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For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; 

			then we shall see face to face. 

			Now I know in part; 

			then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.

			—1 Corinthians 13:12

		


		
			free me from my stress
through bitches

		


		
			1

			A head doesn’t just fall off, it can’t fall off. It’s connected to a thin string that goes all the way down to a person’s feet, and if the head falls, so does everything else. You should avoid breaking your head, but you can break your limbs. When you break a limb, you remember the limb is there. When a tooth gets infected, it vibrates inside, almost as if it’s speaking. When you pinch your hand, it suddenly appears. If a person puts an eye out, it becomes the main thing about them. In truth, the body is soft. People are soft. Their hands are soft, more tender than wood, softer than plastic or shells, they are softer than fruit, more tender than the majority of things on Earth. You can pierce through them with a needle, with a nail, it would be easy, you wouldn’t even have to push that hard. There’s nothing easier than piercing through someone’s hand with a pike or a piece of wood. If you lose your hands they might as well rot, there will still be arms left behind. Not your head. A head doesn’t just fall off. 

			  Some robots wear heads like ornaments. You can change their heads, unscrew them, you can change their appearance, but their minds stay the same. Salim was imagining robots, several cities full of robots run by robots. A family of robots in a normal house, the sound of their feet on the stairs, their talking, eating. A regular family. Then he stopped imagining. He was looking at himself in his phone screen, his face was changing. The reflection was speaking, the reflection was proud and sad. Salim said: What do you want? The reflection stayed silent.

			  The father had little black wrinkles on his lips, he said: What do I want? I want the house to be clean, but you all leave so many marks behind I can’t even count them. If I count one fingerprint, I look more closely, and it’s really ten, and if I count ten, I look even more closely, and it’s really 100, and if I count 100, I spend the whole day counting. It’s like you and your sister have 1,200 fingers, do you really have 1,200 fingers between the two of you? You and your sister? How many fingers do you have, one million? Do you and your sister have eight billion fingers? That’s the real question. That’s the real question, Salim. 

			  This father’s lips produced short, abrupt sounds against his gums. He wrung out a sponge and dunked it in water, wrung it out and dunked it again. He pointed a fork at the ceiling and said: You need to understand that you can’t just do whatever you want. One day, the police are going to ring the doorbell and they’re going to take you away. They’ll put both your hands behind your back, and then what? What will you do then, Salim? Standing there with both your hands behind your back? Think about it, you have to think. 

			  The father’s hair was like dead grass on his skull. Just one match, and the whole thing would go up in flames, there would be nothing but ash. Salim imagined his father on fire, then he imagined his father in ashes, then he imagined his father alive with shining hair. He took a photo of his father. He added a filter to his father, and the father had long, soft, blond hair. He said: Are you listening to me? Salim formed the word: Yes. And the word: Dad. He repeated the word: Dad. He felt as if his voice were something outside of himself, as if his voice came from the walls or the surfaces around him, as if his own voice didn’t come out of his throat but the air surrounding things, as if his voice didn’t exist. He said: Da-a-a-a-ad, but he didn’t hear his own voice, he heard the outlines, he heard the edges.

			  When a voice finishes a word, it disappears. 

			  The voice was coming out, it was alive. It said: Dad, dad, dad, dad, and the word was a movement in his mouth. He said: Da-a-a-a-a-ad, and the voice was a thing in the world. Maybe the word was a thing in the world with the voice. Maybe certain animals could see words in the air, little animals, flies, insects. He said: Dad, dad, dad.

			  What do you want for god’s sake?

			  Nothing . . . I’m thinking.

			  The father mumbled and dunked his hands in the sink. He said: Listen, if you don’t scrub the table, it gets disgusting. Are you listening to me? I’m going to ask you a question, Salim: Who wants a disgusting table? No one. I’m going to ask you another question: Who wants to drink disgusting water? No one. Every time you leave a sponge in water, it sucks the water up. That’s its job. Then you put the sponge in your hand and the hand washes. You have to wipe your hand over bags of rice, bags of sugar, and even vegetables, cabbage stalks, tomatoes. When sugar gets dirty, it’s disgusting. Does anyone on Earth want disgusting sugar? No. Nobody, Salim. Nobody wants that.

