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To all those who struggle for human rights.





Esta noche,
entre todos los normales, te invito a cruzar el puente.
Nos mirarán con curiosidad—estas dos muchachas—
y quizás, si somos lo suficientemente sabias,
discretas y sutiles
perdonen nuestra subversión
sin necesidad de llamar
al médico al comisario político o al cura.

Tonight, among all the normal people
I invite you to cross the bridge.
They’ll be curious about us—these two girls—
and perhaps, if we are wise,
secretive and subtle enough
they will forgive our subversion
without calling in the doctor
the commissar or the priest.

—CRISTINA PERI ROSSI

Please keep asking about us. Ask about the lesbians. Ask for us by name—my name, the names of others. Remind them that we exist, that we’re here and we’re not going away.

—RITA ARAUZ,
lesbian-feminist activist
from Nicaragua
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Introduction


—An Egyptian wife is greeted by mysterious forces at work in her new home.

—An Irish woman travels through time in search of a wronged maiden.

—A teacher in Spain locks herself up in her grandmother’s house with her young Colombian lover.

—A woman moves through the night streets of apartheid-torn South Africa of the 1950s in quest of passion.



Representing the work of thirty-four writers from twenty-seven different countries, The Vintage Book of International Lesbian Fiction offers the reader an entry into a diversity of remarkable lives and imaginations. Growing out of vastly different personal and cultural backgrounds, ranging from straightforward storytelling to more experimental forms, the stories reflect an international lesbian sensibility. Desire and longing—for home, for language, for women’s bodies, for safety, for freedom—thread their way through these tales.

Because of its international scope as well as its subject matter, this collection has at its heart the challenge of translation: translation in the literal sense, since so many of these stories first appeared in a language other than English, but also in the figurative sense as the reader moves from culture to culture, from coded to clear meaning, following the expression of desire in all its nuances. Issues of translation are often central to the stories themselves as author and character search for a way to express or “translate” experiences and emotions into words where words are lacking. In the selection by the Norwegian writer Gerd Brantenberg, the young narrator, arriving in Scotland, faces not only the frustrating difficulties of applying her classroom knowledge of English to “real life,” but discovers as well layers of meaning of words in her own language, layers which serve as a bridge to intimacy and self-awareness. In the story “My World of the Unknown” by the Egyptian writer Alifa Rifaat, a woman’s sexuality is embodied symbolically, in the form of a seductive, womanly snake. While the protagonist struggles to understand the meaning of this serpent in her life, the Western reader must redefine a familiar sexual symbol in a totally new way. Such stories as these, which are shaped by and express so many different cultural nuances, carry the reader to new territories and often to different ways of reading, as language and lives are revealed to hold fresh and unexpected significance.

Steeped in a sense of place, many of these stories offer the reader an unusual perspective on national regions. The sun-drenched streets of Cyprus, the luxuriant garden of a provincial French town, the intimate afternoons in a small Italian fishing village, the plazas and ancient ruins of Mexico all come alive, imbued with a special sensuality. These vivid settings both incorporate and reveal the intense longings and daily rituals that mold the lives of the women represented here.

If place, words, and symbols take on new and sometimes mysterious meanings, one word emerges as particularly elusive. As we searched for “lesbian” texts, it became clear to us that the word only had meaning in particular cultures—that is, in the West. Originally referring to inhabitants of the Greek island of Lesbos, the word disappears from common usage along with Sappho’s texts, which were burned by the Catholic church in the 1300s. In the subsequent centuries, the term lesbian had little official existence except for a brief appearance as the name of a particularly flexible form of a mason’s ruler. The word re-emerged in the late nineteenth century in the West as a label for a woman engaged in a sexual relationship with another woman—that is, in a socially, legally, and psychologically stigmatized act. Thus, for better or for worse, Western lesbian writers of the twentieth century have been given a category of identification that is not common to much of the rest of the world.

While the word lesbian is not global in its use and significance, it is clear, as these stories show, that emotional and sexual intimacies between women do indeed exist throughout the world. Although most of the authors included here write out of a constant connection to a lesbian sense of self, a few extremely powerful works in this volume, deeply rooted in specific cultures and embodying lesbian themes, were written by authors who do not define themselves as lesbian. Indeed, such terminology would not even be meaningful to an author such as Alifa Rifaat. The excerpt from the novel Red Azalea by the Chinese author Anchee Min, who is not a lesbian, gives a complex and moving portrait of a relationship between two women living through the Cultural Revolution in China during the late sixties. Struggling to survive the demands of grueling physical labor, a young woman finds herself drawn to the strong presence of her female commander. As these stories suggest, the world of non-Western lesbian literature is often less constrained by categories and definitions, exploring what the Indian writer Ginu Kamani calls the “fluid sensualities” of the non-Western world.

Such fluidity does of course appear in Western writing as well. Letters to Marina by Dacia Maraini from Italy reminds us of the rich possibilities of experience that may be opened once authors of any sensual persuasion are comfortable moving across sexual boundaries in their creation of characters and exploration of themes. The French lesbian writer Violette Leduc pushes the boundaries in other directions as she depicts the passionate sensuality of a young girl expressing her love for her grandmother, and a young schoolmate’s intense need for physical freedom.

For many of our writers, the power of history is as strong as the power of desire. The three stories from South Africa offer an historical perspective on both how a public lesbian community fared during the height of apartheid and how personal commitment to political change enters a lesbian bedroom. For the Lebanese author Etel Adnan, moments of lesbian connection are absorbed into the suffering of Beirut. The rise of Nazism looms menacingly in the militaristic world of the German writer Christa Winsloe. It lives, too, as a painful memory in the work of the Israeli writer Gila Svirsky. The dislocation of exile and return is dramatized in “Waters” by the Cuban author Achy Obejas.

