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rigoberto gonzález, author of the critically 

acclaimed memoir Butterfly Boy: Memories of a 

Chicano Mariposa, takes a second piercing look at  

his past through a startling new lens: hunger. 

The need for sustenance originating in childhood 

poverty, the adolescent emotional need for solace and 

comfort, the adult desire for a larger world, another 

lover, a different body—all are explored by González 

in a series of heartbreaking and poetic vignettes. 

Each vignette is a defining moment of self-

awareness, every moment an important step in a 

lifelong journey toward clarity, knowledge, and the 

nourishment that comes in various forms—even “the 

smallest biggest joys” help piece together a complex 

portrait of a gay man of color who at last defines 

himself by what he learns, not by what he yearns for.
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oir Butterfly Boy: Memories of a Chicano Mariposa 
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uting editor for Poets & Writers Magazine, serves on 
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at Rutgers-Newark, the State University of New Jersey. 
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“ Like many Mexican children, I cleaned the piedritas out of the uncooked beans before they 
went into the pot—my meal-prep duty to help my overwhelmed mother as she spun around 
in the kitchen. The process was simple, but time-consuming: a pile of beans was placed at the 
edge of the table, I’d hold a bowl just below the edge to drop in the clean pieces, and I’d pick 
off the debris—dried-up seeds, miniature twigs, tiny stones—all of the undesirable, inedible 
stowaways. These would be set aside in a pile of their own, to be tossed at the conclusion of 
the cleaning.

“I refused to dispense with my pile of detritus too soon since these were the fruits of my 
labor, the nuggets mined out of the sack. They were much more interesting than the beans, 
which huddled in the bowl, boring as clones.”

—excerpt from Autobiography of My Hungers

“ In Autobiography of My Hungers, Rigoberto González offers an unforgettable portrait of the 
artist as a young immigrant gay poet. These brief, passionate chapters are filled with rare 
courage, raw honesty, and the uncommon beauty of a life spent yearning for consolation and 
hope. Absolutely arresting.”

—Dinty W. Moore, author of Between Panic & Desire

“A haunting book, whose many senses linger long after reading it.”
—Mary Cappello, author of Awkward: A Detour

“ The compelling story of a life that routinely—necessarily—crosses borders of ethnic, socio-
economic, and sexual identities.”

—Pablo Miguel Martínez, author of Brazos, Carry Me
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for my god son,
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ac knowl edg ments

I grate fully ac knowl edge the ed i tors of  the fol low ing pub li ca-
tions	in	which	these	works	first	ap	peared.

The Blooms bury Re view: “pseudo nym” 
Brev ity: “sketch”
The Ci mar ron Re view: “po tato”
Green Over Katch ina: “kill”
Ham il ton Stone Re view: “out cast”
Hu iz ache:	“crooked,”	“fire,”	“ju	guete,”	“lift,”	and	

“witch”
Many Moun tains Mov ing: “clown,” “in som nia,” “rain,” 

and “vo ra cious”
Pil grim age: “biol ogy” and “empty”
The Port able Boog  Reader 3: “bleed”
Río  Grande Re view: “ghosts”
Urhal pool (on line): “in vis ible” and “mar tini”
xQsí (on line): “dream,” “glove,” and “papi”

A num ber of  these  pieces have also ap peared, in  slightly 
dif fer ent ver sions, in the fol low ing an thol o gies: The Mo ment 
(New York: Har per Pe ren nial, 2011), ed ited by Me ghan 
Smith; From Macho to Mar i posa: New Gay Lat ino Fic tion (Maple 
Shade, NJ: Lethe Press/ Tinc ture, 2011), ed ited by  Charles 
 Rice-González and Char lie  Vásquez;  Water’s Edge (St. Paul, 
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al le gory

like many Mex i can chil dren, I  cleaned the pie dri tas out 
of  the un cooked beans be fore they went into the pot—my 
 meal-prep duty to help my over whelmed  mother as she 
spun  around in the  kitchen. The pro cess was sim ple, but 
 time-consuming: a pile of  beans was  placed at the edge of  
the table, I’d hold a bowl just below the edge to drop in the 
clean  pieces, and I’d pick off  the de bris— dried-up seeds, 
mini ature twigs, tiny  stones—all of  the un de sir able, in ed ible 
stow aways. These would be set aside in a pile of  their own, to 
be  tossed at the con clu sion of  the clean ing.

I re fused to dis pense with my pile of  de tri tus too soon 
since these were the  fruits of  my labor, the nug gets mined out 
of  the sack. They were much more inter est ing than the beans, 
which hud dled in the bowl, bor ing as  clones.

I en joyed hold ing up the small  stones, es pe cially, ad mir ing 
the com plex ity of  each shape, its many sharp cor ners, and the 
dark  beauty of  its coat gleam ing with the light. If  I  pressed 
my	thumb	and	point	ing	fin	ger	to	gether,	the	stone	would	
van ish, but I could still feel it, em bed ded there in side my 
flesh.	So	small	a	thing,	but	it	had	tex	ture	and		strength.	And	
sound.	When	I		flicked	it	on	the	For	mica	table	it		tapped	a	
 rhythm the en tire way until it  leaped off  the edge, de lighted, 
it  seemed, by its luck, its free dom, and its so lo ist song.
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I

leav ing the moth er land, 
 mother leav ing me
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duty

for the house holds with out wash ing ma chines, the place 
to do the laun dry by hand in Za capu,  Michoacán, was at La 
Zar cita, the lake on the other side of  town. My  father car ried 
the bas ket of   clothes on his shoul der; my  mother held my 
hand as we made the jour ney to the con crete wash boards. 
We were still only three in that fam ily, but my  mother was 
preg nant.

Since this was  women’s work, my  father took me to the 
part of  the lake where young peo ple swam. I squat ted at the 
edge, mak ing the sur face of  the water rip ple with the tip of  
a twig. I for got all about my  father stand ing at a dis tance, 
he too lost in  thought as he  looked at my  mother kneel ing 
at the wash board, a white mass of  suds ex pand ing  around 
her. They were in their early twen ties,  chained to do mes tic 
re spon sibil ities and anx ious about money. But I  didn’t know 
this yet. I only knew that they were all mine.

An	empty	bag	of 	laun	dry	de	ter	gent		floated	in	front	of 	
me, its plas tic body  bloated with air, so I  snagged it with the 
twig.	One	more	game:	I	tried	to	fill	it	with	water.	But	when	I	
 leaned for ward I fell into the lake. My  father and the sound 
of  the women wash ing dis ap peared.

When my  father  pulled me out, I was too  stunned to cry 
or com plain as I stood naked in the sun, my shirt,  shorts, and 
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8

 

duty

socks  splayed out on rock. I had seen this sight the night 
be fore: a ti nier ver sion of  my cloth ing  stretched  across my 
 mother’s lap, which was too  crowded to sit on. I  prayed my 
 father, shak ing his head at my stu pid ity,  didn’t make the wish 
I	had	made	last	night:	for	the		clothes	never	to	be		filled	with	
flesh.
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pie drita

I find my lit tle  brother’s baby  sweater in the bot tom  drawer and some thing
com pels me to try it on   though even my lit tle  brother has long

out grown it.
His shoes look like odd tiny cubes so I don’t even  bother.

But his pac ifier,  plucked right out of  his mouth, fits
into my mouth just     per fectly. Now, how to climb into the crib.

How to  squeeze
his plump body     through the nar row  wooden bars.
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one line short

po tato

the “ap ples of  the earth,”  they’re  called in  France, and in 
Spain, “pat a tas”; but in the  Spanish-speaking Amer i cas we 
call them “papas,” from the Que chua, and they al ways sit at 
the cen ter of  the table, si lent wit nesses to the meals that we 
have or don’t have in our  crowded homes.

When I was a child I mar veled at the ver sa til ity of  this 
veg e ta ble, how it was like a stone but could not break glass, 
how it was like an apple or a pear but with out the sweet ness, 
how it could calm our ap pe tite but could not do away with 
hun ger, which al ways came back, look ing for its empty chair 
in our din ing room.

Yet the po tato was al ways with us, our angel from the 
 ground, our miss ing piece to the cav ity of  the hand, the 
mouth, and the stom ach.

I woke up in the mid dle of  the night with a pain in my 
belly and I  stepped off  my bed with a mis sion: I would wake 
my  mother and ask her to fry me a po tato—only the sound 
of  the skil let, only the smell of  the oil, would com fort me. 
No, we were not going to  starve, de spite what  Abuelo had 
said the week be fore.

As I made my way  through the liv ing room, I  caught sight 
of  the bas ket of  po ta toes on the table: each tiny head  asleep 
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potato
 

and plump with meat. It was like sneak ing into the  chicken 
coop	and	find	ing	the		chicks	hud	dled		against	the	hen.	But	
here there was no hen. We had eaten her. How fool ish, I 
 thought. We will never again have eggs.
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za capu

in Pu ré pe cha, the  town’s name means “rock,”  though we 
have	been	chip	ping	away	at	it	for	gen	er	a	tions,	flat	ten	ing	the	
land scape and re plac ing the boul ders with brick.

The Pu ré pe cha are my pa ter nal  grandmother’s peo ple. 
Short and dark, like many of  us, they come down from the 
moun tains to sell chap a tas and no pales. They do not  please 
the bank tell ers when they walk  through the doors in dusty 
san dals and re bo zos cra dling cry ing ba bies.

Pu ré pe cha songs are  called pi re kuas. Fes tive but some times 
mel an choly, they are  crooned with gui tar, and late at night 
when  Abuela  thinks  everyone’s  asleep.

“I want to learn more Pu ré pe cha,” I said to  Abuela as 
I put my head to her  breast; she had just  taught me to say 
tor tilla— chúscuta. But then  Abuelo burst in: “Don’t be stu pid. 
 You’ll have to learn En glish where  you’re going.”

I bit down on the words to keep them in my mouth a lit tle 
 longer: Pu ré pe cha,  chúscuta, pi re kua, Za capu. The after noon light 
dis solved into the eve ning like salt in the bowl of  soup.
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pie drita

En glish is an ugly lan guage,    my  friends in form me,  though
no one ex plains fur ther. It is     one more truth

about the United  States to ac cept at face value.  Up there,
I will have to wear cow boy boots and

a black  leather  string in stead of  a tie.  Up there,
I will marry a woman with long, yel low hair.

She will be  pretty,
but she will feed me taste less hot dogs     every day.
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one line short

ju guete

i was al lowed to take only three per sonal pos ses sions to 
El Norte. We would be travel ing by bus for three days and 
two  nights, my  mother, my  brother, and I, to meet with my 
 father and grand par ents at the U.S.–México bor der. My 
 mother  packed our  clothes. My  brother made his se lec tions 
but he re fused to show me—those three  things were the only 
 things that were only his and he  wanted to keep it that way. I 
chose a green car, a Bee tle that  looked like a plas tic hon ey-
dew melon; The Lit tle Drum mer Boy, a book with a gold spine; 
and a toy sol dier, the  biggest among the  smaller ar mies that 
my cou sins  knocked down by roll ing mar bles  across the 
	kitchen	floor.

“Why are you tak ing this thing? It takes up too much 
room,” my  mother said. The sol dier  poised with a  pointed 
rifle	was	a		clunky	L in my suit case.

“Be cause,” I said, “I want to im press those grin gos. I bet 
 they’ve never seen any thing like this.”