			  The father kneeled against the wall and scrubbed the wall with the wall sponge. He scrubbed the baseboards with the baseboard sponge. The father had many, many sponges in cupboards, in basins, in the sink, on the edge of the bathtub, and in his pockets. Of every color and every material. He always had a sponge in his hand. A table sponge to make the table shine, a dust sponge to chase away the dust, a sponge for hard things, a sponge for soft things, an old sponge for broken objects, a new sponge for precious objects. And for cleaning the sponges, he had several sponges for sponges. A long sponge for long sponges, a short sponge for short sponges, sponges in pieces for pieces of sponge. The father would pick up his sponges, he would hold them.

			  Sometimes, the father imagined sponges inside of people. What if you could wipe down people’s insides with a sponge? If you could wipe down lungs with a sponge? A lung sponge for people with sick lungs. If you could wipe down the stomach with a sponge? A brain sponge for people with sick brains, a sponge on a heart, gliding down a heart, into the arteries and behind the eyes. Wiping the slate clean with a sponge. Cleaning old days, old scenes. A sponge for cleaning looks, one for the kitchen, for the knives, for fights, a sponge for everything.

			  If sponges moved by themselves, they would slide over passersby, over their faces and the streets, over luggage, they would slide over their mouths, which would be smooth forever. The father scrubbed, he scrubbed, he said: I scrub the doors so they close. Think about it, Salim, if you don’t scrub a door, it squeaks, and one day, it doesn’t close anymore. Who wants a door like that? A door that doesn’t close? And the light switches, you can’t forget the light switches, Salim. If you forget the light switches, they get rusty, they fall off, one day, you’re in the dark. And we’d be worse off in the dark. Now, Salim, think, if we don’t wash the walls, guess what happens. It’s bad. You have to take care of things, otherwise, they collapse.

			  The father got up on his stepladder to clean the ceiling with the ceiling sponge. He whistled and whistled, then he polished the corner of the wall, he leaned over and over, then he cleaned the floor with the floor sponge. He scrubbed Salim’s chair with the chair sponge, he went up and up, and he wiped the sweater sponge over Salim’s sweater and the ear sponge over the edge of his son’s ears, he went down and down, and he wiped the sponge over his shoes, his pants, he went back up and up, and he wiped the sponge over his eyebrows and his cheeks. He said: I’m washing you, my son.

			  He wiped the neck sponge over his son’s neck and the ankle sponge over his lower legs. This was his son, his grown-up son, and his affairs were his own. One day, children choose their affairs and these affairs belong to them. Salim didn’t move, he was used to it, he touched his screen.

			  He zoomed in on the face of a man who’d just won 75 million in the lotto. This man didn’t have eyebrows, his cheeks sagged. In the article, he said: The day I won, I felt afraid. I was afraid of losing the ticket. It was a formless fear. At home, I hid the ticket in a package of melba toasts. Who would steal melba toasts? Since then, I’ve slept poorly. In my dreams, every night, I lose the ticket. I lose it, and I never stop losing it.

			  The father was cleaning his son’s hands as they held his phone. He said: If you keep leaning over that device, your organs are going to drop. They’re going to come out of your mouth and you’re going to vomit up your organs. You’re all going to vomit up your organs. You’ll watch the news one day and the announcers will say: They’re losing their organs, they’re vomiting them up.

			  The father wiped a sponge over the windows. He looked outside while he scrubbed, he was looking for the neighbor. She was always moving, she wandered through her large house, she spied on people. That was her life. Behind a curtain or on the garden wall, on her knees in the yard, lying down with her arms stretched out, in the dormer window or on the roof, her hair sticking out, behind a post, she was thin, all you had to do was wait, she’d show up. The father saw the neighbor sitting on the roof, looking through binoculars, she waved. From far away, her mouth was a hole. He tried to understand her. One day, she’d dropped off a letter for the father, it said:


				Sir, you look like a neighbor I had as a child. He was an 	old man when I was young, which means he’s dead. May 	he rest in peace. Now it’s a pleasure to watch your face 	like it’s my job. It brings me back to my childhood body. 	Be kind, eyes are tax free as far as I know, and there’s 	no shortage of problems in the world. Please, grant your 	image to

			                    Your old neighbor.



			Since then, from time to time, the father would try to see himself as a neighbor. He would try to get inside the mind of his neighbor to see himself as a neighbor. 

