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                 Cyril Wong 
                                                                     
 
 

Editor’s Note 
On 14th June 2016, just two days after a horrific mass shooting at a 

gay nightclub in Orlando (Florida, U.S.A.), Singapore’s Minister of Home 

Affairs and Law, K. Shanmugam, announced in The Straits Times — in a way 

that might seem expected or unsurprising to many outside this part of the 

world — that the government would not stand for such violence and that all 

Singaporeans would be protected “regardless of race, religion or sexuality.” 

Conservatism takes on different forms depending on what part of the world 

you are in and how you define it at any given time; it might get a little 

complicated in places like Singapore that is, on one hand, self-consciously 

urban, hyper-modern, pragmatically cosmopolitan, and on the other hand, 

clinging on to vague-yet-adaptable notions of “traditional values” in an 

uncritical way. As far as I can remember, the first time I heard anything 

about homosexuality in the local media was in 2007, when Prime Minister 

Lee Hsien Loong made a speech in parliament during a debate on Section 

377A of the Penal Code that criminalises gay men. Since then, Singapore’s 

overall ideological progression, broadly speaking, has been — in my mind, 

anyway — like a surrealist tango: three steps forward in the direction of 

inclusiveness and an open-minded liberalism, then two steps back as when 

sudden restrictions and modes of censorship are introduced (e.g., plays 

banned, artists denied funding, pulping of library books). In the larger 

scheme of things, any historian might say, Look, there is progress if seen 

from a distance ... But whilst in the thick of things, synchronically speaking, 

it can be difficult to see the wood for the trees. One could argue that to be 

acknowledged publicly as somebody worth protecting by the powers that 

be sounds like a step in the right direction. These days, I choose to be 

neither optimistic nor pessimistic, but merely watchful.  
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          The announcement of queerness coupled with its eventual acceptance 

remains the challenge, both politically and privately. A patriarchal, queer-

phobic, hyper-religious, exclusionary brand of conservatism, many say, is 

spreading across the world, even in parts of Europe (what comes to mind 

now: tens of thousands of Italians gathering for an anti-gay rally in Rome in 

Jan. 2016) where once-seemingly-enlightened societies seem to be 

devolving. So where else can we turn to now for paragons of inclusive 

cultures (other than the States, which has long lost its romantic shine)?      

Do we or have we already been working all alone now, without foreign 

models to inspire us, as we inch towards becoming more enlightened 

societies? As writers, editors, artists, activists, social workers, etc.,          

what infinitesimal changes are we enacting that make it all worthwhile and 

our individual lives worth living? Small to pyrrhic victories aside, perhaps   

the cliché still holds true: it’s enough simply to try, even to die trying.  

          And while we’re spending all that time trying, to support each other  

as well, even as to go as far as to renegotiate and revise definitions of 

queerness from time to time. We always never know who we might be 

excluding at any given time. Queerness is a category that can still divide us 

between those who wish for its significance to remain radical, and others 

determined to be embraced by humdrum social normalcy. The point is to 

discuss, converse, talk and keep on talking, writing, wearing that badge, 

posting on social media, signing that petition, joining that interminable 

march into the future. From pride parades to pink dots to speaking out at 

opportune moments, at home, in the office or in parliament, everybody is 

overcoming fear and making some kind of difference—in the same way that 

this journal is performing its humble but necessary agitations—regardless of 

how tides might turn in the future, buoying us along or obliterating us all   

in its wake. 
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CHAPTER 21: Hotel 

Nuril Basri; translated by John H. McGlynn 

 

I looked at Paris anxiously. All of a sudden, my throat felt dry and               
my muscles stiff. “A hotel?” I repeated, as if not sure what I’d heard.             
Paris nodded in reply. Why, I don’t know, but the tension I was feeling 
seemed to suddenly spread to the hairs on my thighs, causing them            
to tingle. But Paris looked even more forlorn than I. His facial muscles 
twitched and he began to nibble his lips. His eyes looked moist. I felt sorry 
for him and it was that feeling which finally shooed away my hesitation.        
I came to a decision: to act like more of a man for him. 

 “Come on,” I said between heavy intakes of breath. 

Paris looked at me, afraid. I was nervous, too, but could sense that he 
was in a far greater quandary. I moved closer to him, put my arm around his 
shoulders, and again suggested that we leave. 

Our steps were heavy but we finally reached the car. He was silent.      
I said nothing either. I didn’t want to look at him because I was afraid that 
would make him more nervous. 

“Do you already know the hotel?” I asked. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Paris nod. He started the engine 
and the two of us left. The car smelled of apples—an air freshener, I 
suppose—and the sense of Oskar’s presence became sharper: the seats 
were worn and there were coffee stains and cigarette burns everywhere. 

We turned back in the direction we had come from earlier and headed 
towards Karawaci, traversing the same traffic jam we had confronted 
earlier. After about half an hour, we got out of the car at Aryaduta, a “four-
and-a-half star” hotel, located not far from the Supermall. Unless you count 
the time I went to Pronto on my first night of clubbing, I had never been in a 
hotel before and, for a moment, the feeling of worry in my chest was 
replaced by the astonishment of a kid from the kampung. I gazed up in 
wonder at the place before me. After I removed a large suitcase from the 
truck of the car, we entered the hotel and registered at the front desk. 

“Room 219…” said the attractive receptionist when handing over the 
key. A man in livery then took the key from us and led us to our room.           
I lagged behind, studying the hotel’s architecture and its furnishings with     
a look of awe. The walls and floors were all of shining marble. Small trees in 
oversized decorative pots dotted the room. A grand and winding staircase 
led to the second floor. Sculptural objects made from large chunks of 
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alabaster looked very expensive. And the people there, walking leisurely 
through the lobby, seemed to exude a special aroma: the scent of wealth.  

In short time, we arrived at our room—a “Deluxe” room with a king-
size double bed, walls that were dominated by soothing cream and beige 
colors, and coffee-colored curtains and furniture. The porter motioned for 
us to enter and then placed the suitcase on a low table. His ever present 
smile looked forced to me; I guessed he was hoping for a tip. I looked 
around the room not knowing what I was feeling. I had never imagined 
myself being in such a place. I stood silently in place, like a statue, until         
I heard Paris thank the porter and close the door. I heard the lock click 
loudly in place. 

I walked to the farther side of the room with its floor-to-ceiling glass 
windows. After surveying the scene outside, I turned and looked at Paris, 
who was standing on the other side of the bed from me, but he avoided my 
eyes. 

I felt a rattle in my chest like the sound of a tin can being kicked down 
the street. My fingertips began to strum against my outer thigh of their own 
volition. Paris moved slowly from where he had been standing and then sat 
down on the edge of the bed. I moved towards him uncertainly. My feet felt 
heavy. I looked at my shoes. My new shoes. Finally, I reached the bed       
and sat down beside Paris. 

Paris’ fingers played with the hem of his shirt. I leaned back on my el-
bows, and stretched my legs widely. It felt like a bomb was ready to explode 
in my heart. Even though the room was cold from air-conditioning, I had be-
gun to sweat. My whole body felt damp. 

I’d never thought our relationship might reach this stage—though        
I shouldn’t have been surprised. Paris was keeping me, after all, wasn’t he? 
He bought me clothes, treated me to meals, and gave me pocket money 
regularly. And he had just bought me a very expensive pair of shoes. He had 
the right to touch me. Though I silently objected, I did realize, deep in my 
heart at least, that this day would come. I just didn’t know that today would 
be that day. 

I would surrender and let it happen. He could touch my thighs.          
He could grope my crotch. He could kiss my cheeks, forehead, neck, and 
lips—whatever he wanted. I didn’t have to enjoy it. But I knew that 
afterwards, our relationship would never be the same and that I           
would leave him. 

Secretly, I was disappointed that Paris wanted to have sex with me. 
We had become friends and I thought that was how he, too, wanted our 
relationship to be: as friends. For that, I respected him.  
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The two of us just sat there, on the edge of the bed, like a pair of 
herons waiting for fish to pass. Silently, observing each other. I didn’t know 
whether I should make the first move or to wait for him to touch me first.    
I coughed. 

“I hope…” he started to say but stopped momentarily, his voice 
catching. “I hope you won’t think bad of me.” 

The sentence had been very difficult for him to say. 

I shook my head. OK, I got it. I understood. I thought of Yusuf who had 
been right about me after all: I was no different from him. I was a sex 
worker, even if only an amateur one, and Paris had the right to me. It was I 
who had wanted for him to keep me and now if he was asking for payback, 
that was his right. Again, I thought of Yusuf who had accused me of selling 
myself and how angry I had become, maybe because I knew he was right 
and just too ashamed or too embarrassed to admit it. 

“I’ve brought you here because this is something I wanted to do         
for a long time…” he said in sad explanation. 

I nodded my head, still unable to speak. 

“I just never had the nerve to do it before…” 

I trembled in my silence. 

“It’s only you, you see…. It’s only you that I can trust…” 

Only for me that he had feelings? Sexual feelings? The entire time I’d 
known him, he’d never shown any desire for me. 

“You can think what you will… And afterwards, you can leave me if 
that’s your choice… I know that’s the risk of doing this. But I want you to 
understand that this desire I feel is not something new; I’ve always wanted 
to do this… I just never knew with whom…. It’s only you,” he said again.    
He paused, then began again: “I don’t want you to hate me. I just want to 
be myself…” 

I could take the melodrama no longer. It was only sex, after all.              
I wanted to get it over with quickly and then get beyond it—without         
the prolonged preliminaries. Whether I hated him or not afterwards     
would be a different story. It would be my story. 

“You don’t know how hard this decision was for me to make…” 

Paris, with his feminine alter-ego didn’t want to be ashamed         
when losing his virginity. Maybe that was the dillema! 
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“Ok, do it!” Those were the only words that came out from my 
mouth—a sign of my agreement that he could do whatever he wanted to 
do. 

“Are you sure?” he asked, still afraid. 

“Yes, do whatever you want to do,” I said in as manly a voice as 
possible. 

Rather than wait for this preliminary act to take forever, I decided to 
make the first move. I wanted this nightmare to be over. But when I moved 
closer next to him, ready to embrace him, Paris suddenly rose from where 
he was sitting. 

I looked at him surprised. 

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he asked. 

I nodded, but before I could do anything he stepped away from me 
and grabbed his suitcase.  

“I’m going to the bathroom…” he said while lugging the large suitcase 
with him.  

As in a soap opera, I imagined a crying session taking place in there. 

I tried to relax as much as possible. Maybe you won’t believe me, but 
in this situation, as weird as it was, I sniffed my armpits for body odor and 
tested the smell of my breath. Then out of the blue a strange thought 
occurred to me: I didn’t want Paris to be disappointed in me. 

I waited five minutes, then ten. I tapped my new shoes on the brown-
colored carpet and felt it with my fingers. I’d never seen a floor completely 
covered with carpeting. I took off my new shoes and then my socks.   
Fifteen minutes passed… Feeling stiff in the shoulders, I got up and walked 
around room, absorbing the hotel room’s atmosphere. I sniffed the air, I felt 
the walls, I opened the curtain to view the cityscape outside. I lowered the 
temperature of the air-conditioning and played with the lights. I was like     
a spinning top. Twenty five minutes must have passed before I finally laid 
down on the mattress. Wow, I had never slept on a mattress as nice as this 
one: soft, nice-smelling, and clean… I resisted the thought of rolling around 
with Paris on top of it. 

After thirty minutes had passed, I began to get worried. What was 
Paris doing in the bathroom? God forbid he wanted to kill himself. Or 
maybe he was already dead. I jumped up and went to the bathroom door. 

I knocked on the door. “Paris…” I called. 

I heard the sound of rustling inside. “Just a second. I’m not ready yet.” 
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My heartbeat slowed. At least he wasn’t dead. Though I did ask 
myself, what kind of preparations for making love took thirty minutes         
of time alone in the bathroom? I hoped he didn’t want to do anything too 
weird. 

I took the remote control for the television from off the bedside table 
and turned on the flat plasma TV attached to the wall opposite the end of 
the bed. Cable TV. I skimmed through the listings but didn’t find anything of 
interest until finally deciding to watch a SpongeBob cartoon in English. I 
didn’t understand much of what was being said, but I laughed to see the 
characters’ expression. 

And then the door to the bathroom cracked open…. 
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Weekend 

Khairani Barokka 

 
 
 
 

 
open cavern-mouthed anaesthesia salivabeam, 
torso a  
     wall of calm ocean. 
 
and handled-thigh ready,  searock fists. 
 
you don't need to catch me or breath, 
i'm open, come lessen  
         your need to breathe— 
quicken the dense air, eat  
all the sundays  
after my relapses and yours 
in bed,         
  laugh  
 
your swole,  
sun-calendarium  
week into mine, it's tighter. 
 and sometimes, there's discounts for the underlings. 
 
there goes dark matter aswirl now, compressed  
gravitational waves outside of our windows— 
           black out 
(shh. you're fingering.). 
 
not anybody 
        no more distressed. 
 
three orange poems written block-lettered for me,  
   blot-thick in haze, 
 
then forgets all the words burns the pages. 
 
        stay stay large canyon of quiet; 
        eat plums stained with milk from my palm in ravines, 
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you do not want to deny this rest, 
 
don't deny body this rest. 

 

 

 

[NOTE: This piece was written to capture a landscape in which people who, 
like the character in the poem, experience multiple "relapses" or escalations 
of pain and fatigue within a single day (or whatever your own version is, 
perhaps emotional escalations, perhaps those of addiction, anxiety, and/or of 
grief) and navigate personal relationships that are as complex as any, and as 
unique as any.] 
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An Honor, A Pleasure 

Lawrence L. Ypil 

 
 
The neighbor washed the kill  
at the yard faucet. Fish and gill.  
It flickered still.A silver fin in water.  
 
We hadn’t been invited to the feast,  
but didn’t complain. We craved the huge indoors,  
who hungered under. We spelled the name of mourn.  
 
We couldn’t tell if rich was what we wanted: apartment,  
lumberjack, bordello, concubine.  
 
The morning after was always  
someplace else. Define the weather. 
 
Bloody water.  
What’s yours is mine. Maybe not.   
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Ang Imoralidad ng Mga Áso 

Alwynn C. Javier; translated by Lawrence L. Ypil 

 
 
Natuto nang maglaro si Bantay.  Di na siya naglalagi sa bakuran.  
Oras ng pagkain ay tila nalilimutan. Maging ang sipol ko ay galít  
na kinakahulan. 
 
Kahapon, nahuli ko siyang inaamoy ang namimintog na puwit ni Tagpi. 
Nalingat lang ako sandali ay narinig ko na ang harutan ng mga pamangkin 
habang pinanonood ang isang bastos na eksena: talikuran ang posisyon  
ng mga walanghiya, at nakuha pang umungol sa harap ng mga bata! 
 
Mabuti na làmang at tánging ako ang nakakita sa isang kasalaulaan kanina: 
umagang-umaga ay kinakadyot ni Bantay ang matandang aso  
ng kapitbahay; at sa kanilang tabi, panay naman ang landi ni Tagpi  
sa isa ko pang alagang si Puti! Dumampot ako ng dospordos  
at hinambalos si Bantay, sabay tadyak kay Tagpi. Lecheng mga aso ‘to, 
bulong ko sa sarili. Nag-almusal ako nang pailing-iling, pangiti-ngiti. 
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The Immorality of Dog 

 
 
Now that Guard’s learned how to play, he no longer lingers in the yard. 
Forgets the time to eat. Even at my whistle, he barks.   
 
Yesterday, I caught him smelling Patch’s ass. I was distracted for a bit  
and the next thing I heard was the rowdy laughter of my nephews  
watching the scene: end-to-end was the chosen position  
of the shameless pair, and the gall to moan in front of the kids!  
 
Lucky that I was the only witness to the perversion this morning: Guard 
fucking the old neighbor’s dog; and beside him, Patch feeling up  
my other dog White! I picked a plank of wood to hit Guard with, while I 
kicked Patch. Fuckin’ dawgs, I said to myself. I ate breakfast,  
shaking my head, with a smirk.   
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The end is the beginning 

Jeffrey Pascual Yap 

 
 
I knew I had to wear a plain white shirt that day – the one that missed 

ironing and lost that faint smell of fabric conditioner. The more creased       
it was, the better. I found the shirt from a pile of pullovers. It was twice    
my size and I would have drowned in it. And it would make me look like that 
I had already lost my bearings.  

 
The invitation for today’s excursion came from a text message last 

night that I didn’t answer. “The final results are out. Please come with me,” 
said the sender, whom I met six months ago. I looked at myself and           
the shirt that I was to wear—if I smeared charcoal on my face and on the 
shirt, I would appear as if I had totally lost it. 

 
I didn’t bother replying to Eric. I was on my way anyway. The clinic was 

about 50 meters away from the place where we first met—a club where 
men showed off their torsos with only white towels draped around their 
waists. The club, as the patrons referred to, was actually called the white 
house by the old timers in the area. It was a two-story wooden house 
painted with white latex from its stone façade up to its roof, with wooden 
doors and windows that were all locked up, and a lanai surrounded by thin 
strips of bamboo curtains. During daytime, it looked like just any other 
house on the street in a city named after an old chieftain’s daughter.        
But late at night when families were about to sleep, discreet gay men from 
bears to twinks flocked the club until dawn warned them that time was up. 

 
I was at the club’s gym area where I chose to lift weights, away from 

the gutted dark rooms upstairs with glory holes and pulsating house music. 
The sound that passed through the hollowed wooden walls made its male 
members strut carefully: walk straight to bare the chest and stimulate      
the puffy nipples to make them hard. Make eye contact while biting       
your lips and if that doesn’t work it, on to the next guy who might actually 
take your bait. 

 
I had been doing the incline bench press and lifting a hundred-pound 

barbell for a quarter of an hour when Eric began surveying the area around 
me. He looked like he came out of a history book on the Filipino indigenous 
warrior—brown skin and dark nipples, flat abdomen, and a bulge that out-
lined his package down there. The facial features were, of course, 
acceptable. His hair was not parted on one side but grown and trimmed 
well to highlight his chiseled face—a sculptor would have made his jawline 
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his template. His lips were wet and his eyes exuded an air of sympathy. He 
must remove that towel for his eyes to have that total appeal. 

 
I wasn’t there like everyone else—I was just elated after losing fifty 

pounds off my usual weight. Years of wearing a pair of sized 40 khakis never 
received a second glance from anyone, let alone from men hanging around 
in the club. The validation I received from the patrons of this place was 
more constant, immediate, and had a direct effect. Them brushing their 
arms against mine. Those grins and smirks made those times when I chose 
to consume whole wheat bread over butter loaf worth it.  

 
Eric approached me after doing my last set on the incline bench,      

not with the usual code of smirk-and-grab of the regulars but by making a 
comment. “You’re lifting the weights wrong.” 

 
“You mean I’m not lifting the weights correctly.” 
 
He nodded and pointed to the bench by pouting his lips. “May I?”         

I looked at how he lifted the barbell, his chest getting bigger and arms 
getting firmer. Each repetition was followed by an inhale and an exhale that 
smelled of his mouth on mine.  

 
In a place like this, it wasn’t necessary to divulge the truth, especially 

of one’s personal background. There was the exploration of each other’s 
physiques and, depending on the people involved, it started by touching 
each other’s faces. But if the room rented the night was too dark, they 
could go straight to removing their towels for easy access. Eric followed me 
to the locker area. He was watching me getting dressed while rolling a 
cigarette between his thumb and index finger. “Smoking area is at the 
lanai,” I told him. “I’m just playing with it. You’re making me nervous,”       
he said. 

 
He started asking how old I was and if I was working in an outsourced 

business processing company like everyone else. I said that if he told me his 
real age and where he lived, I would answer his question. As I was putting 
on my shirt while looking at his mirror reflection, he said that he was 28 and 
living north of Manila, in a city that was underdeveloped and crowded with 
candy and slipper factories. He took out his wallet and showed his social 
security ID. 

 
“There. I’m not lying to you.” 
 
“I didn’t say anything.” 
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“I just don’t want you to think that I’m like everyone else.” 
 
When he asked for my number, I sat beside him and tied my shoe-

laces. He observed how I did the circle technique of letting the laces fall to 
either side of the shoe then taking both laces and threading one lace over 
the other. 

 
“Basic knot is easier,” he said. “Will you give me your number when 

you’re finished?” 
 
I was tempted to put on a jacket over my white shirt but decided to 

leave it. Halfway through the clinic, I thought about that time when Eric and 
I were already two months into going out and I was assured of exclusivity. 
In the middle of the food court, swarmed with people chatting and buzzing 
like insects while carrying trays of food, our table was covered with 
pamphlets and brochures on how to protect ourselves. “I’m literally laying 
my cards on the table,” I told him. I had to spell the words for him: use of 
condom is an effective way to stop the spread of the virus. Gallons of saliva 
of an infected partner will not transmit the disease. He said that the last 
time he did it was with a guy whom he barely knew. The guy was also from 
the club, he claimed, but he clarified that they did it a week before we met 
and they used protection.  

 
“Any other guys?” I asked. “None that I can remember that was unsafe 

before I met you,” he said. 
 
The brochures were immediately stashed back into my backpack and 

we went on with the usual routine of the previous months—Saturday night 
at the mall, dinner in any restaurant, and a walk around the park after-
wards. Eating with him didn’t take long—thirty minutes were enough for us 
to finish a plate of chicken and spaghetti and, afterwards, we would 
observe the surroundings while drinking soda. Thirty minutes that could 
have been extended to an hour but Eric already talked about his family 
during the first two weeks followed by his work as a programmer. The 
following month, he went on talking about how he’d wanted to take me out 
of town—a place where everybody had been to and was only an hour away 
from my place. “But it’s still cold there,” he would insist. Then he would 
plead that we go to that theme park in the province. I nodded in hesitation 
each time he wanted a picture with me in that carousel. 

 
Late evenings were spent walking around the city just to stretch and to 

give what we had a chance to elevate the discussion over personal details. 
“This park,” I told him, “can fit about ten government buildings. All ten 
buildings could have been built, but there was a change of political 
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alliances,” I said and pointed to the monument of a man in the middle with 
two guards in front. “That was the only thing that was built aside from 
those three neo-classical buildings.” He seemed to be looking at the 
monument. This was good, I thought. He was observing, and it likely meant 
there was potential for discourse. There was a figure of a woman covering 
her face and sprawled on the ground. He focused his gaze on the figure.  

 
“Is she crying?” 
 
“Maybe. It depends on how you interpret it,” I said. 
 
“You’re the landscape designer. I’ll leave the interpretation to you.” 
 
I was always hoping that he would elaborate but the discussion would 

falter down to a rough road and never recover. I had tried to pique his 
interest on different topics and general ones like sports and movies. But a 
day of talking about whey proteins and the next Batman movie took its toll 
when I admitted to him that I never really liked going to the gym and 
watching all of the Marvel movie franchises. I preferred swimming over 
lifting weights and Spanish films over Hollywood flicks. Each time we left 
the cinema, we were like acquaintances introduced just an hour ago, 
walking in silence until we reached the waiting shed where we hailed two 
separate taxis that would take us home. 

 
The clinic was inside the city hall crowded by government employees 

all eager to press the Bundy clock and the rest of the public like me 
checking out all the signage on each door: land management division, city 
treasurer’s office, tourism division. The health department with the clinic 
inside was down the hall, lined with flickering fluorescent lights covered 
with cobwebs and dust from the ceiling. The moss green walls made the 
corridor look narrow. The door to the right had a signage: “Please use the 
other door. Health Department office under renovation.” 

 
I was told by the nurse that Eric was already inside the doctor’s clinic. 

When I opened the door and saw him, he wasn’t looking at my shirt.          
His eyes pierced right through me though it was tamed, almost apologetic. 
A sealed white envelope was pressed between his hands. He was wearing 
his Saturday get up of shirt with sleeves folded up to his elbow and dark 
pants with loafers. 

“I was waiting for you so I can open it.” 
 
“I never said I was going to come.” 
 
“I would’ve still waited for you. You have the right to know.” 
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The doctor’s table had a desk calendar with the mayor’s face beside 

the month. I glanced at the date: April 15, 2009. It had been two weeks 
since the initial results came out when Eric finally agreed that we both get 
tested. I came out negative. And while Eric was still inside the injection 
room, I asked the two nurses if I could already have sex with him again. 
They both looked flustered and asked me to delay and wait for the results. 

 
When he came out positive during the pre-testing, I stormed out of 

the clinic and he ran after me in the corridors of the city hall. It was almost 

noon. The smell of cooking from nearby food stalls permeated through the 

lobby that was started to get crammed by government workers punching 

on the Bundy clock for their lunch out. I was getting drowned by the crowd, 

but I knew that Eric was just behind me, elbowing others, or if he was still in 

the right mind, uttering “I’m sorry” and “Excuse me” for the people to give 

him way. I looked behind me and saw him apologizing to an elderly in front 

of him. I stopped and looked as he made gestures of reparation to the 

woman holding a cane, nodding at him for helping her exit through the 

other door. 

