to penetrate more 
deeply the nature of photography 
in his Verifications. The fact that the 
photographs that Mulas took for the 
New York: The Art Scene served as 
inspiration for his Verifications thus 
changes how we might view these 
images. We turn to Mulas’ contact 
sheet of Jasper Johns creating a O 
Through 9 drawing at his studio at 
Edisto Beach, South Carolina from 
the mid 1960s (fig. 5). For this series 
of work Johns had turned the facile 

act of counting in upon itself, imbuing the concept of progression with 
a rather pessimistic or absurd quality. Similarly, in Mulas’s contact 
sheet of Johns, the small numbers that indicate the individual images 
in a roll of film increase up to thirty-six or thirty-seven, only to restart 
again. Mulas’s contact sheets thus shares an interpretation best 
expressed by Robert Morris who described Johns’ piece as a: “logical 
structural device... a self-enclosed and self-completing mechanism...
which nullifies the freedom for certain aesthetic decisions.”32  
 Mulas’s sequences of Kenneth Noland creating a “needle 
diamond” canvas are also illuminating. The artist somewhat awkwardly 
reclines with a paint-roller, applying broad swaths along the rolled-
out canvas, then trimming away the excess material along the lines 
he drew earlier. Noland’s canvas remains unstretched throughout 
this process which supports his disavowal of any “objectness” or 
“thingness” to his work, having maintained that surface and color 
were of primary importance even when his canvases took irregular 
shapes.33 There is little sense of exertion on Noland’s part, but rather 
an even-handed, matter-of-factness to his motions, which confirm the 
artist’s known habits of working methodically, but quite intuitively, in 
a continual development of formal inquiry. 
 Yet there are also small ruptures in Mulas’s images that 
confirm Noland’s negotiation between the act of painting and his 
presence in front a camera.34 For example, there are several instances 
in which Noland looks up at the camera. In another sequence of 
images, the artist rolls up his finished canvas to hang it on the wall. 
Several frames later, he repeats the process, perhaps to allow for more 
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Fig. 4: Ugo Mulas, Frames from the 
Andy Warhol film Henry Geldzahler, 
photographed during projection



favorable shots of the action.  The closer one arrives at a synchronous 
experience of Noland painting, the staged-ness caused by the 
camera’s presence becomes more apparent. Many images of Noland 
were taken from an overhead perspective that Mulas described, in 
retrospect, as “theatrical”35 The view allowed for a complete mapping 
of Noland’s movements across the surface of his canvas. This position 
goes beyond supplying the evidentiary quality expected of studio 
photography to a feeling of detached surveillance in which our gaze 
increasingly scrutinizes the motions of the artist, not his or her work. 

 Ugo Mulas’s studio photographs and subsequent contact 
sheets from his studio visits in New York are situated at a threshold 

between photo-
d o c u m e n t a t i o n 
and conceptual 
photography. The 
demonstration of an 
artist’s practice in his 
or her studio before 
the camera marks a 
significant shift in the 
history of art of the 
late twentieth-century, 
during a time when 
the documentation of 

a painter’s method had become increasingly tied to publishing and 
promotional structures. Mulas’s contact sheets also foretell the use 
of photography in the late 1960s for performance, installations, land 
works and task-based pieces. Many of these artists adopted the camera 
for its ability to document the ephemeral with a seemingly neutral 
or “record-keeping” technology that appealed to their anti-material 
intentions.36 In response to the increased documentation of artists’ 
procedures in magazines and books, it seems inevitable that artists 
would aim to regain control by taking the medium into their own 
hands. Even though their work was increasingly immaterial, many 
relied upon camera to maintain a lifeline to the art world. Vito Acconci 
explained that in order “to prove myself as an artist, prove myself a 
serious artist, make my place in the art world: in order to do this, I 
had to make a picture, since a picture was what a gallery or museum 
was meant to hold (all the while, of course, I was claiming that I was 
denying that standard, rejecting it…claiming that my work was meant 
to subvert the closure of museum and gallery).”37 An appropriate body 
of work that encompasses these emerging developments is The New 
Avant-Garde: Issues for the Art of the Seventies. Gregoire Muller and 
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Fig. 5: Ugo Mulas, Third Verification (To Photographic 
Time)



photographer Gianfranco Gorgoni published the book in 1972 and 
it may be understood as a sequal to New York: The New Art Scene. The 
New Avant-Garde was dedicated to the memory of Alan Solomon and 
was structured with individual photo-chapters similar to Solomon 
and Mulas’s publication. However in these photographs, many of the 
artists had irrevocably altered or even left the studio, fully embracing 
the performativity and spectacle of their processes.

r
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Poetry

Perigee

CJM Venter

Last month
I built a device
to snatch down

the moon.
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For thirty nights
I shoveled dirt and grass

onto the wires, the gears, the gyros, 
oscillators, tubes and diffusers, beneath 

the stainless sheath of the inertial anchor disk,
until only the control pole protruded, with its box
of blinking boxy buttons and LED indicators that 

glowed green, red, and blue against my plastic 
glasses; that lit the white picket fence posts,  

and illuminated moths and flowers
on nights of a new moon.