My  mother  raised her eye brows but  packed the sol dier, 
and I would al ways re mem ber him that way, snug among 
my  shirts and socks, rest ing his  weapon all the way to an other 
coun try. I would come to under stand his lone li ness also 
be cause once we set tled into our Cal i for nia house, he got 
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juguete
 

 tossed in side a box with a book and a mini ature car for 
com pany—all three ob jects going cold next to the re frig er a tor 
when the electric ity got cut off  and the house  didn’t feel like 
home.
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trash

we  didn’t have a wash ing ma chine at our house, so at 
 week’s end my task was to take the laun dry down the  street to 
my  aunt’s. My  mother would walk over later in the after noon 
to do the wash.

The  clothes were  packed  tightly into a trash bag, which 
I bal anced on the han dle bars of  my bike. Usu ally I  didn’t 
com plain about the chore. I was ten, and the ride was an 
es cape from our  crowded lit tle house with its  squeaky  stairs 
and  broken re frig er a tor door. One time I made the trip 
re luc tantly be cause of  what I’d over heard the week be fore: 
“Every time  there’s less for that woman to wash,” my aunt 
had said to her neigh bor, “be cause their rags have more 
holes.”

En route, I was dis tracted by the echo of  the in sult and by 
the truth that ours was the poor est  branch of  the fam ily tree. 
So when I came upon a Dump ster, it  seemed quite log i cal, 
me chan i cal even, that I drop the lumpy trash bag into its 
huge,		square	mouth.	Dis	satis	fied	with	the	quick	ness	of 	the	
ges ture, I  rolled back  around to empty the con tents over the 
	spoils	of 		fly-infested	waste.

How pleas antly sur prised I was when I  thought that my 
	mother	had	de	cided	fi	nally	to	toss	out	our	old	cloth	ing	with	
all its em bar rass ments—tears, snags, and  stains that never 
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trash
 

came off. And a sec ond later, how dev as tated I was that I 
had de lib er ately  thrown away the cloth ing we were going to 
have to wear next week. I stood on my toes at the edge of  
the Dump ster as I  pulled at my  shirts, my  mother’s bra, my 
 father’s pants, all the while dread ing what else my aunt would 
have to say about our rot ten smell, our ad di tional layer of  
filth.
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one line short

lift

it’s not as if  we  didn’t have el e va tors in Méx ico, but I 
had	never	used	one.	I	sim	ply		passed	by	banks,		hotels,	of	fice	
build ings on my way to the  single-story mar ket, bus sta tion, 
 school. But then, at ten years old, after mi grat ing to Cal i-
for nia, after get ting sent for a phys i cal by the  school nurse, 
there I stood in front of  the tall est hos pi tal I had ever seen.

While  Abuelo drove  around to park the truck,  Abuela 
 guided my  brother and me  through the slid ing doors, to the 
coun ter to ask the re cep tion ist for di rec tions, to the large 
metal doors with out door knobs, its row of  num bered but tons 
light ing up along the top like on the ar cade game ma chines.

“When we get in side,”  Abuela said, “you have to hold on. 
We’re	going	to	be		lifted	to	the		doctor’s	of	fice.”

Im me di ately my body froze. I im a gined a swift ride 
 through the air, get ting  pulled out like the weeds that we toss 
over the fence to  shrivel with the sun.

The doors  opened, we  stepped in side, and then we 
hud dled to the back, our arms link ing to the metal bar and to 
each other, until  Abuela  pushed the but ton and the heavy 
doors  closed.

There we were brac ing our selves for  liftoff, for  travel to 
an other build ing, I  thought. And I re solved right then and 
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lift
 

there that the next time I  played out side, when I saw one of  
those metal boxes pass ing by, I would stop, look up, and 
wave.
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witch

my witch was a poor witch: no shoes, a black tat tered 
dress with  patches crawl ing over it like red and blue spi ders, 
and a shaky black house with cur tains on the win dow that 
 matched her dress.

My witch was a sad witch: face unfed, hands the bar ren 
bread bas kets that sit at the cen ter of  the table with their 
 mouths open, wait ing for a crumb. She was cer tainly  unique 
among the other  witches that  looked the same: ugly mole on 
the nose, green skin, and yel low eyes. But with out ex cep tion 
each fright en ing witch  sported a clean black dress, the buck les 
on her black shoes, on her black hat, shiny and pol ished and 
new, as if  she had just taken her scar ing dress out of  its 
fac	tory	box.	My	witch	was	the	only	one	drawn	in	pro	file,	as	
if  she  couldn’t look you in the eyes to ask: “Is there any thing 
to eat?”

I stood at the front of  the room to ex plain my  witch’s 
pov erty and I  couldn’t come up with any thing to say, ex cept 
that  things were look ing bet ter for this witch: she had 
mi grated to the  United  States, she had a job and loved the 
sec ond hand  stores, where every thing was used, but noth ing 
had holes and so there was no  longer a need for  patches.

“And is this your  witch’s name?” the  teacher asked, 
point ing at the word I had  printed at the bot tom of  the page.
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witch
 

And  that’s when I froze be cause I had writ ten Av e lina, my 
	mother’s	name,	the	pret	ti	est	gift	I	could	find	to	con	sole	this	
poor witch who had  traveled so far just to dis cover that her 
broom was to sweep the gin ger bread  houses of  all the other 
	witches	the	kids	had	drawn	for	fifth	grade	Hal	lo	ween.
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pie drita

Walk ing into the gro cery mar ket . . . how cruel.
All that food we are not      going to con sume.
After an hour of  stroll ing,  dazed be hind my  mother

and that shop ping cart with its  see-through ribs,
I stand at the  checkout   next to a temp ta tion of  candy.     I know

bet ter than to ask for any.  But I also know it will be
weeks be fore we are back again,    so I swipe a candy

and throw it in my mouth, tear ing up
as I swal low it whole.      I leave the wrap per on, in ten tion ally,

think ing: It will last  longer that way.
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fire

i  joined the ex cite ment down the  street, where  crowds 
had gath ered from a safe dis tance to wit ness the wall col-
laps	ing	from	the		weight	of 	the	water	spew	ing	out	of 	the	fire	
 truck’s hose. The dis placed fam ily stood apart from the rest 
of  us, like ac tors on the stage at the end of  the play. In deed 
with the front wall of  the house gone, the liv ing room be came 
com pletely ex posed, the blue couch and the tele vi sion like 
props on a set.

When	the	fire	men	fi	nally	shut	off 	the	hose,	the		flames	
com pletely  snuffed out, there was ap plause and the peo ple 
of  the house hold  looked con fused, as if  they were un sure 
about  whether or not they  should go back in side and con tinue 
liv ing their  day-to-day ac tiv i ties, ig nor ing that trans par ent 
 fourth wall. They had been cry ing all this time, their grief  so 
pub lic that I im a gined there was noth ing else they could do 
in front of  the neigh bors that would bring them shame.

I saw my self  rid ing my bi cy cle the rest of  the week, pass ing 
the house in the after noons, and catch ing a  glimpse of  the 
 mother pick ing at her hang nail on the couch, the pot bel lied 
 father walk ing  around with his shirt off  and fart ing, and the 
daugh ters ar guing and pull ing at each  other’s hair. But no such 
luck. Yel low  strips of  plas tic rib bon cut off  the aban doned 
house from the rest of  the neigh bor hood and the fam ily was 

González, Rigoberto. Autobiography of My Hungers.
E-book, Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2013, https://doi.org/10.3368/UTFS7776.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



UWP: González: Autobiography of  My Hungers page24

 

24

 

fire

never seen again. I en vied their exit as I  mourned how the 
rest of  us had to van ish into our homes each eve ning only 
to as cend the next morn ing with the same needs as the day 
be fore, no more inter est ing than yes ter day.
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one line long

x-mas

at the time of  the photo graph, I  didn’t no tice the tree 
going hun gry in the back, its plas tic  branches  spaced apart 
like bones on a rib cage. The tin sel droop ing like  strings of  
sa liva. An ane mic ro sary of  Christ mas  lights. My  brother 
and I knelt in front of  the tree, our  striped  shirts com pen sat ing 
for the  dearth of  gifts be neath it.

I do re mem ber how proud my  father was that he had cut 
out the per fect star from a ce real box. He had  wrapped it 
 tightly in alu mi num foil be fore he  placed it at the tip of  our 
 skinny tree. It  seemed like an in ge ni ous so lu tion back then.

My  mother made us  change our poses re peat edly as we 
held on to the same  presents. And then my  father got into the 
pic ture, and then my  mother  traded  places with my  father, 
and then I  traded  places with him, all of  us pre tend ing we 
were cap tur ing a mo ment of  joy on the most mag i cal day of  
the year. All of  us pre tend ing that my  mother  wasn’t sick, 
that my  father  hadn’t  wasted his pay check with his drink ing 
bud dies once again.

“Just a few more,” my  mother in formed us, and we  pasted 
those false  smiles back on our faces the way my  father had 
stuck the fake star on the tree. We had to use up the en tire 
roll	of 	film	be	cause	it	was	a	bor	rowed	cam	era.	The	neigh	bors	
 wanted it back by the fol low ing morn ing, which was Christ mas 
Day for every one else.
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one line long

 crayon

an other birth day and no party. No  presents, ei ther, ex cept 
for a dol lar bill, if  my  father re mem bered not to spend all 
his money on beer. My aunt, tak ing pity on the emp ti ness of  
my day, asked me to come over to her house for a sur prise. 
I  bathed and wore my clean est shirt, ex pect ing a  piñata in 
the shape of  a boat, a cake on dis play like a blue vis i tor from 
an other  planet, all of  my cou sins en vi ous be cause today I 
was the cen ter of  the cir cle of  their bod ies.

I  walked into her house and the liv ing room was mo tion-
less, my uncle  asleep in front of  the TV. I wor ried he’d be 
star tled when my cou sins  jumped out to yell Sur prise! When 
my aunt came out of  the  kitchen I be came con fused: she 
 wasn’t wear ing her party dress, or even the nice white  blouse 
she	some	times	wore	to	the	post	of	fice.

“Happy birth day,” she said, sim ply, and  handed me an 
old box of  cray ons. The week be fore, my cou sins and I had 
been	Dump	ster	div	ing	and	we	had		fished	out	a	col	lec	tion	of 	
these dis cards from the ele men tary  school  across the  street. 
My aunt took one from my  cousin’s stash and gave it to me, 
the name Mi chael scrib bled on the box with black  marker.

“Tell your mami I’ll call her later,” she said by way of  
ask ing me to leave. I did. On the way home I  tossed the box 
of  cray ons back into the trash where it be longed. Its res cue 
had been tem po rary and a waste of  time.
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note i

mami, I wrote to my  mother, stop call ing me fat. I will run 
away if  you don’t ac cept me like I am. I  placed the piece of  paper 
on the nightstand, be neath the larg est bot tle of  pills. She was 
bound	to	find	it,	she	in	bed	most	of 	the	day,	groan	ing	with	
pain I  didn’t under stand. All I knew was that her con di tion 
made her  cranky and some times cruel, pun ish ing me be cause 
my body re sem bled the one that was betray ing her.

“It’s her heart,” my  father in formed me when I came 
home from  school and she was gone to the hos pi tal again. I 
took ad van tage of  his grief  and  walked to the cup board to 
grab the bread my  mother had asked me not to touch.

I	was	just	about	to	take	the	first	bite	when	sud	denly	my	
 father  slapped it out of  my hand. “You’re too fat!” he  yelled, 
his eyes red with rage.

