


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.



MOTHERS, DAUGHTERS &
SISTERS

Passing down of knowledge and the
power of connection

“l don’t know how to write about a trauma that is not mine, yet invisibly and with utmost
uncertainty, | have inherited its wounds. | don’t know how to write about a wound that | cannot see,
a wound that | don’t remember receiving, a wound that is often forgotten but somehow felt.”
Janice Lee

“One girl can stand in for any of them, can serve as the placeholder for the story, recount the history
from the beginning, convey the knowledge of freedom disguised as jargon and nonsense. Few
understand them, studied them like they are worth something, realized their inherent value. If you
listen closely, you can hear the whole world in a bent note, a throwaway lyric, a singular thread of
the collective utterance. Everything from the first ship to the young woman found hanging in herself.
Marvel at their capacity to inhabit every woman's grief as their own. All these stories ever told rush
from her opened mouth. A tome of philosophy in a moan.”

Saidiya Hartmaan
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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.

Trust your pen. Go with the first image that appears

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

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

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

o vk wnN

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:

Dear Mama

The day | was born
Grandmothers teaching
The kitchen table

Blood is thicker than water



Writing exercises

Collective genealogy: Aside from our biological families we also have our writing families.
Who is your writing mother? Your father? Sisters/ brother etc?

Read Lifeline by Koleka Putuma and History Three by Sophia Terazawa and create a
collective genealogy.

Identifying inherited body parts - list physical features you’ve inherited - turn them into a
poem/ piece of writing

Read Girl by Jamaica Kincaid. Identify key lessons you were taught that need to be unlearned
or rules you have been obliged to conform to.

Make them as specific as possible.

Make them into a story or poem.

Things | won’t teach you: Read “DEAR Z” by Madeline Lane-McKinley.

Write your own list of thing you won't teach your child (born or unborn)

Looking at our mothers. Find a photograph of your mother (biological or chosen).

“What do you see, or don’t see, in a picture of your mother? Is she visible and clear; can you
truly grasp her? Do you see her differently because she carries with her a history or
memories or a weight or details that others will not see as they page through your family
album, or glance at it on social media?” Iman Mersal.

Describe the portrait. Use it as a prompt.

Write a lullaby to your daughter (born or unborn)

“Twice a week, | put life on pause. My childhood starts to inhabit me, floods me with
absence, leaves me little space to experience the present. Deleted scenes are constantly
bursting forth: my mother and the gesture of her hand pushing me away.” (Andrea
Jeftanovic)

What small scenes and images do you remember from childhood? Write a fragmented piece
that brings that brings them together - focus on details, gestures, images, sounds, smells.
“Home for a pan-fried mackerel dinner,/ my mother watches my chopsticks stumble/

around the ZFA|. Full after a few bites,/ | remember a story. “ (Su Cho).

Food is a form of inheritance. Write a recipe book for your children (born or unborn).

“I’'m addressing Rea, my unborn daughter, in a language she can address me in. “Mother
tongues” imply a process of natural acquisition, an (un) accumulation founded on (riba) the
repetition of syntaxical gestures, but the link between “mother” and “tongues” isn’t as linear
as it (e) may (mei) seem." (E autobiography di un idioma by Mirene Arsanios).

What does mother tongue mean to you? Home language? Other tongue? Foreign language?
Smother tongue? Forgotten language?

Write a piece that gives voice to this tongue.

Hiromi Ito's Killing Kanako explores childbirth, motherhood, sexuality, community through
an honest, often shocking lens that renders feelings of entrapment and intense affection
visceral and important. Write family relationships from the visceral and bodily feelings they
provoke in us.



READINGS

Grandma’s Grammar, a film by Jean Pierre Bekolo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d1P2KQ476ns



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d1P2KQ476ns

HOW TO FIND YOUR MOTHER IN HER PORTRAIT by Iman Mersal

This is an excerpt from Kayfa Talta’m: An al-Umuma wa ashbaaheha (How to Mend: On Motherhood
and its Ghosts). Berlin — Beirut: Kayfa ta and Mophradat, 2017.
Translated from the Arabic by Robin Moger

When my mother died in the mid-seventies, her only extant portrait took on a greater significance.
To the little girl that was me, this portrait had to be a document of the moment in which, for the first
and last time, | stood beside my mother in a studio unaware that less than two months later she
would die. Yet, | never had the sense that the woman in the photograph was my mother. Perhaps it
was the anxious expression she turned to the lens, as though, having stepped out of her domestic
fortress, she now stood powerless. Perhaps it is the dress she is wearing, one | only ever saw her in
once or twice on expeditions into town. Or maybe the hair that hangs down to her waist, which day-
to-day would be plaited into two long braids running round her head in opposite directions.

The woman in the picture is not just different from what | remember of her, or want to remember:
she is a ghost, like the ghosts | would see on strips of negatives as a girl. In daylight | would hold
them up to my eye, trying to guess who they were, and when | grew bored of this, | would fashion
these haunted ribbons into bracelets round my wrist.

A woman and a girl, pallid because the acids were not properly washed off the paper. The woman
unsmiling (though unaware she was to die exactly forty-seven days later). The girl unsmiling (though
unaware of what death was). The woman has the girl’s lips and brow (the girl has the nose of the
man who will remain forever outside the frame). The woman’s hand on the girl’s shoulder. The girl’s
hand clenched (not in anger: it holds half a piece of caramel). The girl’s dress is not Egyptian cotton
(Abdel Nasser, who manufactured everything, died years ago). The shoes are imports from Gaza
(Gaza, as you're aware, is no longer a free zone). The woman’s watch doesn’t work and has a broad
strap (is that in keeping with the style of 19747?).

| wrote this poem in 2007 and it was published the following year before appearing in my 2013
collection Till | Rid Myself of the Idea of Houses. Setting aside questions of the poem’s ambition or
failures, reading it now | think of my mother’s portrait as an exercise in memory, a writing exercise,
and at the same time a reexamination of the distance that divides us.

Why does the voice of the poem come across as neutral? Why does it summon up all the elements
that are absent and then the connections between every detail within the image and the details
which lie outside it, as though, not knowing how to reclaim its mother from the picture, it instead
reorganizes its component parts? Each sentence contains references to what the picture does not
capture: a series of open-ended shots with no conclusion. If | had to rewrite it now | might include
other points of departure. Where, then, is my mother? Is the poem a blurred image of her? Or is it
impossible for her to exist anywhere other than outside the frame—and never within it? Is my
mother distant, after all? Is she mysterious, hidden?

The mother excluded from the family album

In secondary school | became fixated on this picture of my mother. It’s the time when girls build
friendships by sharing family albums. | pay a first visit to a new friend’s house and we sit together in
her bedroom and, after discussing classmates and teachers, find nothing more to say. The family
album (or perhaps framed pictures on the desk or the wall) delivers us from silence; an appetite for
storytelling blooms: tales of siblings and relatives, trips and summer holidays, of the far-off places
where families have their roots; stories of dresses and haircuts and birthdays and presents. At that



age the photograph album is a way of defining oneself, as though we all want to say:“I’'m not just a
schoolgirl.”

Naturally, | was jealous of the many photographs my classmates had of their mothers (in some cases
because they were of the social class that had cameras in the house, in others, simply because these
mothers had not passed away prematurely and had more time at their disposal to be captured on
film). As for me, | had only this solitary image and every time I'd show it to a friend, I'd say:“This is
my mother, but it looks nothing like her.”

On two occasions | was surprised to encounter a mother’s absence from other people’s pictures, the
result of a deliberate exclusion from the family aloum. The first was during my first year of
secondary school. | was at the house of a Christian girl called Fadia who lived with her father, and
whose mother, I’d assumed, was dead. That was one of the reasons | felt so close to her, a mother’s
loss the special thread that bound us. Fadia showed me her family aloum and | discovered that her
mother hadn’t passed away but had run away and left them. Fadia’s father had cut every
representation of her mother from the photographic record and effaced every trace of the ex-
mother’s presence from their lives.

The second time came as | leafed through a relative’s alboum. She was my age, her mother about my
mother’s age. And she was well-educated, the most beautiful and elegantly dressed woman in the
family. | remember how profoundly she impressed me as a child in the seventies, with her short
skirts and hair styled like the actress Soad Hosny. In the nineties, after she was diagnosed with
breast cancer, this relative took to religion in a serious way and began to wear the hijab, scissoring
herself out of every photograph that predated her rediscovered faith: before the cancer and the
hijab.

As a consequence of the reprisal taken by Fadia’s father against a wife who, because they were
Copts and she was unable to get a divorce, had left him with the children, and then my relative’s acts
of penitence for an immodest life, | had now looked through two albums belonging to two different
families from which the mothers had been excluded. Of course, remnants of their former existence
were still present: shoes, the hem of a gown, a shoulder; there was also the knowledge that she had
existed in the instant that the photograph was taken, and my awareness of the reasons she had
been disposed of or sacrificed.

We all exclude defeats and failures and scandals from our family albums. Assembling a photo album
is authorship, a personal narrative that involves choice, erasure, and exclusion. It is not a
documentation of reality or a comprehensive history, but a process of selecting what the author
pictures or wants as a life and a history. There is also self-censorship of what should be spoken and
what remain unsaid, what should be seen and what left for others to interpret. However inclusive or
diverse the author’s choices, certain pictures will remain outside it, tucked away in envelopes,
shoeboxes, and files.

Furthermore, the images we selected as triumphs may become scandals and defeats. What happens
to beautiful wedding photographs after the divorce? To the picture we take with friends and lovers
after we discover how much they’ve hurt us? What can we do except exact our revenge by ripping
them up or burning them or, at least, removing them from the album and storing them somewhere
else, where we can revisit them and become angry again. The passion with which we compose any
album is matched by a desire to destroy it, as the very act of exclusion contains a certain violence, a
rage, a regret, or at least some projection of a desire to efface a history as though it had never been.
An album not only preserves moments that have been and gone, it also fixes the moments of
destruction in which memory is corrupted.



But a mother’s exclusion from the family album feels especially momentous. Maybe because we
cannot imagine excluding her from our histories no matter the circumstances, or because we are
unable to narrate our personal histories without her there, within them. In this case, I’'m not sure if
the removal of Fadia’s mother from the photographs she appeared in is any worse than my own
mother’s ghostlike appearance in her only picture. | imagine Fadia thinking about her mother
constantly, exactly like me: closing her eyes and recalling her mother’s features so she doesn’t forget
them. In other words, excluding a mother makes her presence more oppressive.

On the other hand, | cannot think my way into the head of my relative’s mother, who clipped out her
two lovely, sexy knees out of fear of those very qualities; how she must have looked at the
photograph knowing that she had been there and that she was the one who had expelled herself
from the album’s memory; how she looked at her daughter in the picture, sitting there suspended in
space without the knees on which she’d perched.

No one excluded my mother from our joint portrait. It is before me now and | see for myself that |
was with her, but she is a ghost. The picture is a burden: an assault on, and fabrication of, what |
remember. It doesn’t make my mother present, it sharpens my desire to resist, to transcend her
ghostliness, to rescue what the picture hides.

The metaphor of the hidden mother

In the nineteeth century, during the early stages of their practice, photographers resorted to various
tricks to capture successful portraits of infants and little children. They wanted pictures that weren’t
blurred and for the infants to be their primary subjects, solitary and motionless; a minimum of thirty
seconds for the image to fix in the wet collodion. Victorian photographers developed a specially
designed chair to hold the children. In a simpler and more successful trick, the mother concealed
herself behind the chair, or beneath a sheet or curtain, either holding the child or supporting them in
the desired pose. The success of the resulting image depended on the professionalism and speed of
the photographer, as well as the child’s mood and how safe they felt in proximity to their mother.
Either the infants appeared alone and unsupported—this being the goal—or else some evidence of
the hidden mother would show: a hand, say, as though cut from a corpse, or the ghostly outline of
her body through the sheets and covers.

In the 1860s, photographers devised other techniques. For instance, removing the mother after the
shot had been taken, excising her before the print was made, as it were; or developing the complete
image on silvered sheets or glass plates, then scraping her away.[1]

Various academic disciplines reference this phenomenon—studies of Victorian photography and the
social life of the middle classes in the nineteenth century—but it also maintains a presence in late
twentieth-century pop culture: one can find “hidden mother photos” for sale on the websites of
antique dealerships and online traders.[2]

Italian artist Linda Fregni Nagler noticed an advertisement on eBay for one of these images, labeled
Amusing photograph of a baby and his hidden mother by the seller, and she began a project in the
course of which she assembled more than a thousand images of this kind, all dating from the late
nineteenth century to the nineteen twenties, and then published them in a book entitled The
Hidden Mother.[3] Browsing through this book the reader is able to track the evolution of the
ingenious means by which the mothers concealed themselves: as a throne strewn with flowers, a
duck behind a bench, a life-size doll holding a baby. Assembled together the images have the
capacity to inspire laughter: we are aware that someone is hidden and can easily guess where they
are and how they are posed.
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But there is something sad there, too. We encounter children who are unfamiliar to us, and knowing
that a century or more has passed, we know that they are dead. We encounter mothers who look
like pieces of furniture, as though they represent death. Surely, at least one of these children, since
grown, their mother now dead and gone, sat down to inspect her blanketed silhouette, or perhaps
her ghost that stood before the lens or behind it back in that distant moment, and said to the person
beside them: “Look. Here. This is my mother. My mother was there.”

