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UKUTHULA 
Gender based violence (GBV) disproportionately affects women, girls and gender non-conforming 

people globally. Within South Africa, it is systemic, and deeply entrenched in institutions, cultures 

and traditions. 

 

One of the most pernicious forms of violence enacted against women, girls and gender non-

conforming people is silencing. Ukuthula constitutes a collective voice of defiance in the face of such 

silencing. 

 

Creative writing has the capacity to address and encapsulate violence and loss in ways other forms 

cannot. It not only provides a vital forum to share stories and experience, but also invites others to 

share in those experiences and live the words they read on the page. It can thus not only change 

minds but also hearts and lives and behaviours, while at the same time forging communities to 

support and sustain healing and transformation. 

 

Ukuthula explores and creates a space for creative writing against GBV and femicide, with a focus on 

work which takes risks, disrupts the status quo, speaks to the heart and aims to educate in multiple 

and non-didactic ways. 

 

Following months spent researching work from around the world, a reading list and syllabus has 

been created that is freely available to all. This syllabus is the foundation of a series of workshops 

where participants will collectively explore and respond to writing from around the world. This 

creative output is the basis for a series of chapbooks that will be published by impepho press. 

 

Ukuthula is a project that asks:  

 

As South African women writers, how can we place our voices in conversation with the larger 

international community? 

How do we harness and learn from our sisters in other places and contexts, while at the same time 

giving voice to the specificities of our context, time and experiences?   

How do we find new innovative forms and push the limits of representation so as to interrogate, 

reject, embrace, deface, bear out, on the page, our pain and anger and at the same time to 

transcend the intimate and public wreckages of our present moment? 

How do we create something defiantly and beautifully alive out of so much violence, death and 

dying? 

 

Ukuthula will address these questions. It will provide a creative, challenging yet caring space from 

which to research and write GBV in South Africa.  

 

Ukuthula is made possible by the support of the National Arts Council and UAFAfrica. 
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I AM NOT A WAR 
violence and brutality, as well as small, 

quiet and everyday violences 

 
 

“The disintegration of my speech began when that axe blow was inflicted on us. If we are to be 

made into litter and cast-offs, then fine, I assume that position, I am garbage and a cast-off, and that 

is my language, the exploded fragment.”        

- Cecilia Vicuña, Spit Temple 

 

“Finding yourself in a hole, at the bottom of a hole, in almost total solitude, and discovering that 

only writing can save you. To be without the slightest subject for a book, the slightest idea for a 

book, is to find yourself, once again, before a book. A vast emptiness. A possible book. Before 

nothing. Before something like living, naked writing, like something terrible, terrible to overcome.”  

- Marguerite Duras, Writing 

 

How do we create something defiantly and beautifully alive out of so much violence, death and 

dying? How do we write violence without simply replicating it?  

 

Language has the amazing capacity to ingest the violence it encounters and, rather than merely 

document it, expel it out sonically and viscerally. How do we harness this? How do we push the 

limits of writing so as to interrogate, admit complicity, reject, embrace, deface; bear out, on the 

page, our pain and anger and at the same time to transcend the intimate and public wreckages of 

our present moment?  

 

“Now, 

I disassemble each memorized 

syllable: father, God, beloved, 

each familiar and singular touch.”  

-  Sara Borjas 
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Exercises & Free Writing  
The Techniques of Free Writing 

 

1. Keep your hand moving and your pen on the page. Once you begin, don't stop. Why? Most 

of the time when we write we mix up the "editor" and the "creator". Imagine your writing 

hand as the creator. If you keep your creator hand moving then the editor can't catch-up 

with it and try and interfere. 

2. Trust your pen. Go with the first image that appears 

3. Lose Control. Say what you want to say. Don't worry if it's correct, polite or appropriate. 

4. Be Specific. Not bird, but owl. Not fruit, but blueberries. Not vegetable, but pumpkin. 

5. Don't think. Just write. Don’t go back and read what you have written until you have finished 

6. If you don't know what to write just keep writing the prompt or your last sentence - 

something will emerge. 

7. Don't worry about punctuation, spelling or grammar. Don’t judge your writing. Don’t 

compare, analyse, criticise (You can let your editor loose much later when you return to the 

piece to edit it) 

8. Let go of expectations. Let your writing surprise you. You are free to write the worst junk or 

drivel in the world 

9. Go for the jugular. If something scary comes up, go for it. That's where the energy is. 

10. Kiss your frogs. This is just a practice. Not every session will be magic. The point is to show 

up at the page, no matter what. 

 

Prompts 

The sounds at night 

My love, forgive me 

After that nothing was ever the same  

The face reflected in the mirror 

She tried to forget him, but never could 

You knock louder but nobody answers 

S/he/ I/ you hadn't slept in days  

S/he returned to the crime scene 
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Exercises 

● Answer the questions in The Vertical Interrogation of Strangers by Bhanu Kapil, India then 

write your own questions to victims of GBV  

● Write a list of things that “didn’t happen”  

● Write a violent incident – experienced, witnessed or encountered using only clues  

● Draw on archive material – Sara Uribe draws on archival sources and uses one story to 

animate a larger collective story. Katerina Gogou and Quintan Ana Wikswo both excavate 

evidence. Create a piece of writing using only recorded conversations or material found in 

the archive. 

● Write the everyday – what Adania Shibli calls the “minor details” that often escape writings 

on with or through violence 

● Violence often raises more questions than answers. Attempt to speak for a day only in 

questions; write only in questions 

● Write a letter to the perpetrator and or “victim”  

● Write five short expressions of the most adamant anger; make a piece of writing out of them 

● How do we remember violence we’ve experienced? Do experiments with sensory memory: 

record all sense images that remain from a memory of violence or violation, study which 

senses engage you, escape you. 

● Violence is often experienced as a “break” or a “shattering”, an “exploded fragment” instead 

of full sentences. Write in only the fragments of a memory of violence. (see Claudia Salazar 

Jiménez)  

● “A BROKEN BOTTLE THAT WAS A LITTLE TOO HARD TO SHATTER / A ROLLED CIGARETTE 

THAT BROKE OPEN IN MY POCKET BEFORE I COULD SMOKE IT / AN EMPTY BOTTLE THAT 

WAS EMPTY BEFORE I WAS DRUNK” (see Claudia Salazar Jiménez and Andrea Abi-Karam). 

Write the aftermath – the detritus, objects, scars, traces left by violence  

● Write a violent incident / episode/ experience from different perspectives 

● Switch points of view: rewrite a piece in first (I), second (you) or third (she she) or third 

person. Rewrite a piece from a plural point of view (they, we) 

● Get a friend to record you telling them a story / describing a violent incident and transcribe 

it word for word. Don’t edit.  

● Natalie Scenters-Zapico and Sara Borjas both write their/ their narrator’s complicity in 

violence – how do we write simply and honestly, from the heart, without judgement  

● Ariana Harwicz captures that violence of normative society and roles and expectations – 

write your experience of the everyday violence society imposes on us  

● “Who would forgive me? Where would that come from? Your heart? My mother’s heart?”  

Hoda Barakat writes from the perspective of the perpetrator, showing how violence is 

socially constructed and interrogating the slippery lines between victim and perpetrator. 

Who is guilty? What is unforgivable and forgivable? Write from the perspective of someone 

who commits violence.     

● “One bottle of water, three hundred and twenty books, one hundred packets of cigarettes, 

fifty lighters, three boxes of toothpicks, a baby bottle, five litres of whisky, one of gin, one 

hundred of vinegar, six kitchen knives, ninety tampons with applicators, ninety-five without, 

a small crate of ginger ale, a box of crispy fried onions, mismatched earrings, rings, bracelets, 

a love letter, two vials of insulin, five bags of glucose, earplugs, a month’s supply of 
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contraceptive pills, a letter of recommendation, eight bank statements, a lemon zester, 

thirty hairpins, ten syringes, a half-pint of blood.” (from Dark Neighbourhood by Vanessa 

Onwuemezi) Make an inventory of objects that function as a life story.  

● “It dawned on me then why all the women called one another guapa here. It was a code of 

solidarity, a rallying against the abusive language catapulted at them by certain men. It was a 

collective affirmation of their dignity.’ (Savage Tongues by Azareen Van Der Vliet Oloomi) 

What small forms of resistance exist in your community? Write a piece about them.  
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READINGS 
The Dead by María Rivera  

 

Here they come 

the decapitated, 

the amputees, 

the torn into pieces, 

the women with their coccyx split apart, 

those with their heads smashed in, 

the little ones crying 

inside dark walls 

of minerals and sand. 

Here they come 

those who sleep in buildings 

that house secret tombs: 

they come with their eyes blindfolded, 

their hands tied, 

shot between their temples. 

Here come those who were lost in Tamaupilas, 

in-laws, neighbours, 

the woman they gang raped before killing her, 

the man who tried to stop it and received a bullet, 

the woman they also raped, who escaped and told the story 

comes walking down Broadway, 

consoled by the wail of the ambulances, 

the hospital doors, 

light shining on the waters of the Hudson. 

Here they come 

the dead who set out from Usulután, 

from La Paz 

from La Unión, 

from La Libertad, 

from Sonsonate, 

from San Salvador, 

from San Juan Mixtepec, 

from Cuscatlán, 

from El Progreso, 

from El Guante, 

crying, 

those who were given the goodbye at a karaoke party, 

and were found shot in Tecate. 
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Here comes the one they forced to dig his brother’s grave, 

the one they murdered after collecting a four thousand dollar ransom, 

those who were kidnapped 

with a woman they raped in front of her eight year old son 

three times. 

Where do they come from, 

from what gangrene, 

oh lymph, 

the bloodthirsty, 

the heartless, 

the murdering 

butchers? 

Here they come, 

the dead so alone, so mute, so much ours, 

set beneath the enormous sky of Anáhuac, 

they walk, 

they drag themselves, 

with their bowl of horror in their hands, 

their terrifying tenderness. 

They are called 

the dead that they found in a ditch in Taxco, 

the dead that they found in remote places of Chihuahua, 

the dead that they found strewn across plots of crops, 

the dead that they found shot in la Marquesa, 

the dead that they found hanging from bridges, 

the dead that they found without heads on common land, 

the dead that they found at the side of the road, 

the dead that they found in abandoned cars, 

the dead that they found in San Fernando, 

those without number they cut into pieces and have still not been found, 

the legs, the arms, the heads, the femurs of the dead 

dissolved in drums. 

They are called 

remains, corpses, the deceased, 

they are called 

the dead whose mothers do not tire of waiting, 

the dead whose children do not tire of waiting, 

the dead whose wives do not tire of waiting, 

they imagine them in subways, among gringos. 

They are called 

baby clothes woven in the casket of the soul, 

the little tee shirt of a three-month-old 

the photo of a toothless smile, 

they are called mamita, 

papito, 
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they are called 

little kicks 

in the tummy 

and the newborn’s cry, 

they are called four children, 

Petronia (2), Zacarías (3), Sabas (5), Glenda (6) 

and a widow (a girl) who fell in love at primary school, 

they are called wanting to dance at fiestas, 

they are called blushing of hot cheeks and sweaty hands, 

they are called boys, 

they are called wanting 

to build a house, 

laying bricks, 

giving food to my children, 

they are called two dollars for cleaning beans, 

houses, estates, offices, 

they are called 

crying of children on earth floors, 

the light flying over the birds, 

the flight of pigeons in the church, 

they are called 

kisses at the river’s edge, 

they are called 

Gelder (17) 

Daniel (22) 

Filmar (24) 

Ismael (15) 

Agustín (20) 

José (16) 

Jacinta (21) 

Inés (28) 

Francisco (53) 

gagged 

in the scrubland, 

hands tied 

in the gardens of ranches, 

vanished 

in the gardens of ‘safe’ houses, 

in some forgotten wilderness, 

disintegrating mutely 

and in secret, 

they are called 

secrets of hitmen, 

secrets of slaughter, 

secrets of policemen, 
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they are called sobbing, 

they are called mist, 

they are called body, 

they are called skin, 

they are called warmth, 

they are called kiss, 

they are called hug, 

they are called laughter, 

they are called people, 

they are called pleading, 

they were called I, 

they were called you, 

they were called us, 

they are called shame, 

they are called sobbing. 

Here they go 

María, 

Juana, 

Petra, 

Carolina, 

13, 

18, 

25, 

16, 

breasts bitten, 

hands tied, 

their bodies burned to a crisp, 

their bones polished by the sand of the desert. 

They are called 

the dead women that no one knows no one saw being killed, 

they are called 

women who go out alone to bars at night, 

they are called 

working women who leave their homes at dawn, 

they are called 

sisters, 

daughters, 

mothers, 

aunts, 

disappeared, 

raped, 

burnt, 

chucked away, 

they are called meat, 

they are called meat. 
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Here, 

without flowers, 

without tombstones, 

without an age, 

without a name, 

without sobbing, 

they sleep in their cemetery: 

its name is Temixco, 

its name is Santa Ana, 

its name is Mazatepec, 

its name is Juárez, 

its name is Puente de Ixtla, 

its name is San Fernando, 

its name is Tlaltizapán, 

its name is Samalayuca, 

its name is el Capulín, 

its name is Reynosa, 

its name is Nuevo Laredo, 

its name is Guadalupe, 

its name is Lomas de Poleo, 

its name is Mexico. 

(Translated by Richard Gwyn) 
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from Antígona Gónzalez by Sara Uribe 

Translated from the Spanish by John Pluecker 

 

 

 

 

 

This morning there’s a massive line 

 

 

 

 

+ 

+ 

+ 

 

 

 

 

Here we are all invisible. We have no face. We have no name. Here our present seems suspended. 

 

I’ll wake up at any moment, I say when I try to lie to myself, when I can’t stand it anymore, when I’m 

about to collapse. 

 

But that moment never comes: what happens here is the truly real. 

 

They told me they’d found a few dead bodies, that there was a chance. They told me they were 

going to bring them here.
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+ 

+ 

+ 

 

 

 

 

I came to San Fernando to look for my brother. I came to San Fernando to look for my father. 

I came to San Fernando to look for my husband. I came to San Fernando to look for my son. 

I came with the others for the bodies of our own. 

 

 

 

 

+ 

+ 

+ 

 

 

[I thought I was entering the town of the dead, my homeland. You were the homeland. 

But wasn’t the homeland destroyed? 

 

Wasn’t there a plague in the city? Weren’t useless prayers said to the gods? 

 

I realized I would see a city under siege.
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I realized Tamaulipas was Thebes 

and Creonte this silence stifling everything.] 

 

 

 

 

+ 

+ 

+ 

 

 

 

 

But there are more people reported missing than bodies found. 

 

[But no, I’m out, outside. 

 

Throat dry, heart hollow like a pitcher of thirst. 

 

I’m here, in the shadows.] 

 

 

Sources: 

 

 

 

 

[They told me they’d found...] – From Una foto...lo que les quedó de Jaime [A photo...what they still had 

of Jaime’s], published in El Universal newspaper Friday, April 15, 2011, the testimony of Guadalupe 

Hernández 

[I thought I was entering...] – María Zambrano, from La Tumba de Antígona [Antigone’s Tomb] [there 

are more people reported missing...] – SanJuana Martínez, from Vale más saber lo que sea, clamor de 

familiares en busca de desaparecidos [It’s better to know anything, outcry from family members looking 

for disappeared people], a text published in La Jornada on Sunday, April 25, 2011, the testimony of Olga 

Arreola, Juana, Georgina and a forensic chemist 
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She walked a painful lane home by Isabella Motadinyane 

 

She walked a painful lane home 

wiping tears of change 

from her soiled body 

but told no one about those fakes 

Now her poison intake 

lays skin on her bones 

perspires with naked truth 

Reading her medical record 

as three little words 

holding back the years 

My bruised soul 

My bruised soul 

colour my face pale 

identity gradually fading 

trying to stretch 

wrinkle lines straight 

On my face 

ounces and pounds 

drop and drain energy 

off my shoulders weak 

my night shrieks 

shock the neighbours 

“this is weird 

is she eaten up by rooi miere?” red ants 

they cry 

feeling my pain 

my tears 

Pulling a sinking boat 

created me pains 

 

 

  



17 
 

Tie her up By Isabella Motadinyane 

 

Tie her up 

Lock her in 

bring the keys here 

and go away 

Said a limping man 

with a walking stick 
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Beyond the grave by Isabella Motadinyane 

 

My name lands 

beyond the grave 

stripping down my being 

the cry of my 

fl esh remnants 

gripped by space 

While the yester-me 

rusts in the wilderness 

fi ghting wild weather 

pleading pleading 

give me tonight - only tonight 

but softly softly my name lands 

beyond the grave 

mispronounced 

they stretch my next-of-kin’s patience 

but can’t skin me pinker 

beyond the grave 

leaving me a narrow view 

the blue sky 

pouring soil on my chest 

freezing my plea 

give me tonight 

my plea site-line begs 

this grave 

this cold weathered grave 

just laid eyes on me 

the verdict is simple 

my skin 

the colour of soil 
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Sink a shaft by Isabella Motadinyane 

Dark night babe 

toss and turn 

the clouds above 

you make the sober go drunk 

come in from the cold 

warm you up 

sink down our throat 

the clouds above 

mountains so high 

sink babe sink 

sink a shaft 

move slowly down the mountain 

down our throats 

toss and turn babe 

sink on me 

all night 

dark clouds above 

you make the sober go drunk 

sink babe sink 

sink it smooth 

sink a shaft 
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Stella by Isabella Motadinyane 

Stella Stella 

I’ve been to your home 

I found your mama there 

she said 

you left long ago 

I saw tears in her eyes 

and I knew 

it was real 

Stella come home 

to me 

Stella Stella 

there is no life without you 

our kids are missing you 

you know I love you so 

come back 

Stella Stella 

Stella please come home 

I’ve been to your home 

I found your mama there 

she said 

you left long ago 

left her sick 

and hungry … 
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Nonhlanhla by Isabella Motadinyane 

Nonhlanhla is gone 

tears pearls laughter 

dreads survey my toes 

touch of anguish 

pat my mind 

the target is found 

Nonhlanhla is gone 

They nailed her 

pink nails oozing 

they dragged her 

reshuffl ed her 

off the ground 

pinned her tongue 

hanging loose 

blood pool fl ooded 

to dry up heavens 

Nonhlanhla is gone 

staring 

into the dark 

tired of Nkosi yami my Lord 

go away 

biting my lips 

my dark room walls 

caressing the belt 

to end the beginning 

of a far away song 

In my mind 

Zion bells ring 

bayavuya they are happy 

umoya wami uyakhathazeka my soul gets troubled 

voices crying 

in the dark 

darkness 

swallows the light 

my heart 

has stopped beating 

no mercy in Zion 

Nonhlanhla is gone 
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Questions from The Vertical Interrogation of Strangers by Bhanu 

Kapil 

 

1. Who are you and whom do you love? 

2. Where did you come from / how did you arrive? 

3. How will you begin? 

4. How will you live now? 

5.  What is the shape of your body? 

6. Who was responsible for the suffering of your mother? 

7. What do you remember about the earth? 

8.. What are the consequences of silence? 

