ONE IMPERATIVE
HAUNTINGS

The work of grief is not only about mourning the lost object, it is
also about struggling against the object’s implacable refusal to
let go.
~ Mark Fischer

Hollow Bunnies
My mind falls apart in the middle of the night
trying to piece together “me”.
Recalled images of past dreams of futures that never came to be.
They’re all gone now, the ghosts:
their haunting homes demolished, replaced by simulacra of Euro-glitzy chic.
The fears, anxieties, of my youth have become
the horrors of my now.
As much as I let dreams slip away,
I let nightmares seep in.
I should have been en garde,
but I dulled myself up with petty flaccid crank-hits of joy
that burrowed deep into my soul
and comatized all potential I ever had.
--The façade has become primary,
the inner, atrophied:
deep, layered, complex meaning has vanished.
Immediate, short bursts of gratification have replaced lasting fulfillment:
we eat snacks rather than meals.
Instant, transitory drops of fleeting diluted euphoria
ruin all chance of durable and ever developing psyches.
The surface is thin and weak, the center empty,
like hollow chocolate Easter Bunnies.
Michael Kearney
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We need to be honest with ourselves when we are luxuriating in
the mud of schadenfreude — when we are putting on a mask of
piety while actually delighting in sadism. There seems to be a new
religion of our time, one obsessed with a reframed moral purity
in thought and action. But we have to have room for compassion
and empathy and change and redemption.
~ Annie Clark

Eclipse; or reading Jeremy Fernando
Little hearts
like little winds
pass and blow over
Little minds not knowing
only the light
faces down the dark
side of the truth
letting it pass
a squint only
sees half as bright
hiding behind layers of
what was told
seems half as bright

Who stand at
these crossroads
blurring charity for theft
mistaking nameless murmurings
for courage
taking a stand
by stamping on the
grave of decency
humming catchphrases
as if in prayer
unable to bear
the truth of cause
and course
This binary of right
thinking the momentary
permanent
justice imminent
Wounding by false fury
wounding like a child’s folly
It passes and it blows over
Lim Lee Ching
21 October 2020
Singapore
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under our shadow
by Jeremy Fernando

I
As we screw, I feel as if my entire political history, all my years
of feminism, are moving directly toward the centre of her body
and flowing into it, as if her skin provided their only real niche.
~ Paul B. Preciado
My skin tells me where my body is
When it splits, when it bleeds — it writes me in the sheets, into
the streets. Where her body is, where his body lies — they
split me
in the streets, and I sink into my sheets
Writing with white ink —
you who so good with words
It isn’t always what it seems when you’re face to face with me.
Not that we can see what you say, read while you writhe
Sometimes weird is pretty
Sometimes words are pretty
Never meant to cause you sorrow,
nor bring you any pain. Even as I swore
I’d drown you in my paint.
We can never look away
oh, we’ll never look away
Under the shadow is where we’ll stay
Under the shadow where we can play

II
Unlike what most people think, storytelling does not begin with
inventing, it begins with listening. A story is always a rescuing
operation ...
If I’m a storyteller it’s because I listen.
For me, a storyteller is like a passeur who gets contraband
across a frontier.
~ John Berger
Many have come and gone.
And yet I think you’ll stay — even as you’re gone.
In late night texts. Godforsaken snacks. Unbridled sex
Maybe we’ll live together in a photograph of time
No one is going to take me away from you — there’s no one
left to take
If only I could see your face once more. Your hair upon my
pillow like a slippery summer storm. Not that it’ll pull me from
the wreckage
of my silent reverie. I let my guard down, thought that we
would engage
At times am filled with rage — a fistful of love
invaded by a feeling
There’s always some reason to feel not good enough for our
bodies don’t forget. Times I want to call you, but I won’t let
myself forget
that you felt like home.
All my secrets buried in my skin.