Caught up in the violence of history in the making, a number of the authors in this collection are writing from within the daily catastrophes of national upheavals. The contemporary Slovenian writer and lesbian activist Suzana Tratnik writes in a fevered voice that suggests both the desperation of war and of erotic attachment. Yasmin Tambiah contemplates her place as a lesbian and a writer in Sri Lanka, a country torn by ethnic civil war. The worldwide crisis of AIDS—an upheaval that has no national boundaries—invades Berlin in Karen-Susan Fessel’s story “Lost Faces.”

Like many of the characters in these stories, the authors represented here fight to maintain their integrity of desire in the face of history. Their stories suggest that women’s desire—particularly for one another—can challenge boundaries and national identities from within. Makeda Silvera, born in Jamaica, describes the obstacles and conflicts faced by a “third world” author in her story “Her Head a Village.” In an imaginary dialogue between the villagers and the author, Silvera poses the challenges that many international lesbian writers face. The villagers demand that she:


“Write about women in houses without electricity.”

“Write about the dangers of living in a police state.”

“Write about Third World issues.”

“Write about …about …”

“Stick to the real issues that face Black women writers.” They reprimand her: “Your sexuality is your personal business. We don’t want to hear about it.”

They accused her of enjoying the luxury of being a lesbian in a decaying society, of forgetting about their problems.



But the villagers’ voice is also very much the voice of the author. Silvera’s story “Caribbean Chameleon,” which is included in this volume, explodes with tension as a Caribbean woman arrives in Canada, her place of work and exile, and reaches the breaking point on an immigration line. Such varied and often conflicting identities vying for living space within one imagination may well be one of the hallmarks of the lesbian sensibility. Many of the stories in this collection are infused with the energy necessary to balance such a vigorous, often unruly, and sometimes maddening internal population.

Like Silvera, who tells her story by breaking up language to reflect her narrator’s crisis, several other contributors use innovative narrative forms that both incorporate and transform national literary traditions: the Uruguayan Peri Rossi often works with surreal allegories, reminiscent of such Latin American writers as the Argentinean Luis Borges. Marguerite Yourcenar, who is well known for rewriting both history and classical myth, creates a new universe for the mythic figure of Sappho. A pioneering voice in French-Canadian feminist literary theory, Nicole Brossard, represented in this collection by an excerpt from her novel Mauve Desert, invents a unique structure to tell her story. Finally, Maureen Duffy puts a new twist on the Joycean technique of stream of consciousness.

The Vintage Book of International Lesbian Fiction is marked by firsts: An excerpt from Anna Blaman’s pioneer work, Lonely Adventure, often referred to as the Dutch Well of Loneliness, is published here in an English translation for the first time. The same is true for the contemporary French writer Mireille Best, the German author Karen-Susan Fessel, the Slovenian author Suzana Tratnik, and the French-Canadian writer Jeanne d’Arc Jutras. Another kind of first is the inclusion of the Cuban writer María Eugenia Alegría Nuñez. To include her work, both the writer and the editors had to overcome a series of obstacles such as the American embargo and the lack of direct telephone and mail contact.

Many of the voices that meet here for the first time would not have reached us without the ground-breaking work of international lesbian and gay civil rights organizations. Because these organizations have fought for lesbian visibility and acceptance, the 1990s have seen an emergence of a dynamic international lesbian writers’ community that is of both artistic and political importance.

Mary Dorcey, a longtime member of the Irish feminist and gay liberation movements, captures the sense of possibilities arising out of such work in her story “A Noise from the Woodshed.” We see her characters going about their lives: making love on a riverbank, repairing leaky gutters, and finding surprise allies where they least expect it. Like the river that runs through the story, Dorcey’s prose sparkles with hope. Gina Schein, an Australian writer, draws on a similar kind of energy in her story “Minnie Gets Married.” Echoing a young world filled with irreverent pioneers, Schein humorously turns a stately and conventional moment on its head.

Children with their innocence and enthusiasm bring another dimension to this energy of resistance. In Christa Winsloe’s novel, a young girl follows her passionate attraction for a teacher, despite the rigid and punishing rules that threaten to break her spirit. Violette Leduc gives a portrait of an endangered youthful energy that almost springs from the page. Dionne Brand’s children turn a rural classroom into a theater of joyous curiosity. And finally, the Maori writer Ngahuia Te Awekotuku follows her adolescent character as she experiences both the power of her own lust and the abuses of the adult world. Taken as whole, these images of young girls prefigure the adult lesbian woman who is marked by a refusal to submit to the mutilating social forces that would confine her.

Writing about childhood is emblematic of the need to keep the past alive. For the lesbian writer, as for any marginalized artist, documenting the past and imagining a future takes a particular kind of stubborn courage. As Monique Wittig, the French lesbian feminist author, has written in her influential book, Les Guérillères: “You say there are no words to describe this time, you say it does not exist. But remember. Make an effort to remember. Or failing that, invent.” Without a past—remembered or invented—the present lacks meaning and the future is unimaginable. By exploring the unspoken and creating a bridge between memory and hope, the stories contained herein respond to the urgency of Wittig’s call to break history’s hold on women’s imagination.

Both the fiction and the editorial comments represented here necessarily reflect only a part of the story. We are sure that in the future, the boundaries formed by the covers of this book will be expanded—there is so much more to be done, so many worlds that remain unspoken. Yet we hope this collection and the writers in it will contribute to the realization of a compelling dream: in the words of the Spanish author Esther Tusquets, “The old dream of seeing art, love, and revolution joined.”




