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For my meers









Becoming is an Anti-Memory.


—GILLES DELEUZE AND FÉLIX GUATTARI


We’re all born naked and the rest is drag.


— RUPAUL


I am rooted, but I flow.


— VIRGINIA WOOLF


you cannot bear to see it:


how i have made home here in your shame.


— ALOK VAID - MENON









Prologue


For example, I never officially told you about “it.” I just came over for coffee one day wearing makeup, with a box of Lindt & Sprüngli (the medium-sized, not the small ones like usual), and then came to Christmas dinner in a skirt. I knew, or assumed, that Mother had told you about it. “It.” She had to tell you, because “it” was something I couldn’t tell you. It was one of those things we couldn’t say to one another. I had told Father, Father had told Mother, Mother must have told you.


Other things we never spoke about: the enormous birthmark on the back of Mother’s left hand; the heaviness Father dragged into the house—like a vast, wet, moldering deer carcass—when he came home from work; your loud lip-smacking, your racism, your grief when Grandfather died; your bad taste when it came to presents; the lover Mother had when I was seven, the silver earring this woman gave her as a parting gift, which hung like a long teardrop from Mother’s earlobe almost to her collarbone when she continued to put it on to provoke Father; the countless hours I spent—when I felt no one was watching—letting the earring glide from one hand to the other, holding it up to the sun so it would cast flame-like patterns on the walls, my intense urge to put it on, my unspeakable inner voice that forbade me from doing so, my intense desire to have a body, Mother’s boundless desire to travel the world. We never spoke about politics or literature or the class system or Foucault, or how Mother quit studying for her school equivalency certificate when I came into the world. We never spoke about how you grew a beard when you were pregnant with Mother, how this is called “hirsutism”; we never spoke about how you handled it, whether you shaved, waxed, or tweezed out the dark hairs, whether you took antiandrogens to halt the testosterone that your body “produces in excess,” and we never spoke about how people stared at you, how ashamed you must have felt; we never spoke about shame at all, never about death, never about your death, never about your increasing forgetfulness. We spoke frequently about the family photo albums and every single picture in them, yet we never spoke about how ridiculous Grandfather looks in the photos with the young men from his Burschenschaft, how comically they fluff up their chests, standing wide-legged, grinning into the camera; we never spoke about the girl who, up to a certain age, wanders like a ghost through the photo albums, mostly hand in hand with you, sometimes with one of your five brothers; no, we never spoke about this youngest sister, whose name was Irma, and where she disappeared to. We never spoke about whether other families find it this tiring to act as though they’re like other families, we never spoke about normality, never about heteronormativity, queerness, we never spoke about class, the so-called “third” world, and the hidden webs of fungi that are far more extensive and delicate than we imagine, we never spoke about all the paths that this world has in store for us, so we can run away from ourselves, the winding paths, the paths in the shadows of great poplars, the bleak, endless paths spooled around this world like thread around a ball of yarn, but we did speak about the paths that, added together, are called the “Camino de Santiago.”


A few weeks ago, we were sitting on the sofa and you brought out one of the photo albums. I forced myself to feign the same interest I had the last ten times you explained the same photos with the same commentaries. We looked at a photo of your mother in which she’s pregnant with you, a photo that surprised me the first few times I saw it: because there’s this naked woman, in a bourgeois family photo album from 1935. Suddenly you interrupted your flow of words, looked at me, and asked: “But why are you never there?”


I’m sitting here at my writing desk in Zürich. I’m twenty-six, it’s slowly getting dark, one of these evenings that are still winter evenings yet with a premonition of spring, a velvety scent: of overly sweet, blush-white blossoms; of people beginning to jog again, spreading their sweat through the excessively clean streets. I don’t jog. I sit here and chew my fingernails despite the bitter antibiting polish, I chew until the white tips are bitten down and then further still, continually forcing them downward. Six months ago I took this ultraboring job in the public records office, where I spend all day long among shelves deep belowground, I catalog the medical records of long-dead patients, I speak to nobody, I’m content, I’m invisible, I let my hair grow, I go home and sit down at my desk. From here I can see the beech tree in the neighboring garden, from here the memories of our copper beech come to me, the large, red-leaved beech in the center of our garden. The copper beech, which in Swiss German we call the blood beech. I write. When my friends Dina and Mo, who are also sitting and writing somewhere, text me: “Coming out for a drink?” I don’t reply. I try to write, and when I can’t write, when I sink into the mudflats of the past, I shave, shower, and ride my bike to the outer reaches of the city, the “outskirts,” as they’re called in English, scour the gas stations and football pitches, prowl back and forth outside the gyms, the Grindr app my pale flashlight in the suburban night, leading me to the men I’m looking for, the men I need and need to need me, to use and get used by, the men I let push up my skirt and push inside me behind the bike shed, quick and emotionless. I have enough emotions and don’t need more; what I need from them is a hard cut. I twin and twine with the rusty bars of the gym; I entwine with the railings of the deserted grandstand, they support me; and last, but not least, my cheek slams repeatedly against the Securitas break room door until I’m pounded out of my emotions and back into my flesh, then I go home, semen still inside me and the scent of a stranger on me, a warm feeling in my empty middle filling me up for the duration of my journey. I use the toilet, shave again, armpits, legs, crotch, always fearing the possibility of waking up in the night and smelling of somebody else, then I go to the toilet again to get the rest of the semen out of me, then shower, rub myself down with a pumice stone, moisturize. My skin is irritated from so much shaving. Then I sit back down at the desk, in view of the beech tree, and only then do I realize that it’s you I’ve been writing to this whole time. When I’m not writing, I read, or think about the possibility of taking my body to the Camino de Santiago. I think about the possibility of walking until I’m no longer thinking about anything or until I reach Santiago de Compostela or the ocean, and I think about the possibility of not doing any of that.


We never spoke about the afternoon you didn’t find your way home and how Mother got a call from the police. We never spoke about putting you in a home, and when you had a really bad turn a month ago and woke up in a rehab center and asked what had happened to your balcony overlooking Bern, Mother said, “But they removed it, remember, it wasn’t safe anymore.” And you said, “Oh yes, that’s right,” and laughed at yourself a little too loudly and then talked about the geraniums on the balcony. I hated Mother for her cowardice in not telling you the truth, I was annoyed at first, and then more moved than I wanted to be by her sudden concern for you. All at once she’s the caring daughter, I thought, but not me, you don’t get me as a caring daughter, Ma, and I said goodbye to her more coldly than usual. We don’t talk about the high probability that you’ll have another turn in the next six months (“a turn”—as though you were just making some slight detour), and we don’t talk about the high probability that this “turn” will erase what remains of your memory.