He caught up with me later on and just stood in front of me–his 

eyes getting watery, brimming like a kettle in its boiling point. “I didn’t 

know.” That was the only thing he told me. I didn’t reply. I resumed my 

walk as I sought the shade of a mango tree. The onlookers, mostly 

pedestrians and cigarette vendors, were seated behind us and seemed to 

be aware of the unrest between us. They were probably waiting for us to 

throw gabs at each other, but all I could provide them were audible groans, 

along with the tapping of my shoes on the pavement that was getting 

toasted on the midday sun. Eric lowered his head, his jaws trembling, his 

lips pouted, restrained from saying something that might aggravate his 

claim that he wasn’t aware that he already got infected. 

The succeeding nights prior to the final tests involved a series of 

passive-aggressive responses, mostly from my end. All his attempts, all his 

pleadings for us to talk were immediately turned down by my stoicism. I 

knew he wanted to explain what happened that night, why that particular 

instance when he was fucked bareback was against his will; that he was just 

ashamed of it, that the food court was not the appropriate place to narrate 

such a moment in his life when he lost it and passed out, and that man in a 

muscled shirt took this opportunity by bringing him to one of those dark 



                                                                                                              Q  U  E  E  R 

BS  O  U  T  H  E  A  S  TT 

                                                                                                                 A  S   I  A 
                  A Literary Journal of Transgressive Art 

 

24 

 

rooms of that bar on the second floor. I let days pass by without responding 

to any of his text messages begging for us to meet. I replied only once, and 

that was when I told him that he lied to me. 

I thought about that night when I laid the brochures on the table in 
the food court. When he sent that vibe of assurance that he was clear.   
Then I looked back and scanned all the men that I’d been with before him—
there was a player, a self-conceited film maker, and the last a white-
collared pathological liar. Maybe he was one of them. As they say, history 
repeats itself. That social security ID was probably reproduced in one of 
those inner streets downtown, he was 38 and not 28, and he wasn’t a pro-
grammer but a clerk in one of those slipper factories. 

 
The probability of getting infected crept in. The thing was, anger came 

first, followed by the delusion that Eric might turn out to be negative in the 
final results, and then anger seeped in again and I would lash out by calling 
him in the middle of the night. He would just listen to me and allow me to 
spew what ifs and what could have been. What if the condom broke? What 
if I ignored you that night? All I could hear was him breathing on the other 
line and saying “I’m sorry.” But when he said “I really didn’t know,” my 
anger resurfaced and I repeated all the questions that I had already asked. 

 
  

 
The envelope was so thick, what kind of results could have been inside 

of it? I let him open it. Each peeling was followed by a sigh and I had to hold 
his hand to make it steady. He read it first and showed it to the doctor. 
“Would you like to see it?” she asked.  

 
The doctor said that we needed to go to the national health center 

and bring the envelope for the next procedures. There was a mention of 
monthly medical check-ups and antiretroviral drugs, taking multivitamins 
regularly, and sleeping at least seven hours a day. “Nowadays, it’s just like 
diabetes,” the doctor said. There was a suggestion to join support groups 
except Eric wouldn’t hear of it. “We’ll take the train,” I said. “But I’ll get off 
at Central Station. I have to do my laps in the pool.” 

 
I was walking on the street, him on the sidewalk. It was almost noon 

when we realized that we hadn’t had proper breakfast. The street 
merchants around us were selling baby clothes in pastel colors, all neatly 
lined up and hanged in a rack. There was no food in sight, not even food 
carts of fried fish balls or bananas deep fried in rancid oil. As we sliced 
through the crowd on our way to the station, I saw him take out his 
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handkerchief. It had talcum powder between each fold. He applied the 
powder on his face and it caked on his cheeks. Was he perspiring or crying? 
I never saw him tearing up after finding out the results. When I saw him 
about to take his handkerchief out again, I gave mine and told him he can 
use it because it didn’t have powder in it. 

 
The train coach was not crowded so I let him sit while I was standing in 

front of him. He placed the envelope in his backpack while I looked at the 
buildings outside. He asked me what I was looking at and told him that the 
two-story house the train passed by had a sculpture of a woman on the 
pediment. I described to him that the woman was on the heavy side, 
holding a bunch of grapes on one hand while her other hand was free. 

 
“Which hand would you pick?” he asked. 
 
“The hand holding nothing,” I answered. 
 
“Wouldn’t you like to finish a bunch of grapes?” 
“Where do you get off?” I asked 
 
“Bambang, sixth station from here,” he said. 
 
“I’ll get off at Bambang, too.” 
 
“I thought you’re going for a swim?” 
 
“Laps. It’s not a leisurely swim.” 
 
He nodded in defeat. There was no rebuttal, no appeal to say that 

swimming and doing laps were almost the same. I looked at the row of 
stand-alone theaters as the train passed by. 

 
“Dilson,” I uttered mockingly. 
 
“I know you’ve been there,” he said smirking. 
 
“That theater smells of stale semen all over,” I said. 
 
“Tell me more.” 
 
As we approached Bambang Station, I saw the expanse of the national 

health department. I admitted to him that I had been to Dilson Theater 
before. But I told him that I had only been there once several years back.      
I told him how it smelled not just of semen, but also of sweat and dried 
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saliva on a towel pressed on your face. When I told him I held my breath 
inside the theater the whole time I was there, he gave a suppressed laugh. 
“How about the guys inside? What were they showing?” he asked. “You 
meant the movie or the exhibitionists?” I asked back and he laughed a little. 
I told him that it was a B-list soft porn entitled “It’s a Long Night” which was 
about a girl who was office worker by day and sex-starved nymph at night. 
The patrons were mostly middle-aged men in loose tank tops, shorts, and 
slippers who stood behind the last row and weren’t really watching the film. 
“There was one who was quite a looker,” I said. “Tall and muscled like you. 
But I refused his offer to join him in the toilet just because…” 

 
  

 
The high noon sun scorched its heat on the people going in and out of 

the health department’s public hospital. There was a pungent odor of a 
nearby sewer. Children in tattered adults’ clothes ran around a burger 
stand. A mother who came out of the hospital was dragging her two sons—
one had a patch on one eye and the other was crying. “No more dogs for 
the two of you!” shouted the mother. The weeping boy was pointing at the 
burger stand but the mother grabbed the boy’s hand away. 

 
“Are you hungry?” Eric asked. 
 

A young woman wearing a white apron and a sun visor was flipping 

four burgers while putting on mayonnaise on the buns placed on one side 

of the flat frying pan. Eric sat on a stool and looked at the familiar selection 

of burgers. He pointed at the tarpaulin poster that said “Buy one, get one.” 

I looked at the banner Eric pointed at. It was a picture of two 

identical burgers, though they hardly looked appetizing at all. They were set 

against the background of harsh red, hovering, like two cutout made by a 

child. The buns were flat, the patties pale, lumped in together with 

something suspicious looking; if it was cheese or egg, I couldn’t tell. 

“We’ll share the two burgers,” Eric said. 
 
While the two burger patties were being cooked, I thought of us five 

years down the road. Eric would already be staying at my place for almost 
two weeks, borrowing my shirt, shorts, and underwear, and sleeping next 
to me, holding my hand and staring at the ceiling until he fell asleep.             
I would wake up earlier than usual and boil water for the spaghetti noodles. 
When the pasta noodles had been cooked and the butter and garlic sauce 
was ready, I would get the salted eggs and tomatoes, still wrapped in 
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plastic, from the fridge and leave them on the table. In case he didn’t like 
the pasta, there would also be cooked rice in the microwave. 

 
But I also thought about the monthly visits to the health department, 

waiting for him in the corridor, and sitting on one of those wooden chairs 
with no arm and back rest. I would lean on the unpainted walls, his back-
pack pressed against my chest. I would also regularly hear him say his CD4 
count slightly dropped and that he needed to start taking ARVs. I would 
encourage him to avoid stress and then we would start arguing about me 
not understanding his circumstances because I am not him and I wasn’t the 
one who got infected. Then I would answer back by admonishing his past, 
telling to his face that he was being ungrateful. I’m certain that he would 
ask me to leave him if I was just going to berate him for his lapse of jud-
gment that night when the virus was passed on to him. 

 
The two burgers were cooked just right, toasted on all sides, the oil 

dripping on the bun. Eric put on more ketchup on his burger—it was like 
blood glistening on top of the patties. He was about to hand the other 
burger when he said, “Careful with the ketchup. It might stain your shirt.    
By the way, isn’t that shirt oversized for you?” 

 
I had fallen silent and only gave him a smirk. 
“This is all I can offer for now,” he said. 
 
I looked at him again, standing under the sun, half smiling while 

holding those two burgers. There was a slight blowing of the wind that 
cooled the surroundings and stopped the children from playing with water 
from the gutter. More people approached the burger stand and the young 
woman removed her sun visor to wipe the sweat off her face. The bread 
buns were browned from slight toasting and the patties were falling off 
from too much ketchup. “You shouldn’t have put ketchup. I like my burger 
plain,” I told him. From the looks of it, those burgers couldn’t be that bad. 
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     Hendri   

      Yulius                                                                    

           Editor’s Note  

Negotiating the Non-Negotiable 
 

It was on a cold Tuesday afternoon that my mom texted and warned 
to avoid queer venues. I had just arrived in Sydney a couple days ago before 
the tragic Orlando shooting where 49 people got killed at a gay nightclub. 
My mom, who becomes very susceptible to any queer issues, warily 
expressed her concerns on my safety, considering my sexual identity. In the 
text, besides the explicit warning, she continued with her preconceived 
assumption that people in a more liberal country can be crueler, more 
adept at inflicting pain to others. Right after reading the message in 
entirety, I gave her a call. Contrary to her stressful tones in the text, she 
calmly responded my call—it seemed she was still at home doing her own 
domestic things.  

“Mom, that is what we call ‘hate crime.’ People could murder others 
just because of their skin colour, sexual orientation, and even their race. 
Remember, our May tragedy in 1998?” The May 1998 riots of Indonesia or 
mass rape against Chinese-Indonesian women revealed our collective 
trauma as Indonesian citizens of ethnic Chinese descent, people who are 
still struggling with identity. And I believe, my mom was also alerted, that 
hatred could be directed to anybody. Any reason can be the justification of 
the hatred. We stopped our conversation eventually after my ten-minute 
lecture on hate crime to my mom. As always, before the end, she asked, 
“What did you eat yesterday? Did you eat good food?”  

My mom knows I am gay. So does my dad. However, as Chinese-
Indonesians with limited education background and information exposure, 
they can’t easily relate to terms such as “gay,” “lesbian,” “LGBT,” or 
“queer,” as though these concepts have never had any chance to exist in 
their minds before. All they expect from me, being the only Chinese son in 
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the family is to get married heterosexually and start up or continue the 
family business; because I am the only one who can generate our family 
name. They know there is a man in love with man, a woman in love with a 
woman, or a male-bodied person with a female soul (waria). Even though 
my mom had a lot of waria friends when she was young and studying 
hairdressing, the term “gay” was very alien to her. One day, she misspelled 
the word gay as “guy.” And I could not stop laughing at her text.  

We are living in two different worlds; but we carry the same wounds. 
My parents, as a result of the collective trauma of being Chinese-
Indonesian, have to be constantly aware of their attitudes in public, to 
avoid any violence and stigma directed to our family. As for me, in addition 
to my yellow skin, my sexuality impairs my citizenship. It took them almost 
10 years to accept my sexual identity, although until now, the acceptance 
would never be manifested formally. They barely address my sexuality, yet 
they usually use a different vernacular, as my father did during the 
Indonesia’s national meltdown on LGBT rights early this year.  

It was a devastating and painful moment, when suddenly, ministers, 
public officials, and religious leaders concomitantly condemned LGBT 
persons and urged the government to criminalise our non-normative sexual 
and gender identity or expressions. Some national television channels or 
printed media interviewed and invited LGBT activists just to be treated as 
public jokes. During these painful moments, my dad constantly gave me 
calls and asked how I was doing. He did not openly ask about what I was 
feeling as a part of the LGBT community during this hysteria. He just wanted 
to get informed that I was safe and sane. People may say that I am a lucky 
gay Indonesian to have a supportive family, but 10 years of waiting to be 
accepted is neither painless nor short and acceptance does not always 
come in the form of full recognition. I believe that in our generation now, 
possible acceptance happens through constant negotiation and multi-
faceted re-articulation of the identity in question. Chinese-Indonesian 
families still uphold the Confucian principle which values handwork and 
personal achievements.  

I could not detach myself fully from my family values and openly 
confront them, leaving and perpetuating the binary of ‘Me’ (modern) vs 
‘You’ (conservative). Instead, I formulate and reconfigure myself in a fluid 
motion between these two polarities, blurring the lines between ‘being my 
own true self’ and ‘getting the acceptance from them.’ Due to negative 
portrayals of homosexuality in media, my parents, indeed, perceive that 
being gay is associated to mental illness, oversensitivity, social impairment, 
and sinful behaviour. Therefore, what I have been doing is to show them 
that being gay is not what they think it is—I can get scholarships, have a 
good career, publish books, have nice friends, and contribute back to the 
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society in any form possible. I believe in gradual change. I do not wage war 
against my family. What we need is not a more converging path between 
‘Me’ and ‘Them’; but how we could create mutual understanding and 
negotiation between us.  

Only one day when I came home and told him that I was going to stay 
in Sydney, that “Indonesia is not a place for me,” my father finally spoke to 
me. He was glad, and I know what he intended to say: that I am gay and 
when in Indonesia, I am not safe. But, finding “home” is not as easy as he 
thinks. When I joined the marriage equality rally in Sydney in the Town Hall 
in mid-June, one of the organisers asked me to carry a big rainbow flag with 
the other people. I hesitated for the moment. Is it okay as a foreigner to 
hold this rainbow flag? I am gay, but I am not Australian. Is here really my 
home? At that moment, I eventually realised that my sexual identity could 
not be detached fully from my race and national belonging. They are 
enmeshed together.  

Perhaps what Christos Tsilokas wrote is true: “I am like carrying a 
house on my back.”  
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Antabay sa Kometa 

Alwynn C. Javier; translated by Gino Dizon 

 
 
Ipahihiwatig ng mga elemento ang iyong pagdating. 
Mamimintog ang bulkan at maghahasik 
ng abo sa kalawakan; mamamaga ang mga alon 
at magluluwa ng baha sa kapatagan. 
Maglalabasan ang mga ipis sa imburnal; 
magkukubli ang mga buntis sa ilalim ng altar. 
 
Nangapigtal ang mga rosaryo ng matatanda 
sa panalanging huwag ka nang bumalik. 
Ikaw na naghasik ng lagim sa nakaraang dantaon: 
ang apoy na tumupok sa libo-libong kabahayan; 
ang sumpang naglunsad ng epidemya sa syudad; 
ang salot na nagbuga ng milyong balang sa palayan. 
 
Ano’t nananatili kaming nakaabang sa kalawakan 
sa paniwalang sa iyong pagbabalik ay babagsak ka sa lupa? 
Malaon na naming batid kung paano mo dinaig noon 
ang makulay na pagtatanghal ng Aurora; 
paano pinasuko ng diamante mong ulo ang ginintuang Corona; 
paano sinilo ng iyong buntot ang palipad na Aquila. 
 
Naitatak na sa aming balikat ang marka ng iyong kulto.  
Taglay ng aming mga binti ang latay ng pamalo; 
sumuot sa malalim na balon nang tatlumpung minuto. 
Sinuway namin maging ang bibliya ng aming relihiyon: 
nakipagkamay sa aswang at sumamba sa punò; 
ipinagdiwang ang iyong pangalan kapalit ng laksang ginto. 
 
Matagal naming pinangarap ang natatanging sandali. 
Itatanghal mo ang kaputian ng niyebe sa iyong katawan; 
pasusukuin ng pinilakan mong sinag ang alay naming bulawan; 
sisiluin ng iyong buntot ang mga ipupukol naming hiling. 
Ikaw ang Mangangasong magdadala ng tupa sa piging, 
ikaw ang Torong susuwag sa mga hungkag naming hangarin. 
 
Tititigan namin ang muli mong pagbasag sa langit, 
iisipin ang bawat takipsilim at bukang-liwayway na nasilayan. 
Isang banayad na halik ang huli naming pakakawalan 
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sa pagkatupad ng hiniling nila sa iyo noon pa man: 
ang maging bahagi ng marahas mong pagbagsak, 
ang maging alipatong yayakap sa mumunti mong alitaptap. 
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Watching out for the Comet 

 
Elements stir at your approach. 
Volcanoes swell and spew  
ash across breadths; waves bulge, 
disgorge floods on plains. 
Roaches teem out of their lairs; 
wives cower beneath altars. 
 
Mothers have loosened beads of rosaries 
praying that you never come back. 
You were the dark dreading of the past century: 
fire that razed houses in thousands; 
curse that launched the city’s plague; 
blight of the fields that unleashed a million locusts. 
 
Still we keep watching the sky 
believing this time, you will hit earth. 
We’ve always known how you outshone 
Aurora’s theater of flares; 
how your bright crown dimmed Corona’s band; 
how your tail snared Aquila’s flight. 
 
Our shoulders branded with your cult,  
our legs marked by paddle blows, 
we groped about the borehole’s bowels: an hour halved. 
We defied even the Book of our religion: 
shook hands with wolving-men and worshipped elder-trees, 
celebrating your name for a thousand-gold. 
 
We’ve long dreamt of this moment: 
the white parade of your ice-dust heart, 
our gilt offerings drowned in your silver radiance, 
our hurled wishes caught in your tail. 
Hunter, you bring the sheep to the feast. 
Bull, you impale our hollow desires. 
 
We’ll watch you thunder through skies again, 
remember all dawns and sunsets past, 
and release a last light kiss, 
as you grant our kind’s wish from the beginning: 
to burn in the violence of your earth-fall 
and become embers—fireflies to your remains.     
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The Spy Who Loved Wanton Mee 

Vina Jie-Min Prasad 

 
 
John Black liked a good breakfast before wetwork. A frosty pitcher of 

orange juice, custardy scrambled eggs with the slightest hint of creme 
fraiche, and rashers of hickory-smoked bacon with a crisp triangle of toast 
to top it off. Those simple luxuries made even the most banal of 
assassinations seem worthwhile.  

 
The Kong Kong Chit Coffeeshop near Ayer Rajah Crescent had two 

choices for breakfast: burnt toast with coconut jam made by Auntie Lucy, a 
disgruntled old lady who also ran the drink stall, or whatever was on the 
menu at Hercules Roast Delights.  

 
The lack of a proper breakfast was mostly Agent Eleven’s fault. Agent 

Eleven had defected to SHADOW a month ago, announcing his change of 
heart with the assassination of two inactive agents in Mumbai, followed by 
an EMP bomb at Control’s London headquarters. He had recently been 
sighted in the company of Adenine Chan, the young head of DNA-
sequencing startup 44and2. 

 
Black took a moment to glare at the 44and2 sign that hung across the 

road from the coffeeshop. His task was simple—eliminate Eleven, no col-
lateral damage, keep a low profile otherwise. Singapore’s Internal Security 
Department had expressed their stern disapproval of what they termed 
“spy theatrics,” which was why Black’s Control-issued wardrobe kit had 
come with three pairs of Topman cargo shorts, five souvenir T-shirts from 
various Asian tourist destinations, and one set of Rip Curl flip-flops.           
The two-star hotel he was staying at didn't even have room service.  

 
Still no sign of Eleven. Surveillance reports indicated he generally met 

Adenine in the late morning. Black found himself wishing that 
Quartermaster Division had perfected its long-range assassination drone, or 
that Control had permitted the use of firearms in urban areas. 

 
Black decided to order brunch. Hercules Roast Delights had no 

photographs of its titular delights, but the stallfront was plastered with 
newspaper articles proclaiming that Hercules Leow was "Singapore's next 
big hawker hunk". This unknown quantity seemed preferable to Auntie 
Lucy's toast. Black cleared his throat, and Hercules Leow turned around. 
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Hercules looked to be in his mid-twenties. His hair was very black and 
he wore it short and spiked, emphasising the chiselled line of his jaw and 
the bare nape of his neck. His eyes were the deep brown of bittersweet 
chocolate, and his lips were sensual and lush. His tank top was of sky-blue 
Dri-Fit material, with the words "Standard Chartered Marathon 2013 
Finisher" stretched tight across his well-developed pectoral muscles. The 
hemline of his dark blue FBT shorts was halfway up his thigh, flaunting the 
taut muscles of his fine legs.  

 
"Today only got wanton mee." Hercules wiped his hands on a thin 

towel, and tapped the laminated menu card. His fingernails were short and 
unmanicured, and his left wrist was encircled by the black plastic of a Casio 
AE-1300WH Illuminator. "You want or not?" 

 
"What is that?" Black’s knowledge of Singaporean food was limited to 

haute cuisine at Marina Bay Sands. 
 
"Wah, uncle, like that you also dunno ah. Wanton is you take the 

dumpling wrapper, you put minced pork, then you eat with noodles and 
char siew. Char siew is barbecue pork." 

 
Black gave Hercules his most condescending gaze. "In Britain, we call it 

wonton noodles with an O. Wanton means sexually immodest—hardly a 
thing to call a dish, is it?" 

 
"Eh, hello uncle, here is Singapore, not UK," Hercules said. "Here 

wanton is wanton. You want dry or wet?" He studied Black, then continued. 
"Dry is soup separate, wet got special soup. Chilli or no chilli?" 

 
Black reached for his wallet. "Dry. With chilli."  
 
“You pay now, I bring later.”  
 
Black glanced at the entrance to Adenine Chan's office. No sign of 

Eleven, and no sign of Adenine. This brief reverie was interrupted by 
Hercules unceremoniously slamming the plastic tray of food down in front 
of Black.  

 
Black picked up his chopsticks and gingerly took a bite of the noodles. 

They were al dente, soaked in a spicy red-black sauce with a hint of vinegar. 
He sampled a slice of char siew, and its crunchy sweet glazed exterior gave 
way to tender, well-marbled flesh—probably the collar of the pig. The soup, 
a clear chicken broth with spring onions, offset the spiciness of the sauce 
and the rich char siew. There were wantons floating inside it. Black took a 
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bite, and was rewarded with the smooth sensation of silky dough, giving 
way to a mixture of shrimp, tender pork, and sweet water chestnuts.         
He made quick work of his brunch, and sat at the formica table, feeling very 
content with the world. 

 
Perhaps this mission wasn't entirely bad. 
 

  
 

Black clicked past a rerun of Makansutra and paired his device to the 
hotel room’s flickering LCD screen, reviewing the surveillance footage. 
Eleven spent most of his time dining at the Raffles Hotel or gambling at 
Marina Bay Sands with SHADOW’s third-in-command, the beautiful Lingling 
Qi, on his arm. His nights were spent at a luxurious SHADOW-owned 
penthouse in Orchard Road.  

 
All the footage pointed to three conclusions: 
 
One: Eleven’s life consisted of eating overpriced food, drinking overly-

elaborate drinks, and flirting ineffectually with women, sometimes all at 
once.  

 
Two: The best place to eliminate Eleven without immediate discovery 

would be in the vicinity of Ayer Rajah Crescent. 
 
Three: Killing Eleven would also eliminate the need to watch any more 

of this incredibly boring footage. 
 
Black delinked his device and sprawled back on his hotel bed. He 

stared at the ceiling, listening to the whirr of the faulty air-conditioning and 
K F Seetoh telling him about Singapore’s number one noodles which were 
definitely die die must try, and drifted off to sleep fantasising about the way 
that the water chestnuts in Hercules’ wantons crunched beneath his teeth. 

 
  

 
The rain was pouring outside and there was no sign of Eleven. 

However, the rich smell of chicken permeating the coffeeshop meant that 
Hercules had made his special soup—did the man ever have time to sleep? 

 
"Uncle, you want wanton soup or not? Today rain, eat hot food damn 

shiok!" 
Black racked his brain for an appropriate response.  
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“Sure. Thanks…man?” 
 
Hercules beamed, showing his perfect teeth. He placed a large, 

steaming green plastic bowl onto Black’s table. “You pay me later also can.”  
 
Black’s chopsticks found a wanton, its skin made even silkier by the 

chicken broth, shimmering in the fluorescent light. Black bit into it—           
as usual, it was perfect. The deep yellow noodles were just the right width 
to complement the soup, and the green stems of bok choy were cooked to 
perfection. Chopped coriander leaves and the green parts of scallions 
floated on top of the soup, together with a smattering of thinly-sliced 
onion, giving the dish a fresh, herbal flavour. The pork belly char siew, 
seasoned with honey and five-spice powder, was so butter-soft that it gave 
way beneath his chopsticks and melted in his mouth. The soup was 
different from the one Hercules served with dry wanton—not clear but 
thick and milky. Every sip warmed his body from the inside out.  