78
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Tonight it hums
in the backyard, vibrates me 

as I flip the red toggle switch. My eye
to the scope, I see the moon begin to move

closer, at first resistant, held by inertia, but growing
in the glass. It dwarfs the stars, vibrates in concord with 

the bosonic beam, that draws it down, enlarges the craters
with no mere optical illusion. The moon glows brightly; blinding,

it gives little resistance, resonates slower and deeper until it pulses
with the ground and me and the deck-chairs that dance on the deck 
with the pulse from the ground and glow with the light from the sea 
of tranquility, that hangs huge above. The moon glows red and blue 

at the edge. No longer needs reflection; casts its own hot light 
as it burns, breaks and erodes, introduced for the first time 

to wind. Obvious now as a rock. No mirror. A melting 
meteor streaking the sky on its way down to me.

The machine shakes in my hands, nearly
disintegrates itself as my eyes

are engulfed by the moon
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And I stop it all.
I flip the switch when I feel

my feet leave the grass. The moon
smolders over my yard, and I can see

tops of houses. Swimming pools release
swimming plumes and Frisbees float slow

from roofs and fly with me and cats
and bicycles and babies; and

I smile at equilibrium.
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Nonfiction

Dear 47 Pink Street
(Hackensack, NJ 07601)

Letters to My Childhood Home

Yesenia Barragan

My father, Luis David Barragan, delivering mail to our house on a spring afternoon.



Undated

Dear 47 Pink Street,

 My apologies for not writing sooner. I meant to send you 
these letters a few years ago—before we parted ways—but I guess I 
just wasn’t ready. Am I ready now? Maybe. I’m not sure.  

 For 15 years, my father, Luis David Barragan, delivered mail 
to you. You remember him? Your owner? (He fixed you up, took 
off that ugly maroon siding you had...then the gringos talked to us 
afterwards). That was his job as a postal carrier for the United States 
Post Office in Hackensack. He delivered water and electricity bills, 
Victoria’s Secret catalogues, Valpak coupons, letters from our tías in 
Colombia. But never letters for you.

 Attached, you will find four letters I’ve been writing to you, 
to the pieces of you, over the years. They were tucked away, hidden 
in the countless drawers and chests of my memory, what the French 
philosopher Gaston Bachelard called the “hiding-places in which 
human beings, great dreamers of locks, keep or hide their secrets.”1 
For a brief moment, I considered leaving them there, locked away, 
accumulating dust, slight yellow hues at the edges, but you kept 
pulling me in...

 In addition to the letters, you will find several fotos, some 
poems here or there; I thought they might help you remember 
me remembering you. (Do you remember me? I am Maria Elpidia 
Barragan’s daughter, the second of the four girls, the one who used 
to obsessively clean your corners, your TV sets, your fake chandelier 
on the first floor; it always made Mami and Papi pleased to see you 
so clean). I also asked my sisters, my parents, and our neighbor, 
George Vallenino, to share their memories of you, your rooms, 
the fragments of their letters, and they, too, are included in this 
collection. 

Here goes,

senia
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clean-cut lily-white neighborhood
Puerto Ricanless scene

Thirty-thousand-dollar home
The first spics on the block

Proud to belong to a community
of gringos who want them lynched

Proud to be a long distance away
from the sacred phrase: Que Pasa!2

I live 
in a beautiful home
with no natural light.3
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Letter 1

Dear living room (first floor), 

It never made much sense to me that I had to call you 
my living room. In fact, I think everyone seems to have avoided 
you over the years, except for the functional, specific, formal 
gatherings—for Christmas, New Year’s, Quinceñeras.

From left to right, my sisters Vanessa and Yisela, me, and my father posing for my mother’s 
picture 

Thanksgiving, 1995 or 1996

Thinking back now, you were always more of a waiting 
room. But what were you waiting for? 

When Yisela, my younger sister (who left you when she 
was 13), began to share her letters with me, she kept repeating that 
she always felt that something was wrong with you, that “there’s a 
sickness in the room.” She suddenly stopped in mid-sentence and 
froze in disbelief: “I see vertical blinds that were never there. Whoa, 
it looks like a doctor’s office.” 
 Or Vanessa, my older sister (who left you when she was 
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liv•ing room
noun

a room in a house for general and informal everyday use.



20), in her letters, talks about a feeling of “...sadness in the room. 
Whenever I went to do homework in that room, I felt like people 
are there...From the dining room, it feels like people are standing in 
the living room and staring at you.” 

 Perhaps they too, those invisible people, were standing 
there, waiting, waiting to be called into your office, to be healed 
within you; healed like my father, who would painstakingly push a 
hot needle of insulin into his veins every night, on your couch...

(in2006,Hispanicswere1.5timesaslikelyas
non-HispanicwHitestodiefromdiabetes.)4

 
 Hey, could you let me know if my father is waiting there too?

 Never mind, I see him now. It’s late, he was at the post 
office all day, the women are asleep. The chandelier flickers on 
(remember? It was made from plastic, I always thought it was so 
tacky, but he loved it, so I made sure she was always clean), and he 
sits on one of your couches. You remember, the fancy couches, with 
woodcarvings, covered in plastic? It makes a squeaky noise as he 
tries to find a comfortable position. 

