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			PRAISE FOR PLASTIC, PRISM, VOID

			“A romantic prank! A compendium of incongruous brilliance! Whatever 
you call it, this book establishes Violet Allen as an utterly 
essential, astounding new voice in 21st century literature.”

			—Charlie Jane Anders,
Nebula Award-winning author of All the Birds in the Sky

			“Are you a fan of romantasy? Do you like it when things get weird? Well, buckle in, cuties.”

			—them

			“Violet Allen is a generational talent and Plastic, Prism, Void reinvents the literary love story, bringing together Spenser and Sailor Moon, Goethe and Gundam, to hilarious, heartbreaking and continually delightful effect, as it weaves a bridge of love across the vast gulfs between our 
seperate worlds. Delicous, insane, intoxicating.”

			—Maya Deane, 
author of Wrath Goddess Sing

			“Violet Allen has set the sights of her laser pistol on the so-called trans novel and demonstrated the appalling insufficiency of both of its operative terms. This typographical fantasia, this lovechild of Neon Genesis Evangelion and Cain’s Jawbone, this vicious celebration 
of the poetics of doomed self-regard, this dizzying, dazzling monstrosity 
contains the world – no, several possible worlds, which Allen smashes together like she’s trying desperately to make them kiss.”

			—Josephine Giles, 
Arthur C. Clarke Award-winning author of Deep Wheel Orcadia

			“Tremendously fun, funny and inventive… it’s refreshing to read a trans romance with so many carefully drawn relationships, epic scope, and this particular sharp-eyed perspective on identity politics, not to mention its literary ambition… out of her anime and sci-fi pastiche, Allen has crafted something original, romantic, and sincere.”

			—Caio Major, Second Adolescence

			“Think This Is How You Lose The Time War but on crack.”

			—Jace Molloy 
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			mm, there’s more of you than usual

		


		

		
			PRELUDE:

			pollyanna

			Listen.

			I should marry Theodore; I do not hate him. I do not. He is kind, sweet even. He loves me. I should not be so picky. Am I such a prize? I am thirty-two years old, and I am, so to speak, a woman of gender, black and barren as Vanity.1 Theodore is a man without color or gender or sexuality, no strings2 at all to hold him down, and moreover he is handsome, and moreover he has money,3 and he is kind, and he is sweet, and he loves me, and I enjoy my time with him, and he has given me affection and excitement and all those things we say we want.

			
				1 The dark side of the moon. The Paradise of Fools

				
					2 Comme ci, comme ça.

					
						3 Oh là là!

					
				
			
			And yet.

			When I make a joke, or say something interesting, or sometimes even when I am simply doing what comes naturally to me in the course of things, he says:

			“That’s funny.”

			But he does not laugh.

			So we are in the park. There are petals in the breeze, dozens, hundreds, flocks, swarms, galaxies, all swirling about, variegated, pink as sunrise, blue as loss, and I open my lips, stick out my tongue.

			“What are you doing?” asks Theodore, watching me. Somehow, even though we are only sitting here on the edge of this fountain (my favorite fountain), this absurd art deco disaster of a fountain here in the center of the center of the park, watched over by a moon-faced, patinated woman4 – Lethe perhaps? – hoisting a bowl above her head from which the waters overflow, sitting here, even though we are only sitting, he is watching, just watching, not participating, not really with me, somehow.

			
				4 One recalls the image of Jordan Baker: She was a slender, small-breasted girl, with an erect carriage, which she accentuated by throwing her body backward at the shoulders like a young cadet. You know what I mean. Futch.

			
			“I want to taste a petal,” I say, and I do not say, “Obviously.”

			

			“That’s funny.”

			But he does not laugh.

			I have a sense of humor about myself. I really do. I know what I am. I know how I come off. If he actually laughed, it would be one thing. If he took pleasure and joy in my presence and my contradictions, the is of me and the ain’t of me, it would be one thing. But he doesn’t laugh, he just says:

			“That’s funny.”

			“I want to know what they taste like,” I say.

			“Dirt and leaves,” he says.

			“They could taste like anything. Honey or candy or chocolate. Who knows, maybe even a kiss. Just imagine.”

			“Why would it taste like chocolate?”

			“Why wouldn’t it?”

			“Um, basic logic.”

			“Just play with me,” I do not say. Instead, I say, “How do you know? Have you tested one? Tasted one? The proof of the pudding is in the eating, doll.”

			He ignores my epistemic query, launching instead into a metaphysical digression. “How would it taste like a kiss? A ‘kiss’ doesn’t taste like anything. People’s mouths have a taste, but a kiss doesn’t have a taste.”

			A kiss is like a reflection. A reflection is sometimes fluid, sometimes frozen in glass, and our own variations are manifold, sometimes young, sometimes old, sometimes haggard, sometimes beautiful. But it is always the same you looking back, and we call that phenomenon a “reflection.” A “kiss” follows the same principle. Different partners, different affections, different moments, but always you, yourself, always the same and never the same, like stepping into a river.5

			
				5 cf. Heraclitus, cf. John the Baptist, cf. Daryl Hannah in Splash, cf. らんま ½

			
			Selfness on another’s lips: that is the taste of a kiss.

			But I just say, “Okay.”

			I finally catch a petal on my tongue; it is bitter and vegetal. I spit it out.

			“That’s funny.”

			He snuggles up to me, puts his arm over my shoulder. I appreciate his warmth, the syrupy vibration of his voice within his chest, his weight and his touch. He is fond of screwdrivers, and I have begun to sentimentalize the scent of 
citrus and alcohol. I appreciate these sensations. I do not hate him.