 
Black sipped his soup, focused his Quartermaster Division contact 

lenses on 44and2’s door, and blinked thrice. The zoom and noise elimi-
nation did their work, seeing through the curtain of rain and highlighting 
the fact that no one was actually in the office. 

 
A woman's voice rang out from behind him. "Excuse me, can I sit 

here? Every other table's taken." 
 
"Go ahead," Black said, turning off the zoom. He turned around to face 

Adenine Chan. 
 
Adenine had a slim, boyish figure, and was wearing a baggy black T-

shirt with "Biologists Take Cellfies" printed on it in fluorescent green. Her 
legs were enveloped in baggy Giordano jeans. She had short, messy black 
hair and large thick-framed glasses, which did nothing to divert attention 
from the acne scars on her cheeks. 

 
She set two cans of Coke down on the table and slammed them back, 

one after the other. 
 
"Adenine! Hello!" Hercules approached their table, beaming.  
 
"Hey Herc." Adenine waved. "Sorry I haven't been around." 
 
"No problem, I know you are busy with your handsome ang moh." 
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Adenine rolled her eyes. "Don't tell anyone, but I'm freaking sick of 
him—he's my primary investor, but he is so kaypoh. He keeps visiting to ask 
me questions every day! Super-annoying!" She kicked the table’s metal 
support. Black’s bowl shook, and he steadied it with his hand. 

 
Hercules clapped Adenine on the back. "Handsome man want to know 

about you, you complain for what?" 
 
"His questions aren't even relevant." Adenine kicked the table harder. 

"He keeps asking me about this stupid thing I researched in uni! It's got 
nothing to do with the startup, I just did it for fun—and you know the worst 
part, Herc?" 

 
"What?" Hercules leaned in closer to Adenine. Black blinked again, 

zooming in to admire Hercules' thick black eyelashes. 
 
"I thought I had a break from him today, but he just called me.        

He's coming here to ask me more questions at seven! It's Friday! Everyone's 
leaving early except me!" Adenine slammed her head on the table and 
wailed in despair. Hercules patted her on the back.  

 
Black tilted the bowl to get the last dregs of the rich chicken broth.    

He slid his hand down the side pockets of his cargo shorts, patting them      
to check on the status of his weapons.  

 
Five hours remained till seven pm. If it was a clean kill, he could even 

come back for dinner—Hercules served his crispy roast duck only for the 
evening crowd. 

 
  

 
After twenty minutes of talking to Adenine, Eleven generally visited 

the nearby toilet to check his hair and suit. Fastidiousness was a trait of 
most Agents. 

 
The toilet door opened, and Black was waiting behind it. He flicked the 

light switch off, simultaneously sweeping Eleven's feet from under him with 
a powerful kick. Black changed his contact lenses to their night vision mode, 
filling his vision with green, and locked his ceramic switchblade, getting 
ready for the kill. 

 
Naturally, the fall wasn't enough to disable Eleven. He pulled out his 

Walther PPK, aiming in Black's direction. Black kicked it out of his hand, 
sending it skittering across the floor. Just as he was about to kick Eleven in 
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the head, Eleven seized his leg, dragging him down to the dirty tiles.          
He straddled Black, getting into position for a kata-gatame, a classic judo 
ground-grappling move. The ceramic switchblade clattered to the ground.  

 
Before Eleven could complete the choke, Black pulled another knife 

out from the side pocket of his cargo shorts and drove it straight into 
Eleven's back. Eleven’s hold loosened as he jerked back in shock. Black 
pulled the knife out and viciously stabbed Eleven in the side of his neck, 
moving the knife around to increase the damage. Blood spurted out of 
Eleven's severed jugular vein. He gasped for air, then went limp. 

 
After checking Eleven's pulse, Black turned off the night-vision lenses 

and switched the lights on again. Eleven's blue-grey eyes stared blankly up 
at the ceiling, and his cruelly handsome features were slack. His dark blue 
tropical-worsted suit was damp with toilet water, and his blue-and-white 
honeycomb tie had turned maroon-black from blood. 

 
Black looked at himself in the mirror. His "Welcome to Phuket" T-shirt 

was beyond salvation, but his black cargo shorts were still wearable.          
He turned the spigot, turning the attached hose on, and sprayed his 
battered sneakers. After some thought, he took the T-shirt off and splashed 
some water on his bare chest, cleaning off the drying bloodstains.   

 
Black pulled out his phone and dialed. "Control? Eleven's been 

eliminated. I need cleanup. Men’s toilet nearest the carpark, Ayer Rajah 
Crescent." He paused. "And if you have Eleven's voiceprint on file, call 
Adenine Chan. Tell her that he had urgent business." 

 
He tossed the bloodstained T-shirt on Eleven's face and left the toilet, 

locking the door behind him.  
 

  
 

The Valustar Hotel was a five-minute jog away. Black's pretense of 
having gone out for a shirtless jog was unnecessary, as no one was at the 
reception counter to greet him. 

 
Back in his cramped room, Black took a shower that alternated 

between hot, cold, and lukewarm, changed into his "Singapore: A Fine City" 
T-shirt and a pair of chino-style Bermuda shorts, and sat on the bed, 
thinking. 

 
Someone knocked on the door. "Room service!" 
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Black checked the peephole. Hercules Chan stood outside, in an olive-
green Army singlet and tight black skinny jeans.  

 
Black opened the door. 
 
"Congratulations, Agent," Hercules said, grinning. "I almost thought I'd 

have to kill Eleven myself." He held up a plastic bag full of food containers 
that smelled tantalisingly like roast meat. "I brought dinner. Can I come in?" 

 
Black seized the plastic bag. Hercules strode inside the room, clearing 

a space on the dressing table. He had brought every manner of roasted de-
light from his stall, including some that Black had never seen on the menu. 

 
Hercules spread the styrofoam containers out, drizzling sauces as he 

went along. He opened a container of what looked like stewed pork belly. 
"Sous-vided, then blowtorched for that aburi effect—most of the fat got 
rendered out, but I added some to the soy-ginger reduction so you get all of 
the pork flavour. Oh, try the roast duck, I just made it. And I did kind of a 
Gobi Manchurian thing, but with wanton—" 

 
Black forced himself to tear his eyes away from the food. "Which 

agency?" 
 
"ISD. I'm their liaison with all the snobbish atas spies from all over the 

globe. Damn irritating. At least you're different."  
 
Black picked up a piece of crisp roast duck and dipped it into the hoisin 

sauce. He took a bite, and made a muffled appreciative sound. "I'm also 
an...'atas' spy, lah." 

 
"Come on man, look at your T-shirt. Also, it should be 'leh', but you're 

new so I'll forgive you." 
 
"Did Control send you here?" 
 
"Nah," Hercules said, "We were supposed to meet face-to-face at the 

ISD tomorrow. You'd be shocked I was a Singaporean spy all along, etcetera. 
Anyway, SHADOW still wants Adenine's data, and since you've proven 
yourself reliable, well...you might find yourself with a new mission. Possibly 
involving the elimination of Lingling Qi." 

 
"And a Singaporean partner?" 
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"Perhaps," Hercules said. He hitched his tank top up, revealing an 
expanse of firm muscle. "We could discuss that particular partnership 
tonight. In private.” 

 
"You're awful at double entendres." Black leaned in, using his fingers 

to trace the curve of Hercules' hip. "I should show you how it's done." 
 
Hercules' breath hitched. "You want to show then show lor." 
 
"I'm sure you already knew this," Black said, moving his hand 

downwards to unzip Hercules' fly, "but I have no qualms about getting 
wanton." 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



                                                                                                              Q  U  E  E  R 

BS  O  U  T  H  E  A  S  TT 

                                                                                                                 A  S   I  A 
                  A Literary Journal of Transgressive Art 

 

43 

 

Mixed Signals 

Leon Wing 

 
 
Sefen's eyes strayed briefly away from the green glowing cursor on his 

monitor when his digital Casio wristwatch beeped. The digits blinked 12. 
The night was now segueing into Saturday. He had been hunched over his 
desk for more than the normal eight working hours now, tapping away on 
his keyboard. 

 
Unlike some of his colleagues who had had it for the day at 6. A few 

even dared to leave for home promptly at 5, while others afraid of 
repercussions from their superiors stayed on a few more hours before 
slinking off. 

 
Sefen grudged them their freedom, imagining them letting loose on a 

Friday night at some club or bar, scoring some hot bod, or dancing to some 
pounding music. No such luck for him though. The only tune he was 
listening to now was 1995's Coolio's Gangsta Paradise, emitting from some 
radio belonging to one of his few colleagues still remaining behind. He could 
hear the staccato of their key tapping as well. Sefen bet that like everyone 
they were also working away against some unrealistic deadline.  

 
His own deadline for his project was due this weekend. But his 

perseverance and endurance over the long hours this evening paid off.      
He now pressed the key that would save and archive his work for review by 
his superiors. 

 
He heaved a big sigh of relief. He straightened, stretched his arms, and 

pulled his shoulders back. He had been hunching by degrees over his desk 
as he worked away throughout the evening. At one instance he nearly 
slumped over the keyboard, his eyes just centimeters away from the green 
monitor. 

 
He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and gazed over the top 

of his partition. He saw Mason looming towards him, his bulk becoming 
more defined as he came closer.  

 
Sefen wasn't aware that he had crossed his thighs over each other 

until a raised knee banged the underside of his desk. He let out a little yelp 
of pain. He shot a hand underneath to rub his knee. 

 
Mason's hirsute face now hovered over the partition, his hairy arms 
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propped on top. He had a sheepish grin on him.  
 
"I'm done. Wanna go for some mamak?" 
 
Sefen stopped kneading his knee and replaced his grimace with a 

smile.  
 
Mason added, "Since it's so late in the night already, you might as well 

not go back home." His grin grew wider. "What do you say? Sleep over at 
my place?" 

 
Sefen didn't anticipate anything like this. His glasses slipped down 

again. He nudged them up his nose. He wanted to cross his thighs again, 
this time making sure his knee didn't make contact with the desk again.  

 
"You mean now? Well, what I mean is, after this?" He swept a hand 

over his desk.  
 
Mason grinned and nodded. He looked down at Sefen's keyboard.      

"I can tell you managed to finish your task." 
 
0h sure, Sefen thought, because he wasn't hunched over his 

keyboard? Both of them had been paired together by their manager to 
share the work of various modules of their project. So it was no wonder 
that Mason was now au fait with his work habits after spending this many 
weeks working together.  

 
Mason was looking very relaxed and casual. Which was how Sefen 

himself knew he had also, like him, managed to complete his modules.    
And that was great, because now they could relieve some stress and not 
think about work for the space of this long holiday weekend.  

 
Last week during lunch with his colleagues, Mason interrupted the 

small talk, which was as usual about work. They were sitting beside each 
other, and Sefen felt something knocking on his side. It was Mason's elbow. 
Sefen turned, meeting his grin. He arched his eyebrows: what?  Mason had 
to raise his voice above the hubbub: Would Sefen like to spend a few days 
at his hometown in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, this coming weekend. As there 
were the holidays, it would be one long weekend. They could climb Mount 
Kinabalu and get a certificate, snorkel at some nearby island. And Sefen 
would love the taste of KK's famous AHA fried chicken and other local 
delicacies. The others around the table suddenly stopped chatting or eating, 
and looked at him expectantly.  

He remembered he gulped down his noodles without chewing. He had 
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to take a sip of his coffee before replying. His voice might even have gone a 
pitch higher. He didn't even make a show of thinking it over and giving an 
answer later. He remembered he had been a little too precipitate in 
accepting. And it wasn't because of the irresistible draw of Mount Kinabalu, 
snorkeling or the local food. Did he squirm in his chair anticipating spending 
quality time with Mason? But he did remember his colleagues around the 
table making fun, putting up their hands, wanting to also go to KK. Anyway, 
Mason had ignored them and had given him a thumbs-up and a wink for 
accepting his invitation. 

 
Sefen now reminded him that they had already made plans to leave 

from his apartment in Petaling Jaya this Saturday afternoon for the airport. 
He had not counted on this sudden change of plans. There were a lot of 
things he needed to do. Like leaving for home as soon as he could, after 
logging out. He would be tired and exhausted of course but he would have 
to drive home fast (and safely of course) tonight. He needed to get a little 
nap and wake up and pack a few days worth of clothing for the KK trip.  

 
Mason suggested that after the sleepover at his place, he could drive 

him back home after breakfast, to pack his luggage and return to the 
apartment, in time to leave for the airport in the afternoon. This 
arrangement sounded so rushed to Sefen, but in spite of this, he trusted 
Mason. 

 
Downstairs, at the mamak stall across the road, Mason called out 

"Dua roti canai, kopi ais" to the Bangladeshi cook throwing down greasy 
mounds of dough onto a huge hot metal plate. The man raised his steaming 
metal scraper: Ok, boss.  Sefen thought he was going to touch the steaming 
scrapper to his head in a salute. Their food didn't take long to prepare, just 
ten to twenty minutes the most for him to flip the flattened and stretched 
hot roti canai onto plastic plates. A little boy carried the food over to where 
Mason and Sefen were sitting. They ate quickly, Sefen cutting up his food 
with fork and spoon, and Mason tearing his to pieces with one hand.  

 
Afterwards, they walked into a dark lane behind their office building. 

Sefen always dreaded this shortcut to their car park when it was dark, when 
the sun came down. If he was by himself he would rather take a longer 
route out towards the main road, in order to safely reach his parked car.   
He had been mugged before, not here or at the car park, but in the city 
centre. And this had been during the day. He would rather not risk another 
occurrence and in the dark. But now, walking beside Mason, he felt safe 
and protected. After all, Mason used to play American football in college. 
He figured that was how his body had gotten this bulk. 
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Sefen looked at the Mason's sizeable silhouette walking beside his 
own soft and lanky one. He giggled softly, relishing this moment when 
Mason didn't have his girlfriend with him. As well as the fact that she would 
be spending her holidays with her parents in Ipoh, leaving Mason all by 
himself. Well, not all, because he had Sefen now, hadn't he? 

 
Coming out at the end of the lane, they crossed a pathway leading into 

their car park. They got their beepers out and trained them in the direction 
of their cars. Sefen's car sounded nearer as he had parked closer. Entering 
every morning, he always looked for an empty space. He reckoned that this 
way, he could reach his car in shorter time than if he had parked it all the 
way inside. Also, getting away from the place would be quicker. He still had 
mugging on his mind. 

 
The beep from Mason's car sounded a little softer. He had parked 

much farther inside. Passing Sefen, he gave him a pat on his buttocks.         
He didn't turn around but gave a backhanded wave. "See you at my place. 
I'll wait for you outside the main road, and you follow me. Ok?"  

 
Sefen had been to his place before, during daytime. But Mason knew 

Sefen well enough by now to assume that he would probably lose his way 
at night.  

 
Sefen didn't get in but stood with his car door opened, watching 

Mason's broad back disappear into the dark shadows, where his car was 
waiting. It was not that he wanted to make sure Mason got in safely. It was 
so that he could hear Mason start his engine.   

 
Mason's car appeared out of the gloom and he honked as he passed 

Sefen. Sefen waved after him. He got in, started his car, reversed and drove 
out onto the main highway, pausing behind Mason's waiting car.  Together 
they drove off, Mason leading the way. 

 
All through the journey, Sefen leant over his steering wheel. He ima-

gined that it was better this way so as not to lose sight of Mason's car. And 
his headlights lighting up the rear of Mason's car helped a little. As Mason 
was wont to drive faster than him, he had to rev up a little more than he 
would normally like to. By rights he always stayed on the slower lane. A few 
instances he panicked when Mason swerved to an empty lane. He followed 
suit, only after he checked in the mirror for any vehicles. In the end, a big 
relief for Sefen, they reached Mason's apartment building in one piece. 
Once past the guard house, Mason wound down his window, stuck his head 
out and pointed towards the guest parking area. Sefen nodded and headed 
there, while Mason went around the building and entered the private 
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parking.  
 
Sefen rode the lift up to Mason's floor. He found Mason's apartment 

without any hitch. He still remembered the correct door number, from the 
last time he came up for a little get together for his girlfriend's birthday,      
a few months back. He brushed imaginary dirt from his sleeves, swept his 
fringe up with his fingers, and then rang the door bell.  

 
The door was promptly opened. He breathed in sharply—Mason was 

shirtless. He was used to seeing the thick hair on his forearms when he 
rolled up his sleeves. Nevertheless, he was still taken by the wide expanse 
of fur on his chest. And more than that, he had wrapped a not very 
accommodating towel around his middle. And the knot he tied over his side 
looked precarious.  

 
He revealed some expanse of muscled and furred thigh as he stepped 

forward to slide open the gate to one side of the door frame. He stood 
aside to allow Sefen to step into the hall. There was plenty of space but 
Sefen made a show of twisting his body and maneuvering so as to avoid 
brushing against him.  

 
Mason grinned as if he didn't notice this. He pulled the gate shut and 

locked the door. Turning around, he nearly stepped into Sefen. He didn't 
expect Sefen to be still standing there. And he was staring at him.  

 
"Sorry, mate," Mason apologised instead. He managed to secure his 

towel's knot, much to Sefen's disappointment.  
 
Sefen still didn't move but watched Mason head towards the bath-

room. Mason's hand was grasping his towel's knot. It looked like it had 
unfurled during their collision. At the threshold, he looked back over his 
shoulder and told Sefen to help himself to drinks in the kitchen. And that his 
bedroom was the spare room, of course.  Mason closed the door, but not 
before releasing his hold on his towel and letting it fall, flashing furred 
buttocks. 

 
Sefen didn't want to eat or drink anything more after their supper 

outside their office. He just wanted to get a nice kip. Well, good luck to that, 
he rued, going into the spare room, not after Mason just mooned him.  

 
He was not used to sleeping without some kind of pajamas, even if it 

was just a tee shirt and shorts. He turned on the air conditioner, but he still 
felt hot lying on the guest bed with just his undies. After turning and tossing 
about on the bed, he was finally worn out and he fell into a slumber. A few 
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times during the night, the sound of bare feet padding on marbled floor and 
the noise of a cistern roused him from his sleep. And he was too exhausted 
to sense if he opened his eyes in the deep gloom. Only when he made out 
the dark shapes of the chair and cupboards across his bed did he remember 
where he was. 

 
The red glow under his eyelids told him that it was morning. 

Something was prodding him on his shoulder. He dreamt a huge furry 
creature was pecking him. He reached out for his glasses on the dressing 
table. 

 
He now saw who was poking him, clearly. Mason was standing over 

him. In his not completely woken state Sefen could still make out a bulge 
behind the front of Mason's towel. He shot his arm out and made to clutch 
at his towel. But Mason reacted quickly and stepped backwards.                 
He guffawed and wagged a no-no gesture with a finger. He told him to get 
dressed, and that they were going across his apartment for some breakfast. 
Then he padded out of the room. 

 
They sat in a kopitiam, sipping hot coffee and eating dim sum. Mason 

finished his plates and lit a cigarette. He turned his head and blew out 
smoke. They didn't speak. They didn't bring up how Mason mooned him 
last night and also how Sefen tried to grab at his towel this morning. Sefen 
speared another piece of dim sum and chewed and swallowed, pretending 
to be interested in the passersby.   

 
Mason smoked his cigarette nearly down to the filter. He stubbed it 

out on an ashtray. It was a signal for Sefen to finish draining the last dregs 
of his thick local coffee. They both got up. Mason waved away the money 
Sefen held out for his share of the breakfast.  

 
Back at the apartment building, they got out of the lift on the floor 

where Mason had parked his car. Mason said he'd drive him back home 
now and he'd wait outside while Sefen packed his luggage. It took Sefen less 
than 15 minutes to reappear. He stowed his luggage behind him, on the 
passenger seat.  

 
Riding up the lift to the apartment, Mason assured Sefen he could 

leave his car in the guest parking, no one would notice or bother. They 
would rest for a bit upstairs and then leave here two hours before boarding 
time in Subang airport, taking a taxi.  

 
At the airport, they rolled their luggage around the duty free shops. 

Sefen was looking for chocolate. He went to a counter displaying all sorts of 
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the stuff. He dithered whether to get just one giant Toblerone white choco-
late bar or a few smaller Cadbury packs. He lifted up one huge bar as if to 
weigh it. Mason tapped him on his arm and told him it might be better if he 
got a bottle of good wine instead. It would please his father immensely.     
So they went to find a liquor store. There were all these various wines from 
various countries: Argentina, Australia, Spain. In the end Mason helped him 
select something he was sure his father would appreciate. After paying for 
it, Sefen checked his watch and realised they had spent too much time just 
finding gifts. He angled his watch up to Mason's face. They had to make a 
move now and find their boarding gate. 

 
They carried into the plane only their small bags, which they stowed 

above their seats. Mason let Sefen sit beside the window. After the plane 
took off and they unbuckled, Mason immediately pressed a button for 
some service. He asked for a beer from a heavily made up stewardess, 
flirting with her. Sefen glared at her and ordered an orange juice. As the 
flight across the sea would merely take just a few hours at best, there were 
no meals served. When they landed, and collected their luggage, Mason 
went to find a taxi. 

 
The Chinese driver looked friendly, with a smile on his face. During the 

ride Mason gave directions in Hakka, a Chinese dialect Sefen didn't under-
stand. The driver expressed surprise and took his hand off the steering 
wheel for a few seconds, giving Sefen a brief moment of panic. The driver 
continued talking with Mason, his hands now on his steering wheel.  

 
It didn't take long to arrive at Mason's parents’ home. Mason gave 

more directions to the taxi driver, pointing at some side lane they were 
approaching. They turned into it and rode up a steep incline. When they 
pulled up in front of a large gate, Sefen saw a huge house on the pinnacle of 
a plateau. It looked more like a mansion, with a wide balcony. A woman 
came out and stood under its shade. She waved when they both got out of 
the taxi with their luggage.  

 
A pair of Mastiff dogs were barking and roving around behind the 

gate. Mason wasn't afraid. He stuck a hand between the bars of the gate 
before Sefen could protest. But nothing untoward happened. The animals 
sniffed his fingers and seemed to remember him. They licked his hand, and 
one of them nuzzled it, whimpering like a puppy while Mason kept telling 
them that they were good boys.  

 
Sefen then was aware of a Filipino, or perhaps Indonesian, maid 

having made her way down unobtrusively, carrying some leashes. She 
clipped them to the dogs and pulled them away from the gate. Only after 
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she and the animals had gone up to the back of the house, did the woman 
step away from the house and come down and unlock the gate. 

 
Mason whispered, "That's my mum." Meaning the woman now before 

them. She was tall and big boned, with a high nose and round eyes. 
Definitely not Chinese at all. She looked like Mason. Sefen guessed she 
could be in her late fifties or early sixties. She had no make-up on and wore 
an expertly cut but simple hairdo. Sefen was curious to meet the father.    
He remembered Mason mentioning he was Chinese. 

 
Mother and son did not embrace. The only concession to any form of 

intimacy was merely a pat on his shoulder and a broad smile. They talked in 
Hakka. She broke off and said a welcome in English when Mason introduced 
Sefen. 

 
At the house the servant girl appeared again, without the dogs, Sefen 

wasn't sure from where. He looked around and presumed she had locked 
them away in some dog house somewhere. He was certain she would have 
released them back to the guard the gate after they got inside the house. 
He was right. He turned around and spied the dogs in the distance 
patrolling the gate again. 

 
It was past 6 pm when Sefen glanced at his watch. Mason's mum told 

them to simply drop their luggage anywhere on the floor. Mary, the maid, 
would carry them to their respective rooms.  She had prepared the guest 
room upstairs for Sefen. Mason grinned and explained to Sefen it was right 
at the back of the house, upstairs. His own room was nearer to the landing. 

 
They followed his mum into a large dining room. She flourished a hand 

at a big round table, to indicate the spread prepared for their dinner. She 
said she and her husband had eaten earlier, and he was still napping 
upstairs. Sefen was now feeling very hungry; there had been no meals on 
the plane. Mason acted the gentleman and pulled a heavy looking ornate 
chair, mock bowing, "Your dinner awaits, sir." He didn't stand on ceremony 
with his mother though.  

 
Sefen looked over the table and saw that she had already seated 

herself down. She caught his eye and said, "Don't be shy. Help yourself to 
the food. I made the roast chicken myself, Mason's favorite. And I'm trying 
out a western recipe for pulled pork. The cook whipped up the rest of the 
dishes." She gave a little titter as if embarrassed.  

 
All throughout the meal, both mother and son chatted in English,       

for the benefit of their guest. Sefen joined in only when they asked him 
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about this and that. When the meal ended, the mother excused herself, 
saying Mason knew the surroundings well, and that he would take Sefen 
upstairs to his room. 

 
Climbing the winding stairs, Sefen looked out the windows. The sky 

was already darkening. He turned back and looked up at Mason climbing 
the stairs. He marveled at his firm behind and the bulges at the back of his 
legs.  