It’s nighttime now, and I imagine you also standing at the window of your room in the rehab center and staring the night in the face. I can feel you slowly disappearing. Dear Grandmother, I want to write to you before you completely disappear from your body or can no longer access your memories.


I’d like to be able to tell you I was afraid of you, that for example it was I who smashed the jar of raspberry jam that time, just after you’d made it, the one you thought Mother had smashed, and that Mother was actually protecting me, she took the blame and you really bawled her out. I feel guilty about that to this day. I’d like to know what happened to my great-aunt Irma, the girl who walks hand in hand with you through the family albums and then disappears. I’d like to understand what it was like to be you: first a lower-class, then a middle-class woman in twentieth-century Switzerland. I’d like to understand why I have barely any memories of my childhood, and why the only ones I have are of you. I’d like to find a language in which I can ask you: “Where are my people?” I’d like to know how all this shit gets in our veins.


You were too loud, too demanding, too coarse. You never listened. You sent me money, accompanied by notes: “You know you can visit me anytime.” I’m sorry I’m such a bad grandchild. I’m too delicate to be decent.


Dear Grandmother. When I think of you, I think of all the things we never could and never can say to each other. I remember how you always used so proudly the words that the Bernese German dialect took from the French, and while I can understand that pride, it also makes me incredibly uncomfortable. French was brought to us by Napoleon; it was the language of the occupiers, the language of the cultured yet barbaric warmongers. He brought us the language and some laws, and in return he stole Bern’s treasury, renowned all across Europe. Several hundred billion, if you convert it into modern-day Swiss francs (even the name of our currency comes from Napoleon, from the old French franc, which literally means “a French”!). He used it to pay off his debts and finance his Egypt campaign. I know these are my petty tears of white privilege, and that we’ve been world champions at high-finance robbery since the late nineteenth century. Napoleon’s looting gave early nineteenth-century Bern and its surrounding region a very high emigration rate. By the 1890s a good one hundred thousand Swiss people had emigrated to the USA. And the tax implications of Napoleon stealing Bern’s treasure stretched into the twentieth century: Bern had been a rich city and its residents were only taxed after he came robbing. So I find it strange that you proudly bear the fruits of the man who carries part of the blame for your poverty.


Traces of Napoleon that can be found in your vocabulary to this day:




dr Nöwö—the nephew—le neveu


ds Fiseli—the son—le fils


dr Potschamber—the bedpan—le pot de chambre


ds Gloschli—bell-shaped petticoat—von cloche


dr Gaschpo—flowerpot—le cache-pot


ds Lawettli—washcloth—von laver





You told me about Madame de Meurron, the legendary Bern character who was the first woman in Switzerland to drive a car: a patrician who spoke almost exclusively in Frenchified expressions in order to show how aristocratic she was. She didn’t roll her r’s like the tanners from the shabby Matte district, but instead pronounced them nicely at the back of her throat, à la française. “Schaffed Iir no oder sid Iir scho öber?”—Do you still work or are you already somebody?—you mimicked her, sounding the r at the back, totally exaggerated, laughing and exposing your teeth. I didn’t understand the question. How can a person move up in the world if they don’t work? (I hadn’t yet learned that genuine fat-cat capital can only be inherited, not acquired through hard work, in contrast to the rags-to-riches myth we shovel into one another practically from birth.) You’re beginning to forget anything that didn’t happen before your fiftieth birthday. You’re disappearing. But the French stays with you. I think about how close to you I feel when I’m writing to you, and how far from you I feel when I see you. How you talk about going to Santiago de Compostela someday, and how happy that would make your mother and Maria, and how—after the long, long walk— you would jump joyfully into the Atlantic, clothes and all. I think about how you talk without pause, about anything—the special offers at the Migros supermarket, the days when there are double Cumulus card points. Your fear of silence. I remember how you continually protected me after Grandfather’s death, so you wouldn’t have to confront the loss. No, wait—that’s not me remembering. That’s Mother’s memory.


In the language I’ve inherited from you, Bernese German, my mother tongue, “mother” is meer. It means both “mother” and “the sea,” sneak-tweaked from the French; la mer and la mère. For “father,” we say peer. For “grandmother,” grossmeer. For “great-grandmother,” urgrossmeer. The women of my childhood are an element, an ocean. I remember my mother’s legs, I remember wrapping my arms around them, gazing up at her and saying: “You are my meer.” I remember a feeling of home and of beingutterlyenveloped. The meers’ love so big we couldn’t escape it, can’t escape it, even if we swam for a lifetime to emerge from its depths.


The language I’ve inherited is itself a sea; language herself an ocean, waving and mixing, ebbing and gushing, with no clear border, her shores are constantly shifted by storms, humans, more-than-humans, one language-sea flows into the next, they are endlessly weaving themselves into one another, jostling-cocktailing-throttling time and space; words are little truckli, as my mother tongue calls little trinket boxes; they travel through these times and spaces, slowly changing their meaning while always still speaking their past, and so languages are borderless spaces to me, lisp-whispering in undercurrents and riptides, melting and washing and vortexing, and another word has reached my consciousness, from my friend Mo who told me about his Irish heritage, told me a word that I realized was another word for meer, for this Swiss-Frerman word, this mother-sea-ness, because when he told me about the fairies in Irish folklore, the Sidhe, pronounced “Shee,” I remembered that as a child I had a lisp, so the child cowriting these lines has too much tongue in its mouth and says shee for sea, and this many-tongued word clung to me as Mo spoke more about the Sidhe, those pagan creatures of land and forest, who I believe had traversed Europe in most celticgermanic-heathen cultures, and I summon them here, dear Shee, dear fairies, please come, put your sparkly gay magic into these lines, because I believe you to be tangible beings, I believe you to be creative critters who do not inspire worship of a transcendent power, a power that has cut all ties from the Earth and matter and dirt and body, no, I believe that you are the Earth, matter, dirt, and body, and as the times have grown ever more dire while writing this, I need your fairy energy spilling and spelling itself into this many-tongued work of and about mothers, about the ocean, forest-ocean fairies, all fairies, and about the children lisping the sea into shee into meer.