Mary Dorcey
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In “A Noise from the Woodshed” (1989), the Irish-born writer Mary Dorcey captures, as she describes it, the “fertile chaos” that accompanies the balancing act as women go about the business of living “the practical, the emotional, the political, and the sensual” all at the same time. An internationally recognized poet, short-story writer, and novelist, Dorcey continues to be an influential voice in the development of the Irish feminist and lesbian movement. We have chosen this story to open the collection because it depicts both in its form and content the rush of possibilities open to women when they leave the well-worn path of social expectations far behind. Irish to its bones and yet international in its depiction of the worldwide communities of politically active lesbians and other concerned women, “A Noise from the Woodshed” is a story of hope—sensual, resilient hope.

from A NOISE FROM THE WOODSHED

So it was one of those days, it might have been the third or the fourth or some other day entirely but one of those days anyway. You were up on a ladder fixing a leaking gutter, and she was at the bottom holding the middle rung to keep it steady and passing you up hammers and nails and putty and saws and books and photographs and anything else you might need, and she was explaining to you her problems as a painter—an artistic painter, let it be known, and you were listening, and saying, every now and again, such useful, empathetic things about wall painting and ceiling painting and floor painting and things undreamed of by Michelangelo and in between times, as she handed up the hammer and the putty and the photographs of the one before and the one before her, of her aunt and her sister and one of her brothers—the better one—she was telling you about her mother, about the problem she was making for herself by leaving her unphoned for as long as it was taking to tell you about the problem, and what with going up and down rungs for inspiration and consolation and slices of Bavarian cheesecake—her sister’s recipe, for bites and embraces, it was surprising how much of the gutter got fixed. And then the cat came along, or two or three: an uncle, a grandniece, and a half sister, and they walked along the roof, two paws on the slates, the other two in the gutter, which is the only way a cat knows to walk along a sloping roof, unless at the very crest of it which, in this occasion what with hammer and nails and ladders and photographs, was far beyond reach. Get down, Uncle Ivor, she said, or Bluebell or Poppy or whoever it was, and it might have been any one of a number too awful to contemplate (so you didn’t) not to mention the damn dog. It’s as well we’re not painting it, she said, and it was, because on other occasions when she had been, one or other, two or four (cats) not to mention the damn dog—and you didn’t—had ambled along and done their cat thing and the paw trail led over and in, up stairs and down to your lady’s chamber in blotches of scarlet and mediterranean blue. And when the goats devoured the ivy and the hens laid eggs in the chimney, you laughed and went on working, and the phone rang unanswered and the letters lay unposted and you forgot them and old quarrels—for already you had had them—old quarrels when she behaved like her father, whose behavior she hated, or you behaved like your mother, a thing you feared was slowly creeping up on you infecting small gestures and phrases. Not that your mother’s hereditary taint was the worst taint you could imagine. Oh no very much indeed, no. After all, you might have resembled your brother, the wrong brother. Or you rehashed or revived older quarrels of other lovers and times, who had left their stain like cat paws in the wet paint of an earlier heart.

Indeed it was as well you were only fixing the gutters, because on other days, lovers and mothers aside, when you were making the dinner, or adding a bit to the symphony, saving the whale, or lazy beds dug for potatoes (and no beds have ever been lazier, what with the sun shining that way on the bare skin of her back, and the spade being heavier in your hands than any spade before it, and the wood warm and piercing your hands with little splinters of desire—oh desire among the lazy beds getting lazier) and potatoes you know, contrary to common opinion, being the most fragile of vegetables, easily bruised or spoilt, and she said, yes you’ve told me before, very often before, and you had, of course, because a good potato is hard to find, even in a country where thousands died for the want of them, and you feel for potatoes and cherish their delicacy: flowery and open and butter melting thick and yellow in their whiteness. And you were putting in these potatoes, hanging out the sheets or some such, and she was reading to you passages from a notorious and much slandered feminist philosopher whose words were many and startling and interwoven and made your head spin (spinning being just one of her favorite words and a much sought after trade, had you known it), which was all fine and well, this weaving, except that it did not get the washing done. And then you dropped a sheet in the mud and had to drag it inside and start all over again with the cats climbing in the sink to chase the suds, and the hens flying in the window, and why hadn’t you by this time got a washing machine, other women have, and if you want that kind of life why don’t you go back to the suburbs where you came from, and if only you had held the sheet in the first place, and who is it who always complains about not finding time for feminist philosophers, yes but not when we’re hanging up sheets in a northeast wind. It was beds we were digging, beds you fool, have you forgotten beds for fragile potatoes easily bruised, ah, easily bruised yes, and in the sun too, don’t you remember what you said about sun on the back? Ah yes, beds it was, you’re right, lazy beds and laying out the lazy beds and digging in the spuds, and with that you left the suds overflowing the sink and followed the cat trail of scarlet and mediterranean blue upstairs to the loft that was Cleo’s until she needed more space. Given any excuse, this is what happens, which explains the gutters leaking, the sheets unwashed, the mothers unwritten to, the whales unsaved, the cats running riot, the feminist philosophers unread—and if we don’t support them she said, who will, I mean actually go out and buy the goddamn books, not just get them on loan from friends?

And it was one of those days and it led to one of those nights and more of those mornings.

And that was long before you noticed the noise from the woodshed. A startling and disturbing noise that might have been many things or one. Do you hear that noise, she asked, looking up from the list of power stations for the nuclear family you were compiling at the kitchen table. And you looked up, and you did hear, and you both wondered if it had just begun or if it might have been going on for days, perhaps since you came, being so busy with lists and laundry and things in between, you might well not have noticed anything going on. There had been other noises before, of course, she said, mostly of an animal or vegetable origin: the time she found the bird, for instance, bald and featherless, that might have been a newborn blown from its nest, or an adult struck by disease, and she fed it mashed catfood in case it was a newborn that should have been eating regurgitated worms; then there was the vagrant goose escaped from a poultry farm where it failed to lay its golden egg; and the blue whale, or dogfish, or was it a seal, someone had brought up from the beach for saving; and the fox you caught raiding the garbage you had forgotten to leave out: bags and bags of black plastic refuse, foul rotting rubbish that had been on the way to the dump the morning Cleo decided she had had enough of the loft and took off on her Yamaha for somewhere more spacious. This Cleo, you were tempted to say, sounds a hard act to follow, more literal than metaphoric. Yes, she said, as if you had said it, which after all you very well might have—impossible to follow, even when you knew where she was going, but she had beautiful eyes, an amazing way with whales, and no woman could write a better symphony, another week and we’d have had it finished. In that case, you said, we had better get the rubber gloves, anxious to put the day on a more solid footing, you thought (more metaphoric than literal—your mind growing helplessly lateral, it should have thought boots—and would shortly), in case it’s the garbage again or a goose or a dog or a seal making free with it. But the gloves, when you found them, were punctured—and who was it who was forever borrowing them for the garden so that when you came to do the washing they let in jets of scalding soapy water—and it couldn’t all be blamed on the cats, inquisitive and temperamental as they were (not to mention the dog)—do you hear them on the roof this instant? And you did, and she said, don’t bother with that now, it’s the other noise we have to deal with. Out you went then, armed only with two odd rubber gloves, a sweeping brush, and one pair of wellingtons, and thank goodness once more for the discovery of rubber, for you might soon be up to your knees in decaying refuse, as she had been before, alone, lonely, and lovelorn: knowing where to look but having promised not to; a chase or a search of any kind being the one thing a claustrophobic could not take. As you knew, having known something of claustrophobia yourself. Out you went.