The hidden fetus

“Let’s meet the fetus,” said the young doctor, as though inviting us to meet the future, the unknown.
Having given me my instructions, he left me and my husband in a cold, barely-lit room. Michael
helped me lie back on an examination table and covered my legs with a warm white blanket, my
upper half bare apart from a bra. This is where we summon the demon, | said, and we laughed. The
laughter hurt because in preparation for the scan my bladder was full to bursting.

The doctor reentered and applied a warm gel to my belly. He was holding the transducer. The
transducer looked like an electric razor and it was reassuring to find that it had no blades and was
smooth to the touch. Subsequently, | would read that this device is known in Arabic as the misbar,
the Sounder, because “it sounds out, reveals, and makes plain. “ Slowly, he started to move it over
me.

Michael clasped my outstretched hand but it didn’t settle my nerves. Together we had read how the
ultrasound waves had the ability to reveal genetic and other defects in the fetus or placenta, or even
complications in the pregnancy itself, an ectopic pregnancy, for example.

A dark hole, and within it what resembled ocean waves. We were utterly unable to interpret what
we saw. The doctor explained what appeared on the screen: “This is the gestational sac. That’s the
head: it’s normal size. The heartbeat. The back. The feet.”

Then he said, “Don’t you want to know the gender of the baby?” “What?”

“A boy.”

| looked at Michael in surprise and we laughed. We’d agreed not to ask about the sex of the child:
technology mustn’t be allowed to deny us the anticipation and surprise. When the doctor had asked
his question, | hadn’t heard him clearly because | was hypnotized by the images on the screen. My
“What?” was more akin to the “Eh?” of Arabic. | wanted him to repeat what he’d just said, not to tell
me the sex. A linguistic muddle that resulted in us knowing something about the unknown, about
the future.

The sonographer printed off the clearest possible image for us. We didn’t frame it till his fifth
birthday. This is Mourad, we told him. When Mourad was a little creature in Mama’s tummy. He
recognized neither himself nor his mama. After many questions along the lines of “Where’s Mama? |
don’t see you,” and “Where am I? Is that me?” he gave a smile of disbelief and turned away to
unwrap his other presents.

And it is unbelievable. After all, how could a child recognize himself in his mother’s belly?[4] All he
sees is the dark hole and inside it something like a worm or butterfly, a tiny beast. The fetus is alone
in the womb. His mother is not concealed behind a chair or sheet. She is not a ghost. She is outside
the picture altogether.

It was a second incident with my two children that brought me back to the image of a fetus in his
mother’s belly. | was sitting with Mourad and Youssef, paging through photographs of my
pregnancies. Some of the pictures with Youssef inside me were taken during a poetry reading tour
through France in 2001: at my back vistas of Paris, Lyons, Marseilles, and Aix-en-Provence, while my
belly bulged before me. | told them how peculiar and absurd it had been to get up on stage and feel
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Youssef moving inside me as | read a poem. A few weeks later, the teacher at their nursery school
had asked the children to talk about the places they had visited. When Youssef ’s turn came, he told
them about the countries he had travelled to, adding—as the teacher subsequently informed me—
that he’d been to Paris when he was still inside Mama'’s belly. The other children laughed, of course,
and he was furious.

A child can only accept that he once existed as a fetus inside his mother when he sees her in a
picture with belly protruding. This is necessary if he is to know how he was before he was born and
his distinctive features first appeared. But an image of himself alone in the dark hole, the hollow
called womb (a part standing in for the whole): he is no more than a ghost, even to himself.

Ghosts

The mother’s concealment in the old photographs serves a higher purpose: now grown, the child
looks at the picture with gratitude because he knows the secret. If the mother has passed away he
might even feel guilty, too, when examining the picture; not pleased to see himself, but instead
attempting to detect her outline through the fabric. He might wish that he could see her face as she
holds him in her arms, instead of hunched in the shape of the chair on which he sits. But as Linda
Nagler points out, a not inconsiderable proportion of these newborns and children were dead when
their photographs were taken. Where then is the sacrifice located?

In her article “Taken from life: Post-mortem portraiture in Britain 1860— 1910,” Audrey Linkman
charts the growth of this phenomenon with a specific focus on depictions of dead children.[5] Given
the high mortality rates among infants and young children during this period, these images of dead
children, even dead fetuses, became an important part of the process of mourning and
remembrance. Let’s imagine a dead infant clad in the finest clothes, seemingly alone on the lap of a
mother who is concealed behind a sheet, like a chair. The child’s eyes are almost closed, as though
they are sleeping. It isn’t to keep them still for the minute and a half in which the shutter remains
open that the mother holds them, or so they won’t cry when the flash goes off: it is so the dead child
remains unobscured and at the center of the image.

The mother does this to immortalize an infant of whom no other picture exists, or ever will. Does the
mother place this portrait in a frame to remember the child, to pretend that in this shot, it is alive? If
this is the case, then the mother in the picture has had her identity effaced—she is hidden in the
company of a dead infant who was not alive in the instant it was taken. This image is a step along the
journey of mourning. When the mother looks at it, she will try to remember, not the moment it was
taken, but what came before it: her child’s smell, its smile, its cries. The image exists for the purpose
of remembering what is absent from it.

Looking at our mothers

What do you see, or don’t see, in a picture of your mother? Is she visible and clear; can you truly
grasp her? Do you see her differently because she carries with her a history or memories or a weight
or details that others will not see as they page through your family album, or glance at it on social
media? The responses will be as various as the individuals who answer them, but why do | assume
that it is always easy to find our mothers in their portraits? Is it not possible that the history,
memories, and details which we share with them are a burden, like a sheet or curtain that hides
them from us? Isn’t knowledge—as the early-medieval Arab mystic Al Niffari said—a veil?
Questioning what he knew about photography, Roland Barthes noted that,

a photograph can be the object of three practices (or of three emotions, or of three intentions): to
do, to undergo, to look. The Operator is the Photographer. The Spectator is ourselves, all of us who
glance through collections of photographs—in magazines and newspapers, in books, albums,
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archives . . . And the person or thing photographed is the target, the referent, a kind of little
simulacrum, an eidolon emitted by the object, which | should like to call the Spectrum of the
Photograph, because this word retains, through its root, a relation to ‘spectacle’ and adds to it that
rather terrible thing which is there in every photograph: the return of the dead.[6]

Taking Barthes a step further, | would suggest that as you look at an image of yours, an image of
motherhood that concerns you personally, you are neither operator nor spectator, you are not the
child in the photograph nor the mother that holds the child on her lap. You are the relationship that
links you both, the relationship which is erased or hidden or even excluded from the picture itself.
Your portrait with your mother is a moment, a moment entangled with your personal narrative
about her: a liminal stage between unity and separation: being inside her, then born, and then the
experiences of love or conflict or parting (or whatever it may be) that followed.

In the dominant narrative we come face to face with the mothers of other people: conspicuous,
clear, standardized, comprehensible. In their portraits, our mothers cannot be so standardized or
banal. And though images of the instrumentalized mother can provoke us to take another look at
the image’s symbolism, its accompanying narrative, or its oddity, our mothers require a journey in
the opposite direction if they are to be seen.

Itis a journey towards what has been excluded, what the image has failed to hold. In other
words,“my mother,” in her picture, cannot be standardized or banal, visible or invisible. She was
there before the lens, spectrum and spectacle, but my knowledge of her outside the frame conceals
her from me. Unlike those mothers hidden behind a sheet or curtain, it is not easy to find her
outline. She requires a journey inside, a journey to save her from becoming a ghost or a silhouette,
to save her from the absence that is the proposition of every image.

Returning to my mother’s ghost

My mother wore a short green dress with chiffon sleeves, her braids let down, the echo of their
braiding clear in the hair’s fall. | wore blue trousers and a sleeveless T-shirt. We rode into the city
nearest to our village and thought it the center of the world. We arrived at the studio. The
celebrated photographer made us stand and began to drag out huge painted backdrops the size of
the wall behind us, scenes whose inspirations | can at last identify after much travel and plenty of
geography lessons: the French countryside; a street in a city | later guessed must be Paris; the
pyramids and Nile set side-by-side; mountains with snow-covered peaks behind.

There’s no camera at home and we go to the studio to fixa moment in the relationship between a
mother and her daughter. The photographer suggests we fix this in another life, another place. The
picture unites me with my mother before the flower-potted wall of a colonial home that might be
anywhere: the English countryside or one of Britain’s colonies in the East. This will be the only
picture of me with my mother; less than two months later she passed away.[7]

The above description of the photo with my mother appears in a prose piece entitled “The Memory
of Snow,” written for an anthology about snow and published in Amsterdam in 2007. The subject of
my contribution was the studio backdrop of snow-covered peaks that reminded me of my mother’s
picture.

If you were to encounter the picture within an archive of other images and you didn’t know the story
behind it, you might imagine it was a portrait of a mother and daughter standing before the wall of
their well-kept house: a conventional picture, part of the dominant narrative, depicting a
motherhood so clear it is invisible.

If the house appeals to you, you might imagine that the pair are about to walk in through the front
door to eat their lunch, or that they are off to take a walk around the neighboring valley. To me,
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though, my mother in this picture remains a ghost. Perhaps | am incapable of recognizing her,
standing outside a house we’d borrowed for the sake of a picture, a house we pretended was ours
before returning it to its owners. Even so, it continues to exist: an alternative to the house in which
we lived together.

My mother remained more present to me in her possessions: the crochet, the birds in needlepoint,
the set of Romeo and Juliet coffee cups of which she was so proud. The fridge door, its nighttime
creak like a haunted windmill; its handle with the head of a young woman and a fish’s tail. The
radio—before my sister and | broke it open to meet the people who lived inside—with multiple
covers, its buttons and dials poking through holes cut to their size.

If someone had asked me about “my mother’s picture,” | would have shown them the bird she’d
stitched onto canvas. It is not aesthetic vision or skill that summons my mother’s presence here, but
the slight punctum the bird gives me. | get nothing of this sort from our studio portrait. The bird’s
eyes are always looking at me, as though they belong to her. For whose sake did my mother sit and
stitch by the window where the light came in, each pinprick a symbolic laceration in the process of
its embodiment: cuts by the hundred to make it whole?

In the photo, my mother wears her broad-strapped watch. | now remember stopping at a watch-
repair shop on our way to the studio. The salesman put in a new battery but it didn’t work. When he
told her that the watch might be irreparably broken from exposure to water, my mother was
disappointed and put it away in her handbag.

As we got ready for the shoot, and while arranging hair and clothes in the studio’s huge mirror, my
mother took the watch from her bag and strapped it round her wrist. The damage wouldn’t show in
the picture, she said, and smiled her familiar smile that vanished minutes later before the lens.
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what my grandmother meant to say was by Aja Monet

i glow. i am luminous. i flare in the sky, a light

gleaming in the Sierra Maestra at night. i am

the mountains. i sway the sun to rise, yearning. i dance.
i taste of salt. my fingers cannot sit still. i smuggled
tears. from smile to smile, i ran. when i was too tired

to run, i swam. love reached beyond borders. i swam.

i rose. i flew. i dreamed. i fell in love with little to no
belonging. i belonged to nowhere and no one. i was in
love with everywhere and everyone. i was hungry, cold.
i hated hunger and cold. i hated everywhere with no
food. i hated everyone with everything. it was different
then. i was stupid. i was a woman. i was waiting to
become more than what happened, more than a bird
fleeing my country, to bathe in being afar, more than

a landscape or an image to cast a shadow on, a clip

in a newspaper, more than a seductress or a magician
of visions to foretell. my children, riding on the wings
of my sacrifice, i left them. i turned back many times.

i almost became the devil they wanted, but i left

a devil—nonetheless. i was a woman ahead of her time
i shimmer in scars, mapped by our bloodlines

of living. i imagined more than broken families,

i come from the laughter of aspiring lovers, the lure

of trembling in another’s arms. what about what

i wanted? who listens for what goes untold? i could not
protect my children from everywhere. i made offerings
to the spirits who attend. i am their mother. i am not God.
i was a candela. i was a witch they could not burn,

la fuega. i was their mother. i was not God. i made choices.

i made peace. i was a woman ahead of her time.
i am the road you took

here. i am la camina.

i was the way.
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Girl by Jamaica Kincaid