Does the pain outweigh the pride?
Maybe tonight.
Sometimes words are pretty
Sometimes weird is pretty
Even as I swore I’d drown you in my paint
Never meant to cause you sorrow, any pain

We can never look away
oh, we’ll never look away
Under the shadow where we can play
Under the shadow is where we’ll stay
I love crowds. And their insincerity, their impersonality. They let
me feel alone — let me be part of them and apart from them
We can never look away
oh, we’ll never look away
Under the shadow where we can play
Under the shadow is where we’ll stay

III
Are you just a mirror standing in front of me.
Am I blind, or do my eyes truly see
~ Ozzy Osborne
I think about you still everyday
But maybe you’d rather not hear me
singing pretty lines. Humming rhymes
Writing weird lines

I think I like singers who close their eyes —
they’re not playing to the crowd
My lines, I take from everywhere but
they don’t make them
any less mine
Sometimes weird is pretty
Sometimes words are pretty
Only seemed to have caused you sorrow, to have brought you
pain
Even though I’d never drown you in my paint
We can never look away
oh, we’ll never look away
Under the shadow is where we’ll stay
Under the shadow where we can play
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When we lose someone, we do not always know what it is in that
person that has been lost. So when one loses, one is also faced
with something enigmatic: something is hiding in the loss,
something is lost within the recesses of loss. If mourning involves
knowing what one has lost (and melancholia originally meant, to
a certain extent, not knowing), then mourning would be
maintained by its enigmatic dimension, by the experience of not
knowing incited by losing what we cannot fully fathom.
~ Judith Butler

Smith’s Point 1977
Tonight, here in my house,
with no external stimulus,
in a moment, and for only a moment,
my sense of smell was completely filled with Smith’s Point Beach 1977,
horse-shoe crabs and all.
The sensation, not felt in decades, was total and accurate.
Why did this occur at random?
What made it surface?
I know the memories are stored;
I wish I could trigger them at will.
--Losing the ability to emotionally separate dream state from woken:
my sleep visions are dictating my daily moods.
Starting to lose the capacity to distinguish whether a memory
was from a dream or a waked situation:
hmm … dreams seeping into my woken reality,
my subconscious haunting,
hunting my conscious existence.
Are these my existences in other dimensions slipping into “this” one?
Are they past lives surfacing into “this” one?
Perhaps past lives are misconceptions, misunderstandings,
of faint awarenesses of our being on other planes of existence
that are bleeding into our consciousness on “this” one?
Hauntings from ourselves from other parts of a multiverse?

Was I ever really at Smith’s Point in 1977?
What does it matter?
The sensation of that smell was joy for that moment.
Michael Kearney
April 2022
Tokyo

Death Cheater’s Tea
by Setsuko Adachi

Albert would not believe her when Benessa told him she lost
her job that day because she spent too much time in the
restroom in the morning at her workplace. When he finally did,
he could not stop laughing.
“What, Benessa? You were let go because you were
constipated?” Benessa nodded. “Oh, I am sorry, Benessa, I am
so sorry. Benessa … hahaha …”
When Albert’s good hearty laughter weakened, Benessa told
Albert she might have to move to a different place because
their restroom did not provide a conducive environment for her
shithead. Albert started laughing again. “Oh, Benessa, I love
your sense of self-deprecation!” He had no idea how serious
his girlfriend was. Constipation was haunting her.
A week ago, Benessa had the following conversation with her
boss:
“You wanted to see me?”
“Yes, come on in, Benessa. Close the door behind you.” Her
boss was in a jovial mood, “You’ve been spending too much
time in the restroom, Benessa. You must be full of shit.
Constipated?”
Benessa’s face flushed, but the boss’s fun-loving manner made
it lighter and easier for her to speak about it honestly.
“I am. I am full of shit. I always feel the welcoming pain, the
signal that my bowel is moving when I am chatting with others
as we get ready to work. When the pain hits, I excuse myself

and hurry to the restroom. It is embarrassing that even you
know … it has become a habitual ritual these days.”
“Have you seen a doctor?”
“Yes, and my shits defy the prescriptions.”
“A-ha! You have a determined shithead in you!” Her boss
chuckled. Benessa did, too, just a little. Then, the boss’s smile
receded, and the tone changed.
“Benessa, I feel bad for you, but as your boss, I also have to
warn you that your performance has not been good. If this
continues, I will have to let you go.”