9. Tell me what you know about dismemberment?  

I0. Describe a morning you woke without fear?  

11. HoW will you / have you prepare(d) for your death? 

12. And what would you say if you could? 
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Excerpts from To Be In A Time Of War by Etel Adnan 

 

To say nothing, do nothing, mark time, to bend, to straighten up, 

to blame oneself, to stand, to go toward the window, 

to change one’s mind in the process, to return to one’s chair, to 

stand again, to go to the bathroom, to close the door, to then open 

the door, to go to the kitchen, to not eat nor drink, to return to 

the table, to be bored, to take a few steps on the 

rug, to come close to the chimney, to look at it, to find it dull, 

to turn left until the main door, to come back to the 

room, to hesitate, to go on, just a bit, a trifle, to stop, to 

pull the right side of the curtain, then the other side, to stare 

at the wall. 

 

To look at the watch, the clock, the alarm clock, to listen to 

the ticking, to think about it to look again, to go to the tap, to 

open the refrigerator, to close it, to open the door, to feel the 

cold, to close the door, to feel hungry, to wait, to wait for - 

dinner time, to go to the kitchen, to reopen the fridge, to take 

out the cheese, to open the drawer, to take out a knife, to carry 

the cheese and enter the dining room, to rest the plate on the 

table, to lay the table for one, to sit down, to cut the cheese in 

four servings, to take a bite, to introduce the cheese in the ; 

mouth, to chew and swallow, to forget to swallow, to day-dream, 

to chew again, to go back to the kitchen, to wipe one’s mouth, 

to wash one’s hands , to dry them, to put the cheese back into the 

refrigerator, to close that door, to let go of the day. 

 

To listen to the radio, to put it off, to walk a bit, to think, 

to give up thinking, to look for the key, to wonder, to do nothing, 

to regret the passing of time, to find a solution, to want to go to 

the beach, to tell that the sun is coming down, to hurry, to go down 

with the key, to open the car’s door, to sit, to pull in the door, 

put in the key, turn it on, heat the engine, to listen, to make 

sure nobody’s around, to pull back, to go ahead, to turn right, then 

left, to drive straight on, to follow the road, to take many 

curbs, to drive down the coast, look at the ocean, to admire it, 

to feel happy, to go up the hill, to reach the other side, then 

go straight, to stop, to make sure that the ocean has not disappeared, 

to feel lucky, to stop the engine, to open the door, to exit, to 

close the door, to look straight ahead, to appreciate the breeze, 

to advance into the waves. 

 

To wake up, to stretch, to get out of bed, to dress, to stagger 
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towards the window, to be ecstatic about the garden’s beauty, to observe 

the quality of the light, to distinguish the roses from the hyacinths, 

to wonder if it rained in the night, to establish contact with the 

mountain, to notice its color, to see if the clouds are moving, to stop, 

to go to the kitchen, to grind some coffee, to lit the gas, to heat 

water, hear it boiling, to make the coffee, to put off the gas, to 

pour the coffee, to decide to have some milk with it, to bring out the 

bottle, to pour the milk in the aluminum pan, to heat it, to be careful, 

to pour, to mix the coffee with the milk, to feel the heat, to bring the 

cup to one’s mouth, to drink, to drink again, to face the day’s chores, 

to stand and go to the kitchen, to come back and put the radio on, 

to bring the volume up, to hear that the war against Iraq has started. 

 

To get more and more impatient, to be hungry, to bite one’s 

nails, to wear a jacket, to open the door, wa1k down the hill, to 

look at the Bay, see boats, notice a big sailboat, to go on 

walking, to be breathless, to turn left, then right, to enter the 

Sushi-Ran, to wait, to look at the waitress, to call her, to rest 

one’s elbows on the table, to pull them back when the tea arrives, 

to order, to eat, to drink, to use chopsticks, to be through, to 

wipe one’s mouth with the napkin, to read the bill, to count, to 

pay, to thank graciously, to exit, to start the road uphill. 

 

To rise early, to hurry down to the driveway, to look for the paper, 

take it out from its yellow bag, to read on the front-page WAR, 

to notice that WAR takes half a page, to feel a shiver down the spine, 

to tell that that’s it, to know that they dared, that they jumped 

the line, to read that Baghdad is being bombed, to envision a rain 

of fire, to hear the noise, to be heart-broken, to stare at the 

trees, to go up slowly while reading, to come back to the front-page, 

read WAR again, to look at the word as if it were a spider, to 

feel paralyzed, to look for help within oneself, to know helplessness, 

to pick up the phone, to give up, to get dressed, to look through 

the windows, to suffer from the day’s beauty, to hate to death the 

authors of such crimes, to realize that it’s useless to think, to 

pick up the purse, to go down the stairs, to see people smashed 

to a pulp, to say yes indeed the day is beautiful, not to know anything, 

to go on walking, to take notice of people’s indifference towards 

each other. 
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Neomachismo by Natalie Scenters-Zapico  

 

To see if you’re still alive, heat caramel in a pan until it spits asteroids on your arms. Take good care 

of your burns. Your scars should never last longer than two years. Pain needs a clean slate to play on. 

 

Wear a red dress & let men pull at it all night. Your desire: to have your hair pulled, to bleed, to lick 

your wounds like a dog in heat. 

 

Say you’re sorry for getting angry. Say you’re sorry for being angry. Say you’re sorry that you’re 

angry. 

 

Anger is the emotion of men. By adding sugar, lime & salt you can turn anger into sadness as a good 

woman should. 

 

Stop sobbing, it’s ugly. Instead, emulate the glass tears on virgins who look up to the men who 

bruised their bodies. 

 

Tell your man: You’re machista. Have him repeat this statement back to you in html. 

 

Like in the movies let the pot boil over, until he screams he’ll send you back home to your mother. 

When he can’t stop laughing, laugh too—become the foreigner who doesn’t understand. 

 

¡Ay pena penita pena! Listen to Lola Flores & search for the pain between your eyes on WebMD. 

Don’t feel bad if you sob in one room while he reads about aporia in the next. 

 

Like la Lola Flores, you have beautiful hair; unlike la Lola, sell it to make rent. 

 

Laugh when he says: Mi’ja, cabróna, ingrata & eres mía. Assure him he’s not turning into his father. 

 

When he says you are letting this happen, don’t reply. Put his fingers in your mouth & hold your 

breath when he asks: Who taught you to hate yourself? 
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Lima Limón :: Azahar by Natalie Scenters-Zapico  

 

I lie on my back in the grass & let the weight 

 

of a man on top of me. Out of breath, he searches 

 

for a place on my body that hasn’t flooded. 

 

The only dry patch left is my hair, which he uses 

 

to wipe the sweat from his face. He is disgusted 

 

because I have turned the earth beneath us 

 

damp. He says I am an experience, like standing 

 

in an irrigated grove of lemon trees. He says 

 

I am the water pooled at each trunk, infused 

 

with citrus & pesticide. He says my moisture 

 

brings mold & my body is nauseating. 

 

I wonder if I had not said his name over & over 

 

would he still think of me as small & round 

 

& fresh as lemon—as vaginal & arched as limón. 
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At a Party I Tell a Story & Ask: by Natalie Scenters-Zapico  

 

Isn’t that funny? I’ve yet to find 

 

someone who laughs. Instead, 

 

people observe me for a sign 

 

of how a man could have been 

 

mistaken. How he could have 

 

pulled his car next to me & asked: 

 

How much? Why I responded: 

 

No, I’m sorry. It’s like the opening 

 

of Butterfield 8 with blood 

 

instead of lipstick: No Sale. It’s how 

 

I screamed at my last blood test 

 

because my blood drew black 

 

for lack of iron. The nurse: 

 

What is your diet? Cardboard 

 

& batteries. & your mother’s? 

 

Ink & bullets. & your father’s? 

 

Hat pins & terraria. In my pocket, 

 

a peso I thumb hoping to change 

 

it for a dollar. I run from man 

 

to man. They are all kissing behind 

 

glass doors asking for an exchange: 
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A dollar for this peso, just one dollar. 

 

I run to the park searching 

 

for a dolarero. Will you give 

 

me a dollar, just one dollar, for a peso? 

 

There’s no dolarero & I’m left 

 

running with a peso in my hand. 

 

I didn’t die in the park & where 

 

I’m from it’s a blessing not to be 

 

a woman gagged by electrical tape 

 

& bound to the hood of a car. 

 

My death wish: a grain of sand 

 

will kill me & I will be born again 

 

as a crab scuttling across 

 

a kitchen table, paid for by a peso 

 

that could afford my delicate legs. 
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My Macho Takes Care of Me Good by Natalie Scenters-Zapico  

 

because he’s a citizen de los united estates. 

 

I got a stove this big, a refri this full, a mirror 

 

just to see my pretty face. He says: 

 

My name’s on this license. I drive la troca, 

 

so you don’t have to, mi’ja. I am a citizen 

 

de los united estates. Because he’s a citizen, 

 

we are muy lejos de dios, but we love 

 

los united estates. I don’t wash laundry with cakes 

 

of Jabón Zote, because my macho 

 

takes care of me good. I bring my macho 

 

Nescafé, American made, because he’s a citizen 

 

de los united estates. I ask for feria to go to a doctor, 

 

& he says: Ingrata, you’re not sick. 

 

I clean chiles, then rub my eyes— 

 

¡Siempre llora-lloras, chillona! 

 

& he’s right, I lloro-lloro sin saber 

 

por qué. I bring my macho smoke in a glass 

 

& smooth every shirt with my new electric iron. 

 

He says: No hay nadie en casa. ¿Why wear 

 

clothes at all? So I don’t. I fry chicharrones. 

 

Hiss-hiss, across my bare skin. Bang-bang, 
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my macho’s fists on the table. He wants más, más, 

 

y más in his united estates. I give him all of me 

 

served on a platter from back home: 

 

plump, cracked & ready-made. Crunch-crunch, 

 

eats my macho. You married him, says my mother, 

 

& he takes care of you good in his united estates. 

 

 

Last Night I Was Killed by Man 

 

I woke—& red butterflies spotted 

 

our sheets. With his bare fists man knocked 

 

a seizure into me & then I died. I am back 

 

from that death & watch man tell women 

 

he loves them hour-long in the park. When I died 

 

dead june bugs veiled my face because I let 

 

man put his fingers dark with earth on me. 

 

When I died I hoped they’d call me reina 

 

of something, anything at all. Instead, 

 

man tells bartenders how he licked 

 

my gray cheek like a dog. Death isn’t so bad 

 

except being tied to a person. A dust storm 

 

is coming & man doesn’t jam the gap under 

 

the door with a towel. There’s no one here 

 

to sweep the floors & he doesn’t 
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mind. Late at night he turns animal & hunts 

 

for women to rock him gently: 

 

his mother, his whore, his child. 
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Excerpts from Heart Like a Window Mouth Like a Cliff by Sara Borjas  

 

Aztlán 

 

I cannot explain 

this luxurious farm 

of losers, or these girls 

who drink Two Buck 

Chuck all night. How our 

cups are always full 

of crimson, or why 

I mistake water for wine. 

This patch of women’s 

bodies rattle the ash trees. 

Each ripple moves 

the plot like a chapter 

in a disappearing book. 

A red barnyard door 

builds another red 

barnyard door. 

A pot of menudo 

simmers inside 

another pot of menudo. 

One girl is getting 

fingerbanged 

on a diesel flat. 

Another croons along 

to the Temptations 

14 

as they play 

from the open window 

of a teal Silverado. 

God is on a beer run. 

Jesus and Mary argue 

about who’s driving 

them home. Eve’s 

phone is dead. 

The mothers lie awake 

on a busted trampoline, 

thinking. No one 

said it was wine 

that would save us. 

Still, we lick the lip 

of a heavy chalice. 
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We like how in 

the books, it’s blood. 

 

Mouth Like a Cliff 

 

Every night I lay down more naked 

in my bed, eyes open, confessing 

my secrets, palms up, and still 

men do not return. 

I’ve lost most of myself 

in whips of air drafted 

by the footsteps of a man 

leaving, again and again. 

I have spent my life learning 

the inherent helplessness 

of my body. Water stumbles 

where my face should be. 

A desert begins in my mother’s 

throat and ends in mine. 

A choppy wind spins a story 

out of sighs. I sanctify longing 

for its own sake like the words 

we repeated before sleep— 

my parents praying on their knees 

beside my bed, sacrificing 

the inconsiderable truth of our life 

so I could dream. We begged God 

together, pressed our hands 

and rhymed our pleas. Now, 

I disassemble each memorized 

syllable: father, God, beloved, 

each familiar and singular touch. 

I need ceremony. To kneel. 

I have begged so many men. 

I regard it as method, style, 

decide the weight of me 

will be an issue that threatens 

 

 

I See My Rapist’s Daughter 

 

What I remember 

is the way he turned off the light— 

even now, I am grateful 

I didn’t have to watch him walk out. 
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I can’t tell if the tenderness 

with which I see his daughter, 

and adore her, is a projection 

of myself: the poofy bangs, the purple 

barrettes my mother decorated 

my long hair with—they wore me. 

In my stiff denim skirt, I just wanted to run 

like my brother in his cargo shorts. 

I wonder if she fits, this girl. If I 

can stack her wardrobe inside 

my knowledge of systems, 

and my latest urge to be close 

with a man. I forgive 

the pink vortex clamping my thighs. 

I’ve treated it like a sentence. 

She smiles for her father, my rapist, 

my prime number in sex, 

man who has not yet left her 

and forgotten to take her with him. 

I try not to hate that girl, although 

her red Dora shirt & socks’ ruffle 

remind me why I’m here. 

The hem of her skirt 

and tiny teeth are the center 

of this memory: 

on a twin-size bed 

my knees split 

like dead crickets, 

my scream devoured 

by my own groveling 

tongue, a man 

always in me. 
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Excerpt from Eve Out of Her Ruins by Ananda Devi 

 

EVE 

 

The body is lying naked on the bench, like it’s ready to be cut up. But this isn’t an autopsy. 

 

Lying, naked, on a bench in the biology room, I try to imagine myself wherever Savita is, spread out 

under the gazes of policemen and doctors, waiting to figure out her secrets. Waiting to splatter red 

on the white earthenware. But no, a dead body doesn’t splatter. Only a living body gushes red. 

 

Saadiq wrote, on the wall: Your mouth in red memory opens for the sovereign man’s blood. 

 

What did she, Savita, get from the sovereign man? Punches. Cuts. And maybe something else. 

 

And for me, it’s not blood I’ll be getting, but a male’s sperm that invades and drowns the female, 

that disperses within her millions of his potential doubles. 

 

But I’ll never carry his doubles. My body won’t be colonized. 

 

My body is lying, naked, on the table. 

 

A thin body to treasure or tear apart, they say. 

 

And right now he is treasuring me and tearing me apart at the same time. He struggles and staggers 

under the force of his urges. I have never seen him so destroyed. His shadow on the wall is gigantic. 

That of a monstrous creature overlooking me. It doesn’t look like anything human, this stooped, 

wavering shadow emitting guttural, sucking sounds, the sounds of inhuman suffering. 

 

Why did I come tonight? After what happened to Savita? I don’t belong here. But I don’t belong 

anywhere. I can’t mourn Savita in my home, or in hers. 

 

So I do it here, with all the force of my hatred. I hate your death, Savita, and I hate this man who 

relieves himself in me without caring about whether I’m alive or dead. 