When I went to toss the  soiled piece of  bread into the 
trash bin I saw my note, glow ing as white as the walls of  the 
hos pi tal. Sud denly I was over come with shame and began to 
wail.

To com fort me, my  father of fered me an other slice of  
bread. I ate it, and then later that eve ning I de voured the 
en tire loaf  in the cover of  dark to pun ish my self  even more.
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one line short

crooked

my  mother had  crooked teeth, my  brother has  crooked 
teeth, and so do I.  Braces were not an op tion in a house hold 
where I had to break open my piggy bank one sum mer to 
help my  mother pay for a  crooked suit case sold to us by a 
neigh bor. Even then I knew our neigh bor had let go of  her 
lug gage out of  pity. We were going to visit Méx ico, where 
 crooked  things like side walks were com mon place. Un like last 
 winter’s Christ mas tree with the  crooked  branches hid ing 
be neath ane mic sil ver tin sel. At the base, ce real boxes re cy cled 
to hold Christ mas  presents—the wrap ping  couldn’t hide 
the un even ness of  the  rectangles-turned-rhomboids. And 
nei ther could the  spirit of  the sea son dis guise the sad ness of  
my  mother’s ill ness. There she was, lying on the couch in her 
night dress at three in the after noon, brac ing her self  for the 
tough	de	ci	sion	of 	fly	ing	back	to	the	home	land	be	cause	she	
could no  longer care for the house hold.

So there we were, half  a year later, at the air port, wait ing 
to	ride	an	air	plane	for	the	very	first	time,	my		mother	hold	ing	
a ro sary. The cross had  snapped off  some how, but she held 
the  string  tightly any way. What did a lit tle dam age mat ter 
when we had come so far? My  brother stood close to her, a 
bag of   warped plas tic dom i noes in his back pack, and I sat on 
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crooked
 

the  crooked suit case, the sed i ments of  my  broken piggy bank 
set tling like  cookie  crumbs from a  cookie I never bit into with 
my  crooked teeth.
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pie drita

My uncle, my  mother’s young est  brother,
walks into the bed room where I am    pre tend ing to sleep. All day

I have been cry ing be cause my  mother is gone,
and the  weight of  my rel a tives com fort ing me has    worn me out. Lying down

with my eyes  closed is the only way    to be left alone.
When he  reaches down to feel my stom ach, I know

he is check ing to see       if  I am still alive.
We have al ready lost my  mother.
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one line long

biol ogy

my grand par ents loved to work with soil and  claimed 
for their ex clu sive use what ever small plot of  land we were 
en ti tled to in our  low-income hous ing in Cal i for nia.  Abuela 
grew	flow	ers,	veg	e	ta	bles,	and	herbs;		Abuelo,	trees.	By		spring,	
our tiny yard was clut tered with roses, mint and to mato 
	plants,	fig,	pa	paya,	and	lime	trees.

Ours was the only home with out a lawn to wan der on, 
and I  thought it was yet an other way to suf fo cate a teen ager, 
like the seven  o’clock cur few, the rule  against per sonal phone 
calls, the pol icy of  no vis i tors al lowed. I ac cepted my fate 
now that my  mother had died and my  father had re mar ried 
and moved away. Each week I be came more timid with 
sun	light.	And	while	every	thing	flour	ished	out	side,	I		stayed	
in doors, where the only  growth was the moss in the nar row 
cre vices  between the cin der blocks.

So it  pained me then that in high  school biol ogy I got this 
as sign ment: in sect col lect ing, iden tify ing the genus and spe cies 
of  each spec i men  caught.

“Will you help me?” I dared ask my grand par ents, they 
who ven tured out into the nat u ral world. With out a sec ond 
 thought, they  joined my  search.

I con tin ued to be  amazed: we  reached the  twenty-insect 
mini mum with out leav ing the gar den. The crea ture life—
ant, pill bug, bee, wasp, centi pede, black widow spi der—was 
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biology

as	abun	dant	as	the	flora.	We		crawled	among	them,	my	new	
guar dians and me, sift ing  through the rose bush, lift ing pots 
and shak ing trees, coax ing each lit tle won der into the big 
light.
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one line long

 wicked

 abuelo did his share of  dam age to our fam ily be fore he 
died, but noth ing as  twisted as what he did to the neigh bor, 
an eld erly man who kept tak ing  Abuelo’s park ing spot. I 
knew he was in for it when he an swered  Abuelo’s com plaint 
with a dis mis sive “You don’t own it. It be longs to  whoever 
parks	there	first!”

That night  Abuelo  slashed the old man’s tires. Since we 
lived in a  low-income hous ing pro ject, the  run-down car was 
 doomed to sit there, use less and aban doned. By the end of  
the week, the old man, a re tiree like  Abuelo,  walked every-
where, his eld erly wife in tow, both of  them haul ing gro cer ies 
on foot.

The old lady even tu ally col lapsed from who knows what. 
The am bu lance came to pick her up  though it never  brought 
her back. By this time the car had a warn ing  sticker on the 
wind shield—it would be towed by the end of  the week. 
	Abuelo,	flaunt	ing	his	own		wheels,	drove	in	and	out	of 	the	
pro jects with glee, pass ing the old man as he made his slow 
trek to the hos pi tal, which was, mer ci fully, not far from where 
we lived.

And then one day, com ing home from  school, I no ticed 
the old man had  pulled up his own chair to sit out side our 
apart ment. When I  walked up to open the door, he said in a 
dis oriented tone, “It’s all gone now.  Everything’s gone.”
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wicked

The  run-down car on  Abuelo’s park ing spot had van ished. 
A few days later so did the old man. When a dif fer ent eld erly 
 couple moved in next door, my body stiff ened if  I hap pened 
to look out the win dow as they drove past, look ing for a place 
to park.
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one line short

dream

for  months after my  mother’s death I had a re cur ring 
dream: that I was rid ing an aer ial tram as it  slowly de scended 
a moun tain. I  didn’t see my self  but I knew I was in side the 
metal gon dola sus pended on the  cables. Noth ing  tragic ever 
hap pened, but the feel ing of  weight less ness, of  stom ach 
quea si ness, woke me up  stunned and fright ened each time. 
At  twelve years old, I  didn’t ex pect the night mares.

I was not alone those  nights. Since we had moved in with 
my grand par ents, there were four of  us in that room now: 
my un mar ried uncle in the top bunk, my cou sin in the lower 
one, and my  brother and me shar ing a bed, half  of  which 
had to sit  length-wise into the  closet so that all our fur ni ture 
could	fit.	My		brother	and	I	took	turns	sleep	ing	on	the	side	
be neath the hang ing  clothes.

On the  nights I slept with the row of  gar ments graz ing 
my en tire body,  that’s when the bad  dreams came. Al ways 
the suf fo ca tion be fore sleep, al ways the anx iety of  fall ing as 
the aer ial tram  glided down.

And then one night, the quick re lief  of  wak ing up was 
not  enough. I de cided to cry out de lib er ately, hop ing that 
some one would rush over to my res cue. But no one moved or 
even whis pered from an other bed, It’s fine now; it was all a bad 
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dream

dream. My cou sin, my  brother, my uncle sim ply slept—or 
pre tended to sleep— through my girl ish epi sode.

I knew then that I had rea son to be  scared: if  any thing 
 should hap pen to the tram, help would be slow in com ing. 
Or never show up at all.

González, Rigoberto. Autobiography of My Hungers.
E-book, Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2013, https://doi.org/10.3368/UTFS7776.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



UWP: González: Autobiography of  My Hungers page37

37
 

pie drita

Why does he al ways come back to visit?
Each time my  father       leaves, it is like los ing him

all over again.         I just want him to stay
away.
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glove

my  father  bought me a  left-handed base ball glove, which 
made my hand look large and mas cu line, not the fem i nine, 
del i cate hand I had to re mem ber not to press  against my 
hips. As soon as I  slipped it on I knew I would be bored, and 
I made no ef fort to hide it as he stood a few yards away, yell ing 
out “Catch!” as if  I were made for this mean ing less task. The 
base	ball		flipped	over	my		gloved	hand	each	time,	my	wrist	a	
hinge.

I could see the frus tra tion in my  father’s eyes as my cou sins 
stood  around to watch, my un cles judg ing from a dis tance. It 
would	be	yet	an	other	ath	letic	fail	ure.	His	first:	the	box	ing	
ca reer that  didn’t work out. And I, his old est, noth ing of  a jock 
in my baby fat, my soft voice, my gen tle na ture. I col lected 
 stamps and books. I held my girl  cousin’s hair pins while she 
tight ened her  braids.

My mind wan dered, and I  changed the ball into an egg, 
the red mem branes glow ing  through. A sea shell hold ing its 
salty  breath. An av o cado pit  turned  bone-white in the  desert 
sun. Or maybe, just maybe, it was John  Steinbeck’s pearl. I 
saw	all	of 	these	won	ders	fly	ing	to	ward	me,	but	not	the	base-
ball it self. The base ball, full of  manly rage, came charg ing at 
my chest, strik ing my ster num with a thud that  yanked me 
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glove
 

out of  day dream and into the ter rible world of  dis ap pointed 
 fathers and un cles who will ingly ex changed their spec ta tor 
sport from catch to  knock-him-down.
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migra

“why don’t one of  you join the bor der  patrol when you 
grow up?” my  father sug gested one time as we were inch ing 
our way to ward the inter na tional bor der by car. We had 
spent all week vis it ing our cou sins who, after all the trou ble 
of 	get	ting	their	green	cards,	fled	most	of 	the	year	back	to	
Méx ico. This made my aunt fu ri ous be cause she had spent 
count less days stand ing in long, in suf fer able lines in side 
build	ings	that	am	plified	every	heel	that		knocked	on	the	tile.	
“I can still hear the  echoes at night,” she would claim.

“What for?” my  brother said. “The job looks bor ing.”
In deed, all those years of  cross ing back and forth had 

given us noth ing mem or able. It was al ways the same ques-
tions, the same re plies, the same look of  dis inter est from the 
man	(or	woman)	in	the		migra-green	out	fit.

“It might make  things  easier,” my  father said.
I  thought he was being funny, since we knew  plenty of  

peo ple who had lived in fear of  get ting  caught by im mi gra-
tion, our  mother in cluded. Many of  our other rel a tives had 
been de ported more than once. We de spised la migra, just like 
 Americans de spise the IRS—be cause they were an in con-
ven	ience.	But	the		most-hated	bor	der		patrol	of	fi	cers	were	the	
Mex i cans. Such trai tors. Why would we want to join that 
group?
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migra
 

When	we	fi	nally		reached	the	in	spec	tion	gate,	my		father	
	flashed	his	green	card;	my		brother	and	I	held	up	our		Amer	ican	
birth	cer	tifi		cates.	The	guard,	a	Mex	i	can,		barked	at	my		father,	
“How long were you in Méx ico? What are you bring ing 
back?”

And then, so un like who he  really was, my  father stut tered 
his reply, his body twitch ing in the seat dur ing this sin gle 
mo ment of  pow er less ness.
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un set tled in de pen dence
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in vis ible

fresh	man	year	of 	col	lege	I	lived	on	the	third	floor	of 	the	
dorms, and  though there was an el e va tor, it was al ways 
	quicker	to		sprint	up	the		flights	of 		stairs.	The	only	time	the	
el e va tor was use ful was when I  hauled my laun dry to the 
base ment. Every other week that was my rou tine, the trip so 
fa mil iar I  counted my  breaths to it. That was how I knew 
I had de scended too far, that the el e va tor had plum meted 
past the base ment, which I never knew was pos sible. The 
small light went out and I was stuck there, in the  near-dark, 
dirty  clothes in my arms, a hand ful of  quar ters heavy in my 
 pocket.

