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INTRODUCTION


This is a book about the forming of a relationship despite immense difficulties. It is also about how we become aware of the role of our bodies in everyday life: our relation to our and other people’s bodies. The manifestations of histories, memories, emotional and psychological states are laid out in terms of the physical, including distance and space, as the two characters unravel their story.

Yet, despite all this, I chose not to take the easy path of using descriptions to inform the reader. I made a stylistic choice to use dialogue only. Something which is unusual but not unheard of (see Manuel Puig’s Kiss of the Spider Woman, works by Nathalie Sarraute and, to a lesser extent, Noah Cicero’s Human War). The outcome for the reader is that they can only experience the point of view of the characters. 

Imagine, if you will, that you are having a conversation with your partner, your child or a close friend regarding intimate or personal issues. You are there, listening to them with the occasional awareness of how they sit, position themselves or what they may be wearing. But this awareness is for a brief moment before you return to the conversation with someone who is in need. You are with them, yet not fully observing them because your focus is on what they are saying. The ‘what’ helps you understand and support them. There is a journey of discovery and of piecing together their landscape of emotions, psychology and history so that, out of respect for the other, you can comprehend, empathise or sympathise based on what they reveal.

As the reader becomes more involved with the dialogue, they will become part of a discovery journey, piecing together the two character’s stories. You are within and no longer observing a scene or setting. The dialogue will reveal to you what the characters look like, their memories, thoughts, ideas, and, just like talking to a close friend, the reader will ascertain their motivations from what is being said. Readers, understandably, want the environmental descriptions, the actions and motivations so that they can journey with the characters. But the journey here is the dialogue itself: the journey is not absent, it is there, only in a different format; the dialogue is the landscape.

This book is also minimalist in design. It is neither an operatic nor an epic work. It is a set piece where we discover some physical descriptions of the characters and their environment, but it rests there. The journey begins at point A and ends at point B, but we do not know at which chronological point it begins. Therefore, it is not supposed to anchor the reader to some point in time or place, but to anchor them to the dialogue, as if listening to a loved one. The intimacy of their dialogue becomes the intimacy of their setting – confined and seemingly unconfined. The exteriority is minimal so as not to distract from the dialogue, which in turn emphasises the human body in this story.

I hope the reader will see Distortion as a different kind of venture from a writer in development.

Sierra Ernesto Xavier.
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IN A BED


You are beautiful without your clothes on. Your naked body makes me feel wonderful. I like it when you are here lying next to me, when I can run my finger gently down the length of your spine, along this scar that you have.

I like it when you touch this scar of mine. I can feel your finger travel from the back of my neck down to my arse. I love the feel of it. Do it one more time for me.

It seems so peaceful and so serene. It tells me that there is much pain, much horror. 

It feels nice. It feels as if I am being opened up, as if a knife is slowly tearing me apart.

Do you like pain?

It’s not about pain. It’s about the possibilities – how things might once have been. I can only imagine the beauty of it all ... But your finger makes it all seem possible again, makes it all beautiful. You should know you have the power to make me feel that way. To remind me of the things that could be.

But it’s painful for me to know that you can be so beautiful and to know the horrors that you must have endured … Does my finger cut you open? 

It’s a pleasure – to know that you are next to me: turning me on with your fleeting touch, cutting me apart. It makes me feel alive. It makes me feel like a woman and not like some kind of deformity.

There is nothing wrong with you, my love. You are perfect.

You cannot say that. Can you not see the meandering river, that scar where my tears have flowed and which your finger has now brushed aside?

I do not see the tears. I see the beauty of your back in all its nakedness. Such horrors do not bother me, such tears I do not see.

There have been tears … many tears, all of which have run down that river.

I believe it. But when I am with you, I do not see the river meandering.

And when I am with you, I feel that there are no bends in that river. It becomes a dry river where there are no tears. I am happy, I feel beautiful and all the possibilities of the world are not needed. They are not needed when you are here, when your finger runs down that river, down my spine.

When you are with me you do not need those possibilities, but I think that you still wish they were real.

My heart wishes, because of the way you make me feel, that for you this river should have no bends, that the river shouldn’t have this deformity.

I love the “S” shape of your spine. Your scoliosis does not bother me. When I look at you I do not see any deformity. I see a river that runs straight.

Do you see the pain, my love?

I see tragedy.

That’s why I like you: it’s because you understand. You understand what it means to know the tragedy of it.

Yes, you seem to be stuck in wanting the river to run straight and believing it meanders.

Is it not there for you to see when you run your finger along my spine?

I see beauty … and a woman who believes she is not beautiful.

I feel beautiful. I am beautiful when I am with you.

When you are with me? You are beautiful always.