Wash the white clothes on Monday and put them on the stone heap; wash the color clothes on
Tuesday and put them on the clothesline to dry; don’t walk bare-head in the hot sun; cook pumpkin
fritters in very hot sweet oil; soak your little cloths right after you take them off; when buying cotton
to make yourself a nice blouse, be sure that it doesn’t have gum in it, because that way it won’t hold
up well after a wash; soak salt fish overnight before you cook it; is it true that you sing benna in
Sunday school?; always eat your food in such a way that it won’t turn someone else’s stomach; on
Sundays try to walk like a lady and not like the slut you are so bent on becoming; don’t sing benna in
Sunday school; you mustn’t speak to wharf-rat boys, not even to give directions; don’t eat fruits on
the street—flies will follow you; but | don’t sing benna on Sundays at all and never in Sunday school;
this is how to sew on a button; this is how to make a buttonhole for the button you have just sewed
on; this is how to hem a dress when you see the hem coming down and so to prevent yourself from
looking like the slut | know you are so bent on becoming; this is how you iron your father’s khaki
shirt so that it doesn’t have a crease; this is how you iron your father’s khaki pants so that they don’t
have a crease; this is how you grow okra—far from the house, because okra tree harbors red ants;
when you are growing dasheen, make sure it gets plenty of water or else it makes your throat itch
when you are eating it; this is how you sweep a corner; this is how you sweep a whole house; this is
how you sweep a yard; this is how you smile to someone you don’t like too much; this is how you
smile to someone you don’t like at all; this is how you smile to someone you like completely; this is
how you set a table for tea; this is how you set a table for dinner; this is how you set a table for
dinner with an important guest; this is how you set a table for lunch; this is how you set a table for
breakfast; this is how to behave in the presence of men who don’t know you very well, and this way
they won’t recognize immediately the slut | have warned you against becoming; be sure to wash
every day, even if it is with your own spit; don’t squat down to play marbles—you are not a boy, you
know; don’t pick people’s flowers—you might catch something; don’t throw stones at blackbirds,
because it might not be a blackbird at all; this is how to make a bread pudding; this is how to make
doukona; this is how to make pepper pot; this is how to make a good medicine for a cold; this is how
to make a good medicine to throw away a child before it even becomes a child; this is how to catch a
fish; this is how to throw back a fish you don’t like, and that way something bad won’t fall on you;
this is how to bully a man; this is how a man bullies you; this is how to love a man, and if this doesn’t
work there are other ways, and if they don’t work don’t feel too bad about giving up; this is how to
spit up in the air if you feel like it, and this is how to move quick so that it doesn’t fall on you; this is
how to make ends meet; always squeeze bread to make sure it’s fresh; but what if the baker won’t
let me feel the bread?; you mean to say that after all you are really going to be the kind of woman
who the baker won’t let near the bread? ¢
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Excerpt from The Magical Language of Others by E. J. Koh

My mother opens her letters in Korean, Ahnyoung. This translates into Hi or Hello. | use both for the
Korean greeting. Hi beams outward like the sun’s rays. The tone transports energy without expecting
reciprocity. One may absorb Hi with a casual wave or respond with a smile. Hello boomerangs for a
response. Over the phone, one says Hello to hear a voice calling through silence. Hello is an
alteration of Hallo or Hollo from Old High German Hala or Hol3, used to hail a ferryman. Hello comes
as a question. Are you there? Hello fetches me across an expanse of water.

Eun Ji is the name she gave me. Eun, as in mercy and kindness, closer to mercy than kindness. Eun
falls between blessing and blessed. Ji lands at wisdom and knowing. Ji resides with judiciousness
more than intelligence. Eun Ji does not echo willfulness or innocence. It resonates with softness and
sensibility. Angela is my Catholic name, after Saint Angela Merici, a holy messenger. My mother calls
me Angela when she speaks formally. Angela is proper for its foreignness—postured for the public.
Eun Ji belongs to her. Angela, to everyone else. She calls my brother Chang Hyun, his Catholic name
John, or your brother. For my father, your dad. For her, she is always Mommy.

Mommy addresses a child, who remains one in her letters. This becomes clear when she switches to
third person. When you feel a little better, if you want to talk to Mommy again, call me. Her third
person is, in part, her mothering.

Since my Korean was limited when | was a child, she uses kiddie diction. She stays mostly at a basic
level. For advanced vocabulary, she transcribes the first definition in her English dictionary and notes
it in parentheses in place of or next to the original vocabulary. Auntie must get jealous (envy)
because | have my Eun Ji. Translating is problematic for her, but also a treat. The letters note, at
times, the wrong English definition. In one, she means promise and next to promise, she writes
confirm but misspells it as conform. She says, Promise (conform) and say it to yourself. Her error
becomes a delight that cuts tension, or stalls grief. In another, she defines promotion as propaganda.
She writes, | have to assert and promote myself (propaganda). Her language slips out of a perfect
transcription and gives relief with its obfuscation and humor.

Words she writes in English or changes into Korean English are italicized in the book, such as last of
my life and God is fair, you know. Japanese words she writes in Korean are romanized: Nani ga hoshii
desu ka?

Korean phrases are a favorite. Aja, aja, fighting! Not a signpost that signals transition between parts,
this translates into Let’s go, let’s go, fight! The phrase uses the English fight or fighting. Aja, ajais a
sound of activity, quick-footed, rising from the gut. Together, they bolster fortitude.

Readers may ask whether | wrote her back. Her letters are a one-way correspondence. The thought
of writing her was unbearable. Korean was a language far from me. | never suspected | would come
toitin the end.

The letters are included in their original form and not all appear in chronological order. Some letters
have dates for meetings that happened at different times.

To my limits, | do not see my translations as complete. If her letters could go to sleep, my
translations would be their dreams. The letters transport my mother to wherever | reside, so they
may, in her place, become a constant dispensation of love.

Forty-nine letters were discovered after an unknowable number had been trashed or forgotten. In
Buddhist tradition, forty-nine is the number of days a soul wanders the earth for answers before the
afterlife.
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Dear Eun Ji.

Hello, hello, hello, my Eun Ji.

You said you’re doing well? We phoned yesterday, remember? Mommy got a little angry, but not at
you. Mommy didn’t take good care of things and had thoughts like, “I've put you guys up in a very
dirty place.” If you lived with Mommy, you wouldn’t raise a dog and Eun Ji wouldn’t be alone at the
house in Davis every day, right? Then, without asking, you guys bought a TV. Of course, you could’ve
done that, but. Anyway, everything is fine. It’s fine. After some time passed, | realized, “They
could’ve done that.” Still, if Aeson goes in and out of your room, the thought of my Eun Ji’s body,
clothes, his dog hair sticking to everything, even now it makes my heart ache. You can understand,
right? Oh, my friend Gwi Won’s daughter Jung Yeon (finally) got hired (pass) at KBS television
studios. Starting next year, she will be an announcer and come on TV. Gwi Won was so hysterical she
called me crying. Didn’t it turn out well? For a year and a half, you don’t know how many times Jung
Yeon tested. It’s a big, big deal. I'll have to thank God. Gwi Won had only been getting bad news as
of late.

God is fair, you know. My Eun Ji is tired and lonely now, but you’ll get good news too. You will go to
the college you want, then graduate from college, get a job, and from here on, you'll only get lots
and lots of good news. Especially in college, a good boyfriend will appear. Mommy’s excited just
thinking about it. Right?

Looks like you have exactly a week left of tests. This letter will probably arrive either a day before
you test or just after you tested. When you feel a little better, if you want to talk to Mommy again,
call me. I'll be waiting.

Tomorrow, your dad’s second oldest brother’s wife said she’s coming over to play. We’re going to
the bathhouse together. You want to go, don’t you? | know!

You know the restaurant owner in the bathhouse? That woman said my Eun Ji is prettier than Jung
Yeon. Mommy thinks so too.

My pretty Eun Ji. You know to live all you can and always boldly, right? Eun Ji must be happy so
Mommy can be happy. When [ finish this letter, I'll pray too. “God, always be with my Eun Ji and
Chang Hyun. Please help my Eun Ji go to the college she wants.” Like this, you know. I'll write again
tomorrow. Bye. Be happy.

Mom

November 28, 2005
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Excerpt from Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments Intimate
Histories of Social Upheaval by Saidiya Hartman

The Chorus Opens the Way

Muses, drudges, washerwomen, whores, house workers, factory girls, waitresses, and aspiring but
never-to-be stars make up this company, gather in the circle and fall into the line where all
particularity and distinction fade away. One girl can stand in for any of them, can serve as the
placeholder for the story, recount the history from the beginning, convey the knowledge of freedom
disguised as jargon and nonsense. Few understand them, study them like they are worth something,
realize their inherent value. If you listen closely, you can hear the whole world in a bent note, a
throwaway lyric, a singular thread of the collective utterance. Everything from the first ship to the
young woman found hanging in her cell. Marvel at their capacity to inhabit every woman’s grief as
their own. All the stories ever told rush from her opened mouth. A tome of philosophy in a moan. In
the deepest darkest recess of an opaque song, it is clear that life is at stake.

She is an average chorine, just one of the girls, nobody special, part of the assembly, engulfed in the
crowd, lost in the company of minor figures. The songs like her are an enigma, obscure and full of
meaning, vital and so old and raw, like those voices echoing through the airshaft of the building or
the stories of loss and betrayal bellowed from a second-story window, or the pleas whispered in a
back alley: Baby, let me come back home. In unison, the voices give form to the tragedy:
Sometimes | feel like a motherless child,

A long way from home, a long way from home.

| saw my husband lying dead,

They took me over the sea

Love is like a faucet that turns off and on.

The very time you think you got it

It’s turned off and gone.

Blues, please tell me do | have to die a slave?

Blues, please tell me do | have to die a slave?

Do you hear me pleading, you going to take me to my grave.

The song lines, the riotous refrains, the street-corner compositions are hard to explain or reduce to
one thing, like a maternal song that makes you and marks you, yet is untranslatable. Do bana cobe,
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gene, gene me! The story exceeds the words, the verses. All the things secreted, harbored deep
inside are felt and exclaimed. It is all so terrible and so beautiful. The weight of all that has happened
is palpable, the immensity of hurt and betrayal, articulated in the rhythm of the line, conveyed in the
length of breath. Living is not to be taken for granted. If you are able to bear the burden of what
they have to bring, then there is a place for you inside the circle and what you have suffered is part
of this inventory. The war, theft, rout, rape, and plunder are lodged in every line.

If you dare to listen and watch, or shout, “Speak—Tell it now,” or clap your hands, you’re in it and
there’s no escape. Now it is impossible to turn your back, to carry on like the world is the same.
Don’t waste a breath asking why she has to hold everything the rest can’t bear, like you don’t know,
like you supposed things were some other way, like there was some gift other than what she offered
in her outstretched hands; don’t dare ask, you’re in no position nor is anyone else except the ones
with the crumpled paper bags stuffed with work clothes, or the kitchen conscripts, or the Middle
Alley whores, or the fast girls acting like fools in the club and moving like angels on the stage, or girls
trapped in an attic or raped in a coal bin, or women, bent over tubs, scrubbing and washing for the
whole city, or sleeping in the room off the kitchen so they can raise the children and tend to the
husbands and ensure the future increase of the world set against them. The chorus makes a plan,
they draft a blueprint: move, escape, rush to the city, quit the job and run away from everything
hell-bent on sucking all the life out of them. A moment of reprieve. Then trapped somewhere else, in
a different city, a new place, a stranger’s house, the boss’s bedroom. No one else imagines anything
better. So it is left to them to envision things otherwise; as exhausted as they are, they don’t relent,
they try to make a way out of no way, to not be defeated by defeat.

Who else would dare believe another world was possible, spend the good days readying for it, and
the bad days shedding tears that it has not yet arrived? Who else would be reckless enough to
dream a colored girl’s or a black woman’s future? Devote even an afternoon musing about the
history of the universe seen from nowhere? Or be convinced that nothing could be said about the
Negro problem, modernity, global capitalism, police brutality, state killings, and the Anthropocene if
it did not take her into account? Did not reckon with the disavowed geography of the world: the
barracoon, the hold, the plantation, the camp, the reservation, the garret, the colony, the attic
studio, the bedroom, the urban archipelagoes, the ghetto, and the prison?

