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Prologue

From certain angles, the bottom of the sea is almost indistinguishable from outer space. The vast black ocean drizzled with ghostly zooplankton, bobbing like tiny stars. Electronic jellyfish orbit the seafloor like boneless satellites, flecks of light pulsating in their tentacles. Giant, pearly isopods the faint color of lavender jet around the seafloor, their armored platelets clashing together at each takeoff and landing. Violent tangerine flashes of deep-sea volcanic eruptions burp into clouds of ash. A millennium of darkness until, suddenly, gleams and radiance. In this way the birth of a volcano resembles the birth of a galaxy.

 

When two galaxies stray too near each other, the attraction between them can be so strong that the galaxies latch on and never let go. Sometimes the pull triggers head-on wrecks between stars—galactic collisions—throwing bodies out of orbit, seamlessly into space. Sometimes the attraction only creates a giant black hole, making something whole into a kind of missing. Sometimes, I’ve learned, things just don’t work out. But every so often these two bodies begin to merge, spiraling into each other until I can no longer remember which stars were yours and which were mine.




1.

It all happened that one summer 780,000 years ago—the June when humans first learned how to make fire, the July when the first woman left Africa, and the August we think we built the Sphinx. That summer a volcano named Kohala saw the poles switch from North to South and South to North. They sat for so long on opposite ends of the Earth and then decided, suddenly and arbitrarily, to change places, walking halfway across the world. Kohala would learn that Earth has always alternated between these periods of normal polarity and reverse polarity, where the magnetic field flips into the opposite orientation, where difference no longer attracts. And suddenly the volcano realized she hungered for the same.

 

The traditional theory of attraction in the field of electromagnetism operates under the assumption of two poles. Each pole radiates a sunburst of what scientists call field lines, whose violet presence in the sky we call an aurora. This theory claims unlike poles attract because their field lines come together like vines or tendrils or the matching of fingers that happens when two hands meet. This theory also claims like poles repel because their field lines run parallel to each other, always in sight but never touching.

 

The traditional notion of attraction, however, assumes touching to be necessary for love. What I find more erotic is the suspension of contact between two like people who insist upon loving each other despite the fact that they may never touch, loving each other because seeing is sometimes enough.

 

The history of magnetism on Earth is locked in molten rock, teased out in fiery plumes that burst forth from the mantle. As the fire dies into the hardness of basalt, it preserves the exact magnetic forces working on Earth at the time of its cooling. This is how Kohala learned of the changing of the poles. She felt it in her lava. Each explosion, therefore, is a kind of record of ecstasy: of what felt good, what hurt, what would soon disappear under clouds of ash.

 

The Earth’s magnetic field has been waning slowly over millions of years. This means magnetism was three times as strong for the dinosaurs as we experience it now. This means their auroras burned three times as bright. I wonder if I will recover that feeling of attraction, of being pulled outside myself without foresight or hesitation. Of succumbing entirely to longing, dormant for as long as I can remember.

 

Some scientists say the weakening of the field means we should expect another reversal of the poles, a magnetic shiver that would wake up the Earth. If they are right and this is true, those who come after me are bound to see a resurgence in volcanoes, an awakening of everything that could not remain dormant for much longer.

 

I don’t remember what time it was when I fell in love with a volcano, but I know it happened in the fall. You tell me you like to watch me dismantle pomegranates, to hear the sound of each quarter prickling away from the flesh. How precise my fingers must be to pick apart each seed without breaking the skin, and how, no matter what, the reds stain my thumbprints. Even when this is slow, and you, always impatient, grab my hands to suck the seeds straight from the skin.

 

Or maybe it was that time in bed, your spidery fingers indexing the curves of my back as you tell me about your father, who studies tropical infectious diseases. He focuses mostly on malaria, but recently he’s done more work with ticks. Are ticks trendy now? I ask. You laugh, digging deeper into me. No, but Cambridge has milder summers than Burkina Faso.

 

Or maybe it was the time my mother warned me to never fall in love with a rock. In any case, in that summer 780,000 years ago, the volcano realized she had never before felt more like herself.




2.