When you got to the woodshed you paused, stopped in your tracks, because the noise had stopped and you didn’t know where it had gone. You would have paused anyway, not being sure what you might find and putting off the evil hour of angry geese or dead foxes, And then she opened the door, because you couldn’t go on standing there forever, and it was what you had come for after all, and in the light from the door you saw a big red sleeping bag laid out on the straw, and in the next moment you saw the two heads at the top of it, one dark and one fair, and then the heads came up fully, and you saw the shoulders and one breast of two women, one black, one white though brown skinned, young, of unidentifiable class and culture, these things being impossible to define from bare skin and bone. Oh it’s you, she said, which meant nothing to you. Yes, they said, it’s us—and they said it together, as if they were used to saying things together. We heard the noise, she said. Yes, that was us, they said. We should have known, she said, I mean recognized it, knowing you were coming back. And of course you should have too and now that she said it you did—recognize the sound. It wasn’t, after all, for the want of hearing it. But then other people are different, especially if you haven’t even heard them speaking or weeping or singing, and anyone can make a mistake about these things, and you had. But now you knew. And from their voices talking now you also knew they were from the continent of North America. And she told you she had met them before and invited them to stay anytime. She had seen them in the hardware store or was it the haberdashers? and spotted them. There are always women being spotted this way and other women going around spotting—it is one of the things you have come to expect. How did you know, they had said to her. Oh I don’t know, I just spotted you somehow. After that they had come to stay, Janette and Janelle from the U.S.A., and they wanted to sleep in the open in their big red sleeping bag under the stars, and, well, she said, there’s always the woodshed if it rains. She remembered that now. They were on an asylum visit from the city where they worked in a women’s refuge for battered women and raped women and women who had been molested as children and children who had been molested before they ever got to be women. And they needed a holiday from it—a vacation, as they said, though not speaking together, speaking separately now that they had grown used to the light and your faces. And there were four breasts now above the sleeping bag, full fleshed and dark skinned, and three arms, the last arm belonging to the woman with short red hair under the sleeping bag still. And they had slept out under the sky for three nights, needing the night and the stars and no noise but their own, or a bird’s or an animal’s or a leaf’s or a stone’s, or whatever it is that makes all the racket in the country when everyone says—how quiet it is—how do you stand the silence?

And after three days of this they had gone off or on, the way visitors do, especially women from the United States of America who have come to see Europe, or find their sanity, or escape it, after five years working with molested and battered women to whom they listen and listen and say very little, trying hard not to say all the things they want to, for this is non-directive counseling and it is listening without directing, which is almost impossible with all this pain that is so familiar and known in your bones. And so they listen and learn, learn more than they ever wanted to learn, and keep silent until the time somebody says—listen you need a break—five years is too long for anyone to listen without a break. And so they stop listening for a while, and go off to find Europe, and find the haberdashers, or was it the grocers? which is where she spotted them, and invited them home to sleep in the woodshed, or out under the stars, at least until the rain came, which was five days ago, but she hadn’t noticed, being so caught up with your life since crossing the river. Well, she said, we’re glad it’s you and not a badger or rat or fox, or some other hapless creature, and this is certainly no day for the garbage. Certainly not, they said, it’s a day for the river (for they had crossed it too, the same one, or another, but they certainly had crossed a river). Indeed it is—why don’t you come? Well we’re kind of okay here, they said, speaking together. Okay so, she said, and there’s always the loft if the rain gets cold—it’s not quite finished of course, we were just getting round to the roof the day Cleo left. Fine, they said, we’re real good with roofs and, being women from the North American continent, they probably were, being real good with all making and fixing and getting acts together and quite undiscourageable, which was something to say in this climate of rain and rivers and cats walking through the gutters so that you could not get at the roof to mend it even when you started. And another thing, she said, in that case, no doubt thinking of the windows. And you could see that there was enough to keep them going for weeks, and they had weeks to keep going, they said, and no better place to spend them, and there was always the loft. They said they would remember if the rain got cold and then the three arms joined the other arm under the red sleeping bag, and you closed the door and walked back up the path. And you said, thank the mother it wasn’t the garbage, this is no day for going to the dump. No, she said, it’s a day for going anywhere else, almost anywhere else; shall we go and leave the gutter and the hens and the list of power stations for the nuclear family and the letters to your mother and the feminist philosophers. This is no day for philosophy. But, you said, if we interpret philosophy as meaning love of wisdom, or life, this is just the day it is for, and why not dump it all and go and philosophize by the river? Ah, the river. And, anyhow, you said, now that there were Janelle and Janette from the United States making it in the woodshed, and when they got tired or thirsty or hungry or too hot or cold, they were bound to come out—sometime anyway—more or less, and then they could help with the symphony and the goats—and don’t go through all that again please, she said, and you did not but definitely, when it came to feminist philosophy, it was mostly written by women from the American continent, she had to agree and if they would not read it, who would? and that was bound to be some sort of help. Too many bounds, she said, in this conversation, almost as bad as ifs and buts, but she saw your point and agreed with you. And that was a weight off your mind, which was tired of weights and bounds and wanted to go boundless, the weight off your feet by the river, any river.