(“The people will naturally imitate the nobles, 
and the result is thorough diffusion of a right feeling.”5)

He grabs the remote control on your coffee table to turn 
on your big-screen TV. “I always loved TV sets, you know,” he wrote 
in one of his letters, “maybe because in Ecuador I never had one, 
we were so poor, I used to watch Mighty Mouse out of the window 
of someone else’s apartment in Guayaquil.” There are 1, 2, no, 
there are 5 TV sets on the first floor, and there was even talk about 
putting one in the bathroom. 

(“...interiors of homes are the exterior 
which informs the interior of a person 

and mark an epoch in relation to 
what has been and what will come.”6)

I guess you were never really intended for me, for my 
sisters, for my mother, or even for him, my father. You were a 
department store front, a showcase for your plastic chandelier and 
couches, enormous TV, waiting for the white, the Italian-American 
customers, neighbors, to show up and accept my father’s offerings. 

Did they ever come? 

Or did they avoid you, just like we all avoided you?
My father’s waiting, just like
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wait•ing room
noun

a room provided for the use of people who are waiting to be seen 
by a doctor or dentist or who are waiting in a station for a bus 
or a train



Juan
Miguel
Milagros
Olga 
Manuel
From the nervous breakdown streets
where the mice live like millionaires
and the people do not live at all
are dead
and were never alive.

  Juan
  died waiting for his number to hit
  Miguel
  died waiting for the welfare check
  to come and go and come again
  Milagros
  died waiting for her ten children
  to grow up and work
  so she could quit working
  Olga died waiting for a five dollar raise
  Manuel
  died waiting for his supervisor to drop dead
  so he could get a promotion7

He turns on your big-screen TV, but it’s broken. Only 
sound, no image. He turns it off.

It’s quiet, and the dim beige light from the chandelier 
illuminates you, shines onto one of your favorite paintings, a 
garbage-dump-find-portrait of a Conquistador, proudly displaying 
his sword behind a bloody sea, the orange sun setting off in the 
distance of the night. 

He points to the painting, leans over with his hazel eyes, 
and proudly informs the other patients: “Did you know that I have 
Irish ancestry? My great-grandfather was from Ireland, came over to 
build the railroads in Ecuador.” Juan and Miguel glimpse up from 
their magazines, nod, and their eyes return down.
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“I don’t believe in God, but I crossed myself before I walked into 
the room...”

-yisela barragan
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Letter 2
Dear kitchen (first floor),

One striking (but perhaps unsurprising) thing I’d like to share with 
you is that when my sisters shared their letters with me, they would 
always associate you with my mother. Yisela wrote that you reminded 
her “...of Mami. I see Mami cleaning the dishes.” And Karina, my 
youngest sister (who left you when she was 6), remembered you on a 
snowy day: “...it’s snowing a lot, and there’s the smell of gingerbread 
cookies, it’s warm, and I’m having fun with Mami...”

Yisela confides in her letter that you made her feel “safe, away from 
the living room,” which was connected to you. But were you connected to it? 

(My father, alone, waiting in the living room/
 my mother, alone, cooking and cleaning in the kitchen

we sleep 
in the same house

but it is we
who have a long-distance

relationship).8

And for who and what is she cooking?

Only for us, nothing for anyone else
and it was 
always the
     Arroz con frijoles, y carne.
Or on Sundays, if we were lucky, it would be
     Arepas, sometimes, con queso.

 As she pulled out the massive plastic GOYA bag, filled 
with processed yellow corn flour, inside your dark cabinet, I 
imagined her beautiful, hardened hands pounding away at the 
arepa, wondering if this, too, is how her mother, my abuelita, cooked 
her arepas for her and my mother’s 13 brothers and sisters, in her 
kitchen, out in the campo of Viterbo, Colombia.
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My mother’s childhood kitchen, picture from 2009.

 (When I asked my mother to share her letters with me, she 
refused, and with some reason, to show me more than scraps of her 
letters, as she always has and will. “No puedo, mi’ja, hay cosas bonitas y 
tristes...No quiero entrar esa casa.”)

 (Sometimes, I think, maybe if I knew how to roll my R’s 
better or make my arepas as good as yours, maybe you’ll share one 
letter with me, please, just one letter with me. 

Maybe I should learn to become like your cabinet, patiently 
and quietly waiting.

Teach me how to become like your cabinet.)

(note to self: Bachelard, the good Frenchman he was, never 
mentions the kitchen in his Poetics of Space, y ¿por que? eh? 
Maybe it’s because “Bachelard’s conception of felicitous space 
as refuge for the dreamer and reverie...bear[s] upon the notion 
of a domestic site free of patriarchal restrictions...”8
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note to bacHelard: Hey, what’s going on in the kitchen? 
Maybe you’ll find one of those crazy “new secret paths and 
hidden dancing places”10 that our compa Nietzsche talked out 
(P.S.: check out the kitchen cabinet).

And what is she cleaning?

 Oh, there she is. It’s nearly six thirty, and after the girls have 
finished cleaning your dishes, she is alone with your pots, pans, and 
utensils. Suddenly, the water stops rushing through your faucet, but 
your dishes must be cleaned, at least before David gets home.

 And so, just as she has always done and learned to do so 
well, she jumps into your sink and washes your corners with her 
salty tears, clinging onto your knives, your spoons, your forks, to 
keep her head above water, but hoping, nevertheless, wishing the 
soap bubbles would carry her away...