I  pressed the emer gency but ton and noth ing hap pened. 
I  pressed every other but ton re peat edly, re fus ing to let this 
small space get  smaller still by hav ing panic set in. I even 
gig gled at my bad luck, im a gin ing the story I’d tell later at 
the caf e te ria while my dorm mates  aligned the  orange trays 
of 	food	on	the	ta	bles.	It	would	fi	nally	be my  chance to say 
some thing inter est ing since all this time I had noth ing much 
to con trib ute to the daily dose of  jokes, anec dotes, com plaints, 
and	witty	ob	ser	va	tions	flung	from	one	side	to	the	other.	All	
this time I had been the lis tener, add ing the sound of  my 
laugh to the  all-consuming din. I had yet to com mand at ten-
tion, yet to be vis ible.
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invisible

Then the ter rible  thought: What if  no one no ticed I was 
miss ing? It would be busi ness as usual in the caf e te ria, with 
sil ver ware clang ing and  drinks spill ing with out me be cause I 
was	the	most	in	sig	nifi		cant	of 	wit	nesses.	And	all	the	while	me	
in	side	that	cof	fin,	bur	ied	in	an	un	marked	grave,	weep	ing	at	
the mem ory of  them.

González, Rigoberto. Autobiography of My Hungers.
E-book, Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2013, https://doi.org/10.3368/UTFS7776.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



UWP: González: Autobiography of  My Hungers page47

47
 

pie drita

Li brary light ing at mid night  stings my eyes,
but I can’t       stop      read ing.

This is my new est crav ing     and I can feed it.
 Word-fat books,  mag a zines  aplenty,     poetry

that for tifies the lin ing of  my brain.
It’s all dis cov er ies like the fe male body,    like

the ex otic kitch ens I’m vis it ing for the very first time—
 sticky rice, duck sauce, curry.
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 tongue

my only girl friend in col lege is a Chi nese im mi grant and 
when we  tossed  around in bed I told her we were all beans 
and rice, my Span ish sea son ing her Man darin. She would 
roll her eyes and kiss me. She said there was no need for a 
con dom at the peak of  her pe riod and my semen mixed with 
her blood and we never made a baby,  though my  father  wanted 
me to bring one home one day. But every sin gle  sweaty ef fort 
got	wiped	off 	our	bod	ies	and		flushed	down	the	toi	let.

“Will you marry me?” I asked her more than once, 
im a gin ing my  family’s joy at bring ing a girl to them. Not a 
 blonde and not  American, not  really, but a  pretty,  fair-skinned 
girl, none the less, just like my dear de parted  mother. Every 
time she an swered my pro po sal with an em phatic “no.”

“Is	it	our	fam	i	lies?”	I	fi	nally	said	in	ex	as	per	a	tion.	“Is	it	
be cause you can’t speak with mine and I can’t speak with 
yours?”

My girl friend  laughed. “You know why,” she said, coyly.
I did know. It  wasn’t the  tongues we had but the  tongues 

we  wanted. She  needed a man’s. And so did I.
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one line short

in som nia

at	first	it	took	only	two	pills	to	knock	me	out.	Weeks	later,	
I	dou	bled	the	dose,	 	though	I		quickly		rounded	that	fig	ure	
to	five.	These	were	my	grad	u	ate		school	days	in	Cal	i	for	nia,	
 though it  wasn’t the dead lines or the heavy read ing that kept 
me awake; it was  Abuela’s phone call: the fam ily was mov ing 
back to Méx ico.  Twelve years after our mi gra tion north, the 
 González clan had de cided to re turn. And once they left I’d 
be alone in this coun try, a se vered limb twitch ing.

I told her that I was not going back with them, that I 
	wanted	to	fin	ish	my		master’s	de	gree.	Six pills, seven. I told her 
that I’d be okay, at  twenty-two years of  age; I was a  grown-up 
now,	fi	nan	cially	in	de	pen	dent.	Eight pills. Nine.

I  didn’t tell her, how ever, that I was  afraid of  my hun gry 
gay body.

I was  afraid of  the light in the morn ings, and the birds 
chirp ing from the  branches of  the tree out side my win dow. I 
was		afraid	of 	the	door,	al	ways	in	sist	ing	I	fill	its	empty	belly	
with the  swoosh of  my pass ing  through. At night, how I en vied 
those lit tle white pills, never slid ing down my  throat alone. 
They were like my fam ily, act ing as a clus ter, in vad ing any 
room they en tered. To eat and sleep and dream to gether 
of fered such com fort able  safety. And then there was me, the 
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insomnia

er rant  charge, the stray, the boy who got lost in the woods 
and who had to sur vive by adapt ing to his iso lated hab i tat. 
Do like the squir rels and the chip munks, he told him self, and  gather 
the  acorns. It’s going to be a long win ter.
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note ii

an inked good bye.
It was not the first time I had writ ten a sui cide note, 

 though I was cer tain that some one else  besides me was going 
to read this one. I had grown so thin that I van ished be neath 
the	cov	ers.	Once,	a		one-night	stand	was	sur	prised	to	find	me	
there when he  pulled the blan kets in order to make the bed. 
“You’re sick,” he said, and I  didn’t know what he was re fer ring 
to. Had I in deed be come in fected with HIV? Or was I de ter-
mined to  starve my self  into noth ing be cause I was con vinced 
no body could love me?

I  walked bare foot up and down the  streets at two in the 
morn	ing	and		stayed	up	until	five,	writ	ing	poems	about	dying.	
Life was  lonely and ex haust ing, I had con cluded, and I was 
ready to leave it all be hind, the way my  mother had.

Two days later the note was still sit ting on my desk, just 
an other badly writ ten draft of  some thing I had no in ten tion 
to com plete. Two  nights be fore I had cut my right wrist and 
had in tended to bleed to death. But I awoke with my  crusty 
hand stuck to my face. The smell was me tal lic. I  tasted like a 
penny.

“You don’t know what you are worth,” the woman at the 
cri sis cen ter told me.

“But I do,” I re plied.
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night shift

to sup ple ment my in come while going to  school, I took a 
po si tion as a res i dence coun se lor at a group home for de vel op-
men tally dis abled  adults. Since I was new I was given the 
grave yard shift, work ing from 11:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m., and all 
I had to do be fore I left was feed the res i dents break fast and 
start dis pens ing pills. Oth er wise the job was low main te nance. 
Most of  them,  knocked out on med i ca tion, slept all night. I 
slept a few hours at a time,  slumped over the dis pen sary desk, 
play ing music at low vol ume. I had taken up smok ing be cause 
every one  around me  smoked, and I sat on the back porch 
in front of  a  bucket all the other coun se lors also used as an 
ash tray.

One night, crav ing com pany, I ven tured to have a smoke 
on the front porch, where a few night owls sat past mid night. 
No	one	even		flinched	when	I	took	my	place	among	them.	We	
all  puffed away in si lence, four weary bod ies breath ing in 
each  other’s stale air.

 Around one in the morn ing, a man  walked by and  stopped 
in front of  the porch. “Good eve ning,” he  called out. “Isn’t it 
past your bed time?  Shouldn’t you all be in side?”

No one an swered.
Frus trated, the man then asked, “Is your coun se lor 

 around? Can I talk to him?”
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night shift
 

After a few sec onds of  si lence, one of  the res i dents re plied, 
“No one here but us cra zies.” The rest of  us  laughed. When 
the man  stormed off, shak ing his head, we  laughed  harder 
still as the cig ar ette box was  passed  around, and I  couldn’t 
re mem ber if  it be longed to one of  the res i dents or if  it was 
mine.
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xóchitl

she was my cat, a stray cal ico that gave birth on my bed 
on the night I took her in. I gave the four kit tens away as 
soon as they  stopped their suck ling, my poor  Xóchitl  nearly 
 sucked dry. She  didn’t look for them once they were gone, 
and I knew she was my kind, un sen ti men tal about mov ing 
on. To en sure that she  didn’t go  through the or deal again, 
I had her  spayed. OVH—an ov a ri o hys te rec tomy—the 
hu mane am pu ta tion of  her re pro duc tive  system. She  didn’t 
seem to no tice a dif fer ence and went about her day, lick ing 
her  shaved belly until the  stitches got ab sorbed by her fat. 
The scar, if  there was to be one, would re main hid den when 
her fur grew back.

I en vied her then, keep ing her wound in vis ible. I would 
al ways be more ex plicit: my scar shiny on the fore head, my 
trem bling lip when the phone rang and my  boyfriend’s lit tle 
voice in side  screwed two words into my brain: It’s over.

Once I left my cat for a week, and so did the neg li gent  cat- 
sitter, and  Xóchitl never for gave me for her de hy dra tion, for 
let ting the lit ter box grow into a mound of  lumpy shit. And 
once I  fainted in the liv ing room—an epi sode of  hypo gly-
ce mia be cause, alone in this coun try, I had very lit tle money 
to feed my self.  Xóchitl stood over my face and  waited, I was 
sure of  it, for me to die so that she could eat me. I  reached 
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xóchitl
 

over to make her purr into my hands and this com forted me. 
I		dragged	my	self 	off 	the	floor.	I		didn’t	want	to	fault	her	for	
her in stinct to sur vive. The  thought of  eat ing my com pan ion 
had  crossed my mind as well.
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pie drita

I lost my ap pe tite
after my  father died.

All these years later,            noth ing  tastes the same.
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voice

my  father’s voice now slept in a box, in a re cord ing I 
made as a joke the time I vis ited him on the bor der. My step-
mother was in on it and  baited him to say silly  things,  though 
silly  things were what my  father liked to say when he stood 
over a ditch, look ing for toads on a  mosquito-infested after-
noon. I was  slightly jeal ous of  my half  sis ter, who had asked 
for this un usual pet. I had seen my  father play soc cer  goalie 
to her pen alty kicks all day and I  thought how un fair it was 
that she got to have the  beaten-down  father, the  father too 
tired to stray or say no.

I  haven’t been able to lis ten to the re cord ing since his 
death, and so his voice re mains  locked in a mini ature cas sette, 
much like his ashes re mained in a small  wooden box until the 
time came to toss the dust into that same ditch. I  didn’t want 
to hear my  father’s voice. What I  wanted to re cover in stead 
was the image of  my  father as eve ning fell. How his body 
 slowly dark ened. How I loved him then, fad ing away from 
all of  us stand ing  around that time—his sec ond wife, his 
daugh ter, the neigh bors—and not only from me.
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rep ri mand

dead now for  decades, my  mother. Yet I had been care ful 
to pre serve cer tain cer e mo nies in her honor: can dles on her 
birth date (March 21), can dles on her death date (Sep tem ber 
12),	can	dles	on	Mex	i	can		Mother’s	Day	(May	10),	and	flow	ers	
for her grave when I vis ited  Michoacán, where she’s bur ied. 
Each time I came back, my  brother asked me,  though he 
knew	the	an	swer,	“Did	you	take	flow	ers	to	our	mom?”

Since he had not re turned to  Michoacán, my  brother 
 didn’t know how much the town had  changed, and, de spite 
the air of  per ma nence, so had the ce me tery. Every day peo ple 
died, and so com plete strang ers trans formed the fa mil iar 
land scape of  the grave yard. It was not so easy any more to 
say, To get to my  mother’s grave, walk up the left path, and two rows 
after the well, turn left. It’s the tomb with the blue tiles.