A dyke, according to geology, is a sheet of magma born in a fracture. Dykes are best understood as the veins of a volcano, coursing hot and varicose toward the surface to erupt. Because of this, dykes are always younger than the body of rock in which they’ve made their home. Born differently than the mother rock, they make their presence known in rebel coloration: black against white, striped against mottled, crystal against sand. Geologists consider dykes intrusive formations, in part because they were formed underground until exposed.

 

The first time you met my mother, we were sitting down for dinner at a place that served quinoa, where she believed she was to meet my new friend. As I shredded my chicken into a bird’s nest with my fork, I bloomed in our secret. I flattered you over and over. Isn’t it interesting that she works in sustainable agriculture? I smile and chew. You know, she says that bulgur is the new quinoa. I swallow and hold your hand underneath the table. When I look down, I am startled. Your white skin is darker than mine, browned by so many days climbing rocks in the sun.

 

Dykes indicate that some significant tectonic event took place long ago. Either the Earth’s crusts reached toward each other, creating mountain ranges like interlocked fingers across a table. Or the crusts pulled apart, thinning to the point of a valley like the sagging blanket between two bodies on either side of a bed.

 

Holding your hand feels like holding hands with a rock. That’s how hard your calluses are, how fiercely your skin has vowed to repair itself. You tell me your hands change depending on what rocks you climb. Limestone and quartzite soften your skin, reducing its ridges to rolling plains. But granite and volcanic tuff harden it, demanding a ripple of stone-hard bumps below your fingers. Sometimes when I take your hand after an especially hard climb, I notice it is crying—clear drops weep out like morning dew. I wipe these away and remove my hand. I know your skin heals best when it’s left alone.

 

Dykes can be tiny, just a matter of centimeters, or huge, running for hundreds of kilometers. The Great Dyke of Zimbabwe isn’t some leather-clad butch crusading against Mugabe, but a mark on the land that scours over three hundred miles across the country. The dyke ripples with deposits of gold, silver, and platinum ore and has been mined for almost a hundred years. From a satellite view, the staggered path of the Great Dyke reminds me of scars left behind after an ACL tear, fissured brown things that stop and start.

 

Kohala’s windward flank is studded with dykes, which forced their way out of her magma back when she still erupted. Crawling out like too many spiders from a crack, they fractured her sides, forming faults called horsts and grabens—misshapen toddler words that clawed their way into geology textbooks—that prevent rainwater from falling naturally into the thirsty earth. Dykes always have to make things difficult.

 

In the 1894 issue of The Journal of Geology, a man named Henry Lloyd Smith took issue with Dr. M. E. Wadsworth’s assessment of a dyke in Republic Mountain, Michigan. Lloyd Smith writes, “Dr. M. E. Wadsworth in 1880, as the result of personal examination, concluded that the supposed quartzite tongue was really a granite dyke, intruding the jasper.” Lloyd Smith insisted, seven pages later, that the tongue had to have been quartzite, upholding that silly old binary between rocks and crystals.

 

Of course a man would like to have seen a quartzite tongue, grains of that soft and iridescent gemstone glinting through the rock. History records very little of the gray, more somber intrusions. If there were stone butches, there may well be granite dykes.




3.

Kate Hutton is the most famous lesbian seismologist in the world, which is to say she is a local celebrity. She has been out since 1984, when she offered a tour of her seismology lab to members of the Los Angeles Gay and Lesbian Scientists and fell for the woman who scheduled the visit.

 

She used to be an astronomer, but the switch, she says, was easy. The fields of astronomy and seismology both concern the acquisition of information about things from a distance—without ever making physical contact. This kind of observation pairs well with faraway objects like planets and subterranean sensations like earthquakes, a way to trace the contours of something that you may never be able to touch. As she told The Advocate, “Earth is a planet, after all, so it’s sort of a matter of looking down rather than looking up.”

 

There is an asteroid named 99 Dike that burns at more than a hundred degrees below Celsius, a tantalizing and unimaginable cold. 99 Dike emerges in the sky four hours before sunrise to take her place above the wishbone-shaped constellation Taurus. Just as dawn breaks, she fades. Alphonse Borrelly, the Frenchman who discovered 99 Dike, named her after the ancient Greek goddess of moral justice and judgment, which makes a great deal of sense if you’ve ever met a lesbian.