			He tells me that he has fallen in love with me, and I, wishing to know what these words might taste like, echo the sentiment. Just a reflection: I am not merely a pretty pansy but a duplicitous daffodil.7

			
				7 That is, a pathological Narcissus who loves, loves, loves her double entendres.

			
			“I love you, Theodore,” as it turns out, is bitter and vegetal too, and again I must cleanse my palate. I do not say “I prefer men to cauliflowers”8 or something beautiful like that. I would love to be cast off so elegantly, but I understand that others lack my sensitivities. If Theodore were capable of such brio and erudition, I would not need to end things so hastily; I might linger a little, allowing myself the pleasures of a dying affair, the grande cuisine and petits cadeaux that are a refined young woman’s reward for having bravely suffered the Monsieurs Bovary and Doctors Urbino of this world. Instead I just say, “We should break up.”

			
				8 And here’s to you, Mrs. Dalloway.

			
			“That’s funny.”

			“No, I’m serious,” I say. “I understand that was a rather stark juxtaposition, but I fear we are concluded.”

			“Blah blah blah,” sputters Theodore, on and on, a trite performance of “jilted softboy.”

			“You ought to push me into the water,” I say, after I have “listened” to him for a respectful-seeming stretch of time. I disentangle myself from him, and I stand up and balance on the edge of the fountain, holding out my arms and closing my eyes to signal that I am ready and willing to fall off the edge of the world. “Like in Sweet Charity. The girl’s terrible boyfriend pushes her into the water, a symbolic rebirth that initiates the action of the film. Nights of Cabiria, too, but I prefer Sweet Charity. The Rich Man’s Frug? Impeccable.” I begin to roll my hips and sway my shoulders gently in time with the scintillating churn of the water. “The fountain is sacred to the muses, you know. ‘They twirled around the violet spring.’9 These are the first words of Hesiod, more or less. And from that very font burbles up the whole of Western letters, more or less. First God divided the waters from the waters, the violet spring above and the wine-dark sea below, and now, thence and hither, I shall bathe in the purple rain.”

			
				9 . . .περὶ κρήνην ἰοειδέα πόσσ’ ἁπαλοῖσιν / ὀρχεῦνται. . .

			
			“What the fuck are you talking about?” asks Theodore.

			“Just play with me,” I do not say. I feel a sharp tug in my chest – a fit of pique, I guess, and, favoring impulse over reason, I cross my arms and let myself tumble back, breaking the water’s surface with a tremendous splash, and I savor the sudden shock, the overpowering sensation, my body’s seismic paroxysms as the wet and the cold tickle me from the inside. Yet even this frisson fails to relieve the choler within. Climaxes are overrated; I prefer a volta.10 Soaked through and through, I find myself recalling days long past, the unfallen voice of shy Polly Henderson vying for the tenor solo every Tuesday night and Sunday morning in the New Bethel Baptist Church Youth Choir: I stepped in the water and the water was cold; it chilled my earthly body but not my soul.

			
				10 The poetic turn, the twist, the moment when the poem transforms into itself.

			
			Tragic.

			When I surface, Theodore is still gawking at me. I shake out my dripping hair – my wash-and-go now washed and gone – and reach for my purse so that I can redo my eyes. As I dab them dry with a scrap of tissue paper, I remind him that, despite our recent breakup, he did say he would loan me $100 for my rent this month. I graciously offer to negotiate down a bit. Upset follows, predictably, but I am unbothered. Upset has always followed behind me like a little lost puppy.

			And if a tear were to trickle out and trouble my efforts to touch up my waterline, well, I did tell you that I did not hate him.

			But listen.

			xxxx66 sings, and the void turns to substance to witness him. He dances, and a glimmerglow dance floor extends unto infinity beneath his feet. A discoball sun hangs beyond, massive and shimmering, mirroring, in quality and sensation, my own heart, or perhaps the totality of experience that a lifetime of heartedness entails.

			
				6 The boy I hide within my shadow 

				
			
			What an unctuous sentiment. C’est vraiment dégueulasse.

			Still.

			He holds out his hand.

			And so we are dancing. And xxxx66 sings to me (to me!), telling me that I am beautiful, the most beautiful, that he wants more than anything to kiss me. I reach out and feel xxxx6,6 to sense if he is real, or if I am real, or if we are perhaps both just pretty lines in a sad love story. He is pleasantly warm, as I imagined, and I am further pleased by the thump of his heartbeat hitting on the twos and fours, pleased to experience the absolute reality of xxxx6.6 I pretend for a moment that the heartbeat is mine, or that it belongs to both of us, that he just happens to be keeping it for now. I grant his wish; I give him a kiss, long and slow and easy, and the dance floor melts beneath our feet.


				6 My unique and mine alone

				
					6 Inside my frigid heart, a flame 

					
						6 That rosy Devil, trapped in ice

					
				
			
			And we fall together through timeless space.

			“I love you,” I say.

			But like a gun, he whispers:

			  
and I jolt awake, gasping.
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			I’m in my apartment, in my bed, alone, surrounded by unopened boxes of records.

			Am I crying?

			Of course not.

			Perhaps it’s just dust in my eye. This apartment is terrible, filthy and decrepit. I’ve yet to unpack most of my possessions, only those bare necessities; this is not my home, just a temporary arrangement with my cousin. It’s been three years, but still, temporary. One day I’m going to have my own place, the nicest apartment you ever saw, everything covered in thick white fur. The floor, the walls, the ceiling, everything but the surfaces of the bathroom will be white and soft as death itself. And when you enter, you will feel as though you have been eaten by a cloud, and so consumed you will become cloudstuff yourself, free, white, and twenty-one,11 and you will desire nothing else, forever. I cannot say exactly the conditions that I need to fulfill in order to make this intention actual All I know is that I do not have this good apartment now, and so each day I must contend with endless desire, an insatiate belly and a moth-eaten soul.