I wonder, then, if this explains the reports of the sounds 
of mysterious utensils falling into your sink, the reports that snuck 
into my sisters’ letters, even fragments of my mother’s too: 

Vanessa wrote: “I heard the utensils fall in the middle 
of the night. I don’t know who did that. I got up to see 
who did this, but I was scared. I needed to    realize that 
nothing was there. It happened on occasions, a lot of 
jingling of utensils. It sounded like someone was trying 
to grab or look through them...

I used to pray for the fridge to go on because it would 
clean out the noise of the    utensils, it would always 
happen after midnight...”

 
maria wrote: “There were sounds in the kitchen, too, 

spoons—as if someone grabbed a lot of them, and 
threw them into the sink, but there was nothing there.”

 Was it the fragment of you, Maria, the one who climbed 
into the sink? Would you come out at night to get away, in the warm, 
comfortable company of your forks and spoons? 

 Or, maybe, it was 

 

 ,11
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 the original owners of the house? They were a big Italian-
American family, the people who built you, and I guess Ann Turco 
ran a beauty business, Primerose House Beauty Shop, along with 
Concetta, in a certain section of the house. Alex Turco was busy 
pressing clothes (clo prsr), so maybe, after John Turco died, Bridget 
(wid John), stayed in the kitchen and cooked and cleaned all day. 
Maybe that’s how Bridget coped with John’s death. Maybe that was 
Bridget Turco visiting you at night?

 Or maybe Olga and Milagros? 

 When I begged, pleaded, with my mother to share more 
fragments of you with me, the only thing she uttered was: “When I 
think about the house, I go to the kitchen.”

 (Please, tell me what I need to do to release her from you.)
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“I’m not religious or anything, but like in the movies, they use the 
cross, you know? 

So I grab a cross and I start cursing everything around me, and I say, 
‘Go to the light! Get out of this house! Get the fuck out of here!’”

-Vanessa barragan Juliano
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Letter 3
Dear attic,

 Or, rather, should I say, dear stranger(s) in the attic?

 When my sisters were showing me their letters to you, each 
one of them r
eported running into someone or something up there. Perhaps you 
can let us know who they are?

  As Yisela crept up your creaky stairs, she paused in mid-
sentence to say: “Hi. Oh, there’s someone here. He has a mustache, 
with a hat, he has boots, looks like a sheriff.” 

(CONFESSION: I must confess here—dear 
attic—that I may know who this is. Please believe 
me, this is a true story, as in, it actually happened. 
See, in the early morning of October 31, 2002, 
I was lying in bed in my bedroom on the first 
floor when all of a sudden a shadow of a man 
with a cowboy hat started forming on the glass 
door to the deck, which surrounds the bedroom. 
The shadow slowly elevated his way towards me 
on the bed until soon his whole body engulfed 
mine. I couldn’t move, had trouble breathing, 
I wanted to scream, then there was chanting, it 
lasted several minutes. Resigned to him, I asked, 
I pleaded, “I cannot understand you! What are 
you trying to tell me?” And as soon as he vanished 
from my body, as soon as I could grasp for air, he 
left me with three words: The third chorus.

P.S. In Book 2 of Plato’s Laws, that wonderful 
book seeking to clarify the authority and 
foundations of legal institutions (and hey, maybe 
this is where the sheriff, the ultimate law-
enforcer, meets us), Plato argues for the creation 
of Three Choruses to extend “the education 
of the citizen.” The first one is the chorus of 
Muses, the second, the chorus of Apollo, and the 
third chorus dedicated to none other than our 
Dionysus, the ancient Greek god of madness, 
drink, celebration, sex. Maybe the sheriff, too, is 
hiding in the cabinet, weeping and dancing with 
Mami to the sounds of the kitchen, the 
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Either way, with or without the sheriff with his cowboy hat and/
or boots, we know that you’re hosting a party. In her letter to you, 
Karina told us she put her ear against your wall and heard “...ball 
music, laughing, dancing, I start to smell smoke, but I can’t get in.” 
So, she grabs Papi’s hammer downstairs to crack open the wall, 
and finds a party of women and men, drinking, smoking: “They’re 
looking at me like they’re wondering, How the hell did you get in 
here?” She asks a young woman why they’re there, who replies, “It’s 
my uncle’s party.” They refuse to really interact with her, but finally, 
after asking another woman downstairs more about the party, she 
flatly responds to Karina that she’s “too young to know...”

 Oh, how funny, then, that when I asked my neighbor, 
George, who lived in the house next door almost his entire life and 
still lives there, to tell me more about the house, he mentioned you:

“I was twelve years old at the time. Genie, one of the 
young girls who lived in that house, she was 16 or 17 at 
the time, invited me over to the house with her other 
friend, Genie. Me, Genie, and her other friend Genie who 
lived around the corner would go upstairs into the attic.”

“What would you do there?”

“Oh, she would say, ‘We’re gonna smoke.’ And I would 
freak out, ‘But your uncle is gonna smell it!’ You know, 
because like I said before, her uncle was living upstairs on 
the second floor, the living room used to be a bedroom, 
and he worked at night and slept during the day, and his 
bedroom would lead up to the attic. And we would do 
other things too...”