The chorus bears all of it for us. The Greek etymology of the word chorus refers to dance within an
enclosure. What better articulates the long history of struggle, the ceaseless practice of black
radicalism and refusal, the tumult and upheaval of open rebellion than the acts of collaboration and
improvisation that unfold within the space of enclosure? The chorus is the vehicle for another kind
of story, not of the great man or the tragic hero, but one in which all modalities play a part, where
the headless group incites change, where mutual aid provides the resource for collective action, not
leader and mass, where the untranslatable songs and seeming nonsense make good the promise of
revolution. The chorus propels transformation. It is an incubator of possibility, an assembly
sustaining dreams of the otherwise. Somewhere down the line the numbers increase, the tribe
increases. The chorus increases. So how do you keep on? She can’t help it. . . . The struggle is
eternal. Somebody else carries on.
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All of the details of the nothing special and the extraordinary brutality cohere to produce a picture of
the world in all its beauty and death. In the whimsical girlish tones, in the loud laughter and the
back-and-forth exchange of the hallway, in the girls dancing in the stairwell is a will to unsettle,
destroy, and remake that is so forceful it takes the breath away, so palpable it makes you reel with
pain. To fall in step with the chorus is to do more than shake your ass and hum the melody, or repeat
the few lines of the bit part handed over like a gift from the historian, as if to say, See, the girl can
speak, or to be grateful that the sociologist has taken a second look and recognizes the working out
of “revolutionary ideals” in an ordinary black woman’s life. Guessing at the world and seizing at
chance, she eludes the law and transforms the terms of the possible.
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Excerpt from Things My Mother Left for Me by Mlilo Mpondo

| am not angry; the lava in my chest hasn’t erupted yet. | am not in pain either. My muscles have
ceased aching and the movie in my head has ceased to play. Darkness has not consumed me the way
everyone thought it would, not the way | have seen it follow the shadows of many | know. | do not
cry either, | do not pray, | do not think. | am mute, in a constant stillness. | do not hear the children
come or go to school, do not hear them bathe, do not hear them eat. | do not hear myself breathe,
or drag myself from this room to the next. | mostly sleep in the same bottle-green blanket that my
mother mourned my father in. | do not remember whether | have eaten, or bathed, combed my hair
or watched TV. | do not remember whether | have lived or died. | am quiet and in waiting in this
bottle-green blanket that Thandeka has kept.

She is the mother of our children now. She feeds and bathes them, but | cannot remember for how
long we have lived here in her house.

It is the stench, putrid and stale, that comes from my body that rouses me from my slumber. My
thighs are glued together by a dry red. | am bleeding, or was bleeding. | suppose | have been in my
sister’s house for a month.

| get up from the bed and look at the stain of my blood on its sheets. | do not remember the last
time | bled. The doctors had said that a miscarriage or severe stress can cause a woman to stop
bleeding. | had laughed at their naivety. What do young doctors know about the nature of women’s
bodies?

Stress and miscarriage were interactions | frequented. | had lost count of the miscarriages and had
known stress a month into my marriage, and that was seven years ago. | am only forty-two but have
the ailments of an ageing woman’s body.

| thought | had gone into early menopause, but here | am wrapped in my mother’s blanket, looking
at the bloodstains smeared all over my nephew’s sheets. It is a good thing he moved to the outside
room, because if this was still his bed and his mother had discovered blood on its sheets, my sister
would have whipped him within inches of his life for breaking a girl’s virginity in her house.

| feel sorry for that boy. My sister is not an easy mother to have. | haven’t always been the best aunt
either, for all the beatings he has endured on my behalf. My sister’s temper has never allowed
anyone, let alone her children, the time to weave a defence. Once, she found an open bottle of wine
that | had left at the foot of his bed, this was years ago, before Pabi was born. There had been a
thanksgiving ceremony at my sister’s house, lots of drinking and getting drunk, eating and getting
fat, and my cousins and | had sat in my nephew’s room exchanging gossip. My older cousin had
smuggled in a bottle of wine and we drank it in the room because we knew Thandeka would
disapprove. We forgot the half-drunk bottle at the foot of Thabo's bed. A day or two later when
Thandeka was spring-cleaning his room she found the bottle and assumed that it was his. |
remember it vividly, no one on her street had forgotten it. First came Nyaki’s shouting at the front
door, screaming for Thabo'’s attention from across the street where he stood with his friends. ‘Run,
run! She is coming to kill you!” my daughter screamed, and behind her was my sister Thandeka with
a cloth wrapped around her head and a sjambok in her hand running across the yard toward the
front gate, hollering all forms of curses and threats of ruin at him. The poor boy ran so fast, leaving
both loaf of bread and tomatoes that he had been sent to buy in his trail.

That was the day he became Speedy. And now in his room standing over his bed, with yet another
thing that could send him to an early grave, that is when | feel it, the laugh. | feel its little feet crawl
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on the soft parts of my belly. At first | laugh at the memory of my sister running half-naked through
the street. Then | laugh at myself, at the blood that has returned, at a dead father | can hardly
remember. Then and finally at the house that has burned. The little feet start expanding themselves
in my stomach, stretching, making the laugh louder and faster until it starts to hurt. When Thandeka
rushes in, | am on the floor clutching at my stomach struggling to breathe.

‘Lindelwa, yintoni?’

| clutch at my stomach, negotiating with the laugh that tightens my insides to loosen its tight grip
and let me breathe, but it doesn'’t; instead it fastens itself, bending my intestines out of shape.

She jumps over me, where | lie wriggling on her wooden floor, and goes to sit on the bed, where she
notices the blood on the sheets. | want to remind her of the day she ran half-naked into the street
threatening to bludgeon her only son, | want to remind her about the blanket that was always
stained, | want to ask her if it really happened, if | really defeated the fire, but | cannot get the words
out of my mouth.

The laughing has taken all the room on my tongue, leaving no space for words. All | can do is laugh
and cry and clench the pain in my stomach, my shoulders and spine chanting, doing a strange dance
on my sister’s floor, laugh and cry and clench, until there is only crying and clenching left.

Thandeka kneels on the floor next to me. She places my head on her chest and holds my body
tightly, allowing all of my burdens to drain themselves into her bones.

My entire body collapses in the palms of her hands.

Somewhere beyond the window the women sing about lying down in green pastures and being led
beside still waters.

Thandeka joins their prayer, rocking me back and forth ke na le Modisa.
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Excerpt from Dictee by Theresa Hak Kyung Cha
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Mother, you are eighteen years old. You were born
in Yong Jung, Manchuria and this is where you now
live. You are not Chinese. You are Korean. But your
tamily moved here to escape the Japanese occupation.
China is large. Larger than large. You tell me that the
hearts of the people are measured by the size of the
land. As large and as silent. You live in a village
where the other Koreans live. Same as you. Refugees.
Immigrants. Exiles. Farther away from the land that
is not your own. Not your own any longer.

You did not want to see. You cannot see anymore.
What they do. To the land and to the people. As long
as the land is not your own. Until it will be again.
Your father left and your mother left as the others.
You suffer the knowledge of having to leave, Of
having left. But your MAH-UHM, spirit has not left.
Never shall have and never shall will. Not now. Not
even now, It is burned into your ever-present
memory. Memory less. Because it is not in the past. It
cannot be. Not in the least of all pasts. It burns. Fire
alight enflame.

Mother, you are a child still. At eighteen. More of
a child since you are always ill. They have sheltered
you from life. Still, you speak the tongue the manda-
tory language like the others. It is not your own.
Even if it is not you know you must. You are Bi-
lingual. You are Tri-lingual. The tongue that is for-
bidden is your own mother tongue, You speak in the
dark. In the secret. The one that is yours. Your own.
You speak very softly, you speak in a whisper. In the
dark, in secret. Mother tongue is your refuge. It is

4

26



being home. Being who you are. Truly. To mv.mmr
makes vou sad. Yearning. To utter each word is a
_.,.:,..:on‘m you risk by death. Not only for you but .mon
all. All of you who are one, who by law tongue tied
forbidden of tongue. You carry at center the mark of
the red above and the mark of blue below, heaven
and earth, tai-geuk; t'ai-chi. It is the mark. .ﬂ.a mark
of belonging. Mark of cause. Mark of retreival. m<
birth. By death. By blood. You carry the mark in
your chest, in your MAH-UHM, in your MAH-
UHM, in your spirit-heart.
You sing.

Standing in a shadow, Bong Sun flower
Your form is destitute

Long and long inside the summer day
When beautifully flowers bloom

The lovely young virgins will

Have played in your honor.

In truth this would be the anthem. The national song
forbidden to be sung. Birth less. And orphan. They
take from you your tongue. They take from you the
choral hymn. But you say not for long not for al-
ways. Not forever. You wait. You know how. .<oc
know how to wait. Inside MAH-UHM fire alight
enflame. ;
From the Misere to Gloria to Magnificat and
Sanctus. To the Antiphonal song. Because
surely. Soon. The answer would come. The
.._,m;:.,.:mn. Like echo. After the oblations. .Hrm
offering. The sacrifice, the votive, the devotions,
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the novenas, the matins, the lauds, the vespers,

the vigils, the evensong, the nightsong, the atten-

dance, the adoration, the veneration, the honor,
the invocations, the supplications, the petitions,
the recitations, the vows, the immolations.

Surely, all these and more, Ceaseless. Again.

ver and over.
You know to wait. Wait in the Misere. Wait in the
sloria. Wait in the Magnificat. Wait in the Sanctus.
For the Antiphonal song, Antiphonal hymn. The
choral answer. In the ebb and tide of echo.

They have not forbidden sight to your eyes. You
see. You are made to see. You see and vou know. For
yourself. The eyes have not been condemned. You
see inspite of. Your sight. Let that be a lesson to you,
You see farther. Farther and farther. Beyond what
you are made to see and made to see only. You pass
the mark, even though you say nothing. Everyone
who has seen, sees farther. Even farther than al-
lowed. And you wait. You keep silent. You bide
time. Time. Single stone laid indicating the day from
sunrise to sundown, Filling up times belly. Stone by
stone. Three hundred sixty five days multiplied thirty
six years. Some have been born into it. And some
would die into it.

The days before the reclamation. Your father,
Your mother. Dying while uttering the words, Their
only regret. Not having seen with their very eyes, the
overthrow. The repelling. The expulsion of the peo-
ple who have taken you by force. Not to have wit-

nessed the purging by sulphur and fire. Of the house.
Of the nation.
47
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You write. You write you speak voices hidden
masked you plant words to the moon you send word
through the wind. Through the passing of seasons.
By sky and by water the words are given birth given
discretion. From one mouth to another, from one
reading to the next the words are realized in their full
meaning. The wind. The dawn or dusk the clay earth
and traveling birds south bound birds are mouth
pieces wear the ghost veil for the seed of message.
Correspondence. To scatter the words.

Mother you are eighteen. It is 1940. You have just
graduated from a teacher’s college. You are going to
your first teaching post in a small village in the coun-
try. Your are required by the government of Man-
churia to teach for three years in an assigned post, to
repay the loan they provided for you to attend the
teacher's school. You are hardly an adult. You have
never left your mother’s, father's home. You who
are born the youngest of four children. Always
ailing. You have been sheltered from the harshness
of daily life. Always the youngest of the family, the
child.

You traveled to this village on the train with your
father. You are dressed in western clothes. At the sta-
tion the villagers innocently stare at you and some
follow you, especially the children. It is Sunday.

You are the first woman teacher to come to this
village in six years. A male teacher greets you, he
addresses you in Japanese. Japan had already occu-
pied Korea and is attempting the occupation of
China. Even in the small village the signs of their
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presence is felt by the Japanese language that is being
spoken. The Japanese flag is hanging at the entry of
the office. And below it, the educational message of
the Meiji emperor framed in purple cloth. It is read at
special functions by the principal of the school to all
the students.

The teachers speak in Japanese to each other. You
are Korean. All the teachers are Korean. You are as-
signed to teach the first grade. Fifty children to your
class. They must speak their name in Korean as well
as how they should be called in Japanese. You speak
to them in Korean since they are too young yet to
speak Japanese.

It is February. In Manchuria. In this village you are
alone and your hardships are immense. You are timid
and unaccustomed to the daily existence of these vil-
lage people. Outside the room and board that you
pay, you send the rest of your pay home. You cannot
ask for more than millet and barley to eat. You take
what is given to you. Always do. Always have. You.
Your people.

You take the train home. Mother. . .you call her
already, from the gate. Mother, you cannot wait. She
leaves everything to greet you, she comes and takes
you indoors and brings you food to eat. You are
home now your mother your home. Mother insepar-
able from which is her identity, her presence. Long-
ing to breathe the same air her hand no more a hand
than instrument broken weathered no death takes
them. No death will take them, Mother, I dream you
just to be able to see you. Heaven falls nearer in

a9
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sleep. Mother, my first sound. The first utter. The
first concept.

It is Sunday afternoon. You must return to the
school. Your students are at the station waiting for
you. They see you home and bring you food. It is
May, it is still cold in Manchuria. You work
Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday
passes. On Friday morning you do not feel well.
Fever and chill possess the body at the same time.
You are standing in the sunlight against the tepid wall
to warm yourself. You are giving in. To the fall to the
lure behind you before you all around you beneath
your skin the sharp air begins to blow the winds of
the body, dark fires rising to battle for victory, the
summoning the coaxing the irresistable draw replac-
ing sleep dense with images condensing them without
space in between. No drought to the extentions of
spells, words, noise. Music equally out of propor-
tion. You are yielding to them. They are too quick to
arrive, You do not know them, never have seen them
but they seek you, inhabit you whole, suspend you
airless, spaceless. They force their speech upon you
and direct your speech only to them.