			
				11 They say it in old movies.

			
			Or perhaps I am crying. Perhaps tears spill from me like honey from the rock and blood from the stone. Perhaps I stole a corner of my. . . hm, let’s call him a seducer,12 as words like “boyfriend” and “lover” are inadequate and sentimental. Perhaps I stole a corner of my seducer’s shadow, and I preserved it in a dream as if canning sweet muscadine jam – a pleasant arts and crafts project undertaken on a sun-soaked afternoon in my twenties. And perhaps, nearly a decade thence, the preserves are finally beginning to rot in the jar.

			
				12 More precisely πειραζων, peirazon, translated in the King James as “tempter.” Literally, “the probing one,” carrying both senses of “probe,”* to test and to pierce. Cf. “empiricism” and its Italic cousin “experiment.” Fitting, I think, for a man who is a scientist and a top and a fuckboy. (See also p. 130, “science-fucker.”)

			
			Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.

			Don’t worry. Soon, like Mother Pandora, who also kept her hope locked away, I shall open the jar13 and be relieved of the burden of dreaming, one way or the other.

			
				13 In the original, Pandora’s vessel was a jar, but ol’ Erasmus got his stories mixed up, confusing a pyxis full of Sleeping Beauty for a pithos of Adam and Eve. But as a mistranslated (πολύτροπος) woman myself, I do identify with a gal who must suffer speculation as to whether or not she has a box.

				* “Probe” may itself be a long-lost relative: I would need to consult with an etymologist with a stronger background in Proto-Indo-European. Could “pierce” be in the mix as well? Layers and layers. 

			
			But as I turn my head on my pillow, intending to return to sweet slumber, I make eye contact with the vanity mirror on the box of records that serves as my bedside table. Instead of my own reflection, there is a tealish haze lightly pulsing in the half dark, which begins to shape itself into words.

			  

			“Don’t.”

			
				
					BAD
DREAM?

				

			

			  

			
				
					HIM
AGAIN?

				

			

			  

			“Don’t.”

			
				
					YOU’RE 
SPIRALING.

				

			

			  

			This is my cousin Marina. She has always enjoyed intruding into my business like this, even before she was trapped in the mirror world.

			“I am not ‘spiraling.’ I am in excellent spirits. I just have a bit of dust in my eye. You know I am quite sensitive to irritants.”

			


			
				
					HONEY,
YOU’VE HAD DUST 
IN YOUR EYE FOR 
TEN YEARS.

				

			

			  

			“And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy cousin’s eye, but considerest not the beam that is in thine own eye?”

			
				
					YEAH, NO.
WE CAN DISCUSS 
MY 
RELATIONSHIP 
PROBLEMS 
ANY TIME YOU WANT.  

				

			

			    

			
				
						JUST SET ME UP WITH 
AN ELIGIBLE REFLECTION. 
I’ve been thinking 
about getting into 
a polycule With 
a disco ball

				

			

			  

			“Droll. May I go back to sleep or do you want to finish your routine?”

			

			
				
					

					I’M WORRIED ABOUT 
YOU, CRAY.

				

			

			  

			“I’m fine, doll. Just a little out of sorts. Perhaps I am ill. Splashing in the cold water like that, one is bound to catch cold.”

			
				
					DON’T YOU THINK IT’S 
TIME TO MOVE ON?

				

			

			  

			“I don’t have anything to move on from.”

			
				
					HE’S
MARRIED.

				

			

			  

			“We don’t know that for sure.”

			
				
					COME ON, 
CRAY.

				

			

			  

			“Why don’t you go bother someone else? I’m sure the others would all love to be interrogated in the dead of night.”

			
				
					YOU’RE THE ONLY ONE 
UP PINING AT 2 A.M.

				

			

			  

			“Yasmina is definitely awake right now.”

			

			
				
					

					SHE’S UP WORKING.
You’re up pining
IT’S DIFFERENT.

				

			

			  

			I am not pining.

			Not at all.

			I do not pine.

			I’ll show you.

			Just listen.

			“Acrisia,” a stranger whispers.

			and i open my eyes

			all of them

			Acrisia refers to the absence of symptoms – literally crisis – in the presentation of a disease. It is not my name, and worse, it is a poor description of me. If anything, I am nothing but crisis, a collection of symptoms searching for a diagnosis.

			and i can see myself

			refracted

			I met him on an app. Which him? Which app? Does it matter? I’ve already forgotten. Here I find myself, fractalized across a sliver of possibility, fucking them all at once, taking every bite of the apple, worm and all. 

			The guy with the scraggly mustache. The guy with the snake tattoo. The guy with spaghetti breath. Every sort of guy,14 a guy fiesta, a guy explosion, a guy eternity, every guy who would’ve, given the opportunity, given me some company.

			
				14 “Chasers” (those with a particular fondness for a gal with something extra), chaser-adjacents (those with a more inchoate interest which may be an expression of naive chaserism, but which may also stem from various closetednesses), wildsiders (free spirits, anarchists, artists, à la Mr. Lou Reed, who encouraged us all to take a walk on the wild side), libertines (those who seek to know every pleasure this world has on offer), and opportunists (those seeking any warm hole available to them (whom I would note are much, much rarer than people think; claims of opportunism are, in fact, the dyed-in-the-wool chaser’s sword and shield)). I think I most prefer libertines, but I fear they are always in short supply.

			
			A tangle of seraphs; a jury of thorns.15

			
				15 You can always count on a poisoner for a fancy prose style.

			
			Only a handful are particularly handsome, but most of them are big, which is something I like. There’s nothing like someone’s weight on you, pushing down all the bad things inside, pressing you flat and thin and smooth and perfect. I can feel all of them on me, all that weight pinning me to this beautiful, wretched Earth.

			A thousand caresses at once.

			A Hecatoncheir.

			A Centimanus.

			A hundred-handed monster, massive and suffocating.

			It’s almost enough.