			  In the mind of a neighbor, we’re all neighbors. Our faces are the neighbor’s face. If a neighbor runs into us on the opposite end of the globe, they run into their neighbor. They could run into us at sea, on an airplane, in the hospital, or on Neptune, they’d still be running into their neighbor. If our neighbor runs into us in a dream, they’re running into their neighbor. We are a thing in their thoughts. From birth, we get inside other people’s thoughts. The father had lived in other people’s thoughts. He’d been looked at. People who are alive are looked at by other people who are alive. Children live in the thoughts of their parents and parents in the thoughts of their children. All the people on Earth have been seen, they’ve been looked at. When they were born, a doctor touched their stomachs, nurses measured their heads and their feet. A person who isn’t looked at doesn’t exist, cannot exist. People who aren’t looked at don’t exist. People who are blind look around like everyone else, through the power of their hands. Every person we run into has been looked at by their parents, their aunts, their cousins, by a horse, they’ve been looked at by their beloved one evening in the light, by their friends, by a deer, from up above by birds, or from the side by a lizard.

			  People resemble the traits we give them and thoughts transform into facial features, wrinkles, gestures. Every thought leaves a mark on a person, even hermits hidden away in their caves. They live in the thought of the word hermit, in the images of the word hermit in other people’s thoughts. We don’t know how other people see because we don’t have their eyes, we don’t have their nerves, we don’t have their minds, we don’t have their veins, but the father looked at his reflection in the windowpane, made an effort, and saw himself as a neighbor. A childhood neighbor, someone dead. And he said to himself: Hello, Sir, and answered himself: Hello. He wondered if the neighbor spied on him at night, maybe she didn’t sleep. That poor, poor woman, her son was crazy.

			  The neighbor’s son was a skinny boy. He walked the streets at night, his arms at his sides. Last year, she’d had to send him to a hospital because he was talking to aliens. He’d face the wall, and he’d talk to the inhabitants of other planets, he’d say: I’m waiting for you. At the hospital, the neighbor’s son acted like the devil himself. He put pins in the surgeons’ gloves and blocked the elevators. He cut the hair of people in comas and turned the lights out during operations. He was uncontrollable, the doctors had to tie him down. They had to do electroshock therapy for months. Was the neighbor’s son sleeping now? The father didn’t know. But at night, the father would put small objects on the table. Pots, utensils, he arranged them by size in his workspace. He’d take an object, dunk it into the dishwater, and it was as if the water spoke to him. It said: I am water, I am clean, I am long-lasting, I am calm, I am slippery.

			  The father would plunge his hands, his arms, and his elbows into the water and the water took him, it took him. If he could have, the father would have plunged his legs and his entire body into the water. From behind, the father looked like he was ramming things into his stomach. His elbows moved slowly as if he was moving a dagger around in his guts. He said: You guys think this stuff washes itself, but the house would fall apart if I weren’t here. Your sister would fall apart and you would fall apart and your grandmother would fall apart. You would all fall apart if I weren’t here. I had to ask them to give us this house, Salim. I got on my knees at the mayor’s feet, he’s the one who decides. All the trees you see in town, the mayor’s the one who made them grow. We’re lucky. Do you think we were the only ones who wanted the old school? This huge house, this huge school, this huge kitchen, these long hallways, your enormous bedrooms, are you listening to me? If you never leave the house, they’re going to take it from us, Salim. We won’t have a house anymore. You have to understand. Well . . . at least, if they come, they’ll see that everything is clean. They might throw us out, but the house will be clean. I want to hear them say: These people are clean. And if there are any disasters—because disasters happen, there are always disasters—and if there are any disasters, we’ll call the firemen, so the firemen will see the house is clean, they’ll say: These people are dead, but they’re clean. They might be dead, but they’re clean. Try to wear clean underwear, Salim, always wear clean underwear. The social worker is going to come if you continue on like this, you know. They are going to take our house, we’re going to lose everything. We’ll look around and the walls will be gone. Take a good look at the walls and the ceiling. Now, imagine a life without walls or a ceiling.

			  The father’s lips twisted. He scrubbed his own mouth with a sponge. He said: The social worker calls me every week. He turned around and said: At your age, you have to go out.

			  Salim liked two pictures on his phone. When he raised his head, his father was wiping the sponge over a bottle, his lips were twitching, his Adam’s apple was going up and down. Could he swallow it? Was he going to swallow it? Salim wrote the words adam’s and apple, then hit search. He found a sentence, he read: A laryngeal protuberance is a palpable lump on the anterior surface of the neck formed by the thyroid cartilage surrounding the larynx.