 
At the landing of a long passageway, Mason pointed towards the far 

end. Sefen's room was the furthest one there. At the door of his bedroom, 
Mason leaned against the frame. "Well, goodnight then. I'll see you in the 
morning. Have a good rest." He was about to close his door. "By the way, if 
you cannot sleep, there is a small TV in your room." Then he shut the door 
softly. 

 
Inside the guest room, Sefen clicked the light switch on and closed the 

door. He looked around. The room looked normal, meaning it was neither 
big nor too small. The furniture and furnishings were a contrast to the old 
school splendor of teak downstairs. They were utilitarian, fit for an 
unimportant guest. Or was he given the servant's quarters? He made a 
moue of disappointment. 

 
There was a dressing table with a mirror, beside the bed. Someone— 

the maid, most likely—had placed his luggage on the bed. He sat on the 
edge of the bed and was satisfied it was firm but not hard and lumpy. He 
unpacked his clothes and hanged them inside a cupboard. He pulled a pair 
of slippers out of his bag, which he placed on the floor beside the dresser. 

 
There was an adjoining bathroom. He went in to take a piss and was 

excited to find a tub. He emptied his bladder into the toilet bowl and 
flushed. He turned on the faucet and watched the water falling into the tub. 
He felt like a little kid. He had used a tub before but only in hotel rooms. He 
never expected finding one in a house. Well, come to think about it, it was 
expected, seeing that this house was as big as a mansion. 

 
Over the noise of the shower, he thought he heard someone knocking 

on the door outside. He turned the faucet off and went out. He presumed it 
must be some maid or servant bringing him some towels, like in a hotel.  
But he was surprised to find Mason standing there. And there was a towel, 
actually. But this time it wasn't around his middle but over his arm.  

 
Mason said, "Can I use your bathroom? The shower in my room 

doesn't seem to be working. And I'm sticky all over."  



                                                                                                              Q  U  E  E  R 

BS  O  U  T  H  E  A  S  TT 

                                                                                                                 A  S   I  A 
                  A Literary Journal of Transgressive Art 

 

52 

 

 
He didn't wait for a response and came in, pushing the door shut 

behind him with his heel. 
 
Sefen said, "Of course, go ahead, it's your house after all. You go first." 

He presumed Mason might want to lie down in the tub and have a long 
soak. "Take your time." 

 
Sefen hadn't taken his luggage down from his bed yet. He pointed at 

it. "I'll just finish unpacking." Only a few items remained inside. He hadn't 
decided where to put them, besides the drawers and the cupboard.  

 
Mason saw him eyeing a big rattan basket. "Don't worry about putting 

your things away into the cupboard and all that. We have maids coming in 
to clean up after us. Just drop your dirty clothes on the floor for them to 
pick up to wash. They'll even iron and bring them back here later, clean and 
folded." 

 
He gave Sefen a smile. And true to what he just mentioned about 

dropping clothing on the floor for servants to pick up, Mason started 
unbuttoning his shirt, letting it fall onto the floor. Then he unzipped his 
trousers and stepped out of them. Then his underwear came off. His towel 
was still over an arm, and he didn't wrap it around him when he headed for 
the bathroom. 

 
Sefen stood transfixed during all this, his jaw hanging.  
 
He heard the taps turning, and then the splashing of water on 

porcelain. He slowly stepped over the crumpled clothes on the floor. Mason 
has left the bathroom door ajar. Sefen reached for the door knob. 

 
  

 
Sefen did not have breakfast with Mason the following morning. 

Instead he called a taxi to pick him up outside the front gate. The maid had 
taken the dogs away from it so that he could freely walk outside. 

  
The taxi pulled up outside the gate. He was surprised it didn't take 

very long for it to ride up the hill. He had presumed he might have a very 
long wait beside his luggage, seeing as how the taxi yesterday moved at 
such a leisurely pace.  

 
After lugging his luggage into the back of the taxi, he got in the front 

passenger seat. He looked out his window at Mason's house on the hill. 
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There were no dogs about. Someone must have instructed the maid to 
release them only after he had gone.  

 
Then he turned back to tell the driver to take him to the airport. The 

driver pointed at Sefen's face. He asked in Malay if encik had been mugged.  
 
Sefen touched his swollen cheek and bruised eye. He answered, “No,   

I fell down.” 
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Distances 

Danton Remoto 

 
 
I leave your tiger-striped towel hanging 
On its rack, and inhale deeply 
What remains of your scent 
In the fibers of the towel. 
 
Your pillow I keep 
In its proper place, 
Beside mine, of course, 
the indentation in the middle 
Hollow like my palm. 
 
The few clothes you have left 
With me converse with each other 
In the dark closet, 
Whispering about the sound 
Of the latch being 
 
Turned, his steps light 
Up the wooden stairs,  
His luggage being set 
On the granite floor, 
His voice mingling 
 
With mine who is left behind 
(the 600 kilometers between us 
Pulsing like a heartbeat), 
Our laughter now filling 
The room with so much light 
 
 
As we begin to open the door. 
 
 
 

                                                  [For Lupin] 
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Guest List 

Nimruz De Castro 

 
 
Your mother will not come to our wedding 
like a comment on the weather 
you say this to me 
a revelation on a quiet afternoon, the heat so-so, 
before that, I had in my mind 
seating arrangements 
in between my mother and yours 
now, uninvited, 
would be a friend who speaks good English 
who doesn’t like green jokes and doesn’t mind 
being interrupted while eating 
this friend has to sit somewhere else 
where he or she could laugh with the other guests 
in the corner of my eye, I see my mother 
in her hand a glass of martini 
on the other, a plate filled with sweets she never knew before 
slivers of sans rival, truffles, a slice of Prague cake, some smokvas 
she slowly walks away from the table 
from her plastic chair covered with fake lace 
towards your mother  
who is standing under a tree 
my mother hands your mother the martini 
dry, with two olives, 
they are probably talking about the weather 
in broken English 
or maybe they are quiet, maybe they hate each other 
mine for yours’ blonde hair and blue eyes, 
yours for mine’s uninhibited war on sugar. 
I don’t know what they are doing, only that they stand there 
under the shade of a tree 
the wind gently blowing 
in my mind, I cross  
two names off the list.  
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from “Translations of an insignificant  

          Japanese poet” 

Jee Leong Koh 

 
 
The pale muscles 
of young men 
blameless in the sun 
 
 
 
In the forsythia 
green is overtaking yellow 
false positive 
 
 
 
With the sun 
emerge the birdwatchers 
I fluff 
 
 
 
The estate cat 
is stalking the ducklings— 
a gymnast flexes his six pack 
 
 
 
From a leafless tree 
dangle five long seed pods 
all uncircumcised 
 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                                                              Q  U  E  E  R 

BS  O  U  T  H  E  A  S  TT 

                                                                                                                 A  S   I  A 
                  A Literary Journal of Transgressive Art 

 

57 

 

CHAPTER 22: Woman 

Nuril Basri; translated by John H. McGlynn 

 

I never thought I would lose my virginity to a male—and to a friend     
of mine at that. I tried to think about what we might do. I knew how my sex 
organ worked, but I had never given serious thought to having sex with a 
male before. 

The bathroom door opened wider and I turned my head from the tele-
vision towards the sound. My heart was beating so fast I thought it might 
explode. 

Slowly, a figure emerged from the bathroom that caused my eyes to 
open wide. My heart, which had been pounding before, suddenly seemed 
to stop, as if suspended. I was thunderstruck and unable to speak. I was 
dazed by the bright light before my eyes but, the only thing, it wasn’t           
a bright light. It was Paris, who looked like… Wait, was it Paris? Maybe it 
wasn’t but I knew it had to be. I knew his face and his features—but I didn’t 
recognize his present condition. 

“Are you freaked out?” he asked stiffly. 

Unconsciously, I nodded but then quickly shook my head. 

“Is that you?” I stuttered. 

Paris nodded, as confidently as possible but his legs were shaking. 

I frowned as I opened my mouth to speak: “But, but why are you 
dressed like that?” 

My eyes first noticed the high heels; I remembered having helped him 
pick them out. And then the black mesh stockings… My eyes rose to a body 
clinging blouse tucked into a closely-fitting skirt. I remembered those items 
too. Around his waist was an oversized belt made of fake snakeskin.        
And then the hair: a wig he had purchased at a secondhand store…          
And the face, which was covered with a thick layer of powder along with 
mascara and rouge. His lips were a flame red. 

“Do you think I look pretty?” he asked hesitantly. 

It was like I hadn’t heard the question. I was confused and felt caught 
off guard. “Why are you wearing women’s clothes?” I asked. 

“Do they look good on me?” he now asked, annoyed. 

I shook my head. 

“They don’t look right on me?” He sounded surprised. 
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Instead of answering, I snapped at him: “What are you doing?    
What’s this about?” 

“All I’m asking is if the clothes look good on me?” He now sounded 
worried. 

“You want to pretend to be a woman? You want to have sex in those 
clothes?” I asked him. I could hear the voices of SpongeBob and Patrick 
laughing on the flat TV screen. They seemed to be laughing at me. 

Paris suddenly looked shocked. “Sex? What are you talking about?” 

Now I was confused. “Well that’s why you asked me here, isn’t it?”  

“Are you crazy!” he screamed so loud, I thought his false eyelashes 
were going to pop off his eyes. “You idiot!” he again swore at me with a 
trembling voice. “I don’t want to have sex with you! Are you out of your 
mind?” 

I blinked. My stomach lurched. “Then why did you ask me?” 

“For you to see me is all! To tell me if I’m pretty! Whether I look good 
or not! All I want is your opinion, not sex, you moron!”  

He then moved close to me, sticking his face in mine: “Do I look good 
or not!”  

“Nooo…” I answered deliriously.  

Paris glared at me.  

“You’re a guy. Why do you want to dress in women’s clothing?” 

“So what if I want to wear women’s clothing? Is that wrong? I want to 
be a woman!” 

“Even if you do put on women’s clothing, you’re still going to be           
a guy,” I argued hesitantly. “You were born that way.”  

“Don’t you understand?” Paris huffed in front of my face. “I want to be 
a woman!” 

 I didn’t know what to do. Whatever I said was sure to be wrong.      
Paris’ face and my eyes were only two centimeters apart and I could feel      
the heat of his breath. At that moment, I thought that this was an instance 
of possession; that Paris had somehow come to be possessed by an evil 
female demon. And then, as if this were so, he suddenly collapsed to the 
floor, on the soft carpet. Covering his eyes, he began to cry. 

I stood there awkwardly as he cried and sobbed like a rejected woman 
in a soap-opera. Silently, my eyes searched the room. I let him cry until 
finally he raised his head and looked up at me. 
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God, his mask was frightening. A rivulet of black flowed from his eyes. 
The rouge on his cheeks was smudged. His eyes were bloodshot, powder 
stained his hands, and his teeth were smeared with lipstick. 

“Go on, look in the mirror. You look scary,” I said honestly. “You look 
like a cartoon character, not like a woman…”  

Paris stifled her sobs, then rose and retreated to the bathroom. I laid 
down on the mattress and stared at the ceiling, using my arms and hands as 
a pillow. Crazy! 

 
  

 
That certainly was one experience I will never forget as long as I live.              

I told Paris that he didn’t look pretty, that his clothing was over the top and 
that he looked like a hooker. At that remark, he finally laughed, if only 
between his sobs and tears. I then ordered him to change, which he did, 
along with repacking his wig, which really did look fake, and all the other 
accoutrements that he had brought into the large suitcase.  

“Why do you want to be a banci?” I asked him. 

“I don’t want to be a banci! I want to be a girl!” he protested. “I’m 
tired of being a guy…” 

“That’s a reason? That you’re tired of being a guy?” I asked. 

“You don’t understand. You’re a guy. Guys never understand. The only 
thing guys do is make trouble. I don’t want to be a guy. I hate guys.”  

“I’m a guy, am I not?” 

“I know, but I don’t hate you…” he said softly while preparing to leave 
the room. Hmm, that was too bad, I thought; Paris had already paid for    
the room and we weren’t even going to use it. I wanted to see what             
it would be like sleeping in such a luxurious place. 

The atmosphere in the car was stiff. Paris was as nervous as when we 
had arrived. 

“Don’t hate me,” he said with his hands on the wheels. 

“Neah, neah,” I said, no promise at all. 

To break the silence, he turned on CD player but the music that came 
out was rock music by the band, My Chemical Romance. 

 What trash!” Paris swore as he switched off the CD player. 

Before taking me home, Paris took me along with him to several 
salons to pick up the money they owed plus to deliver new supplies. 
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After returning to the pesantren, I laid around in my cell, waiting for 

evening to pass. It was quiet. Most of the other residents were still at 
pencak silat class. I felt a little chagrined for having skipped the lesson that 
night, but on the other hand I was happy that I hadn’t lost my virginity. And 
even better still, I now knew that Paris was not attracted to me. That was a 
relief, yet the question for me was, why did Paris want to be a woman? Was 
it because of his feminine mannerisms? Did all guys with feminine man-
nerisms want to be women? Did Yusuf want to be a woman too?  

While staring at holes in the ceiling of my cell, Yusuf suddenly came 
inside. I looked at him; it felt like I hadn’t seen him for a very long time.      
He tossed his bag into the corner of the room and then shut the door. 

“Look at this…”  

He was holding a sarong, a very expensive one by the sight of it. 

“Is that a BHS original?” I asked somewhat awed. 

“Yeah, it’s original,” he nodded. “I’m sure you’ll never be able to 
afford one,” he added snottily while neatly refolding the red sarong with 
black stripes in its original shape. “I’m going to give it to Ali, a little bribe for 
him to stop asking questions and spying on me.”  

“But won’t that make him even more suspicious?” I argued. 

“I thought of that already,” he answered, his eyes narrowing as          
he looked at me. “I’m going to tell him that I’m working, which is the reason 
I’m not at the pesantren so often.” 

“What’s your job going to be?”  

“I’m going to tell him that it’s a secret,” he answered with little 
concern. 

“But what if he asks me?” 

“Tell him I’m working as an SPG! See how clever I am?” he asked with 
a dramatic flair.  

I wondered if Yusuf knew that a “SPG” was a “Sales Point Girl.” A truer 
lie might be “SBP.” 

“This coming Wednesday, I’m going clubbing again and I want you to 
come along. I want you to meet some rich people.” 

“Forget it,” I told him. “What kind of guy do you think I am?” 
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“You’re a money boy. Come on, the reason you started seeing Paris 
was for the money, wasn’t it?” 

Yusuf knew exactly where to get me. He’d hit the mark point on.    
With his eyes studying me, I turned away. 

Too much information that night: one friend wanting to be a woman, 
another one trading his body for favors from older men. 
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     B.B.P.   

      Hosmillo                                                                    

           Editor’s Note  

We; or a Repository for Normal Offences 
 

The first year of a bleak decade that keeps on returning. When the 
morning comes, so too the scars all with a name. Is it just the latest hate 
crime, or are we truly dispossessed even in imagination? It can happen this 
way: our prominent birthmark suddenly gets erased when it could be the 
first evidence of our identity. We insist we are still the same child, that 
precious child who taught people joy even without saying anything. We 
close the door and try to be gentle with ourselves. We say “this body will 
never be alone” yet a thing once promising has already escaped. It happens, 
as how Nimruz De Castro opens his poem by “Your mother will not come to 
our wedding” and ends without taking it back. We keep the company that 
brings us safety. “A fabricated safety would even do,” we say. And then 
possibly, while idle we become the girl in Amanda [Ngoho] Reavey’s poem: 
“She puts her thumb on top of her mother’s thumbmark. On an inhale. Her 
body slips through time and into hers. All at once she understands how 
orphan children are never born. How they—simply—appear.” Do we have 
to close our eyes at this? Temporary life calls us and we kiss whoever wants 
to kiss us back. “Your mother will not come to our wedding,” we say it again 
and how it might feel we can’t be truly done with it.  
 

 We are simply the hurt that can’t be completely said. Or shared. 
Perhaps, speaking our hurt doesn’t mean a liberation from it. This is why     
it is crucial that we understand the conditions which allow or constraint 
speaking. These conditions magnify the world/s living within us. In Bodies of 
Evidence: Practice of Queer Oral History (2012), Horacio N. Roque Ramírez 
and Nan Alamilla Boyd tell, “[I]f there is not a narrator to claim that sexual 
space of queer historical being and its retelling, and a queer researcher to 
hear, record, and draw out yet more details, desire, and meaning from it, 
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no queer oral history is possible.”As critical readers, Leon Wing leaves us 
with a suppressed account of violence; one that narrates more the context 
from which the nature of infliction evolves: private, almost microscopic 
lives. In most of the story, only the two main characters are allowed to be 
evidence of how queer desire is governed at the personal level. This is an 
exhibition. This allows a surveillance of them. And yet, when a minor 
character asked Sefen why his eye bruised and cheek swollen, why did he 
answer “no, I fell down”? Why did we have to know he told a lie? 
 

Well, oftentimes we come from a long journey only to betray our 
body. We say it’s normal. We give it the chance to never be hurt even more. 
Sefen could’ve been shamed had he told the truth why he was hurt.  “In a 
place like this, it wasn’t necessary to divulge the truth, especially of one’s 
personal background,” writes Jeffrey Pascual Yap. We have seen so much of 
how the speaking taboo was trained to be silent. A lot of us, undeniably, 
don’t want to encounter time and time again the pain of being an outcast. 
However, so much of Queer Southeast Asia is openness for that space in 
which we deliberate the precarious conditions impairing us. To think of 
vulnerability in political ways. To pursue the recognition of our body as it is: 
sensory, important, memorable. Says Cavafy: “Body, remember not only 
how much you were loved…how they trembled in the voice for you, 
remember, body!” Like how Khairani Barokka appeals, “you don't need to 
catch me or breath,/i'm open, come lessen/your need to breathe,” our 
body is an entrance to what we want to learn and see and touch again and 
again. Even if it means defiance. As it means defiance.  
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The Shadow Master 

Wilfredo Pascual 

 

In 2005, I found myself in a remote village outside Siem Reap, 
Cambodia, with a stranger aiming a needle on my back. The man, a retired 
kickboxing champ, dipped the needle in ink, a mixture of sugarcane juice 
and crushed charcoal. It took the entire day to complete the tattoo ritual, 
which ran from my shoulders down to my lower back. I’ve had pictures of it 
taken, looked at it from time to time, but mostly I’d forgotten that it’s 
there, that I’ve been marked with enigmatic symbols and ancient scripts 
that marked my journey into strange beliefs and a dark past.  

I backpacked around Cambodia for a month. My guide was a former 
soldier and drug dealer from Phnom Penh who immediately sensed the kind 
of journey I was predisposed to. I was not unique; he had met my kind 
before. So after six days of exploring Angkor Wat, he introduced me to his 
friend, an old farmer and former Khmer Rouge leader hiding under a false 
name. We spent a week together drinking with the old man’s comrades. We 
ate duck meat fried with overripe jackfruit and slept on wooden boats in 
the middle of Tonle Sap, Southeast Asia’s largest lake. The old man’s wife 
did not approve of him going out in public. In 2005, people were talking 
about an international tribune that would try former Khmer Rouge leaders 
responsible for the Cambodian genocide that killed two million. But the old 
man insisted in going out with me. He had an excuse – I was a traveler. He 
wanted me to try the fermented palm juice, to go hunting with him at night 
in the forest. Besides, I never asked about the past (the only condition my 
guide asked). When I look back at those days, I sometimes wonder if he 
could sense the end coming, either due to old age or his capture. We drove 
around in an old truck and he showed me his vast tracks of land and 
orchards. He said all he wanted was for his children to finish school.  

I also met two loggers who worked for the old man. I wouldn’t have 
known that they were transvestites because their faces where covered with 
the traditional krama garment. I spent time with them, cutting and hauling 
logs in the forest, and only then did I notice that both wore mascaras, 
lipstick and bright nail polish. My guide told me that the old man met the 
transvestites when he first went into hiding for three years. Smart move, I 
thought. No one would have suspected. I didn’t tell them that I’m gay. We 
all hid our deepest secrets from each other.  

  

One morning the old man and his comrades invited me to have lunch 
outdoors on a raised bed of bamboo slats. We sat in a circle, shirtless with 
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checkered kramas wrapped around our waist. The old man noticed how I 
sat with my legs folded to one side. He tapped my knee and said I sat like a 
girl. He wasn’t smiling. He motioned how I should sit like them, with legs 
crossed in front. I changed my sitting position, heart pounding. They 
noticed that I was looking at their sacred tattoos. One of them handed me a 
butcher knife and asked me to strike him. I didn’t take the challenge. I 
smiled and told them I believe their stories, how those marks helped them 
survive the war. The oldest became pensive. He said all his life he did not 
even have to farm; all he had to do was kill people. He killed for the king, 
the Khmer Rouge, the government, and all he wanted in old age was to die 
peacefully. Inside, no matter how fatherly they all treated me, I knew that 
there had to be some reckoning, accountability and justice for the two 
million who died and disappeared. The old man pointed at the tattoo in his 
chest and asked me, “Would you like to have this mark?”  

I didn’t want to walk around with the mark of a mass murderer but I 
figured common folks in the region had it too, including travelers and 
celebrities. So I thought why not, a tiny one would do.  

It took my guide a couple of days to find the Tattoo Master, the 
keeper of the symbols and spells. A young Khmer who had recently 
returned home after years of working illegally abroad led us to the village. 
He showed me his tattoo, which he got before crossing the border to 
Thailand. He said he it helped him dodge the border patrol’s bullets. He 
seemed moved that I was getting a traditional tattoo so he gave me his 
personal amulets. He dug it from his pocket, wrapped in faded saffron cloth 
filled with cryptic drawings and script, an assortment of old coins, Buddha 
pendants, and animal teeth. He didn’t ask for money. He said he was done 
with it. I guess what he meant was that he has returned home. Anyone can 
lay claim to an emblem, especially those who have fallen into cracks, who 
are neither here nor there, or those caught between a terrible past and an 
uncertain future. We need emblems as anchors, hooks to find connections. 

I had my tattoo done inside a wooden house on stilts. A bald old 
woman prepared an offering to the spirits: five small yellow candles, five 
rolled bodhi leaves and five incense sticks. Her youngest son prepared the 
ink while the eldest did the actual tattooing. He learned it from his father, a 
half-blind old man who performed the final prayer rites. Some of their 
friends also helped gather materials and prepare lunch.  

It hurt like hell. The needle felt like a vibrating sewing machine. Seven 
fucking hours.  

I suppose you could get a tattoo the modern way anywhere nowadays. 
But perhaps not with these hidden symbols. The last time the family did it 
was the year before. It took us two days to find the Tattoo Master, the one 
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who could do the ritual properly, the keeper of the spells.  

Below are my answers to frequently asked questions about my back: 

YOUR TATTOO WAS BELIEVED TO HOLD POWER? 

I was told it could give me protection in times of danger. But it wasn’t 
enough that you have them in your back. You need to know the spells too. 

DO YOU BELIEVE IT? 

I’m not sure. I believe in the experience. But I always raise questions. 
My faith thrives in doubt and tension. 

WHAT SCARED YOU THE MOST? 

It wasn’t the pain. On the way to the village we met a tattooed soldier 
who warned me. He said a big man like him cried like a child. That didn’t 
discourage me. That just got the adrenaline going. When they unfolded the 
cloth (the size of a small table) of signs and symbols and showed me what 
they were going to put on my back, the thought of backing out did not even 
occur to me. I was surprised, yes. Only because I had earlier thought that I 
could just choose one tiny drawing out of that entire huge map. Apparently 
it didn’t work that way. You either get the whole package or nothing. The 
design depended on your purpose – why you wanted it. Perhaps what 
scared me most was myself. That I had totally lost control at that point. I 
had already given in. They showed me the sterilized needle they just 
bought. I knew that could have killed me. That or the mosquito bites. I was 
thinking dengue and malaria the whole time. Part of me kept asking myself, 
what am I doing here? Who are these people? Why am I doing this? And 
those questions and worries just flowed and ran through me like water. 
THAT was scary.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                                                              Q  U  E  E  R 

BS  O  U  T  H  E  A  S  TT 

                                                                                                                 A  S   I  A 
                  A Literary Journal of Transgressive Art 

 

67 

 

WHAT DID YOU TELL THEM? 

That I’m just a traveler. That was fine with them. 

HOW DID YOU BEAR THE PAIN? 

At first, I grabbed my guide’s hand. I told him I needed to hold on to 
somebody. But the bastard pulled away. He said I had to take it like a man. 
So I bit on the strap of my Swiss sportswatch, a birthday gift from my 
brother. When it became unbearable, I asked for my iPod. I never listened 
to Byzantine music, Philip Glass and Michael Nyman the same way again 
after that. There was also a lunch break. We had chicken broth, boiled with 
leafy stalks of marijuana. That did not help. It was that painful. 

WHERE DID IT HURT THE MOST? 