The last time I tried to fol low my own di rec tions, I 
be came dis oriented: the left path was dis rupted by an other 
grave, there was now a sec ond well, an other tomb was also 
cov ered with blue tile. When I told my  brother this, he grew 
fu ri ous.

“How could you for get where she’s bur ied?” he de manded. 
“How could you let her get lost like that?”

My mouth  dropped, but I  didn’t re spond. I  didn’t want 
to get in the way of  my  brother ad mon ish ing him self.
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mar tini

dirty Ab so lut. Up. With  olives. It was an other way for me 
to feel so phis ti cated, a cit i zen un apol o getic of  his bour geois 
 tastes.  Though in the back of  my mind I knew that I would 
lose con trol by the sec ond round and I would be no dif fer ent 
than my  father sit ting in front of  a  twenty-four-pack of  beer, 
the car ton torn open and star ing out with its gap ing wound 
as can after can was  pulled out, con sumed. My  father  walked 
 around shirt less, proud of  his beer belly, his face swol len, 
shiny as a blis ter.

The more he drank, the more his hand some face 
dis ap peared. And I pit ied him —  widower, farm worker, 
drunk. How dif fer ent I felt—col lege stu dent,  writer, so cial 
 drinker—toast ing my suc cesses in the  trendy city  lounges 
where the cul tured con verged, all of  us de ceiv ing our selves 
with ac com plish ment that we  claimed mat tered be yond our 
in su lar cir cles.

My ed u cated  friends, I con cluded as I stum bled into a 
cab	to	flirt	with	the		driver,	must	have		learned	from	their	
 fathers as well. I im a gined each of  them ob serv ing  quietly in 
the yards of  their child hoods, as the men joked and  slurred 
and spat and con grat u lated them selves for how far they had 
come, for what bet ter lives they had in Amer ica. Who could 
for get the  beauty of  a can of  beer chang ing color as the day 
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martini

col lapsed into the si lence that grew  deeper and  longer? Who 
could blame us for our com mu nity of  en ablers, the  blessed 
peo ple who kept us from plum met ing into the lone li ness and 
de spair of  our anon y mous every day  selves?
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in  search of  par a dise
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sta tion

the Mex i can bus sta tion bub bled with ac tiv ity. Sit ting 
down of fered no res pite be cause of  the con stant anx iety of  
noise that  swarmed  through the halls and pol luted the air 
above the wait ing rooms.  That’s where I found my self  in 
 Michoacán one sum mer,  Abuela sit ting next to me, her legs 
 locked  around her vinyl shop ping bag as we  waited for our 
bus to Za capu. We had just re turned from Mex ico City, 
where my cou sin  helped me carry  Abuela on and off  the 
metro	es	ca	la	tors,	which	ter	rified	her.	The	bag	fol	lowed	us	
every where—to  church, to the bak ery, to the mar ket, when, 
to our em bar rass ment,  Abuela held her  six-pack of  beer 
in side her  see-through bag, show ing off  her pur chase all the 
way home.

When the gate was an nounced,  Abuela in sisted we stand 
first	in	line	to	se	cure	our	seats	on	the	bus.	And	since	we	were	
early, she said, “I’ll be right back. I need to use the rest room. 
Stand right here and don’t move the bag.”

Ten	min	utes		passed,	then	fif	teen,	then		thirty.	The	line	
grew, the bus ar rived, and  Abuela had not come back. Dis-
com bob u lated, I left the bag and went look ing for her, ask ing 
a woman walk ing into the  ladies’ room to check for my 
grand mother. Noth ing. Be hind me, the peo ple in line  walked 
over  Abuela’s bag to climb on the bus. The bag sat there 
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station

look ing vul gar, mock ing me with its  stained Tup per ware, un-
fin	ished	nee	dle	point,	and		Abuela’s		soiled	cloth	ing,	in	clud	ing	
her under gar ments.

And then I saw a frail old woman look ing con fused, 
stand ing on a dif fer ent line. Heavy tears ran down her  cheeks, 
and when I got close  enough I heard her wail, “Some body stole 
my bag! Some body stole my bag!”
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pie drita

“You are just a tour ist here,” my  brother says when I visit him
 across the bor der.     Not even the edge

of  the coun try is my be loved       Méx ico—
I hun ger for the mem ory

of  what used to be,    but that means
that I’m the ghost here,   haunt ing the  shadow,

in hab it ing the after im age of  an un peo pled eden.
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kill

my		brother’s	white	rab	bit	ran	free,	its	puls	ing	body		fickle	
and er ratic as it scur ried in the back yard while my  brother 
mixed	ce	ment.	I	stood	next	to	the	Great	Dane,	shoo	ing	flies	
off  its face, won der ing why the dog let the pests have their 
way.

An i mals had al ways been my  brother’s weak ness. He took 
my  Xóchitl be cause he knew I  wasn’t kind to it the way peo ple 
 should be—never leav ing pets alone for  longer than a day, 
never throw ing a shoe at them when ar riv ing home with heat 
rash.

“Are you going to eat it?” I asked, point ing at the rab bit. 
He  paused his shov el ing and wiped the sweat off  his brow. 
“Nah,”	he	said.	“It’s	fine	the	way	it	is.”

And in the in stant that we ze roed in on the topic, the 
rab bit  hopped in front of  the dog, which re acted im me di ately 
and  locked its jaw  around the white fur. The  rabbit’s red eyes 
faded away.

I		laughed,	find	ing	humor	in	the		rabbit’s	re	ver	sal	of 	for	tune.	
Just as I had im a gined it as food, it be comes it! I  wanted to 
share this mo ment of  lev ity with my  brother, but I no ticed 
his tears as he went over to pull the slab of  skin away from 
the dog. He  tapped the Great  Dane’s head in rep ri mand and 
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kill
 

then re turned to his task. “I don’t want the ce ment to dry,” 
he de clared, his back to me as he  plunged the  shovel into the 
gray slush.
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one line short

out cast

as a home sick im mi grant, I  longed to mix in with 
my peo ple when ever I re turned to Méx ico. Once I was in 
Taxco, in the state of  Guer rero,  though my fam ily was from 
 Michoacán, so I made do on this visit as an inter preter at a 
 writers’ con fer ence. My pri vate time was only in the even ings, 
while the grin gos were hav ing din ner, so cial iz ing with each 
other and not speak ing to the cit i zens of  Taxco  through me.

At din ner time I sat at the town  square near the  church 
and  soaked up the eve ning en ergy—chil dren run ning, music 
blar ing, ven dors dis play ing their wares. It was Se mana Santa, 
a week of  daily fes ti vals, and to night was the cer e mony of  
the  virgin’s pil grim age. A  statue  dressed in silk was  brought 
out of  the  church on a plat form car ried by four young women. 
They  walked at the cen ter of  a pro ces sion  through the  square, 
out of  the town, the fol low ers il lu mi nat ing the way with large 
can dles.

I  joined them, pre tend ing I was one of  them, a faith ful, a 
Taxco na tive. We  walked down the moun tain side,  through 
the dark dirt road that led to a  nearby vil lage. A  chapel bell 
rang, the vir gin was de pos ited in side the  church, and then 
every one sim ply blew out their can dles and went home. This 
was their vil lage.
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outcast
 

It was not em bar rass ment I felt as I stum bled un cer tainly 
in  search of  Taxco in the pitch dark, or even fear after I lost 
my way and wan dered the dirt roads for an other hour or so. 
When	I	fi	nally		caught	sight	of 	a	street	light	on	the	main	road	
I did not feel re lief; I felt cast out of  every par a dise.
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eye

i lost my eye sight in Oax aca for three days. A type of  cyst 
on	the	eye	lid	I	had	been	ig	nor	ing	for		months	fi	nally		caught	
up with me, and so I had emer gency sur gery just hours after 
ar riv ing by plane. The nec es sary blind fold after the re moval 
of  the cyst added to the in jury—I’d be un able to de vour the 
Oax a can  sights I had heard about for  decades— though my 
sense of  smell re mained in tact and I could ap pre ciate the 
 spices even if  I  couldn’t see the ar tistry of  the ar range ment 
on the plate.

The tex tures made more mys ter i ous the bites of  food 
in	my	mouth	but	the	fla	vors	were	diz	zy	ing	and	I	re	al	ized	
then that the most im por tant part had been taken away: that 
im me di ate pleas ure of  watch ing the meal being  served. That 
in itial ex cite ment was very  animal-like. Cats and dogs, goats 
and pigs: all re sponded with the same in stinc tual bliss at the 
im pend ing mo ment of  over com ing their hun ger.

All I had was the sound of  the  loaded plate strik ing the 
sur face of  the table, the scent of  the  server’s per fume, and 
some times the sub tle hint of  a tem per a ture  change on my face. 
I had been  robbed of  rec og niz ing por tion, of  know ing ahead 
of 	time		whether	I’d	go	to	bed	with	a	satis	fied	belly,	or		whether	
I’d have to reach into the hotel  drawer in the mid dle of  the 
night for the gra nola bars I left sit ting on top of  the Bible.
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kite

she chose Méx ico, she said, be cause she  didn’t feel ugly 
here,	not	like	in	the		United		States,	she,	a	Per	sian	girl	flee	ing	
the  Iran-Iraq War with her fam ily. We met in col lege in Cal i-
for	nia,	and	after	she	grad	u	ated	she	flew	south,	per	fect	ing	her	
Span ish, teach ing belly danc ing to na tives and tour ists alike. 
When ever I vis ited the home land I  stayed with her and we 
ex plored the sites—Cuer na vaca, Dis trito Fed eral, Tex coco. 
And that day, on a whim, we  climbed on a bus sim ply be cause 
we liked the name of  its des ti na tion: Pap a lote.

The town named Kite was an empty town, with a town 
 square with bored  street ven dors, but the build ings  looked 
mod ern and new as if  the ce ment of  their walls had just hard-
ened. In the town of  Kite there stood a beau ti ful  church with 
a col or ful dis play ex plain ing the his tory of  the  piñata—the 
Ital ian  seven-pointed star that sym bol ized the shat ter ing of  
the seven  deadly sins.

We sat on a bench, wait ing for the next bus back to the 
city. We gave the pea nut ven dor our busi ness and chat ted 
be neath a fes tive  string of  papel pi cado over our heads. “How 
I miss my coun try,” my  friend de clared. “How I miss mine,” 
I re plied.

Sud denly a small pa rade came  through: six chil dren 
 dressed in cos tume, blar ing trum pets as they  danced  around 
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kite

the  square. And so it was ap pro pri ate, our pres ence there in a 
town empty of  most of  its peo ple, many of  them work ing in 
the North and send ing money back to beau tify Pap a lote 
be cause they were all ex pect ing to re turn from exile. The 
trail of  music guid ing the way dis ap peared like smoke.

González, Rigoberto. Autobiography of My Hungers.
E-book, Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2013, https://doi.org/10.3368/UTFS7776.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



UWP: González: Autobiography of  My Hungers page73

73
 

one line short

clown

on a visit to  Coyoacán, I took a  stroll  through the plaza 
and came upon a crowd gath ered  around a  street clown. 
Any thing he did pro voked a com mu nal laugh ter — fake 
fall ing, scratch ing his head, drib bling water on his red clown 
shirt. I would have moved on  quickly, un im pressed by the 
	performer’s		antics,	per	haps	even	em	bar	rassed	by	the	de	fi-
ciency of  his dress, by the pov erty of  the au di ence that  didn’t 
have to pay ad mis sion to see this clown in his home made 
sus pend ers, a  painted nose in stead of  a man u fac tured one, 
and a pair of  old work boots, not the reg u la tion over sized 
 squeaky clown shoes. I would have gone about my after noon, 
pur chas ing trin kets to take back with me to the  United  States, 
to dec o rate my wall with the col or ful folk art of  Méx ico. But 
then, from the kiosk, a lit tle girl  leaned over the rail ing, 
point ing and gush ing and bounc ing with her hands over her 
 cheeks, so tick led by the un ex pected gift of  a clown out side a 
cir cus.