			  The father touched his neck. From all of the water, his nails had melted and his hands were soft. When he touched his body with his hands, it felt hard to him. He cleaned the big spoons and the forks, he cleaned the knives and the teaspoons, then he started all over again. He cleaned the spoons with the spoons and he cleaned the forks with the forks. When the father cleaned a spoon, it was as if he were cleaning all the spoons in the world since the dawn of time. He did it out of kindness, out of pure goodness. But while he was cleaning the big spoons, the little spoons got dusty, and while he cleaned the knives, the forks got dirty, so he’d start again, he’d go on for hours. One night, Salim found him with his head in the sink, the right half of his face underwater. Salim had said: What are you doing? and the father had straightened up with an expression on his face that couldn’t be trusted. He’d said: I’m washing up.

			  Now, the father was silent. You could hear the drops of water between his hands. Salim took a picture of his back, the father turned around. Salim took a picture of his face. He sent the picture to Jonathan. 

			*

			Jonathan turned his face to the sky and the sky was black.

			  He zoomed in on the back of the father’s neck, he zoomed in on his face, he wrote: Your father has heavy wrinkles. If you weighed his face and his wrinkles separately, his wrinkles would weigh more than his face. You ever thought of that? If you took the original weight of his face when he was young, the starting weight, and then you weighed his wrinkles, if you cut off all his wrinkles and weighed them, his wrinkles would be heavier than his face. Don’t you think? I hope I have heavy wrinkles when I’m older. I want heavy wrinkles. When you have heavy wrinkles, you can hide things in them, little things like pills and crumbs. Old people carry things around in their faces, usually crumbs. All they have to do is open their wrinkles to find food. They can’t starve to death anymore.

			  Children’s clothes were drying on the lines, you could hear the sound of plates and cutlery through the windows. A dog was following him with his eyes from a second-floor balcony. Television voices floated all the way down to him, they were superimposed, they crossed. Serious voices and sweet voices, loud voices and soft voices, laughter and ringing. One voice rose above the others. Jonathan recognized an ad for spaghetti. He could see it in his mind, a woman singing in Italian. She had brown hair, crossed eyes, and big hands that she waved in front of her face.

			  He wondered how many images were engraved in his mind like that, how many ads, how many words, shapes, songs, smells, scenes, faces, how many thousands of clips lived like that in his mind, and how many more would get in without him realizing. He wondered if the scenes in his mind belonged to his mind or if they belonged to the world. Was he made of this combination of images and memories, some abstract, some clearer, in his mind? Did his memories make him, or did he make his memories? He locked his phone, he shuddered once. 

			  The bathroom at the end of the courtyard was ugly, tiny, and warped, the door didn’t close. In the shower, Jonathan thought: Someone invented this place. Someone imagined it. All the places Jonathan had ever seen, all those places had been designed, invented by a person. All those places had been born in the mind of a person. We’re living in a person’s drawing, in their mind. Architects transform their thoughts into images, and these images are transformed into rooms, buildings, houses, parks, cities, roads. You think you’re walking down a street, but you’re walking in the thoughts of a stranger. You think houses are built with stones, but houses are built with thoughts. You think plates have always existed, but someone invented the first plate. Someone invented combs, perfume, moustaches. You think things exist on their own, so you end up thinking they’ve always existed, however, someone invented speech, someone invented breathing, sleep, gestures. In the beginning, we probably didn’t move at all, but someone moved one day for the first time. People invent gestures. One day, someone brushed their teeth for the first time. One day, someone thought: I’m going to stick a knife in someone walking by, and they invented crime.

			  Electrical cables hung from the ceiling, and the steam produced tiny drops around the filaments. Jonathan closed his eyes and imagined the electricity in his body as a flash of blue lightning. The lightning came out of the cables, entered through his skull, and went all the way down to his feet. Do people who die from a lightning strike have time to think? When a person is struck by lightning, the thought they’re having stops, it freezes. The thought gets stuck, becomes a prisoner. No one else in the world will ever have this thought. He pulled on an old T-shirt. When he crossed the courtyard, the air surrounded his face. Then he went into his apartment, and he collapsed onto the couch.

			  The roommate was fiddling with a lighter shaped like an octopus, he was turning it between his fingers. He said: It’s a rechargeable lighter, I plug it into my computer. The roommate leaned his head forward and lifted his eyes like a demon, he maliciously stirred his pasta, he put a lot of salt on it. His nails were bitten to the quick, he picked his skin to his finger bones, and his fingers were round. Jonathan said: How does your lighter work? You plug it in and the flame comes out?