			I kiss as many as will let me. I used to be a good kisser, gentle and giving, but I’m not anymore. I stopped giving a fuck when I grew into myself. Now I kiss for my own sake and no one else’s. Kissing is my favorite part. The soul, such as it is, lives within the tongue, and the interaction of tongues is synecdochic of the entire sexual enterprise. A human being is a universe unto herself, an eternity bound in flesh. We collide because we cannot intersect, and we kiss because words do not convey meaning across the void.

			The other stuff – various protrusions entering and exiting various orifices and the subsequent expel of fluids – is compelling, don’t get me wrong, but kissing is my greatest love,16 and so I will be selfish in this and find my generosity later. My tongue flops wildly, freely, luxuriantly. My tongue is the snake in the garden of Eden, Hansel in the witch’s cabin, the tiger force at the core of all things.17 My tongue is death, and these men are Paradise, et in Arcadia ego (it’s from a painting).

			
				16 Except for xxxx6

				
					17 It’s from a comic book.

				
			
			“Acrasia,” I say,18 when I have extricated myself from the kiss.

			
				18 My voice is on the low side, galwise, a dark contralto balanced on the edge of a whisper. I try my best to speak coolly, lots of smoke but little bounce. I find this helps me stay calm, with the added bonus of making me sound like I think I’m better than everyone, which is true. I say this only because it’s important that you know what I sound like, if I’m going to live in your head.

			
			Uh-krah-zi-uh. It is from a book.

			I go to work on them, inducing pleasure manfully, manually. See? I am the most generous of all. But what reward awaits generous Acrasia? Sweet understanding? Of course not. When people look at me, they do not assume my name is from a book. The men do not hear Acrasia and say, “Oh, Spenser!” and they do not now turn their minds back to their school days as our bodies intertwine, and the exploits of the Redcrosse Knight and Sir Guyon and Britomart and that literary Acrasia do not thrill them so much as the callipygian phenomenon of this Acrasia. No, they (even the black ones) assume it is a “black name,” which is to say it is a name made up by my black parents without regard for etymology or history, just a collection of Afrocentric phonemes peppered with French orthography and Pan-European gender modifiers. This is, of course, hyperracist, both in the sense of hyper- as “extreme” and in its sense of “existing beyond conventional space or dimension,” that is, it is racism that casts a hierarchy over both the material and the ideal, colonizing both the signifier and the signified, the ghost and the machine. This is America, you fucks. 

			If you are a white American, it is almost certain that your name means nothing in the language you speak. John? Daria? Edward? Ghosts, fictions. Your name is most likely a three-deep transliteration of a word from a culture your ancestors have spent the last two thousand years trying to destroy. You probably don’t even have the transliteration that accurately corresponds to your particular ethnic group, because you are an American. Names are just arbitrary collections of sound anyway, just little hums and clicks and stutters we exchange with one another so we can conceptualize ourselves as something more than meat and memory. But still, there is judgment. Isn’t this the American dream? To live without history? Mais non. We must struggle, endlessly, borne back ceaselessly into the past.

			Still, I want them to like me, so I initiate blowies.

			It is not that my consciousness is scattered, exactly. I am just very self-similar, and straight men even more so. I tend to do the same things in the same ways, and they react in kind. I learned to do this a long time ago, a little after I learned who I am. I wanted to know what would become of me following an uncomfortable interaction with my cousins, so I taught myself to open my eyes. Now, I have been blessed by nature with as many eyes as that peacocking Argus. There are the eyes in my head, which see the world as it is. There are the eyes painted on my wings, which see the Lite. And there are the compound eyes of a Butterfly, multifaceted and omnidirectional, which see the cosmic mosaic. And with these last eyes forced open for the first time, I looked toward the future, but I saw only gray static, shapes without depth. So I looked toward the past, but the past remained just out of sight no matter how I shifted my gaze, like trying to see the back of one’s own head in the mirror. But what I could see with these eyes was the present laid out in all its abundance, all the flickering possibilities before they disperse into pure counterfactuals. The dead branches. It’s useless, cruel even. You can’t undo the choices you made. You can’t learn or grow or any of that sentimental mush. You witness what could’ve been, just for a moment, and then move on.

			“The girl who can’t dance says the band can’t play,” my mother19 used to say.

			
				19 Who can even remember which? I possess a surfeit of disappointed mothers.

			
			

			But sometimes I use it for fucking, despite myself.

			The secret to a great blowie is circular breathing. Maintain a gentle vacuum with the mouth while inhaling through the nose. I developed this technique without aid or influence, an expression of my kind spirit and loving nature. Are there those who might steal credit? Perhaps my cousin Marina, who shepherded me when I was a sticky fawn? Or perhaps cousin Priscilla, who did indeed advise me on the particulars once, and who claimed a mastery of all known methods of oral pleasure. And then there is cousin Yasmina, but she can only abide a woman’s touch. And then cousin Hana, who abides no touch at all. No, no, no. The sin is mine; I am the sin. All on my own.

			Did you know that in Polish, the act of fellatio is colloquially referred to as robić loda, literally “to make ice cream?” And thus, a woman so inclined is a lodziara, an ice cream maker. I find this turn of phrase quite charming, both on account of its gentle whimsy – much more humane than English, which forces us to speak of such acts with sterile Latinisms or filthy Saxonisms, the language of the laboratory and the lavatory – and because of a sentimental attachment to ice cream as a symbol of romantic connection, stemming from a significant event in my past which I shall not discuss here. Wouldn’t it be sweeter if the men whom I passed on the street were to shout out, “Ice cream maker!”

