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Prologue The Cancer, the Peat Moss, and the Diatom A Queer Femme Tale

Nina Lykke and Camila Marambio

Once upon a time, a queer femme who had almost died from cancer met another queer femme who was mourning the cancer death of her queermasculine life partner. The meeting took place in the underworld, and everything there was cold and dark. “I am fucking freezing down here, should we go to the surface world and see if it’s warmer up there?” the queer femme who had had cancer asked. “My body longs for warmth and pleasure.”

“Ok,” the mourning widow said. “The coldness of this place speaks to my gloomy feelings of loss, and desires for my dead beloved, my desires to follow her into death. But, ok, you’ve persuaded me, let’s try and see what’s up there.” So they engaged in a journey to the surface world.

There they first found an enchanted forest full of vibrantly singing nightingales. For a while, they enjoyed walking, talking, and listening to the nightingales’ song. But at some point, they started to feel that something was not quite right. “Is this what we want?” they asked each other.

“No, this is just a beautiful illusion,” the first queer femme said. “The real world isn’t like this. It’s pervaded not only by nightingale song, but also by carcinogens. Let’s go and find the real world, and see if we can make a difference there.”

“Ok,” the mourning widow said. “I so much enjoy lying on the forest floor, just listening to the nightingales’ song, and feeling how it is to merge with the earth and imagine sinking into death to be with my dead beloved. But, ok, let’s continue our journey, and see what we meet on our way.”

So they continued their walk, while the forest transformed into a vast green lawn. The lawn was perfectly green. They had never seen anything like it. Not one little sprout of weed was to be observed anywhere. Only kilometers and kilometers of green-green grass. “Oh, how nice,” they said to each other, rolling around in the soft green grass, laughing happily. “This is such fun,” the first queer femme said, “it reminds me so much of my childhood. I could stay and play here forever.”

But as she said this, the face of the widow turned pale, and she froze in horror. “What’s happening with you?” the first queer femme said. “Don’t you want to play with me on this soft, green-green lawn?”

“Watch out … look … what’s behind you,” the widow stuttered, hardly able to articulate the words. The first queer femme turned around and saw behind her a monster so ugly that the mere sight of it made her tremble so violently that she could not control it.

“Hello, you two,” the monster said in an unbearably piercing and threatening but also uncannily soft tone of voice. “I am cancer. I killed your partner [looking at the widow], and I almost killed you [looking at the first queer femme]. I can strike again whenever I want. So beware. I can kill anybody on this planet, rich or poor, human or animal, just like that. I use the powers of my cells to divide endlessly until all life is squeezed out of the organism I choose to grow in. When triggered by carcinogens, my desire to start wild processes of monstrous growths in all kinds of multicellular organisms becomes insatiable.”

The two queer femmes stood as transfixed, staring in horror at the cancer monster, totally unable to move or speak back. But the cancer monster continued:

“However, don’t blame me for the ecological imbalances that you, humans, have created on Earth—the imbalances that make fertile soil for my monstrous proliferation. I didn’t cause the tsunami of carcinogens to arise that calls forward this crazy urge in me to make more and more cells of human and other multicellular bodies veer back to the habits of single-cell organisms which just divide endlessly without feeling obliged to stop and perform programmed cell death. You, perhaps not you personally, but your fellow humans are responsible for the spread of carcinogens that triggers me to proliferate endlessly in all kinds of multicellular, carcinogen-soaked beings. So don’t blame me. Turn your anger against the humans who are making the tsunami of carcinogens grow bigger and bigger.” The cancer monster’s voice sounded really frustrated now.

“In fact,” the cancer monster continued, while looking intensely at the two queer femmes, “I think we share an interest in stopping the tsunami. You do not want to get cancer, and I am sick and tired of being triggered to react to this huge overload of carcinogens all over the planet. It is like being on speed 24/7 without any possibility to rest, and now I have been in this over-stimulated state, since the systematic pollution of the planet with carcinogens started decades ago. So I have begun to really long for rest and peace. But I cannot get away from it all, as long as my desires are constantly being triggered and roused by all you carcinogen-soaked beings. Therefore, when I became aware of you two, playing happily on this lawn, totally ignoring the fact that its green-green grass without any other plant life present means that it has been sprayed over and over again with carcinogenic herbicides, I thought at first that I would try to scare you away, before I started to feel too attracted to set cancerous growths in motion in your bodies. But on second thoughts, I started to think that we perhaps could make peace and become allies in the struggle to make your fellow humans stop their utterly stupid and self-destructive spreading of carcinogens.”

The two queer femmes were still standing speechless and terrified in front of the cancer monster, paralyzed with fear and unable to absorb its strange and surprizing words. They had both feared and hated cancer so much, and they had both engaged in and approved of its eradication in all kinds of ways through the harsh treatment regimes to which both the first queer femme and the widow’s partner had been subjected in order to get rid of their cancers.

A cancer-free body, a body also free of the long-term consequences of cancer, isn’t that what all those with cancers in their bodies desire so burningly? And isn’t it what all of those sitting next to the deathbeds of beloveds dying from cancer day and night ask all kinds of spirit helpers to make possible? And now the two queer femmes were here, on the green-green lawn, with the cancer monster right in front of them, asking them to make peace rather than continue to attack and try to eradicate it. This was utterly perplexing and uncanny.

“I have a knife with me,” the widow whispered to the first queer femme. “Should I try to kill the monster, once and for all?” But she immediately realized that this wasn’t going to work. The monster was much too powerful and able to make its cells proliferate and regenerate any lost or damaged part of its tumorous body.

However, while she was considering what else to do, it was as if the first queer femme slowly began to take in the monster’s strange words about its desire to rest and make peace. Still not exactly understanding what the implications were, she nonetheless started to feel that the situation required
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