“Like what?”

He blushes. “Well, you know, it was me, and the two other 
girls, alone in the attic. We would play around with each 
other, do things...you know.”

Laughs. “Wow, are you serious?”

“Seriously...it was the best summer of my life!”

 We had not a clue about your crazy, subversive life of 
smoking, drinking, and fucking, dear attic, when my sisters and I, 
years later, would dash up your feeble stairs, arms filled with toys, 
and stack up our legos on top of your musty wooden floors. We had 
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a blast with you, running, playing, hide-and-go-seek, and even had 
Papi build a swing for you so we could play together.

 Or about your life after those secret sex parties, but before 
we moved in, when someone, we don’t know who, “hung himself 
in the attic,” as my father wrote in his letter. “The rest, they died 
in sickness and old age. The last survivor of the family, Rosa 
Conchetta, had a deal with John, who bought the house from her 
and sold it to us, to live there the rest of her life. She wanted to 
live in the basement for free until she died, but John broke the 
promise.”

 Who was that, dear attic? Was it the sheriff, the one we 
knew so well, who hanged himself? Is that why Vanessa wrote that 
she had a weird feeling while visiting you, “like there was a bad 
presence that didn’t want to be bothered...”?

 I guess, then, it makes sense that you have become our 
heterotopia, where several spaces coexist against themselves.12You 
are a state of Dionysian order, where our law-enforcer sheriff in 
his cowboy hat and cowboy boots sacrifices himself for you, where 
order goes to kill itself. The young girls make it their refuge away 
from...what, the basement? But they are gathering now around his 
body, offering yo-yos and barbie dolls, for condolence. And, of 
course, the Third Chorus of celebrating strangers are smoking and 
singing their praises of him, of you...

 Last weekend, I went to the City Hall’s Tax Assessor’s Office 
in Hackensack, and asked them if they had any letters to you. Theirs 
was an “Appraisal Sheet” with statistics of you. In it, they scribbled 
down the following notes:

 Can you help me try to understand this?

 I’m tempted to read an

 in(FIN)ite ATTIC   complete with:

     672 cowboy boots
     x
     8.510 cigarette butts 
     +
     1260 kisses in secret holes
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     x
     1.30 barbie dolls
     x

1.0 rope
=    
9072 47 Pink Street attics

 But I’m no good at math, never was, maybe you could ask 
the sheriff? 
 
 Or maybe, you say, I could ask the basement? 
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“So, I say to him, ‘Abuelito, do you believe?’

He says, ‘I’m still an atheist, 
I don’t believe in God, 

but I still believe in spirits because I saw one.’”

-Vanessa, recalling a conVersation witH my grandfatHer
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Letter 4
Dear basement (and laundry room),
 
 Well, I guess Bachelard was right about you, to some 
degree. In The Poetics of Space, he writes about the vertical nature 
of the imagined house, polarized by the northern attic and the 
southern cellar. Citing Carl Jung, he cautions the reader to take 
a candle down to the cellar, for, unlike the attic, it is “first and 
foremost the dark entity of the house, the one that partakes of 
subterranean forces.”13

 Instead of candles, though, when we visit you, my sisters, 
my mother, and I turn on all your lights. It is a place where all the 
women gather, for my father fails to mention you in his letters. I 
guess he is still waiting for his name to be called (will they ever call 
his name?), waiting patiently in the living room upstairs.

 As she opened the door that leads downstairs to you, 
Yisela released a heavy sigh before writing in her letter, “OK, 
we’re going to face the basement now.” Vanessa, too, expressed a 
similar apprehension when she wrote, “OK, I guess we’ll go to the 
basement...” One by one, stepping carefully down the stairs, each of 
them, the women of the house, even the baby girl, come to see you 
and gather in your laundry room. In all their letters, you are the last 
frontier to be crossed in this vast terrain of 47 Pink Street. But are 
we still on the pavement, where “only the signs protrude, little tips 
of icebergs like roadway signs on a long, long highway with many 
exits and roundabouts and ways lost”?14 Or have we dug a little 
deeper, beneath your stones, beneath

 

Oh, it’s getting colder now.

(“It was cold 
as hell down there.

Frío, frío, frío...”15) 
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It’s so cold. So cold now that they can see their own breath 
every time they exhale. The women are huddled together, pressing 
tighter and tighter against each other’s bodies, huddled together 
around the washing machine, praying to the cleaning goddess 
(remember, a clean house is a godly house, and the pants must be 
washed, at least before David gets home) to keep them warm, keep 
them safe...but from what?

In her letter, Yisela was standing alone with you, when 
someone she didn’t recognize suddenly walked in. As she shared 
her letter with me sitting at our dining room table in our new house 
(146 Summit Avenue), tears started to form in her eyes and she 
began to weep, unable to utter any words. After a moment to gather 
herself, she cautiously wrote:

  
“They killed girls in that basement. Something, sex 
trafficking...Girls were raped in that basement. A girl 
is chained down there...A lot of girls in that basement. 
You would have never guessed what was going on in 
their family...”

 Vanessa, too, reported similar feelings in her letter:

“I feel like someone had been threatened in that 
room...A physical threat—like an assault in that room. 
It’s dark and gray. The presence is strange. I feel it likes 
me, and I don’t care to like it. It’s an older presence, 
male or female, I don’t know...”