There, there. I now return to the language that started me, to Bernese German, this language I’ve inherited from you, Grossmeer, my Meer language, in which there are only two ways to be a body. Growing up in the palate of the German language forced me constantly into this two-by-two, like a line of kindergartners.


In the language I’ve learned from you, my mother tongue, my smother tongue, I don’t know how to write about myself. There’s Mother’s tongue and your eyes and me, my body, my bodies, my corporeality? There’s this I, the writing I, and the child I once was, the child standing before that line of kindergartners, still needing to find a way through. And I’m permeated with the child, just like the moon in its entirety is held handlessly by the earth, but in writing I have to differentiate between us, because otherwise the childhood, because otherwise the childhood-body, because otherwise the flood of the past will wash me away.


And yet it’s not simple in the Meer language either: because little detours, one might even say deviant deviations, crept in—the women were objects. Meer, admittedly, is given the feminine article die. But all other adult women, even the other nouns for mothers and grandmothers—like mami and grossmami—took the neuter article das, making them sound like objects, like pieces of furniture rather than people. And not just the mothers; all women when called by their names were neuter nouns: das Anneli, das Lisbeth, das Regini. And the children were objects too, sweet and tiny, like little mocha spoons: das Mineli, das Hänneli, das Hansli. I remember that this objectification infuriated me. I didn’t want to be an object; I wanted to be a person, and grown up, and being grown up meant having a gender, a male one. As a woman, you were at risk of remaining an object or becoming an ocean. I didn’t want either.


When I think of you, Grossmeer, I think of the Migros supermarket cafeteria, where you always invited me when you wanted to treat me to a “meal out,” I think of the Urmeer, the primordial sea that emerged from the first bacteria, its temperature a rather precise thirty-seven degrees Celsius, I think of Meer and the life she sacrificed for me, and of the life you sacrificed for Meer, I think of how you’ve just been released from the rehab center, how at this very moment you’re probably standing on your balcony and staring angrily at the half-withered geraniums, and I think of all the stories I’ve never written to you. In one of them, a bearded woman walks all the way from Ostermundigen to Santiago de Compostela. Halfway there, she meets a young person who has a beard too, and broad shoulders, a deep voice, a skirt and kohl eyeliner, and they talk about nothing, they walk silently alongside each other toward the sea, their footsteps dropping like flotsam between them, like lost ancestral lines drifting in the twilight.
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The Search for Flotsam


Grossmeer, don’t eat me.


I do not want the female gender that has been assigned to me at birth. Neither do I want the male gender that transsexual medicine can furnish and that the state will award me if I behave in the right way. I don’t want any of it.


— PAUL B. PRECIADO


The gender binary is like a party guest who shows up before you get the chance to set the table.


— ALOK VAID- MENON


The wound is the land of healing.


— TABITA REZAIRE


I think you have to take me for me.


— HARRY STYLES









GROSSMEER’S HANDS


Grossmeer’s hands were animals. They moved unceasingly. Mice in their restlessness, hairless mice, with skin as rough as cracked asphalt. Spiders in their form, humpbacked leg-monsters. Imprisoned in their coarse skin, they searched incessantly for a way out of Grossmeer, fumbling around like the recently blinded. They grab potatoes and peel them greedily. They grasp the little mocha spoon to heave sugar into the coffee cup—yes, the movement is a heaving, a foreign movement that doesn’t match the object, as though Grossmeer had translated the harvesting of potatoes to the shoveling of sugar crystals. Half of the fine crystals always land on the red-and-white-checked tablecloth. The little mocha spoon: an object in a foreign language for these hands. The ridiculously beautiful detailing and flourishes on its handle. Excessive. Excess. When I saw a gloved Parisienne in a Disney film elegantly guiding a mocha spoon to her teacup with two fingers (the thumb and index finger; the little finger splayed out), I noticed the difference. The space between Grossmeer and the world I wanted to inhabit. Grossmeer grabbed the mocha spoon like a shovel, with her entire fist. Her arthritically thickened joints always reminded me of the enchanted thornbush in Sleeping Beauty. Those gnarled swellings. A hundred years of torpor.


I remember Grossmeer’s hands reaching into me. In my memory, Grossmeer’s hands are so lonely; one is constantly reaching for the other, and then the other clutches the one, they search without pause, search for something to hold, grab my child-legs and child-arms and stroke them mercilessly. I don’t remember my child-legs and child-arms, all I remember is the feeling of intense roughness and the knowledge that I have to endure it, that Grossmeer needs this.


GROSSMEER’S FEET


“I have men’s feet,” Grossmeer always said, proud, defensive, apologetic, undecipherable. Grossmeer’s feet were gigantic, the big toe a little fist, and she had these lateral swellings she sighingly called halluces. I was always afraid another toe would hatch from her skin. I learned at Grossmeer’s feet that body parts are beings that work against you, that they aren’t the same thing as you yourself, they might have another sex, be another species. And that the feelings you have toward your body may begin in the body, but they then spread out through the entire room.


GROSSMEER’S TEXTILES


Cloths—tablecloths, runners, fabrics and textiles of various kinds lay on all the furniture, and they were constantly slipping out of place. Crocheted, knitted, embroidered. The sofa was covered with a gigantic, white, hand-crocheted throw. Grossmeer’s pride and joy. Every time I sat on the sofa when I was a child, or even just touched the sofa, Grossmeer had to straighten the throw. It had to sit perfectly. Grossmeer was constantly going from one room to the next in order to straighten all the cloths on tables, side tables, commodes, bureaus, and stands. They were never right. They covered the whole apartment, and they were never right. I think that for Grossmeer, these cloths were the constant, bothersome, burdensome proof that she was no longer poor. But her hands were still far too rough to pull these delicate doilies into place.