			But as I was saying. Acrasia, uh-krah-zi-uh. It’s from a book. A beautiful seductress who transforms virtuous men into beasts driven by lust, the middle point between Circe and Rita Hayworth. A little on the nose, but I like it. It’s a transliteration of ἀκρασία, the state of mind in which one acts against one’s best judgment. I am like Plato (Πλάτων) in that I do not think such a state truly exists. I think people always do what they judge best for themselves in the moment; they can be right or wrong in this judgment (and we are more often than not wrong in all our judgments), but the judgments themselves are made in hopes of achieving the greatest Good for ourselves. That which we call our “best judgment” is an illusion, “common sense” and the superego colluding to ruin our good times with mayfly futures and tedious possibilities. Eat your vegetables, get a job, don’t suck that stranger’s dick; this is just received wisdom, not true judgment. For instance, it is very possible that I might regret sucking any number of these dicks – soft and wrinkled and slightly sour; pleasantly unpleasant like brussels sprouts or Brakhage films – but I suck in good faith, in pursuit of an authentic life, an authentic expression of my will in this moment, truly a Platonic Blow (it’s from a poem20). What else can we as humans do but embrace the inevitability of our existence?

			
				20 It’s getting Auden herre, so take off all your clothes.

			
			But Acrasia (uh-krah-zi-uh): akrasia – ᾰ̓κρᾱσῐ́ᾱ – literally means unmixed, or perhaps a bad mixture. A touch of irony there. For as beautiful and sweet as she is, Acrasia is not without her crosses to bear. My particular cross haunts my bathing suit area like a literary ghost (spiteful, not sane, dead to begin with, a little seesaw of the right throbs and the wrong). A bad mixture, indeed. As subject, I am whole and perfect, practically an inevitability, but as object I am monstrous, a corruptive in-betweener.21 But Acrasia ought not be confused for acrasia (akrasia (ᾰ̓κρᾰσῐ́ᾱ) – note the diacritics; I am long in the middle like my namesake):  feeble, weak, lacking in strength. But then again, does radical truth lie in the root? For beautiful, sweet Acrasia is as gentle as a spring rain, as kind as the cool side of the pillow, and more, she bends easily to fate, allowing fate to pull her lips away from its own tumescent cross, to turn her around on the bed, to penetrate her, and she coos a tuneful melody as fate goes in and out, in and out, in and out. Like Lenina in Brave New World.22 Remember? Lenina Crowne, the pneumatic woman, who died of Violent Passion (acrasia by any other name).

			
				21 Also from a comic.

				
					22 A book.

				
			
			According to the Gnostics, the pneumatics were the highest order of men, those who had attained perfect knowledge of the God within the self. There is something faintly religious about getting fucked, isn’t there? “Fellas, is it gay to get on your knees and worship a Man? Is it gay for a man’s Ghost to be inside you? Is it gay to have a Father (a Daddy) who loves you?” The answer is yes, obviously. During the best sex, one’s thoughts turn to stormstuff and one accedes to sublimity. This is not the best sex, but still, mediocre sex has the pleasure of junk food and reality television and lying in the bath until the water turns tepid and filthy. The problem, though, is that pleasure isn’t very interesting to talk about. What am I going to say? “It feels like my inside guts are smiling, and the animal in my head says, ‘This is good.’” That is quintessential hylic talk, pure somaticism, the song of a doomed woman living in a material world. No thank you, no thank you, no thank you. And yet – always and yet – I am a material girl. This is the fundamental drama of being alive, as elucidated by the Holy Madonna.

			They start to finish up. Like popcorn in the microwave. A few at once, then a cluster, then none, then some. Pop, pop, pop. Delicious, truly. I like to watch their faces as they finish. Perhaps this is the true purpose of my enterprise. For in this wicked moment, twined in ecstasy and abjection, they reveal themselves to me, wholly (holy, holy). It would be much too much to say that I am being worshipped, that I am a goddess and they my supplicants,23 but we might assert that the truth exists on a spectrum with that blasphemous claim, a dimmer star in the same twinkling constellation.

			
				23 Cum, all ye faithful.

			
			But now Acrasia, full of grace and other essences, says something stupid, ruinous, which is to say, I say, “I love you” to the anagogic, to the infinite, to the boyfriend-of-the-mind’s-eye, to the trash with whom I have cavorted like Templeton at the fair.24

			
				24 The homosexual rat from Charlotte’s Web, having found himself in the New England approximation of the center panel of The Garden of Earthly Delights.

			
			Not all of me, but too many, including, I think, the real me.


			It just spills out, quivering and senseless like a squishy infant. I hate this feeling. I hate how like love it is, and how unlike love it is. To call it “love” is to call it close, to fit it in the space within my chest, to embellish this hollow shell with mother-of-pearl, lacking the material of trouble inside – an irritant (like a vulgar playboy I know) – lacking that trouble inside that I once cultured into a glimmering pearl of my own. No, I care nothing for these scrubs, these busters, these trifling good-for-nothings. It’s just that sex without love is boring. There is no texture to it, no flavor. Only mechanistic iteration. Up and down, up and down, piston and cylinder, lock and key. Where is the enchantment? Do not misinterpret me. I am not a puritan raging against libertinism. I am an epicurean raging against hedonism. Gluttony is boring without hunger, and too much light makes the baby go blind.

			No need to say goodbye. I close my eyes and reality collapses. I find myself in my own bed. Mm. I guess I didn’t actually go out tonight.

			I have a photograph I keep in a box under my bed. I don’t look at the photograph, but I think about it now, lying in bed, alone, shaking off the memory of a thousand forgettable hookups. A Polaroid my friend Siren took of myself and xxxx6 at the aquarium. We just played a game of hide and seek and now we are sitting in front of the octopuses. I am laughing; he is smiling. His arm is around my waist. I could look at the picture, hold it in my hand, pore over the kissy details as if divining the future from the rancid guts of a dead animal, but who would I be then? What would I be? I will relieve myself of this burden soon, I promise, but can I bear the lightness that follows, one way or the other? A life with him or a life without him, Scylla or Charybdis, the lady or the tiger.

			Fuck me. I really am pining, aren’t I?

			That bastard.

			Don’t tell Marina, okay? I fucking hate I told you so’s.