Alright, she said, but first, she said, we should go into town and buy some stuff to finish the loft: some wood and nails and hammers and saws and, anyway, you never knew who you might meet in the hardware store, it being some time since she had been in being so preoccupied with your life outside it. Alright, you said, but remember, no spotting, whoever you spot, the loft and the woodshed being temporarily spoken for.

And on the way you collected a bottle of wine and your flute and she took her knapsack and fiddle. It was a day for the old tunes, walking arm in arm down the road till you came to a stream, sitting down together, love, and who knows, you might even hear the nightingale sing. Or at least a blackcap, its melodious song commonly mistaken, or a whitethroat or stonechat. And into the car you got, putting out the hens and some hydrangea plants waiting to be planted, or they might have been rhododendron, or even azalea, that should have been waiting in the woodshed but could not be now. And as the morning was hot, the sun hot on the windscreen, on your cheek, on your neck, on your arms, as you drove, and dazzling her eyes so that she put on her shades, as she called them, that made her sultry and unknown and glamorous, which she was anyway, and the only woman you knew with such an extraordinary collection of household trappings, not to mention garden and farmhouse. And you said, I think this turn on the left is the fastest road to the river, and it might have been, and it was not only the heat of the sun on your neck that was making you sweat: a lovely light sweet earthy sweat unlike horses or ladies, the latter who only glow. And you were glowing too, though no lady. And she knew the way to the river even better than you, and no wonder, having carried how many others across it, you did not ask, though of course you had asked before, and even considered counting, but now the number escaped you, if you had ever established it, and in no time at all you saw the water winding dark and wide and orange, frothing creamy white at its edges and around the snarl of black polished wood hazel, or yew or sycamore, which had fallen across it, forming a dam so that it was deeper and darker on the other side, deep enough for swimming or bathing as ladies would say. And will we, she said, and took off her clothes (being no lady) which were not many; fewer than the first day when the weather was cooler. And you said, this is where it all began, or some of it, the best part of it, do you remember? There’s no hurry, she said, no hurry at all, we have all we need: the wood and the hammer and food enough for four, and we can start on the loft tomorrow, or the next day, or whenever the rain gets cold. And you lay down on the bank, the grass tickling your face, and she said, do you remember, and how could you not, with so little to distract you, and so much the same, only better now that there had been talk and quarrels and reconciliation and forgetting and fixing things that should have been fixed long ago, now that she knew you looked just like your mother and not at all like your father, and now that she knew you had your sister’s voice, and you knew the names of the ones before and had read old letters and had looked at the photographs, and now that the symphony was almost finished, and a start made on the book, and the Nubian goats milked. It was better, substance and texture, shading and tone being added to what had seemed beyond improvement but was not because now it was better even than before. Do you remember, she said, the first day and you did, you loved remembering the feel of her flanks as she carried you over, her strong back under your thighs and you urging her on, smelling the jasmine smell of her hair and promising yourself to get serious—oh so serious. And have you talked yet about women getting serious and all that it leads to?—looking into each other’s eyes and taking one another seriously, seeing one another whole and entire not as stopgaps, mediators, sympathizers, that long lasting, tasting, touching look that is one of the best things going, and if it happens to be at the side of a river when birds are starting up in the fields surprised by you—larks, you think they are, who spin in the sky with such glorious larkful spinning, up in the air like that and a cuckoo—yes a cuckoo calls that cuckoo way from across the heather, a place so distant you can hardly imagine and yet so clear—so heartstillingly, sound breakingly clear, it comes that call, and who will not answer? Falling into the grass then, the wild red poppies, the cowslips, the speedwell speeding blue all around, waiting all around, the long supple green tassled grass: falling into it two women tired from the business of making a living, a loving, making each day a new living, tired from the business of standing up to be counted—and oh they are counting—never stop—and who started all that business anyway?—tired of counting, two women fall into the cowslips and the lark rises and the gutters wait for another day and philosophy waits and the potatoes lie lazy for another day.

And it was another of those days. And more and more women are having them—days that is—snatched from drought and the torrents of life. More and more women riding about footloose, tongue loose, and fancy free, crossing the river when they come to it: the deep, rushing tide, keeping their heads and well above water and gaining the bank; they lie down where the grass lies green and growing in wait all round, lie down where the yellow iris waves in wait, the wild poppies blow, and a cuckoo—yes, it was unmistakably from over the heather—a cuckoo calls.


Makeda Silvera

[image: ]

In “Caribbean Chameleon” (1994), from her collection Her Head a Village, the Jamaican-born Makeda Silvera makes use of the fragmentation of language and structure to embody the ultimate loss of home and self. Influenced by the strong, independent women of her childhood, Silvera has used her fiction to penetrate the shrouds of silence that surround the dispossessed, whether they be the “man royals” and “sodomites” of her early memories or a woman struggling against loss of home and self as in the following story. Editor of the ground-breaking Pieces of My Heart: A Lesbian of Colour Anthology, Silvera is one of the many exciting voices exploring the complexities of lesbian culture in the Caribbean. Now living in Canada, Silvera uses “Caribbean Chameleon” to depict a clash of two worlds.

CARIBBEAN CHAMELEON

YARD. Xamaica. Jamdown. Jah Mek Ya. Ja. Airport. Gunman, mule, don, cowboy, domestic, refugee, tourist, migrant, farmworker, musician, political exile, business exile, economic exile, cultural exile, dreadlocks, locks-woman, fashion-dread, press-head, extension hair, higgler.

Leaving the Caribbean for the North Star.