A week later, she lost her job.
For Benessa, her boss’s words — “a determined shit head”
were an eye-opener. Benessa saw the truth in them. Her
shithead was determined to get Benessa off the job, and it
succeeded. Albert’s shithead was complacent, quite happy to
leave Albert. His stools dove into the toilet bowl and left with a
flush. Her stools they shut themselves in.
Epidemy broke out. The city was ordered to stay-home. Albert
worked online from their apartment on the fifth floor. Benessa,
unemployed, had time. She enjoyed cooking and cleaning.
One morning, she thought of cooking chicken for dinner. She
took it out from the freezer and left it out to thaw. In the
afternoon, Benessa unwrapped it, and the stench of rotting
rose from the meat.
“Benessa!” Albert walked into the kitchen, “something really
stinks!”

Benessa looked at Albert. She was confused. Tears after tears
rolled down. They sped over her cheeks, dripped down from
her chin, and had made a tiny pool on the floor.

“I can’t stop crying, and I do not know why. It started with the
smell. I am not sad. I feel no need for crying.”
“Cry away, Benessa, cry away. Stay-home confinement has its
psychological impact,” said Albert. He disposed of the chicken
breast, sanitized the sink and counter, then heated up the
frozen slices of pizza for the two of them. After the quick
dinner, while doing the dishes, Benessa mumbled, “there is no
place to rot in this kitchen.” “Of course not,” replied Albert.
The stay-home order was lifted. Benessa left the city to spend
time in her home village.
“I have to go. My shithead is demanding it,” Benessa told
Albert.
“Don’t call yourself a shithead,” said Albert. “You are not.”
“Right, Albert. I am not a shithead. Here is the address. Visit
me, Albert. Remember that the area doesn’t have internet. It is
an alienated village. I am not sure how well the smartphones
will work over there. If you are going to bring work, bring
something that doesn’t require the internet.”

Albert saw her off at the station, “Let me know when you are
coming back.”
“I will. Come visit me, okay?”

“I will.”
“Love you.”
“Me, too.”
Albert never visited her. The contact ended quickly. His text
messages and calls were left unanswered.
Benessa, the strange girlfriend who abandoned him, comes to
Albert’s mind often these days. He had been spending more
time sitting on the toilet bowl—he was constipated.
One weekend, Albert took out the address Benessa gave him
and started driving.
***
“Benessa?” Albert called. He tried the door. It was unlocked.
He opened the door and saw a familiar pair of shoes. It made
Albert feel at home immediately. The village itself was close to
deserted, but the house was clean and well kept.

“Benessa, are you home?” Albert checked the restroom for
Benessa out of habit because Benessa would not answer if she
were on the bowl. It was vacant. A pumping toilet was
installed. “Wow, no sewerage infrastructure,” Albert thought.
“Why am I surprised? Of course, there isn’t one.”
Albert decided to wait for her. He took out a glass from the
cupboard, poured water, sat on a couch. He checked his
phone. It indicated a very weak connection and no internet.
Dusk had fallen. He stood up, went over to the windows, and
closed the curtains. Before closing the last piece of the curtain,
he noticed a house with a porch light on half a kilometer or so
away between the big trees.
Albert slept on the couch. He woke up, opened the curtains.
The early morning sun shone brightly on a large fresh spider
web on the other side of the window. He watched a butterfly
flutter, barely escaping the sticky web.
Albert gulped down the glass of water he had left on the
table the night before. He then went over and opened the
refrigerator. It had an unopened bottle of Coke and cans of
beer. Benessa did not drink Coke. She did not drink alcohol.
He did. The beers were the kind he liked. He discovered
Benessa’s favorite brand of ground coffee beans in the
freezer. Albert opened the storage in the kitchen. She had
stocks of ingredients for his favorite dishes. Then, he went
about opening the doors on the first floor. A room clearly was
furnished as his space.
It was so clear how welcomed Albert was to the house. Benessa
was ready for his visit anytime. He went to look at the second
floor, and in the first room, Albert found Benessa, a skeleton on
a bed. She wore the engagement ring that he gave her.
Photos of them together were placed on the side table. Her