 

Afterward, when he’s done slobbering, I’ll get up and, the better to destroy him, sit on this table to 

do my work in the silence of the room, in the bodily smells all around, my clothes rumpled, my hair 

still wet, my mouth dry, my body emptied out, my soul worn out, my memories dirtied, my days paid 

for, my pride ripped open, my sex loosened, and the letters and words of my knowledge like lead on 

the page but still meaningless, without any illumination, displaying their powerlessness and 

indifference because Savita will not be out there waiting for me like always to tie the rope of my life 

together again within my body and without that, I don’t have any life, anything to hold me up over 

the emptiness, anything to keep me from letting go. 
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Like her. But she never let go. Someone else did it for her. Someone thought she wasn’t worth any 

more than the trash he threw her into. 

 

As he’s leaving, he says: What about this girl they found dead in Troumaron? 

 

I wait a minute, and then I answer: I knew her. 

 

I see the other question flickering on his lips, which he does not dare to pronounce. I answer it 

anyway: You did, too. 

 

I know that when I leave, he’ll stay at the window, in the darkness, he’ll see me disappear in the 

schoolyard. He’ll wonder whether he’ll see me tomorrow. Or, as I head home in the dark, alone, 

whether I’ll see the light of day tomorrow. 

 

The street is etched by car headlights, by indifferent traffic. What about him? Is he indifferent to 

what’s happened? Would he caress me as if I was a dead body, too, on the autopsy table? What 

difference would there be? 

 

On the bench in the biology room, he dissected a human body, nothing more, nothing less. 

 

 

XXX 

 

The apartment smells like sulfur. As soon as I walk in, it begins burning. 

 

They’re waiting in the living room covered with calendar pictures. They ask the usual questions, 

edged with fear. I answer evasively. Then I figure it out. Savita’s death has changed everything. Her 

parents have been openly saying what they’ve been thinking: that I dragged her down into the pit. If 

she’s dead, it’s my fault, they say. 

 

My father asks me: Do you know anything about her death? 

 

I would have liked to say, I’m not guilty, but I can’t. Because I was her, because she was me, I’m 

guilty. We both died at the same moment. All that’s left of me is useless. The words lodge in my 

mouth. The taste of my saliva nauseates me. 

 

My father says: They said you set a bad example for her. 

 

I answer: Do you know any good examples around here? 

 

He immediately gets up and slaps my face. I was expecting it, of course. He has no other answer to 

my words. He has no other response to my presence. I moved as he slapped me, and the strike 

wasn’t nearly so strong. 
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My mother has been reduced to almost nothing: a larva of a mother. I get up, tired. I don’t care 

about them. I don’t want to see them. They don’t know anything about her. They don’t have any 

imagination. How could they know what she lived through? She doesn’t matter to them. All that 

matters is what people think, what people say, it’s about appearances, the whole façade of 

normalcy, their pitiful pride. Their pride? There’s nothing to boast about here. Their mouths are 

thick with the sludge of mudslinging. 

 

Leave me the fuck alone, I say. 

 

All I can think about is lying in Savita’s calm sunlight. 

 

But he sees I’m tired and punches me, a solid fist punch to my face. I fall onto the armchair in shock. 

My mother cries out. 

 

He grabs my hair and forces me to look and listen to him. I shut my eyes and cover my ears. 

 

He yells curses. He lashes out in such a red rage that even our neighbors and their own neighbors 

can hear him. His fury echoes further and further, like the aftershocks of an earthquake. 

 

I’m not really paying attention to what he’s saying anymore. He yells at my mother while he’s still 

holding me by my hair. I wait, patiently, for him to stop. 

 

The only thing I tell myself is that I need to think about cutting my hair. Cut it short, very short. Shave 

it until my skull can be seen. I’ll go bareheaded. Like a lioness nobody would dare touch or even look 

at directly. Touch a lioness and lose a hand. Teeth sinking into skin, sharp and heavy teeth, teeth 

thick with blood. And then, digesting in the sun, the lioness will lick them gently to wash them. A 

lioness’s breath is thick and bloody. The beauty of a lioness digesting, golden and luxuriant. 

 

Finally, noticing my absent gaze, he yanks his hands out of my hair, pulling out several tufts as well. 

 

I go into my room at last. I spit bitter saliva. I throw myself onto my bed, paying no attention to the 

pain in my scalp. Everything I might ever suffer is nothing compared to what Savita endured. 

 

She was stripped of her body and her life by the sovereign man. 

 

He refused her any dignity and threw her into a trash bin. He decreed: You are nothing. You don’t 

exist. You’ve lived for nothing. You’re not useful for anything. You’re over. 

 

The man, in his uselessness, prevails. What does she say? What does she do? Does she cry? Does she 

accept the inevitable? Is she happy that she’s been finished off? Does she think of me in her final 

moments? Does she ask me, why aren’t you there? 

 

On a table, somewhere, under a harsh light, her body waits to be decoded. To reveal what? Signs of 

death? There’s no need to open her up to figure that out. Remnants, traces, incriminating liquids? 
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And what about me? Will they find traces of me on her, traces of my hands, my lips, my pleasure? 

What will the autopsy say about her? Be your silence, Savita. They don’t deserve anything more. 

 

Outside, electricity crackles. More than Savita’s death, the police presence strips bare the cables of 

tension crisscrossing the city. I feel like, now that she’s left, I’m the only one facing the horde. 

Everybody’s looking right at me. As if I’d broken the laws. I had disturbed the pattern, changed the 

space, broken open the locked doors. I sow discord. I give off a smell of greasy soot. I’m the fallen 

angel of the neighborhood, its ripped-out soul. 

 

I’m so convinced of it that I start to doze off in exhaustion. 

 

I grab the edge of a sheet and pull it over my face like a shroud. My body is so flat it’s barely an eddy 

in the small ocean of the bed. My eyes are open beneath the shroud. I try to see the world through 

this soft grille, this mesh. What would I do if I had to hide from everybody? How would I live as a 

ghost? Or does invisibility free us from our fears? 

 

I slip into a half-sleep under my shroud, looking at a white world. Soon, everything slackens. Even my 

breath, the rhythm of a broken pendulum, subsides. 

 

XXX 

 

It’s like someone committed suicide with an exhaust pipe in this room. As soon as I locked myself 

inside, I smoked everything I could reach. But the pain is still here. And I’m still here. 

 

Once again, my hair is practically torn out of my scalp. But this time, he used it to bang my head 

against the wall. I don’t know where I hurt anymore. I don’t know where I’ve been hit or what I’ve 

been hit against. Everywhere. 

 

I crush a thousandth cigarette on the linoleum dotted with holes and undress. I almost have to peel 

the clothes off my skin. I look at myself in the mirror. I’m shocked at my appearance: even with all 

this pain, I hadn’t realized how much damage had been done. I slump down on the bed, looking in 

the mirror, I don’t know what I look like. Like nothing, nothing at all. Is there still anything to 

recognize? 

 

My skin is so many colors: yellows, blues, purples, blacks, reds. If I didn’t hurt so much, I’d have 

laughed. I’m covered in all Harlequin’s colors. I didn’t know that I could have so many different 

complexions. But when I try to smile, it hurts. A small crack gapes in the corner of my mouth. Then 

inside. And then, suddenly, a hundred cracks burst open. I’m cracking apart. 

 

I take a pair of scissors out of a drawer. 

 

This is how my mother finds me: curled up, locked in solitude, holding scissors in my right hand. 

 

For once, she’s calm. She kneels in front of me and tries to loosen my fingers around the scissors, but 

she’s not able to do it. My hands are clenched and hers quiver too much. 
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Leave me, I tell her. 

 

I’m not letting you do that, she says. 

 

She thinks that I’m going to try to kill myself with these stupid scissors. 

 

I’m not going to butcher myself, I tell her. I just want to cut off my hair. 

 

I saw my hair in the mirror: bursting out of my head like fireworks. Like comic-book characters when 

a bomb’s exploded in their face. 

 

She sits on the bed next to me. She strokes my hair. Maybe she’s thinking about how often people 

grabbed it. As if that was the strongest part of my body, the place where my energy could be 

grasped and absorbed. 

 

My hair’s the most visible part of my femininity. That’s why they all start there, that’s where they 

hurt me most. 

 

I can almost hear her whispering: I’ve abandoned you. 

 

I must be hearing wrong. But she says it again, more clearly: I’ve abandoned you. No mother should 

ever do that to her children. I’ve been cowardly, I’ve gone weak. 

 

She takes pajamas out of the armoire and helps me put them on. Then she says, give me the scissors, 

I’ll do it. 

 

She takes them and begins cutting my hair. It’s hard, it’s difficult, the hair squeaks, the scissors grind. 

The clumps fall, strand by strand. The sound suits me, dries the tears that could have fallen. This 

contact seems strange, my mother’s nearness, after so many years. I try to remember when we had 

been this close. But it’s too far away. The feel of her hand on my scalp is pleasant. There’s something 

special about motherly hands, I think. But it’s too late for me. I can’t surrender to them. I don’t want 

to be consoled. 

 

When she finishes cutting the thickest clumps, she goes to find her husband’s razor and shaves my 

head bald. 

 

I look in the mirror. This time, I manage to smile. I really do have a funny head. I’ve metamorphosed. 

I think I look like what I wanted to be: a lioness. A starving lioness in a godforsaken zoo rather than a 

queen of the savannas, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll take it anyway. 

 

My mother can’t bring herself to look at me. 

 

When she leaves, the lioness puts on pants with a grimace. She takes her bag and goes out without 

making a noise, as she knows how to do, so that nobody will notice. 
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Outside, even though I’m limping, nobody pays me any attention. I’ve become invisible, barely 

human, the incarnation of a will that, all by itself, manages to keep me upright and urge me forward. 

 

 

XXX 

 

He waits for you. He knows you will come. He knows it with the apathy of the next breath. Things 

have gone too far. He doesn’t see the point of his actions anymore. He knows you will know sooner 

or later; the spark in your spirit, in your memory. 

 

He is sitting in front of the television, bathed in its white light, fidgeting in silence. You have been to 

his place before, to get books. You know where he lives. You will open the door and you will breathe 

in the scent of rat poison. You will think that he might have opted for this outdated way of 

committing suicide, such a difficult, painful way, and that you will see his green body contorted in 

pain, his face twisted into a grimace at life. But don’t worry: he will not offer you such an image of 

himself. 

 

He will say to you, sit down. You will look at the armchair’s flowery, worn fabric, and you will stay 

standing. 

 

He will walk toward you and hold you in his arms. Your head will not reach above his chest. Despite 

himself, he will feel a stirring in his gut and want to pull you in closer while remembering you; 

already a memory, already past, already too late. 

 

Most of all, he will think of that time, that night, when things skittered and time turned inside out. 

When his face was deep down within you, you began to bleed. He saw this outpouring still warm as 

the depths from where it came, this fluvial offering with such a strange texture, at once thick and 

liquid, with a coppery taste, reddening his lips. He pulled away. He saw the trickle flowing slowly, not 

like a wound, but like a stigmata that had simply opened. Wholly unexpectedly, this woman’s blood, 

this flow from a buried volcano, seemed sacred to him. 

 

When he got up, you looked at him. You put your fingers on his mouth. His lips were red. Red from 

you, you thought. As he looked down at you, perhaps he looked like a vampire. Perhaps he looked 

like a member of a diabolical sect that drank blood. Perhaps he looked like a truly primitive being 

that drank its mother’s milk and blood. But you only thought of a child with lips reddened by guava 

juice. 

 

Despite the confusion he was experiencing, he saw the smile that had come so quickly to your eyes. 

He told himself, this is the first time you’ve shown something, even if it’s just a hint of a smile. The 

first time that something passes between the two of you. Something more than what usually goes 

from body to body. 
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All sorts of possibilities that he had never envisioned until now—a future, a sun that you cracked 

open in his life, a curtain of darkness he had thought permanent being raised—all appeared to him 

in his idiocy, out of nothing more than this reflection of a shadow of a smile. 

 

And then, at that moment, there was a movement close to the door. He turned and saw the light in 

the slit of the half-shut door turning dark. (How had he failed to check the door?) He immediately 

saw himself as if from outside: his mouth reddened by the intimate blood of a woman. His reversal 

was immediate. Shame had overcome him all at once. 

 

Shame in himself, in having come this far. Shame in being ridiculed, if the story spread. Shame in 

humiliation, if he was fired. Undone by a simple story. What little he had made out of his life was 

about to fall apart. 

 

He waited until you left. He looked through the window and he saw the two of you walking away. He 

followed you both. Then he followed Savita. He killed her without hatred, almost without violence. 

At one point, he felt as if she was willing. But maybe she was simply too weak. 

 

The weakness of a female body, its lack of fighting strength. At the very first blow, they give up. 

What remains is a passionless thing, maybe not even a thing. An annihilation. A disappearance. But 

she was already dead long before, this little girl who was your friend, long before he put her in a 

trash bin while thinking that this was what they did, those guys who lived in this neighborhood, if 

they had to kill. (Careless, irrevocable contempt.) She died at the moment she saw a red flower 

bloom on his mouth. She died when she saw his sad eyes and she knew that he was not killing her 

out of hatred. 

 

No, not out of hatred. But indifference is far, far worse. He didn’t even regret it. 

 

And now he waits for you. He knows you will come. He only wants to hold you in his arms as a gift in 

his final hours. He will inhale the vanilla of your skin and touch the light T-shirt you are wearing and 

shudder while thinking about everything under it. He will know that these are his last sensations as a 

man before dying in his turn. 
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Two Nameless Women by Cristina Rivera Garza 
Translated by Sarah Booker 

 

I could hear the water running as I inserted the key in the lock. I thought I’d find her right where she 

was: in the tiny bathroom, sitting on the edge of the bathtub, with her hands still under the stream 

of hot water. She was staring at something I wasn’t able to make out through the window. She was 

looking at it insistently. She only realized I was there when I turned off the faucet and hurriedly 

placed the dry towel on her warm red hands. 

‘Look what you’ve done,’ I murmured, trying to reprimand her. ‘They look like newly plucked 

chickens,’ I finally smiled, caressing them. She looked at me with her empty eyes. Then she blinked 

and, bending her head, looked at her hands. She lifted the right one up to her eyes, rotating it to 

better inspect it. 

‘Their hands,’ she said. ‘They cut their hands.’ 

‘Yes,’ I answered as I gently pushed her toward her room. After turning off the television, I helped 

her sit down on her bed to take off her clothes, baggy pants and a cotton t-shirt, and put on the 

flannel nightgown she slept in. She motioned for me to pass her the brush sitting on the dresser and, 

as soon as she held it in her hands, she devoted herself to running it through her long gray hair. She 

seemed absorbed once again. The brush easily glided from the roots to the tips and then did so once 

more. 

‘This time they also cut their legs,’ she murmured, suddenly looking at me. 

‘Yes,’ I answered her. ‘I saw on the news. We’ll have to be more careful from now on,’ I concluded, 

giving her a few pats on the back and offering her a couple pills. Then I went to the little kitchen and 

put water on to boil. Time passes in strange ways. When the kettle emitted its high-pitched sound, a 

sound that always reminds me of a police siren, I had no idea what I’d been thinking about. I made 

her an orange blossom tea because I knew it was one of her favorites. 

‘And they cut their hair, too,’ she said as if to herself when she took her first sip with unusual calm. 

She turned to look at me, and, knowing I was being looked at, I smiled at her. I never quite know 

what to do in these situations. When I turned off the bedroom light, the old woman was already 

asleep under the blankets. Her breathing, measured. Her eyelashes, still. 

The building where we lived was gloomy, certainly, but it had the advantage of being centrally 

located. We could manage quite easily without a car, riding the bus or the subway when I needed to 

take her to the hospital for her routine check-ups. There were plenty of restaurants nearby where 

we could pick up food without an additional fee. There were laundromats and a post office and a 

police station. And I could see all this from the windows of her fourth floor. The red lights. The traffic 

lights. 

That night I sat a while in her favorite armchair before ending my daily visit. I didn’t know for sure 

how she spent her days, all by herself, locked in the labyrinth of her own head, but I could read her 

activities in the traces she left behind: the television on, the door of the refrigerator open, a couples 

of knives on the counter. Her family had all but forgotten her, visiting her every now and then, 

especially on her birthday. She received a card or two throughout the year. A letter. I looked out the 

window just like I had seen her frequently do. The city outside trembled. It gave off that impression, 

anyway. I placed my legs on the ottoman and leaned back against the headrest. The cracks in the 

ceiling formed a map or a forest of twisted trees or a fishing net where a prisoner would have to fall. 

I closed my eyes, like the old woman, and thought that I was perhaps as exhausted as she was. Or as 
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lost. Is it really necessary to live so long? I opened my eyes and crossed myself before even standing 

up. In the darkness, the apartment looked like a little museum of itself. The photographs. The rugs. 

The curtains. The spoons and forks. The vases. The wallpaper. Every object had been carefully 

preserved. No touching. The table. The chairs. I couldn’t help but wonder who would wind up with 

all this in the end. I picked up the plastic bag in which I was carrying a loaf of bread and slices of ham 

for a sandwich. After taking a final look at the apartment, I left and locked the door. I slowly walked 

down the stairs to the second floor. How long is eternity, measured in steps? 