I re mem bered my self  in that child,  pleased by the 
sim plic ity of  sur prise: the  ice-cream ven dor ring ing his bell 
 around the cor ner, warm sweet bread fresh from the bak ery, 
the	ca	nary	es	caped	from	its	cage	and	flut	ter	ing		around	the	
liv ing room.
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clown

How un de sir able to grow up and move away when all 
the won der ful  things are  within reach: the candy dish, the 
tele vi sion,  mother and  father.

The  losses, the heart breaks, the hun gers—all the dark 
days have yet to come. Until then, the lit tle girl will stand on 
her toes in the kiosk as if  that will lift her voice above all 
oth ers as she yells to the clown, “Be hind you! It’s be hind 
you!” when he asks in his  high-pitch voice, “Where did my 
lit tle hat go?”
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pie drita

Spain, Bra zil, Scot land, Costa Rica, Swit zer land
but I al ways come back to the first word— chúscuta—

im a gine  Abuela meet ing Goya at the Prado,
stroll ing along the banks of   Genève,     rid ing to the is land of  It a par ica

by boat but long ing for  Pátzcuaro,      Na huat zen,
a piece of  goat  cheese in her hand re mind ing her of  home.
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 tether

the ocean along the coast of  Bra zil was de cep tively calm. 
And since it was clear and still as a swim ming pool I de cided 
to swim laps, mov ing back and forth in the warm water. The 
ex er cise was so ef fort less, so  smooth, that when I  lifted my 
head from the sur face again I dis cov ered that all that time I 
had	been	float	ing	away.	I	was	lost	in	the	open	sea.

Sud denly the sky dark ened. Sud denly the ocean grew 
 opaque, and when I swal lowed a mouth ful of  water in my 
im me di ate panic it felt as if  I had in haled mud.

Death by drown ing, I im a gined, was going to hurt. I saw 
my	body	fill	ing	up	with	water	and	swell	ing	up	like	a		weather	
bal loon, ex cept that in stead of  a buoy my body would  harden 
into	lead	and	sink	to	the	ocean	floor.

I sur ren dered to my fate, let ting the tide carry me off  
like	lit	ter,	the		drowned	rat	in	the	sew	age	pipe		flushed	out.	
And in that still ness was the laugh ter of  chil dren play ing on 
the beach. How they had chuck led at my swim ming  trunks, 
baggy and bulky. How they had  stayed close to their  mother, 
a large and beau ti ful woman in pink, like a ma jes tic crea ture 
of  the sea. How I had en vied that  safety, my self  moth er less 
for  decades, roam ing the earth un watched and un seen.

Or so I  thought, until the mir a cle. Some how I  drifted like 
wood back to the shore. When my toes  touched the sand I 

González, Rigoberto. Autobiography of My Hungers.
E-book, Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2013, https://doi.org/10.3368/UTFS7776.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



UWP: González: Autobiography of  My Hungers page77

77
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began to cry, re turn ing to the ocean the salt that I had 
swal lowed. I  wasn’t sure which  mother had taken me in: my 
own, the one in pink, or  Yemanjá, the great god dess of  the 
ocean. Or maybe all three were one and the same.
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papi

an other June of  father less ness, child less ness, while the 
word,   father,		floated		through	the	air	like	pol	len,	the	fe	cun	dity	
of  it birth ing mem o ries of  Apá, Papi, for giv able and for given 
on his one spe cial day. But on the other 364 he re mained that 
 shadow of  a man, after im age, ring of  con den sa tion on the 
coun ter that  slowly van ished. Even  through my thir ties and 
into my for ties I still felt like the boy he aban doned at thir teen. 
I at tended bap tisms and baby show ers, skep ti cal of  my 
 friends who said  they’d love their new borns for ever. I knew 
bet	ter:	Every	child	be	came	dif	fi	cult	to	love	or	love	back.

“You were born so small, and hairy, and ugly,” my  father 
once told me, “that I felt sorry for you. And now you look too 
hand some to be from this fam ily.”

We were driv ing to the Mex i can bor der, he to re turn to 
his sec ond wife, who was preg nant again, me on a visit from 
col lege to see my  brother, who was still child less after two years 
of  mar riage.

He no  longer asked me about being sin gle, or about hav ing 
chil dren. I was no  longer part of  the world he and my  brother 
in hab ited. I was a cit i zen of  the un at tached, the peo ple who 
left no foot prints after they died.

“I’m  scared for your  brother,” my  father con fessed. “I 
don’t under stand  what’s tak ing so long. I want him to know 
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the hap pi ness of  being a  father.  There’s noth ing more beau ti-
ful in this life than hav ing a son.”

And I  thought, not just yet, be loved  brother. Don’t rush 
into the mis ery of  be com ing the dis ap point ing par ent of  the 
dis ap point ing child.

González, Rigoberto. Autobiography of My Hungers.
E-book, Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2013, https://doi.org/10.3368/UTFS7776.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



UWP: González: Autobiography of  My Hungers page80

 

80

go diva

i was stand ing on the side of  the road in Bon ny rigg, 
Scot land, wait ing for the  double-decker bus  headed to 
Edin burgh, when I heard the  clop-clop of  a horse. On the 
horse was a beau ti ful young woman with long,  golden hair, 
and I  thought, how  Godiva-like she was in her beige rid ing 
out	fit.

When I  stepped back to give her space she gig gled and 
said, “Would you like a lift?”

I  couldn’t re sist,  though when my  crotch  pressed  against 
her but tocks I  couldn’t con trol an erec tion. Maybe it was the 
 rhythm of  the horse, the mem ory of  the bed danc ing with 
the  weight of  two bod ies col lid ing. Maybe it was the heat of  
the rub bing—body to body to an i mal body. We cast a sin gle 
 shadow on the  ground and I  wanted our bones to meld that 
way so that I’d have di rec tion, al ways, and al ways a mode of  
trans por ta tion.

But Lady Go diva  dropped me off  at the next bus stop, 
where I crum bled like a dis carded cape—the bat I found 
in my room the night be fore  wedged to the cre vice on the 
fire	place	until	the	clean	ing	lady	pried	it	out	with	the	poker.
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Back in Pu ré pe cha coun try,       pre tend ing I like girls.
The  neighbor’s daugh ter has her eye on me.         Bored, I ac cept

her in vi ta tion to Ja nit zio—        is land
in the cen ter of   Pátzcuaro lake, where women        court the men

with cha rales.        She feeds me  salted fish
and I’ll re mem ber that taste           when, a few days later,

I take her  brother’s penis
in my mouth.
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body crav ings
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one line short

love

on	the	first	night	we	made	love,	we		slipped	into	each	
	other’s	arms	on	the	liv	ing	room	floor.	The	ges	ture	was	im	pul-
sive, and after a few awk ward bumps  against the couch, the 
book shelf, the wall, we  squeezed our mus cles to gether until 
we were a pile of  sand bags, air tight and thick with pres sure. 
Only our moans could  squeak  through.

“I’m so glad you found me,” he said,  though I meant to 
say it be fore him—de clare him my sav ior and ex cuse my self  
from the bur den of  mak ing the re la tion ship work. But it was 
his apart ment, so it was his task to guide me, even tu ally, to his 
bed.

“Is it too soon to say I love you?” he asked. And I said, 
“Maybe,”		though	I	was		pleased	he	said	it	first,	hold	ing	on	to	
the order of   things for fu ture ref er ence: It was you who said it. It 
was you who asked me to move in with you.

He  didn’t turn on the  lights, and I fol lowed  blindly, until 
we  reached the en trance to the bed room. The bed  opened 
up like a life boat, a pair of  pil lows for life pre serv ers.

“Come,” he said. He held my hand, and then the rest of  
me.

In the after glow I was  struck breath less by  thoughts of  the 
 months ahead: reach ing for him be fore he  reached for me 
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love

be neath the  sheets at bed time, wak ing up next to the man 
who might bring me break fast in bed if  I  didn’t get up be fore 
him to make the cof fee and scram ble the eggs. And if  the 
wa ters got rough, I could al ways beat him to the exit.
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one line short

empty

a year after mov ing to New York City, I was still in cred ibly 
 lonely,  though I had just moved in with my boy friend, an other 
 writer. He  worked long hours, and I, just out of  grad u ate 
 school and still un em ployed,  stayed home to read and write. 
We held hands dur ing din ner each night, and af ter ward I 
va cated the apart ment to ex plore the city while he did his own 
read ing and writ ing alone. By the time I came back home, 
he was al ready  asleep, and I  crawled under the  sheets, try ing 
not to touch him, know ing that two peo ple whose paths 
 rarely  crossed would even tu ally miss each other com pletely.

I was walk ing alone one after noon, anon y mous and 
si lent  through the bus tling city  streets, stim u lated by the speed 
of 	other	bod	ies.	I	cut		through	the	traf	fic	and	sat	on	a	bench	
at Cen tral Park. This is how I met him, the  widower, the 
busi ness man from Thai land.

We met every night that week, the  length of  his stay. We 
 talked and  laughed and kept each other com pany. Once we 
went to the mo vies. And twice we  shared a meal and a bot tle 
of  wine. Each time at the con clu sion of  our date we sim ply 
shook hands.

On	our	final		good-bye,	he	cried	be	cause	he	was	re	turn	ing	
to his coun try, a land full of  mem o ries of  his dead wife. I 
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empty

 kissed his cheek and told him with a shaky voice that I under-
stood. I knew what it was like to enter un in hab ited rooms, to 
long for a lover and lie down with a ghost.
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pie drita

Pur ple el e phants on Lex ing ton Av e nue. I keep walk ing
to ward them and ex pect them to van ish.

They don’t.      I want to climb them
and lum ber off  the edge of  Man hat tan. I want to re turn

to my coun try or  theirs.   The keen ing—
is it me, turn ing the key to my  lover’s door?

Is it them,  trapped in the seams with a mil lion
Sty ro foam tears?
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 sketch

i no ticed the guy sketch ing even be fore I sat down, but it 
was not a stra te gic de ci sion at all. When I have a  choice I sit 
fac ing the eye candy, and this guy was not even close to hand-
some. But it was the only avail able chair in the cof fee shop, so 
I ended up fac ing the  sketcher, who kept to his task through-
out my stay. I  sipped my cap puc cino, read a few chap ters of  
a novel, scrib bled in my note book—the usual New York 
City java house pas times that al lowed me to tune out the 
sur round ing noise.

And then I got the “feel ing.” It was that in tui tive feel ing 
that some one was look ing at me, check ing me out. I  looked 
up and the  sketcher  looked down at his draw ing. I  looked 
away. That feel ing again. I  looked up, and once again the 
 sketcher  looked down. Yes, the  sketcher was check ing me 
out,	which		didn’t	flat	ter	me,	he	so	plain	and	un	at	trac	tive.