How can you say that? How can you say that the river runs straight when I am lying here like this? Can you not see the rock formations, how tall they are? Can you not see the unevenness?

You are beautiful without your clothes on. I like it when you are here next to me like this. 

Cut me, cut me once more! Show me how to be happy!

Here … my finger … along this horror …

Do you feel it? Do you feel the peaks next to this river?

I feel nothing of the sort.

You feel it, I know you feel it. My shoulder-blade – it juts out …

When I touch you, there are no peaks … there is no unevenness, only a woman who is beautiful.

It is a price of failure – the failure to achieve what is possible, to achieve … normality.

As I am here, you are normal.

As I am here, I am a deformity.

You mustn’t say that word. You promised.

I’m trying. I’m trying to like the beauty you see. These are only our first few steps. But you must tell me the truth. The truth about what you see. The truth about what you touch. The truth about what you feel. That is the only way.

You are beautiful and I am happy you are here. You may want me to cut you open but I want you to be as you are.

Your finger … it is about the surgery, the trauma of things going wrong … about how, in my mind, it could have been so different … Run your finger down my spine … run it around the peaks … run it around the boulders.

There are no boulders.

There are! Can you not see?! They are there … under that peak, can you not feel them? Even the river seeks to avoid them, to avoid the harshness of the landscape.

When I look at you, I see nothing other than you.

Do you see the S-shaped curve of my spine?

I see it. I see the curve. I see your right shoulder blade, higher than the other, protruding. I see the hump of a rib just below, with scars across it. But when I am with you … here, and elsewhere … I see only you the woman.

See, you do see the ribs, those boulders that burst above the land and give me that hump. Do you not think I am hideous?

It is I who am hideous, not you.

You are hideous because you see me as normal.

I am hideous for other reasons and you know what they are.

No, my love, you are not hideous. You are beautiful … Here, let me turn around … I want to see you. I want to see your naked body just as you have seen mine.

Keep your lower half covered with the sheet. And keep me covered too.

There! We are safe now.

…

What do you see when you look at me?

I see a handsome man.

There is no beauty in my face.

There is beauty … all over … especially in your face.

How can you say that? How can you say that when I can barely look at you when you are looking at me?

This nakedness is as difficult for me as it is for you.

Hide me. Hide my face, my love. Quick! Give me your hand. Let me place it over my face.

Oh, darling … let me see.

No. We agreed – one step at a time. I need this.

Be brave, my love.

How can I be brave? Do you not see the gorges, the ravines and crevices?

They are hiding behind my hand. Let me see … let me see the beauty of it.

No. Wait … There is too much pain, too much trauma cascading over the rapids. My tears will come.

I am here. We are here. We agreed to look at one another, to touch when we feel comfortable to do so. You have seen my horror. I need to see your pain.

Let me move your hand slowly. Let me be the one to move this cloud from over my face. Let me do it slowly … What do you see?

I see perfection.

You see … an abomination.

I see a handsome man.

You make me want to cry … to know, having wished for so long … that someone, somewhere could even like me.

Oh, darling! This tear that you cry … let me kiss it. Let me kiss it as it runs down your cheek, let me envelop your tear with my lips.

You kissed me! … My face. You kissed this aberration.

I kissed you.

No one, no one has ever done that. How could you have wanted to touch this hideousness with your lips?

I see no hideousness, just beauty.

Don’t, please don’t. Your words are hurting me.

Come here my love. Let me hold you in my arms. I am here for you.

…

There is so much pain inside.

I can feel it in your body as I hold you.

My body … it remembers. It remembers everything.

Does it know you are mine?

It knows that I am ugly.

You are beautiful.

How can you say that? How can you say that when you look at me? Tell me what you see. Tell me the truth. You promised. You promised honesty. Can honesty and beauty exist together?

Let me look at you.

I want to remain here, in your arms.

To hide?

Yes … to hide.

Let me see the truth of your face. Let me see, as we have agreed.

… 

I can see you now. I can see the truth.

Is the truth beautiful?

I see a man ashamed. A man locked in wanting, and knowing the possibility is not there … a man who cannot lift his head.

It is the past. It is crippling me.

I am here.

What do you see? Tell me what you see.

I see the same man as I saw yesterday … and the day before … and the day before that.

Describe what you see. You never tell me what you see. Do you see the slopes and the rocks where the tears have flowed?

I see the contours of a perfect face.

No, no, you mustn’t. How can we move on if you cannot tell me the truth? Give me your hand. Give me your finger … Here, what do you feel?

I feel a perfect mesa, a perfect forehead.

Do you see where the mesa has crumbled, where it has subsided, eroded?

I see your right eye – angled, slanting.