You are going somewhere. You are somewhere.
This stillness. You cannot imagine how. Still. So still
all around. Such stillness. It is endless. Spacious
without the need for verification of space. Nothing
moves. So still. There is no struggle. Its own all its
own. No where other. No time other conceivable.
Total duration without need for verification of time.
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You are moving inside. Inside the stillness. Its
slowness makes almost imperceptible the movement.
Pauses. Pauses hardly rest. New movement, ending
only to extend into the next movement. Stops as
elongation into the new movement. You say this is
how Heaven should be. You say this is how it must
be death. (Memoryless. Dreamless.) Afterwards. The
thick the weight of stillness. You are moving accord-
ingly never ahead of the movement never behind the
movement you are carrying the weight from outside
being the weight inside. You move. You are being
moved. You are movement. Inseparably. Indefin-
ably. Not isolatable terms. None. Nothing.

You come to a house. Enormous in size. There are
women standing before the house dressed in cos-
tumes made of a strange and beautiful cloth. They
are carried in a light breeze faintly lifting above
ground as if their bodies wore wings. From the dis-
tance their movements are reduced to make almost
clearer the movement.

To one side of the house you see a very wide flower
bed. There is no end in sight. You pass along it when
you come upon a very large hall where an orchestra
is playing music. On the other side, some women
draped in long silk cloths are dancing. They entrance
you. Numb you. You watch in awe for what seems to
be a very long time. Such calm, you cannot imagine
an expression that would describe it. Curiosity pulls
you further and you move towards what looks like a
restaurant. There are people very well dressed in not
our native costumes and not foreign costumes. You
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pass them and walk for a long time. From the oppo-
site direction, three women are approaching you.
Their strange beauty increases with their slow pro-
gression towards you. You notice that they each
carry a large dish of food. You cannot identify its
origin, but it captivates you completely.

Their spirit takes your own. You are immobilized
they hold you to their sight and approach even
nearer. They smile to you they say to you they have
prepared this food especially for you. The first one
stands facing you and asks you to eat from it. You
shake your head in refusal inspite of its aroma and
the beautiful arrangement,

Then was Jesus led up of the Spirit into the wil-
derness to be tempted of the devil.

2 And when he had fasted forty days and forty

7 Jesus said unto him It is written again, Thou shall
not tempt the Lord thy God.

"

The E:i one says to you, “then you must eat from
mine.

8 Again, the devil taketh him up into an exceed-
ing high mountain, and showeth him all the
kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them:

o >:m saith unto him, All these things will I give
thee, if thou wilt fall down and worship me.

10 Then saith Jesus unto him, Get thee hence,
Satan: for it is written, Thou shalt worship the
Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou serve.

11 Then the devil leaveth him, and behold, angels
came and ministered unto him.

You cannot accept and the third one pushes you
down and says, “If you do not eat, you must be-

come a cripple!” You fall. You fall deep.
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nights, he was afterward ahungered. f

) Your mother holds your hand and your father
3 And when the tempter came to him, he said, If

your right hand your fingers begin to curl you ask

thou be the Son of God, command that these
stones be made bread.

4 But he answered and said, it is written, Man shall
not live by bread alone, but by w<mM~ word that
?.Onmmmm,w“ out of the mouth of God.

The second one offers you from her dish and you
refuse again. You cannot speak you only shake your
head in disagreement.

5 Then the devil taketh him up into the holy city,
and setteth him on a pinnacle of the temple,

6 And saith unto him, If thou be the Son of God,
cast thyself down: for it is written, He shall ive
his angels charge concerning thee: and in their
hand they shall bear thee up, lest at any time
thou dash thy foot against a stone.
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them to unfold them. You feel on your hands the
warm tears from your mother and father. They say
when one is about to die the fingers curl to a close.
She has eaten nothing your father's voice saying how
can she live. Upon hearing this you ask to eat. They
say that the dying ask for food as a last wish. They
give you to eat.

No more sentence to exile, Mother, no black crows
to mourn you. Neither takes you neither will take
you Heaven nor Hell they fall too near you let them
fall to each other you come back you come back to
your one mother to your one father.
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I write. | write you. Daily. From here. If I am not
writing, | am thinking about writing. I am compos-
ing. Recording movements. You are here I raise the
voice. Particles bits of sound and noise gathered pick
up lint, dust. They might scatter and become invis-
ible. Speech morsels. Broken chips of stones. Not

hollow not empty. They think that you are one and |

the same direction addressed. The vast ambiant
sound hiss between the invisible line distance that this
line connects the void and space surrounding enter-
ing and exiting.

They have not questioned. It is all the same to
them. It follows directions. Not yet. They have not
learned the route of instruction, To surpass overtake
the hidden even beyond destination. Destination.

| have the documents. Documents, proof, evidence,
photograph, signature. One day you raise the right
hand and you are American, They give you an
American Pass port. The United States of America.
Somewhere someone has taken my identity and re-
placed it with their photograph. The other one. Their
signature their seals. Their own image. And you
learn the executive branch the legislative branch and
the third. Justice. Judicial branch. It makes the differ-
ence. The rest is past.

You return and you are not one of them, they treat
you with indifference. All the time you understand
what they are saying. But the papers give you away.
Every ten feet. They ask you identity. They comment
upon your inability or ability to speak. Whether you
are telling the truth or not about your nationality.
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They say you look other than you say. As if you
didn’t know who you were. You say who you are
but you begin to doubt. They search you. They, the
anonymous variety of uniforms, each division,
strata, classification, any set of miscellaneous proper-
ly uni formed. They have the right, no matter what
rank, however low their function they have the auth-
ority. Their authority sewn into the stitches of their
costume. Every ten feet they demand to know who
and what you are, who is represented. The eyes
gather towards the appropriate proof. Towards the
face then again to the papers, when did you leave the
country why did you leave this country why are you
returning to the country.

You see the color the hue the same you see the
shape the form the same you see the unchangeable
and the unchanged the same you smell filtered edited
through progress and westernization the same you
see the numerals and innumerables bonding overlaid
the same, speech, the same. You see the will, you see
the breath, you see the out of breath and out of will
but you still see the will. Will and will only espouse
this land this sky this time this people. You are one
same particle. You leave you come back to the shell
left empty all this time. To claim to reclaim, the
space. Into the mouth the wound the entry is reverse
and back each organ artery gland pace element, im-
planted, housed skin upon skin, membrane, vessel,
waters, dams, ducts, canals, bridges.
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Composition of the body, taking into considera-
tion from conception, the soil, seed, amount of light
and water necessary, the geneology. Not a single
word allowed to utter until the last station, they ask
to check the baggage. You open your mouth half
way. Near tears, nearly saying, I know you I know
vou, | have waited to see you for long this long. They
check each article, question you on foreign articles,
then dismiss you.

58

33



Mama by ENRIQUETA LUNEZ, Mexico, 1981

Mama, | need your eyes

to see our wickedness.

| need your mouth,

to shout my father’s name in the afternoon.

| need your hands,

to knead nixtamal, stir up the fire, make the sign of the cross.
| need your feet,

to walk across the corn fields, visit our dead and dance.

Dear mother, it is urgent, | need your eyes, mouth, hands and feet
so | don’t forget we are rooted in the moon.

34



Home is Not A Country by Safia Elhillo

Baba

Mama

the photographs of my father are everywhere

alone in a suit framed in the living room

seated with his afro full taped to the mirror of my mother’s dresser
in the one on the coffee table he stares awestruck at his bride

a passport picture in mama’s wallet a single furrow in his brow

i like the ones of him younger rounded & serious as a child
dusty-kneed as a teenager crowded with other boys around a ball
before the car crash that took him from knowing me

before the father-sized ache before my mother all alone

still crowding herself to one side of the bed saving his place

soft browns of the sepia photos

making him impossibly far away

in this photo my mother is alone

as i will come to know her

it is her wedding day back home

a lifetime right before mine before

the new country & the widowing

& the worry lines stamped into her brow
her eyelashes painted dark beneath

a headdress of silver coins

strung across her forehead

& her hands floating up to fix

the arch of her headscarf

soil-colored blooms of henna

twisting from both elbows to

each finger

a different country a different

life the henna since faded

& the story hushed to memory

to old bits of song from oceans away

we are no longer back home

the headdress has been sold & my mother
is alone is at work is rushed

in her headscarf & blue jeans

& it hasn’t been her wedding day in year
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Left Behind

her name aisha means she who lives

but mostly she goes to work & comes home tired
& watches television & sometimes

in the television’s blue glow

her eyes make tears that do not fall

i keep this photograph in a tin box

that once held butter biscuits

long ago eaten by guests unimpressed

with our spare american living

my mother is crumpled in her bed the pillow

on my father’s side undisturbed & smooth

his few clothes & books & records tossed into

the little car & gone no one to rub her back

& wipe her face as she convulsed all night with grief
hours pass & the afternoon fills the room with slants

of yellow light a small knock goes unanswered

then another & finally khaltu hala slips quietly

into the room sits sad & quiet at the edge of the bed
considering the hurt radiating from my mother’s curled form
they stay in silence for a long moment hala

places a palm on my mother’s searing forehead & tears
start pouring down the sides of my mother’s upturned face
pooling in her ears down her neck

by sunset khaltu hala convinces her to sit up

& sip water feeds her pieces of cut fruit & listens
humming in sympathy as my mother tells her tale

& by the end her face is creased with worry as my mother
says quietly ican’t raise his child alone all she

will do is remind me of him i have to give her away

& my stomach aches into a knot & i wonder

if i've made everything worse

twilight darkens the room & hala rises to leave

mama is sending me away to america

i have to go home to pack & listen my mother

raises her eyes to hala without speaking aisha, come with me
i won't leave you here alone & i’ll be so alone without you
let’s go & start over away from everything that hurt us
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Haitham

when i met you i was already angry so angry
about everything i thought had been taken from me
everything i thought i did not have so busy looking
at my one empty hand i almost missed everything
filling the other

i think i spent a long time hating myself thinking
of myself as not enough thinking i was loving
everyone i loved by wishing a better version of myself
into their lives one more deserving more graceful
i think i could have been a better friend to you
instead of locking myself away inside my head

& invented memories locking myself away

inside the old photographs the old songs

& letting my whole life happen without me

is what i want to say but all i can manage is

i’'m here now & i want to do better

& i'm sorry & i missed you & thank you,

thank you for waking up & haitham looks

for a moment like he is about to make a joke

& then miraculously doesn’t

instead says simply nima, you're my best friend
but of course can’t help himself but didn’t

the doctor tell you not to make me cry



Excerpt From Theatre of War by Andrea Jeftanovic

Translated by Frances Riddle

Sessions Between Four Walls

| talk about my mother. I've multiplied the two walls of the uterus by the four of my therapist’s
office. My choked voice rises from the depths of my seat. My prolonged silence lets me hear the
whisper of the minute hand that only my therapist can see. The words gush forth, suspended in mid-
air. | try to put together the puzzle of my past from the hollow of a moss-green sofa. One piece and
then another, revealed in disconnected phrases, unfinished syllables, involuntary silences. She learns
to read my expressions, my gaze, my tone of voice, my breakdowns. | hear my own speech as if from
far away; my story becomes a monotonous prayer.

Twice a week, | put life on pause. My childhood starts to inhabit me, floods me with absence,
leaves me little space to experience the present. Deleted scenes are constantly bursting forth: my
mother and the gesture of her hand pushing me away. | cite words spoken by Mum as she put on
her makeup in the mirror or swept the kitchen floor or when we danced in the living room. It’s been
a long time since your dad touched me. He goes out with other women. He has a lot of lady friends. |
cover my ears as | sit on the bus and Mum'’s screams surge like an echo in my mind... Go away, leave
me alone, you're a tyrant. | open a book and try to think about something else, but | can’t forget the
phone call | shouldn’t have heard. The deep voice telling Mum to meet him at nine in the usual
place. | turn the page. I've returned to the summer before that, when Dad beat her legs with the tv
antennae. I'm back in my present and glimpse the name of the street we’re crossing. | get off at the
next stop. | grip the rail. | have appointments scheduled, I'm late to meetings. My shadow always
rushing towards a building, guided by the midday sun. | picture myself on crowded streets, locked in
basements, underwater.

| can’t stand that the therapist focuses on the same scene every time: me leaning against the
window, counting the cars, while Mum is locked in the dining room with the workman. Her verdicts
are painful. They rankle against my abandonment, against my misfortune. | leave dazed, without any
sense of where | am. | walk aimlessly for hours. | begin to go blank at the start of the sessions. My
mind is as empty as it was for the maths test. I'm swept up in the wake churned by the wheels of the
neighbourhood kids’ bikes. The spokes whirling so fast that they become a uniform metallic surface.
My neighbour swaying to the rhythm of the pedals and her hair blowing in the wind. The aluminium
rims sparkle. The laughter turns the corner. And it gets louder and louder, mocking me. | turn down
that same road every Tuesday and Thursday. A streetlamp blinks on, turning everything white. |
don’t want to talk about anything else. | can’t. | walk through the gate. | press the buzzer for the
therapist’s office.