On the television they kept showing the same news. The dead girls. The signs of torture. The 

lingering question about their names. I avoided looking at the images, but I listened to them recount 

the events from the kitchen: a party gone wrong, a taxi, a ride into eternity. The police sirens 

interrupted my thoughts. The boiling water. As I spread the mayonnaise on the bread, I imagined the 

blue sky over their bodies. The sunlight, vertical, spade-like over their skin. The sunlight when it 

collides with bones. Their mouths, open. All those precious teeth. I fell into a chair. I looked at the 

wall. With the knife still in my right hand, inert like the statue I already was, I thought about how 

they hadn’t even had the time to feel tired. I thought about how, had they been saved, had they 

survived, they could rest their legs on the thick leather of the ottoman in the middle of a lonesome 

room. 
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Ogun by MARÍA ANTONIETA FLORES

it will always be the winds of the north sea 

and your lips pronouncing your name 

it will always be your body under his body 

surprised 

it will always be to love in a foreign tongue 

suffering the storm 

friezing words with pain 

three nights written in the present 

an always of the instant 

your slow saliva gulped in anguish 

walls filtered by desire 

always the signal 

always misfortune 

and a trembling in thirsty lips 

 

*** 

 

sunday 8 a.m. 

soaked by morning rain 

clement in its scarcity 

you return with the sound of the violent 

woman 

in her lean body with the grease of the days’ 

filth 

her desire to kill that man 

so much violence you’ve learned during the 

long week 

you pine for the calming of this anguish 

quickly buying bread 

the newspapers 

the walk in the rain 

moving away from the scream of a woman 

demanding her money 

this threat of the displaced madmen 

these women with cut bodies 

furious furious 

on another street 

two men not far from each other 

sleep on the sidewalk under signs of misery 

violent hangover sleep 

and not too far away 

(you know it you feel it) 

a woman brandishes the tip of a broken bottle 

on a corner she drinks 

the cheapest bottle of alcohol 

while her standing body convulses 

while you write and the rain worsens 

 

*** 

 

fires over the stones and in the abysses 

a fog of sand 

the mist over a city 

sunk in fear 

history returns in violence 

mortar dissolves in words 

i encase myself in the silence of your eyes 

steeds have no pity 

something about their name terrifies me 

the threat of being without my tongue 

this lightning bolt 

breathing breaks my night 

 

*** 

 

contrary wind 

you implore the trees 

to take on the ailments that have befallen you 

slow leaves 

barely the rain’s tribute 

your sibilant breathing unleashes 

the story that murders your days 

the emptiness your viscera enclose 

amid foliage 

the flight of birds 

urged on by serenity 

you stop to write this poem 

a captive 

in shredded tendons 
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When My Brother Was an Aztec by Natalie Diaz  

 

he lived in our basement and sacrificed my parents 

 

every morning. It was awful. Unforgivable. But they kept coming 

 

back for more. They loved him, was all they could say. 

 

It started with him stumbling along la Avenida de los Muertos, 

 

my parents walking behind like effigies in a procession 

 

he might burn to the ground at any moment. They didn’t know 

 

what else to do except be there to pick him up when he died. 

 

They forgot who was dying, who was already dead. My brother 

 

quit wearing shirts when a carnival of dirty-breasted women 

 

made him their leader, following him up and down the stairs— 

 

They were acrobats, moving, twitching like snakes— They fed him 

 

crushed diamonds and fire. He gobbled the gifts. My parents 

 

begged him to pluck their eyes out. He thought he was 

 

Huitzilopochtli, a god, half-man half-hummingbird. My parents 

 

at his feet, wrecked honeysuckles, he lowered his swordlike mouth, 

 

gorged on them, draining color until their eyebrows whitened. 

 

My brother shattered and quartered them before his basement festivals— 

 

waved their shaking hearts in his fists, 

 

while flea-ridden dogs ran up and down the steps, licking their asses, 

 

turning tricks. Neighbors were amazed my parents’ hearts kept 

 

growing back—It said a lot about my parents, or parents’ hearts. 
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My brother flung them into cenotes, dropped them from cliffs, 

 

punched holes into their skulls like useless jars or vases, 

 

broke them to pieces and fed them to gods ruling 

 

the ratty crotches of street fair whores with pocked faces 

 

spreading their thighs in flophouses with no electricity. He slept 

 

in filthy clothes smelling of rotten peaches and matches, fell in love 

 

with sparkling spoonfuls the carnival dog-women fed him. My parents 

 

lost their appetites for food, for sons. Like all bad kings, my brother 

 

wore a crown, a green baseball cap turned backwards 

 

with a Mexican flag embroidered on it. When he wore it 

 

in the front yard, which he treated like his personal zócalo, 

 

all his realm knew he had the power that day, had all the jewels 

 

a king could eat or smoke or shoot. The slave girls came 

 

to the fence and ate out of his hands. He fed them maíz 

 

through the chain links. My parents watched from the window, 

 

crying over their house turned zoo, their son who was 

 

now a rusted cage. The Aztec held court in a salt cedar grove 

 

across the street where peacocks lived. My parents crossed fingers 

 

so he’d never come back, lit novena candles 

 

so he would. He always came home with turquoise and jade 

 

feathers and stinking of peacock shit. My parents gathered 

 

what he’d left of their bodies, trying to stand without legs, 
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trying to defend his blows with missing arms, searching for their fingers 

 

to pray, to climb out of whatever dark belly my brother, the Aztec, 

 

their son, had fed them to. 
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I Was Told to Break the Cycle by Danielle Badra 

 

 

and it was violence beckoning violence to come back again 

 

stuck in an ache for more ache and aching for someone to suffer 

 

like meat ground up in a meat grinder still needs more grinding 

 

in our teeth the gristle of muscles we wanted to forget 

 

the fear we feared for repetition of the same sad mistakes 

 

in our throats an obvious scream for someone like me to echo 

 

we refused the refuse of our inheritance of a pain passed down 

 

to go on this way to go on this way to go on this way 
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Slowly Counting Down from Ten by Danielle Badra 

 

 

10. Sister, sawing myself in half on a sticky barstool, I’ve missed. Spent days, a twenty percent tip, 

you leaving, counting down. 

 

9. I relinquish my body waiting for answers or your yellowed skin. Where not even I, swollen from 

standing so long, or death could find it. A full disclosure. 

 

8. Sleepless, I have restless legs, terrified nights lately on melatonin. 

 

7. I’m next looking for a new heart. In line, my body with measured beats. 

 

6. Writing bullshit because panic attacks. Emotions, thoughts are equally as divisive. Lamenting 

would be useless as forced similes about PTSD without the post. 

 

5. About dead hands, apocalyptic ends, and lips drought. 

 

4. To collapse, I would not enfold the freshly mopped floor. My my my hips buckled at times. I can’t 

control touch. Like broken ribs. 

 

3. I can’t risk whether your face was the same but quiet fever or chill after crashing, sobered up, or if 

high as fuck, crashing still. 

 

2. Russian roulette red, a mouth, unmuffled silence. Nail polished toes could stop me from hard 

footfalls. 

 

1. French manicure. Unnecessary words. Counting down. Fingers flinch forming a deep breath.  
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A BRIEF ALPHABET OF TORTURE by Vi Khi Nao 

 

A) CARVE OUT FIVE CIRCLES from the base 

of bare feet. Then insert five wine corks into these 

carved out ovoids. Ask the victim to walk like a geisha,  

one hand holding an orchid fan, the other hand 

brushing her lacquered hair back. 

 

B) Fasten the forehead and chin with clamps. Use two 

eyelash openers to crack the sufferer’s eyes wide 

open. Pour hot boiling water onto the eyes. 

 

C) While the victim lies awake and fully conscious, begin 

removing the skin of the victim like deskinning a 

chicken. Begin first with the palm of the hand. 

 

D) I drag her by the hair, dragging her from one field 

to the next. Her body, a bundle of laundry, her hair, 

a black hemorrhage on my hands. I heave and drop. 

Heave and drop. I fuck her hard, my full penis a 

baseball bat, thrusting into her. Her nails digging 

like spikes into my arm, scratching me as if I itch. 

Her face and body undulate beneath me like the sea, 

turning blue with every thrust. My men are on third 

base with rifles, watching me as I overperform. 

Her nipples, two discs circling like hawks over CD 

drives. Later while I thrust, the men whip her husband’s  

penis with their rifles like a drum. The music. 

Its incredulity. I am a muscular soldierly lizard 

on all fours, sprawling. My moon-shaped whitened 

buttocks, thick, pulsing, muscular. Her husband, 

chained to the fence, his eyes dropping like plucked 

feathers, wires poking through his skull, his withering,  

removed, startled gaze, his saliva spacious, 

his skin unsheltered, unfenced, and my anatomy at 

its full-blown consciousness, immune, permitting 

the susceptibility of her cunt. These impassable 

screams, blocked by one of my men who thrusts 

his baseball bat penis into her mouth. Her tongue 

blathering, bleeding, teething, teetering, balancing. 

It’s all too soft, too Scottish, too much malt, too 

unschooled. It’s simply this: the history of baseball 

bats—bats used to be made of ash but are now 

made of pine. When ash splinters as I splinter her, 
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it runs through the pitcher’s throat, as I run through 

her. Her beginning. The dark clouds pulling each 

other by the nebulous hair, driven by the invisible 

hands of thunderstorms. She does whimper, does 

tatter, does atrophy a little, disappear a little into the 

faded timberland, the Acadian forest, soaking up her 

husband’s irregular breathing, her heartbeat, ambi- 

ent surround sound. When I am done pelvising her, 

pelleting her, she crawls away a little, a small whisper 

away, tattered piece of rag, her soft, buttermilk skin, 

her innocent blouse torn apart, the contrast, the 

bruises, the sharp definition of the blades of grass, 

and the sunrise, ambient and skylark, electronic tex- 

tures, and calm again, not a single moan while rain 

comes rushing forth like horses. The hooves of the 

fluvial earth kiss precipitation like a child before a 

blue rose. It’s done. Midstream. 

 

E) I enter her with my horsepower penis. A vehicle, 

transporting my blood into her blood. She eats cake 

a little by the windowsill while I pull all her hair out 

of her like pulling a horse out of a cow’s vagina. 

 

F) It’s defenseless, the rising sun of the desert. The 

peach, visible, defenseless, reveals the muted, satin, 

pale contours of her carved out nipple. 

 

G) I cut a child’s smile out of her face like cutting heroin 

for a second dose of euphoria. 

 

H) In the beginning, I open her like a rose, one petal at 

a time, with a razor blade. 

 

I) Light, mild, and moderate. 

 

J) Light, mild, and moderate. 

 

K) Light, mild, and moderate. 

 

L) Light, mild, and moderate. 

 

M) I sprinkle salt on her butt cheeks before whipping 

her to death with a bamboo pole. 

 

N) Light, mild, and moderate. 
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From A Question of Power by Bessie Head 

 

That night he was jumping up and down like mad. 'My whole body is on fire,' he said, then he looked 

a Elizabeth accusingly and added: It's you. You are not supposed to think of me with any desire, or 

else I shall fall down.' He did not specify from what height. The next night he introduced a girl. She 

had her hair done up in the traditional style; small chunks of hair were tied on to a length of string 

and wound round and round the head. The girl bowed her head so that Elizabeth could get a good 

look at her hair-do. Dan said: 'I like girls like this with that kind a hair. Your hair is not properly 

African.' She wasn't the usual sort of girl. She was a specialist in sex. A symbol went hand in hand 

with her, a small sewing machine with a handle. 'She can go with a man the whole night and feel no 

ill effects the next day, provided you stimulate her properly,' Dan explained. The stimulation worked 

like a sewing machine; turn the handle with a big swing, then the needle rattles up and down; turn 

the handle again and so on. It looked as if the key to it was her penny button. She liked her penny 

button lidded. His other comment on Miss Sewing Machine was: 'She's a demon of self control.' 

Then he simply tumbled the girl into bed beside Elizabeth and went with her the whole night. The 

lights on the cinema screen of her mind were down, but not their activity. They kept on bumping her 

awake till at dawn they made the last bump, bump, bump. He pressed several buttons at the same 

time: `You are supposed to feel jealous.' `You are inferior as a coloured.' 'You haven't got what that 

girl has got.' The records went round and round in her head the whole day. He turned on the record 

of whatever happened to be the issue of the moment. The poor man had been sent into the job with 

a leprosy like fear of Coloureds or half-breeds. That was one of his favourite records. He was afraid 

he might have to touch the half-breed at some time and contaminate his pure black skin, because he 

turned these records on so violently that they reached pitches of high, screaming hysteria in her 

mind. At one time she paused and puzzled it out. It strangely resembled the first record she had 

heard: 'Dog, filth, the Africans will eat you to death.' As soon as he noticed she was catching on to 

something, he made a bold admission: 'It was I. I did it. You were so loyal to that fool Sello in spite of 

what they were doing to you.' And what about the new records? Oh, that was supposed to be sense 

of humour. `I'm a big tease,' he said. But he thrust black hands in front of her, black legs and a huge, 

towering black penis. The penis was always erected. From that night he kept his pants down; after 

all, the women of his harem totalled seventy-one. They were a motley crew, half of them presented 

as goddesses with slight defects and the others as local girls. The local girls were supposed to benefit 

enormously from contact with his soul. They were supposed to be filled with power and sweet things 

they lacked and they were fillers for the time when his professionals were resting. Miss Sewing 

Machine belonged to the goddess class. Apparently she had been Dan's wife or soul partner for one 

thousand past incarnations. Her considerable sexual ability, though, had also made her desire other 

men, and this Dan could not stand. For the purposes of the future, which he said was going to be 

perfect, she had to be cleaned up a little. He told her to go and wash in Elizabeth's bath tub. 

Apparently, this would stop her promiscuity. In every way Dan could not conceal his contempt for 

Elizabeth, but strangely this contempt did not reach to her personal possessions. They seemed to 

have the property of cleaning up 'dirt'. He was abnormally obsessed with dirt on his women. They 

washed and washed in her bathroom; they put on Elizabeth's dresses and underwear and made use 

of her perfumes. The poor things had it drilled into them; any possession of Eliz.abeth's they could 

get hold of would give them some kind of holy immunity or make them doubly attractive. They stole 

with reckless speed, anything they could lay their hands on. Some of the women were taken from 
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that early vision of the beautiful people. These were treated with holy awe; he was more fanatically 

attached to them than they to him, but they were still his slaves. It was the 'nice-time girls', he 

moaned to Elizabeth, who had laughed his destiny. Whatever she was, Miss Sewing Machine topped 

the lot of them. Elizabeth was to remember her with deep affection. She was the only part of the 

nightmare that could express normal, human feelings; she was alternatively sad, wistful, kind, and 

lonely, and when she laughed she laughed like the wind rushing through the trees. She always 

looked at Elizabeth as though she knew what friendships between women were really like, and she 

stood out like a star of beauty in a howling inferno. The next night he had a new girl — Miss Wriggly-

Bottom. She looked Chinese; she was quite yellow, and her long, straight, black hair cascaded over 

her bare shoulders. The girl didn't care for clothes; she was stark naked. Miss Sewing Machine had a 

dress on till the lights dimmed. Wriggly-Bottom had small round breasts and a neat, nipped-in waist. 

She walked in time to a silent jazz tune she was humming and wriggled and wriggled her bottom. 

Then she lay herself down on the bed, on her tum, and propped her chin up in her hands. She looked 

at Elizabeth with enchanting black eyes. `I'm just waiting for my date,' she said. The date dimmed 

the lights. He seemed to think this was getting a bit too much, even for the Coloured dog, Elizabeth, 

because the next morning he turned on a softer record. It said: 'My darling if you call me I'll come to 

you. I don't like women like that; they're so cheap.' Apparently he liked the girls to keep their clothes 

on until he told them to take them off. Then that night he had a dramatic announcement to make. 

Miss Wriggly-Bottom was stone dead. He'd overestimated her stamina. She couldn't go with a man 

the whole night. Her sex was outside, on her bust and highs it wasn't inside. There was just a vacuum 

inside. Then he said: `I have an insatiable desire,' and in he hauled Miss Sewing Machine again. She 

was looking desperately sad and wistful, but she temporarily solved his problem. The next day he 

was free to turn his attention back to his job, which was, of course, directing the affairs of the 

universe. The universe couldn't be set right until Sello was either set right, or dead. He turned on the 

obscene record again: `They all know what he's really after. It's got nothing to do with the 

prophecies. It's just sex. They all know him. They all know what he's like.' The whole day long the 

record went on and on. She had tended to forget Sello in this sudden explosion of drama, and the 

silent, immobile figure on the chair said nothing at all. There had always been comments of some 

kind, even if it was a comment on an everyday event. What was resurrected before her gaze that 

night was the Sello in the brown suit, with his narrow, mean eyes. She had just started to doze 

fitfully — for three nigh. the 'goings-on' on her bed had kept her awake — when suddenly a cold 

slime touched her mouth. She looked up into the foxy face of Sello and raised one hand to brush the 

slime off her mouth. He caught hold of her hands in a vice-grip; he was grinning awfully. Half-choking 

with fear, she struggled violently to free her hands and woke with a piercing scream.  
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Excerpt How Beautiful We Were by Imbolo Mbu 

 

Thula 

the hut is warm, but my teeth chatter. My mind thrashes around, compelling me to imagine the spill 

of my blood after a bullet tears open my belly. I wonder how many bullets it would take to kill me—

what would my corpse look like? I’ve spent my entire life around death, and yet I fear it. The mystery 

of it confounds me. How someone could be here and not here, in our world but also gone from it, 

with a nose closed off to air, eyes that won’t open, a sealed mouth, a human but just a thing. I hate 

this world, but I don’t yearn to leave it. I want to live long and see what life after a twisted childhood 

looks like, but I know death is eager to claim me—my journey to reunite with Papa might begin 

tomorrow. Once, after the funeral for one of my friends, I asked Papa about the crossing from this 

world to the next, how lonely and treacherous it would be, and he told me that it was different for 

everyone, it all depended on what kind of life a person had led, words that offered me no comfort. 