			  The whole room smelled like mold. Huge black mushrooms grew along the walls. There was an enormous leak spreading across the ceiling. The leak had become the center of the apartment. A drop of water fell in the roommate’s hair, he swiped at it with his thumb. He’d gotten so used to swiping at drops, it had become a tic. He spread it across his forehead, he didn’t look up. He put a piece of pasta in his mouth and swallowed it without chewing. A drop fell on the plate, he said: If we had to understand everything we use, we wouldn’t use anything. For example, do you understand your mouth? Do you understand the pronunciation of each letter in your mouth? We don’t need to understand everything, we wouldn’t be able to do anything if we understood things. We wouldn’t be able to tie our shoes, we wouldn’t be able to chew. Luckily, we don’t understand and we can’t explain. We don’t understand fire, but fire is good, fire is beautiful. We can tell fire is beautiful. Did I tell you I’ve burned down houses with this lighter? But I prefer burning electrical appliances. I often buy small electrical appliances, I buy calculators and I burn them. Small cheap calculators from supermarkets, I buy them and I burn them. I burn batteries, I burn machines. I once set a fire inside a fridge, guess what happened.

			  It exploded?

			  How did you know? Have you been reading my emails?

			  Jonathan said: No.

			  How did you know then?

			  The roommate’s eyes were two dry, black olives. He shrugged his shoulders almost up to his ears as if he were cold, he sniffed and he said: Before, I lived with this guy, and I burned his clothing. I didn’t think twice. I burned his shoes and his boxers. Everything burns easily. Nothing has trouble burning. The guy had a photo of his parents in his room, and I burned it, no problem. I giggled while I burned it, I was giggling. His parents’ faces twisted, they disappeared, and I was giggling, okay?

			  Jonathan locked his phone and he said: Okay.

			  I boiled his phone in milk. One day, I burned his leg hairs while he was sleeping, okay? What about you?

			  Jonathan scratched his cheek and felt a little scab, he pulled it off, he rolled it between his fingers, he flicked it away, he said: I might have burned a girl’s hair at school with matches, but I’m not sure. Maybe it wasn’t me. But I remember I got punished for it.

			  The roommate uncrossed his arms, made two gestures with his hands as if he were arranging things in the air, and he said: You’re too nice. I have the same problem. One day in my old apartment, I found a robber. He was taking the couch, he was trying to take it apart. I explained to him that it was better to steal the computers. Don’t you think? When you go into people’s houses, it’s better to steal the computers, right? They sell better, right?

			  Jonathan nodded, he had a gentle face. The roommate said: So, I showed him the computers, I said: This is what you should take, this is the stuff that sells. If you’re a robber, you should steal things that are expensive and light, expensive and light, things that are easy to transport. So, the robber took the computers, it was the only option, it was logical. I like logic. When my roommate came back, I told him: Your computer isn’t in your room anymore, but don’t worry, a guy stole it because he was a robber. Jonathan was almost smiling, he ran his hand over his face looking for dead skin. The roommate said: I fight a lot.

			  Who do you fight?

			  I fight randomly, look. And he stuck his fork in his pasta. He pressed his lips together, his nose wrinkled, and his veins bulged on his temples, on his neck. He sent all the pasta flying, and in one sharp movement, he stuffed all of it in his mouth. He swallowed. All at once. All the pasta. He burped. He lowered his chin with a demonic smile, he said: What about you? Who do you fight?

			  Jonathan wished he could have filmed the scene, but the scene had disappeared. He said: I got into a fight when I was sixteen. It ended badly.

			  Is the guy dead?

			  No, his stomach got cut open.

			  From a sword?

			  No, from a window.

			  The roommate turned his plate, he placed his elbow in the middle, and he rested his face on his fist. He said: Tell me. Jonathan said: When I was little, I spent my vacations with my cousin. He had a swimming pool, and we would fight underwater, it was our game. The rules were simple, we punched each other underwater, we hit each other. Whoever put their head above water first, lost. It was simple. We had a good time. But one day, my cousin lost, he lost for a long time, he lost a lot, he lost ten times, twenty times, twenty-eight times. His luck was completely gone, there was nothing he could do. We played, he lost. He took it badly, I heard him shouting underwater. He got out of the pool with clenched fists, he kept saying: What the hell is this? What the hell is this? My cousin slipped, he fell against a window, and it broke. My cousin fell into the crack, and his stomach split open. I was in the water, I saw the blood, I got out. He was holding his intestines in his hands, I was looking at him. Drops of water from my hair were falling into his wound. I was standing in warm sticky blood on the ground.