 Were we the ones, these girls? No, we are shaking our 
heads in disapproval, but crying, like Yisela, nevertheless, for these 
unfamiliar memories lodged inside of you. (“The cellar dreamer 
knows that the walls of the cellar are buried walls, that they are 
walls with a single casing, walls that have the entire earth behind 
them. And so the situation grows more dramatic, and fear becomes 
exaggerated...”16)

 As she came down to visit you in her letter, Yisela met some 
of the girls, the girls, she says, who were trapped inside you. There 
are two of them and they are cute, she says, they have private school 
uniforms on, and they’re Italian-American. Standing inside of you, 
Yisela suddenly says “I am no longer in the basement anymore. I am 
just in a dark room full of people...They lived in that house. I am 
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now seeing through their eyes. They were fun kids, but they were 
punished a lot...There’s a man. They are scared of him. He abuses 
them. I can’t hear any of their voices. They are just hurt...”

Maybe the City Hall Tax Assessor’s Office can help us 
understand better what she means. The attic told me you might be 
able to understand...

961 slaps on the head
x
13.600 belts on the back
+
1080 culicagada, cállate la boca!
x
1.30 punches to the face
x
1.00 i’m sorry
=

18394 47 Pink St. basements

Near the end of her letter to you, Yisela passes through the 
living room one more time after leaving the two girls behind who 
wanted her to stay with them. She wrote that “the two girls are in 
the basement, and they throw me back down. The two of them, 
they’re pointing to a spot in the laundry room, they say, ‘Something 
is there! Over there, in that space!’ Their mom? They don’t want 
to tell me. One says yes, the other says no, ‘We can’t tell you.’” She 
drew a picture of the spot for me, for you, where the girls were 
pointing. 
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Yisela’s drawing of the laundry room, note the pictures of the girls to the right, 
pointing near the spot

How funny, how weird then, that when Vanessa wrote 
her letter she, too, pointed at the nearly identical location in your 
laundry room, where she “always felt that there was something 
there, behind the boxes in the laundry room, like I could transport 
to another dimension behind those boxes. I tried to find out, but I 
felt intimidated by it, like that’s where they came in and out. It was 
not easy to go to that space, I didn’t feel comfortable. I wasn’t ready 
yet. Like it was telling me, ‘It’s not your time yet, it’s not for you.’ 
I’m not dead—it’s not a place for the living, and I didn’t want to die 
yet.”
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Vanessa’s drawing of the laundry room, note the “portal to another 
dimension” behind the boxes

 More than just a place for “buried madness, walled-in 
tragedy,”17 perhaps that tiny corner of the basement is where the 
doctor finally meets the patients, finally meets David, Juan, Miguel, 
who have been anxiously, patiently waiting upstairs, in the living 
room, for their long-awaited appointment. It is a warm, tiny place 
you could easily crawl into, where those frozen tips of the iceberg 
starts to melt, slowly...

S    l o w l  y . . . . . .
and

   s        
l     o

w      l
y .

. .     .
        

                . . 
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Ice-berg mountains, a scene from my childhood diary, picture from January 1, 2001

 Like I said before, I think Bachelard was right, but to some 
degree. He wrote that the “house is imagined as a vertical being. It 
rises upward.”18 Here, I think he was wrong, and I think that you 
(and the kitchen) may be able to teach him something. You see, 47 
Pink Street could never be Bachelard’s romantic home where “life 
begins well, it begins enclosed, protected, all warm in the bosom of 
the house.”19 After reading him, I was struck by how different my 
family’s letters to you were. In her letter, Yisela wrote, “I’m scared 
of getting deeper into the house, into the house—deeper into the 
basement.” Sitting on the front porch, Karina confessed that she 
was “scared of being sucked into the porch, you know, where the 
steps are in the wooden planks, that something will grab me and 
pull me in.” Vanessa recalled a dream she had where a little boy 
crawled under the porch in the backyard, whispering to her to 
“‘Come in, come down here...’” 

 Yes, the house is vertical, but it pulls downward, down to you, which 
has “engraved within us the hierarchy of the various functions of inhabiting.”�

 It is a “world upside down,” like the world the indigenous 
Andean writer Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala wrote about in his El 
primer nueva corónica y buen gobierno in 1615. Forgive the reference, 
but it will only take a minute, and I think it will clarify what I mean. 
Over 1,189 pages accompanied by 398 drawings, Guaman Poma 
chronicled life before and after the creation of Tawantisuyu, the 
Incan Empire, in addition to the abuses his indigenous community 
faced by the Spanish overlords since 1532. In his text, “he lamented 
a ‘world upside down’...leaving Andeans to be despoiled by corrupt 
Europeans.”� 47 Pink Street is this mundo al revés, Bachelard’s secret 
nightmare, pulling down, downwards, and the women are waiting 
there, downstairs with you, waiting for his response—

 The historians like to say that Guaman Poma’s “intended 
audience for the text was none other than King Philip III,”22 but I’m 
not sure how much I buy that entirely. 
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Guaman Poma kneeling before King Philip III

Maybe he was also writing letters to himself, to his own 47 
Pink St. In any case, his massive manuscript, his bundle of letters, 
never got to the King. It sat languishing for years in the Archivo 
General de Indias, only to be dusted off by historians centuries later, 
in the 1930s. 