GROSSMEER’S TRUCKLI


I remember Grossmeer’s little trinket boxes: her truckli. After Grosspeer died, Grossmeer traveled the world and collected these trinket boxes made of wood, stone, glass, ivory, plastic, bone, wire, steel, copper, silver, amber, leather, felt. The boxes were all over her apartment, on the cloths and coverings, and they were all empty and closed. Their emptiness unsettled me. When Meer and Grossmeer drank coffee together, the child wandered through the apartment, doing an inspection round, passing the truckli like you would pass someone who means you harm. You walk quickly, without wanting to create the impression you’re walking quickly, and you look at them without them seeing you’re looking. The truckli looked back. My fingers twitched. To this day, I can still feel emptiness of the truckli in that delicate bulge where cuticle becomes skin. Whenever I paint my nails, I always paint over that bit, even though that’s not good form, not good manicurist form, skip the cuticle, but to me it often feels like this seam is a wave of the past, breaking in a bay. A messenger from Mesopotamia that I’d like to gloss over.


As a child, I was obsessed with the idea of secretly putting things in these truckli, regardless of what: pebbles, leaves, hair, a bitten-off fingernail—just so that something would be inside. But I knew this was absolutely forbidden, and I also knew Grossmeer would know precisely who had broken the unspoken rule.


I sensed things without understanding them. I sensed the truckli were Grossmeer’s inner spaces that she had relocated elsewhere. The truckli were Grossmeer’s accomplices; I knew she had cut off tiny fragments of her emptiness and was storing these in the boxes. Grossmeer acted friendly enough, but under no circumstances was her treasure to be touched. “One day you’ll inherit all of this,” she said, and it was always a threat.


THE CHILD


I write about “Grossmeer” as though you were a character in a novel, Grossmeer. As though you weren’t constantly inside me, as though I could create distance from you. But this is the approach I need to take. I need to be in charge of you like a character, otherwise I won’t write the things I’m writing about. I wanted to write in the past tense, but the fragments slip away from me into the present and back again, becoming blurred.


I can barely remember myself as a child. Or perhaps I mean: I can barely remember the body of the child. In the time I’m writing about, I don’t yet have a body. I remember being an awareness rather than a body, a delicateness beneath the threatening bellies, roaming between the grown-ups’ legs like they were tree trunks in a primeval forest, a tenderness against the coarse things, the asphalt, Grossmeer’s skin. I didn’t exist; there was my running, but there were no legs; there was the wind I felt when running, but no face or neck to feel this wind; there was the whooping joy unleashed by the running, but not the belly where this whooping rippled. A body was what others had. I remember Grossmeer’s scary, wrinkled body, I remember Peer’s thighs and penis, I remember Meer’s breasts and hair. It’s as though I had access to photographs, but not the actual camera that housed the photographs.


What a silly metaphor, this camera business. I can see myself tiptoeing around the actual things and resorting to analogies that have long been sucked dry. And what is the actual thing?


I remember my teeth, the milk teeth that felt like foreign bodies in the body and then began to wobble one day and that could be wrenched out. Another exception are toes, which—when you wake up during the night—aren’t completely under the blanket, and how you need to hide them from the monsters that lurk under the bed. The nightly dilemma: Do you bring your toes to safety by pulling them back under the blanket, with the risk that if you don’t do it slowly enough, the monsters might notice your entire body and devour it? Or do you leave the toes out, where the monsters will eat them for sure, but in the process save the rest of your limbs? An impossible dilemma.


Both—toes and teeth—are body parts I have lost and that, in a magical way, have grown back.


GROSSMEER’S MOUTH


Grossmeer’s mouth was a landscape in perpetual motion, in time-lapse. She talked incessantly, and when she wasn’t talking— because she was drinking or eating or watching television—her mouth made every noise imaginable: slurping, coughing, hemming, sharply sucking in air, snorting, noisily licking her lips, testing the spaces between her teeth with her tongue and clearing out any leftover food.


Grossmeer always wore lipstick, an old-lady color between traffic-light red and Barbie pink. It bled onto her teeth, and she would wipe it off with a white cotton handkerchief and precise, hard movements. The lipstick disappeared, and she reapplied it again and again, but it kept retreating—an ebbing tide. The fine creases split her lips: cracks in a brittle rock face. The child wondered how something like that could happen, it stood before the mirror, pressed both hands firmly against its own smooth lips and felt sure Grossmeer’s lips had been torn through carelessness. This wouldn’t happen to the child. It would make sure its lips didn’t tear, not ever, it would hold them tightly. There were tiny holes above Grossmeer’s lips where the dark beard hairs had grown while she was pregnant with Meer. The child knew that Grossmeer’s mouth was what kept her alive, this restless machine.


GROSSMEER’S TEETH


Grossmeer never threw away a piece of bread. She bought fresh bread whenever the child came to visit. She gave the child the fresh bread. She ate the hard stuff herself. There is no hard bread, no bread is hard. The hard bread crunched between her teeth. Grossmeer was so proud of her teeth. “My parents lost all their teeth by the age of thirty,” she said—she stressed, whenever the conversation turned to teeth, food, illness, hygiene, or the past. “My meer was so proud she could pay for us to see the dentist, you can’t even imagine,” she said with an eerie smile that bared her teeth. The child was afraid the bread could break Grossmeer’s precious teeth. Each time Grossmeer ate hard bread, the child spoke to the bread first. Using its magic gaze and quiet voice, it said, “Dear hard bread. Please don’t be too hard on Grossmeer’s teeth. She’s so proud of them. Look how soft I am, how delicate, please absorb a bit of my delicateness.” The child tensed up its belly and made a magic spell there, gathered the delicateness in its gaze, and sent droplets of it into the hard bread.


Grossmeer’s teeth were big and white, like mountains, and they were always glittering, because Grossmeer was always talking. If the bread was too hard, Grossmeer suddenly stood up, tongue pressed against her gums, and prepared a plate of milk and a plate of egg and salt and pepper. Grossmeer didn’t say a word while she was making French toast. It was perhaps the only silence she had. The child knew it was to blame that the bread was too hard. It should have tried harder. It resolved to practice its magic gaze. At home, it found a stone, went into the chicken coop, sat down in front of the stone, and gave it all its delicateness. The child was very strict with itself.