Tourist with straw baskets, suntan, skin peeling, rum-filled stomach, tang of jerk pork Boston-style. Lignum vitae carvings, calabash gourds, a piece of black coral, earrings out of coconut shell. Not to forget the tonic juices to restore nature—strong-back, front-end-lifter, and put-it-back. A little ganja, lambsbread, marijuana, senseh, collie weed, healing herbs, mushrooms; you can get anything, no problem, as long as there are U.S. dollars.

Dried sorrel, fried sprat, bottles of white rum, mangoes, gungo peas, coconut cakes, scalled ackee, cerasee bush, and single Bible. Reggae on cassette tapes.

Travelers dressed to kill.

Woman in red frock, red shoes, red extension hair, black skin. Dreadlocks, Clarke’s shoes, red, green, and gold tam, smoking on last spliff.

Cowboy in felt cap, dark glasses, nuff cargo round neck to weigh down a plane.

Woman in black polka dot pantsuit. Black winter boots high up to knees, drinking one last coconut water.

Tourist drinking one last Red Stripe beer inna sun hot.

Leaving the Caribbean for the North Star.

Back to work, to winter, snow, frostbite.

Theater, live at the airport. Older woman bawling, young bwoy whining and pulling at woman in red frock. “Ah soon come, ah only going for a week. Yuh bawling like me dead.”

“Forward to di Babylon lights,” utters dreadlocks in Clarke’s shoes.

“Cho, a tru certain tings why ah don’t shot you. Yuh a push up life, yuh waan dead? Bumbo claat, watch weh yuh a go,” cowboy demand.

“I was in di line before you,” answer woman in polka dot pantsuit.

“So wha? Yuh want to beat me?” bulldoze cowboy. “No, but ah only asserting mi rights.”

“Cho, gal, a fight yuh want? Mi will box yuh down. Mi a di baddest man around. Step aside.”

“Gwan bad man, gwan before di plane lef you.”

JA customs officer has eyes deep in passport, behind desk, trying to figure out whether dis is a banana boat passport or what.

“Well praise the Lord for a nice holiday, tomorrow back to work.” Woman in black polka dot pantsuit talking to herself.

“Ah, a well-spent vacation. Why do they want to leave?” tourist wonders.

Airport personnel hard at work. Bag weigh too much. Too much clothes, too much food, too much herbs, too much souvenirs. Too much sun packed in suitcase and cardboard boxes.

Temper crackle in dis small island. Sufferation pon di land. Tribulation upon tribulation. Some cyaan tek di pressure. Chicken fat, pork fat fi dinner. Badmanism reign, rent a gun, like yuh rent a car. Gunshot a talk, cowboy, dons, police, and soldier tek over di streets. Woman have fi tek man fi idiot—learnt survival skills. Man tek woman fi meat—ole meat, young meat, sometimes ranstid.

Destination America. Destination Britain. Destination Europe. Destination Canada. Destination foreign land.

Fasten seat belt. Iron bird tek off. Fly over di Caribbean Sea. A site of Cuba, di Cayman Islands. Plane get cold. Goose bump rise. Blanket pull closer to skin.

Approaching the North Star. Atlantic Ocean, flying high over sea. Good-bye May Pen Cemetery, good-bye gunman, murderers step aside, good-bye dead dogs in gully, rapist, womanbeater, police, soldier, cowboy, Northcoast hustler, good-bye.

Fly higher, iron bird. Away. Good-bye.

Good-bye sunshine, warm salty sea, music with di heavy drum and bass. Good-bye mama, baby, little bwoy, good-bye, no tears, a jus’ so. Wah fi do?

Woman in polka dot black pantsuit. Work tomorrow. Department clerk. Live-in domestic to work under North Star. Praying that in five years, no more kneeling to wash floor, no more scrubbing clothes, replace that with washing machine, vacuum cleaner. Lady in red to seek better life, telling Immigration is holiday. Send for little boy and older woman when life tek. Dreadlocks leaving the sunshine, collie weed, “just for a time, just for a time, Babylon force I,” him tell himself. Cowboy cool, cowboy determine, “Foreign land, north light, fi me and you, anyone, land of opportunity, to buy di latest model gun, to slaughter di baddest bwoy.”

Good-bye slave wage, stale food, ranstid meat, tear-up clothes, rag man, tun’ cornmeal, dry dust.

Music soft, no heavy drum and bass. Missing home already. Complimentary drink sweet, though, another Chivas on the rocks, another Courvoisier, cyaan buy dem a Jamdown. Plane get colder. Drinks warm up body.

Woman in black polka dot pantsuit close eyes, shut out her job in di North Star. Walk baby in pram. No matter what weather. Snow high. Shovel it. Walk dog. Feed the baby. Feed the mother. Feed the father. Clean up after. Wash the clothes. Iron some. Fold up the towels and sheets. Vacuum the carpet. Polish the silver, All in the name of a honest day’s work.

Plane fly low. North Star light pretty, shining all over di land. Immigration. Line long. Which one to enter. Woman or man. White or Asian. Black or white.

“Where have you been?” “Where have you been?” “How long was your stay?” “Purpose of your visit?” Tourist, white, safe every time, unless foolish to take a little collie weed, a little spliff. Woman in red pass through, safe, can’t touch it. Dreadlocks just coming to play music at stage show, no rush to live here, in a Babylon. Safe. Cowboy visiting mother, polite, nice smile, dress good, stamp in book, gwan through. “Three weeks you say?” Safe. Woman in black polka dot pantsuit. “Where you been to?” “Jamaica.” “Reason?” “Vacation.” “Vacation? Family?” “No. I stay in a hotel.” “Why a hotel?” “What yuh mean, sir?” “Why a hotel if you were born there?” “Because, sir, I go on a vacation. What yuh saying, sir? Black people can’t tek vacation in dem own homeland?” “What items did you bring back?” “Two bottles of rum, sir, di legal amount, fry fish and cerasee bush for tea.” Officer slap ink stamp in the passport. Conveyer belt. Round and round. Lady in black polka dot pantsuit pick up luggage. Show stamped card. Over there. Same questions. “How long were you out of the country?” “Two weeks.” “Purpose?” “Vacation, mam.” “Where did you stay?” “Kingston, mam.” “Did you stay with family?” “No mam, I visit dem, but I stay in a hotel.” Suspicion. “Hotel?” “Yes mam.” “Take off your glasses, please.” Officer look lady in black polka dot pantsuit up and down. “What date did you leave Canada for Jamaica?” Woman in black polka dot pantsuit start breathing hard. “I have me landed papers right here.” “Open your suitcase, please.” Suitcase get search. Hand luggage search. Handbag search. Sweat running down woman black face. Line long behind her. Officer call for body search. Woman in black polka dot pantsuit trembling. Head start itch. Line longer. Black and white in line. Woman in black polka dot pantsuit sweating with embarrassment.