		


		

		
			
				[image: The words "Side A:", very large in purple, in an attractive Italian Modernist font. Clearly whoever designed this book has good taste and a significant special effects budget.]
			

		


		

		
			CHAPTER 1:

			the owl and the pussycat

			Crisis! At the queer center! Oh my, oh dear, oh no. Sweet, hapless Acrasia, ever the fool, has once again stumbled into error. On a whim, I accepted an invitation to participate in an “open-dyke queer poetry jam.”25 Wouldn’t it be nice to convene with my fellow artists again, I thought. Wouldn’t it be edifying to get a little culture? And when was the last time I engaged with The Community, held myself in joyous fellowship with other poor, unfortunate souls?

			
				25 I made it clear to the person who invited me that I am nature’s perfect heterosexual, but they explained that “dyke” was meant in some abstract political sense, though their tone suggested they were surprised to learn that I am so inclined. People often think I am a lesbian. I am not offended, as this is pleasant company, but I am curious why I am seen this way. I’d ask your opinion, but I fear you are biased, given how we were introduced.

			
			Now I sit in the front row amidst the other readers, a gallery of the damned, cringing, cringing, cringing at the spill of words, the crash of concept, the sheer, vomitous calamity of it all.

			You have to understand, I wrote a mammy poem once, to some acclaim, and these are the wages of sin.

			A young woman gets up on the stage and says, “Hey everyone, my name is Katie.”

			How charming! Another Katherine. This place is overglutted with Katherines, Kates and Kats and Katys and Katies and country cousins Katelyn and Katrina. And by “this place,” I of course mean planet Earth. This Katherine is cute enough, if that is your area of interest, and filled with the tender confidence of a woman who has only been herself for two or three big years, but her style is deeply, deeply basic, jeans and a T-shirt, as if she is planning to work in a mine after this. 

			I myself am wearing a vintage purple jumpsuit with imago pinned to the collar, white fashion sneakers and a matching white crescent bag (Coach) I stole from my friend Priscilla. 

			Casual, but not insulting to the eye.

			“She/her pronouns. I wrote this about what it feels like to live under late-stage capitalism.”

			A poem about capitalism??

			Has it ever been done?

			How recherché!

		


		

		
			  

			A Dullard’s Poem

			by That Katherine With The Hideous Shoes

			(Dictated But Not Read)

			i am happy when i close my eyes and drink

			the tears of the salty-sweet moon

			and bathe in her golden light

			my tongue inside her and inside me

			my sister finds my primal cuts with a knife

			made of teeth and hair

			i play tic-tac-toe on graph paper

			for 15 cigarettes an hour

			i save up so we can afford to live

			and my sister saves up so we can afford to die

			and every night to pay the boatman

			she drips those shiny coins into my mouth

			outside, toxic mushrooms grow on the stone

			dreaming of tree stumps

			and dead girls to make a home in

			forests showered in daffodils and marigolds

			butter and honey flowing from my sister’s wound

			like water, like raindrops, like sunshine

		


		

		
			Middling lyric.26 That which I hate most. Even the oblique allusions to sapphic undinism27 cannot rescue it from tedium. I much prefer an ugly poem to a boring one, and this one bores me terribly. Are we not artists? Do we dream or don’t we?

			
				26 May I be frank with you? Sometimes I do genuinely wonder if white people actually enjoy being queer. They are frequently so sour about it, so disgusted with themselves on account of their indulgence, only capable of finding joy in the shock and horror of it, the transgression qua transgression. I understand being upset about our treatment, but the thing itself is truth and beauty. The rectum is forever a grave to such types, whereas I, inducing commutation in that famous P-Funk precept – “Free your Mind and Your Ass Will Follow,” therefore Free Your Ass and Your Mind Will Follow – see anality as a gateway to the kingdom of heaven within. Do these somber characters not realize that they have gotten away with robbing the damn bank? Butch and Sundance, Thelma and Louise, you have escaped the bullet and the cliff. Why do you weep over your treasure? Then again, white people are often sour about their conquests, going on and on about how difficult it is to be so rich or so beautiful or so intelligent, hence contemporary literature. I do not understand it. It could not be me. I celebrate myself, and sing myself; sin of self-love possesseth all mine I. 

				
					27 While I am not so inclined, preferring the white light of the moon to the yellow light of the sun, if you catch my meaning, I am without judgment in this. I am a bohémienne above all other things, and I am familiar with the ways of the world. I am much more offended by the lack of conceptual symmetry and the absence of a proper volta.

				
			
			“Dead girls to make a home in.” Go back to Tumblr.

			And yet. Listen to that applause. Did we come to praise poetry or to bury her? For if poetry should die, we die together. Sister Calliope, Sister Erato, bear with me; my heart is in the coffin there with you, bodies in the morgue lie together! But she’s dead, she’s dead, warm and new killed, in her tomb by the sounding sea, as giving me a hope that there I could not withered be.

			Ah well. Ma qui la morta poesì resurga.

			It is my turn. I get on stage and introduce myself: “Acrasia Valentine. She/her. This one is about love.” I begin to read.

		


		

		
			  

			The Fortune Teller’s Talking Blues 
(Conjure Tiger)

			(Act 4, Scene 3; Sprechgesang)

			by Acrasia Valentine

			Tiger, conjured hair by hair

			from memory, don’t tell me where

			the maze of stripes which complicate

			your figure likely terminates.

			For if I conjure, hair by hair,

			without a pattern to compare

			then I could thread your maze until

			the end of days and be fulfilled.

			Yes, I shall conjure (hair by hair)

			forever, and I will not dare.

			This mispronounced Ariadne

			shan’t frame thy fearful symmetry.

			So Tiger, conjured hair by hair

			from memory, don’t tell me where

			you end. I’ll take this title on.

			Lover? No, Asterion.