GROSSMEER’S FRENCH TOAST


When Grossmeer made French toast, first softening each slice of bread in the plate of milk, then dunking it in the egg plate and frying it in butter, her tongue swept like a cat’s tail over her gums, which were bleeding from the hard bread. The child always got the first slices of French toast. Grossmeer placed the cinnamon-sugar tin, decorated with gentian flowers, on the red-and-white-checked tablecloth; the tin was an heirloom from her own Grossmeer, one that she had already mended six times. The glue formed yellowish scars that cut the gentians into pieces. The mocha spoon was in the already-mixed cinnamon sugar. The child didn’t like French toast, even though it was the only meal where the child was allowed to help itself to sugar. No matter how much sugar the child heaped on, the bitter aftertaste remained: the French toast was here in place of all the bread Grossmeer hadn’t had. But what the child liked even less than the French toast itself was Grossmeer during the French toast. I remember how the child had to look away. I remember the child staring at the French toast. Its eggy, yellowish skin, the grains of sugar over it. And Grossmeer’s noises. Choking it down, though the French toast was still far too hot. The gulping and slurping and panting and puffing. Balancing an overly hot morsel on her teeth, baring her teeth, drawing back her lips, clamping the morsel to the side of her teeth—because teeth aren’t as sensitive to temperature— breathing out the hot air; this hissing, waiting until the morsel has cooled a little so she can swiftly gulp it down. The hunger that’s older than Grossmeer herself.


The child never left Grossmeer alone in her hunger-loneliness. But it could only bear her when it was thinking about magical things. The nursery rhyme “Heile, heile Segen.” Twinkling. Healing. Hex Hex. It also understood, in its belly, the color of the French toast: this smooth yellow, the same yellow as the glue that held the sugar tin together. This union of glue and French toast. It didn’t like how Grossmeer dished up its glued-togetherness in such a way that the words for French-toast-feelings were always missing, and the child doused the French-toast-yellow with cinnamon sugar, a brown-white blanket. It wanted to tell Grossmeer it didn’t like French toast, but sensed this wasn’t an option, because Grossmeer didn’t differentiate between herself and French toast, just as she didn’t differentiate between her hand and the child’s legs.


REMNANTS


Things that surrounded the child were never outside of it; the child had no skin, and the world flowed in and out. Sometimes things surface that I’ve learned are called childhood memories. They feel incredibly intimate, but are actually impersonal, collective:


Learning to count from one to twenty.


Saying thank you, always, constantly, and saying sorry.


Politely answering the questions “How old are you?” and “Are you a boy or a girl?”


Playing outside, lying on your back in the grass, hoping it won’t get dark yet, not for a long time yet, that it won’t ever get dark, not ever, that you’ll always be able to run through this golden light, this fragrant air in which the entire day rests like a rose chafer beetle on a peony.


Playing games that grown-ups think you like, where they think they’re doing you a favor by playing them with you.


Speaking the Meer language properly.


Being silent, which was called being good.


Being afraid of strangers, which was called having stranger anxiety.


Holding back tears, which was called being strong.


Being afraid of going to sleep; being afraid of not waking up again; being afraid of losing your eyesight in the darkness without realizing (because you can’t see anything). This was called being difficult.


Finding your balance on the bicycle for the first time and the resulting giddy euphoria, as though the whole world were made of chocolate; the feeling of being able to ride to the end of the world, to America, around the moon and back.


Because I remember these things, I know there was once a child there, but this child doesn’t feel like me. I don’t know whether these things I’ve listed are my childhood memories or whether someone told me about them and I can no longer remember who, or whether I read them and can no longer remember where. I’m trying to write about this time that’s missing inside me, that was stuck inside this child. Perhaps home isn’t a place, but a time.


What I do remember, remember more vividly than anything, is Grossmeer. It’s as though my memory didn’t put much effort into holding on to me, but instead held on to Grossmeer. My Grossmeer’s name is Rosmarie, and she was a monster.


BODY: TODAY


Even today, I don’t properly feel my body; I’m always bumping into things, into table corners and legs, open doors and cupboards, I’m jostled and I jostle. I don’t know where I start and where I stop. When I cook, I often cut or burn myself and realize too late. When I grate cheese or carrots, I grate myself too. Then there’s skin missing, me missing. My body, this remnant, this transformed ancientness, this matter that has already held countless other forms: rock, earth, plants, air, bacteria, fungi.


I only feel my body when I give it away, when I offer it to others, when they push inside me, penetrating the self-erected boundaries of my body and leaving themselves behind. My primary need isn’t to feel cocks inside me, I need to feel myself; the pulsating cloak around the cocks. This body is capable of taking in extraordinarily large things when it relaxes, without feeling the slightest pain. Pain comes when you resist the intruding object or when you want to push it out. I have never resisted when other bodies pushed into me.


I’m sitting here at my desk, writing you this, Grossmeer, on the MacBook Pro I bought eight years ago with your Christmas money, I’m sitting on one of the wooden chairs you gave me (you hardly ever receive guests anymore, as you said, and only need two chairs), I’m sitting on my backside, which was penetrated half an hour ago by a man I’ve met twice, a man who’s no more than twenty and—according to postcoital small talk—is a butcher and wants to move to LA to make reggaeton music.


I’m writing you this, Grossmeer, because for a long time I’ve been trying to do what I want with my body: to talk about it as I want, to move it as I want, to enjoy it as I want. To say how goddamn heavenly it feels to be fucked, how devilishly good to walk the streets and feel the sperm leaving my body ever so slowly, slower than honey, slower than the pine-cone syrup you always drizzle on your last piece of French toast. That it feels so fucking good when the semen, someone else’s lust, trickles down between my butt cheeks and makes tangible this shame-laden zone, these body parts that conventional language names in degrading, violent ways. How incredibly soft and alive a penetrated ass feels. As though I were made entirely of silk.


I’m writing you this with the beech tree in sight, and the blood beech comes back to me, a really early memory comes back to me, I’m lying in the grass, you lean over me, and behind you the sky is made of blood beech leaves. I’m writing you this to write against the contempt I’ve felt for this body for as long as I can remember, the contempt that may be partly responsible for my having so few memories of it. How can you capture something that always yields, blurs, dissolves? I’m writing this to write against the body negativity I’ve inherited; maybe not from you directly, but from the Christian Central European culture. It’s not about attributing blame, it’s about unraveling the threads that have woven us; disentangling the threads that knot together those of us who suffer under masculinity, that have shackled each of us in a cocoon of silence, shame, and hypocrisy. It’s about being able to say: sex—regardless of whether it’s penetrative or nonpenetrative—is something wonderful, and it’s about asserting that penetrated bodies are bodies just as much as penetrating and unpenetrated bodies are. We are not objects, we’re neither devils nor angels, we are dull-as-ditchwater creatures of the twilight just like everyone else.