I hope my letters to you do not suffer the same fate. Maybe 
I’ll have to keep writing and re-writing them. Who knows. At least 
it’s a start. And then, like everyone else, I too will crawl up into that 
warm tiny corner inside of you. 

And then, perhaps, you can share your letters with me. 
 

r
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As usual, Mrs. Light piled everything Elizabeth would need 
for the long weekend on the tall square table in the corner 
of the kitchen. A bag of Science Diet Mature Adult dog 
food, keys to the apartment, Honey’s leash and the phone 

number for the veterinarian. 
 “And of course this,” Mrs. Light said, tugging a bulky green 
and red plaid suitcase from under the table. As Mrs. Light maneuvered 
the bag around one of the stools at the table, Elizabeth saw a wheel 
was missing and the fabric was worn thin. 
 A large German Shepherd lay curled on a mat in the kitchen’s 
sunny spot. Mrs. Light crouched to stroke the patchy fur between 
the dog’s ears. “Our old girl is really sticking around,” she sighed, 
looking up at Elizabeth. “But if she can’t hang on any longer, you 
know the plan. Put her in there.” Mrs. Light waved in the direction of 
the suitcase. “And call the vet. We’ve arranged everything with him.” 
 The instructions were familiar to Elizabeth. She had dog 
sat for Honey for two years, learning about the job from one of her 
professors, a friend of Mrs. Light. Elizabeth had only known Honey as 
an elderly creature. When Honey began moving slower and sleeping 
more, the Lights were certain her death was imminent. Back in 
February, they were anxious Honey might die while they were visiting 
relatives. When Elizabeth met with them before a trip in May, they 
had accepted the idea of Honey’s death. Now as they prepared to 
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leave for the September family reunion, dragging out Mr. Light’s old 
suitcase was simply a formality. 
 The suitcase, a present from Mr. Light’s parents when he 
graduated high school, was the only bag large enough to transport 
Honey. In college, Mr. Light had used it to carry beer on frequent 
weekend ski trips; he and his friends stuffed cases of Budweiser that 
strained the zipper and even broke the handle on one trip. The bag 
retained a hint of alcohol and wet wool.
 Elizabeth smiled. “Honey’s not going anywhere. We’ll be fine.” 
 “Hunneee,” Elizabeth called as she entered the apartment the 
day after the Lights left for their trip. The hum of the air conditioner, 
left on a low speed to make Honey more comfortable, greeted Elizabeth 
in the otherwise silent apartment. The Lights had also drawn the 
curtains; the late afternoon sun filtered in as a faint blue glow that 
calmed the clutter of novels and jazz CDs in the ceiling-high built-
in bookshelves. She slipped off her black Converse sneakers before 
stepping onto the worn blue Oriental rug, and walked quietly into the 
kitchen, passing pictures of Honey as a puppy. 
 The Lights adopted Honey shortly after they married. 
They both had dogs growing up, and they couldn’t resist the 
young German Shepherd who looked so small and frightened in 
her barred cage at the pound. The shelter employee explained that 
a man returned her because his children were allergic to dogs. 
The Lights took her home that day.
 The sun peered through the cracks of the kitchen window 
blinds and the warm orange light fell gently across Honey, who lay 
asleep on her bed. After refilling the water bowl, Elizabeth noticed that 
Honey had not eaten any food.  She squatted next to the dog, petting 
her neck gently.  Elizabeth mechanically ran her hand along the dog’s 
bony back, trying to recall which books she needed to buy before her 
classes started the next week. Honey had not stirred. Elizabeth leaned 
in closer and listened. Honey was not breathing at all. 
 “Aaoohh!” Elizabeth screeched, launching to her feet. Steadying 
herself against the counter, she stood very still.  Her eyes were searching 
for any movement or evidence of the dog’s breath. She looked again at 
Honey and kneeled to see if her eyes had opened. She tapped the dog’s 
nose, but the animal remained silent and still. Elizabeth glanced at the 
suitcase, lopsided and limp, as it leaned on the kitchen cabinets. It had 
become a joke between Elizabeth and the Lights, and Elizabeth was not 
ready to stuff a dog into that ancient luggage. 
 Elizabeth considered her options. The Lights wouldn’t be 
home for another two days, which seemed too long to leave Honey 
on the kitchen floor. Elizabeth rehearsed a surprised gasp, in 
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anticipation of Mrs. Light calling with the news when she returned 
home to discover Honey’s body. “I cannot believe that. I mean, I just 
checked on her this afternoon and she was fine,” Elizabeth exclaimed 
unconvincingly to the empty kitchen. 
 Elizabeth dragged the suitcase over to Honey and laid the 
bag flat. She unzipped it. The plaid lining matched the bag’s exterior. 
Elizabeth took a deep breath as she bent over and reached to cradle 
the dog to place her into the suitcase. Elizabeth recoiled, squealing, 
and flung herself against the refrigerator. She jumped and shook, 
briefly unable to control her wriggly hands and shivering neck. 
 Poor Honey. Dying alone only to be carted off to the vet’s 
office in an ugly suitcase. Elizabeth set the bed with Honey balanced 