North Star cold. But sweat running down her face. Line behind long-long. People tired of waiting. Impatient wid her, not wid di Immigration woman. “What you looking for, mam?” Question to hands searching. Ripping through suitcase. Disorder among di sorrel. Rum. Fruits. Fry fish. Routine, routine. Passenger behind getting vex wid her. Too much waiting. Lady in black polka dot pantsuit try to calm nerves. Think bout work. Up at 5 A.M. Feed di baby. Walk di dog. Put out garbage. Cook di breakfast. Clean di house…. Anyting … to take away dis pain. Dis shame. But not even dat can take it away. “What you looking for? WHAT YOU LOOKING FOR?” Woman in black polka dot pantsuit gone mad. Something take control of her. Black polka dot woman speaking in tongues. Dis woman gone, gone crazy. Tongue-tie. Tongue knot up. Tongue gone wild. “WHAT YOU LOOKING FOR? Yes, look for IT, you will never find IT. Yes, I carry through drugs all di time. But you will never find it. Where I hide it no Immigration officer can find it. Is dat what yuh want to hear?” Woman in black polka dot pantsuit talking loud. Black people, Jamaican people in line behind. Dem close eyes. Look other way. Dem shame. Black polka dot woman nah get no support. Hands with authority. Hands heavy with rage. Tear away at suitcase. Throw up dirty drawers. Trying to find drugs. Only an extra bottle of white rum. Polka dot woman mad like rass. Madwoman tek over. Officer frighten like hell. Don’t understand di talking of tongues. Call for a body search in locked room. Black polka dot woman don’t wait. Tear off shirt. Tear off jacket. Tear off pants. Polka dot woman reach for bra. For drawers. Officer shout for Royal Canadian Mounted Police to take madwoman away. “TAKE HER AWAY. TAKE HER AWAY.” Take this wild savage. Monster. Jungle beast. “AWAY. Arrest her for indecent exposure.” Woman in black polka dot pantsuit foam at the mouth. Hair standing high. Head-wrap drop off. Eyes vacant. Open wide. Sister. Brother. Cousin. Mother. Aunt. Father. Grandparent. Look the other way.

Jesus Christ. Pure confusion at Pearson International Airport.

The cock crowing once, twice.


Mireille Best
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“Stéphanie’s Book” (“Le Livre de Stéphanie”), by the French writer Mireille Best, makes its first English appearance in the excerpt below. Published in France in 1980, the story reflects both the progress made and the ground that remains to be covered before women can freely choose to commit themselves to other women. In a lively, direct style filled with quirky humor—even omitting punctuation in some places—Best captures the poignant subtleties of “ordinary” existence while illuminating the complex forces shaping individual choices. Born into a working-class family in Le Havre, Best now lives in the south of France with her life partner, Jo.

In the following pages, the narrator, a married woman with two sons, is “liberated” for a few days from family life and obligations, free to spend time with Stéphanie, her youngest son’s teacher who has become her friend.

from STÉPHANIE’S BOOK

WELL Stéphanie says here you are single It’s time to take advantage of it We could celebrate my new name We could … I let her unweave an endless carpet of possibilities on which I am afraid to tread. Because while Bernard is in Marseilles and the kids at their grandma’s who lives on the way—Oh! said Bernard, they’ll only skip school for a day and a half…. Anyway, they are not doing anything anymore….—I had promised myself I would do my spring cleaning. I even took Friday off to have three full days with the weekend. If I listen to my beautiful mermaid, all is lost…. Three days to put things away, worries Stéphanie, that’s how you can’t find anything anymore! What about us going to the beach.

—At this hour?

—But Stéphanie says, at this hour it’s more beautiful There is no one, and it’s still warm.

Three days’ vacation Stéphanie says Take it or leave it. And in a big gesture of her arms that hit the roof of the car, her wrist still tied up in the strap of her gym bag, she recites: The first night They went to the ocean to baptize Stéphanie The water was dark and the sky clear and the sand white under the moon…. Suddenly serious, she nestles her hands in mine.

Don’t be a chicken…. Say yes to me We may never be able to do this again.

I notice that it’s still daytime and to see the moon we’ll have to wait a little while longer. And so what Stéphanie says, and taking her hands away from mine, she gently turns the ignition key. The engine submits with a sigh. Me too. This is kidnapping.

Indeed Stéphanie says whose eyes suddenly light up like a room where you just opened the blinds.

I haven’t even prepared my meal for tonight….

Shush! Stéphanie says Tonight we don’t eat, we drink.

Stéphanie’s studio resembles her. It has Indian hangings with mellow tones, wicker chairs that are warmed by pinkish beige sheepskins thrown on them, small cushions piled up haphazardly on the floor….

Leaning out the window we watch the evening unfold for a long time, and the silence around us spreads like a puddle of water that overflows endlessly.

It’s incredible how nice the weather is Stéphanie sighs finally. Then I turn toward the inside of the apartment full of ashtrays filled with cigarette butts, books spread all over the place, records askew on the shelves, notebooks piled on a table….