I’m writing you this because I was afraid of you as a child, because I felt you never had a body, because I’m still angry that you used me, used my body; angry that you looked after me, held me, stroked me, so you could off-load your unprocessed story into me, just like your meer used your body and her meer used your meer. I’m writing this because I only exist through your body, because I’m your continuation and because I no longer want to continue certain things. I’m writing this because—like Meer and you—I can’t talk about the things that really matter to me, I’m writing this because: as long as I’m writing, I may not be speaking, but I’m not being silent either.


GROSSMEER’S RASPBERRIES


Her rubies. Her treasure grew in the back garden. Grossmeer wore a shapeless white hat and carried various baskets, her chrättli. “The raspberry harvest!” she said, laughing too loudly. Grossmeer’s hands scuttled nimbly over the bushes. The child didn’t dare run away, because Grossmeer might have thought it was running from her. Grossmeer said, like she did every year, that she had grown up in this garden where the child is growing up. That her peer was unemployed. That every square inch of the garden was planted. That they squeezed food out of every patch of the large garden like juice from an apple.


Grossmeer picks methodically. The good raspberries are put in one chrättli; these will be sold. The overripe berries are made into raspberry liquor. The squashed berries are made into cakes, syrup, or jam. The fallen berries, if they still look good, go in the last chrättli, together with the squashed berries. When they’re no longer “good,” that is, when they’re “just bits,” Grossmeer eats them right there and then. Grossmeer only eats the moldy raspberries. Otherwise, once winter comes, you could find yourself thinking about those raspberries you didn’t eat because they were a bit moldy, and then you curse yourself and feel a hole in your belly, and for the rest of your life you’ll never be able to fill this hole, no matter how many raspberries you eat. Grossmeer harvests raspberries until she can no longer see herself. Her fingertips have become fingerberries: red from juice and swollen from prickles. Her eyes are red from all the raspberries she’s eaten with her eyes, from fear she might miss a berry. Grossmeer, why do you have such a big mouth?


GROSSMEER’S HANDS, SECOND INSTALLMENT


When I pictured your hands again now, Grossmeer, how they plucked the raspberries, how they “scuttled nimbly over the bushes,” I also saw your hands knitting, your index and middle fingers and thumbs; this clattering, clacking, clanging textile machine that moved untiringly around itself, conjuring up firm fabric from loose threads; this thread-tying machine, like a body detached from your body, working like a spider’s jaw; a spider that spins its threads into a tight cocoon around its victim before sucking it dry. Although—no, that’s not right, spiders spin their threads with their hindquarters, so the image that came to me is inaccurate. Or is there some justification after all, were your knitting hands actually a second, independent body that was both mouth and hindquarters, that simultaneously devoured and produced while you were watching the daily news, while you were watching me, while you were forbidding me from doing this and ordering me to do that?


I was bewitched by your knitting. “Bestitched,” wink wink, sound the subtlety alarm. I really wanted to learn to knit too. But Meer didn’t want that for me, she couldn’t knit, or at least that’s what she told me. “It’s girlie shit. While the boys did sports, we had to practice knitting patterns for hours on end. And while men made the world, the decisions and all the important stuff, women had to sit at home and darn the men’s clothes. I forgot how to knit as soon as I left school, so I can’t teach you.” That’s why you taught me how to knit, Grossmeer. I sit on your lap, your arms hold me, your hands enclose my little hands, your fingers pull the thread, across and over, tie the thread, it comes from the left and goes to the right, I feel the thread pass beneath my fingertips, and as I write this to you, as I write on the computer, my fingers feel the knitting, they’re surrounded again by your rough, coarse, hard fingers, spider legs, your spider jaw, your back, front, your parts, I’m part of you; in knitting and in writing alike—I’m connected to you.


GROSSMEER’S TELEVISION


I remember that only Grossmeer had a TV. I remember the child’s battles with Peer. Sleeping Beauty, Snow White, and Bambi versus football matches, ski races, and athletics. I remember the threat: You’ll go square-eyed if you watch too much TV. This threat didn’t apply to the grown-ups; their eyes always remembered their form. After each film, the child ran to the bathroom. It didn’t trust the feel of its fingers, it had to check the eyes’ roundness in the mirror. Once, while watching Beauty and the Beast, it starts to feel sick and its eyes begin to hurt. It was convinced this was the sensation of the eyes transforming. It sits down on the floor in front of the TV and looks in the mirror above the sofa. The mirror is round, the child watches the film through it. Watching indirectly like this feels safe. The indirect gaze is always safer. Concealed within the writing-about-Grossmeer is a wanting-to-write-about-Meer.


GROSSMEER’S APARTMENT


Grossmeer’s apartment is the scene of my childhood that’s clearest in my memory, clearer than the house I grew up in and where I actually spent more time. I was always afraid of Grossmeer’s apartment. Entering it was like stepping into a lake. Dim light, falling in thin rays. Layers of the past that you could stir up but never get rid of. Thick curtains and dark furniture, masks from “exotic” lands, with real hair and cows’ teeth. Every sound was muffled: the apartment was covered with thick rugs, even the walls. And there were clothes everywhere, coats in particular, with at least one coat stand in every room, and she had two wardrobes. It was as though she were expecting a lot of people whom she wanted to clothe. But nobody ever visited except us.


The child found every object in Grossmeer’s apartment monstrous, ugly. These “exotic” masks on the walls, the Persian rugs, the heavy, dark-wood furniture, the truckli from all over the world, the few paintings, in pseudo-Impressionist style. Today I think Grossmeer was using these furnishings to communicate her social status. She had been a poor farmgirl with five or six siblings—depending on whether you counted Irma—whose peer was unemployed and had built with his own hands the house in Ostermundigen—still just a village outside Bern back then—in which Grossmeer, Meer, and I had all grown up. Grossmeer had been a beautiful young woman, and she climbed the social ranks through marriage. Only now do I really understand the extent to which her furnishings signal how often and far she was able to travel, all the countries she’d seen, and the valuable items she was able to acquire there. That the child thought the furnishings ugly is something for which I now feel very sorry.