 

When Dike lived on Earth, there were no wars or diseases. Men could not yet sail but knew how to grow crops; olive trees and figs and sugar beets sprawled about Athens. But when the men grew greedy, Dike, weary, took to the sky. There, she sat beside Zeus and whispered into his ear the wicked deeds of men, the mad follies of their princes and perverts. She pierced the hearts of these men, the unjust.

 

The goddess also had a female adversary, a black mirror whose name (Adicia) sprung from Dike’s own. The two are etched into many vases of note, always in the same pose. They most often occupy amphoras, those voluptuous containers the Greeks used to transport wine and ashes. Historians describe Dike as handsome, but beautiful. They call Adicia an ugly barbarian woman, with her rags and tattooed skin and black hair streaming down like lava. One amphora traps them in a tryst, femme Dike choking butch Adicia, who raises her arm in protest, a sleeve of tattoos protecting her face like a boomerang. Rubbed off by time, their legs and hands blend together in smudges and peeling, a tangle of lost limbs and fingers that could be violent or loving.

 

Though I enjoy the sensation, I no longer let white women choke me in bed. I cannot bear to think on the implications, of what I am doing with the life my grandparents survived hell to give me. But when I am in bed with someone from my own diaspora, I let them shove my face into the pillow, pin my arms behind my back, hit me over and over and over, as if this is what my ancestors wanted.

 

One day in the Vietnamese coffee shop, we saw those two with secret smiles who wore no scarves even though their necks were red with love. The two who looked at the menu in a forbidden kind of holding, one gripping the other’s shoulders from too far away, the other turning his head the wrong side back for a kiss. We saw ourselves in them the same way I see myself in you. It’s a kind of mirroring that provokes, when we walk together, stares that last a little too long. We left the café not holding hands, I thought, either because of the coffee in our arms or the air blowing so cold.




4.

The contested etymology of the word dyke contains, in my humble opinion, far too many theories. Some claim the term originates from the mid-nineteenth century American dike, slang for a man wearing his best clothes out on the town. Others cite that bulldyker precedes dyke in print, in a passage in Claude McKay’s 1928 Home to Harlem, wherein the author conflates the term with lesbian. These same scholars point to the occasional conflation of dike with vagina and bull with aggressive. No one ever points to geology, that rock that dared defy another rock in a radical kind of perpendicular.

 

The first time I saw a bulldagger in the flesh was on a Tuesday at the Lexington Club, a now-shuttered lesbian bar on 19th street in San Francisco. I drove up with my friends, one dyke one not. We all used our fakes and drank pink sugar that could not mask the shiny tang of vodka. And suddenly we saw her, laughing at the bar, more leather vest than person. Thin metal spikes sagged across her shoulders like those needles that refuse pigeons a place to land. She knew the bartender, and both watched us drink out of the corners of their eyes, delighting in our obvious pretense. I sipped knowing she saw me. I threw my long black hair over my shoulder. I cocked my head and laughed too hard at almost-jokes. I watched her large hands circle her beer like magnets, fingers drawing haloes around its mouth.

 

Later that night I think about those hands circling me—my breasts, my hip bones—drawn so deep into me they become stuck. The force between us so great that you would have needed to slide us apart to separate us. I imagine her drinking me in, her tongue lapping endlessly in whorls and points, plunging like rain falling down a slope. Her hands draw pearly beads of sweat out of my chest. They jiggle and bob on my collarbone as I am shook. My tongue soon follows, gasping for the opposite of air.

 

Lesbian, on the other hand, has an etymology as clear as dew. Named for that Greek island, home of Sappho, who every scholar snaps to clarify very well may not have been a lesbian at all. They translate the pronouns of the object of her poetry into heterosexuality. They argue her verse must be platonic, her desire idealistic and devoid of sensuality. They say a contemporary Sappho would not understand what it meant to be a homosexual. They claim she was actually a licentious straight woman and that scholars of yore who did not want a legendary poet to be a slut instead called her a lesbian to dispense with her entirely. They are embarrassed by what they find in a woman whose work they admire. They will do anything, it seems, to retrieve her from this genre.