When they did the human figure on my lower spine, the most 
sensitive part. I was thinking instant paralysis. I just bit the watch strap 
hard. I tasted my tears. They were very concerned but they did not stop. 

WHAT WERE YOU THINKING THE WHOLE TIME? 

There’s a passage in Graham Greene’s novel, The End of the Affair, 
where Sarah, played by Julian Moore in the movie, writes to God in her 
diary, “I believe the legend. I believe you were born. I believe you died for 
us. I believe you are God. Teach me to love. I don’t mind my pain. It’s their 
pain I can’t stand. Let my pain go on and on, but stop theirs. Dear God, if 
only you could come down from your cross and let me go up there instead. 
If I could suffer like you, I could heal like you.” I had similar thoughts. I was 
talking to God. I was thinking of my family, my friends, everyone I love and 
hold dear. My country. My people. Faces in deep suffering floated in front 
of me. The hurt I have caused, including those brought on by this world and 
those they inflicted on to themselves. I kept bargaining with God, I’ll take all 
this pain, just take away theirs. This whole denial of the self -- very Catholic, 
really. 

WHAT DID THE SYMBOLS MEAN? 

Hard to say. Even my guide had difficulty explaining. I have a feeling 
the signs and symbols were meant to be indecipherable the way ancient 
spells were meant to be. You probably need a philologist to decipher all 
that weird cabbalistic jumble of ancient text and signs. At the same time, I 
know indecipherability could also serve as a tool of power and abuse. 
Anyone could claim it. They said I could dodge bullets, be invincible against 
any bladed weapon. I’m not interested in finding out if that was true. One 
thing intrigued me though – the power to disappear. Only because I had 
been doing that all my life. All my restless wanderings, I have relied on it. 
Permeability.  
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IN THE END, WHAT DID YOU BELIEVE IN? 

I believed in what the experience had to offer to me. An internal 
journey. The ritual ended with the old man’s prayer rites. Rules were given. 
Mostly things I wouldn’t find myself in a position of breaking anyway. Like I 
was forbidden to eat monkey meat. Apparently, monkeys are favored 
delicacies in the jungles of Cambodia. The old man also added that the 
shadow master on my back is normally always asleep. It would wake up 
when prompted by a spell that I’m supposed to recite. And only in times of 
danger. And since there was no way I could master Khmer, a foreign 
language, and the lilting tones of the lengthy spell, the old man would have 
to keep him awake the whole time with another spell. But I will have to 
practice extra caution in showing my back to other people indiscriminately. 
There are people out there, he further warned, who are familiar with the 
image and who know of its power. These people could cast spells. The 
shadow master could leave my back and move to theirs. All I’d be left with 
would be meaningless scars on my back. I would have to be extra careful. 
The shadow master is on my back to protect me. It looks out for me and 
sees people and if they are perceived as enemies, it could cause them harm. 
I listened to the old man and nodded, wondering what that all truly meant 
for me. I asked how much I should pay them. They said it was up to me. I 
gave them thirty dollars.  

There was one last warning. He said I should be prepared when I reach 
home. Something would take place the first night. A great battle. I should 
muster all my strength and willpower to fight it. Fight what, I asked. Just 
remain steadfast, he said. I took that all in with a grain of salt and went 
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home. I was feeling okay, relieved that it was all over. I totally forgot what 
the old man had said and decided to spend the evening in a coffee shop at 
the central market of Siem Reap. I remember I was looking through the 
glass window at the street. There was an Indian restaurant across from the 
coffee shop and on a table outside, a tourist was having dinner. Seated on 
the pavement next to him was a little Cambodian girl, watching him eat. 
And then another tourist came by with a camera and he started taking 
pictures of the child. The child ignored this other tourist. I remember how 
moved I was by this linked sight, the trail of attention flowing from the 
camera to the child to the food on the table and how all three were 
oblivious of, or perhaps trying to ignore, each other. That’s when it 
happened. Everything blurred in an instant. I blinked my eye and all I could 
see was a haze of colors. I felt this sensation, like vertigo, of being lifted up, 
so high I could not feel the ground anymore. I could not feel anything. 
Everything disappeared and then reappeared again but in a form I could 
hardly recognize. It was then that I remembered what the old man had said. 
It happened so fast. I felt nauseated. I was falling in a dark hole, hurtling 
down fast. I looked at the cashier and the other customers and I could tell 
from their expression, that they knew something terrible was happening to 
me. I tried to ask for help, but my mouth went numb. I couldn’t move it. I 
remember thinking, this is it Willi, this is how you are going to die. 

I stood up. Staggered. I managed to get out on the street. I saw a 
parked motorbike for hire and thought of going to the hospital. But it was 
all happening so fast. Life was being sucked out of me. My inn was just a 
block away. Right next to it was the computer shop where I made long 
distance calls. I crossed the street, walking unsteadily, all the way to the 
shop to make a call.  

I sat on the floor inside the phone booth. I checked the phone 
numbers in my wallet but my vision liquefied everything. All the names and 
numbers turned to water. The first memorized number that came to mind 
was that of a friend I had just met a few months before, an expat who came 
from New Zealand to teach English in Bangkok. I dialed the number and she 
answered the phone. I told her I was feeling really sick, that something was 
happening to me. I wanted to tell her what had happened that day but my 
thoughts were all incoherent. I remember her saying that I should have 
been more careful in visiting the temples of Angkor. Spirits guarded the 
place. She asked me to go to the hospital. But I was too weak. She stayed 
on the line and frantically prayed over me, calling on Jesus to save me from 
this dark, terrible spirit that was claiming me. 

The first sign of deliverance was the slowing of my heartbeat. And 
then air. I was conscious that I was breathing air. And just as quickly as it 
had happened, it was all over. I remember feeling very exhausted. 
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Drenched in sweat. A strange calm washed over me. As if nothing 
happened. I returned to my room. My younger brother, a nurse, later 
explained that it was my body reacting to the toxins from the ink. 

AFTER WHAT YOU WENT THROUGH, WOULD YOU ENCOURAGE OTHERS 
WHO MIGHT BE INTERESTED TO GET A SIMILAR TATTOO? 

I'm not sure. I would recommend extra caution though. A few friends 
who have seen it did not find the final result especially appealing, especially 
when it's compared to the aesthetically more sophisticated designs from 
modern tattoo salons. Mine are crude and faint. I had my personal reasons 
why I did it. I believe that it’s an important art form. Very few people do it 
nowadays. Perhaps it’s losing its meaning. But I believe it will remain 
intrinsically linked to the many lives it has bound, through times of 
dominion, danger, and deliverance. I find it a comforting thought to have 
that history on my back. It was the beginning of my journey in Cambodia, 
my initiation to my forays in the heart of darkness. And light.  
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Seeing 

Lawrence L. Ypil 

 
 
I had a wand of wishes  
when I was five. You want a tail?  
I could make two. And teacups too.  
But not the tea.  
 
Betamax desire. I had a dress  
you couldn’t see. Technicolor.  
Ruby-slippered. There’s no place  
like a mother’s mirror.  
 
You want a daughter?  
Is a broom without a head.  
The dull sink sparkles  
with a wave and some detergent.  
 
Silverscreen falsetto. Antenna.  
I could make you disappear   
behind a backward dance. Rewind.  
So close your eyes and swish.  
 
Every wish deserved its mensch,  
meaning its man, the neighbor  
entering the house in afternoons  
to watch the wigless witch’s legs go shimmer. 
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Cease and Desist 

Khairani Barokka 

 
 

Masturbatory fantasies are not the province of your mother,  
Nor are tall, libidinal dynasties any subdistrict corrupted by 
A member of kin who would wreck them with both hands. 
Stop: this is the hour of night where you pull the sarung 
To your head and sit tight, in the knowledge that you are alone 
And a woman lies, eyes closed, hot beat from warm climates, 
Thinking of how your mouth works. One million acres of skin 
Is not a plantation. Stop: here, the crossroads between 
What they want the whole of my cells to birth between 
Your legs, and the void of calm that rests and will rest there. 
Stop: this is your breakfast in fourteen hours. Noodles and 
One fried egg; in its succulence, suppleness, your breasts 
And hers. Now stop: this is not a televised broadcast  
Interruptus, by powerful men in the same tailored shirts,  
The same tight sorrows. Stop: this is where we shift  
Ourselves on a ship, eyes tight to frayed hands, malicious  
Cocks cast overboard, scheme-mongering women and men  
Drowned first, and all it is is a boat ashore now, home where  
Participation in love is no medal-strewn land, it’s a quiet  
Place, with only his arms, your past, your future. Safe in any  
Possible kind of another’s body. Any possible bodily peace.  
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CHAPTER 33: Not a Virgin 

Nuril Basri; translated by John H. McGlynn 

 

Making it to the semi-finals meant that Yusuf would have to prepare 
to lip-synch a song the following week. Contestants were allowed to 
demonstrate other talents—magic tricks, snake dancing, and so on—but 
most of them chose to lip-synch because that was a mandatory skill for first 
prize candidates. 

Following the close of the bar, the four of us went to a 24-7 
McDonalds for breakfast. After ordering, Oskar and I immediately began to 
stuff our faces. 

“With most of the contestants lip-synching Western songs, maybe you 
should do an Indonesian pop song,” Paris was saying to Yusuf. “Something 
in Indonesian might make you stand out.” He then removed a small plastic 
bottle from his Etienne-Aigner bag and, after opening the bottle, he poured 
a few tablets into his hand and tossed them in his mouth. 

Yusuf looked at him curiously. “What are those? Are you sick or 
something?”  

“They’re my hormone tablets,” Paris said while putting the plastic 
bottle back into his bag.  

Yusuf continued to look at Paris, as if not understanding. 

Paris ignored Yusuf’s look of incomprehension. “So what kind of song 
do you want to perform? I can help you with the moves,” he said. 

I should mention that during this same time period, Paris began to 
delve more seriously into the subject of gender change, poring through 
articles he found on the internet about the subject. On occasion, he’d bring 
me up to date on his findings regarding plastic surgery, genitalia 
transformation, scraping of the Adam’s apple and so on. He discussed hair 
styles: length, cut and style. He plucked his eyebrows and dieted to lose 
weight and look slimmer. He tried different kinds of falsies for a more 
natural look. He purchased numerous women’s clothing magazines,     
which he gave to Yusuf to store in our cell.  

“I’m going to start getting hormone shots so I can stop taking these 
awful birth control pills,” he said. Oh, and that’s right, he always forced me 
to take him to the drugstore to buy those dammed pills. 
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One evening, when Yusuf and I were in our cell munching on snacks 
we’d picked up at Indomaret, I began to think of Paris and the seriousness 
with which he was exploring the possibility of sex change. I looked at Yusuf 
and asked him, “Do you want to be a banci?”  

Yusuf looked up from the magazine he was reading. Following my 
lead, he was not bothering to study for his final exams. Not because he was 
lazy, but because he was smart. He would ace his exams with little study; 
far more important for him at the time were his preparations for the Miss 
Drag contest. 

“Hey, keep your voice down when you say things like that,” Yusuf said, 
his eyes on the passing figures in the void outside the open door of our cell. 
“I don’t want to be a banci,” he whispered hurriedly. 

He seemed to notice that I wasn’t satisfied with his answer. “I just 
want to win something!” he added. “I’ve never won anything in my life.     
So I’m doing this not because I want to…. No, that’s not right; I want to do 
it, but….” He took a breath. “…but I don’t want to be this way forever.        
So don’t worry. I don’t want to be a banci. I like being a guy better. At first, 
you know, I was only doing it to make Paris happy.” 

Hmmm, back to Paris. 

Yusuf’s explanation served to ease my mind somewhat. I had begun   
to feel guilty about Yusuf’s change. Ali was still keeping an eye on me and 
though he rarely said much, I found the way he looked at me discomfiting. 
He was curious about me or about us, rather: what we were doing to be-
come the moneyed and social creatures we now were. Yusuf’s answer was 
a relief for me. Ali didn’t have to worry that he was going to lose                 
his brother. Only Oskar. 

 
  

 
When the night of the semi-finals finally arrived, we were back stage 

and Yusuf was complaining to Paris. “I should be performing an Agnes 
Monica song.” 

Paris was in the middle of helping Yusuf attach his false eyelashes. 
“What? You’re not a rocker! Can you see yourself stomping your feet on 
stage. Ieris B choezen inu sinaung for Yoelandu. You’ll sing the one I chose 
for you. With you as Britney Spears singing ‘Womanizer,’” you’re sure to 
win. I guess he’d changed his mind about Yusuf singing an Indonesian song.  

What with it being the third week June and in the middle of the dry 
season, the club felt especially hot that night. I couldn’t stop sweating.   
Neither could Oskar.  
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As per usual, the contest was marked by laughter and loud clapping, 
but that night everyone seemed to be drinking. Ice was going fast and      
the bartender could hardly keep up with the orders.  

When Yusuf appeared he forgot his lines in several places, but that 
didn’t seem to affect the audience’s reaction. I too laughed and clapped my 
hands, not because of Yusuf so much, but because of Oskar who was on 
stage acting as Yusuf’s slave. A few days beforehand, Yusuf had entreated 
Oskar for his assistance: in his performance he was going to play                    
a dominatrix and he wanted Oskar to be his whipping-boy. To get his way, 
he whispered, “You know, I still haven’t forgiven you for the comment you 
made the first night we met. If you really want me to forget that incident, 
you have to do what I want.”  

In the end, Oskar finally agreed. Little did Oskar know that I had given 
Yusuf the idea.  

In the middle of the performance, when Oskar was on his hand and 
knees acting like a dog and Yusuf was whipping him, Paris came looking for 
me in panic. His eyes were moist and there was a worried look on his face.  

“Iwenk’s here and he’s seen me!” he said loudly. 

“So what?” I asked while flapping my wings, hoping to cool down the 
situation. 

“Iwenk’s seen me!” he said once again. 

I didn’t see a problem. “So what?” I asked.  

“He laughed at me! That’s stressed me out!” Paris’s wig bobbed about 
on his head as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. 

I had forgotten to tell Paris that Iwenk already knew about him and 
that there was no need for him to feel stressed but at that moment I had no 
time to explain because Paris was as panicked as a drag queen, who had 
lost his wig. 

I tried to calm him down.“ Don’t worry. People are going to know 
eventually.”  

“No, I don’t want him or anyone else to find out!” 

I frowned with confusion. “So what do you want then?” I had enough 
of Paris’ indecisiveness. Plus, it was so hot, I just wanted to fly away. 

“I want to go home. I want to go home,” he whined dramatically. 

I looked at his face. He seemed embarrassed. I didn’t understand why. 
If he wanted to become a woman, then he had to be able to show himself 
to other people, not just to his close friends. 
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“Wait for Yusuf to finish,” I told him. 

Paris bit his lips and moved about restlessly, but did what I said.         
As soon as Yusuf was finished, Paris accosted him and held him they were 
going home—even though the contestants who had been selected for the 
final round had yet to be announced. But I would be there to hear the 
news. Oskar and I were always there until closing time. We could either 
take a cab or get a ride back to Tangerang with someone. 

With the show nearly over, Oskar and I sat together at the bar: two 
angels together, a sight that drew looks of admiration or envy from 
numerous customers. Several offered to buy us drinks or otherwise engage 
us in conversation but, because of the heat, neither of us were in the mood. 
And then, a familiar person appeared: Mulyono, the salon owner whose 
existence I had long tried to forget. The thought of me being groped in the 
bathroom at his home immediately came to mind and made my stomach 
turn. I didn’t want anything to do with him but could do nothing as he came 
over to me.  

“Hi Sexy,” he said in greeting while sitting down and giving me a look-
over. “How are you doing?” he said with a grin while extending his hand. 

I stared ahead of, not bothering to look at him or shake his hand. 

“Stuck up are you, now that you’re a celebrity?” he said. 

“Just normal,” I said quietly. I didn’t want to deal with him.               
Plus, the lecherous look on his face made me angry. 

Oskar gave me a nudge, a reminder that I was dealing with                     
a customer, but I ignored him, too. Orders from Om Bram were that even if 
we didn’t like a person or felt bothered by a customer, we were still 
supposed to smile and at least pretend to be polite. But with this Mulyono 
guy, I couldn’t fake it. The man revolted me. Had I been able to, I would 
have liked to flap my wings in his face and shred his skin with the wing 
feathers. 

“Introduce me to your hunky friend,” Mulyono said to me, while 
leering at Oskar.  

Oskar smiled but just barely, not wanting to encourage further 
conversation. Generally speaking, it was easy to discern a customer’s 
intentions, even when veiled, but Mulyono made no attempt to disguise 
his. 

“How much for your time?” he asked straightway. 

“Sorry,” but I don’t do that kind of thing, Oskar answered firmly. “You 
may look, but not touch.” 
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“You like to play hard to get, huh?” Mulyono commented, “Well I like 
it even better when it’s not so easy.” 

Both of us blew wind from our mouths and silently prayed for the man 
to go away. 

“Would would you like a drink?” Mulyono then offered. 

“No thank you,” I answered quickly for the two of us. 

“Don’t be that way,” Mulyono responded. “I may not be your type,   
but you could at least let me buy you a drink.” 

Not wanting to be overly rude, I gave a slight nod of consent and not 
too long later Mulyono handed glasses of cola to Oskar and me. We took 
them reluctantly and at first made motions of just sipping on them, but the 
night was so hot and the glass of iced cola so refreshing, we’d both soon 
drained our glasses. 

After standing beside us a while longer, Mulyono finally nodded and 
went away. After that, all of a sudden, and for the rest of the night—or at 
least the part that I remember—I felt extremely happy. All I wanted to do 
was dance. I grabbed Oskar by the arm and went to the middle of the dance 
floor to take advantage of what time still remained before the club closed. 
Oskar and I laughed and laughed. I felt a bit tipsy but also warm. I didn’t 
know if Oskar felt the same, but I felt giddy and strange. We were two 
happy angels on the dance floor and we didn’t care if our wings got into 
other people’s faces.  

When someone pulled on my arm and led me off the floor, away from 
the crowd, I simply followed while laughing. Still holding on to Oskar’s hand, 
he too followed, laughing as well. 

“Where are we going?” he called over the riotous sound of the song. 

“I think we’re flying to heaven…” I answered, still letting myself be 
pulled away from the crowd by an unknown hand. After that, it’s a big 
blank.  

 
  

 
The next thing I remembered was the sound of a cell phone assaulting 

my eardrums with its ring tone. The phone rang again and again, tens of 
times, dozens of times. I recognized the ring tone but my eyes felt heavy,  
as if bricks were on my eyelids. I was half-awake, half-floating somewhere    
I didn’t know. But the cell phone kept screaming at me. Finally, I opened my 
eyes a crack. My vision was blurred but I was able to spot the culprit on the 
edge of the bed. It was Oskar’s phone, flashing and vibrating wildly.               
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I resisted picking it up, hoping it might stop ringing of its own accord. But it 
wouldn’t stop and its sound grated against my jagged nerves. I wanted to 
reach for it, then throw it away. I tried to move my right hand, but it 
wouldn’t move. I then tried to move my left, but it wouldn’t move either. 
Something was wrong, very wrong, I realized subconsciously. Maybe I was 
dreaming. I rested for a moment and tried to concentrate, isolating           
the sound of the phone in the back of my mind. I tried to gather my wits 
and return to full consciousness. But then, when consciousness did return,   
I discovered that I was in an unfamiliar place. Not only that but my entire 
body felt sensitive and sore: my neck, back, waist, chest, nipples, thighs, 
butt and crotch. I shook my head, trying to clear my vision, and that’s when 
I saw Oskar, lying naked and motionless across the mattress with his two 
hands tied to the bedposts. His eyes were blindfolded. Looking around,         
I saw the remains of our broken wings scattered around the room. I then 
looked at myself. I was naked and seated in a chair, my arms tied to            
its arms.  

The cell phone rang again. 

I struggled with all my might to release my arms, ignoring the pain that 
was wracking my brain. I roared as I fought with the bindings. Finally, I 
managed to break free one of my arms and then the other. I groped for the 
cell phone and stabbed the answer button with my finger. It was Paris 
calling. 

I heard him chatter: “Hi! Where are you guys? We’ve been looking for 
you since last night. How come you didn’t say anything? What’s going on? 
Helloooo! Oskaarrrr!” But I couldn’t manage to say a single word. 

My eyes fell on Oskar again and at once I wanted to explode from 
anger. I untied the rope that was around my waist and then moved quickly 
to Oskar. While fumbling to untie his hands, I kept saying, “Wake up…! 
Wake up…!” but the sound of my voice was that of an injured animal.            
I couldn’t scream; I didn’t have the strength. It took a long time for me to 
rouse Oskar and when finally he was half awake and we found ourselves 
huddled naked like two animals in a cage, that was when the fear we were 
feeling emerged. 

We couldn’t speak. We just looked at each other, our eyes welling 
with tears. 

I looked for my underwear and, after finding them, located Oskar’s 
and threw them next to him. Our bodies smelled. The entire room stank. 
My body felt broken. 

Oskar finally managed to return Paris’ call: “Come get us,” he said in    
a broken voice. “Come get me and Ricky.” 
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I knew how dry his throat must have been. My own mouth hurt inside. 

I heard a loud cry at the end of the line: “Where are you?” 

Oskar looked around the room to find an identifying feature.              
On a cheap ashtray was the hotel’s logo. 

“That hotel… That hotel where we took you.” 

“What’s your room number?” Paris then asked. 

“I don’t know! Just come here!” ” Oskar screamed in frustration 
before realizing that he needed to get control of himself and the situation. 
Finally he said slowly, in a calmer voice, “And bring us some clothes…”  

After he clicked off the phone we sat and stared at each other again. 

After Paris arrived and somehow managed to find our room, he 
blinked wildly when seeing us, his mouth fell open wide. Without a word, 
we took the clothes he had brought along, dressed as fast as we could, and 
then made our way to the lobby. But just as we were leaving the hotel, a 
security guard stopped up. Only a deposit had been paid for the room;   we 
had to pay the rest. Paris took out some bills and handed them to the 
guard. 

In the car, Yusuf was asleep in the front seat. Oskar and I got in the 
back and sank wearily against the back seat. 

“I don’t want to go home,” I said. 
 

  
 

Noting what I had said, Paris took the initiative and drove the car to 
the nearest toll-road entrance and headed westward towards Tangerang, 
but when the Tangerang exit approached, he drove straight by. We were 
now headed towards Merak. When nearing the next rest stop, Paris called 
for a piss-stop. There, Oskar decided to take over the wheel, and the four of 
us changed positions with Oskar and I in the front and Yusuf and Paris in the 
back. 

We passed the exit to Balaraja and then the East- and West-Serang 
exits as well until we merged with the Cilegon toll road. Finally, after 
reaching the 140 KM mark, Oskar exited at West Cilegon. At first I thought, 
he might continue on the northern road that led to the harbor at Merak 
where we would get on a ferry, cross the Sunda strait to Sumatra, and 
traverse the island, not stopping until we came to the western-most point 
of Indonesia, five hundred kilometers away. Instead, he took the western 
route, a beat-up road made pockmarked by the weight of the semi-trucks 
that filled both lanes, which lead us through a huge industrial estate dotted 
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with chimneys that billowed white smoke, until we came to the other side 
where the road suddenly emptied and the drive became peaceful. 

Driving on, it wasn’t long before we came to the white and sandy 
coast at Anyer were the sea was a canvas of green and pale blue. I looked at 
the clock on the dash; it had been four hours since we’d left Jakarta. 

Finally, at a deserted stretch of beach, Oskar slowed the car, drove off 
the road and parked on the edge of the sandy strip. Opening the car door, 
he jumped out and began to run towards the water’s edge. Paris and I 
jumped out of the car as well and followed him in pursuit.  

At the point where the sea meets the strand Oskar stopped and stared 
at the distant horizon. He then screamed as loud as he could. No words but 
a wounded scream. 

Paris looked at me, his eyes full of questions. We still hadn’t told him 
what had happened. 

I wanted to scream as well but could not. My throat was killing me and 
I could only gurgle.  

Yusuf woke up, squinted his eyes, and then got out of the car. 

Oskar suddenly tore off his clothes and ran into the ocean. I hesitated 
but then followed his lead as well. That was our first bath after the 
realization hours earlier that we were no longer virgins. But I didn’t think 
the water of the entire ocean would be able to wash away the anger that 
would haunt us for the rest of our lives.  
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The Sound of the Sea 
Danton Remoto 

 
The sound of the sea 
Is sad, you tell me, 
As we sit on the sand 
And the night is alive 
With the wounds of stars. 
 
As sad as our fathers 
Who passed on quickly 
Into the light, 
Followed after one full moon 
By our broken mothers. 
 
How did we survive 
Such utter loss? 
 