I  looked down again. From the cor ner of  my eye I saw 
him look up. He was using me as a model. I be came un easy, 
 self-conscious about what un flat ter ing ver sion of  me the 
char coal  brought out. So I left soon after, mak ing be lieve I 
had	my	fill	of 	the	cof	fee	house	vibe.	I	went	about	my	day,	
ex pect ing never to see him again.

The fol low ing week I saw the  sketcher, his  sketches on 
dis play along the wall near the Union  Square sub way. And 
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sketch
 

sure  enough there I was, on sale for $5. I stood in front of  it, 
ex pect ing to be rec og nized, but no one did. In fact, I  hardly 
rec og nized my self, look ing so for lorn as if  I were the for got ten 
mug, its smell of  cof fee going faint, its ce ramic body grow ing 
cold, its han dle long ing for touch.
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one line long

rain

one eve ning I got  caught in a leg en dary Man hat tan 
mon soon, and I be moaned the drench ing of  my Ken neth 
Cole dress shirt, my black slim ming  slacks, my Ital ian  leather 
shoes. The um brella was use less, since the rains  struck side-
ways	as	if 	from	a		fireman’s	hose,	so	I		tossed	it	into	a	pud	dle	
and  watched the  spokes glare with the street lights.

Then,	the	mem	ory	flash:		Abuela,	wor	ried	that	we’d	get	
 caught in the rain and get colds,  draped thick, plas tic sacks 
over my  brother and me after pierc ing holes for our heads and 
arms. I was ten, my  brother eight, and we ar rived at  school 
look ing like  stuffed sau sages. The kids  laughed but the  teacher 
 didn’t, send ing a note home with me tell ing  Abuela how 
dan ger ous this was, that we could have suf fo cated.

 Abuela was in dig nant when I trans lated the note to her 
out loud.

And I re mem bered the time she  bought a co co nut cake 
for my birth day at the local mar ket. The cash ier had  quipped 
under her  breath, “Who would buy a cake like this?”

More mem ory: in jun ior high,  Abuela asked my  brother 
and me to wear the same cloth ing two days in a row. I  didn’t 
ques tion the mo ti va tion, and to  please her even more I’d 
wear	the	same	out	fit	three	days	in	a	row,	some	times	four,	until	
a cruel kid  walked up to me and said, “Did you know that 
peo ple call you the Photo graph?”
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rain
 

I feel lib er ated sud denly, the in dig nities of  times past 
wash ing over me, drain ing into the sew age pipes be neath the 
New York City side walks. I let it all go—the sweat, the tears, 
and	even	the	piss—every	shame	ful	fluid		safely	cam	ou	flaged	
by the cleans ing wa ters of  a  stormy night.
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chi

my lover and I rode the 6 train to  Manhattan’s Chi na-
town. It was our  weekly ex cur sion, this  search for in gre dients 
prom i nent in Asian cook ing, and with it, al ways the won der ful 
as	sault	of 	jade	and	cal	lig	ra	phy,	fish	and	lotus	seed,	Man	darin	
and Can to nese. No sur prise then to be in trigued by a Chi nese 
for tune teller speak ing  through a trans la tor to a Do min i can 
woman. The trans la tor  seized on my inter est and  grabbed 
my arm. I in turn con vinced my part ner to join in the fun.

The Chi nese for tune teller con sulted his  charts, my 
 partner’s hands and fore head, and had noth ing but glow ing 
 things to re port: “You are very in tel li gent. You will live a long 
life. You will have much luck if  you wear a sil ver ring in your 
right	mid	dle	fin	ger.”

I  rolled my eyes at the ge neric prog nos ti ca tion, but 
hu mored the side walk en coun ter by tak ing my turn on the 
chair. “You will live a long life,” the for tune teller de clared, 
“if  you do not kill your self.”

Star tled, I with drew my hand. My part ner  turned pale, as 
if  he has just been told what I’ve been with hold ing from him 
all this time. So this ex plains it, his face read.

I  wanted to ac cuse the trans la tor of  mis trans lat ing. 
Per haps the word was “over work”: You will live a long life if  you 
do not over work your self.
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chi
 

“He’s got it all wrong,” I said to my part ner later that 
night. But he  turned his back to me, feign ing sleep, pre tend ing 
he  didn’t know that all those times I  turned my back to him I 
was only mak ing be lieve I was awake.
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pie drita

The  sheets  stretch  across the mat tress
as if  the bed  doesn’t want to be dis turbed.   I sit on the floor next to my suit case,

both of  us like pets ready   to run out the door.
The win dow    wid ens on the wall    like an other mouth want ing to be fed
and all it gets    is  what’s leak ing down from the moon.

I have been  tricked like that be fore
when light fills the room but stays empty,

when a body can cels out the body lying next to it and no one’s left to say
“I’m sorry.”

A  shadow cuts  through the win dow.     I want to be lieve it’s the man
I’m leav ing.       I want him to rec og nize that with out me

he’s fa mished,      that only I can nour ish him with   the  spoons
I’m tak ing with me—my dim ple, my big toe, my thumb.
But then the par a lyz ing truth:    I have no one left to feed.
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 ghosts

my  brother told me he saw a ghost in the hall way last 
night, a boy wear ing a base ball cap mouth ing to him self  as 
he  leaned into the book shelf  as if  try ing to make out the 
words on the  spines in the dark. It was 5:00 a.m., the time of  
night	when	he	rises	to	piss,	to	lum	ber	along	the	cold	floor	
from his bed room to the bath room at the end of  the hall. It 
was the only time he re gret ted not hav ing slip pers; it was the 
only time he re mem bered all about the icy con crete be neath 
his feet.

When he stum bled upon the boy, my  brother shook out of  
his drow si ness, and it was his hands that felt  clammy now. But 
the boy  didn’t re al ize he had been  caught in the mis chief—
es cap ing his  ghost-world to take a dip in the realm of  the 
liv ing. So my  brother gave him the uni ver sal psst! (It was 
under stood in both En glish and Span ish and in the lan guage 
of  the dead, ap par ently.) Star tled, the boy  snapped his neck 
to look at my  brother, and then scur ried into the dark ness, 
van ish ing  through the wall at the end of  the hall.

He told me this on the cell phone as his truck  crawled 
 across the bor der on his daily inter na tional com mute from 
Méx ico to the  United  States. I lis tened to the honk ing of  my 
home	land	as	I		looked	out	my	win	dow	in	my		eighth	floor	New	
York City apart ment. I told him I be lieved. I was cer tain that 
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ghosts

a pre vi ous ten ant had died in my place, that the  spirit  roamed 
the room in  search of  the com fort of  its bed. We were both 
lost, my ghost and I, and there fore had been ad e quately 
 matched  across the di men sions, just like my  brother and his 
ghost be cause they were in sis tent bor der cross ers.

González, Rigoberto. Autobiography of My Hungers.
E-book, Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2013, https://doi.org/10.3368/UTFS7776.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



UWP: González: Autobiography of  My Hungers page99

99
 

one line short

pseudo nym

mike asked if  my name was  really Mario. He asked 
be fore sex,  though I told him my name was Rick. I was not 
Rig o berto. Rig o berto knew bet ter than to get  picked up by a 
 stranger for pseudon y mous sex.

The strang ers I slept with were all named Mike, or John. 
They had all slept with Rick, not Rig o berto.  Though this 
Mike  wanted to sleep with Mario, Mario who  didn’t want to 
admit to his true name be cause he was an ed u cated Lat ino 
who knew bet ter than to let him self  get  picked up by a  stranger 
for pseudon y mous sex.

When	they	intro	duced	them	selves	at	the	bar	the	first	time	
they met, a cos mo pol i tan glow ing like lava in  Mike’s mar tini 
glass, Rig o berto told Mike his name was Mario, not Rick. 
They  didn’t have sex or even kiss. Mario knew bet ter.

The sec ond time they met, Mario was weak. He had just 
 broken up with his boy friend whose name, inter est ingly 
 enough, was John. He  missed  John’s  warmth, the hard touch 
of 	his	fin	gers	tap	ping		against	his	spine.	The	stub	ble	of 	his	
chin, the wet ness of  his neck, the scent of  his chest—all of  
these were on Mike that night and they se duced Mario into 
let ting down his guard. “My name is  really Rick,” he said, 
and they  kissed and they had sex.
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pseudonym

The next morn ing, I woke up in  Mike’s bed and it felt 
com fort able and fa mil iar.

“What is your real name?” Mike asked again.
“Mario,” I said.
“I knew it,” Mike said. And he  reached over to em brace 

me.
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pie drita

Lin coln Cen ter ro mance:  a woman from the sym phony,
her vi o lin a twin     of  her naked back.

I had for got ten the ar tistry of  the fe male form,
the music of  her fin ger tips, the song     of  her moan—

the nur tur ing im pulse.
I go home to my lover          and teach him

a sim i lar les son.
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ques tions

“what do you write about?” he asked, and I an swered, 
quite sim plis ti cally, “Life,” of fer ing the man I was going to 
sleep	with	that	night	a	bou	quet	of 	yel	low	flow	ers	in	stead	of 	a	
hand ful of   thorns had I ad mit ted, more truth fully, “Death” 
or “Vi o lence” or “Pain,” as in the hor rors that writ ers will 
in	flict	on	peo	ple	who	ask	for	them.

“Will you read me a poem in bed?” he asked, and I knew 
the re la tion ship was over long be fore it even had a  chance 
to start. How could I bring one of  my paper loves to bed 
and	not	ig	nore	the	less	inter	est	ing	body	of 	flesh	and		coarse	
hair, with its un imag ina tive vo cab u lary and with out meta-
phor? And sud denly I felt com pelled to crawl back to my 
	poetry,	beg	ging	for	give	ness	for	this	in	fi	del	ity,	dar	ing	to		please	
my  scarred  skin-sack of  brit tle bone when  greater pleas ures 
 awaited me on beds as white and ex pan sive as  heaven.

“Are you lis ten ing to me?” he de manded, or I think 
 that’s what he said; I  wasn’t sure any more, and I  didn’t care 
any way be cause I had put my  clothes back on and was  headed 
out the door, mum bling to my self, “I’m sorry. Will you for-
give me?” and I knew I had made the right  choice to leave 
be cause this idiot be hind me  thought that I was beg ging his 
par don when he an swered, “Of   course, my dar ling. Call 
me.”
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note iii

i had to walk with a cane. In ex pli cably I lost my bal ance 
and	the	doc	tors	had	yet	to	di	ag	nose	me	with	my	af	flic	tion,	
but this  didn’t stop me from tak ing my  strolls along the park.

I came  across two young men prac tic ing the tight rope and 
it  nearly  brought tears to my eyes, the un fair ness of  it all: how 
some peo ple could  steady them selves on a  string while oth ers 
must fear fall ing while walk ing on three legs over level  ground.

The next Sat ur day, I came  across the tight rope walk ers 
again. There were three of  them this time. And I  limped 
up close  enough to mar vel at the mir a cle of  bal ance. They 
no ticed me and  halted their act. I no ticed the pity in their 
eyes, a glassi ness bor der ing on shame. So I moved along.

One week later, we met again. The group had grown and 
by now we all knew that our sched ules co in cided: me on my 
cane, they on their rope. But out of  some sense of  po lite ness 
they  ceased their fun long  enough to watch me pass them by.