			  The roommate threw his plate on the table and hit his own head. He said: That’s not fighting. You have to breathe to fight, you can’t just do whatever. You can’t fight in water. I hope he’s dead. Is your cousin dead? Jonathan swiped two fingers across his screen and showed him pictures of a fireman, he said: That’s my cousin. The day he cut his stomach open, he knew he’d become a fireman. When the firemen were sewing him back up, he said: I’m going to be like you. The roommate said the letter P with a puff of air, he moved his head from right to left and then left to right, he said: You call putting flames out all day a real job? Aren’t flames beautiful? Aren’t they beautiful? Isn’t a flame pretty? If you look at a flame, you know right away that it’s beautiful, everyone knows it, even idiots, even children know it, even babies want to touch them. I don’t understand firefighters, instead of saving fire, they destroy it. All that just to wear a helmet, all that just to have a truck, a hose, all that just so you can say: Hello, I’m a firefighter. It’s repulsive.

			  Jonathan showed him his cousin’s page. His kids were wearing shorts and smiling in the pictures, he said: My cousin has children, he does crossbow archery, he wins medals. He showed him pictures of targets with arrow marks right in the middle and the roommate looked away, he said: Have you noticed the kids upstairs? Have you noticed the neighbor’s kids? I bet not. You didn’t know he had kids? I didn’t know either. There was no way of knowing, nobody could have known, but the neighbor has seven kids. You know why we don’t hear them? It’s because he hits them. One day, I got the wrong apartment, I got the wrong floor, and the neighbor opened his door, he clasped my hands, he said: Come in. He sat me in a chair, he was dressed like a Starbucks barista. He said: Welcome. They live in a studio, him, his wife, and their seven children. In a tiny studio. But since they have mirrored walls, it looks big, it looks almost infinite.

			  The roommate was crumbling tiny bits of bread between his fat round fingers. He moved his eyes more and more quickly, as if he were reading a text on his hands, he said: They were bald, the seven children, standing right up against the wall. I looked at the seven children against the wall, I saw how they were staring at each other in the mirrors. Each of them was staring at the back of another child in the mirror. It must have made up an entire body in their minds, their own head and the body of one of the other children. The neighbor told me: I have to shave them because of lice and I beat them every day. I have to keep them up against the wall, otherwise they take up space. They take up space and I don’t have any space. You can plainly see I don’t have enough space. He said: I love them. I even love the misshapen ones. One of my children has eleven fingers. He showed me, I counted, it was true. He said: I only hit them when they move a limb, that’s it. If they don’t move, I leave them alone. I said I understood. Then the neighbor gave me a nutty coffee with cinnamon, and another coffee from Ethiopia, and another coffee with coconut pearls, but after eight coffees, I wanted to fight someone, is that normal? I wanted to fight someone, seven children against the walls of a studio apartment, it was enough to get on my nerves. It got my nerves up. I could feel my nerves rising in the back of my neck, is that normal?

			  The roommate moved his hands, it was like they bothered him. He turned his plate over, and it cracked. Several drops of water fell on his head. They fell mournfully, with little bits of plaster.

			  He said: So, I lied, because I was nervous. Because of my nerves, I said to the neighbor: Your daughter moved her foot. I pointed to the youngest, the smallest, I said: That one, she moved her legs. And the father struck. His hand smacked his daughter’s face. When he hit her, something cracked inside my brain, I don’t know, something sad, something big. The little girl looked at me tearfully in her reflection. It was like I was fighting without moving. I was fighting calmly. It gave me shivers, I yelled: She moved! When you were looking the other way, she jumped! She was taking up space, she was taking up the whole studio. She wasn’t respecting anything, she wasn’t respecting the other children. She wasn’t respecting the space, I saw her, I saw her! Hit her! Hit her! And each time I cried out, the father hit her five times, once on the back of the neck, once on the forehead, once on her right knee, once on her left knee, and once on her larynx. He was methodical. The more I yelled, the more he hit. The little girl. The little girl lowered her gaze, she was ashamed, I didn’t know that anyone could feel shame at such a young age. She was so small, but so full of shame. Isn’t that funny? She was ashamed of feeling ashamed. She looked at me and she was ashamed of feeling ashamed in front of me. I saw her shame of feeling ashamed like a spiral in her eyes. Parallel tears ran down her cheeks like in manga. Her father said: Don’t worry, she just feels sorry for herself. She isn’t suffering much. She’s not crying from the pain, she’s crying because she’s crying.