 
We lapsed into a silence 
As deep as a well, 
That if someone threw a pebble 
Into this well— 
Its smooth, solid grayness 
Hurtling down the void--- 
It will never ever reach 
The water at the bottom 
Of the well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

[For Lupin, in Bantayan Island, Cebu City, Philippines] 
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No End in Sight 
Lawrence L. Ypil 

 
 
When it came to the room,  
we fixed it up. The nightmare locks.  
The shiny watch. The idea  
 
was to give one hand  
and take away the other.  
The guards would frisk our mother.  
 
Her empty purse would keep  
our father on the street.  
I did a crummy job  
 
of putting red tape on the floor.  
Jamming the door with a lip.   
Your wrists could breathe  
 
beneath the manacles. I showed you  
your picture when you were four  
before the blindfold.  
 
The idea was to sketch  
a blueprint of ourselves  
as brothers. Find  
 
the flower. Endless parole  
of summer. Then, the machine  
announced your number.  
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Stout 

Jeffrey Pascual Yap  

 

That night when Gab’s arms began to wobble, he was hesitant to press 
it against Fritz, whose body was starting to become more defined. The two 
of them were squeezed inside a tricycle, a three-wheeled motorized rick-
shaw that trod on a cemented road lined with coconut trees and other 
plants moistening the air. There were no streetlights that guided the driver 
to the resort; only the headlight of the tricycle showed the way. Fritz had 
told Gab nonchalantly that it was twenty minutes away from where the bus 
had its last stop. It was at the edge of that province, eight hours away from 
the city. 

They plied the road in silence, except for an occasional, indistinct 
sighing from Gab who kept pulling his shirt off his skin. He bought it three 
years ago when he made a vow in front of a three-way mirror that the shirt 
would fit in four months. He tried to recall that day in the clothing store 
with his eyes closed while feeling Fritz’s shoulders beside him. He could 
smell the ocean to his right, where it looked like an endless blackness that 
stretched into the horizon. The muffling sound from the tricycle started 
when the road reached an incline. The driver squeezed the hand clutch to 
make it climb up the road. Gab was listening to the splashing of the waves 
when they were told to get off the vehicle and help the driver push it up, 
over the hump of road. 

Gab’s backpack was lighter after he finished off the one liter of water 
he had been lugging around for hours. It lessened his burden, but he felt all 
that weight went straight to the loose flesh under his chin. Even the water 
felt like it was mixing with his fat, elevating his cholesterol level, retaining 
the salt, fluffing the skin on his face and the back of his neck. When they 
started pushing the tricycle, Gab watched his belly droop to the ground. 
Every effort to move the vehicle caused a trigger on his nerve that made his 
heart beat faster. “Are you okay?” Fritz finally asked. It was his first attempt 
at a conversation after almost eight hours of not speaking to each other. 

Gab shrugged as he struggled with his breath. Inhaling and exhaling in 
that part of the town was like breathing in salt water, and he felt that his 
insides were starting to swell. 

  

Fritz started becoming silent that afternoon on their way to the bus 
station. It was his way of showing displeasure.  Five years of going steady 
had established a system of rituals and role playing that gave them 
convenience, allowing them nonetheless to discover what pissed off each 
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other. The planning was voluntarily accepted by Fritz, with inter-ventions 
from Gab every now and then. The trip that weekend, for instance, was 
mentioned by Fritz while they were on their way to watch an annual film 
festival. That was to be their first official out-of-town, and he specified that 
he was going to provide a more organized and detailed itinerary. 

Fritz reminded them that leaving the house after lunch would give 
them ample time to make it to the bus station, which was about an hour or 
so from the outskirts of the place where they lived together. At two in the 
afternoon they were still in the freeway, and Fritz who was standing and 
holding on to the handrails in the bus was already fidgeting right next to 
Gab, who was seated yet burdened with their two backpacks. 

When they arrived at the bus station two hours later, Fritz was already 
buried in silence, and to distract himself, Gab thought of the sushi and 
sashimi he would eat once they returned from the trip. Fritz was walking 
ahead of him, and was twice paranoid than usual, mentioning all the 
possible problems like waiting for a bus to arrive for another two hours, not 
making it on time, or worse, not making it to the wedding at all. 

Fritz was quiet when the bus finally arrived, even after they got good 
seats. For Gab, his silence was a myriad of disasters waiting to happen. Gab 
felt questions and self-doubt about his capability to sustain a relationship 
rising within him, and he, being the person that he was, assumed the worse 
of the situation. He was prepared to call it quits if Fritz felt that his in-
capacity to decide for themselves was already the last straw from a series of 
blunders that he had committed in the past. He had never cheated—there 
was no reason to, but he knew what he was incapable of, and that was to 
understand Fritz and his mood swings which he suspected were grounded 
on self-centeredness. 

The driver told them that they were past the incline and that they can 
ride the tricycle again. The lighted signage of the resort could be seen from 
what they assumed was just a short distance. 

“Why don’t we walk instead?” Gab suggested. 

“Then why did we hire a driver?” Fritz asked. 

“Walking will be good for me,” he replied. “Besides, that’s just what, 
five minutes away? I’m sure we can manage,” he added. 

“You know that Joseph and his wife have left us some food for 
dinner,” Fritz said. 

“We’ll have more time to eat tomorrow morning before the wedding. 
What are they serving, anyway? Vegetables? The so-called specialty of this 
place?” 
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“I thought you’re hungry?” 

“Do I look like I’m always starving?” 

Gab rolled his eyes every time someone asked him if he wanted to eat. 
He never considered it well-meaning because he wasn’t always happy 
about eating. His satisfaction ended after each meal, and finishing off a 
plate was the beginning of his self-ruthlessness. His body never lied to him 
as well—two cups of white rice would turn his chest into breasts. The only 
time that he felt at ease with his body was after taking a bath in the 
morning, when his skin was still tight and there weren’t much salt yet 
present in his system to bloat his stomach. 

They crushed the compact sand with every step of their shoes as they 
walked to the hotel. The entrance to the resort was adorned with two Fu 
dogs painted gold from head to foot and the wooden door was curtained 
with strips of sea shells. They saw Joseph leaning on the reception counter 
to get his key. Fritz shifted to being amicable and apologized endlessly like 
“sorry” was to be deleted from the dictionary. Gab nodded in half a smile 
when Joseph waved at him and pointed at the buffet table.  “There’s more 
left. I think they’re still serving lechon.” 

He picked up a plate on the table and scooped rice that had already 
gone cold. He poured some sauce on it before forking pieces of lechon on 
to his plate. 

“Would you like vegetables to go with that?” Fritz asked. 

Gab glanced at Fritz a few times while eating. His body frame had gone 
from small to medium. Gab was the one who was in good shape in the first 
year of their relationship. He ran thrice a week, did light weights in between 
runs, and didn’t eat anything beyond his standard small plate. Nothing 
fried, no junk foods, and no sodas. Fritz, on the other hand, would refer to 
his body as soft as a grape, and swore that he would never go into any kind 
of fitness regimen even if it was for a mere visit to a gym that was just a 
five-minute walk away from their house. 

Their tandem was mocked by their friends—how odd it was to 
combine the gym rat Gab and the bookish Fritz. Of course, Gab was not all 
muscle head, as he was a filmmaker by profession, and had a number of 
short films that almost made it to competitions and film festivals. He was 
too tired to give it another try, but Fritz’s daily presence and gradual 
integration into his life made him take his craft seriously. Fritz gave his full 
support by encouraging his long nights of editing and researching for his up 
and coming shorts. The visits to the gym became once a week until he had 
completely removed the routine out of his system. Fritz, on the other hand, 
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just thought about lifting weights for the reason that he might like it, which 
he did. 

Take-out and delivery food were a filmmaker’s best friend, and 
countless days and nights of polishing his films had turned Gab’s gut into 
flab while his face had ballooned from too many double-patty burgers with 
extra cheese and mayonnaise. He was also reminded by Fritz not to forget 
his other dream—to cook. “Remember that you love food,” Fritz had told 
him too many times. One day, Gab took out a pan and heated it on the blue 
flame—oh, what a marvelous glow a fire can do! He considered trips to the 
grocery as an escape where every aisle was scanned and new products 
were picked. After his sessions of editing, he would make an omelet with 
whole milk and butter. From then on, he cooked food good for two. But      
a second serving was only for him.  

Fritz placed a plate of lechon on the table. “They ran out of 
vegetables,” he told Gab, who didn’t respond and continued wiping out the 
remaining lechon off his plate. 

He invited Gab for a walk in the beach. Assuming that it was an excuse 
for another relationship talk, Gab pointed to his feet, sore from pushing the 
tricycle past the hilly terrain. Fritz tried to convince him that it would be 
nice to remove their shoes and feel the sand on their soles. “You mean 
souls, as in spirits?” Gab asked, who was obviously trying to patch things up 
with Fritz for erroneously telling him that they can make it to the bus 
station in less than an hour. But he was too tired to go for a walk and to 
talk, so he left Fritz with Joseph who was having drinks with his friends at 
the bar. 

Gab woke up the next day without Fritz beside him. He saw Fritz’s last 
night’s shirt lying on a chair. Size medium, he thought. He lifted the blinds 
and saw him running by the shore, back and forth, and stopping once in a 
while to sip from his handheld water bottle. It was his first time to see him 
shirtless in public with his chest pushed outward, his arms toned, tanned. 

They had fought over the day before, over why the venue was too far 
and who in the right mind would have a wedding at nine in the morning. 
“Your friend is only thinking about himself,” Gab said. 

“Of course he is!” exclaimed Fritz. “It’s his wedding!” 

There were times that Gab wondered if he ever had the time to plan 
things for himself instead of just working on his films. Five years with Fritz, 
even if he had his full support on doing what he believed he was good at, 
had prompted him to stop altogether. He just wanted to stop and not do 
anything for a few months. Then Fritz’s compulsion to plan things for them 
surfaced by filling all their weekends with activities: weddings, birthdays, 
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meet up with friends, out-of-towns. They were always together that they 
already looked alike. Their resemblance to each other was subtle, yet also 
inexplicably obvious. 

Fritz came in all sweaty from running and climbed on the bed where 
Gab was still half asleep and kissed him. Then he smiled and greeted him 
good morning and told him that the stubs for the breakfast buffet could be 
picked up at the front desk. Gab looked at the two barongs that he and Fritz 
would be wearing: one was medium, the other was extra-large. Gab 
reached for his phone and took a photo of it. 

“A study for your next film?” Fritz asked. 

“Maybe. Who knows, I might delete this picture later,” Gab said. 

Outside their room was the garden facing the sea, now dotted with 
round tables covered with white cloth and accented with small bouquets of 
white and red roses. The sun was out, blasting its heat in that supposedly 
rainy month considered lucky by soon-to-be married couples. Gab walked 
further towards the buffet table and gave his stub to the waiter. The barong 
felt too loose on his body, and his black pants were too baggy that another 
pair of legs could fit in. He watched Fritz from the shore being photo-
graphed with the rest of the groomsmen. His slanted eyes got smaller each 
time he smirked. How silly it was for him to be smiling like that, he thought. 
He knew Fritz didn’t like gatherings and too many people around him, let 
alone being photographed. But a new look and a sculpted body did wonders 
for him. Fritz had had a change of heart, just as Gab had predicted. 

While Fritz was far from him, he made some mental notes for a scene 
or two for his next film. A woman riding a bike in a foreign country. She was 
all by herself, slowly gliding the pedal on the tree-lined street with 
sidewalks occupied by cars. Patches of sunlight streaming through the trees 
formed clover-shaped patterns on the pavement. The woman arranged the 
basket tied to her bike, but she couldn’t fix it right away so she got off her 
bike and started walking. 

Where was she going? He thought harder about where the woman’s 
bike would take her. Perhaps the woman simply wanted to take a long walk 
and look at the shop windows from time to time. Stores selling antique 
furniture would fancy the woman, and she would enter one of them and 
pick up an item from a pile of rusty metals in a wooden basket. Yes! Gab, 
realized that it was a story of a woman. About what? Well, he didn’t know 
yet. But he was certain that the woman enjoyed being alone. 

The bride emerged from the suite room of the resort and was foll-
owed by three photographers and one coordinator who was giving her 
instructions on what to do. The wedding had started but Gab was still 
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having a light snack masquerading as a heavy breakfast. He would never 
consider a ham and egg sandwich as a full meal, especially if there was only 
half a slice of ham and fried egg in between two dismally-thin slices of white 
bread. He asked the waiter for another sandwich using Fritz’s food stub but 
the waiter apologized that they had ran out of sandwich and if it was alright 
to instead give him half a slice of toasted bread with a stick of butter. He 
gave the waiter a grin and said that a half slice of toast would not even 
reach his throat. 

He followed the crowd, gathered by the shore to witness the wedding 
ceremony of Joseph and his bride. He looked at the bride’s gown—it fitted 
her like a glove, and the trail was quite short but practical for walking-
down-the-sandy-aisle moment. But one thing he noticed behind the veil 
was her arm flab. Just like him, the bride was on the heavy side and plump 
on most parts of her body. Even her nape had a surplus of flesh that was so 
apparent that no veil could cover up. Yet the bride and his groom were 
happy, and said rather candidly to the crowd that they felt a lump in their 
throat when they were reciting personal vows. 

Fritz was seated in front and was looking at the couple intently while 
taking out his handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his face. His barong was 
soaked in sweat from the heat of the midmorning sun. Again, who in the 
right mind would want to have a beach wedding before lunch time? Gab 
thought that it only applied to film shootings because light during midday 
was the best natural light and was perfect for the camera. Fritz tried looking 
for Gab in the crowd but could not see him. He seemed to be carrying the 
weight of not being able to talk to him last night. 

What was the misunderstanding about? Gab asked himself while the 
ceremony was in progress. They had been in a relationship for five years  
and he had repeatedly asked himself if the fights and conflicts accumulated. 
Had it piled up, suppressed under the years of things unsaid? Had he 
become numb as shown on his cheeks that were puffed from too much salt 
in his body? 

After the ceremony, the crowd milled at the reception area to look for 
seats. Gab picked a table near the buffet area and checked if it was table 
number one. Unsure if it was the right table, he asked the waiter who gave 
him the thin sandwich if it was the first table to line up for the buffet. The 
waiter shrugged and left. 

Fritz walked up to Gab and asked if he was hungry. Gab nodded. He 
returned the question. Fritz nodded as well, adding that he was starving 
after running on the shore that morning and barely eating anything since 
last night. When the host said that lunch was served and that table one was 
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the first in line, Gab lurched towards the buffet table with Fritz trailing 
behind him. 

He grabbed a plate only for himself, spooned rice equivalent to two 
servings, and asked the servers to put in more slices of roast beef and pour 
the gravy. He scooped out buttered vegetables too, along with fish fillet, 
chicken a la king, and oysters onto his plate. Fritz was smiling at the servers, 
explaining to them that Gab only had a sandwich that morning and that it 
was his first full meal. The servers smiled and asked if he wanted more 
sauce on his roast beef. 

Gab went straight to the table and started eating the beef without the 
accompanying steamed rice. The slices of red meat rested on his tongue— 
they were warm and the gravy had seeped through and made them 
palatable. Then he gorged on the fish fillet that got mixed up with the 
chicken, making his plate look like a pigsty. He gobbled the vegetables and 
oysters while drinking water in between. A small boy with a bib over his 
little barong seated beside him was nibbling from a plate of peanuts, but 
not touching his plate filled with food. The boy pushed the plate towards 
Gab as if telling him that he could have it as a second helping. 

Fritz arrived with two plates of pink gelatin with raisins for dessert and 
placed them in front of Gab. 

“Look at me. When are you going to make me stop?” asked Gab. 

Confused, Fritz finally asked what the problem was but Gab threw the 
spoon and fork at him. 

He left the table and ran towards the shore. He ran, just like before, 
years ago when he still hadn’t met Fritz. Back when he had no flab on his 
gut, no loose skin on his arms and legs. He sprinted, hitting the sand and 
water as if it were asphalt. His leather shoes were drenched but he felt as if 
he was wearing his running shoes. Fritz ran after him, but Gab was almost 
at the edge of the shore. 

The coast was not long so he had to stop. The sea water had 
dampened his shoes. He knew that Fritz was behind him, waiting for him to 
speak. While he was catching his breath, he heard Fritz saying sorry again, 
but it was drowned by the splashing of the waves. He apologized for 
everything, for whatever mistake he had done. Gab was seeking for a hint 
of remorse, but when Fritz apologized rather frivolously, he laughed.         
He laughed so hard as if the newly-wed couple in their full regalia were 
being swept away by the sea. Then he started throwing up. He vomited 
everything he had eaten—the rice, the roast beef, even the ham sandwich.  
After heaving the chunks of food out of his body, he breathed in and out 
normally. Then he felt better, lighter. 
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Panginoon ng Lupa 
Alwynn C. Javier; translated by Paul Dominic B. Olinares 

 
 
Isang tunggalian ng salamangka  
Itong pagbabalik sa lupang pinagmulan. 
 
Napanganga ako sa hiwagang báti ng alaala: 
Butil ng pawis na naging sinangag sa umaga; 
Patak ng luhang naging panustos sa eskwela; 
Bungkos ng damong naging gintong medalya. 
 
Natuto na rin akong gumawa ng kababalaghan: 
Isang butil ng pawis— 
Dalawang boteng baság sa inuman;  
Isang patak ng luha— 
Tatlong putok sa parausan; 
Isang bungkos ng damo— 
Sandosenang rosas sa kasintahan. 
 
Ipinagyabang ko ang mahikang natutuhan: 
Panulat na naging tinig ng mamamayan; 
Gapas na naging karit ng katapangan; 
Aring nagsabog ng diamante sa katawan. 
 
Nagbalik ako para angkinin 
Ang malaon nang ipinamana sa akin. 
At tulad ng lahat ng naging pag-aari, 
Naglatag làmang ang palayan ng sarili. 
 
Wala akong narinig na palakpak. 
Sa pilapil, paspas ang pagaspas ng tagak. 
Nagkubli ang nuno sa punso, 
Naglungga ang daga at sumuong ang susô. 
 
Akin ang buong mundong ito— 
Ako ang panginoong mag-aararo 
Nitong minanang siklo ng 
Buto—Damo—Ginto— 
Abo. 
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Lord of the Land 
 
 
A clash of spells,  
This return to the homeland. 
 
Charmed by memories, I recall: 
Grain of sweat became a meal of rice; 
Drop of tears sent me to school; 
Bundle of grass turned into gold medallions.   
 
I also became skilled in conjuring tricks:  
A grain of sweat— 
Two bottles broken in a drinking binge; 
A teardrop—  
I, at a brothel, cumming thrice; 
A bundle of grass— 
For the lover, a dozen roses.  
 
This magic I would brag about: 
How the pen gave the people a mighty voice; 
Sickle for harvest, scythe to the uprising; 
My sex spurting diamonds upon the body.  
 
I returned to claim 
What had long been intended for me. 
And like everything I owned, 
the land would unravel just itself. 
 
No applause was heard. 
From the rice paddies, a swift flutter of heron wings. 
The ancient one hid in the mound, 
The rat scurried underground and the snail lumbered on. 
 
This world is mine—   
As master, I shall forge 
Through the wheel I inherit: 
Seed—grass—gold— 
Ash. 
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    J. Pilapil   

          Jacobo                                                                    

           Editor’s Note 

 
 To practice critique as a queer subject in the Philippines is fraught 

with a palpable sense of precarity.  If an intellectual predisposition is 
already suspect in the estimation of an opinionate prone to the haughtiest 
punditry, what instances of violence must the queer critic anticipate if their 
context is academic, with a theoretical approach to objects public and 
contemporary? Careful with them. They are pompous. They do not know of 
enjoyment. Terminate their kind. As if the polyamorous relation with things 
were not poison enough for the kind of desire tyrants of taste purport        
to protect.  

And if the engagement with the crisis of forms and meanings is indeed 
dealt with in queerest terms, that is, through language, the universitarian 
milieu shall also strive so hard to banish their dissonance from the college.  
It turns out: the pundit is one’s fellow pedagogue.  This reduction of queer 
critical space to a cusp of all manner of duress only testifies to the queer 
critic as anomaly.  “It is utterly wrong to march these halls with them.  Or: 
to learn from them is against my future of entitlement.” I sense the threat 
every day.  Between noon and daybreak, one refuses to refuse, however.  
One is interpellated without warning.  The emergent is, then, immediate. 

Only a few can empathize.  And so, I run wild with them and the rec-
koning: momentous is the crisis. 

To be condemned as a queer mind thinking through the world gone 
topsy-turvy and yet not attempting at all to rectify the mess into 
orderliness, but receiving the disfigurement, as one would embrace any 
gift—a sprawl  of contingencies only navigable through grafting oneself 
unto irresolute puzzlements—somehow underwrites an autobiography of 
disavowals which can only commence with the body. “You look so odd. 
Why don’t you change into something more decent? You are not beautiful. 
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Too much make-up. You are not a woman. Too noisy. Aren’t you ashamed 
of yourself?”  

I have been turned into This. Such monstrosity? By turns, I accept and 
resist!  

 Queer Southeast Asia: A Literary Journal of Transgressive Art is that 
opportunity where one may proceed not with caution but with a re-
lentlessness only vanguards of a certain precarious experience—along with 
the knowledges such risky engagements bear—have a right to calibrate.    
As a Filipinx critic based in academe, engaged in forms of the folk and the 
popular, and opposed to acutely overdetermined modes of evaluating 
productions of art and its circuitry of consumption within cultural arrange-
ments, I have the privilege of soliciting for this inaugural issue works which 
propose translation as a technique of engenderment through which the 
procedures of economy and empire are somehow circumvented, albeit 
momentarily. 

 Alwynn C. Javier’s poems in Filipino deal with the earth, and the 
lifeways in which feudal conceit has persuaded us in the Anthropocene to 
regard land as sheer property.  The patriarchal pride that is imbricated in 
such a social position entitles Javier’s imperious personas to pitch varieties 
of brash masculinities within queer practice, only to enthuse them to con-
front a sense of limit through amorous conundrum, where the beloved is 
most recalcitrant, the ends of their impossible response embodying 
dimensions of the cataclysmic.   

 Love is never chattel, it never should be.  The queerness of this 
insight is negotiated through the anglophonies of Lawrence Lacambra Ypil, 
Gino Dizon and Paul Dominic B. Olinares, all intoned from divergent paths 
of province and trans-nation: Cebu, Pampanga, Isabela, Metro Manila on 
the one hand; the United States, Singapore, and Europe on the other.        
As far as my conversations with the writer and his interlocutors have 
demonstrated, translation is that rhetorical predicament where critique 
must intervene with an urgency most queer; metaphoricity can only be 
reconstituted in the keenest intimation of a syncope that recedes when 
language is perceived as site of capture and the poetic is seen as that which 
capitulates.  If the chance to circumvent the terms of articulation is missed, 
imperial English can only get away with its slaughter of mothertongues and 
their creole utterances. 

 The piece that I have selected from a cycle of travel narratives 
offered by the diasporic Wilfredo Pascual is deceptively brief, and yet       
the scale of historical reckoning delineated in the essay transposes            
the Conradian problem to Cambodia, where Pascual himself had found a 
contemporary cognate of the Congolese heart of darkness previously 
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represented in Coppola’s cinema as Vietnam by way of the Philippines.    
The end of empire is never final, as attested by the allure of resemblances 
before Pascual, a Malayan Marlowe also privy to the Kurtzian fate awaiting 
him along Tonle Sap.  Pascual confronts the vestiges of state violence when 
he allows his body to be tattooed by a former Khmer Rouge commander 
and his loving troupe of transvestites and inebriates, and welcomes the 
possibility of becoming an intimate with imperial poison now seeping into 
his veins toward a finale that ultimately affines the incident of his trauma 
with Achebe. 

 Translation, in Pascual’s sense, is a doubling of the experience 
within the account itself.  “The Shadow Master” performs this iterative 
rhythm through images, juxtaposing the autobiographical with the 
autophotographic, the gramma penumbra with camera lucida.  While 
another writer may diffuse the allure of resemblance along this path of 
mirrors, Pascual transforms the selfsameness between the legible and the 
visible into a trans-medial confluence that zeroes in on the hieroglyph 
drawn upon the tremulous body—the tattoo that signifies the palimpsest of 
capitulations and resistances which may fade through time but can never 
be erased. Imperial script brands the body with blood most black, most 
deathly. 

 Alongside the impassioned writings from all over Southeast Asia 
which comprise the inaugural issue of our journal, Javier’s and Pascual’s 
translational work instruct me on the figurality of trans a critic must assume 
if they have to proceed queerly in these parts—to translate gender 
inasmuch as one translates the desires of engenderment which must always 
already be situated historically in the political economy of the neo-empire, 
here, in our queer tropics, a theoretical premise that my co-editors and I 
forge on this opportune moment. 