“You’re not going to die for a long time, Thula,” Papa said. A lie, we both knew it—what human can 

guarantee another long life? 

 

— 

Mama fastens the rope that keeps our front door closed. Her hands tremble as she makes knot after 

knot; she seems convinced a tightly locked bamboo door will prevent soldiers from getting to us. She 

hurries to do the same to the back door. Juba and I are in the parlor, sitting with our grandmother, 

Yaya—Juba is on Yaya’s lap, I’m on a stool next to hers. Yaya strokes Juba’s head with one hand, 

places the other around my shoulders. Besides the sound of Mama’s efforts, our hut is quiet. Kosawa 

is quiet. 

 

“My dear children,” Yaya says, softly, “let’s go to sleep. We need a good rest so we’ll be ready to 

face whatever tomorrow brings.” She is wrapped by a peace I haven’t seen since the day Papa left. 

“If anyone comes to take something from us, we’ll give it to them, even if it’s our lives they want.” 

 

“Bongo and all the men are together right now, sharpening their machetes,” Mama says as she re-

enters the parlor. Her voice is quivering. “If those soldiers think they can just come here and…” 

 

“But, Mama, the soldiers have guns,” I say, struggling not to cry. Papa told me, before he left, never 

to cry unless I must. “How will machetes help us?” 

 

“Jakani and Sakani will take care of that,” Mama replies. 

 

I ask no more questions. The twins—our village medium and medicine man—are capable of 

incredible deeds. They’re beyond human, but they’re mortals; they too can die. 

 

“We’ll all sleep in my bedroom tonight,” Yaya says, staring afar. “We’ll dream the same dream, 

maybe a dream in which we see your papa and your big papa.” 

 

Everyone is silent again, listening to the quietness outside. Yaya rises first, leaning against her cane. 

Juba and I follow her to her bedroom. Without rinsing our mouths or changing into our sleeping 
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clothes, we go to lie on either side of her. Mama sleeps on the floor, no one beside her for comfort 

now that Papa is gone and tradition forbids her from ever sharing a bed with another man. I hear 

Juba and Yaya falling asleep—their breaths turning into light snores—but I know that, like me and 

most of Kosawa, Mama will stay up all night; life gifts easy peace only to the very young and very old. 

Nothing can hinder my thoughts from rushing to the moment when Mama and Yaya and Juba are 

slaughtered in my presence. I wonder how long I’ll spend dangling between this world and the next 

before finding myself among my ancestors, who I hope will welcome me and teach me how to be at 

home in their world. I pray they’ll help me forget the few good things of this world. Perhaps it won’t 

be hard for me to get used to this unimaginable land—Papa and Big Papa are already there, Mama 

and Yaya and Juba and Bongo will accompany me there. We’ll be together again, but first we must 

die. 
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PEST CONTROL from A Brief Biography of My Name by Yalie Kamara 

 

The long mot arata is a type of 

Sierra Leonean rodent that strikes 

its prey in sleep. It nibbles away 

 

at its victims while they are nestled 

in deep recline. Its teeth sand down 

calluses until they reveal scarlet 

and beige flesh. 

 

Though its stomach collapses 

under the anvil of hunger, 

this mouse has principle. 

 

It takes tiny breaks to purse its lips 

and push a stream of cold wind onto 

its target's feet, so as to offset any irritation 

that may tussle the unsuspecting 

out of slumber. 

 

Though I don't know if anyone in my 

family could positively identify the long 

mot arata in a lineup of offenders, 

their certitude of the mouse's 

existence is irrefutable; it lies in the way 

 

they express the betrayal they have often 

felt at daybreak. They are disturbed by 

the scene: short brown hairs flecked 

on the bed and maroon paw prints inked 

by their own blood. 

 

Not even the simple act of rest comes 

without profound suffering. 

 

For most of my life, I have been haunted 

by the tale of the long mot arata, and 

taught to question my friends just like these 

creatures, to doubt the admiration of anyone 

who loves me without good enough reason, 

to look for punctured heels following any 

explosion of praise leaving a familiar mouth. 
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I had fallen many times from this spell: 

the cool current passing over my toes 

before seeing a bit of myself hanging 

from your smiling lips. My wound, a 

trace of your icy-breath desire to 

take my feet and walk away from me. 

 

I have gathered all of your forgotten 

fur from my nightstand drawer and 

plastered it to my body. 

 

The moon makes an indigo silhouette 

of your whiskers and snout. 

Still and quiet, I wonder just when 

you will notice how long you have been 

eating yourself in the dark. 
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Excerpt from Minor Details by Adania Shibli 

 

The incident took place on a morning that would coincide, exactly a quarter of a century later, with 

the morning of my birth. Of course, this may seem like pure narcissism, the fact that what drew me 

to the incident, what made it begin haunting me, was the presence of a detail that is really quite 

minor when compared to the incident’s major details, which can only be described as tragic. It’s 

completely plausible, though, for this type of narcissism to exist in someone. It’s an innate tendency, 

one might say, toward a belief in the uniqueness of the self, toward regarding the life one leads so 

highly that one cannot but love life and everything about it. But since I do not love my life in 

particular, nor life in general, and at present any efforts on my part are solely channeled toward 

staying alive, I doubt that a diagnosis of narcissism would fully apply to me here. It’s something else, 

something related more to that inability of mine to identify borders between things, and evaluate 

situations rationally and logically, which in many cases leads me to see the fly shit on a painting and 

not the painting itself, as the saying goes. And it is possible, at first glance, to mock this tendency, 

which could compel someone, after the building next to their office at their new job is bombed, to 

be more concerned about the dust that was created by the bombing and that landed on their desk 

than about the killing of the three young men who had barricaded themselves inside, for instance. 

But despite this, there are some who consider this way of seeing, which is to say, focusing intently 

on the most minor details, like dust on the desk or fly shit on a painting, as the only way to arrive at 

the truth and definitive proof of its existence. There are even art historians who make these same 

claims. All right, they don’t exactly claim to notice fly shit on a painting, but they do make a point of 

focusing on the least significant details, not the most significant ones, in order to determine, for 

example, whether a painting is an original or a copy. According to them, when art forgers imitate a 

painting, they pay attention to major, significant details, like the roundness of the subject’s face or 

the position of the body, and these they reproduce precisely. However, they rarely pay attention to 

little details like earlobes or fingernails or toenails, which is why they ultimately fail to perfectly 

replicate the painting. Moreover, others claim, based on the same idea, that it is possible to 

reconstruct something’s appearance, or an incident one has never witnessed, simply by noticing 

various little details which everyone else finds to be insignificant. It’s the kind of thing that happens 

in old fables, like the tale where three brothers meet a man who has lost his camel, and immediately 

they describe the lost beast to him: it is a white camel, blind in one eye, carrying two skins on its 

saddle, one full of oil and the other of wine. You must have seen it, shouts the man. No, we have not 

seen it, they reply. But he does not believe them and accuses them of stealing his camel. So the four 

men are brought before the court, where the three brothers prove their innocence by revealing to 

the judge how they were able to describe an animal they had never seen before, by noticing the 

smallest and simplest details, such as the camel’s uneven tracks across the sand, a few drops of oil 

and wine that spilled from its load as it limped away, and a tuft of its shedding hair. As for the 

incident mentioned in the article, the fact that the specific detail that piqued my interest was the 

date on which it occurred was perhaps because there was nothing really unusual about the main 

details, especially when compared with what happens daily in a place dominated by the roar of 

occupation and ceaseless killing. And bombing that building is just one example. Even rape. That 

doesn’t only happen during war, but also in everyday life. Rape, or murder, or sometimes both; I’ve 

never been preoccupied with incidents like these before. Even this incident in which, according to 

the article, several people were killed, only began to haunt me because of a detail about one of the 
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victims. To a certain extent, the only unusual thing about this killing, which came as the final act of a 

gang rape, was that it happened on a morning that would coincide, exactly twenty-five years later, 

with the morning I was born. That is it. Furthermore, one cannot rule out the possibility of a 

connection between the two events, or the existence of a hidden link, as one sometimes finds with 

plants, for instance, like when a clutch of grass is pulled out by the roots, and you think you’ve got 

rid of it entirely, only for grass of the exact same species to grow back in the same spot a quarter of a 

century later. But, at the same time, I realize that my interest in this incident on the basis of a minor 

detail such as the date on which it occurred is a sign that I’ll inevitably end up trespassing borders 

once again. So, every day since I learned about it, I try to convince myself to forget it entirely, and 

not do anything reckless. The date on which it occurred cannot be more than a coincidence. Besides, 

sometimes it’s inevitable for the past to be forgotten, especially if the present is no less horrific; that 

is, until I’m awoken at dawn one morning by the dog barking, followed by the wail of a strong wind. I 

rush to close all the windows until I get to the big window, through which I see how mercilessly the 

wind is pulling at the grasses and trees, shaking their branches in every direction, while the leaves 

tremble and writhe back and forth, nearly ripping off as the wind viciously toys with them. And the 

plants simply don’t resist. They just surrender to the fact of their fragility, that the wind can do what 

it wishes with them, fooling around with their leaves, passing between their branches, penetrating 

their boughs, and all the while it carries the dog’s frantic barking, tossing the sound in every 

direction. And again, a group of soldiers capture a girl, rape her, then kill her, twenty-five years to 

the day before I was born; this minor detail, which others might not give a second thought, will stay 

with me forever; in spite of myself and how hard I try to forget it, the truth of it will never stop 

chasing me, given how fragile I am, as weak as the trees out there past the windowpane. There may 

in fact be nothing more important than this little detail, if one wants to arrive at the complete truth, 

which, by leaving out the girl’s story, the article does not reveal.  

 

[...] 

 

So I drive the little white car back to my house, where I’ll have the opportunity to reconsider my 

undertaking; maybe I’ll finally stop chasing after these reckless ideas, with their inevitably perilous 

consequences, and rid myself of the conviction that I can uncover any details about the rape and 

murder as the girl experienced it, not relying only on what the soldiers who committed it disclosed, 

as the author of that article did. This type of investigation is completely beyond my ability. And the 

fact that the girl was killed twenty-five years to the day before I was born doesn’t necessarily mean 

that her death belongs to me, or that it should extend into my life, or that it should be my duty to 

retell her story. As a matter of fact, I’m the last person who could do that, because of all my 

stuttering and stammering. In short, there’s absolutely no point in my feeling responsible for her, 

feeling like she’s a nobody and will forever remain a nobody whose voice nobody will hear. Besides, 

people have to deal with enough misery in the world today; there’s no reason to go searching for 

more and digging into the past. I should just forget the entire thing. But then, as soon as darkness 

spreads into every corner of the house, I’m racked by the dog’s howling again; it robs me of sleep 

until the dawn hours, when I finally nod off, and then wake up late, quickly drink my coffee, grab all 

the maps I have in the house, and leave.  
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SELF-PORTRAIT WITHOUT STITCHES by Safia Elhillo  

i was hurt i wasn’t i saw it  

on the internet licked yogurt  

from a spoon while the girls  

described their blood hot seizing  

the cotton of a sheet i am speaking  

from the cut place from my other  

mouths do not believe me for i  

was never cut or i was hurt but  

never sewn or i wasn’t i want  

-ed it i didn’t i screamed i didn’t  

i bit down i bled i didn’t i click  

through pictures of the girls moonfaced  

thick-cheeked still fastened to the  

roundness of childhood consider  

the softness of my jaw my face without  

angles without edges i covered  

i cowered i didn’t i cried i came to  

i click & learn their names incant them  

i learn the names of the stones the theory 

it wasn’t me i think of all the ways  

we match it could have been it  

couldn’t consider the cut place thick  

liquid of citizenship spilling from  

my many mouths uncut my many  

uncut mouths  
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GIRLS THAT NEVER DIE by Safia Elhillo  

a girl buried to the chest  

in red earth her wrists  

bound beneath the soil  

with twine a crowd gathers  

to father her its infinite  

hands curved loosely around  

a stone small enough  

that no single throw is named  

as cause of death no single  

hand accountable to the blood  

the girl undaughter unnamed  

unfaced undone from the lineage  

her photographs pulled already  

from bookshelf from walls her father 

among the hands his pebble  

streaked with quartz the first to rise  

to carve the air & arc toward the girl  

the rootless tree faceless & erect  

& perhaps the stones twisting  

like fireworks the girl  

their nucleus rise & rise  

for a time opposite of rain  

opposite of hail & perhaps the silence  

a beat too long & another  

another & then a rustling  

of wings above the girl  

a flock thick mixed cloud  

of avifauna partridge & nightjar  

& golden sparrow & avocet  

& lapwing & every other sort  

of plover & ibis & heron & gulls  

though the sea is far & to the north  

& the minutes pass & the girl is untouched  

& each bird in its beak tongues a stone  

[what if i will not die]  

[what will govern me then]  

[how to govern me then]  

[what bounty then on my name]  

[what stone what rope what man  

will be my officer] 
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Excerpts from Die, My Love by Ariana Harwicz  

Translated by Sarah Moses and Carolina Orloff 

 

I want to snarl, to howl, but instead I let the mosquitoes bite me, let them savour my sweetened 

skin. The sun deflects the silvery reflection of the knife back to me and I’m blinded. The sky is red, 

violet, trembling. I hear them looking for me, the filthy baby and the naked husband. Ma-ma, da-da, 

poo-poo. My baby’s the one who does the talking, all night long. Co-co-na-na-ba-ba. There they are. 

I leave the knife in the scorched pasture, hoping that when I find it next it’ll look like a scalpel, a 

feather, a pin. I get up, hot and bothered by the tingling between my legs. Blonde or dark? Whatever 

you’re having, my love. We’re one of those couples who mechanise the word ‘love’, who use it even 

when they despise each other. I never want to see you again, my love. I’m coming, I say, and I’m a 

fraud of a country woman with a red polka-dot skirt and split ends. I’ll have a blonde beer, I say in 

my foreign accent. I’m a woman who’s let herself go, has a mouth full of cavities and no longer 

reads. Read, you idiot, I tell myself, read one full sentence from start to finish. Here we are, all three 

of us together for a family portrait. We toast the happiness of our baby and drink the beers, my son 

in his high chair chewing on a leaf. I put a finger in his mouth and he shrieks, biting me with his 

gums. My husband wants to plant a tree for the baby’s long life and I don’t know what to say, I just 

smile like a fool. Does he have any idea? So many healthy and beautiful women in the area, and he 

ended up falling for me. A nutcase. A foreigner. Someone beyond repair. Muggy out today, isn’t it? 

Seems it’ll last a while, he says. I take long swigs from the bottle, breathing through my nose and 

wishing, quite simply, that I were dead. 

 

[...] 

 

The night was high, black and smooth above us. An unwelcoming, pretentious darkness. The fan was 

rotating. My wonder-daughter was dreaming inside the white netting, soft as a fish with no scales. I 

was obsessed with sleeping. My wife had been dreaming away by my side for hours and the 

mosquito coils had disintegrated, leaving behind the smell of teenage holidays. I got up and tiptoed 

to the door, taking with me the clothes that were hanging on the back of the iron chair. I got dressed 

in the darkness of the hallway, carried my shoes to the door and tied my laces below the open sky. It 

wasn’t until I’d pushed my motorcycle a block away that I got on and started the engine. I saw the 

trees that had been chopped down by a single blow from an axe. I saw the rabbit skulls riddled with 

holes, scattered like flowers at the entrance to the woods. I saw a cluster of nocturnal butterflies 

that fluttered around my head, into my ears and under the collar of my shirt. They gradually got 

tangled in my hair and flew up my nose. The fresh air coming off the hill and the road didn’t take 

away the feeling I had of being smothered. I rode on along the motorway, passing peaceful men 

carrying rifles and machetes. I was getting closer to her in large leaps. I passed the houses that came 

before hers. The house with the boarded-up windows, the one with the fake roses outside, the one 

with the twin Siberian huskies. I turned off the engine, left the motorcycle leaning in the grass and 

moved towards her front gate. I walked there and back, seeing and not seeing into her garden and 

house. All I could make out through the foliage were fragments. Then a light pierced the pitch 

darkness. Someone had just woken up. Or was it the baby, shaken by the images in his dreams. I put 

my hand on the gate latch and set foot in her territory for the first time. Her house standing before 

me looked like a landscape. My shoes flattened the earth. I took a few steps forward, careful not to 
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be seen from either of the two small front windows. I ran my hand along the wall that was cracked 

as though by lightning, and made my way round to the back of the house. The light was still on but 

nothing more than the aggressive shhh of the barn owl could be heard. I was expecting to see her 

come down through the air in a white nightdress, possessed by spirits. I was expecting to see her 

appear in the window with red eyes. Or floating above the roof dressed all in black. There, in her 

space, I could feel the hatred that dug at her womb and I begged not to be infected by the 

depression she felt at having to live. Because she’s infectious, the bitch. Infectious and so beautiful. 

