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A STORY FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE FLAME
Lit by a birth, I defend dark beginnings.

Muriel Ruckeyser from The Body of Waking

As I recall, I came to you twice in the bedroom. The candle 
at the bedside. It was the kind purchased to affect domes-

tic order and ease. A fraudulent pillar. Never lit, a gray wafer of 
lint ringing the wick. You took it in your hand as though study-
ing its weight and then pressed your fingernails deep into the 
cheap wax. It had lost its weak vanilla, but would still work—
probably. 

Maybe it wouldn’t hold the flame, you thought, and then 
you’d felt even more foolish and despicable. Maybe it wasn’t a 
candle so much as the memory of a candle. Maybe it was a ghost 
weight, MacDougall’s soul. Maybe it was nothing. And then you 
decided to sleep. How very poetic of you. 

In truth, you were not ready yet, still only testing the idea for 
buoyancy. When you put the pillar back in its hurricane glass, 
you made sure to turn the moon-sliver divots to the wall—not 
that he’d ever notice, but you would. You wanted the option of 
refraining from returning to this dark consideration. 
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I could have told you even then that it was inevitable, but does 
anyone think to ask me my opinion? No one thinks of me as a 
me—except, perhaps, for the zealots and priests, but who gives 
a shit about them these days? If I remember correctly, you didn’t 
sleep long that night. He came into the room and whipped up 
your nightgown as though unveiling a disease. And then he beat 
your ass with a wooden hairbrush because you’d left it out and 
the dog had chewed it beyond use. 

The second time you summoned me, you were ready, but also 
unfathomably sad. You imagined me taking the polyester bed-
ding and then the drapery and then the framed photos of your 
wedding day sitting on your little wooden shelf. That was the 
sticking point because you sincerely loved the photos of your 
parents and your sisters, your favorite aunt, your lesbian cousin. 
In their eyes you saw the thwarted prospect of your life. 

There was still a chance, as they sent you down the aisle, that 
you were marrying a blustering fool simply too settled in his 
ways to know how to treat a woman right rather than a bullying 
boil with a flair for creative beatings. You remembered thinking 
that you might be able to teach him not to harm you and it 
made you sad. You were so terrifically sad! And your sadness 
transformed you into an immovable block.

In the kitchen, it was different. You doused yourself in cook-
ing oil and struck the match. Not a moment of hesitation. No 
sad contemplation. I admired your directness, your sureness. We 
writhed together and then we passed. It was exhilarating for ev-
eryone. 

You were not the first to take such drastic action—not even 
the first on your block. More than a hundred in your country 
have summoned me this year. Why, they’re all wondering. Why, 
why, why? And studies will be done and officials will be consulted 
and women will keep lighting themselves on fire. What is at the 
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root of such a horrifying phenomenon? They throw their hands up 
as if they don’t already know the answer. In the official documen-
tation they will describe you as suffering a non-unintentional 
fatal self-injury, which is another way of saying you were born 
female. 