 

Before Sappho, all the people who lived on Lesbos were called Lesbians, and none took issue with the label. This has led to a dry inconsistency in certain historical texts, where modern scholars scramble to note that the male poet Alcaeus was a Lesbian but not a lesbian. This has also given a number of local agricultural industries access to unintended markets simply due to their island of origin. Lesbian wine. Lesbian ouzo. Lesbian commercial fishing. Lesbian poetry.

 

All of Lesbos doubles as an officially recognized geopark, deemed so for its abundance of petrified forests, the broken bones of giant sequoias that once circled the island in green turrets.

Of course, forests are not born fossilized. It happened by way of eruption, an era of angry volcanos pouring magma and ash over evergreen needling canopies. The forest froze like a deciduous Pompeii, bleeding silica into the dirt to make Lesbos fertile.

 

Petrification, the geological process by which something organic becomes mineral, is the only known method of becoming a rock. Ash decomposes when it touches water, flooding the earth with silica that, in turn, decomposes wood and takes its place. And so molecule by molecule, a log turns into something jeweled. Any plant can become a fossil, from grizzled stumps evolving into rose quartz to the curled witch-finger of a fern warping into amethyst. All it takes is determination. Bury yourself in ash, and you can do it too.

 

Over time and under stress, petrified logs crack. No longer bark and fiber, their fossilized crystal cracks into clean slices as easily as a banana. When left alone, petrified wood should be colorless, a clouded sky of quartz. More often, it takes on the color of its contaminants. Exposed to carbon, it turns black. Chromium, a greenish blue. Manganese, bumblebee stripes. Lesbos’ petrified wood looks like an open wound. Some stumps sport bruised purples and pus-yellow gashes splicing their rings. Others look like pink eye, red veins radiating outward from the heart. Either way, they look remarkably carnal for a rock.

 

In New York, I meet an artist who has triangles for eyebrows. She patiently buckles me in so I can fuck her with a dick the color of amethyst, the most malleable kind of crystal. Her lips are the color of sandstone, and when I part them it feels like entering a canyon at Zion—both edges ripple into each other, and when I press on, what feels like a beam of light. The morning after she admits she is white, something I was unsure of. I can’t help but feel like I’m falling back into my old habits. But she is kind, and her lips are full when they purse around a cigarette, and I break things off before I fall in love.

 

When I think about it, every dick I’ve ever had looked like a crystal. Most frequently, amethyst. The first, fluorite. The one that melted in the dishwasher, rose quartz. The one I returned to you in a Trader Joe’s bag, lapis lazuli.




5.

An old volcano never dies. Instead she sinks, her magma pulled away from her by an ever-shifting oceanic crust. She erupts smaller and smaller until one day she reaches into herself to find no more. So she stops and gives into the wind and waves pulling her lava into the sea. She becomes something like a ring in the ocean, called an atoll, coral reefs taking over what once were her legs. And then I remember that some volcanoes never even break the surface of the sea.

 

Sometimes on her deathbed, a dormant volcano will become active once more before she sinks into the sea. She spurts small bursts of lava over the course of millions of years, faint cries that disrupt little and are heard by few. In most cases, her lava hardens before it tastes saltwater. Sociologist Pepper Schwartz coined the term lesbian bed death in 1983, a term that most of us now decry as myth. But when it’s been months, it can be easier to blame the community than to introspect.

 

I read somewhere that my body shrinks over the day as time and the sunset squeeze the disks in my spine, thanks to so many hours of gravity, until I am imperceptibly but undeniably shorter. Alone, I imagine growing old on a beach somewhere, collapsing a little each day into the ground until I might see coral blooming between my toes.

 

The volcano Lōihi, which now lies 3,000 feet below sea level, will become the next Hawaiian island. Submarine photography means we know her lava hardened into goldenrod, fire petals turned yellow from rust. Scientists predict Lōihi will reach the surface in anywhere from 10,000 to 100,000 years because yellow women are cunning and two-faced, difficult to catch and impossible to predict.

 

Concerning the continual surveillance and monitoring of native bodies with native names under the guise of keeping the peace, it seems to me the field of modern seismology bears a profound debt to colonialism. Of the five Hawaiian volcanoes, only three remain active: Kilauea, Mauna Loa, and Hualālai. I roll these names around like salt on my tongue. In 1997, the United States Geological Survey deemed the volcano Kohala a low-risk area. These geologists have no way of confirming whether she is extinct or dormant, but as you can imagine, are eager to dismiss a quiet woman as a threat.