		


		

		
			Brava! Brava! Bellissima! So tasteful, so gorgeous, so smart!

			But the Devil whoops, as he whooped of old: “It’s clever, but is it Art?”28

			
				28 I never liked Kipling too much, but to be fair, I’ve kipled only a handful of times.

			
			I receive scattered applause and barely any Lite at all. How tragic. But did you like it? Does your art-soul shiver at a formalist’s cool caress? Or would you prefer a rosy-fingered mammy poem from Sister Polly, something gooey and life-affirming? A sketch of my bruises? Rondo in B minor for sob and scream? Would you like me to do all your thinking for you, like a mama bird spitting chewed-up worm slurry into her babies’ eager, open mouths?

			: )

			I’m just playing with you, doll. I would never accuse you of such regressive bookclubisme. We’re pals, aren’t we?

			Give me a gift.

			Are you familiar with the Ben Franklin effect?

			He that has once done you a kindness will be more ready to do you another, than he whom you yourself have obliged.

			Did you know in German the word for gift is the same as poison? For it contains the giver’s desire to be loved, to be seen as “good” and “wealthy” and “generous.” A terrible poison, truly, but I would accept your sin and free you from this evil. Just as a confessor hears confessions rather than makes them, I am a poisoner, through and through.

			One secret, something you’ve never told anyone, a charming, delicate bonbon for me to chew on.

			Wouldn’t you love to love me?

			Put it down here. In ink, if you can manage.

  

			
				
					[image: Four blue horizontal lines running margin to margin, intersected by a perpendicular red line on the left, signifying notebook paper of the sort we wrote on in school, so that you might now scribble your little secret. Of course, it is only a signifier and of course you can not write here sans ink and paper, but I would appreciate a little performance. Pretend your finger is a pen and your screen the paper. Or pretend to pretend, if you are not actually looking, just listening. This is a bit much to ask, I know, but as I am performing for you, I think it is only fair that you reciprocate.]
				

			

			Simply gorgeous. I promise I will not tell a soul. On my honor.

			And if you didn’t give me a gift, if you denied a harmless request from a kindhearted young woman (a mentally ill black trans woman no less!) don’t worry; that tickle of guilt is another fine dessert.

			Anyway, bitches be talking. I linger for a little while, wondering if someone might approach me to socialize. None do. How tragic. Oh well. My relationship to other women of gender is much like my relationship to the world at large. Alas alack, even our shared wound (or lack thereof) is not enough to overcome this sinful vanity of mine. When I first came out, I did make an effort to mix, and every now and again (such as tonight) the mood strikes me to give it another chance, but it is as it has been. I’ve never been much of a get-along gal, and indeed I often find myself behaving unkindly to partisans of the get-along gang. One must prune oneself to fit, and I cannot abide such indelicate cultivation. I mostly socialize with other self-consciously eccentric art ladies – particularly my cousins – and a handful of artistically-inclined gays: those who are deeply in love with their own alienation, just like me.

			So I make my exit. The reading was early, the sun is setting, and the night calls to me; just imagine the adventures I could get up to, the sadnesses I could imbibe. Will I go out? Will I text Theodore for some post-breakup intimacy? Will I go on the apps?

			Who can say but God?

			The queer center is situated in a crumbling industrial zone, and the evening air smells, apocalyptically, of ash and angelstuff (that is factorismo and sweet flowers); I suck it in, deeply savoring the lungfeel, the näschenfreude. You can only appreciate the ambient smell of a neighborhood for a few moments before it disappears into familiarity. Before I started going to the moon, I liked to imagine what it might smell like on Mars, just so that I could, in my imagination, construct what this Earth might smell like by comparison. Mars smelled like cinnamon and whiskey and hellfire. Earth, after I had lost myself in the scent possibilities of Mars, smelled like grass and ozone and a lover’s armpit. Delicious. But now I know what the moon smells like and what Mars smells like, and so I know what the Earth smells like, which is just Earth, irreducible and unpoetic.

			“Acrasia?!”

			I recognize the voice, and the air in my lungs turns to glass, the immaterial becoming material becoming pain becoming life becoming unbearably immaterial again and again, becoming, blooming, cycling like the phases of the moon in the space between ticks of the clock, and the expanse in my chest starts to fold in on itself, a singularity in miniature, unbound and beyond.

			I look back, and there he is, wearing an over-baggy Hawaiian shirt and a pair of (horribile dictu!) cargo shorts. His little round glasses don’t suit his face at all, and he is in desperate need of a haircut.

			No.

			Yes but no and yet I said yet I will Yet.

			It’s too soon.

			“Opus,” I say, softly, gently, as if whispering a secret in church, with no one else around hexed so that they will not trouble us, so that we can discourse in peace. And he says, “You can call me Six,” in his gristly little batman voice.

			Dégueulasse.

			I find myself in a most unfortunate interaction, sitting across from some sort of space clown in a booth at the vegan diner on Third. He looks ridiculous, wearing an abominable form-fitting green flight suit (?) underneath a cheap leather jacket, with a flowy red scarf around his neck and a cartoonish green astronaut helmet on his head. I suggested we change into normal attire for this conversation, but he said his clothes were “on his spaceship,” and when I suggested that he ought to go back to said spaceship, currently orbiting the moon, for propriety’s sake, he responded with base sarcasm, the dullard’s impersonation of wit.

			“Phalene,” I say, gesturing at myself. “Pha- as in fabulous. -Lene as in lens. Emphasis on the second syllable. A perfect iamb.29 Sometimes, people mispronounce so that it rhymes with baleen. If you do so, Mr. ‘Six,’ I will kill you.”

			
				29 Recall the King James: And God said unto Moses, IAMB that IAMB and Before Abraham was, iamb. See also: Popeye: Iamb what iamb.