 Daghan an mabalos: the heart shall repay. 
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                          Interview  

                            with John McGlynn 

                              by B.B.P. Hosmillo 

 
 

B.B.P. HOSMILLO: Asian Literature in translation is incredibly important to students 
of language, literature, and creative writing. I have benefited so much from 
the works of translators. For example, when I became so interested in 
Japanese Literature in 2011 I read Yukio Mishima, Oe Kenzaburo, Shimao 
Toshio, Yasunari Kawabata, Osamu Dazai, and others in the translations of 
Donald Keene, Kathryn Sparling, John Nathan, and Alfred H. Marks, among 
others. In addition, the first non-Filipino, Southeast Asian novel I read came 
to me in English translation: Shahnon Ahmad’s Rentong translated as The 
Rope of Ash by Harry Aveling. This is the reason why I have enormous 
respect to translators for giving not only a particular text the possibility to 
reach a wider audience, but also for allowing readers to access worlds and 
nuisances only translation might serve. So when I met Harry Aveling in 2011 
at the National University of Singapore, I remember I thanked him with my 
face blushing. Could you speak about the natal reasons why you decided to 
begin translating? And what is the first text you translated? How was it 
received? 

JOHN H. MCGLYNN: I began to study Indonesian language and culture in the early 
1970s and moved to Indonesia in 1976 where I have lived since, almost 
continuously. In my first decade in Indonesia, virtually the only articles to 
appear in the international press about Indonesia were about the nation’s 
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dismal human rights record or the pervasive corruption that riddled the 
country’s political and judicial systems. These were stories that needed to 
be told, of course, but they were not balanced by any information of a more 
positive nature. This set me thinking on how I might be able to alter this 
situation. From my studies of other cultures in college, I had come to firmly 
believe that a key to learning about another culture is its literature and, as I 
was by this time supporting myself with work as a translator, I came up with 
the idea of starting the Lontar Foundation, an organization that is devoted 
to introducing Indonesia to the world through literary translations. 
Unfortunately, with little demand for Indonesian literature abroad and few 
commercial publishers willing to pay for translations from the Indonesian, in 
the three decades since I founded Lontar, the Foundation has been forced 
to build international awareness of Indonesian literature almost entirely on 
its own. 

My first published translation was that of a classical Malay poem, which I 
translated as part of my MA thesis, but my first book-length work was a 
collection of poetry by Indonesian women titled A Taste of Betel and Lime 
(Jakarta: Pustaka Jaya, 1980; Toeti Heraty, ed.). Thereafter, I published two 
lengthy stories by Umar Kayam and a novella by S. Rukiah in a collection 
titled Reflections on Rebellion: Stories from the Indonesian Upheavals of 
1948 and 1965 (Athens: Ohio University, 1983; Wm. Frederick, ed.). These 
translations, and the dozens of book-length translations that followed over 
the years have enjoyed limited readership with few of the titles selling more 
than a few thousand copies. Nonetheless, when combined, my work and 
that of other translators I have published through the Lontar Foundation, 
which I established in 1987, have laid the groundwork for the creation of a 
canon of Indonesian literature in English. 

B.B.P. H.: I think translation is intrinsically related to culture and readership. I’ve 
encountered translators who are explicit in their intention of translating for 
Western readers. There’s one American translator who, in one of his works, 
translated soba or the Japanese for cold noodles as spaghetti. I believe his 
reason was to make it relatable, but that was not quite well received by 
critics. In your case, how important imagining your reader is? And how do 
you intervene when there are concepts which are peculiar to Indonesia and 
don’t have a near counterpart? 

J.H.M: A translation is a new creation aimed at an audience different from the 
original text. I believe that the target language and the target audience are 
king. That said, the major hurdle for translators is producing a translation 
that is both felicitous to the original text and does not contort the original 
text in the process. For every phrase in a text, translators have numerous 
choices to make, ones ranging from choice of gender to tense. The better 
translator understands that not everything can always be translated and 



                                                                                                              Q  U  E  E  R 

BS  O  U  T  H  E  A  S  TT 

                                                                                                                 A  S   I  A 
                  A Literary Journal of Transgressive Art 

 

98 

 

gives priority to the most important elements of a text. Often, little 
sacrifices might have to be made. One must accept that fact and not, as 
many novice translators do, leave scores of incompre-hensible words 
untranslated or append copious footnotes to the translated text. What kind 
of enjoyment does this give the reader in the target language? 

More specifically, for the translator of Indonesian texts, a truly serious 
challenge is translating a text that, despite its historical merit or 
significance, might have been poorly edited in the original. In Indonesia, 
manuscripts go almost directly from the writer to the printed page and 
editors are given very little freedom to work with authors to improve their 
manuscripts. Editors are viewed as little more than proofreaders whose 
responsibility it is to ensure that all i-s have been dotted and all t-s have 
been crossed. So, what can a translator do? Without the author’s 
permission, it’s unethical to “fix” a text yet to leave the flaws intact opens 
the translator to a barrage of attacks from misguided literary critics who do 
not understand the translation process. 

B.B.P. H.: It is fundamental to writers to have a voice and to be able to develop it. 
Voice, I think, becomes more suspicious and intricate when it is of a 
translator. I once encountered this critical reading (the critic doesn’t 
deserve to be named) that translators occupy a feminine position; that their 
work or voice essentially belongs to the author. Although I dismissed that 
claim, sometimes I do feel that there’s a tendency to remember the author 
but not the translator. It is undeniably important for authors to protect 
their voice, their own meaning, but how do you protect yours? How do you 
relate your voice to that of the author? 

J.H.M.: You’re absolutely right in saying that there is a tendency to remember the 
author, not the translator. When a translated work is well-received or 
critically acclaimed, the author is praised. Meanwhile, when a translated 
work is poorly-received, the translator is blamed, whereas, whatever flaws 
are in the translation might very well have marred the original text as well. 
It is not the translator’s right to alter or improve a text—at least not 
without permission from its author. Translators are servants of the word 
and, as such, are frequently deemed to be less creative than the author of 
the original text. 

One of the joys of being a translator is being able to speak in many voices, 
not just one as authors tend to do. The translator’s voice must be able to 
match that of the original text. We are myna birds whose voice might 
resemble another’s but is definitely our own. Thus, if I am translating a 
classical Malay poem, for instance, my voice must be different from when I 
translate an absurdist prose work. I have many voices and, yes, they are all 
my own but they will and must vary depending on the text I’m translating. 
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B.B.P. H.: The excerpts of Not a Virgin by Nuril Basri that we have in the inaugural 
issue of Queer Southeast Asia are easy to understand-thanks a lot to you! 
What were your preparations in translating it? I guess this question has 
something to do with the fact that the novel explores the other side of 
Indonesia. The world of warias, even of lesbians and gays, is still masked in 
the archipelago. I remember when I, together with two local friends, was 
walking in a busy, market street in Yogyakarta, two warias came with their 
little guitar and started to sing. My local friends immediately noted that 
warias are typically beggars, taking the lowest social space in the country. 
That, of course, has become a stereotype and I think it is very difficult to 
alter Indonesia’s perception toward warias and other subjects, who 
differently relate to the country’s gender ideals. However, the characters 
presented in the novel are sort of subculture windows to see the fantasies 
of people whose sexual orientation is in question. In fact, I think when the 
novel allows those fantasies to be explicit, and explicitly told, it is able to 
compose moments to betray our complicity or addiction to the normative 
sexual fantasies of our nation.      

J.H.M.: I am a gay man who has lived most of his adult life “on the other side of 
Indonesia” you refer to. I am a professional translator as well. You could say 
that “life” served as my preparation for translating Not a Virgin. Although 
the work is fictional, I am very familiar with the characters in it and speak 
their language as well. I have been a denizen of the gay bar described in the 
novel. I have associated with cross-dressing hairdressers, rent boys, and 
“sissy men.” From the many Indonesian gay men I have known over the 
years and who have spoken to me of their life and education at pesantrens 
in Indonesia, I am even familiar with the pesantren boarders who appear in 
the novel. Not that this familiarity made the novel any less difficult to 
translate. The book presented numerous challenges to me as a translator—
but, of course, that’s one of the reasons I chose to translate it. 

B.B.P. H.: What made you think that this specific work of Nuril Basri has to be 
translated and published? What are your hopes for the Not a Virgin?  

J.H.M.: Throughout my 40 years of work as a translator and especially since 1987, 
when I established the Lontar Foundation, I have made it one of my life’s 
goals to produce, in translation, a serious and coherent body of Indonesian 
literature large enough to support the establishment of courses on 
Indonesian literature through the medium of English. This goal has 
necessitated the publication of a fairly wide range of titles from the various 
periods of Indonesian history, ranging from classic to the contemporary, 
and liteary genres as well—drama, poetry, short fiction, novels, essays, and 
so on. Further, because of Indonesia’s incredibly diverse social, ethnic, and 
demographic makeup, I have worked hard to make sure that the multi-
faceted nature of Indonesian culture—not just the one-sided and 
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stereotypic view seen in most television and news coverage—is apparent in 
the combined list of titles I have translated or published. In addition to work 
by many of Indonesia’s popular and “canonized” authors, I have translated 
and published work by Indonesian exile authors, guest workers abroad, 
former political prisoners, feminists, and other Indonesians whose voices 
are not often heard. A number of years ago I published the first collection of 
LGBT literary work in English and had long been looking for a “gay novel” to 
translate. I finally found that novel when Nuril Basri sent me his manuscript. 
At first reading, I knew I had to translate the book. In it I found the voice of 
so many Indonesians I have known in my decades here but are unknown 
elsewhere.  

Because of its content and story line, and partially set in a pesantren as it is, 
there are likely to be challenges to the book’s promotion and distribution in 
Indonesia. (As of this writing, the author has yet to find an Indonesian 
publisher willing to publish the book!) Even so, I think it will be seen as a 
break-through work. I also can see it being picked up by publishers abroad. 
The book would make a marvelous film but, unfortunately, I can’t imagine a 
commerical or main-stream production company willing to take a chance 
with it. 

B.B.P. H.: How long have you been translating? What is your current/next project?  

J.H.M.: As mentioned earlier, I first began translating Indonesian in college, 
primarily as a means for improving my skills in Indonesia—and I have 
continued to translate ever since. Translating is not just work; it is also an 
enjoyable hobby and I can’t imagine ever ceasing my search for new texts 
to translate.  

At Lontar, I am finishing work on two monumental anthologies, one on the 
Indonesian short story in the 20

th
 century and the other on Indonesian 

poetry during that same time period. Much like the Norton anthologies, 
these volumes are intended for use in the teaching of Indonesian literature. 
Personally, I’m always looking for kinds of texts I have never translated 
before or works that increase my knowledge of Indonesian history and 
culture. I’m waiting for Leila S. Chudori to finish work on her next novel, a 
sequel to her novel Home, which I translated and was very well received 
abroad last year. 

B.B.P. H.: If there’s someone reading this, who considers becoming a translator, 
what would you tell them?  

J.H.M.: I’d say, “Go for it!” but I would also advise to hone your other more 
“sellable” skills as well, whether it be financial administration, computer 
programing or whatever. For literary translators of “exotic” languages such 
as Indonesian, It is especially difficult to make a reasonable living as a 
literary translator. 
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B.B.P. H.: How have you been changed by your work as a translator? How has your 
work transformed Indonesia in your own imagination? And how has 
translation given you a sense of “home” in Indonesia?  

JHM: Because of my work as the translator of a wide variety of texts from a wide 
range of fields, I believe I am far more knowledgeable of Indonesia and 
Indonesian culture than I otherwise would have been if I had limited my 
work to one field only—an unlikelihood anyway. When translating historical 
novels, for instance, I have had to research the periods of history being 
dealt with. When translating feminist poetry, I have had to delve into the 
history of feminism in Indonesia. Translation of Islamic-nuanced literature 
has necessitated that I increase my knowledge of the history of Islam in 
Indonesia. All these myriad texts have enriched my understanding of 
Indonesia and increased my appreciation of this country’s rich imagination. 
To know is to love, as they say, and having coming to know Indonesia very 
well, I have come to love it as well and to consider it my home.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                                                              Q  U  E  E  R 

BS  O  U  T  H  E  A  S  TT 

                                                                                                                 A  S   I  A 
                  A Literary Journal of Transgressive Art 

 

102 

 

     Interview with Vina Jie-Min Prasad 

                             by J. Pilapil Jacobo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
J. PILAPIL JACOBO: When did you start writing? What were the circumstances 

surrounding this event? Can you name certain figures whom you consider 
as sources? Why short fiction? Was there a point of writing to resist this 
influence? Such form? How did that go? How is it going? How did/does 
writing in your chosen genre make the resistance both fortuitous and 
difficult? 

 
VINA JIE-MIN PRASAD: I started seriously writing when I was nineteen, as I got very 

irritated with the profound lack of amusing fiction in my life. I soon realised 
that writing fiction that I wanted to read was quite different from reading 
fiction that I wanted to read (and much more painful), but I persevered 
anyway. 

 
My main inspirations are not short fiction. They are Matthew Lewis's The 
Monk (a Gothic novel) and Hirohiko Araki's Jojo's Bizarre Adventure (a 
manga series). I admire the authors' ability to put their weird and unfiltered 
imagination onto the page without holding back. There hasn't been a point 
of writing to resist their influence, as I aspire to be more like them.  

 
I enjoy writing short stories which are self-contained and go off like bullets. 
I find that the form of short fiction allows for a compact way of saying a lot, 
and is a good ground for experimentation. My background is in historical 



                                                                                                              Q  U  E  E  R 

BS  O  U  T  H  E  A  S  TT 

                                                                                                                 A  S   I  A 
                  A Literary Journal of Transgressive Art 

 

103 

 

research, so I particularly like writing stories where disparate sections click 
into place to seem like a single narrative.  

 
So far, it's going all right. 

 
J.PJ: What does it mean to write in the context of Southeast Asia? Singapore? How 

does queerness alter your participation in such a context? What are the 
challenges to this pursuit?  

 
VJP: I couldn't help feeling that I was a slow starter when I began writing. By the 

time I started, quite a few of my schoolmates had already been through 
creative arts programmes with mentorship by local authors who had been 
through the same programmes. The Singaporean literary scene also places 
emphasis on poetry, and it was difficult for me to find local sources of 
inspiration for short stories.  

 
I would say the main challenge was overcoming my feelings of illegitimacy 
as a short story writer, due to the above factors. However, the fact that I 
was flying solo also meant that I had no preconceived notions about 
writing. It also made it much easier to write whatever I felt like without 
feeling self-conscious.  

 
J.PJ: Your stories "Different Ways to Burn" and "The Spy Who Loved Wanton Mee" 

deal with queerness and Southeast Asia by way of a tangent: queer 
boys/men in Singapore. The first piece intensifies the tangent through the 
trope of desire embodied by the chilli fruit; the second pursues the erotic 
within a parody of espionage. Can you tell us more about this tangent? How 
does your bending of genre relate to your proximity/intimacy with its 
subjects, how they also turn to/into something else in the course of your 
narratives about them? 

 
VJP: I like writing stories which are matter-of-fact about queer characters, and treat 

queerness as a fact of the narrative without making it the focal point. I 
suppose this could be considered "normalising.” 

 
But sure, I'll talk about the stories. "Different Ways to Burn" was written for 
an anthology call with the theme of “heat,” and admittedly, part of my 
objective for that story was to fit in as many heat-related puns and 
references as I could work in. It is also a love story between two idiots, 
which is a theme I never get tired of writing about regardless of the gender 
of the characters. 

 
"The Spy Who Loved Wanton Mee" is my angle on the espionage genre 
(with a tiny smidgen of postcolonial commentary, and again, some puns). I 
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don't really view it as a parody, and I don't view it as a tangent—the 
queerness of the characters is an unassailable fact of the story. I don't feel 
like I'm bending genres. If the genre is too narrow to have my story as a 
legitimate entrant, it should expand to accommodate it.  

 
J.PJ: There is another fascinating story, "Flesh and Bone." It is not queer per se, but 

the fine employment of science unto this fiction that complicates post-
human and post-animal notions of life does point to a way of living that can 
only be queer.  I was wondering if you could walk us through your 
procedure when you wrote it. Were you consciously queering science in the 
writing process? If not, on hindsight, how do you feel about queerness 
extending the interpretive paradigm that the story encloses upon itself? 

 
V.JP: That was a fun story to research—it was written for the 2014 James White 

Award, which focuses on science fiction. My favourite SF stories are ones 
which go into detail about how a new paradigm affects people's everyday 
lives, such as Alfred Bester's treatment of telepathy in The Demolished 
Man. I like tackling the complex relationship between appearance and 
reality, as well as issues of human perception, and science fiction's a really 
good vessel for that.  

 
For that story, I read a lot of news articles about 3D printing and tried to 
extrapolate cultural implications if it became widespread, and used those as 
the jumping-off point. It was quite a research-centric approach since I 
wanted the world I created to be grounded in fact. The story came quite 
fast after the research—I created characters and a plot that would make 
the most of the world I'd created. I wasn't consciously queering anything 
while writing it, but I'm cool with queer interpretations of my story. 

 
J.PJ: What modes of writing engage you these days? How are these texts steering 

your stories into more exhilarating considerations of future queerness? 
 
V.JP: I'm currently working on a short story, which I hope to submit to a journal 

when it's done.  
 

It's a story about two girls from the same school going on a date. I'm playing 
around with non-linear structure and points of view as a means of showing 
the different ways the same events can play out. It's a bit difficult to 
structure and draft, but I hope to be able to pull it off. I want it to have the 
first-date kind of feel—the nervous anticipation of finding out more of each 
other, the fear of embarrassing yourself, that sort of emotion. I would also 
like this story to be a story where girls can like girls without it being a 
matter of life-and-death emotional turmoil and self-doubt, but rather, just a 
thing that happens. A safe space. 
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I'm not very sure how I see my work evolving, but I can tell you my hopes. I 
hope to be able to push more limits in terms of subject matter and form, 
and see if that can translate to longer fiction as well. I also hope to write 
more stories about people loving other people, because I am a huge sucker 
for that. 

 
J.PJ: What a lovely, lovely way to punctuate this conversation, Vina! I can’t wait to 

get hold of your first short story collection! Maraming salamat! 
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Interview with Khanh “Aiden” Nguyen 

                              by B.B.P. Hosmillo 

 
B.B.P. HOSMILLO: Hi Aiden. Thanks for giving me this opportunity to talk to you 

about your publication, Vănguard. It says in its website 
[www.vanguardzine.com] that it is “an underground literary and art zine 
made by the LGBTQ Vietnamese community for the LGBTQ Vietnamese 
community.” While the term “underground” isn’t surprising to be used 
when a publication is intrinsically related to a culture of dissent, could you 
help us understand just where your project is culturally situated and how it 
operates?  

 
AIDEN: It should be noted that the term “underground” was more fitting during our 

inception in 2014 up until the release of our second issue during the 
summer of 2015.  
 
When we used the term “underground,” it meant that we operated outside 
of mainstream culture and the legality of the law. We were a bunch of 
people, unknown to the world, who wanted to create change. We are very 
proud to say that thus far, this project has been funded through individual 
contributions from the community. After participating in a few interviews 
(such as this one) and talks (one being at the American Center - U.S. 
Embassy,) we feel that we can no longer claim the status as an underground 
project. If it hasn’t already, our zine will sooner or later be dissolved into 
mainstream culture and there is no stopping it. None-the-less, our zine still 
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exists outside of the law and there is a constant fear that we will face 
backlash from the government.  
 

B.B.P. H.: Where were you and what were you doing when you started Vănguard 
and how has this project uniquely changed you? 

 
A: This is a question that we have answered numerous times in the past, but it is also 

one that we feel can never be emphasized enough. To start it off, both Nu 
(the other co-founder) and I returned to Saigon in 2014. For me, this was 
the first time back to the homeland in 17 years and a lot of the motivation 
behind the trip was to reconnect with my Vietnamese roots and to discover 
other queer Vietnamese people. You see, when I was in America I felt very 
isolated because it was a struggle to find others who shared the same 
intersectional identities. As artists, this problem persisted as Nu and I 
struggled to find others who shared our same identities AND our interests. 
Ultimately the solution came to us in a form of a zine where we would 
actively work to bring together a community that was scattered. I proposed 
the name Vanguard and Nu suggested using “Văn” as a play on word. “Văn” 
roughly translates into literature and culture in Vietnamese and as a play on 
word in our title, Vănguard was conceptualized as a zine and a group of 
people who would advance art and culture within the queer Vietnamese 
community. In terms of how this project has changed me, it has 
strengthened my value in queer kinship and finding one’s tribe. It has 
helped propelled not just me, but the entire community further towards 
our collective goal to support one another.  

 
B.B.P. H.: How do you think an on-line magazine such as Vănguard could effect 

crucial social and political change in Vietnam? 
 
A: Although our main goal is not to create any political or social change, we cannot 

discredit the effects that Vănguard have had. The way that we conduct the 
zine is very similar to our own personal politics; we exist and we use our 
willingness to live openly as encouragement for others to do the same. We 
hope to inspire others to start their own projects and to focus on what is 
important to them. I would say that our presence has done just that.  

 
We have also been able to diversify the narrative of queerness and 
Vietnameseness, even if it is just within our own community. We want 
everyone to have the option to define their own identities and to choose 
how they wish to engage with those identities in our own lives. As long as 
we are still able to create a difference in one person, we will always feel 
that Vănguard is a success.  
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B.B.P. H.: It is surely important for any project that aims for social transformation to 
represent and protect a particular community. Queer Southeast Asia and 
Vănguard, I believe, have strong ties to communities which are 
dispossessed almost always naturally by the State and other hegemonic 
heteronormative institutions. On a personal level, I find it quite difficult to 
relate myself with the “LGBTIQ community” concept or any community for 
that matter. Most probably because I write a lot, which means I need to 
spend most of my time alone, and I haven’t had the chance to participate in 
any protest, pride parade or public outcry for human rights.  That doesn’t 
mean, of course, that I don’t know anything about what the LGBTIQ 
community is standing up against for. In Vietnam, specifically, what is your 
understanding of the LGBTQ community?   

 
A: Specifically for Vietnam, since the LGBTQ liberation movement is still very young, I 

believe that many of us yearn to connect with others who can relate to our 
experiences because we have been oppressed and silenced for so long. On 
the surface, it is important to exercise solidarity within the LGBTQ 
community, but it is also important not to compromise any part of yourself. 
The best example to give would be myself; although I stand in solidarity 
with the queer Vietnamese community, there are a lot of things that I don’t 
share with them such as queer politics, methods of activism and overall 
interests.  
 
In a sense, however, I find that there is more real value in expressing 
yourself and expanding on the meaning of queerness and Vietnameseness 
rather than focusing on our differences. As I conduct my work, I am starting 
to accept that it is not possible for concepts such as “underground” or 
“radical” activism to exist if the “mainstream” activist community does not. 
Overall, just because I am a queer Vietnamese person doesn’t mean that I 
will vibe well with everyone who shares these same identities. I would 
advise everyone to understand the differences you have with others, but to 
focus your energy on those who you actually connect with.   
 

B.B.P. H.: Because of the promise of literature and art, mainly in empowering our 
creative expression as free individuals, they have been extensively used as 
platforms to give our losses, feelings, transgressions, and desires a sharable 
structure. For people like us, literature and art sometimes are the only 
forms through which we can have ourselves depicted; they are artifacts 
which help this generally abusive world to understand us, even the most 
obvious part of our body and existence. In contemporary Vietnamese 
literature and art, do we get to see queer lives? Where is queerness in 
Vietnamese literature and art?  
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A: It is interesting that you ask this question because we asked ourselves a similar 
question, “Where are the queer Vietnamese artists and writers?” It was 
essentially this lack of representation that served as one of our motivations 
to start Vănguard. To be honest, I am not the best person to ask about 
queerness within contemporary Vietnamese art and literature because I do 
not have the necessary knowledge.  

 
I feel that queerness exists everywhere in Vietnamese literature and art, 
but just like the cis-hetero-centeric history that we are taught, we need to 
actively look for it. One thing that we try to accomplish through Vănguard’s 
Facebook group is the dissemination of information, especially anything 
that relates to queerness in Vietnamese culture. As a community member, I 
feel an obligation to contribute to the base knowledge of that community.  
 

B.B.P. H.: How do you see the future of Vănguard?  What are other things you’d like 
to accomplish through it? 

 
A: To be honest, I am not quite sure how long Vănguard will last for. I guess it really 

depends on the need of our community and once that need is gone, 
Vănguard will probably disperse. But before that happens there are 
certainly a few things that I would like to see happen. One as such is that as 
the Vănguard community grows and acquires social influence, I hope for us 
to one day procure the capacity to provide funding for our contributors. For 
me personally, I would like to hold workshops on the art of zine making so 
that others may start their own projects. 

 
B.B.P. H.: What are the difficulties you face in keeping the project alive, it being in 

Vietnam?  
 