on top of it in the suitcase. After much tugging and struggling to 
arrange the dog’s repose, Elizabeth zipped the bag shut, careful not 
to catch any fur. Honey was much heavier than Elizabeth anticipated, 
and Elizabeth struggled to pick up the suitcase. 
 With no cash for a cab, Elizabeth headed for the subway. She 
hobbled three blocks, balancing the weight of the suitcase on its one 
remaining wheel. At the top of the station staircase, she hesitated. 
With one wheel and no handle, she couldn’t roll the suitcase down 
the stairs – she might damage the corpse, leading the Lights to think 
she had been careless with Honey. Elizabeth hoisted the bag up on 
her chest and took a timid step. With her sight blocked, she was 
forced to catch her balance and adjust the weight of the bag. Heat 
rose off her back and the trail of sweat that rolled from her chest to 
her stomach soaked the front of her gray v-neck t-shirt. 
 Elizabeth strained to hold on to the suitcase, and she had 
the sensation that her arms, stretched so far around the bag, were 
actually growing longer but also thinner and at any minute the 
exertion might tear them out of her shoulder sockets. She inched 
her foot toward the next step, sliding her back along the handrail to 
steady her balance.
 “Want some help?” 
 Elizabeth craned her neck around the bag and saw a 
heavyset man in his mid-thirties, wearing jeans and a black t-shirt. 
She couldn’t risk him dropping the suitcase, and she also didn’t want 
to tell him she was schlepping a dead dog. He might think she was 
sick, or unable to handle her dog sitting responsibilities.  
 “Um,” Elizabeth paused. Now the suitcase was feeling heavier 
with every second of hesitation. “Well, ok, sure, thanks,” she relented, 
handing over the bag. “It’s fragile.”
 The man swayed under the weight of the bag, almost dropping it. 
 “Whoa, what’s in here?” the man asked. “It’s really heavy.”
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 Her mind raced. All she could see was the threadbare fabric 
stretched to restrain the bulk inside. 
 “It’s computer equipment,” Elizabeth barked. 
 The man nodded. He made his way down the concrete steps, 
taking each one cautiously and keeping the suitcase’s weight balanced. 
 When they reached the platform, the man, who introduced 
himself as Jimmy, set the suitcase on the ground gently. 
 “The city doesn’t make it easy,” as he wiped the sweat off his 
forehead with the back of his sleeve. 
 “I know, and it’s definitely one of those days I wish I had a car.”
 “What are you carrying all that equipment for? Your job?”
 “Yup.” Picturing Honey askew inside the bag, Elizabeth felt 
her stomach tighten. What if Honey was only sleeping? What if she 
wakes up? Why hadn’t she checked her pulse one more time? 
 “Where do you work?”  
 “Um, at an office. We just moved to a new place near the 
park, so I’m bringing over this equipment for the IT guys,” Elizabeth 
said, as her skittish eyes glanced at the bag.
 “And they wouldn’t let you take a cab?” Jimmy asked, rubbing 
his thumb and the knuckle of his index finger along the corners of his 
lips, tracing the bristly hair that connected his mustache to his goatee.
 “You know how cheap bosses can be,” Elizabeth grunted, 
visibly tired of the conversation. 
 As the train screeched into the station, Jimmy picked up 
the suitcase. 
 Elizabeth rested her hand on the bag. “It’s fine, I can handle 
it,” she shouted over the train. 
 “No, no,” Jimmy said, shaking his head, “I got it.”
 Sighing, Elizabeth followed Jimmy onto the train car. 
 “Where are you getting off?” Jimmy asked.
 “At 103rd,” Elizabeth offered, distracted by the looming 
suitcase-haul out of subway and distressed by her possible 
miscalculation of Honey’s state.
 “Me too,” Jimmy interjected, with a big smile. 
 As the train inched to a start, Jimmy fell silent and did not 
attempt to chat over the rattling of the train. Elizabeth rehearsed in her 
head what she would say when she arrived at the veterinarian’s office. 
 At 103rd street, Jimmy perked up. “Here, I’ll take the suitcase.”  
 Elizabeth and Jimmy filed off the train, letting the other 
riders leave before them. Once the station was empty, they plodded 
up the stairs. Jimmy was hugging the suitcase tightly to his chest, and 
Elizabeth walked slightly behind. She felt her tension subside with 
each step closer to the veterinarian’s office. 
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 Halfway up the stairs, Elizabeth called out to Jimmy, “Where 
are you headed?” 
 Jimmy shifted the suitcase to his right hip, and turned his 
head slightly in Elizabeth’s direction. Instead of responding, he 
reached his left hand towards her and gave her shoulder a hard 
push. The blow knocked Elizabeth, she lost her footing and pitched 
backwards. Her feet slipped down two steps and she scrambled to 
grab the railing. She seized it with both hands and regained her 
balance. As Elizabeth pulled herself to standing, she could feel 
her heart pounding. She was so close to the end; she couldn’t lose 
Honey now. She looked down the staircase for another passenger to 
help, but no one was there. Jimmy, still clutching the suitcase tightly, 
lumbered up the remaining steps. Elizabeth watched, unable to move 
or speak, as Jimmy, the suitcase, and Honey disappeared. 

r
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