Angled? Yes, where the subsidence is. Do you see where the debris is, where the boulder has fallen?

I see your right eye, slightly larger than the other.

Do you see the slippage of the earth?

I see your cheek.

Do you see the aftermath, the escarpment that it has created?

I see your right cheek sloping to one side, paralysed.

Such natural disasters!

Nature is beautiful.

And here … what do you feel?

The tenderness of your lips.

No … tell me … what do you see?

I see … a lip, scarred … turned up on one side.

Remember – the truth… everything.

I see your lip –

Torn!

Scarred.

Pulled up.

Raised.

Yes, raised. Where is it raised?

Darling.

You must.

… The right side of your upper lip is raised to the level of your nostril.

Is nature beautiful?

You are, my dear.

How can you say that? Do you not see the cavern it exposes?

I see the teeth that your lip can no longer hide.

Do you see the crevice?

I see a scar.

You see the crevice, as if a knife had torn it, cutting me apart.

I see a scar that has healed.

Do you see horror?

I see suffering.

It has tightened, pulling my lip upwards.

Let me kiss you, my love.

No, you mustn’t! … Tell me, what else do you see? Do you see the ridge?

I see your nose … 

Describe the lie of the ridge to me.

It bends to your left.

Do you see the precipice?

I see your nose, my love.

And the steep face on the right side of the ridge?

I see a man whose cartilage is missing.

You see the collapse of features, a complete collapse of my nose on my right side.

I see nothing but you, my love.

Can you see … my nostril … this one, on the right ... being pulled up by the apex of the crevice beside it, and that as my nose, and its tip, bends to the left, it has elongated that nostril, collapsing it?

I see something that is natural and beautiful. I see a man whom I love.

Natural? ... Nature … Mother Nature … Mothers can be so cruel.

…

Do you see the hurt, my love?

I see tragedy.

You knew I would understand your tragedy.

I also see pity.

You see deformity … the ugliness of it all.

I see you, my love, nothing else. Just as you see me and not the S-shaped curve of my back.

I find it difficult … difficult to look at you … to even raise my head to look at you … You are beautiful. I am not.

I see a naked face, the soft tender skin of a naked face. Natural. Faultless. 

How can you say that? How can you – 

I like it when you are here next to me without your clothes on.

Hide me. Hide me again. Show me the way to the possibilities. Show me the way to being with a woman, to being with you. Cover my face, take away the hurt … even if only for the duration of a shallow breath.

Let me lie back again; this time I’ll be on my back, facing you … Let me see your face from where I am … Do not hide the way you feel.

…

Touch me, touch my body … touch this landscape that confronts you, feel the harshness of the country.

I see beautiful hills and valleys.

You see harshness – a landscape spoiled.

I see a landscape beautiful.

Touch me. Let me take away your hurt.

I can’t.

Give me your hand, my love … feel the ruined identity in front of you … feel the poverty.

I see no poverty. I see richness, an unspoilt landscape, a beautiful woman lying next to me.

Here, let me take your hand.

Wait … Let me do it. Let me touch you.

Remember ... the truth.

I see a sight that could be framed. A landscape that could have been painted.

No … please … please. You promised.

What I see is what I feel.

Why are you so reticent?

I am not. After what you have described of me, I see nothing but perfection in you.

Spoilt landscapes are not perfect. I am not perfect. There is only perfection in truth, and as I have given you the truth you must tell me what you see and not what you feel.

Yes, I know … it must be both ways.

We must know the land we live in. Give me your hand … Let me guide you.

No – let me do it. I need to do this. I need to do this at my pace.

Look at me, then.

You know I find that difficult at the moment. You know that I am trying … Let me look at this land of yours … I have never seen anything so wonderful.

What do you see?

I see perfect skin.

What do you see here?

I see … your collarbones, your neckline.

Describe it to me.

I see an uneven neckline, higher on the right than the left.

I am not perfect.

You, my love, have nothing wrong with you.

Yes, I do … Look below, look below … describe what you see.

I see … your breasts.

Touch me. Touch me, my love.

I can’t. I am afraid. You know me. I fear myself: I fear drowning in my feelings.

Don’t be afraid … feel me.

No, my love. We agreed – one step at a time.

What do you see, then?

I see a wonderful woman.

No. What do you see? Describe my breasts.

I see your left breast, which is slightly larger and lower than the right, pushed forward by the curvature of your spine.

Do you see the sunken land? Do you see the harshness of it?

I see … a small chest cavity on your right side.

Do you see where my right breast has sunk … hiding… recessed in the cavity?

Yes, I see your breasts. They are beautiful.

Touch me, touch my sternum, feel the edge of the cavity.

I feel it.

Then how can you say it is beautiful?