In one of our sessions | tell her about Mum'’s illness and how she forgot me. | speak calmly,
dragging my words through the past until they reach the scene in the hospital: her inability to
remember my name, the doctor’s diagnosis. | talk about the shadow I'd become for my mother. A
ghost with no place at the table, no space in the closet. A silhouette hovering outside the door,
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locked out of the house. The nightmare of two of everything. The blind triangle — her, Adela, and
Davor — which was really an amorphous square. | catch the therapist brushing her hand over the
edge of her eyes. | keep talking as if | haven’t noticed. | describe these events as if they’d happened
yesterday, but many years have passed and | have yet to see Mum again.

| think: | have two mums. One contains my present — which is another form of the past —and
determines what is to come. The other, a black hole, is sheer oblivion wandering deserted streets.
I'd like to be born again with the therapist as my mother this time. | promise to be a good baby. |
won’t swim against the current, I'll fit my body to the curve of her abdomen, | won’t tie the umbilical
cord around my neck. I'll keep the waters of this ocean calm so that no one will get seasick. I'll stop
the waves from rising up to her mouth. I'll sleep perpendicular to the tide. My little body will be a
ship stranded in the abysmal depths. If you illuminate me, I'll be born under another star. If you lend
me your womb, I'll choose a new nature. Let me be born again and | will be free. | won’t require any
special care, because I've walked here before: | know the rules, | know when it’s night-time, where
evil resides.

Then | go quiet, look at the clock, rise from the couch. The session is over.
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One’s-Self | Sing by Edil Hassan

In the Qur’an, poets are depicted as bewildering liars. Language—
an unlawful alchemy, a sinner’s sihr. On the one-on-one date

with God, | shout, Deny me an afterlife! I'll just make a new one,
and horns sprout from my head. My mother, workshopping

her childhood, recalls stolen shillings and the emptied pockets

of nuns. What is removed are the entrails | could make a career of
if the DOD didn’t beat me to it. Historical amnesia as mood lighting. As every need
-based essay, diversity statement, and writing, / was the only

and never, | was made the only. On TV, the billionaire asks,

were you silent or were you silenced? My father, not knowing
what | know, is honeying the story of my birth.

He wasn’t there. He hates that he wasn’t there.

He asks, Do you remember who first held you? | answer,

Yes. | remember.

| remember.
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Heaven Is A Basement Party And No One Goes Home + Remix by Edil

Hassan

in honor of every basement:apartment:rented hall / in which my people have gathered

homesick / homegone / let there longing to decorate / their limbs and let home be / found in every

song / let each body be a lyric to memorialize with a mouth

Hair a disco ball of smoke, | am fat-assed
and glorious. Here where the synth is sweeter

than Israfil’s trumpet, and a hand once having counted

loss can now be held in another, high up

and down below | break it down and break

a sweat. Silk soaked through and kohl in my eyes,
color running like a VHS tape rewinding.

Who needs vision when there is you— a vision.
Gold chained. God’s name. Afro a halo of oil
dripping down your neck. Beckoning me

with those hips as if your mother and my mother
weren’t in the corner planning the wedding.

As if one dance would not lead us to morning,

and the whole room made a witness to our demise.
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BIRD OF PARADISE by Afua Cooper

From: Understatement: An Anthology of 12 Toronto Poets, ed. Tanya Nanavati. Toronto: Seraphim
Edition,
1996.

At dawn my mother stands on the hill

behind our house

and invokes the sun to rise

then she goes to the outdoor kitchen

and prepares tortillas and cocotea for our breakfast
My mother sells fruits and flowers in the market
stuff she grows with her own hands

she does not solicit customers

they come to her of their own volition

and at the end of each day

her items are all sold out

Now at age 42 my mother decides to stop having children
but not because her blood has ceased

"I have peopled the world with the numerous men
and women that my body has birthed," she says
"now it's time for me to birth other things"

At times my mother's back and feet grow tired

so | anoint them with coconut oil

her feet is a detailed map

her back is the starapple tree outside our front door
My mother has never travelled abroad

but she knows tales of everyland

she says the flowers in her gardens

especially the ginger lily, orchids,

and the bird of paradise, bring her such tidings

My mother is short in stature

all her children tower above her

some do not even want to recognise

or acknowledge her as they pass by in the marketplace
they are ashamed of this fruit and flower woman
this woman who fed them milk and tortillas

that made them so strong

sometimes they mock her

"she looks like something out of a Rivera mural," they jest
but my mother does not hear

her ears are beyond their words.
In the evening when she grows weary
my mother sings lullabies to the sun to entice it to sleep
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so the dark can come and we all be rejuvenated

"It's in the darkness that we grow strong," she tells us
How wise she is

this woman with a life that no one can capture

how essential she is

this woman who makes gardens flower

and who feed us milk and tortillas

| watch her as she descends the hill to the marketplace
her skirt at her knee

her black hair flecked with grey
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Portrait of a Mother and Indiscretion by Sindiswa Busuku

My mother smells of indiscretion — in fact she smells of strange things. Not camphor or ZamBuk; not
of anything familiar.

My mother walks slowly, crossing the bedroom in high-heeled shoes. In my grey window | see the
sky. In the sky the moon is round. She hides her smile behind the curtain lace and whispers, “My
child sees everything.”

I’'m waiting for her to hang her winter coat. | am eager to glimpse her body. Buttons fall away. She is
kneeling at my bedside, upright. Her hand on mine. It’s raining. She is lipsticked and caressing my
face. The moon is dead. Her hands don’t feel the same anymore. The stars have gone out. | turn and
bite her sad hand; she flies backwards. | am loud and yellow laughter. | whisper back, “My mother
wears a disguise for my eyes only.”

My mother is an old woman. She is no longer young. Yet | smell her indiscretion. | have smelt it on
her for days. She has been laughing and smiling without restraint.
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On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous by Ocean Vuong

Let me begin again.
Dear Ma,

| am writing to reach you—even if each word | put down is one word further from where you are. |
am writing to go back to the time, at the rest stop in Virginia, when you stared, horror-struck, at the
taxidermy buck hung over the soda machine by the restrooms, its antlers shadowing your face. In
the car, you kept shaking your head. “I don’t understand why they would do that. Can’t they see it’s
a corpse? A corpse should go away, not get stuck forever like that.”

I think now of that buck, how you stared into its black glass eyes and saw your reflection, your whole
body, warped in that lifeless mirror. How it was not the grotesque mounting of a decapitated animal
that shook you—but that the taxidermy embodied a death that won't finish, a death that keeps
dying as we walk past it to relieve ourselves.

I am writing because they told me to never start a sentence with because. But | wasn’t trying to
make a sentence—I was trying to break free. Because freedom, | am told, is nothing but the distance
between the hunter and its prey.

Autumn. Somewhere over Michigan, a colony of monarch butterflies, numbering more than fifteen
thousand, are beginning their yearly migration south. In the span of two months, from September to
November, they will move, one wing beat at a time, from southern Canada and the United States to
portions of central Mexico, where they will spend the winter.

They perch among us, on windowsills and chain-link fences, clotheslines still blurred from the just-
hung weight of clothes, the hood of a faded-blue Chevy, their wings folding slowly, as if being put
away, before snapping once, into flight.

It only takes a single night of frost to kill off a generation. To live, then, is a matter of time, of timing.

That time when | was five or six and, playing a prank, leapt out at you from behind the hallway door,
shouting, “Boom!” You screamed, face raked and twisted, then burst into sobs, clutched your chest
as you leaned against the door, gasping. | stood bewildered, my toy army helmet tilted on my head. |
was an American boy parroting what | saw on TV. | didn’t know that the war was still inside you, that
there was a war to begin with, that once it enters you it never leaves—but merely echoes, a sound
forming the face of your own son. Boom.

That time, in third grade, with the help of Mrs. Callahan, my ESL teacher, | read the first book that |
loved, a children’s book called Thunder Cake, by Patricia Polacco. In the story, when a girl and her
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grandmother spot a storm brewing on the green horizon, instead of shuttering the windows or
nailing boards on the doors, they set out to bake a cake. | was unmoored by this act, its precarious
yet bold refusal of common sense. As Mrs. Callahan stood behind me, her mouth at my ear, | was
pulled deeper into the current of language. The story unfurled, its storm rolled in as she spoke, then
rolled in once more as | repeated the words. To bake a cake in the eye of a storm; to feed yourself
sugar on the cusp of danger.

The first time you hit me, | must have been four. A hand, a flash, a reckoning. My mouth a blaze of
touch.

The time | tried to teach you to read the way Mrs. Callahan taught me, my lips to your ear, my hand
on yours, the words moving underneath the shadows we made. But that act (a son teaching his
mother) reversed our hierarchies, and with it our identities, which, in this country, were already
tenuous and tethered. After the stutters and false starts, the sentences warped or locked in your
throat, after the embarrassment of failure, you slammed the book shut. “I don’t need to read,” you
said, your expression crunched, and pushed away from the table. “I can see—it’s gotten me this far,
hasn’t it?”

Then the time with the remote control. A bruised welt on my forearm | would lie about to my
teachers. “I fell playing tag.”

The time, at forty-six, when you had a sudden desire to color. “Let’s go to Walmart,” you said one
morning. “I need coloring books.” For months, you filled the space between your arms with all the
shades you couldn’t pronounce. Magenta, vermilion, marigold, pewter, juniper, cinnamon. Each day,
for hours, you slumped over landscapes of farms, pastures, Paris, two horses on a windswept plain,
the face of a girl with black hair and skin you left blank, left white. You hung them all over the house,
which started to resemble an elementary school classroom. When | asked you, “Why coloring, why
now?” you put down the sapphire pencil and stared, dreamlike, at a half-finished garden. “I just go
away in it for a while,” you said, “but | feel everything. Like I’'m still here, in this room.”

The time you threw the box of Legos at my head. The hardwood dotted with blood.
“Have you ever made a scene,” you said, filling in a Thomas Kinkade house, “and then put yourself
inside it? Have you ever watched yourself from behind, going further and deeper into that

landscape, away from you?”

How could I tell you that what you were describing was writing? How could | say that we, after all,
are so close, the shadows of our hands, on two different pages, merging?

“I'm sorry,” you said, bandaging the cut on my forehead. “Grab your coat. I'll get you McDonald’s.”

Head throbbing, | dipped chicken nuggets in ketchup as you watched. “You have to get bigger and
stronger, okay?”
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| reread Roland Barthes’s Mourning Diary yesterday, the book he wrote each day for a year after his
mother’s death. | have known the body of my mother, he writes, sick and then dying. And that’s
where | stopped. Where | decided to write to you. You who are still alive.

Those Saturdays at the end of the month when, if you had money left over after the bills, we’d go to
the mall. Some people dressed up to go to church or dinner parties; we dressed to the nines to go to
a commercial center off 1-91. You would wake up early, spend an hour doing your makeup, put on
your best sequined black dress, your one pair of gold hoop earrings, black lamé shoes. Then you
would kneel and smear a handful of pomade through my hair, comb it over.

Seeing us there, a stranger couldn’t tell that we bought our groceries at the local corner store on
Franklin Avenue, where the doorway was littered with used food stamp receipts, where staples like
milk and eggs cost three times more than they did in the suburbs, where the apples, wrinkled and
bruised, lay in a cardboard box soaked on the bottom with pig’s blood that had leaked from the
crate of loose pork chops, the ice long melted.

“Let’s get the fancy chocolates,” you’d say, pointing to the Godiva chocolatier. We would get a small
paper bag containing maybe five or six squares of chocolate we had picked at random. This was
often all we bought at the mall. Then we’d walk, passing one back and forth until our fingers shone
inky and sweet. “This is how you enjoy your life,” you’d say, sucking your fingers, their pink nail
polish chipped from a week of giving pedicures.

The time with your fists, shouting in the parking lot, the late sun etching your hair red. My arms
shielding my head as your knuckles thudded around me.

Those Saturdays, we’d stroll the corridors until, one by one, the shops pulled shut their steel gates.
Then we’d make our way to the bus stop down the street, our breaths floating above us, the makeup
drying on your face. Our hands empty except for our hands.

Out my window this morning, just before sunrise, a deer stood in a fog so dense and bright that the
second one, not too far away, looked like the unfinished shadow of the first.

You can color that in. You can call it “The History of Memory.”
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A WALL by Omotara James

In the evening, | remind Bruce
to shut the door to the closet,
because the kitten already knows
a door is a wall you cannot climb—
you must walk through.
Yesterday

| promised Jennifer

| was over you,

then logged into

your Instagram,

counted backwards

to the last photo of us

trying on dresses

like | used to

with my mother

who promised to tell the truth,
especially when it wasn’t pretty.
One day, | remember

leaving the mall

with a bag full of bras

and grabbing her

hand on the escalator,

resting my head on her shoulder.
| was ten

when she pulled away

saying, people will

think we’re lesbians.
Sometimes

around 4 AM

my full stomach

growls like the kitten

paws at the door

she can’t claw through—

in every house

aroom

for the unknown.
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At the Bath House: On the slow tenderizing of girls into women. By
Jung Hae Chae

Before there was love, before lovers and children born out of wedlock, before we knew the names
of things, there were the bath houses of my childhood.