A: An issue that we share with other art projects and art institutions is how to make 

our work sustainable, but at the same time accessible to low-income 
individuals. Who should and shouldn’t carry the burden of funding this 
project? For the first two issues, Nu and I personally funded its entire 
production; it was highly unsustainable. Fortunately for our third issue, we 
were able to rally together the queer Vietnamese community, 
internationally, and raise the funds that we needed to continue with our 
project. For us, that was the true meaning of a collective effort to serve and 
support one another. I wonder if we will be able to do the same for our next 
issue. 

 
In terms of accessibility, how can we reach low-income individuals who will 
not be able to afford the zine or those not living in the proximity that our 
zine operates in? If we provide physical copies of the zine for free (which we 
have done in the past), then the financial burden to create accessibility falls 
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onto us. Although we provide free online access to our zine, this form of 
accessibility implies that the reader has access to electricity, a 
computer/laptop, and internet.  
 
Specifically as a project that exists in Vietnam, we face the issue of legality 
and how to safely navigate that situation. What we do is not illegal, but it is 
also not legal. As one of the co-founders of Vănguard, I am under constant 
fear that I will either be reprimanded under Vietnamese law or banned 
from the country. The risk that we take, however, validates our activism 
and gives it much more value. Can you call yourself an activist if you have 
nothing at stake? Even if this project were to be shut down by the 
government, what I hope for is that our presence would inspire others to 
start similar projects, thus creating a chain-reaction. Once that has started, 
it cannot be contained.  
 

B.B.P. H.: In my observation, Vănguard holds nudity and genital exposure complicit 
to its aesthetics. What is the role of “unveiling the body” in your publication 
and why do you think it is necessary?  

 
A: This is not something appropriate for us to elaborate on because we are not the 

artist(s). We have always had an appreciation for nudity within art and so 
instead of prohibiting it, we encouraged it. If you want to talk about 
unveiling, it’s more about unveiling queerness within Vietnamese art and 
culture, unveiling individuality within commercialism, and unveiling our 
desire to be seen.  

 
B.B.P. H.: The best way to know your project is to read an issue of it. Since its 

founding Vănguard has already three beautiful issues. Could you select two 
or three works of these issues, which best represent the publication?  

 
A: This is an impossible task because Vănguard is a collective effort and no single 

piece of work is representative of the zine. In the past, people have asked 
me how I conceptualize the vision for each single issue and in turn I would 
tell them that my vision is guided by the contributors. I am not here to 
represent the community, but instead they are here to represent 
themselves.  
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                       Interview with Gian Cruz 

                                        by Cyril Wong 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

CYRIL WONG: I'm highly allergic to "art-speak" in the sense of academic jargon, so I 
hope we can have a more authentic, down-to-earth conversation about 
your photographic images in You as Me, in relation to your dreams and 
aspirations as an artist. You get other people to stand in as "you" in your 
photographs. Why "you" and why "me"? Why the suit-and-tie imagery? 
What is it about "selfhood" that fascinates you? 

  
GIAN CRUZ: You as Me was realized at a time in my life where I wanted to get over 

myself, so I thought of doing a self-portraits project where I had other 
people stand in for me. The project also became a way of me reaching out 
to people and it made me realize that to render that dynamic image of 
yourself… it’s not always just about the things that make you “you” and the 
people you like that you surround yourself with. The people who appall you 
also have a crucial role to play in that projection of myself in front of the 
camera or life in general. It is a dynamic mélange of both tendencies and 
persuasions.  

  
Over time, my original intent veered towards an otherwise. Instead of doing 
what I had wanted it to do, which was to overcome myself, the more 
portraits I took the more they added up to a more detailed story about me. 
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It then became inevitably autobiographical. I could say I performed my life 
around it.  

  
You as Me is this obsessive accumulation of individuals I’ve encountered 
but altogether each one brought about a certain realization or even a new 
discovery about myself. And the more portraits I took, the more it unveiled 
something about myself. Although these days, I try not to look at the entire 
catalogue if it’s not needed (cases like having to review the catalogue for an 
upcoming exhibition or a proposal to some gallery or museum and the like 
are the only occasions I’d go through the entire catalogue) because there 
are just so many memories that go with it. However, I try to be systematic 
about it, in order to look at everything from a distance. 

  
In a way, it kind of feels like I’m Bertrand Morane (Charles Denner) in 
Francois Truffaut’s autobiographical film L’Homme qui aimait les femmes, 
although I definitely won’t be that skirt-chasing protagonist played by 
Denner. Instead, it would be a reversed optic, as it would revolve around 
the different men I wanted to be part of my life and wanted to love at 
certain points. I was fascinated by his passion for all these women who 
became a part of his life and how he’d love them in his own little way and 
celebrated each one with their own set of peculiarities. And I thought, that 
conveniently falls into my sensibilities. To some extent, it’s in part a self-
indulgent project keeping a catalogue of the men I wanted to love; in a way, 
I’d like to remember them or certain fragments that remind me of them; 
regardless of whether it’s them, directly, or somebody else standing in for 
them in the final portrait. 

 
C.W.: You as Me recently bagged 2nd Prize in the Open Category of this year's Pride 

Photo Awards in Amsterdam. What does such an award mean to you?  
 
G.C.: The Pride Photo Award merit was something totally unexpected. What makes 

this one very meaningful was after finding out that I got in at 2nd place, I 
discovered that a member of the jury is someone I deeply admire: 
curator/photographer Susan Bright. Back in mid 2012, I found myself saved 
by this curious little book of hers on the self-portrait in contemporary art. 

  
During this particular period, I was serving time as a visiting researcher for a 
contemporary art museum in Seoul and didn’t have any clue on what to do 
during this fellowship. And came her book, which kind of gave me clarity 
and guidance. Little did I know that it would unconsciously trigger my 
desires to give up the curatorial/academic track I was pursuing and inspire 
me to do my own experimentations around the theme of self-portraits. The 
more I got immersed as a researcher completing duties for the museum and 
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the more exhibitions I saw, the more they triggered my desire towards 
creation.  

  
Four years later, to find myself merited with an award juried by someone 
you really look up to is a humbling experience. Of course, you get proud of 
such an achievement and at the same time, you realise that the struggles 
you’ve had in the past were all worth it as this is an indication that you are 
getting closer to your goals as an artist/photographer.  

  
Awards like this one is a good reminder of why I choose to do what I do, 
despite how difficult it is pursuing a career as an artist. This reminds me of a 
time in my career as an artist/photographer when a top gallerist in Manila, 
upon reviewing my work, called it “amateur.” This happened three years 
ago and this didn’t sit well with me. I’ve always had this success-as-revenge 
tendencies in me from an early age so what I did after that was kept trying 
and trying. It’s an amazing validation that helps you realize that persistence 
plays a crucial role in success although I really wouldn’t say I have really 
made it all the way. At this point, I also find it crucial to know more of 
myself as an artist/photographer and as an individual and also keep a more 
humble approach about my practice. Sometimes, I think of it this way: 
“maybe it was meant to be that I didn’t show in that gallery because I’m 
meant for things that will groom me for a bigger audience.” Life is just as 
simple as the saying, “when one door closes, another one opens.” These 
days although it’s not as pervasive as it was then, each time I remember 
that instance, I do thank that gallerist in Manila. She actually pushed me to 
take my work and my practice to a bigger platform. 

 
C.W.: What was the process like, getting other people to pose for you? What went 

through your mind as you observed the final images of these people? 
  
G.C.: Originally I started thinking of the project via a linguistic turn in the French 

phrase, “toi comme moi.” You have the familiar form “toi”, but it does not 
have an equivalent in English. I thought of this little nuance as a site of 
exploration for rendering the most intimate portraits of myself. Often 
thinking between Filipino, English and French, I often find myself within the 
interstices of these different languages and become amused from getting 
lost in translation. Perhaps, that is how I like the visual equivalent of my art 
to be: to go beyond the confines of the visual or the tangible and extend 
towards the realm of the intangible. The images are often just initiators 
leading to something else instead of merely limiting the spectator to a 
certain way of looking. I guess, in a way, the interplay and 
interchangeability of you and me yearns for a more intimate commune 
within the spectator; as when I reverse the optic and turn it to you as 
someone looking at the work. I like that idea of a constantly active dialogue, 
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becoming this ongoing conversation that constantly renegotiates and 
redefines itself.  

  
The suit, perhaps, from my standpoint as a Filipino, perpetrates that sort of 
iconoclasm through a certain sartorial fantasy. We don’t have a very strong 
fashion culture. This brings me to my fascination with my own specific 
appropriation of Baudelaire’s “man about town,” the flaneur. It is, perhaps, 
from this great obsession with masculine codes that I try to create 
interference with socially prescribed constructs of masculinity. I like the 
idea of how fashion becomes a crucial tool for expressing and performing 
the self but it’s always a means instead of an end. Collectively, You as Me is 
my own particular intervention or reaction on prescribed masculinities from 
a Philippine context; to reconfigure my own masculinity through a broad 
range of subjects that opens up the masculine as something contestable 
and actively queer.  

  
I like to play around with the notion of “selfhood” because it’s something 
very volatile. Nothing rests as a constant and most things are ephemeral. 
Everything about our so-called identities is only just in passing. In a way, 
You as Me is also a very active extension of the self at this point; it has 
become an overwhelming extent of discovery about myself. And what 
ceaselessly fascinates me is how I try to frame different subjects in an 
identical ensemble, but then each specific portrait would have a specific 
meaning to me that reactivates a memory of the time I took the portraits, 
which takes into account my particular relation with that subject-person. 
Our relationships with each other are always being reassessed, as a result. 

 
C.W.: What else went through your mind as you observed the final images of these 

subjects? 
  
G.C.: When I was starting the series, the first 20 portraits or so in the catalogue were 

a bit more controlled. I would have a tendency to try to control the 
subject’s portrayal of me in front of the camera until the process later 
breathed and evolved in a more natural and spontaneous way with people I 
hardly knew. Their impressions of me would only take place in the very 
moment I was shooting them, which usually only meant a good 8-to-15 
minutes at most. 

  
Normally, my obsessive behavior would force me to take at least over 100 
individual portraits while other times, I took over 600 or 700 for a single 
subject. And then I would go through them, one by one, reviewing each 
particular gesture and little details, like how the collar of the shirt appeared, 
to the way a tie was knotted, etc. After that, I’d decide on a semi-final 
selection of 3-10 images and from there choose which would be the final 
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one. There were times I easily got all this done, while other times I could be 
indecisive in my elimination process (depending on my mood and my 
focus).  

 
These days, I find it quite funny as I go through the final catalogue. What 
initially was a project to get over the self ended up saying something more 
about myself. I actually ended up discovering much about me over the past 
three years while working on this series.  

 
C.W.: How do you hope, most of all, for viewers to respond to your work? 
  
G.C.: I see my work as something open-ended, like an ongoing dialogue. The works 

are initiators towards a bigger elsewhere, encouraging the spectator to 
engage himself in a conversation with the work. In a way, it’s kind of like 
that random conversation you have over dinner or coffee with friends or 
people you just met and create a connection, then establish that 
connection further without confining the connection necessarily into 
something categorical. There’s a bit more freedom. I also like my work to 
seem simple on the outset but be immensely complex at the same time. I 
really like to help the viewer to develop her or his own relationship with the 
work. 

 
C.W.: How does "queerness" as an identity or category relate to you, personally and 

artistically? 
  
G.C.: Initially, what drew me to “queerness” was French cinema; specifically, how its 

masculine archetypes could be very ambiguous, as when a seemingly 
heteronormative personage suddenly ends up with a man, for example. I 
found the idea very exciting, performing your sexual identity as if it were an 
intellectual discourse going beyond contexts and theories. Some films of 
François Ozon and Christophe Honoré possessed this quality for me. 

  
I’ve often been fascinated by queerness but not necessarily in a self-
conscious way. I associate queerness with ineluctably indistinct states or 
things that get lost in translation; similar to how I think between Filipino, 
French and English. And when your mind wavers between so many 
structures, it has a profound effect on the body too, which you perform 
consciously and unconsciously. It can feature as something very indistinct 
yet distinct at the same time. 

  
I’m particularly fond of the notion of queerness as something very sensual 
and beyond the corporeal. I am drawn to the idea of sexuality that is never 
concrete but always shifting as one performs it; like how an autobiography 
or biography seems pointless if someone is still alive because we might be 
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missing out crucial parts of someone’s life story. I like the idea of 
challenging myself by deciphering, decoding and constantly analyzing signs 
and symbols associated to one’s sexuality, no matter how indistinct or 
obscure. I guess the general sense of queerness I’m most fascinated with is 
quite philosophical and performative. 

  
C.W.: What got you started as an artist? What or who inspired you? What event or 

events in your private to professional life nudged you into this trajectory of 
creative exploration and self-reflection? 

  
G.C.: There were three crucial names that made me decide to focus on photography 

as a medium. These were Helmut Newton, Nan Goldin and Sophie Calle. I’ve 
always liked Newton’s coldness and his steadfast speed of churning out 
repetitions; how the camera can be utilised in a very efficient, machine-like 
manner. Then there is that significant book by Nan Goldin called “The Ballad 
of Sexual Dependency.” She documented her life and the people around 
her during the late 80s to the early 90’s, the height of the AIDS breakout. I 
was deeply moved by the intimacy of the images and also how, these days, 
Goldin wants to do away with the book now because all of the people she 
took photos of died of AIDS. It’s a startling personal account intertwined 
with the pain of memories and sentimentality, what I always gravitate to. 
Sophie Calle, in a way, also explores in the same vein as Goldin in 
documenting her personal life through photography: her breakups and her 
anxieties. Their works always give me a fresh way of being honest; as 
regards Sophie Calle, the honesty comes with a more playful, paradoxical, 
contemporary and artistic twist.   

  
The main trajectory of my creative exploration and self-exploration was 
largely induced by my time as a researcher at the National Museum of 
Modern and Contemporary Art, Korea. The more exhibits I saw, the more 
my desire to become an artist/photographer came into play. Seeing the 
very first exhibition of Sophie Calle in Korea was something that haunts me 
to this day. With photography, I can become a bit confessional but also 
contradictory, which appeals to me. 

 
C.W.: Do you see yourself mentoring or guiding younger artists in the future? What 

sort of advice would you give them? 
  
G.C.: For young artists, I think the best advice I can give is this: just be honest with 

yourself. At the end of the day, genuine artistry is not about hiding behind 
too much artifice or pretension. Most importantly, no matter how much 
rejection falls into your lap, just go on; whether it’s to a residency, an 
exhibition, getting an award or applying for a grant. Persistence has worked 
well with me so I don’t see why it shouldn’t work for others. 
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         NAMES THAT MEAN FREEDOM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
From a long line of gen-wine Ilocanos and master farmers, ALWYNN C. 
JAVIER was born on 1977 in Roxas, Isabela, the Philippines. He studied at 
the University of the Philippines and Ateneo de Manila University, where he 
headed the UP Repertory Company and Heights. He was fellow at the 34

th
 

and 49
th

 UP National Writers Workshop (1999 and 2010) and the 4
th

 
Ateneo-Heights Writers Workshop (1998) and serves as a regular panelist at 
the Ateneo National Writers Workshop. He has won Palanca awards for his 
poetry collections Ang Pasipiko sa Loob ng Aking Maleta (Second Prize, 
2000), Ang Magneto sa Gitna ng Aking Daigdig (Grand Prize, 2003), and 
Yaóng Pakpak na Binunot sa Akin (Second Prize, 2009).  
 
DANTON REMOTO studied at Ateneo de Manila University, University of 
the Philippines, University of Stirling (UK), and Rutgers University (USA).  
The founding chairman of Ladlad (Coming Out) Party List, which CNN has  
called as "the only gay political party in the world," Remoto has published 
more than 20 books and won awards for his writing in the Philippines, the 
UK, and the USA. He was an Associate Professor of English at Ateneo de 
Manila University before taking early retirement to work for the United 
Nations Development Programme. At present, he is the host and producer 
of the popular daily show "Remoto Control" at Radyo 5 with live telecast at 
Aksyon TV.  
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GIAN  CRUZ (b. 1987, Manila, Philippines), an emerging artist whose artistic 
practice is heavily rooted in photography. His major preoccupation is about 
tracing identities in the digital age and crosses over to the realm of 
performance, video and other multimedia platforms, which situates his 
works towards a more complex spectrum. Cruz has been widely exhibited 
across Europe, the USA, Korea and the Philippines and has also previously 
worked as a researcher for the National Museum of Modern and 
Contemporary Art, Korea. He has been shortlisted for the Ateneo Art 
Awards: Purita Kalaw-Ledesma Prize for Art Criticism in 2014, one of the 
finalists for the Personal Light | The Photophore Contemporary Photo 
Award and one of the winners in the Pride Photo Award in 2016. 
 
GINO DIZON studied literature at the Ateneo de Manila University. His 
stories about Angeles, his native city, have appeared in various publications 
such as Likhaan 8: The Journal of Contemporary Philippine Literature (UP 
Institute of Creative Writing) and Maximum Volume: Best New Philippine 
Fiction 2014 (Anvil). His essay on the maximal form has been published in 
Kritik/Critique (UST Press). He is currently based in Makati, where he works 
for an international humanitarian organization. 
 
JEE LEONG KOH is the author of four books of poems, including Steep Tea 
(Carcanet Press), named by UK's Financial Times as a Best Book of 2015, and 
by Lambda Literary as a Finalist. His collection of zuihitsu The Pillow Book 
(Math Paper Press) was shortlisted for the Singapore Literature Prize. 
Originally from Singapore, Jee lives in New York City, where he runs the 
biennial Singapore Literature Festival in NYC.  
 
JEFFREY PASCUAL YAP finished A.B. Philosophy at San Beda College, Manila 
and M.A. English Studies, major in Creative Writing at the University of the 
Philippines, Diliman. He became a fellow of National Writers Workshops, 
taught Philippine Literature in English, and published short stories and 
essays in the Philippines. He has won awards for his adapted screenplays 
and travel essay. After years of writing press releases, academic papers, and 
articles for special projects, Jeffrey has returned to writing short stories.    
 
JOHN H. MCGLYNN, originally from Wisconsin (USA), is a long-term resident 
of Jakarta where, in 1987, he co-founded the Lontar Foundation, the only 
organization in the world devoted to the publication of Indonesian 
literature in translation. Through Lontar, he has overseen the publication of 
close to two hundred books on Indonesian literature and culture. McGlynn 
is the Indonesia country editor for Manoa, and a contributing editor to 
Words Without Borders, Cordite, and Asian American Writers’ Workshop.  
He is also a trustee of AMINEF, the American Indonesian Exchange 
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Foundation, which oversees the Fulbright and Humphrey scholarship 
programs in Indonesia. 
 
KHAIRANI BAROKKA (@mailbykite) is a writer, poet, artist, and PhD by 
practice researcher in London. Working and published internationally, she's 
the creator of solo poetry/art show Eve and Mary Are Having Coffee, 
performed at Edinburgh Fringe and elsewhere, has presented work in nine 
countries, and received six residencies. UNFPA has recognised her as an 
"Inspirational Young Leader Driving Social Change" for work in accessible, 
inclusive arts (as a disabled activist herself). Co-editor with Ng Yi-Sheng of 
HEAT (Buku Fixi Publishing, 2016), Okka’s poetry-art book Indigenous 
Species (Tilted Axis Press) will be released in November 2016. She is 
currently co-editing Nine Arches Press’ first UK anthology of D/deaf and 
disabled poets, out in April 2017, with Sandra Alland and Daniel Sluman.   
For more: www.khairanibarokka.com.  
 
KHANH “AIDEN” NGUYEN is a radical queer activist, community organizer, 
and quasi-curator. As a self-described rebel and social transgressor, he 
unapologetically accepts himself in all his complexity and lives freely 
without giving a fuck. Currently he is the co-founder and the creative 
director of Vănguard (www.vanguardzine.com) and the Queer Vietnamese 
Film Festival (QVFF) (www.qvff.org). Through his advocacy work, he 
envisions a collective future for all people to be liberated from oppression, 
from patriarchy, and from all unjust systems of power. 
 
LAWRENCE LACAMBRA YPIL Is a poet and essayist from Cebu, Philippines. 
He is the author of The Highest Hiding Place (Ateneo de Manila University 
Press, 2009) and has received MFAs from Washington University in St. Louis 
and the Nonfiction Program of the University of Iowa. He teaches Writing at 
the Yale-NUS College in Singapore. 
 
LEON WING used to code apps, systems analyse, and manage 
programmers. He has taken on writing wholeheartedly after taking online 
courses from Open University and University of Iowa. Since then, he has 
embarked on his first novel, a gothic LGBT tale, Becoming Ah Lan Toh, as 
well as its scifi sequel, their excerpts on Wattpad. He has also published a 
poetry collection, Painting Sounds. His first short fiction found a home in 
Fixi's PJ Confidential. He occasionally takes some poem apart and puts it 
back together, on the poetry blog puisipoesy.blogspot.com. He also edits an 
online literary zine, themalaysianpoeticchronicles.blogspot.com.  
 
NIMRUZ A. DE CASTRO, like the Devil, is known by many names. His parents 
call him Junjun, his college buddies Aki, his fellow writers Nim, his co-
workers as Noah and to his beloved as 'murmushka moya'. He writes 

http://www.khairanibarokka.com/
http://puisipoesy.blogspot.com/
http://themalaysianpoeticchronicles.blogspot.com/
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software manuals for a living. He does not hesitate to pretend to be sick so 
that his Russian prince would let him eat his favorite chicken wings 
 
NURIL BASRI was born in a small village in Tangerang, Banten in 1985.       
Previously published works include two bildungsromans titled, 
respecitively, Halo, Aku Dalam Novel (Jakarta: GagasMedia, 2009) 
and Romantis (Kuala Lumpur: Buku Fixi, 2015), the latter of which was 
published in Indonesia under the title My Favorite Goodbye (Jakarta: 
GagasMedia, 2015); a dramatic novel titled Enak (Kuala Lumpur: Buku Fixi, 
2016); and a coming-of-age novel Bukan Perjaka which was published 
under the title Dosa (Kuala Lumpur: Buku Fixi, in 2012). Additionally, Nuril 
has authored several short comedic works earlier. He works as a waiter in a 
restaurant. 
 
PAUL DOMINIC B. OLINARES is a scientist specializing in weighing 
molecules.  Born and raised in Isabela, Philippines, he is also a poet writing 
in the Filipino language. He obtained his Ph.D. in Chemistry and Chemical 
Biology at Cornell University and is completing postdoctoral work at The 
Rockefeller University. He lives in New York City with his husband Jim and 
their two cats, Emma and Rusty. 
 
VINA JIE-MIN PRASAD is a Singaporean fiction writer, content designer, and 
historical researcher. She likes exploring the nature of human relationships, 
listening to rock music, and making friends with stray cats. Her work has 
also been published in HEAT: A Southeast Asian Urban Anthology (Buku Fixi 
Publishing, 2016). 
 
WILFREDO PASCUAL is a Pushcart-nominated essayist, a runner-up to      
the 2016 Steinberg Essay Prize, and Winner of the 2015 Curt Johnson Prose 
Award for Nonfiction. He grew up in the Philippines where his essays have 
won several national awards, including the Palanca and Philippine Free 
Press Literary Awards. He received a Creative Nonfiction scholarship to the 
Breadloaf Writers Conference and attended Squaw Valley’s Community of 
Writers Workshop and New York University’s Summer Intensive Creative 
Writing Program. He moved to the United States in 2005 and lives with his 
husband in San Francisco’s Mission District where he is currently at work on 
his first collection of essays. 
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Notes 
 
 
*This journal is deeply rooted in modern biopolitics: one that intervenes 
with the wide perceptual, economic, or physical deployment of precarity. 
WE DO NOT CONDONE THE ENDS OF GLOBAL REPRODUCTIVE HETERO-
NORMATIVITY. WE STAND AGAINST ALL FORMS OF SILENCING AND DIS-
CRIMINATION. The body, embodiment, citizenship and its crisis, imagi-
nations of nation, syntax as identity, gender, and sexuality are very crucial 
structures in this project. If for any reason, the reader is offended by the 
language or cultural approximation presented here, please inform us.       
We need to be accountable. We want to provide a safe space for all of us. 
Send complaint or feedback to queersoutheastasia@gmail.com.    
 
 
*We believe that representation and diversity are important editorial 
elements for this journal to advance its mission in totality. We welcome 
anyone to be a part of our editorial team, specifically those who come from 
other thinking points of Southeast Asia or underrepresented communities. 
Please contact any of the editors.    
 
 
*Chapters 21,22, and 33 titled respectively as “Hotel,” “Woman,” and “Not 
a Virgin” are excerpted from the novel Not a Virgin(Lontar Press, 2016) 
written by Nuril Basri and translated into English from Indonesian by John 
H. McGlynn.  
 
 
*Poems of Alwynn C. Javier first appeared in Ang Pasipiko sa Loob ng Aking 
Maleta (Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2013). 
 
 
*Photograph on pages 6 and 102 are owned by Priscilla Mari Franscisco. 
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