Nonetheless, for me her apartment was always filled with an unbearable emptiness, as though she were living inside one of her truckli.


GROSSMEER’S PLACES


There are certain places and spaces that I associate with Grossmeer. Most are spaces of the emerging middle class and many are imbued with her life’s great credo: saving money.


Old ladies’ beauty salons, named with labored wordplay (e.g., the Hair Necessities, Jacqueline’s Hairmony Salon, Hair Trade, Bright and Curly, the Cutting Edge, Tress ’n’ Impress, the Top Knot), with the smell of cheap hair spray in the air, with bourgeois magazines for women (Annabelle, Für Sie, Donna, Schweizer Illustrierte, Glückspost, Emma, Mein schöner Garten, Zeit für mich). Orchids on the windowsill and dryer hoods. Although I don’t have a concrete memory of having accompanied Grossmeer, I feel close to her when I see one of those hair salons. She had a perm for many years.


Customs. Crossing the border to go shopping (“Everything’s so cheap there, you know, and it’s just as good”), then getting the VAT reimbursed on reentering Switzerland.


Kiosks, or more precisely: the lottery stand. The hope of winning the jackpot one day. Even though she was no longer in financial need. The same crowd there always: People who, when they go to cafés, swipe those little packets of sugar from the tables to take home with them.


Apartments that were built or furnished in the seventies. Like many families who started to do well for themselves, Grossmeer and Grosspeer bought a second home in the mountains. Dark wood, heavy dark-brown leather armchairs with those little buttons, kidney-shaped tables, oversized lamps with a long, movable arm that you can pull over the sofa when reading, rugs or wall tiles in those yellow-orange-brown tones with circular patterns or abstract flower designs. The orange of Ovaltine packaging.


H&M stores. Grossmeer often took the child, and later the teenager, to this shop during visits. She wanted to buy it a present. I don’t know whether other clothes shops were too expensive, or whether she just didn’t know any other shops that made children’s clothes.


Cemeteries. All the times the child went with Grossmeer to her husband’s and Urgrossmeer’s graves. She never visited the grave of her son Nico, who was buried in the same cemetery.


The space I connect most with Grossmeer is the Migros supermarket. Even though she now had enough money, her life revolved predominantly around food, and she went to Migros almost every day. She always looked to see when the special offers were on, and then, on the very first day, she would set off for the hunt. She went to Migros because it was cheaper than its competitor, Coop. She did her big shop on Thursdays, because that’s double loyalty points day. When a friend told me these Thursdays were a store strategy to ease the load on the weekends—and the only people who can go shopping during the day on Thursday are, of course, pensioners—I laughed at first, then felt sad. I felt as though Grossmeer was being unwittingly manipulated. When I asked whether she knew why there were double points on Thursdays, she said: “Well, there have to be double points sometime.”


Grossmeer often took the child to the restaurant at Migros. It was always happy to go. It gave the child a feeling of being at home. The food isn’t great, but it’s cheap. Even today I always stare mesmerized into the Migros restaurant as I pass. Most of the customers are pensioners, manual laborers, alcoholics. I can’t bear to go in, though, it reminds me too much of Grossmeer. I’ve decided I’ll go to eat there someday, after she has died.


ON PLAYING DRESS- UP


Grossmeer had a large wardrobe filled with children’s clothes, girls’ clothes. They were old, little white-and-pink skirts, frills, embroidered hems, hair ribbons, little white socks. There’s a phase when the child is still very small—I can’t remember now how it started—a phase when it always goes to this wardrobe and lays out clothes for itself, on Grossmeer’s big bed, assembles an outfit and puts it on, while Grossmeer waits in the kitchen. Once the child is content, she goes to the kitchen, knocks on the door, Grossmeer says, “Who is it?” The child struts in, tossing her head to the side as though she has long hair, and Grossmeer throws up her hands in admiration: “How beautiful you are, no really, how gorgeously beautiful.” And the child turns as though on a catwalk, showing herself, tossing seductive looks and blowing kisses, then gets changed, next outfit. This goes on for three or four outfits, then Grossmeer says it’s time for a story. I believe the child was never happier than in these moments, and never loved Grossmeer more deeply than when—in a high, ecstatic voice—she was praising the child’s beauty. When the child put her original clothes back on, Grossmeer said, “Don’t tell Meer, okay, this is our little secret.” She winked at the child. The child winked back.


I don’t know how long this dressing-up phase at Grossmeer’s lasted; it could have been six months or it might have happened just two or three times. I remember that once, when the child came into the kitchen in girls’ clothes, Grossmeer said very roughly, “Get changed, those are girls’ clothes, and you’re not a girl.” The child was hit by an immense shame that had already been lurking for a long time outside the windows, outside the door, and that then came bursting, gushing in. The child changed as quickly as it could, and it was as though everything had eyes, the walls, the lamps, the mirror; a wave of shame crashed against its limbs, a shame it had already felt from afar, and had only been able to hold at bay for so long, because all of this had happened in Grossmeer’s apartment: a space without fixed whereabouts, a ship. This was when the child began to hate Grossmeer. Years later, the question: Whose clothes are they anyway? And why was Grossmeer keeping them? Or for whom?


PATHS IN THE SAND


A shift has taken place since I started writing to you, Grossmeer. I’m slowly remembering other things too, not just you. Unearthed things. But I’m still not anything fixed. I’m a sandbank, camouflaging myself as an island. The tides erode me, the ebb carries me away, dissolves me, the flow washes new things ashore. In our family, everyone always called everyone by the wrong names. The women were inadvertently called by their sisters’, meers’, friends’ names. The men by their peers’, cousins’, grosspeers’ names. Meer always got so wound up when you called her Ida-err-Rosmarie-err-Irma. But Meer herself would also call me Nico-err-Hans-err-child. And I’ve begun to do this too, unintentionally. I’m searching for paths into myself, into my body-memory. I’ve started this manuscript a gazillion times already, I’ve constructed plots ad nauseam. But it doesn’t work, this plotting business, these already-trodden paths in the sand. The path has to emerge along the way.