I was de ter mined, the next time I saw them, to let them 
know there was no dis re spect in their hobby. That when I 
cried in front of  them it was an ap pre ci a tion of   beauty, not 
an ex pres sion of  grief  for my loss. But I never had the  chance. 
The next week I came  across a note on the trees that used to 
hold the rope up: The fu nam bul ism club has moved! Call Dar ren for 
new lo ca tion.
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pie drita

I am only able to walk in the morn ings, and every morn ing
I pre tend  there’s noth ing wrong with me,   there is no

cane  propped up  against the wall   wait ing
like a dog    for its after noon  stroll,

there is no       mys tery ill ness—
a boa swal low ing my body whole.
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 haughty

i had al ways been some thing of  a dandy: Ted Baker ties, 
Ital ian  leather shoes, de signer coats with epau lettes and 
but tons shiny as dou bloons—all the pret ti ness that hid my 
im pov er ished past. But when I had to sport a cane I re sented 
the ac ces sory that had been  forced on me. For years I had 
 clenched my teeth at the old peo ple slow ing me down,  rolled 
my eyes at their sud den loss of  di rec tion or dis or ien ta tion, 
curb side in de ci sion, and side walk zig zags. And now, there I 
was, hold ing back the New York rush down the sub way  stairs. 
How un fair was the grum bling and the grip ing, the  teeth- 
sucking and sigh ing, my dis abil ity and lim i ta tions con spic u ous 
and in con ven ient to the  two-footed spe cies I was once a part 
of.

I went to  Bloomingdale’s one after noon to pick up a pair 
of  ex pen sive black suede shoes and as I  stepped out of  the 
Third Av e nue en trance I lost my bal ance and  dropped to the 
 ground. No one of fered me a help ing hand. I was not worth 
no tic ing sud denly,  splayed out like a rug or a der e lict or a 
spill of  vomit going hard and odor less be neath the sun.

So I  picked up my own  bloody self, thank you very 
much,  dusted my waist coat, shook out my shop ping bag, and 
hob bled to the near est  lounge for a mar tini, my cane rest ing 
its over worked back bone  against the bar.
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one line short

ex trac tion

the sec ond and third mo lars of  my lower right jaw were 
im	pacted	and	had	to	be		yanked	out,	fi	nally,	be	cause	one	of 	
them was turn ing black. I’d open my mouth and  tongue the 
small  blocks of  en a mel hud dled to gether—a ver i ta ble pietà 
of  bone.

I chose to re main awake dur ing the ex trac tion be cause 
I  wanted to see the teeth  stripped of  gums. I im a gined the 
oral sur geon pluck ing one out, then the other, with tweez ers 
and plac ing them like a pair of  bee tles on a por ce lain dish. I 
would take them home and make a neck lace of  the one that 
 looked like a chip of  ob sid ian ar row head—an Aztec relic—
for luck. But what I got in stead was a doc tor in comic gog gles, 
a drill, and the crack ing of   quarry stone—a tin dish of  
break age. The stitch ing, the tying of  a shoe lace. How every day 
the pro ce dure, how or di nary the numb ness and sub se quent 
pain.

The next morn ing I  claimed my mo ment of  orig i nal ity, 
stub bornly, when I  sneezed at my desk and spat out the  stitches 
clutch ing to a piece of  gum that  landed on the com puter 
	screen	like	fish	bait.	The	drops	of 	blood	splat	tered	like	on	a	
tele vi sion crime scene and the key board  blurred like an X-ray 
of  my skel e tal teeth.
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extraction
 

“That’s a new one,” the re cep tion ist said when I wrote 
out an ex pla na tion on a piece of  paper, my mouth  stuffed 
with red den ing gauze.
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one line short

bleed

i’ve  dressed my stu dio in red: red  sheets, red  couches, red 
desk chair. But it’s the red hum ming bird among a bed of  roses 
on the mono print that hurts the most. It’s  pinned to the wall 
like a gash  slowly clot ting.

I	once	cut	my	fin	ger	slic	ing	into	a	bar	of 		cheese,	and	I	
 licked the blood drops on the coun ter be cause I was tired 
of  the screech ing of  roses—how they kept me up at night, 
de mand ing com fort. No mat ter how long I  pressed my 
 tongue  against the paper I only man aged to re open the 
wound of  the  hummingbird’s wings.

My lover slept be neath the cov ers while I wrote, and I 
in vented a name for him in the story about a man (who’s a 
 writer) who was going leave his lover be cause he  didn’t like 
the color of  his  lover’s nip ples—the  stains of  blood that 
 wouldn’t sof ten or come off  the skin no mat ter how much, 
no	mat	ter	how	long	he		lapped	at	the	nubs	of 	red	flesh.

To  satisfy his lust for the era sure of  red, he sat at his desk 
drink	ing	glass	after	glass	of 	mer	lot.	Once	he	fin	ished	the	
bot tle, he  turned off  the  lights and made every thing red 
dis ap pear at once. But his  lover’s nip ples, how they  glowed 
like	the	tips	of 		matches	hold	ing	in	their	fiery		breaths,	how	
they ra di ated with the need for at ten tion.
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bleed
 

The  writer in my story bit into his  lover’s chest, and the 
lover awak ened to an hour of  pas sion in bed. The  writer in 
the room let his lover sleep. He bit into the swol len rose going 
dry in side the pas sion less bed of  his mouth.
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vo ra cious

the re frig er a tor re mained empty  year-round. I was 
un able to put any food in side with out pull ing it out an hour 
later and con sum ing it all. It was the same for any per ish able 
item: bag of  chips, box of  gra nola bars, a ba nana bunch. 
Not all at one sit ting, but at  thirty-minute inter vals. I made 
fre quent trips to the  kitchen as if  I were  afraid the food would 
dis ap pear, that some phan tom thief  would sneak into the 
build ing to sa ti ate his ap pe tite be hind my back, that he would 
mock me be cause I was sit ting so peace fully at my desk, 
con	fi	dent	that	there	was	some	thing	in	the	cup	boards	the	next	
time my stom ach grum bled.

If  the  kitchen was bare there was no rea son to walk into 
it, and no nego ti a tion or ex change, no di lem mas about what 
to eat. I  learned that in my  mother’s an o rexic  kitchen the 
days I was al lowed to lick her hands clean when I  wanted 
sec onds; I  learned that in  Abuelo’s  stingy  kitchen the days 
our meals were ra tioned.

I was din ing with a  friend at a fancy eat ery in Brook lyn. 
The food ar rived. A mod est por tion, it was gar nished with 
rose mary and a beet  carved like a swan. A thick red sauce 
swal lowed every curve and angle touch ing the sur face on the 
dish. To my date it was a work of  art. To me it was the Mardi 
Gras mask worn by the yel low skull of  fa mine.
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voracious
 

Hun ger was one of  the  ghosts that still  haunted me, the 
anx iety that  forced me to clean my plate at each meal. It had 
been  decades since the last time I’d had to con front my jaw 
twitch ing  around an empty mouth, the  tongue going dry and 
stink	ing	like	fish	bone.	But	the	fear	of 	star	va	tion	stood	next	to	
me al ways. He was the lit tle boy with long  cheeks, and a pair 
of  eyes like dead stars that ate up the light.
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pie drita

I say, I want to live, and my doc tor says, yes,
you  should,   and you will

if  you stop get ting so de pressed about the  things
that hap pened so long ago  no one else but you

re mem bers them. I say, What I do is bet ter—
I write them down on paper,     each sad mem ory like

a head stone in a ce me tery where noth ing re mains bur ied—
isn’t that a kind of  liv ing       with so many dead  things

walk ing about out side their cof fins?     Should I stop
and let every one back in their  graves?

Until you do, my doc tor says,  there’s no  chance
of  for get ting.    I say, no,

I can’t live   with that.
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one line long

for est

while travel ing in Swit zer land I went on a walk among 
the vine yards and the apple or chards, pick ing at the fruit and 
mar	vel	ing	at	the	size	of 	the	sun	flow	ers	loung	ing	at	the	side	of 	
the	road	like	a	pride	of 	lions.	From		across	the	field	I	spot	ted	
her—an old woman  dressed com pletely in black, a sto ry-
book witch on her way back to the for est.

Since I was seek ing ad ven ture on this oth er wise quiet 
ex pe di tion, I fol lowed her into the dark and si lent woods, and 
I  cursed my cu ri os ity for tak ing me there. Until I stum bled 
upon the gin ger bread house. It was ac tu ally a bird  feeder 
hang ing from a  branch. And near the trunk was a chair made 
to look like a horse: a  bucket  shaped the mouth; dried  leaves 
made the per fect ears. More trans for ma tions: plas tic soda 
bot tles be came a mo bile of  air planes; cans were  crushed into 
mush rooms; an old boot  opened its mini ature hip po pot a mus 
mouth.

But no sight ing of  the art ist. The old woman had done 
this, I was cer tain, so I re spected her work and van ished, 
leav ing her daz zling for est mu seum un men tioned, un photo-
graphed,	and	for	many	years,	un	writ	ten,	until	I	saw	her	fig	ure	
re ap pear in my mir ror at home,  hunched over a cane, clad 
com pletely in black, and gath er ing bits and  pieces of  this and 
that in order to build a gal lery of  tiny gems, col or ful and ed ible 
as gum drops.
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Gay and Les bian Auto biog ra phies

David Berg man,  Joan Lar kin, and Raphael Kadushin
   

The Other  Mother: A  Lesbian’s Fight for Her Daugh ter
Nancy Ab rams

An Under ground Life: Me moirs of  a Gay Jew in Nazi Ber lin
Gad Beck

Gay  American Auto biog ra phy: Writ ings from Whit man to Sed aris
Ed ited by David Berg man

Sur viv ing Mad ness: A  Therapist’s Own Story
Betty Ber zon

 You’re Not from  Around Here, Are You? 
A Les bian in  Small-Town Amer ica

 Louise A. Blum

Just Mar ried: Gay Mar riage and the Ex pan sion of  Human  Rights
Kevin Bou rassa and Joe Var nell
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Two Nov els: “De vel op ment” and “Two  Selves”
 Bryher

The  Hurry-Up Song: A Me moir of  Los ing My  Brother
Clif ford Chase

In My  Father’s Arms: A Son’s Story of  Sex ual Abuse
Wal ter A. de Milly III

Mid life Queer: Auto biog ra phy of  a  Decade, 1971–1981
Mar tin Du ber man

The Man Who Would Marry Susan Son tag: 
And Other In ti mate Lit er ary Por traits of  the Bo he mian Era

Ed ward Field

Body, Re mem ber: A Me moir
Kenny Fries

 Travels in a Gay Na tion: Por traits of  LGBTQ  Americans
 Philip Gam bone

Auto biog ra phy of  My Hun gers
Rig o berto  González

Wide screen  Dreams: Grow ing Up Gay at the Mo vies
Pat rick E. Hor ri gan

The End of  Being Known: A Me moir
Mi chael Klein

 Through the Door of  Life: A Jew ish Jour ney  between Gen ders
Joy Ladin
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The Last De ploy ment: How a Gay,  Hammer-Swinging 
Twen ty so meth ing Sur vived a Year in Iraq

Bron son Lemer

Em i nent Mar i cones: Are nas, Lorca, Puig, and Me
Jaime Man rique

Body Blows: Six Per for mances
Tim  Miller

1001 Beds: Per for mances, Es says, and  Travels
Tim  Miller

 Cleopatra’s Wed ding  Present:  Travels  through Syria
Rob ert  Tewdwr Moss

Taboo
Boyer  Rickel

Se cret  Places: My Life in New York and New  Guinea
To bias Schnee baum

Wild Man
To bias Schnee baum

Sex Talks to Girls: A Me moir
Mau reen Sea ton

Out bound: Find ing a Man, Sail ing an Ocean
 William Sto randt
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