Another window opened. A sudden gash in the wall. Too scared to run away, I stayed put and waited 

for something to happen. For her husband to come out or a dog to bite me. Or for her to appear, 

which would be more frightening still. Then I heard creaking thumps on a wooden staircase. Her feet 

were metal talons. Her long hair hanging down to the floor was made of particles. I stood there like a 

statue with wet feet. She appeared. She rode the wind towards me but was pulled back by a strong 

gust. Suspended in mid-air, she opened her glorious mouth as if to scream but nothing came out. I 

could hardly restrain myself. I found her irresistible the way she was, even though she was a few 

steps away from the septic tank. Despite my violent lust, despite my desire to gobble her up, to 

inhale her, I didn’t move. Neither did she. I’d say that was when we met for the first time, there 

among the shadows. In that instant, we shared the tragedies of our lives. That was us talking about 

the past, about why we were in this pit, this insect-infested hole, and why we were running away in 

the middle of the night. Grab a knife and slice your lip open, she told me. I obeyed while she 

galloped into the house, and even with her back turned she was watching me bleed. I escaped on my 

motorcycle, waking everyone up. 

 

[...] 

 

Every time my husband screws me, I blink and it’s like they’ve felled a tree. Like the blow of an axe. I 

eat with one hand and the fat drips down my wrist. I talk loudly, drool even, but they screw me 

anyway. I’m still attractive. Against the wall the way you want it, he says lasciviously. Hands tied as 

requested. I don’t recognise him. It’s like he’s taken notes. He screws me and my eyes explode again 

and again. The exorcist. I go blind. A rock to the forehead. He screws me and screws me and it’s all 

destruction, objects fall to the ground and smash. Grandma’s porcelain teacups. The little framed 

pictures we brought back from Italy. My house is a warehouse of glass. My femur hurts. I say 

nothing. For once, I go with his flow. My tautologically little husband seems to have a new lease of 

life. The lad’s actually woken up. I let myself drown in his fluids. He even calls me whore. He uses 

that word and his mouth fills up with furious water. Polluted water. These are not his words. Praise 

the Lord. He’s learnt – from having watched the other? But it’s no use to me any more. I try to 

belong to him. I give him my scalp. Take it. I give him my brain. I give him my stretched skin. Tug it. I 

give him my eyelids, don’t care if I lose them. Let my eyes dry out in one blink. I offer myself to him. 

Take me. Have me. Taste me. I want to be his woman but I look at him with the surprise of a 

stranger. A woman attacked by a shadow while she’s napping. A woman who’s groped while she’s 

walking along. I fall over to the side. I feel sick and I’m offered a glass of water. Take a seat, madam, 

the children say. They offer me salt in the palms of their hands, the way you would a bird. I peck him 

hard with my beak. It’s over. I let him keep touching me. We’re covered in saliva. Now comes the 

hug and the wet kiss. Now comes the hounding of love. I want to fuse into myself. But it’s like 

shooting at your feet, like burying something close to the surface so it sprouts. We’re an elderly 

couple with heatstroke.  
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WHAT IS CLOSED/WHAT IS CONTAINED by Andrea Abi-Karam 

 

What does it mean to contain something like a piece of land/a country/a nation/a body like a pair of 

bodies/a pile of bodies/a set of words between two covers/a few fingers inside someone else’s 

body/ inside someone else’s mouth biting down hard/teeth marks across the knuckles/red indents 

you could throw on a scanner & still get a decent read/ decent image/decent 

pic/pic4pic/t4focusgroup/t4t/ t4fuckmeuntilimfinallyexhaustedenoughtofallasleep 

 

What does it mean to contain an identity/to contain an I in one body/I think of my multiple 

selves/fixed against the wall/hooks around their necks holding them in place 

 

All of my selves/contained in separate bodies/connected through the desiring machine/not through 

skin/all of these selves/contained in a room/where is the room/I see it floating in some dark 

abyss/hung in some static time vacuum or deep underground/blurred deep walled up with 

concrete/& then dirt & then a volcano so dark you think it will never end & just runs all the way 

through/it spans the whole earth 

 

A BROKEN BOTTLE THAT WAS A LITTLE TOO HARD TO SHATTER / A ROLLED CIGARETTE THAT BROKE 

OPEN IN MY POCKET BEFORE I COULD SMOKE IT / AN EMPTY BOTTLE THAT WAS EMPTY BEFORE I 

WAS DRUNK / A NOTEBOOK / FULL BEFORE I GOT HONEST / AN EMPTY GAS TANK BEFORE I ARRIVED 

/ BEFORE I GOT FAR / A ROOM FULL OF PEOPLE THAT EMPTIED BEFORE I WAS LOUD / A PROJECT 

THAT FELL APART BEFORE I HAD A CHANCE TO HATE IT FIRST / A SEASON THAT CHANGED BEFORE I 

HAD ACCUMULATED ENOUGH RESOURCES TO GET OUT / EVERY FEW WEEKS A LOVER / I KEPT 

GETTING SICK BUT COULDNT STOP KISSING / A NIGHT THAT WAS TOO LONG TO STAY UP FOR BUT 

TOO SHORT TO SLEEP THROUGH / A DESIRE FOR ANOTHER WAY OF LIVING UNRELIANT ON THE 

STATE / THAT COULD NO LONGER EXIST TANGENTIALLY / EXISTING INSTEAD OF / ALONGSIDE A 

GROUP OF BEETLES THAT INVADED THEN TOOK DOWN A GIANT POWERFUL TREE ONE TINY W/HOLE 

AT A TIME / FINALLY COLLAPSE INTO EACH OTHER / CRACK ANOTHER TREE FALLS IN THE FOREST & 

NO ONE GIVES A FUCK B/C THEY’RE BUSY CARVING OUT THEIR OWN W/HOLES THAT MIGHT 

COLLAPSE INTO EACH OTHER SOME DAY TOO / I WONDER HOW LONG IT TOOK / THE COLLAPSE / I 

WONDER WHAT THEY WERE THINKING ABOUT THE W/HOLE TIME / LIKE WERE THEY JUST HUNGRY 

OR TAKING DOWN A SYMBOL OF POWER / THEY FELT NEEDED TO BE TAKEN DOWN / like riding 911 

trauma blasting sleigh bells / like riding dirty on tour from tucson to oakland 

 

ALL SEALED UP VERY TIGHT / THE SUTURED PULL ALMOST TOO HARD / RISK SLICING THE VERY SKIN 

/ IT’S SUPPOSED TO HOLD TOGETHER / SMASHING THE SEPARATED EDGES SHUT / SPLIT BY A 

VIOLENCE THAT HAS OCCURRED AGAINST US / CONCENTRATED LIKE A LIGHTNING BOLT / DID YOU 

KNOW THAT ONCE YOU GET STRUCK BY LIGHTNING ONCE / THE LIGHTNING IS EVEN MORE DRAWN 

TO YOU THAN BEFORE / SOME LAW OF RANDOMNESS / AT PLAY 

 

YOU’RE JUST A BODY WITH BROKEN SEAMS 

 

TRYING TO HOLD TOGETHER UNTIL THE NEXT STRIKE 
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THE NEXT MOMENT OF CONCENTRATED VIOLENCE 

 

AGAINST THE EDGES OF OUR INTERIORS 

 

THE MOST NECESSARY EDGE WE HAVE 

 

& OFTEN THE HARDEST TO HOLD 

 

EVEN @ RESTING STATE 

 

EVEN @ RESISTING STATE 

 

RESTING STATE LIKE 

 

WHAT ARE WE EVEN / WITHOUT OUR EDGES 

 

OUR OUTLINES 

 

A SOFT GREY PUDDLE OR TACKY CHILDREN’S CLAY 

 

ROLLING UP INTO 

 

A BALL / SMALLER & SMALLER 

 

WHAT ARE WE EVEN / WITHOUT OUR EDGES / WITHOUT 

 

OUR OUTLINES! 

 

HOW DO WE MAINTAIN THEM AGAINST ALL POSSIBLE 

 

VIOLENCES 

 

HOW DO WE STAY W/HOLE 

 

I THINK OF THE LITTLE CONNECTORS WITH TINY METAL 

 

TEETH HOLDING MY OUTLINES TOGETHER 

 

I THINK OF ALL THE STRETCHES & PULLS THAT CAUSE THE 

 

TEETH TO BEND 

 

I THINK OF EACH LITTLE METAL TOOTH BREAKING 

 

AT DIFFERENT POINTS 
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DIFFERENT STRIKES OF ENERGY 

 

WELLED UP AGAINST EACH CONNECTING TOOTH 

 

& ITS CONNECTION 

 

EACH CELL OF SUPREMACY RISING UP TO BLAST OUR TEETH 

 

ALL OVER THE SIDEWALK 

 

TOO SMALL TO GATHER BACK UP 

 

I GATHER AS MANY AS I CAN / PLACE THEM 

 

IN THE PALM OF MY HAND 

 

I USE A TOOTHPICK WITH A TINY AMOUNT OF GLUE / I TRY 

 

TO STICK THEM BACK ON / SOME OF THEM ARE BENT / 

 

SOME OF THEM ARE CROOKED / SOME HAVE BEEN PUT BACK 

 

IN THE WRONG PLACE 

 

IT’S HARD TO KNOW / IF YOU DON’T PRESS ON EXACTLY ON 

 

THAT PART / OF THE OUTLINE / WILL IT STAY TOGETHER / 

 

OR SPREAD APART / ALL OVER AGAIN & THEN WHAT 

 

EVERYTHING IS JUST TOO SMALL TO PUT BACK TOGETHER 

 

JUST THE RIGHT WAY / SO WE BECOME THESE MUTANT 

 

CYBORGS WITH SHORTS & SCARS & WELDED POINTS / 

 

BUBBLED UP / RAISED CONNECTION POINTS THAT HEAL 

 

LIKE TATTOOS DONE WITH A HAND TOO HEAVY 

 

FOREVER RAISED FOREVER 

 

A TEXTURE UNINTENDED ON THE SURFACE OF MY OUTLINE 
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WATCH IT BREAK 

 

WATCH IT RISE 

 

WATCH IT TRY TO HEAL 

 

WATCH IT TEAR 

 

WATCH IT BREAK AGAIN 

 

WATCH ALL THE LITTLE METAL TEETH FALL OUT 

 

RING AS THEY HIT THE SIDEWALK 

 

& RING AS THEY HIT THE SIDEWALK 

 

& 

 

RING AS 

 

THEY 

 

HIT THE 

 

SIDEWALK 

 

IT WILL SOUND LIKE DORSEY PLAYING BACH ON 

 

STAND UP BASS 

 

THAT SAD BUT FUCKED UP BEAUTIFUL KIND OF SOUND 

 

WHERE IT RAINS & THE MAIN CHARACTER ON SCREEN IS 

 

HELLA LONELY & PROBABLY JUST LOOKING TO LEAVE TOWN 

 

UNLESS SOMEONE CAN CONVINCE THEM OTHERWISE 

 

THE ACTUAL HOURS OF TENDONS STRETCHED AROUND 

 

WRISTS HOLDING THEM DOWN THE CHAIR’S ARMS IN A WAY 

 

THAT’S WET & SLOW & NASTY LIKE YOU COULD SLIP OUT 

 

BUT YOU’RE NOT SURE THAT’S WHAT YOU WANT YOU KNOW 
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COMPLEX DESIRE 

 

IN THE SLOW 

 

HEAVY MOMENT  
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Excerpt from Voices of the Lost by Hoda Barakat 

 

I killed that woman. The work of an instant. In a moment of terror and panic that seized me and 

completely overpowered me, I killed her. 

   I was sleeping next to her. All of a sudden, she pressed herself against me, hard. I was half asleep 

but I had the sensation that worms were crawling over my skin. I even saw the worms. I pushed her 

hand off me, pushed and rubbed it off me as if I were scraping worms off a corpse. But she started 

touching me again and pressing herself against me, against my limbs, my organs, everywhere. My 

head erupted. Alarm, anger, a combination of the two. Poisoned blood shot blue-black through my 

body and clouded my eyes. 

   Now, because I’m recording what happened, I’m trying very hard to remember all the details in 

their order. This is not because I’m trying to find excuses for myself. After all, it so happens that I 

killed a lot of people long before I killed her. None of it affected me much: not their screams, not 

their blubbering and pleading, not the gurgling sounds as they died – hanged or strangled or buried 

alive in coffins and then shot at. Inside, they struggled and pounded and scratched as though they 

meant to wrestle the bullets from where they’d lodged in the wood, before they went quiet, giving 

in to their fate. Even the smell didn’t bother me. It was just an outcome, as I saw it, of what was 

more or less a natural process, human flesh decomposing. I slept soundly, undisturbed by any 

regrets, feeling no alarm, no anger. Torture followed by death was going to be either my lot or 

theirs, a final decree that there was no escaping.  

   As for getting any pleasure out of those things I did, deeds God might well make me answer for? 

Well, what I did was simply the most natural path to follow: a person  wakes up at dawn and goes 

back to doing whatever he was doing yesterday. It isn’t a matter of choice or pleasure. Feeling 

pumped up by your own strength and audacity and the absolute power you have over people isn’t 

just a nice little luxury you can take or leave. Seeing men who were once army officers, or university 

professors, or judges, kissing your feet and bawling is more than a mere treat you come to expect, to 

top off your day. It grows into something you have to have, without even being aware of it. Because 

when these things happen, the blood rises and boils in your heart, thickened and heated by natural 

intoxicants which mimic the drugs that create the addict’s pleasure and bind him forever to those 

substances. When you can overturn people’s lives and make them into different people, when you 

can recast their fates completely with your own two hands, you become Fate itself. Fate, to which 

you used to supplicate on hands and knees, desperate for it to be merciful to you. But this time 

around, that’s not where I was! My interests lay in keeping her alive, that woman. She was my only 

refuge. It did me no good at all to kill her. 

   I wasn’t really aware of what had happened until the next morning. She was lying there as stiff as a 

board, her arms outstretched and her legs splayed. Her hair looked like a bushy, tangled ball of 

thorns and her eyes were wide open and bulging. Her tongue was bluish and it hung from her slack 

jaws. So I must have strangled her. There were blue rings on her neck and beneath her buttocks a 

pool of cold urine. The fuzz from my nightclothes clung to her fingers and nails, and I had some 

trouble picking it out. I covered her face and then her whole body with the bedclothes. I went into 

the kitchen, made coffee and sat down on the stool. God, she’s ugly, I was thinking. She really is 

hideous now. What’s happened has happened; maybe it all happened because she’s so disgusting, 

and now this disaster has landed on my head. I mean, she’s dead now, so she won’t be conscious of 

any of it. But I’m alive and I have to find a way out of this mess I’ve got myself into. Getting rid of the 
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dead bodies was never part of my job. There were always others assigned to that and I didn’t know 

anything about what they did. 

   My next thought was that I could just leave her as she was and run away. Immediately, and fast. 

But where to? Her Algerian neighbour who lived in the flat below was back from holiday. And the 

woman had always told me that she was the only person who ever visited this downstairs neighbour 

and chatted with her. That was because now and then, she – that is, the Algerian – came round with 

a platter of couscous or some other dish she had made. So, what if the Algerian woman came up 

here and knocked on the door one of these days, and then the next and the next, and it began to 

dawn on her that her neighbour was missing, and she got worried? I wrote out, on a slip of paper: 

My dear neighbour, I’m away for a few days, and I’ll see you when I am back. I stuck the slip of paper 

on the door of the flat, closed it and returned to the kitchen. What if the Algerian woman noticed 

that the handwriting wasn’t her neighbour’s? But what evidence did I have anyway that the two 

women ever exchanged messages, and knew each other’s handwriting? 

   I was in a real fix. I needed some time. That was all I needed now, I thought. This woman who 

enslaved me and poisoned my days was not going to be the end of me – this woman who had made 

me into one of her pet dogs, because she cared so much about strays. 

   I turned on the radio. It was her favourite singer, screeching out lyrics in a raspy, terrible voice. I’d 

heard that she began life as a whore in the streets of Paris. I turned the radio off. Forgiveness – it’s a 

divine secret, who gets forgiveness. They forgave the whore. They made her into a big star instead. 

Who would forgive me? Where would that come from? Your heart? My mother’s heart? Hahaha! 
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Excerpt from Blood of the Dawn by Claudia Salazar Jiménez 

 

The music thuds all throughout the house. Tonight, few women are dancing at Ana María’s. Instead, 

they hang on each other’s words. The news is almost the same, some know a few more details. 

Someone looks for me, apprehensive. Is it true you’re going there? When did these women find out? 