I’m writing quickly, but am I writing quickly enough? I spoke to you on the phone today, Grossmeer. Even though you’re back home now, you were very confused, and didn’t know where you were. “What did you do with that geranium?” you asked. “Meer took it home to nurse it back to health,” I lied. “Can’t you take it?” she said. “You know they don’t survive at her house. Do you remember when she let all my geraniums wither away, bub?” I said yes. “Please, you take them.” I made some vague assurance. You don’t know I don’t have a balcony; you’ve never been to my home.


GROSSMEER’S GERANIUMS


Grossmeer’s geraniums were everywhere. No: Grossmeer’s geraniums are everywhere. They grew and grow on her balcony, in borders, they run rampant through the landscapes of my memory. Grossmeer loved her geraniums, Grossmeer spoke to her geraniums like people speak to ailing babies. The geranium-whisper was the only whisper Grossmeer had. Chüschele is Bern German for “whisper,” close to bäschele and häschele, “pamper, tend, care for too diligently.” Grossmeer had cultivated a different voice especially for the geraniums, a tenderness I don’t otherwise associate with her. Once, when Grossmeer was traveling and Meer had to look after the plants, one geranium plant died. One single plant out of many. Grossmeer raged. Meer was silent. I can’t imagine Meer not being jealous of the geraniums. Even the child was jealous of Grossmeer’s concern for her geraniums.


Grossmeer’s geraniums were relocated pieces of her body. She only had the red ones, never the pinkish-red. When Grossmeer prepared salad, she always mixed in thin slices of carrots or beetroot that she grated, cutting herself almost every time. She couldn’t feel where her body stopped. Then she would cry out loudly, the blood ran out of her, and I looked inside her. These fine slices of her skin, of her insides, were just like the geranium blossoms: blood-red bundles, bound together in frills.


Grossmeer checked on her geraniums multiple times each day. Her flesh, her rampant flesh. Luminous; the geraniums were visible even from a great distance, like if you were traveling into Bern by train. Hung out for all to see, Grossmeer’s flesh, growing, more abundant with every passing year. Here, my body. She poured all her loneliness into these flowers.


The city of Bern awards a prize for the most beautiful geraniums, and Grossmeer won twice. A bourgeois award for housewives who contribute to the beauty of the city’s image. I can’t remember what she won the first time, but the second time she won an apron with a bear on it. She didn’t need it; she had numerous aprons, ancient ones, red-and-white-checked, blue, pink-red, and they never wore out. “You like cooking, don’t you need an apron?” I was eight, I was in a very different place and said, “But, Grossmeer, I don’t want an apron, that’s for women.” She looked at me in amazement. “You’re right, how silly of me.”


I carried out undercover investigations and wrote my thesis on the history of the geranium. I traced its origins, how it came from the South African hinterlands to Europe with the help of the Dutch East India Company, how it became a fashionable flower, an exotic jewel in the estates of the colonial rulers, how later it was cultivated on a huge scale so its essence could be extracted for perfume production, how it came via Switzerland to Germany, where it was ultimately claimed by nationalist discourse: red like the flag and resilient like the people. I felt very close to Grossmeer while I was researching, a wordless closeness that came by roundabout means.


THE INVISIBLE THINGS


One day the child was on the bus with Meer, and an overweight woman boarded. The child began to sing operatically: “Ohhh, I’m so big, I’m so faaat, no-ooo-one thinks I’m all thaaat . . .” Meer yanked the child’s arm to make it be quiet. When she said, through clenched teeth, that this wasn’t nice for the fat woman, the child, too clever by half, said, “But I said I’m fat, not her.” Meer said, “Yes, but she knows you mean her.” The child was stunned by this idea. “How can she know?” It visualized the words it had sung in a very material way; little clouds that, instead of dispersing into the air, buzz around and whisper to the woman, “Fat means you.” And even after that they still didn’t disappear.


I think this is how the child perceived things the adults didn’t talk about. It had an intuition, a tuning fork, that vibrated with the things it didn’t see. The things from the past, the feelings that were all the more present because nobody spoke of them.


Childhood feels like a dead hare beside a dirt road that’s slowly being decomposed by ants, flies, bacteria, and fungi. This feeling of things disappearing, although it isn’t a disappearing at all, but a transformation, a translation of body to another body, of hare to worm, to flies, to world, of present to ever-present-past, of stories into silence, of Grossmeer to me.


SPIDERS


There were spiders in the basement of our house. They scuttled out of corners, drains, cracks in the floor. Meer never went into the basement without a broom. Meer killed the spiders with the broom, or vacuumed them up. “Sometimes I wake up at night,” Meer said, “and imagine the spiders building nests inside the vacuum cleaner. The children of the vacuumed-up spiders crawl out of the vacuum cleaner when darkness falls.” She scalded the really big ones with hot water. Grossmeer said, “The spiders are in the ground beneath the house. They’re older than us. You can kill as many as you want, they’ll still survive.” The spiders are waiting until the humans have disappeared.


THE FEAR OF GROSSMEER


Grossmeer was always unpredictable, and could fly into a rage out of nowhere; a devilish fury. Grossmeer was a dragon.


When the child reaches puberty, it becomes a he, a teenager, and the teenager has a conversation in the car with Meer. He is seventeen; Meer in her early forties. They’ve been living in Winterthur, in northern Switzerland’s Zürich canton, for about ten years. Meer says she misses Bern since they moved away, that she misses Bern like a body part. The teenager says, “So just go to Bern more often.” Meer says she can’t. That once she went to Bern, just like that, for herself. Without telling Grossmeer that she was in the city. And of course she ran into Grossmeer, in the center of Bern. And she says Grossmeer annihilated her. Meer recounts a memory: She’s fifteen, making out with a boy behind the school. When she gets home, she knows immediately that Grossmeer knows. Even before she sees Grossmeer, she senses it. As though the apartment had become a hostile ground. Then Grossmeer appears. “You’re no longer my daughter.” As Meer tells the story, her voice trembles, and her eyes have solidified. The teenager senses immense fear. He says, “Yes, but you weren’t a grown-up then. Now you are. You can do whatever you want.” Meer screams at the teenage boy, “No I can’t, you have no idea what it’s like, how Grossmeer is, she can be awful, no, I can’t go to Bern while she’s there, I can’t go to Bern without having to visit her. She’s a spider, lurking in the city, in her dark corner, spinning her web across the whole city. That’s why we stay away from the city.” This is when the teenage boy understands that childhood is never over, not even for adults.
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