 

Three years later, Kilauea will erupt for a month and trap two men and a woman on the Big Island. Lava stones will roll down the hills of the island, bowling through houses and gazebos and luxury resorts. Streams of lava as wide as three football fields will coat highways like melted chocolate and turn lakes into tar pits. Her angry black fingers will creep across fields of sugar cane and fell palm trees. She won’t stop erupting, and people won’t understand why. But no one will ever think to ask.

 

Sitting on a stoop on a one-way street in Providence, you ask me if we even have anything in common. You stare at me with your terrible, beautiful face, and I can see veins popping like magma, cross-cutting your forehead in faint pulses of purple and blue. Unsure of what to say, I stare at my boots, asking the weeds sprouting out of the sidewalk to grow, bloom, and replace my veins. I spit and cry and beg as you say horrible things. I say horrible things back, only to apologize and say them again.

 

Kilauea, the most active of the volcanoes, whose name means “spewing,” whose acid tears kill everything living on the side of the mountain, spills clouds of sulfur that smell of rot because she is angry. Because her crater holds Pele, the goddess of fire, goddess of volcanoes, also known as “the earth-eating woman.” The old Hawaiians painted Pele seated cross-legged on the mantle of the Earth, holding a fire in her palms and wearing a lei wreathed in reds.

 

Pele’s tears, tiny droplets of lava that solidify in air, harden so fast they turn into glass, a state of matter between the order of a crystal and the disorder of a gas. They look like inkblots or tadpoles, tears turned onyx. Pele’s tears appear at the end of the long fibers called Pele’s hair, the product of molten stone spun into thread by a gust of wind. Gold or golden-brown, Pele’s hair can only be found downwind of volcanic vents. In this way every eruption tears Pele apart, disassembling her in little deaths, strewing her body in parts across the mountain to be measured in centimeters by rulers in laboratories.

 

Even though you still sleep beside me, I wake up without the taste of salt to remind me of your absent mouth. I miss the thing that leaves marks like streaks on the body, not just pillow marks but scratches and handprints. I worry when I wake up with pillow marks because it means I did not fall asleep on your chest. I watch you for hours at a time, watching the slatted light from my window journey across your back as the sun moves toward the west, and I hate it. I watch the light shudder across the heaving muscles of your back, and I hate them. I see the mosquito bites on your arm and wonder why your father wasn’t a more skilled epidemiologist. I wish I had magma.




6.

From a bird’s eye view, the Hawaiian islands follow the path of a westward comet, with the last, Ni‘ihau, trailing off to the north like the dust at the end of its tail. Each of the islands have nicknames, some more popular than others. Hawai‘i is the Big Island, and Kaua‘i the Garden Isle. Ni‘ihau, less visited, we call the Forbidden Isle.

 

Upon his arrival, Captain Cook received as a gift from the people of Ni‘ihau a lei made of shells they called kehelelani, which translates to “pathway to heaven.” The shells come from a mollusk scientists call Leptothyra verruca, also known as a marine gastropod mollusk, a type of tiny sea snail. L. verruca’s shells whorl in a mottled creamy pink that morphs into red as if through cutting, or a wound. Some people still make these leis on Ni‘ihau, hidden in shacks behind pumice and palm fronds. If you ask, they will not sell them.

 

At a party one night, I watch you watch a white girl. She looks just like your ex, acid jeans and brass-colored hair and eco-feminism. She trips in her Birkenstocks and, catching her, you laugh. I wonder how much is true about what we call type, feeling sweat drip down the short buzz of my head. I wonder how much desire matters and what it means for me when you lose it.

 

That night I sleep with a woman who tells me the next morning she has a boyfriend. Taken aback, I apologize for cheating, even though I am the single one. She tells me it is okay. That they have an arrangement. That she can do whatever she wants with women because he does not consider it cheating. I laugh soft and disappear into the bedsheets, grateful that I do not count.