			  Then, he asked his children to line up, and he said: What do you think, which one of them will be happy later on? You know, I’d forgotten about this story, now I find it soothing. You know, it’s soothing, this story soothes me, it’s putting me to sleep, I feel sleepy, look, I’m sleeping now, I’m sleeping. I’m falling asleep, I’m going to fall asleep, I’m going to go to bed, I’m going to sleep, good night, dude.

			  A drop of water fell from the ceiling onto his forehead.

		


		
			2

			The female nurse and the male nurse take care of the grandmother with their gestures, with their voices, their hands rise and fall as if in a mirror. They wear blue scrubs, and when one of them speaks, the other says the same thing with their face. Their eyebrows answer each other, like the eyebrows of a dog looking at its master. They say: So, how are you feeling today? And the grandmother blinks twice. 

			  They’ve put her on a hospital bed in the middle of the gymnasium of this former school. Lying there, surrounded by fabric, trays, stuffed animals—everything hurts her, the edge of each object. All objects have serrated edges, all of them, even water. When you look at skin under a microscope, you can see serrated edges shaped like swords, on any sort of skin, even ones that seem soft, like a maggot’s, or even a snake’s, the skin of a trout, the skin of a tadpole, the edges of a bodily organ. When you look at a cell under a microscope, you see spines, points. That’s how objects are shaped, all objects, that’s the shape of matter. Life is in the shape of a point, the shape of a big nail.

			  They spread lotion on her thighs and on the back of her neck. They put oil on her breasts and on her feet. They put powder on her back and on her ears. They prick her, turn her over, change her, wipe her, comb her hair, massage her, and all of it hurts. The bed, the covers, and even the air around each object. The air is a weight that she must bear.

			  They guide her hands, they put them on her heart, they smooth creams on her cheeks, her lips, and her buttocks, she is soft as larvae. When you crush a larva, it explodes. Its body becomes juice. When you crush a slug, it changes, its body becomes like glue. Slugs and larvae melt into the ground, they transform. But nobody crushes the grandmother, and her body remains in place, she slides, she swells, she’s a ball. She is almost zero. Her body is molding from the inside, but it smells like cologne. She’s fresh, her body is fresh, her folds are fresh because they wash them, she’s been washed.

			  But they might as well stab her skin instead of covering it in ointments, they might as well use blades instead of oil, sabers instead of gloves. Her body is a blade that cuts itself. They might as well clean her neck with an axe. Her neck irritates her the way everything else does, it screams all day long. If the ceiling fell in, the grandmother wouldn’t feel a thing, because her pain is heavier than the ceiling.

			  The grandmother sounds like a motor when she breathes. She produces a lot of phlegm in her old throat, between her old cracks, she makes a lot of lumps, her mouth is dry as stone, they wet it, and wet it, they practically hose it down. They put water in and around her mouth, but when she’s alone, her mouth opens and the air rushes out. Her mouth becomes hard, her tongue turns gray, she starts to crumble. She’s a crumb of tongue stuck to a crumb of tongue stuck to another crumb of tongue. After several hours, her tongue is replaced by light. The light replaces her limbs, it replaces the marrow of her bones, and the grandmother imagines the marrow like white and blue matter, something cold, frozen, vibrating.

			  She wonders if the insides of bones could be used as ice for picnic coolers to preserve eggs. The insides of bones frozen in refrigerators or in plastic bags to save ice.

			  The bed makes wounds and her skin opens.

			  When a wound appears, it stays. It learns. It progresses. It festers. The pain speaks. It says: You are in this world, you create ebbs and flows, you have no control. All sick people create shit, even some dying people. Even in their final hour, in the hospital, at home, the rich, the poor, the young, all sick people create shit. If you give flowers to sick people, they will make shit. If you give them pieces of wood, they will make pieces of shit.