I can’t confirm it but I don’t want to deny it, either. To the mountains? Right now? Have you 

forgotten what they did to those reporters in Uchuraccay? It’s years since that happened. Those 

campesinos get the wrong idea, you know. Be careful, Mel. I hate being here. We have to break the 

circuit of censorship and the monopoly over information. No doubt some understanding has been 

reached with the government. They’re controlling everything. One of the women suddenly becomes 

interested in the conversation. Campesinos? They’re the worst. My father was stripped of his land 

because of that absurd Agrarian Reform. And what happened? Go ask them. Go see how they’ve let 

everything go to waste. Now’s not the time to put things into historical perspective or talk about 

inequality. If I bring back images, might these women be able to see something different? Might they 

truly see? Those insurgents are doing us a favor. I hope they keep getting rid of them. They’d do well 

to wipe them all out. The woman who says this has become tangled in an attack of laughter; clearly 

she’s had too much to drink. And if they killed your siblings? I want a vodka. I prefer to distance 

myself from them a bit. I’m fed up with the things they say, but I need them. I’ll do what I can, Mel, 

I’ll speak to my father, I’m sure he will lend you a hand. A friend opens doors in such circumstances. 

They’ll give you the safe-conduct in no time and maybe even an escort. The path cleared to the 

mountains. But I don’t want an escort. I want more music, want to dance. I play with the cherry and 

ice in my vodka lime. I make myself comfortable on the sofa. It’s been a few weeks since Daniela 

went back to Paris and who knows when she’ll be back. Assuming she does come back. And if she 

doesn’t, the world will keep on turning, as always. Perhaps it was a mistake to speak to her again. 

Are you insane, Mel? Traveling there at this point means going into the mouth of hell. Pure 

metaphors… 

 

thud thud thud you dance I dance alone together she leads me to the corner can’t resist your 

perfume she says your perfume your smile your eyes your hands she says my mouth my lips my 

tongue a frenzied animal thud thud thud lights laser lights beat beat bandit lover friend she hangs 

from my neck stay there I’m getting wet lights down down down now yes torment love the tide yes 

heart captive lover yes I don’t want to see your face without mystery down bury yourself there down 

sink your face bandit bandit you say something no follow the 

 

 electricity again my giddy center my back an arch hurricane hurricane held breath your damp face 

who are you I will get lost in a moment with you thud my number? thud forever clean your face thud 

what planet do you live on 

 

I remember the night in detail because the next morning I was to return to the field. I had to take 

reinforcements to our combatants in the mountains. The time had come; I crept toward Comrade 

Leader and Fernanda’s bedroom. The half-shut door beckoned. I remember everything as if I’m 

seeing it right now. My pupils dilating, tensing like my muscles down below, beating, desiring, eyes 

watering, dampening, fixed on their skin. On the Leader’s skin. On Fernanda’s skin. My pupils 

opening and closing, my longing sex opening and closing. My panting taking on a slow, deliberate 
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rhythm, beads of pleasure in each breath. Not much variation. Militant in their rhythm. Mostly he on 

top of her. He thrusts and exhales deep. The hierarchy maintained at this time of night. I don’t need 

to touch them to be part of them. I graze their bodies with my eyes. I know they feel it. I know they 

feel my gaze on their backs, my eyes on their skin. 

 

I have to control the pain in my center, absorb it until it disappears and dissipates in a vapor without 

weight or consequence. Dominate my flesh, my eyes, their skin. The body itself does not exist. What 

exists is a forceful act. A retaliation from the State. A gestating woman. Pieces of an informer. Bits of 

a traitor. There are also (they always say) massacres. Devastation. Quotas. Papers, letters, one atop 

the other, mounting with excessive order. Discipline exists. The word exists but doesn’t hurt. It cuts, 

but doesn’t hurt. Kills, but doesn’t hurt. Genocidal explosion. Hammer and sickle. The red sun. The 

dawn. 
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Excerpt from Savage Tongues by Azareen Van Der Vliet Oloomi 

Halfway to the apartment, I decided to cut through the blind alleys of the old city, to climb up 

through its shaded streets and stout houses, their windows gazing at one another coyly, to the Plaza 

de los Naranjos. I remembered an old woman who ran a shop in the far corner of that plaza; we’d 

chatted once or twice. I wondered if she was still alive. She was thin and had a wrinkled face, a 

humped back, but nevertheless she was elegant, attractive, a woman with a poised demeanor, 

pearls in her ears, and hair meticulously combed into a chignon pinned together with silk flowers. 

I walked resignedly through the streets now, jostled by crowds of chattering tourists, by young men 

in leather jackets, their motorcycle helmets hanging off their forearms, the odor of alcohol wafting 

from their armpits as they staggered home from the clubs. As I looked at them, I felt an intense, 

searing heat crawl up my throat. It was Omar’s name rising to my lips. My eyes grew moist. I felt as 

though steam were rising from the center of my being, forcing its way up and out of my eyes, ears, 

nose. It was time. The hour of sobbing had arrived. I didn’t want to submit to my tears. I didn’t want 

to succumb. I feared I would collapse, turn to liquid, be unable to put myself back together. So I 

swallowed his name. I willed it to drown. And for a moment — a brief minute — I experienced relief. 

Perhaps, I considered, I could hardly bear the thought that Omar was still there, in that recondite 

twist of alleys, hiking through the brush and bramble of the mountains, drying herbs on his terrace, 

because I feared that, if given the chance, he would work his way through my body again. I shook 

away the thought. I pushed his name down. 

I entered the shop and asked for the woman. Rosario. Her name had come back to me the second I 

crossed the threshold. I said it over and over to myself — Rosario — a prayer bead, an incantation, 

shoving Omar’s name further down with each repetition. Rosario. The man who was minding the 

shop looked at me with expert eyes, then looked down at his desk, which was crowded with objects 

— saltshakers shaped like tuna fruit, tiny olive and almond and salt platters with flowers painted on 

their glazed yellow surfaces. Slowly, without raising his gaze from his desk, he told me that Rosario 

was his mother, that she’d passed away nearly ten years prior, that the shop was his now. There was 

a grandfather clock standing against the wall behind him. The clock was wheezing like a pair of lungs. 

I stared at its swinging pendulum. It seemed to be whispering something to me. I felt a hot breath on 

my neck. Omar. There it was: his name trembling on my lips, more powerful than I was. 

“I want you naked,” I heard, “as the day you were born.” 

“Excuse me?” I asked Rosario’s son. He had a concerned look on his face. 

“I was just asking,” he said, “if you were looking to buy something.” 

“Yes,” I said. “Yes.” Nervously moving about the store, I picked out a candleholder, a beautiful 

centerpiece delicately carved and painted a regal blue. I told him that I was looking to light some 

candles, paid him, and quietly left. 

Outside, I sat on a bench. The ache in my stomach had worsened; the pain had become unbearable. I 

felt as though someone had turned up the pressure in my gut. I felt ready to burst. I needed to take 

a moment to breathe before walking the rest of the way to the apartment. There were two men 

standing a few meters behind me. I directed my attention to them in order to distract myself from 

the tears working their way out of my body, tears I was afraid would be toxic. I swallowed hard. I 

shoved everything that was rising up in me as far down as I could. Listen to their conversation, I told 

myself, and my old habit of obedience kicked in; I resigned myself to listening. They were talking 

about women, marriage. I heard one of them say that he preferred his women to be ugly because 

the ugly ones made more competent housewives. They’re better cooks and don’t complain when it’s 
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time to mop the floors and deweb the ceiling. Besides, he added, he could always go down to the 

beach and stare at the foreign women, their bodies overflowing with sexual offerings, their habits 

and tastes indiscriminate. “Obscene women,” he said. “Women who spread their legs for anybody.” 

The other man laughed and clapped encouragingly. 

“What happened to women cutting their hair short when they got married and letting their waists 

thicken and being happy in their house slippers and aprons?” the first man asked. “They used to go 

down to the butcher looking like that, and now they all want to be appreciated; they want us to cup 

their breasts as if they were pears carved from gold by the hands of Jesus,” he exclaimed happily. 

“Forget it. Give me an ugly wife or nothing.” 

His friend went on clapping, applauding what he kept referring to as a timely sermon. 

It dawned on me then why all the women called one another guapa here. It was a code of solidarity, 

a rallying against the abusive language catapulted at them by certain men. It was a collective 

affirmation of their dignity. 

I’d closed my eyes. When I opened them, I saw that Rosario’s son was standing before me. He was 

holding out his arm. He said, “You forgot your change.” He opened his palm to show me a five-euro 

bill. 

I took the bill and thanked him. 

He walked away, dragging his feet, head hanging, his eyes on the ground. A man who was afraid, 

who had likely always been afraid, of making eye contact with women. There are all kinds of men in 

this world, I thought. All kinds. 

As soon as he was out of sight, I began shaking. I tried to push the surge of tears back down. I 

swallowed. I begged. I negotiated with the heavens. But nothing worked, and soon I had given in to a 

long bereft fit of weeping. It hurt. My throat and the backs of my lids hurt. I cried until my head 

throbbed. My lungs were exhausted and sore, my lips raw, but I couldn’t stop. It was as if a great 

flood were moving through me. A terrible earthquake. A shifting of the fault lines in the oceanic 

depths of my life. I thought of Ellie, reminded myself that I wasn’t alone. I just had to get myself to 

the apartment. I just had to make my way to Ellie. I got up and walked downhill through the old 

quarter. I could hardly see straight. My vision was blurred with tears that were collecting faster than 

I could unload them. I walked down a narrow street flanked by the puckered walls of the Arab ruins; 

great tufts of lavender and capers were growing out of the cracks and seams. I stopped halfway 

down the road and clung to one of those bushes. I nearly yanked it out of that great ancient wall, 

those stones that were as rough as sandpaper. The street was deserted. There was no one in sight. I 

heard my mother’s voice. I heard her utter that saying she had so often repeated: “God is our only 

witness.” I didn’t even know if I believed there was a God hovering in the heavens, crowning our 

heads. 

I couldn’t wait to get home to Ellie. I thought of the healing power of friendship as I made my way 

down that empty street, a street as old as time. Friendship, I thought, is a form of witness. She had 

received my testimony. She had held it with tenderness and love. She had taken care with my story. 

If it hadn’t been for her, I would have never been able to receive Xavi. I could feel myself — my 

whole body — rushing toward Ellie. I thought of her contagious laughter, how we’d doubled over 

laughing in the middle of an empty maze of streets behind the Damascus Gate in Jerusalem, the air 

thick with the smell of incense and the sound of murmured prayers because I, who did not even 

know if I believed in God, had been turned away from the Al-Aqsa Mosque that morning by two 

Israeli soldiers in green fatigues and combat boots, bullet belts strapped to their chests. They were 

holding machine guns. “You are not Muslim,” they’d said in unison, as if channeling God herself. I 
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was wearing a full hijab. I’d wanted to go into the mosque, to pray, to press my forehead against its 

well-worn floors as a way to be near my mother and her parents, to salute their deep religiosity 

despite my own confused ambivalence. I had been raised, after all, to greet God every morning, to 

thank God every evening. “Recite the Ash-Shura,” the soldiers commanded, stroking their guns. And 

I had. I stood there with a fire in my eyes, holding back my pain, hardening my face so it wouldn’t 

show my sorrow or anger. I recited the verses. I recited them for myself. I recited them for the 

soldiers, for the collective humiliation that we had been forced to perform. For the Palestinians 

whose relationship to the divine was eclipsed by the Occupation, a form of psychological and 

spiritual torture, not to be allowed to access the sacred sites of one’s culture. And as I recited the 

Ash-Shura, in that moment, against all odds, I had suddenly believed there was a God. I had felt 

heard, accompanied by an invisible fleet of bodies that had gathered at my back to support me. I 

was sure my ancestors were standing behind me, placing each verse of the Quran in my mouth to be 

uttered. Halfway through the prayer, the soldiers grew impatient and let me in. And my privilege in 

comparison to the Palestinians to whom this land and its sites belonged was not lost on me. 

What business did I have entering the mosque while they, who were devoted to the mosque, were 

cut off from its holy walls? I almost turned away, but the soldiers waved me through the arched 

passageway with their guns and a nod of their heads, and I walked, aware that I was a target, that all 

my life there had been a gun pointed at my back. I walked through the courtyard of olive trees, 

beneath a blue sun so bright that it appeared to have been lit from below, past men and women 

dressed in simple robes, toward the golden dome of the mosque, and left my shoes at the door. I’d 

needed to cry but hadn’t been able to. 

I met Ellie at the Damascus Gate after that. I told her what happened, and we’d begun to laugh. You 

are not a Muslim, we kept repeating to each other, laughing our hearts out at the preposterous 

request that I justify my humanity. It was an absurd utterance, a statement that ushered hatred into 

the world — a statement designed to remind me that I was under surveillance, that I, a potential 

purveyor of future violence, needed to be monitored, controlled. How, Ellie and I had wondered, 

laughing out our pained hearts, were we expected to carve out lives for ourselves amid all of that 

suspicion and hatred? How were we meant to believe in God? And what would that belief absolve us 

of? We had treated our friendship as sacred, as a kind of religion. Was that not, then, a 

manifestation of devotion? Was love and laughter not devotional? “Laugh,” my mother had often 

said to me as a young child. “Laugh as a way of being close to the grace of God.” That was long 

before this story had unfolded. As I emerged from the street and looked up at our building, I 

remembered how Ellie and I had stood in the shade of those ancient walls and given ourselves over 

to laughter. We’d barely been able to contain ourselves. Tears had streamed down our faces; we’d 

been on the verge of having to urinate, folded over, giggling in heaves between breaths, everything 

rushing out of us in one mad delirious stream. Had we been crying then? Crying together through 

our laughter, articulating side by side our profound sense of loss and loneliness? Had we been asking 

the universe not to turn its back on us? Had we been asking God to kneel down as our witness? 
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Pig Latin by Clarice Liuapector  

 

(“A língua do ‘p’”) 

 

Maria Aparecida—Cidinha, as they called her at home—was an English teacher. Neither rich nor 

poor: she got by. But she dressed impeccably. She looked rich. Even her suitcases were high quality. 

 

She lived in Minas Gerais and was taking the train to Rio, where she’d spend three days, and then 

catch a plane to New York. 

 

She was a highly sought-after teacher. She prized perfection and was affectionate, yet strict. She 

wanted to perfect her skills in the United States. 

 

She took the seven a.m. train to Rio. It was cold out. There she was in a suede jacket with three 

suitcases. The train car was empty, just a little old lady asleep in a corner under her shawl. 

 

At the next station, two men boarded and sat in the row across from Cidinha’s. The train in motion. 

One of the men was tall and skinny, with a thin mustache and a cold stare, the other was short and 

bald, with a gut. They looked at Cidinha. She averted her gaze, looked out the train window. 

 

There was an unease in the car. As if it were too hot. The girl nervous. The men watchful. My God, 

the girl thought, what do they want from me? There was no answer. And to top it all off, she was a 

virgin. Why, but why had she thought of her own virginity? 

 

Then the two men started talking to each other. At first Cidinha didn’t understand a word. It seemed 

like a game. They were talking too fast. And the language seemed vaguely familiar to her. What 

language was that? 

 

It suddenly dawned on her: they were speaking flawless Pig Latin. Like this: 

 

“Idday ouyay eckchay outway atthay ettypray irlgay?” 

 

“Uresay idday. E’sshay away ockoutknay. Itsway inway ethay agbay.” 

 

They meant: did you check out that pretty girl? Sure did. She’s a knockout. It’s in the bag. 

 

Cidinha pretended not to understand: understanding would be dangerous for her. That was the 

language she used, in childhood, to keep adults away. The men went on: 

 

“Iway annaway angbay atthay irlgay. Owhay outbay ouyay?” 

 

“Emay ootay. Onnagay appenhay inway ethay unneltay.” 
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What they meant was that they were going to bang her in the tunnel . . . What could she do? Cidinha 

didn’t know and trembled in fear. She hardly knew herself. Moreover she’d never gotten to know 

herself on the inside. As for knowing others, well, that was even worse. Help me, Virgin Mary! help 

me! help me! 

 

“Ifway eshay utspay upway away ightfay eway ancay illkay erhay.” 

 

If she put up a fight they could kill her. So that’s how it was. 

 

“Ithway away ifeknay. Andway obray erhay.” 

 

Kill her with a knife. And they could rob her. 

 

How could she let them know she wasn’t rich? that she was fragile, the slightest gesture would kill 

her. She took a cigarette from her purse to smoke and calm down. It didn’t help. When was the next 

tunnel coming? She had to think fast, fast, fast. 

 

Then she thought: if I pretend I’m a prostitute, they’ll change their minds, they don’t like whores. 

 

So she hiked up her skirt, made sensual movements—she didn’t even know she knew how, so little 

did she know herself—unbuttoned the top of her blouse, letting her cleavage show. The men 

suddenly shocked. 

 

“E’sshay azycray.” 

 

She’s crazy, they meant. 

 

And there she was gyrating like a samba dancer from the slums. She took some lipstick from her 

purse and smeared it on. And started humming. 

 

Then the men burst out laughing. They thought Cidinha’s antics were funny. She herself feeling 

desperate. And the tunnel? 

 

The conductor came. He saw the whole thing. Didn’t say a word. But he went to the engineer and 

told him. The latter said: 

 

“Let’s take care of it, I’ll turn her in to the cops at the first station.” 