smartphone was there. Everything was kept tidy by some
loving hands.
Albert bent down and kissed Benessa on her forehead. Her
room had a great view of the mountains, and from there, he
spotted two figures working in the field. They must live in the
house he noticed the night before.

Albert went downstairs. His interest in the rest of the rooms on
the second floor was gone. Instead, he started walking toward
the two. The shortest way there was not by the road. He made
out a narrow path in Benessa’s backyard that led into the
woods. His hunch was right. Soon enough, he saw the house.
***
Benni noticed Albert emerge from the woods and stared at
him.
“Excuse me,” Albert called out in a big voice when he saw
Benni. Benni said nothing but kept on staring at him. It made
Albert quite uncomfortable. When he came within speaking
distance, Albert tried again, “Hello.” There was one more
awkward moment for Albert as Benni took a good look at his
face. Then Benni broke into a big smile, visibly relaxed, said,
“You must be Albert!”
“Yes, I am.”

“Hello Albert, good to see you! I am Benessa’s aunt Benni. That
child over there is Benessa’s cousin’s child, Eero.” She spoke
excitedly. Albert glanced over to the child, who paid no
attention to Albert. The child must be around five or six, and he
was focused on whatever he was doing — excavating,
perhaps. He had many tools with him.
“Oh, Albert, I am sure Benessa is very happy you came. She
has spoken so much about you. You have not changed from the
photos. Have you seen her? Beautiful bones, isn’t she?”
“Yes, lovely bones. Benessa is beautiful.” Benni smiled at him
again. Albert continued, “If you don’t mind me asking, how did
she die?”
“Of course, of course. Would you like to come into the house?
Have some tea, and I will tell you.”
They went inside. The child had not moved from his spot. A tiny
mound of earth was forming.
“I only have tea. Would you like it hot or cold?” He asked for
hot. He watched Benni brew what looked like tree roots and
bark.
“Now, drink the tea slowly at the beginning. We say this tea
helps your body to cheat death, but it may upset your stomach
since you are new to it.”
Albert drunk it slow. Benni observed him carefully as she
brewed the next round of tea.
“How is it? Do you feel any reactions?”
“No, I don’t. Actually, it is quite soothing.”

“Excellent! You are not allergic to it, then. Drink it away. I have
plenty.”
And Benni began recounting about Benessa and her death:
“When Benessa returned from the city, she was energetic. She
cleaned the house that her parents left her thoroughly and
made it livable again. It was good to have Benessa back here.
We enjoyed each other’s company. Benessa would come over
sometimes, and I would go over to hers.
I asked Benessa once what brought her over here. She said
city life became increasingly difficult because her shithead
wanted to live with death. I can see her eyes still. They were
glittering when she said, ‘You can let death rot here, and
nobody would mind. There is enough space.”
Unfortunately, soon after she settled in the house, Benessa
realized something was wrong with her. The way she
explained to me was it was the consequence of living too long
in the city against the will of her shithead. It took me a while to
grasp her stools had their own mind, Albert,” and she noticed
his teacup was empty. She smiled and continued as she poured
more tea for him. “Benessa would say things like, ‘my shithead
loves the pumping toilet. I know that because the minute I sit on
the bowl, stools leave. It is amazing! They can’t wait to leave
me!’”
“Anyway, Benessa called a taxi from the next town and
admitted herself to a small hospital there. She did not stay in
the hospital for long, though I was not aware Benessa had
been back home. I learned it through a nurse who drove over
here one evening. She handed me a note and a key from
Benessa and gave me the account of her last days.