The bath house was the gathering place of women and girls, wherein no boys or their fathers were
allowed. Once monthly, our mothers and their girls — good girls and bad girls, girly girls and pretty
or not-so-pretty-or-whatever girls, barely-there girls and almost-women girls, girls unwanted
because they were girls, girls like me in awe-fear of their mothers, and girls who talked down to their
mothers just as their fathers talked down to them — were all there for a common cause. We needed
a good sloughing off of ttae (), meaning dirt in Korean.

Soaking came first. Like slabs of marinating meat, we had to soak, as our mothers had taught us, for
as long and as abidingly deep as possible, so that our skins — that unruly sheath of an organ draped
and stretched over our out-growing bodies — could, with the grace and redemptive power of water,
be lifted, dear lord, of its burdensome ttae, that worldly substance that would otherwise infiltrate
our innards and our wants and want nots. So we listened, and we sat our small asses down in the
much too uncomfortable water for a long, long time until our young skins became medium rare,
slough-ready, ready for our initiation: the slow tenderizing of girls into women.

We would learn about pain this way, about the many facades used to disguise pain and the delusions
of grandeur that came with pain, about how we might stretch ourselves to survive pain, and about
the gratification of delayed pain. We would learn about perseverance this way, the waiting, oh the
waiting, the many different kinds of waiting a woman needed to master for herself, her children, and
her mate, in order that she move through the seasons of her life well. We mustn’t hurry, our
mothers said.

Discomfort was the idea. Crammed inside the cracked ceramic-tiled hot tub like little fish cakes
swimming in a simmering bowl of ramen noodles were bodies — big and small, more small than big,
some vertically inclined, some horizontal. There were busy bodies and lazy bodies and work-in-
progress bodies; some were smocked with industrious skins, taut tapestries achieved less through
athleticism than toil, seated in touching proximity to those with droopy, wet, wrinkled rag-like skin.
These were the different kinds of armor belonging to those who had lived through wars, who were
still waiting for husbands or sons gone missing long ago to come home. We watched their bodies,
how they wore them, moved them, touched the contours of theirs and others, how they looked
inwardly askance toward theirs, and wearily toward ours.

Once, we had a celebrity sighting. A famous actress | recognized from TV, getting ready to step into
and share the common pool with everyone. Under the unflattering fluorescent lighting, with her
nakedness in full view and without colorful embellishments to contour her face or adorn her body,
she didn’t appear half as beautiful or interesting. She was barely noticeable, in fact, and fit right in, a
plain Jane. (My mother agreed.) Without the camera, she was allowed to take off her clothes down
to her most private layer, the layer that had become ttae-ridden, just like the rest of us common
folk. She lowered herself and her average body into the democratizing whirl of the pool. The bath
house was a place where the extraordinary wished to be ordinary, and were allowed to be so.

Yet an unspoken hierarchy existed when it came to who had the power to control the water
temperature. It was the aging women with aching, arthritic bones and calloused skin who never
passed up the opportunity to turn the dial, which only ever went up. These women needed the
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water hotter than most of us could comfortably take it, their threshold for pain having increased
steadily over their long lives, their mettle tested by the traumas that had fractured their people. We
couldn’t complain or touch the dial. We couldn’t look away, even if we wanted to, from their
breasts, which hung so unimaginably low to their navels, or from the entrenched thickness around
their middles. Their bodies conjured up their haunted pasts like the rings of a downed tree. They had
mourned their way into and through this life, earning them the right to decide how much heat was
enough for all of us. We would learn about doing what our mothers and grandmothers wanted, not
what we wanted.

Soon, more pain ensued. When soaking made our skins more pliant to our mothers’ urgings, a
violent sloughing session would follow. As if the too-hot-to-touch water were only a test for our
capacity for pain, and not rigorous enough, our mothers taught us to wait our turn, to bide our time
until the the right moment, to lie down flat in a prone and then supine position on a raised bed (a
plastic-covered, wooden plank) so the professionals could get to work.

The professional ttae scrapers were a specialized breed of technicians known for their mighty upper-
body strength and their uncanny ability to size up clients’ life stories in mere seconds and hurl all
sorts of unsolicited advice at them. Armed with their trusty old tool, the ttae catcher — an industrial
strength loofah with a pocket to hold the hard soap — they would work expeditiously, single-
mindedly, to catch, scrape, and slough every last ttae off of their clients. Small beads of ttae, dark-
hued and concentrated like thimblefuls of dark clouds, came off bodies in copious amounts, one
epithelial layer after another, revealing the inner pith of a woman. Then, with a stream of water, the
beads rained over the valleys of a body, slid down and off the wooden bed, before disappearing into
a storm drain that carried them to the underlayer of the bath house.

The most skilled among these technicians were instinctively good at taking stock of their client’s
body, moving swiftly around her, quickly seeing where their hands needed to be and moving in that
direction, pursuing the problem areas with the precision of a surgeon. Highly poised in their craft,
they observed and bided their time, working in silence with great intensity before offering a keen
assessment:

“It must have been a while since your last visit. You look and feel so tired.”

Or: “Your skin feels lazy.” (Read: you’re getting old.) “Are your children giving you trouble? Your
husband?”

Sometimes she offered up discreet advice about up-and-comers like me: “She’s a darling little one.
You’d better be careful, Mom.”

Or a stinging commentary: “She’s a stocky one. You must have wanted a boy when you were
pregnant with her, isn’t that right, Mom?”

To be sloughed off of ttae was to shed the dirt of mother and wife, those thick and tired layers, the
world-weary layers. The men-weary layers: of having to wait for bad or sometimes-good-except-
always-drunken husbands to come home and not die on the streets. These are the layers that
birthed us, the same layers that primed us into women. Inside the bath house, one hot soak and
violent sloughing at a time, as our mothers shed theirs, we gained ours. Our pain was their relief.
And one day, when it’s our turn, we, too, will be poised to turn up the dial, never down, so that we
may shed the layers of our own pain-body.

* k %

Water was a rare, and therefore valuable, commodity in 1970s Seoul. This was what | was told by my
mother, who brought me to live with her in the big city when | turned six, an age deemed
appropriate to attend school instead of being left alone at my grandmother’s home in the outskirts.
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The water supply was low in the tiny apartment where my mother and | lived, on the top floor of a
five-story complex, the same modest sort that was popping up everywhere in the fast-industrializing
South Korean capital at the time. Like the propane gas used for cooking, water, when not in use, had
to be turned off and disconnected from the main supply. To wash one’s face or bottom, one had to
turn on first the main line and then the faucet, measure out the exact amount needed into a shallow
basin (or more likely a plastic bucket), set it down on the concrete bathroom floor, and use every last
drop inside the basin — and then turn everything off in reverse sequence. Inconvenience was the
idea, to discourage excess.

The term, “bathroom,” was a misnomer, since the space wasn’t used for bathing. We didn’t take
baths there or wash our hair every day or every other day or even every third, fourth, fifth, seventh
or twenty-ninth day. The practice was rooted in the philosophy that the seldom, the least, the
minimal, is always the better way. So said my mother and grandmother, whose sensibilities had
been shaped by wars and totalizing, generations-defining losses. A follower of the Seldom Bathing
school of thought knew not to fuss over or fear-monger about germs. We relied on just enough
water to survive smell-free and guilt-free, and we bided our time for our monthly redemptive soak at
the bath house.

Inside the new home | shared with my mother, | had to learn the idiosyncrasies that she had
developed since leaving when | was a toddler. We’d practically become strangers to each other in
the intervening years. My mother, who had to move away to the big city to take a job, who suited up
and wore heels every day to go to her office, seemed sophisticated, urbane, and foreign to me. Up
until then, my grandmother had raised me in a traditional Korean home with no indoor bathroom,
only an outhouse. Before | moved to the city, | had never been to a bath house. | had never bathed
in a tub, and no such thing existed in my imagination. How did | keep myself clean? | don’t know, and
| don’t remember ever being worried about it.

My mother was a different kind of woman than my grandmother. She was highly literate and
harbored dreams of one day becoming a prominent writer. My grandmother’s early forewarnings
against an intellectual path for her daughter seemed to have backfired, as my mother’s dedication to
her craft only deepened following her divorce from my father. She promptly got herself a
professional career, and delighted in going to the movies by herself as often as she could, at a time
in Korea when women, married or single, didn’t do that sort of thing. She liked to smoke cigarettes
in private, and sometimes she would stay up drinking into the night and devolving into debauchery
with her boyfriend after putting me to bed. (I eavesdropped from my room.) On the weekends, she
set out to hike up the mountains by herself, carrying a full set of gear on her back — enough to last a
whole winter. | would watch from the veranda of our fifth-floor walk-up, her tiny figure disappearing
around the bend, and feel a kind of release. Alone at last, | could breathe deeply and comfortably, in
my own silence. When she returned, her kindly spirits would peek through like aromatic mushrooms
sprouting out of dead wood after a storm. Up inside the woods, deep in its throes, she found her
most true self. | know this now.

Sometimes my mother and | missed each other. Literally. She on one floor, | on another. Once, at the
bath house, | watched her, as | often did, amid the hundreds of women floating in and out, as she
undressed in a corner. Her body was like a smooth, white-barked tree, strong, upright, unforgiving.
When she was done undressing, she turned and walked away without me, expecting me to follow
her. With her buttocks at my eye level, | was sure | was close behind her. Soon | ran up to her,
instinctively, wrapping my arms around her plush thigh. | hugged the lower half of my mother’s tree
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trunk for a long time before the lady I'd actually been hugging gently unwrapped my arms from her
thigh and asked where my mother was.

I missed my grandmother. Her silence was what | missed. We were alike in this way — she preferred
to be inside her own thoughts, and her outward expressions were never bitter or angry. She was a
listener. She listened even when | was silent. | was her faithful assistant: we cooked together in her
bunker-like, prewar kitchen, in the house with the outhouse. She taught me how to perfectly mold
rice cakes into a moon shape and pan-fry them for the whole family. Inside the warmth of my
grandmother’s wood-burning kitchen, we were like two mute children harboring the secrets of our
hearts, mutually broken and put back together by our shared silence.

My mother was less a listener, more a speaker. Often she spoke in ways that my seven-year-old
heart didn’t understand. Sometimes she spoke in an angry tone that showed her passions. Or she
spoke to me, a seven-year-old, in a kind of opaque, learned way:

“Jung Hae ya, please lower your voice when you talk. But talk in a firm way, make yourself
understood,” she would say.

Often, | chose silence over any other replies. | must have not understood her heady instructions. |
would remain very still and very quiet for long stretches of time, for fear of upsetting the delicate
equilibrium that seemed in need of constant balancing by nature and by me, the child.

My mother taught differently, too. In my new habitat, my cosmopolitan mother taught me, and |
learned, the right way to wash my body, and how to care for the insides of my female parts:

1. Curl your dominant hand, turning your upturned palm into a “bowl,” and fill it with fresh water
(never, ever, under any circumstances, use sitting water!).

2. With the other hand, gently tease apart the labial folds and place the “bowl” underneath the
folds.

3. Uncurl your palm holding the water and propel it upwards, allowing the contents to rise like a
small fountain (think: the shooting action of a bidet).

4. Wash in this order: first, the outer, exposed layer with skin like mountains and tortoises; second,
the layer of the inner folds, tender as heartaches and autumn rain; and last, the bottom-most, secret
layer, private as the myths of your own making. Protect this layer. Always move from front to back.
5. Repeat steps 1-4 several times, for the rest of your life.

These moments between my mother and me, of our washing together in warm, scarce water, were a
rarefied pocket tucked within the vast tundra of loneliness that was my life with her. Sometimes we
talked like ordinary people while washing. Sometimes we would remain quiet and just wash, slowly,
methodically, thoughtfully sloughing all that ttae off each other’s backs with the kind of care we’d
learned from visiting the bath house together. In those moments, our silence reminded me of that
between me and my grandmother, a kind of an unquantifiable understanding that exists between
two humans with a difficult shared past. It was the lack — of readily available water and of my
mother’s instinctive mothering — that made these things precious, and swelled my desire for them.
Once, while washing me, my mother noticed a bruise on the side of my leg. “What is this bruise
from?” she asked innocently, like a child asking her mommy about the birds and the bees for the
first time.

| thought it curious that she didn’t remember. | hesitated to answer, for fear of upsetting her. A
week earlier, my mother had been upset about something. She often was. Whenever she was, my
silence would grow louder, supplying oxygen to the anger in the air. In these moments, my mother
became another spirit. As if possessed, she would pounce at me like | was someone who owed her
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something from a past life. There was no negotiating with the force of this spirit, no way to pay her
back.