There’s a roll of drawing paper on the bed and a slipper all alone in the middle of the rug. This is a mess, isn’t it, Stéphanie says. If I had known that I was going to kidnap you tonight I would have made some order But this is irreparable. She picks up the slipper, which her fingers fold and unfold mechanically. Her breath, curiously, is short. I … I’m not used to having people who keep their house in order Don’t stand there like this Andrée you hear You make me shy. Sit down. Don’t stay there like a signpost.

I feel like I’ve lost my sense of direction since I have nothing to do and I sit down obediently. And of course, Stéphanie says, you chose the wrong one. I feel the strength of the armchair with my back and hips. What’s “wrong” with it, I wonder. That’s not it, Stéphanie says. I was imagining you in the other one I’ve never seen reality tie so many knots as it has with you. It’s upsetting Stéphanie says as she turns on the lamps, whose slightly myopic luminosity dilutes itself in what’s left of the day….

Stéphanie is a bit strange at times.

Fleetingly, I struggle against that kind of vertigo that grabs you in some dreams where everything seems normal but where something is out of place and you wonder with some anxiety what it is, because it might be you.

And Stéphanie laughs in my face with something pathetic, which I may be inventing because absolutely nothing comes across in the words that she says. Don’t mind what I’m saying I’m silly.

It may be because of this theatrical gesture that she uses to hold her hands out to me But I understand very well that it is to abolish the distances and I confiscate the slipper that she hasn’t stopped torturing and that she held out to me with her hands.

I put the slipper on its original carpet. I take her hands, little and cold, in mine, and following her hands that I am holding, she bends toward me against the light and I hurry to say that I’m going to die of thirst if she doesn’t do something about it right away.

With Stéphanie’s laughter finally bursting out, several pounds of atmosphere jump out the window.

We shouldn’t become depressed Stéphanie says as she goes to the kitchen to get some ice cubes. While the evening draws the sky like a watercolor. A sky with a liquid transparency that becomes paler and paler and spills over.

I’m trying to remember when the last time was that I was able to stay like this to watch the twilight while someone was preparing something for me to drink or eat. Maybe at the maternity hospital twelve years ago, when I held Pitou’s little head and felt his little silky hair slightly humid with sweat Under my hand a tiny heartbeat was going through his clothes and I was falling asleep against my warm baby not yet dissociated from my own body To me Inside me Around me Like Grandma’s chest when I was so little…. The young nurse dressed in blue has come in The baby must sleep As if I had never had a baby before As if this kid didn’t sleep better on his mother’s body than on a cold mattress And took my kid away. You must go to sleep now Grandma would say and she’d gently pull me away from her and the cold would tear apart our warmth that had joined us together just a moment earlier I don’t want to go! The same revolt The same primal scream of the flesh that is separated The same distress, each time And to say nothing because you’re grown up and reasonable and that to grow up is to learn to shiver alone.

Whenever Didier or Pitou, screaming and stamping with rage for a whim, would finally stretch their arms out to me, I could not refuse shelter Bernard would shrug his shoulders and mumble some things that were very relevant about child-rearing And I would have bitten him. Because when you are faced with a sign of distress, you don’t oppose it by reasoning You run You hurry. To learn to live Bernard said…. You must have neither a heart nor a belly to witness this succession of little agonies endured in indifference without a reaction.

I caught you Stéphanie says

Doing what, my God

Escaping through the window.

And she comes toward me loaded with enough little snacks to feed an army I make a gesture to help her out, but she interrupts it with a move of her knee You be quiet or I’ll throw everything on the floor. Under the threat, I remain still. Praying that she’ll manage to save the bottles at least.

A torrent of pots cans little packages flows from her arms onto the table with not too much noise and without breaking anything. Two bottles of champagne still remain in her arms.

But, Stéphanie …

That’s all I have, Stéphanie says I hope that you like champagne at least.

But, Stéphanie, this is totally unreasonable…. She spreads her arms, finally free, in a sign of powerlessness. I thought we were going to see the sea…. Yes, Stéphanie says, but I am hungry. And thirsty Especially thirsty.

Everything is so complicated Stéphanie says….

You’re not helping me….

I help her to strip off the cellophane wrap from the packages of cookies. You’re doing it on purpose, Stéphanie says severely Andrée are you REALLY doing it on purpose!

I smile at her angry locks of hair where the light from the lamps put copper reflections as the window is getting darker.

Everything is bathed in a soft light like the kind you see in restaurants where I never go anymore. It’s a secret celebration and I have nothing, nothing to do but stretch my arms and legs with a sigh of comfort while a tender saxophone begins confiding in stereo. Finally a human music Music and not the kind of noise that my sons’ “awesome” singers make so loudly….

You like it? Stéphanie says squatting within arm’s reach in front of the turntable. I put my hand on her curls They are warm and silky And her head leans slightly to better feel the caress or to follow it like Grandma’s dog used to do. I’ve never seen a dog so sweet He used to roll his big eyes to try to see me over the bumps of his eyebrows My big boxer all in all My Sweet One overflowing with love for humankind. Bernard never wanted a dog It sheds its hair It drools It’s unhealthy for the children What do we do with it when we go away on vacation Especially at Mother’s place It has to pee all the time It’s not happy in an apartment It brings trouble with the neighbors It means extra work It eats the cushions and the legs of the furniture It scratches the wallpaper It stinks It climbs on the beds….

I knew it Stéphanie says Finally some human feelings You were doing it on purpose, weren’t you. Only partly, Stéphanie. I’m not used to friends who are like Sweet One and the pony from the fair I’m not used to having girlfriends just for me Who have a celebration just for me. And who talk to me Stéphanie above the champagne that will get warm in its bucket that’s too small Who talk to me with words that have a meaning of their own. As if we were somewhere else in another galaxy Who smile at me with eyes that make bubbles….

I’m a married woman Stéphanie. A mother A part of a whole with whom people can only speak a collective language, that’s to say null. You don’t confide to just anyone. We speak from couple to couple From family to family From group to group. A
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