 

And the next station came. 

 

The engineer got off, spoke to a soldier by the name of José Lindalvo. José Lindalvo wasn’t one to 

play games. He boarded the car, spotted Cidinha, grabbed her roughly by the arm, gathered her 

three suitcases as best he could, and they got off. 

 

The two men roaring with laughter. 
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At the little blue and pink station was a young girl holding a suitcase. She looked at Cidinha with 

scorn. She boarded the train and it departed. 

 

Cidinha didn’t know how to explain herself to the police. There was no explanation for Pig Latin. She 

was taken to the jail and booked. They called her the worst names. And she was stuck in the cell for 

three days. They let her smoke. She smoked like a madwoman, taking long drags, stamping out her 

cigarettes on the concrete floor. There was a fat cockroach creeping along the floor. 

 

Finally they let her go. She caught the next train to Rio. She’d washed her face, she was no longer a 

prostitute. What worried her was this: when the two men had talked about banging her, she’d 

wanted to be banged. She was utterly brazen. Andway I’mway away utslay. That’s what she’d 

discovered. Eyes downcast. 

 

She arrived in Rio exhausted. Went to a cheap hotel. Soon realized she’d missed the flight. At the 

airport she bought a ticket. 

 

And she wandered the streets of Copacabana, she miserable, Copacabana miserable. 

 

Then on the corner of the Rua Figueiredo Magalhães she saw a newsstand. And hanging there was 

the newspaper O Dia. She couldn’t say why she bought it. 

 

A bold headline read: “Girl Raped and Murdered on Train.” 

 

She trembled all over. So it had happened. And to the girl who had scorned her. 

 

She started crying on the street. She threw away that damned newspaper. She didn’t want the 

details. She thought: 

 

“Esyay. Atefay isway implacableway.” 

 

Fate is implacable. 
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Extract: The Bread the Devil Knead by Lisa Allen-Agostini 

 

When I wake up that morning, oh, God, my back and my belly was hurting. But I didn’t want to make 

no noise and wake up Leo, so I bite my lip hard to make sure I didn’t bawl out for pain. Slow slow 

slow I turn on the bed and swing my foot over the side, and get up like if is eggs I sitting on and I feel 

with my foot for my rubber slippers before I stand up. 

It was dark in the bedroom, dayclean still a good hour away. I hear the neighbour cock crowing 

anyway, as though he watch break. I didn’t switch on the light because I living here five years and I 

could find anything here with my eyes close. I reach under the bed by the ashtray for my pack of 

cigarettes and lighter, slip them in my duster pocket and tiptoe out the room. When I reach the 

door, I remember the book I was reading last night before Leo come home. Yes. Look it there where 

he did fling it by the wardrobe. I bite my lip again when I bend down to pick it up. I close the 

bedroom door behind me soft soft. 

In the kitchen, rubbish was falling out of the old grocery bag in the corner by the back door, and it 

had a smell like stale fish and cigarette in the air. The stove had a crust on it – split peas boil over on 

top of the black grease coating the white enamel. I didn’t even bother to suck my teeth. I pick up my 

copper-bottom kettle, shiny, bright chrome, full it with water and use my lighter to light the stove. 

As I waiting for the water to boil I sit down and start back reading my book. The table nasty, like the 

stove. I feel long time it used to be red like the cigarette pack – carmine? A nice word, carmine – but 

now it just kind of fadey-orangey colour. Tangerine. Right in the centre of the table it had a big circle 

of bright red – carmine! – as though it had a flowerpot on the table for years and years. But when I 

move here it didn’t have no flowerpot there. Leo must be break it. 

I light a cigarette and take a long drag. That first cigarette does go straight to my head, every time. I 

was a little dizzy until I take the next drag. I ash the cigarette in a dirty coffee mug on the table, and 

the ashes float in the black coffee still in the cup. 

The book I was reading wasn’t Tolstoy, just some murder mystery I borrow from the library. The 

detective was a woman who had a bookshop in London. This is how I does see the world: by reading 

books. I does go to London, Hong Kong, Siberia, even, when I read a book. I does meet all kind of 

people. Learn all kinds of words. Live all kinds of lives. 

Thank God for books. 

The kettle start to boil and I jump up quick quick before it could whistle too much and wake up Leo. I 

stand up by the sink to wash the same cup I was ashing the cigarette in. The rag I was using was a old 

piece of jersey. It had a print on it that say Prop-somethingsomething-versi-

somethingsomethingconsin. Property of the University of Wisconsin, it used to say, before the SqEzy 

and Vim fade out the print. It had a million other jerseys like it cut up in pieces. We does use them to 

wash wares, wash windows, clean the furnitures when we cleaning. Which is hardly ever. 

I pick up the sugar pan to sweeten the tea, but the pan was empty. I didn’t bother to look for milk; I 

drink the tea black and strong and bitter. Just like Leo. I laugh inside my head. The tea edge my teeth 

and burn my tongue. 

The woman detective in the book was going to a estate sale in the country to see if she find any first 

editions and she meet a handsome man in the big old house which part she went. I was just getting 

back into the story when the stupid rooster next door crow again and remind me I had was to go to 

work. 
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Every time I watch that bathroom it does crawl my blood, but Leo lie if he feel I cleaning it. He could 

do what. I don’t care. I not scrubbing that moss and mildew off the wall for he lazy ass. If he beat 

me, he beat me. 

I hang the duster on the towel rail, scrub my mouth looking in the mirror but not really seeing the 

thin, white face, long, straight brown hair, hazel eyes, the mouth men does call rude. I have a small 

waist and a flat belly, but right now that belly was black and blue and red and green, depending on 

what bruises you was looking at: the older ones was lighter; the ones from last night was still red. 

Sun now starting to think about coming up. A greyish light was glowing through the cobwebs in the 

ventilation blocks high up on the wall of the bathroom. I bathe myself with my rag and some cheap 

vanilla body wash – real gentle when I rubbing my belly and back – and rinse off under the one tap 

gushing cold water from the bathroom wall. I had my slippers on still. 

I know is really one thing I have that I could count on, and that is my looks. I going on forty but you 

would never know it, because every morning and night God spare life I does cleanse and tone and 

moisturise from head to foot. I have special cream for my hair, my face, my hand, my body, my foot. 

Is not that I vain. I does think of it as an investment. If you had a nice car, ent you would take care of 

it? Depreciation is a hell of a thing. 

I creep back inside the bedroom and, in the dawn peeping through the curtains by the window, I put 

on my underwears. I does iron on a weekend and so is just to ease out a shirt, a skirt and some shoes 

from the wardrobe, take my handbag from the kitchen table, stuff the book in it and I gone before 

Leo could even turn twice. 

In this neighbourhood you doesn’t have to lock your door. Everybody know you and everybody know 

your business; so everybody know we didn’t have nothing to thief. I push in the back door and walk 

out to the front yard. My two little neighbours was there already, dragging theyself down the road. 

‘Happy New Year,’ I tell them. 

The girl didn’t watch me in my eye. ‘Happy New Year, Miss Allie.’ She say it like she eating aloes. 

‘Ty, you ready for the first day of school?’ 

He and all watching me funny. ‘Yes, Miss Allie.’ He walk quiet for a little while, and then he hitch up 

the big big book bag on he back before he talk again. ‘Miss Allie, last night, my mother say Uncle Leo 

just like he father—’ 

He sister jump in one time, ‘Hush your mouth!’ 

‘But, Natalie!’ 

Natalie hit him one cut eye and grab he hand rough rough and pull him like he is a sack of rice. ‘Mind 

your business,’ I hear she tell she brother. 

Me, I do like nothing didn’t happen. I plaster a smile on my face and step up my pace to pass them 

on the road. ‘Have a great day!’ I say. Is not my place to teach piss-in-tail children their manners. 

When I reach the main road the sun was up and the road was busy already. I put out my hand to 

stop a maxi and one pull up one time, giving a next maxi a bad-drive, fus he hurry to catch this one 

passenger. 

When I sit down in the back seat of the little bus, I keep my knees together tight tight and didn’t turn 

right or left. I staring in front at the 2004 calendar the driver still have stick up over he head. I could 

see, out the corner of my eye, a little girl in pigtails and ribbons watching me with she eye big big. 

She was probably wondering what a white lady was doing taking maxi. I didn’t study she. I pull out 

my book from my handbag and start to read. Well, pretend to read. 

In truth, I was going down the rabbit hole in my head. 
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Ever since I was small, when I get licks I does picture myself disappearing inside a black hole. The 

black hole does swallow up everything, starting with my navel and sucking everything down with it. 

This morning the black hole pick up the places where Leo cuff and kick me the night before, the 

places where he hold me down and force me to do what he does call making love, the places with 

the nasty kitchen and the overflowing rubbish bag and the mossy bathroom and the neighbours 

talking behind my back and the mud on the road and the cussing maxi driver and the gaping little 

girl…everything get suck down inside that black hole and I was staring at the page of the book like it 

was blank or infinity. 

The maxi mustbe stop. Next thing I know, is because somebody shaking my shoulder and saying, 

‘Miss Allie! Happy New Year!’ 

The black hole close up like water going down a drain.   
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AUTOPSY REPORT 2.11.75 by Katerina Gogou 

Translated by Angelos Sakkis 

 

 
…the body lay face-down in a parallel 

connecting to the Vatican. 

One of his hands full of blood gestured in open palm as insult to CPI 

and the other clutching his genitals 

to the culture specialists. 

Blood clotting on his hair as leeches 

on the veiled homosexual syndromes 

of all men of earth throughout the realm. 

His face disfigured by the framework of the class he denied 

a black and blue volunteer of the ragtag proletariat. 

The fingers of the left hand 

broken by social realism 

thrown away to floodlit trash. 

The jaw broken 

by the uppercut of a union organizer 

a hired thug. 

The ears chewed by a sonofabitch who couldn’t get an erection. 

The neck broken and severed from the body 

on the basic principle of independent function. 

The mother everywhere. 

 

That was the death of the communist and homosexual PASOLINI, 

who every Monday, Wednesday and Friday, riding a small 50cc 

bike, ran to make sure the cinemas would play the movies in 

Egaleo, in Liverpool and most importantly in Ostia, he ran holding 

tightly against his body the cans of movie reels and of rundown 

neighborhoods. Also the little striped flag of poetry. 

 

Goodbye. 

 

∗∗∗ 

 

My own friends are blackbirds 

who play see-saw on roofs of crumbling houses 

Exarchia, Patisia, Metaxurgio, Metz. 

They do whatever comes along. 

Peddlers of cookbooks and encyclopedias 

they build roads and connect deserts 

barkers for Zinonos Str. dives 

professional rebels 
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cornered in the old days and forced to drop their pants 

now they swallow pills and alcohol to sleep 

but they have dreams so they don’t sleep. 

My own women-friends are taut wires 

on roof terraces of old houses 

Exarchia, Victoria, Koukaki, Ghizi. 

You’ve pinned on them a million steel clothes’ pins 

your guilt, party-meeting decisions, borrowed dresses 

cigarette burn-marks, strange headaches 

threatening silences, vaginitis 

they fall in love with gays 

trichomonas, late-periods 

the telephone the telephone the telephone 

broken glasses and no one for an ambulance. 

They do whatever comes along. 

My friends are always on the move 

because you haven’t given them an inch. 

All my friends paint with black 

because you’ve debased the red for them 

they write in a symbolic tongue 

because your own’s only for ass-licking. 

My friends are blackbirds and wires 

in your hands. At your throat. 

My friends. 

 

∗∗∗ 

 

Yannis told me 

not to lean my head on the wall 

when reading or when smoking. 

In prison he said 

that’s why they always had headaches. 

In the evening an argument broke out about those who had signed a statement. 

Chronis said 

that if they had invented the statement 

we had invented not signing. 

I said endurance has its limits people are made of flesh and bone 

I spoke about the Stalinists and the method 

of executing the very best as traitors 

who died screaming LONG LIVE THE PARTY. 

Sifis said 

the statement is only the beginning. 

Then they will ask who are your friends. 

Then where do they live. 

I said shit a million people, why? For what party? 
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Yorgos said for the one we are going to make. 

Around the table we were 3 laborers, 2 who had signed, Yiorgos unemployed 

and I in privileged position I work this year. We smoked. 

They were drinking. Yannis most of all 

—how in hell’s he going to ride the motorbike— 

They didn’t want me speaking like that. 

Afterwards I left earlier I had a headache 

again I’d been leaning on the wall. They didn’t know I knew. 

That I was never going to sign. 

Not for any party. 

That I had only thrown a jacket—January ’79— 

over the freezing cold carried by those who signed. . . 
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Every Thing Gender Has Been by Yunkyo Moon-Kim 

Dampness recovers memory. Once, 

my father hurled a chair across the room 

but instead of it crashing, it crossed the threshold 

and started fleeing from the house. Like a dog 

I went to chase it, the piece of wood flanked 

by rage and its own splinters. My sprint 

left contrails of spit and fur in its wake. Inside my maw 

it turned into a mutant of industry: A tree. 

Once again I tried to catch something brutal and, 

make anything beautiful out of it. Which, 

too, is an attempt at beauty. Do you remember? 

It was too many years ago. With my fangs 

I carved the tree into a blade even sharper than steel. 

I sundered the pit from the flesh. Then, once I was done, 

I hid the knife away inside a shoebox. For years, it rattled 

inside my hide. For years, it slashed and slashed. 
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GRAVEDIGGER by Quintan Ana Wikswo 

Translated into French by Jean-Jacques Poucel 

https://vimeo.com/35523099  

 

  

 

ONE 

 

  

 

Who did they call to be burial man, the transfigurator. Who did they charge as the body alchemist, 

given the fleshy softness to make hard, who taught to bury the meat in soil until it goes bone. 

 

 

 

TWO 

 

  

 

The village has more dead than living. They are stacked six deep, shallow in the dirt,  and one must 

go for another to come. 

 

 

THREE 

  

 

In this time of trials, who did they call to be burial man, who charged as time’s transmogrifier.  Who 

to know, then, when to take spade to loam, when to turn over the uterine-thickened mud – a 

woman corpse charcoal black between the hip bones,  where the iron dwells. 

 

   

FOUR 

 

  

In the afternoon, he strikes at the bats that hang sleepily by day in the chimney vents. He shakes 

them down with blankets, and beats them into a thick clotted paste with his shoe. 

 

 

 

FIVE 

 

  

 

https://vimeo.com/35523099
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In this village, bones are found in every soup, and who ever stops to question the source of stock. He 

eats cherry pie, but there is no sweet of fruit in it. It tastes instead of afterbirth. 

 

  

 

SIX 

 

  

At night, the bats hunt in the roof beams above the gravedigger’s lonely bed. The bats hunt the 

crystalline lacewing flies, severing away the meaty thorax with a slice that frees the wings, which 

float down softly through the air. 

 

SEVEN 

 

  

 

Who to harvest out the long white sticks of bone. Who the architect of body rock. 

 

And who knew when to say: the burial soil is soft enough again, all organs gone, all hair, all nails. At 

what time is its fat fully rendered by bugs, at what hour does the flesh forget, in what season does a 

murdered girl become something to plant seeds in, and under whose authority is what springs from 

it offered as food.  Under all stages of sun and moon. Winter thistles rise from it, serrated as ribs. 
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Road by ZHU YIYE 

Translated by Liuyu Ivy Chen 

 

I saw a seagull 

On the beach 

Even as I approached  

It remained still  

An empty body  

I walked into the distance  

And saw its head 

In a transparent blue house 

I saw an army of pink babies 

In dreams they were 

Slaughtering their mothers 

I sat on the higher end of a seesaw 

And saw my friendly neighbor 

Who’s working hard  

Cutting up his wife 

I hope the road 

Does not end 

So that I can live 

Simultaneously  

In many places 

I hope conversations 

Never start 

And never finish  

I hope to become 

A person without a gender 

Without pain 

The road rises and droops 

A wet forest 

Pregnant with crimes 
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Act I by SIMON SHIEH  

 

Pine-Sol 

                                            on the bathroom tiles 

                                an offering                                    to the wrong god. 

 

                                                 Sometimes, I do not see him 

                                          for days. 

          When he returns 

                                                             a small bird 

                               dead 

                                     in the toilet means 

                                                                                    he is restless. 

 

I tiptoe              unplug the vacuum 

                                                  hush the children tearing 

             at each other’s bare chests. 

 

                                                                                  When I am old enough 

                                          he tells me what the mind                       can overcome 

 

                           and I believe every word. 

                                                   He talks about loyalty, he 

              talks about bone growing                                              on top of  bone 

 

                                                                           how to convince my body 

                                                               that it’s worth it. 

 

                    Often I grow sleepy and 

                            stare at his hair                            the gel like blood 

                                                                                             caked on black fur. 

 

                                        His people plant seeds 

                                                    between their teeth 

                          speak in the cadence               of rain. 

 

                                                                             Though they are solemn 

                                                               he reminds them of laughter 

                when he blesses their children 

                                           they offer him their children 

 

                                     and when their faith wavers 

                                                                                         in his absence 

                                                   he lays his naked back                 perfectly flat 
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            on a bed of  nails before them and tries 

                                                               not to move— 

                                                                                                     his favourite 

                                                                                                                                  lie. 
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