To me, you are.

No, no. Can you not feel the hard edge of the cavity?

All I feel and see is your femininity.

You are so sweet, my love.

It is something I am afraid of. Your sexuality overwhelms me.

One step at a time, my love.

You have such a beautiful stomach.

Your hand upon my stomach makes me feel wonderful, makes me want to cry. It is the only perfect part of me.

You are perfect all over.

That’s what I like about you: you are so nice.

Your stomach is so nice.

Describe more of what you see. Tell me what you see, tell me the truth about this landscape. Can you see the fault in the earth’s crust?

I see a woman who excites me.

Do you see my hips? ... Here, let me pull the sheet down slightly.

Yes … I do … wonderful.

Do you see the mountain?

I see no such thing.

You see where the tectonic plates have collided, where the bony hip rises above the land?

I see the loveliness of your left hip.

A hip that juts out.

Something that adds character to your landscape.

And the other side?

The other side is equally beautiful to me.

Describe it to me, darling.

It is as flat as your stomach.

And?

And … it is lower down your body than on the left side.

Horror at the back. Horror at the front.

Woman from the back. Woman from the front.

I wish you could cut me open here. I wish you could give me the possibilities … by running your finger along my neckline, tearing me apart down the middle of my body, cutting along my uneven hip-line.

Your body does not need any more trauma.

It needs to be alive.

I am here.

You keep me alive whilst my body wants to forget. It wants to forget the tears, to alleviate the hunger. Such hunger, such poverty, so obscene.

Your land is fertile. It has so much of value.

Do you value its harshness?

I value everything about you.

Even my sex?

I’m trying. You know that I have difficulty there. I really am not ready to see it yet.

I know. I am sorry. I am sorry to have said anything, to have made you anxious … Lie down. Lie back. Let me view your landscape, this country of yours. Let me see it as you have seen me.

…

Keep the sheet covering me down there ... 

I will.

What do you see, my love?

I see a beautiful plain.

Truth, my love – can you see the truth? Can you see where the body remembers? Run your fingers along its memory.

You are beautiful without your clothes on. Your naked body makes me feel nice. I like it when you are here lying next to me, when I can run my fingers along these furrows, these scars.

You finger reminds me of –

Of the possibilities?

No … of all the failures … of all the pain.

My darling, am I hurting you?

No, my love, you are not hurting me. But what do you see? What do you see when you see all those furrows?

I see a landscape that is beautiful, a landscape that has been tortured.

Is torture beautiful?

Torture is never beautiful. But your body is, to me. And within that body I see torture … I see hurt all over this body – it is a tortured beauty, and one that I am grateful for.

Are you grateful that I have been tortured?

I am grateful for your survival.

Describe what you see. Describe the torture you see.

I see furrows –

You see scars.

I see a scar, here, on this side, one that runs along a rib. I see another running along a rib on your left side.

Further down ... what do you see further down?

My finger… it runs down the centre of your body, down the smooth, flat lands of your body … to your navel.

And beyond the navel? What is down there beyond the navel?

A beautiful plain.

Look at the sides of the plain, at the sides of my waist, where you are at now.

What have they done to you?!

What can you see? Can you see the hurt?

Here … on your right … I see marks of torture, a furrow running along the crest of your hip. Wait; I see another furrow on the crest of your left hip.

Torture here, Torture there!

I see scars that excite me.

Does my hurt excite you?

Your body excites me.

Look at me … give me your hand … cover my face, conceal me in the dark.

No. No more hiding. No more running away.

When I face you, and then turn my head the opposite way from you to the other side, what do you see?

I see the side of your handsome face.

Look closer. Look at my ear. What do you see?

I see … nothing.

Pull my ear back… see the hidden treasure …? Can you see it?

I see … I see another furrow, another scar, curved, behind your ear.

And now when I look up what do you see?

I see scars across your columella, the part of your nose that stems from your upper lip to the tip of your nose, separating your nostrils.

Do you see how handsome it all is?

I see how handsome you are.

Now that you have seen me, how can you want a body with such pain?

I see a body with much to offer. I see a body full of character and a man ashamed of his past, a man unable to see that another body craves his.

You are beautiful. I am not.

My body tells me everything. It tells me it wants you.

Truth is always distorted.

Our bodies are the truth.


	

AGAINST A WALL


I like it when we sit here side by side against this wall. Even though we only have this sheet to cover our waists, it allows me to see the contours of your secret. It makes me feel excited. I can only imagine what the sheet is hiding from me. 

I also like the contours of your body, especially the way the sheet moulds itself around your sex.

Can I put my hand under the sheet and touch your sex?

No, not yet. I am not ready and am somewhat scared.
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