			  The grandmother made shit with the corner of her mouth, with her nose, she made it from her neck to her legs. Everything leaked. We can make shit with every part of our bodies. When we leave eyes behind somewhere in nature, they turn into shit, that’s their only option, like fruit, like meat. If you abandon a banana, it turns into rot.

			  She was heavy.

			  When they put her to bed on the first day, her body multiplied by two, she had four arms, four legs, and two heads. The next day, her body multiplied by four, she had eight arms, eight legs, and four heads. The day after that, her body multiplied by six, and then by eight, and by twelve. Each day, her body multiplies. Today, the grandmother has 21,170 arms, 21,170 legs, and 10,585 heads.

			  However, when her spirit rises up to the ceiling, she looks at herself, she sees herself in her bed, and the grandmother adds a sky over each thing. She looks at the objects, she looks around the whole room, and she adds a sky for each piece of furniture, a sky for the tv, a sky for the pieces of bread, a sky over the yogurts, a sky for each blanket, a sky for the floor, a sky over the gymnasium, a sky for each child, Salim, Sara, a sky over each of their heads, and a sky for each of their teeth, a sky for their foreheads, a sky for each lock of hair, and everything becomes lighter. 

			We can’t put one eye directly in front of our other eye.

			  Our eyes look at other eyes, but they don’t leave our heads. Our eyes can see substances, but they can’t touch them. They caress nothing. Our eyes stay where they are.

			  If he could have, Salim would have put one of his eyes inside of his grandmother’s eye. Every time he talked to her, his grandmother stared vacantly. Is it worth having eyes? What good are eyes when you’re not looking at anything? He wished he could blow into her nostrils and wake her up. Put firecrackers around her bed to startle her and make her jump up. She would have said: How long have I been sleeping? And Salim would have said: You’ve been sleeping for 10,000 years, Grandma, now we’re going to drink 10,000 liters of coffee. 

			  When a person is sick, you want to help them. When you encourage this desire, you end up wanting to hit the person, slap them in the face, you want to say: Stop it, everyone is sick of this.

			  Salim wished he could put water in his grandmother’s body with a syringe to dilute all her problems. You wash the bodies of sick people, but their insides are dirty. You don’t clean the tendons, you don’t wash the veins, you can’t clean the muscles, the vessels. Their organs are brown, the color of shit, and their bones are dust, you can’t clean them, it’s a shame, a shame. Salim prefers dirtiness to death. He would prefer rot, he’d prefer rot by a long shot, rot would be much better than death, mold would be better, better dirty than dead. And if he’d had to lick mud, he’d have licked twenty tons of mud for 1,000 years rather than have his grandmother die. Swallow fifty kilograms of gravel rather than have her die. He would have swallowed screwdrivers and hammers rather than have her die. Remove pieces of his skull rather than have his grandmother die.

			  He said to her: I’m going to put you in a cradle, I’ll cover you with leaves one day. I’m going to dive inside a healthy person, I’ll take their stomach, I’ll take their heart, their brain, I’ll take everything. I’ll give you new organs, brand-new, clean ones, I’ll make you a new body. I’m going to boil your blood, Grandma, to restart your life. I’m going to make putty out of your bones and remodel you. You will be like a golden three-millimeter baby in my arms. And if someone wants to keep you from existing, I will break their fingers once a week. And when their fingers heal, I’ll break them once a day until the end of time. I will put you in a stroller and I’ll push you all over this strange world.

			*

			Hello everyone, today we meet again for a new video on the subject of people, meaning cells. Your parents carry you and you are born, a doctor takes you out and you open your eyes. Cells surround your body, but you don’t see them. They have antennae, they absorb the vibrations of your life, and you don’t even realize it. There are things you can’t see, almost all things. In your room, in your house, when you breathe, cells cover everything. You can’t feel them, but you are never alone and you don’t think about it. You don’t know it. You are cells surrounded by cells. But a cell knows you, it watches you, it understands you. You yourself are not a person, you are not a single person, you are cells.

			  He lowered his eyes, he typed the word cell in his phone, he read: The cell is the smallest element forming all living organisms. A cell allows people to become enclosed and isolated. The cell is the basic unit of all organisms. But I’m going to tell you what isn’t written down: Your cells understand your life, they know. If you don’t understand your life, it’s not a big deal, your cells understand. The cells surround you and they multiply. They don’t sparkle, but they vibrate. One cell can help you, but it can also betray you, the same cell can betray and help you. Cells interpret your feelings, they know the contents of your chest. They act upon you
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