Benessa asked the doctors to discharge her because her time
was nearing after a few days in the hospital. They did not
think it was a good idea, especially because she lived alone.
But Benessa discharged herself.

The day after Benessa had gone home, the nurse drove out all
the way over to the village after her shift. She said she knew
Benessa would not last ten days without the proper medical
treatment. She did the same thing the next day, and on the
third day, Benessa ranted at her. ‘I am trying to die peacefully
here. Your visit is causing a nuisance to my death! I can’t die in
peace if you keep showing up like this. Leave me alone!’ So,
they spoke, and it was agreed that the nurse would come by
three days later to check on her.
‘Benessa won her heart’s pursuit,’ was the way the nurse put it.
Benessa laid dead on the bed the next time the nurse visited.
Benessa had left a note with the house key on the dining table.
It read, ‘Please inform Aunt Benni, the next-door neighbor, of
my death and give her the house key. Thank you.’ I think it
humorous that she thought of the house key. I suppose it is one
of her city habits. We don’t use it. We don’t need it.”
“What did I do? I did what Benessa wanted. I left her to rot.
Benessa might not have thought this part through. She might
have been thinking of rotting on the bed where she died. We
had a better idea, me and Eero. I knew Benessa would be
happy with it. We moved her to where wild animals won’t
bother her but where the earth welcomed her decomposition.
Benessa rotted out there on her premise, and the stench did not
reach here. It did not bother anybody. Look at the abundant
space we have! I think when Benessa succumbed to her own
shithead, she found the wholeness in such a way of livingdying. For her, the city only provided half of the existence.

In two weeks, Benessa became beautiful bones. We carried
her back to the bed. Eero was careful not to miss the ring. He
is good that way. You saw the ring, yes?” Albert nodded.
“So, you see, that house is a tomb. We go there every now
and then to keep the house a living house. We figured
Benessa, who found passion in living with death, would be
blessed if we did that. What do you say, Albert?”
Albert went back to the city. Constipation was haunting him.
His shithead ruled him more and more. His shits were becoming
holier and holier. Upon the demand of his shithead, Albert
drove out and stayed in Benessa’s house-tomb. Benni
welcomed him always. She made sure to treat him with the
death cheater’s tea, and Albert grew on Eero. Eero would beg
Albert not to go when it was time for him to leave — “Stay,
Albert, stay and help me unearth.”
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Time Out of Sight
The shadows stretched across the white landscape
quiver ever so slightly as the snow melts:
the inverse of the white sugar frosting dripped across my apple turnover.
I look at the date of the first entry in this notebook, March 29, 2021,
and the date of the entry preceding this current writing, December 15, 2021,
notice the thinness of the pages between,
and am haunted by all the missed opportunities to write.
Those spurned ideas, phrases, will never come around to visit my mind again.
I’ve always felt this way, since a young man, since a child, say ten years old,
always haunted by the time lost, thrown away,
the chances missed to enjoy,
someone, someplace,
something other than what I was probably wasting my time doing.
My life is haunted by the things that never came to be.
Perhaps I am greedy,
but I want more time,
to do more things,
to do everything.
Yet I know this will never be:
I cannot slow time, and I cannot keep up with it.

As I grow older and slower,
with less energy,
time outstrips me.
No, I can’t keep up.
Soon it will be out of sight.
Then the timeless void for me –
Death: when time runs out of our sight.
Michael Kearney
April 2022
Tokyo

You can only go into mourning by transfiguration or
disfigurement. There is no rational form of the absorption of
death.
~ Jean Baudrillard
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