 

Geologists draw the Earth’s magnetic field lines into a series of shells, radiating outward and nested like onion skin. Each shell contains particular regions of geophysical interest. The second shell, geomagnetic storms. The fifth shell, the plasmapause, marks the realm of space that controls magnetic attraction, what we call the desire of the universe. The sixth shell, auroras. When applied in direct pulses, magnetic fields have been found to revive injured tissue and stimulate cell repair. This is the only known method of repairing fractured bones.

 

Three years after the last time we speak, you text me a photo you took of a laminated diagram illustrating how one eats a soup dumpling. The diagram has six parts. Place the dumpling in a spoon. Dip the ginger in black vinegar. Adorn the dumpling with ginger. Prick the skin and suck the broth. Finally, consume what is left. The diagram is annotated with Chinese characters I cannot read, lined up like wrought iron gates that refuse my entry. A small message accompanies the photo: This reminded me of you, hope all is well!

 

When I receive this text, I am angry. I do not remember ever eating soup dumplings with you, though I eat them often on my own. I wonder if I am the only yellow woman you’ve ever dated, and I know I already have the answer. And yet I am also happy you texted this. I hope you cannot eat xiao long bao without thinking of me. Keep my body in your mind as you unstick the dumpling’s gooseflesh from the steamer and cradle it in a spoon. Crest its pert twirl with spice and douse it in sour. Pierce its pliant flesh and suck out the juice.

 

The volcano named Kohala, who saw the poles switch, now wears golf courses and seaside resorts like flowers in her hair. Golfers and caddies, after losing balls in ponds or sand pits, often report finding fossils of trilobites and fish at the peak of the mountain. She has begun to spit out everything caught in her lava over thousands of years, petrified carcasses of palm leaves, undelivered wishes, blood and hearts and bones. Somehow now, the bottom of the ocean doesn’t sound so bad.




7.

Plasma, one of the four fundamental states of matter, is unlike any other. Its magnetic fields are so strong that they overpower the charge of any particle, thing, or person in its path. For purposes of geology, we may consider the conductivity of plasma infinite. In this way plasma is responsible for the ecstasy of the universe. The only volcanoes known to contain plasma exist on Io, Jupiter’s favorite moon. Io’s volcanoes belch bright, yellow plumes of sulfur that paint its surface like an overripe plumeria or maybe the greening center of a flame.

 

Months after we break up, I pull the boyfriend jeans off a girl from a country just south of my grandma’s. Biting the elastic of her cantaloupe-colored underwear taut, my teeth run over the words END WHITE SUPREMACY, dainty and in all-caps. I flip the elastic upside down with my smile, obscuring the message but not forgetting. I continue to other things. I forget momentarily how, just hours earlier, talking on my bed for the first time, we laughed over how we both once fell in love with the same white girl who did not love us back. Thank god, she’s so boring! we said, forgiving our desires, wanting to believe in our words.

 

Cantaloupe, I later learn, has another name in Australia. There they call it rockmelon, a name earned from the fruit’s resemblance to something sedimentary. The melon’s densely corrugated skin looks like fissures in the Earth, a swarm of splayed bodies holding each other with outstretched limbs. It’s a prehistoric ancestry for a fruit that takes up far too much space in salads.

 

Cantaloupes crack open like geodes, ancient rinds splitting to reveal something warm and dripping in sugar crystals. I do not desire honeydew, with its baby-smooth skin and vapid green fruit. Give me cantaloupe instead, scarred rind and insistent sunrise of flesh, beckoning.

 

That night we dream in threes. I know this because we wake up that way, first of a cough, second of the pinging of my radiator, and third of the bold slats of yellow morning that peal through my window. I know this because my eyes close too when you fall asleep, that the blackness under my eyelids holds a plasmapause we both can see.

 

In 1995, after 60,000 years without observing any eruption, the US government declared Kohala extinct. They predict she will sink in a way we cannot see, about one-eighth of an inch a year. They say in 350,000 years she will become a separate island. In the years after, she will take her final breath and spend the last of her days encased in reef, coral blooming in her fissures where the eggs of so many fish will hatch and bob and drift into the blue. The sweet and deafening blue.

 

In drawings, the plasmapause is always an impossible yellow, bright as sulfur and noxious as an egg. I like to think it will erupt one day and spill out into the universe, disorienting all charges until nothing is pointing where it did before, until everything is pointing toward me.
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