			
			He chuckles. “Good luck. And it’s just Six. Number Six if you’re nasty. Operator Number Six if you’re not into the whole brevity thing.”

			His helmet’s visor is opaque; he can see my face, but I cannot see his. With a shift of horror I behold [. . .] black glassy insect eyes from which there comes no reciprocal gaze but only my doubled image cast back at me.30 I do not like it when I cannot make eye contact with an interlocutor. How are we meant to communicate if I can’t see inside? We may as well discourse in semaphore or interpretative dance.

			
				30 Coetzee. The one about the fella learning that colonial oppression is bad, dick-first.

			
			Of course, I am wearing my mask, a stylized moth affixed with magic, which binds my eyelids shut so that I can keep dreaming. But a mask does not obscure. Rather, in its artifice, it reveals. Acrasia wears a face crafted by history and time, but Phalene wears a face crafted by Acrasia, who is a significantly less accidental artist than history. A second face is still a face, and the eyes on a moth’s wings can still see. I’m also wearing the rest of Deception, my Chrysalis, a backless purple gown with gold accents. Clearly, I am overdressed for the diner, but one must maintain balance. I will not remove my mask and show my belly to this fool, this clown, this dullard.

			Forgive me: he glows inside, doubly. There is a brightness and its opposite, not darkness but another brightness, just as intense. I see it with the eyes on my wings, the brightness and the brightness, both like Lite and unlike Lite. He glows inside, and I find it very irritating of him.

			“Trite,” I say, in response to his little ‘joke.’ I hate when people make shallow pop culture references in lieu of humor.

			

			He shrugs. “Okay. I’m easy. Call me a Six machine. Six bomb. Six, drugs, and rock and roll. Whatever. As long as you call me.”

			“Are you trying to hit on me?”

			“Nah. I’m succeeding at hitting on you.”

			“Ugh! Dégueulasse.”

			“What?”

			“It’s French for disgusting.”

			“Then say ‘disgusting.’ In English. The language we are speaking right now.” His voice projects from a speaker on his helmet, and the microphone picks up every little breath and sigh, such as the disgusting little susurrus he just released.

			“The point, dullard, is that you are gross in every language.”

			“Aww, you hurt my feelings. And I thought we had such a nice rapport last time. What crawled up your ass?”

			“You abandoned me on the moon, asshole.”

			“Oh yeah. Oops.”

			“Oops? Fuck off.”

			“You’re fine. You made it back. I’m proud of you.”

			From his jacket, he pulls a weapon, a self-consciously “futuristic” knife with visible circuits on the spine and a glowing green edge. I reach for my fan,31 preparing for a fight, but he reverses his grip and, with his other hand placed on the table, begins to stab the spaces between his fingers, leaving scorch marks on the laminate. He’s playing pinfinger,32 like a middle school boy or an extra in a pirate movie.

			
				31  My magical focus, like the wand of Circe or the staff of Moses. We all have such enchanted objects: Psyche’s scepter, Mariposa’s mirror, Nabi’s bow, Titali’s sword.

				
					32  The knife game, finger fillet, that bit with the android in Aliens.

				
			
			And he continues to glow, too brightly.

			“What the fuck are you doing?” I ask.

			“I don’t really feel like I need to give this conversation my full attention. Keep talking. I’m listening.”

			My jaw literally drops. “Are you kidding?”

			“Yeah,” he says, without looking up. “This is my tight five. Real funny. Ha ha ha ha ha.”

			“Listen. I will not allow some Power Ranger wannabe – ”

			“What the fuck is a ‘Paranja?’”

			Not only does he dare to interrupt me, he is improperly imitating my (very slight, very subtle, barely there at all) accent.

			“Po-werrr Ran-gerrr.” I make sure to disambiguate my syllables, realign my vowels, and emphasize my rhoticity, so as to clarify my intent. “You look like you’re dressed as a Power Ranger for Halloween.”

			He shrugs. “Never heard of it.”

			

			“It was the biggest show in the world when we were children.”

			“Maybe I missed it,” he says, voice dripping with more of that unctuous sarcasm. “We didn’t have cable. Or maybe it has something to do with the fact that we’re from different fucking planes of reality.”

			I click my tongue; it sounds so silly when he says it out loud like that.

			“I’m still not sure I believe that. I asked my mother, who is a very powerful magickal entity, the absence of a goddess, and she had no idea what I was talking about. Are you sure you’re not just mentally ill? Or perhaps you hit your head, and now you believe that you are a Power Ranger from another dimension.” I gesture at his outfit. “Do they sell those at Party City or did you make it yourself?”

			My mother actually said something cryptic about clocks unfurled into rivers, but he doesn’t need to know that.

			“Made it myself. If you like the detailing, you should see what’s under the hood.” He gestures down at himself with the knife.

			“Ugh!”

			“I meant my body. A resotech masterpiece of augments and biohacks, fabricated and retrofitted by yours truly. You don’t have to be so prissy about everything.” He pauses. “But for the record, the dick is fucking dynamite. Designed it myself.”

			“You’re repulsive.”

			“What? They don’t sell dicks at Party City either. Anyway, I took a bunch of readings and did the fucking math. Timespace gets all fucked up when you’re around. It’s like our universes or dimensions or whatever are, I dunno, overlapping. And by the way, your mom is not a goddess. Gods and goddesses aren’t real.”

			“I never said she was a goddess,” I say. “She’s the absence of a goddess. It’s different.”

			“It’s pretend. ‘Magic’ and ‘goddesses’ are pretend. She’s probably just an alien or something.”

			“She is an alien, but she’s also the absence of a goddess. I am also an alien. Somewhat. I am primarily a living magick spell, but that spell is alien in nature.”

			“That’s fucking nonsense.”

			“Says the Power Ranger.”

			“Oh fuck, space moth Sailor Moon thinks I don’t make sense. My reality is shattered.”

			He has referenced that a few times now.
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