“That was from last week,” | reminded her, after a pause. She seemed shocked.

The evening after that high drama, when she became dislodged from the other spirit, she had asked
if | wanted to go live with my father. She was crying more than asking. Or if she was asking, it was
not to elicit an answer from me, but to request that | go away for a while, so the mother in her could
be sloughed off, one weary layer at a time, until she became well enough to receive her child again.
My beautiful, brilliant, distant mother.

The next day, she dropped me off at his door. | waited there until a woman | didn’t recognize
answered and brought me inside. She had on a brightly colored lipstick, and her demeanor was
perky.

“Have you been waiting here long?” she said with the energy of a young mother.

| offered her my signature silence.

The woman, | would later learn, was the recently installed wife of my father. He had been estranged
from me and my mother since the night she fled from that house, with the infant me in her arms. My
brother and sister, who had been left behind, were there too, to greet me, the new recruit. | hadn’t
seen my older sister in so many years and was surprised to find that she didn’t look anything like me.
She smiled at me. | didn’t smile back.

The new wife was a different kind of woman than my mother. In my eyes, she was unremarkable.
She was less beautiful, less educated, less everything than my mythologically excellent mother. That
much was obvious. She lived with my father and my siblings in the same house where | was born,
where all of us had once lived together, and where | had not been since the night my mother left —
a house riddled with anguish. It was a traditional Korean home like my grandmother’s, complete
with an outhouse and a courtyard, except that it was in a more well-to-do neighborhood. The house
had been passed down to my father from his wealthy ancestors. He now worked at a big job, unlike
when he was married to my mother, when she often had to sell off her books and her hair to keep
food on the table. Spoiled by his family’s fortune early on, he hadn’t been accustomed to working for
a living when he was married to my mother. He had cleaned himself up a little for the new wife. She
cooked a feast the first night | arrived, a special kind of fish soup I'd never had before. It was
delicious.

The next day, the wife took me and my sister to a bath house, as if to mark the day | was inducted
into the family. She was shrewd to do this, with her already trained stepdaughter in tow, as the bath
house was a place of initiation. She knew that in order to earn my cooperation, she needed to give
me proper (re)training.

The bath house was fancier than the modest one | was used to going to with my mother. The pool
didn’t pack us in like bloated fish cakes, and there were steam rooms and saunas, and even vendors
offering yakult, a probiotic drink, in case patrons became thirsty during their long soaking sessions.
Everything was gleaming.

My sister called this woman umma, the Korean version of the universal syllables for mother or
mommy, thickly imbued with intimacy. She smiled when she said it. Why was she smiling? | never
smiled when | called my mommy umma.

The wife pointed at me, while looking in my sister’s direction.

“She’s so skinny,” she remarked. “What is her mother feeding her? And what is this bruise from?”
she wanted to know.
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The wife never talked to me directly, perhaps because she knew instinctively that | was never going
to call her umma, if | could help it. But she kissed me, painting my cheek with her cherry lips.
“Umma, Jung Hae has your ruby lips on her cheek!” my sister exclaimed, pointing her little finger at
my cheek, exploding with a great belly laughter.

| cringed. What excess, | thought. With my mother, laughter was scarce, just as water was scarce.
Happiness, too. Laughter, happiness, or any expression of emotion for that matter, needed to be
earned. Ask any woman at the bath house of my childhood, sitting solemn-faced, grief-sodden, with
their buttocks numbed, in that inferno of a pool. Pain, if withstood, was a thing of merit. Not
gratuitous laughter. Not an umma who hasn’t earned her name.

It would be a long time — until my sister and | met in our adult years, when she would be the one to
join our mother, our brother, and me in the States to attend university — before we recollected that
day at the bath house. It would take many more years of revisiting our pasts, and of sitting alone and
contemplating our lives, separated by geography and by our individual battles, for me to understand
that, like me, my sister had learned to keep her affairs to herself, her smiles never betraying the
many layers of her own pain.

But in that moment, | was hot with anger, though | did not show it — not my anger at them for their
excessive outward expressions, not my anger at my mother for having abandoned me among them.
In that moment, | did the only thing | knew how to do: go silent. My silence, the deeply brooding,
troubling kind that had been gathering like bad weather all of the years of my life, those brief yet
boundless years, hung thickly in the humid air, relentless, unwilling, unable to fold into the
atmosphere of that bath house loaded with excess. | realized then | wasn’t going to make it in this
new family.

So | was more than glad to see my grandmother, who showed up at my father’s doorstep after just
three days to take me home. She had insisted, | would later learn, that my mother take me back,
that she would disown her if she didn’t. My grandmother, my surrogate umma, whose life had
become a waiting since her husband was taken to the North during the war. The early years she’d
spent with him as a young bride may as well have been a mirage. By now, she’d all but given up any
hope of reuniting with him. Instead, she waited for me to come home to her. | let out a joy-cry at
seeing her. My grandmother, my mute twin, who sometimes mouthed words only | could hear, with
a grieving heart-in-waiting only | could touch.

By the time | was reunited with my mother in our small apartment, | knew this was our only chance
to reaffirm our bond forged in scarcity — of resources and emotion. Despite and through all of our
unwitting silences and mishaps and unhappinesses, we would come to know each other. Our
monthly ritual of soaking and sloughing would go on.

* % %

Recently, | took my eleven-year-old daughter to a bath house. Tucked away behind an alley in the
city of Palisades Park, New Jersey, where the majority of residents are Asian, the establishment
boasted of having ten different types of saunas. With golden arches and lion statues lining the
entryway, the grandiosity of its interior decor seemed to match its name, King Spa.

To prepare my daughter for our adventure, | showed her YouTube videos of jjimjilbang, the kind of
bath houses now popular in Korea — ultra fancy and loaded with excess, entirely unlike the ones |
grew up with. She watched video after video, mesmerized by the idea of public bathing.

“Is it true you have to be naked to use the pools?” she asked.

“Well, sure,” | replied. Did she really need to ask? “It's the most natural thing.”
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It wasn’t until we were inside the locker room, getting ready to change out of our street clothes, that
| realized it had been decades since | had been to a bath house. It had been years since | took my
clothes off in front of anyone other than a lover. | felt a tinge of shame and even awkwardness,
taking my clothes off in front of my own daughter. She hadn’t seen me undressed down to this layer.
My daughter, on the other hand, adjusted to this new context without a hitch. She tore off her
clothes and shoved them into a locker. She skipped ahead of me, pulling me toward the main pool.
Once inside, we inched our way into the hot pool, testing our tolerance, one limb at a time. Of
course, the hot pool wasn’t hot enough for me. Thankfully, there was the extra-hot pool, for the too-
tired-to-be-bothered bodies like mine, where the initial shock — the heat, the pain — soon slides
into relief.

The extra-hot pool was empty: | could experience its intensity, soak in its whirls of pain, all by myself.
My daughter complained how hot the water was in the regular pool, preferring instead to shower in
the lukewarm water she was used to. But | did not tell her to come back into the too-hot-to-touch
water. | will not tell her to soak in pain until her skin becomes slough-ready; that will not be her
initiation into being a woman. My daughter will be in charge of setting her own pain tolerance. |
prefer that she sing, dance, laugh unprompted. That she speak as she wishes, not bury herself in
silence.

What was the point of all that soaking and sloughing? How many of our mothers and grandmothers’
skins must we shed before our own can shine through?
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Excerpt from Transcendent Kingdom by Yaa Gyasi

Whenever | think of my mother, | picture a queen-sized bed with her lying in it, a practiced stillness
filling the room. For months on end, she colonized that bed like a virus, the first time when | was a
child and then again when | was a graduate student. The first time, | was sent to Ghana to wait her
out. While there, | was walking through Kejetia Market with my aunt when she grabbed my arm and
pointed. “Look, a crazy person,” she said in Twi. “Do you see? A crazy person.”

| was mortified. My aunt was speaking so loudly, and the man, tall with dust caked into his
dreadlocks, was within earshot. “I see. | see,” | answered in a low hiss. The man continued past us,
mumbling to himself as he waved his hands about in gestures that only he could understand. My
aunt nodded, satisfied, and we kept walking past the hordes of people gathered in that agoraphobia-
inducing market until we reached the stall where we would spend the rest of the morning
attempting to sell knockoff handbags. In my three months there, we sold only four bags.

Even now, | don’t completely understand why my aunt singled the man out to me. Maybe she
thought there were no crazy people in America, that | had never seen one before. Or maybe she was
thinking about my mother, about the real reason | was stuck in Ghana that summer, sweating in a
stall with an aunt | hardly knew while my mother healed at home in Alabama. | was eleven, and |
could see that my mother wasn’t sick, not in the ways that | was used to. | didn’t understand what
my mother needed healing from. | didn’t understand, but | did. And my embarrassment at my aunt’s
loud gesture had as much to do with my understanding as it did with the man who had passed us by.
My aunt was saying, “That. That is what crazy looks like.” But instead what | heard was my mother’s
name. What | saw was my mother’s face, still as lake water, the pastor’s hand resting gently on her
forehead, his prayer a light hum that made the room buzz. I'm not sure | know what crazy looks like,
but even today when | hear the word | picture a split screen, the dreadlocked man in Kejetia on one
side, my mother lying in bed on the other. | think about how no one at all reacted to that man in the
market, not in fear or disgust, nothing, save my aunt, who wanted me to look. He was, it seemed to
me, at perfect peace, even as he gesticulated wildly, even as he mumbled.

But my mother, in her bed, infinitely still, was wild inside.
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The Women in My Life Are Unfinished Portraits by KHANYINSOLA
OLORUNNISOLA

| fuck like it is the end of the world.

The men in my life say | have a mouth that makes them long for home, a mouth that commands a
man to stay without saying a word. And that is why they keep coming back, looking to find
something they left behind the last time | allowed them inside my body. Each time they come
searching, | imagine what is lost is not a thing.

The sugar daddy who so loved his wife before meeting me at a party at Eko Hotel, the playboy who
had sworn off commitment before my body told him there was only one way home and it looked like
me, the pastor who preached against fornication before he realised there was more truth between
my legs than in the holy books — they all keep looking for the lost remnants of their past selves, the
selves they once knew before coming undone so beautifully in my hands. And it becomes a cycle —
they come back into my body to recover lost parts only to end up leaving more behind.

And | am thankful for their love, believe me. | am a chronic lover, too. | love recklessly, without
restraint. | love like my mother loved my father — smothering him with so much affection that he
threw himself off a bridge. She loved him into his grave; that is how my sister Taiwo puts it. She
loved him till his body could not take any more, till he decided the water under Third Mainland
Bridge was his only escape. Mother’s love will do that to you. It is one of a strange intensity —at once
cold and flaming, loud and gentle, distant and in-your-face.

| remember her every time | look at the photograph hanging on the wall of my bedroom. In it, | am
three and seated on her lap, pulling at her hair while she tries to break free. The picture is old,
granted, faded away by time, but there is something particularly unclear about the image,
something vague — an imprecise emotion. | still cannot tell if the look on her face is a frown or a
smile. Her body language is one of relaxation and agitation. When | try to paint the picture the
colours get out of hand, spread themselves across my canvas and become unrecognisable. | tend to
read too much into things. But this picture is not one of them. It is a conduit for a truth | have always
known. Everything about Mother is ambiguity. And there is nothing more ambiguous than our
relationship.

It was a simmering thing, our relationship, building up heat upon heat until it detonated. Now the
two people in that photograph are long gone, the mother no longer a mother to her daughter and
the child no longer the child she loved and raised. These days when | try to paint a portrait of her, |
leave the face blank, a pristine canvas-white in place of her eyes and nose and mouth. This is not out
of spite, but | simply cannot bring myself to give an accurate presentation of the woman who no
longer calls me daughter.

| do not quite remember when the problems began. But there were early instances, like when | was
caught kissing Banji Fawaz, the senior prefect boy. ‘Kissing’ was not all we did, but that was how the
school principal kindly put it when she told my parents. Or when | fled campus in my third year to
live with Jianyin, a Chinese expat, for three months, before my mother found out from one of her
friends who frequented the Moroccan restaurant he loved to take me to. Or when | flirted with
Dad’s friend at his 60th birthday party. | was Mother’s little disgrace, her very own problem child.
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When | got my first tattoo, at 21, she called Aunt Rosemary to talk sense into me. It was a lower-
back tattoo of Inanna-Ishtar. She said | was inviting the devil into her house, that Beelzebub had got
ahold of my soul. But how could | explain to her that nobody owned my soul except me, that | was
the only one in control of my own life, finally? That when next a man came for me, | would always
have extra eyes at my back —a goddess’s eyes at that?

When Mother asked Aunt Rosemary to speak to me, | knew it was not going to be the reprimanding
session she hoped for.

‘W00, leave the girl alone. She is just enjoying herself,” Aunt Rosemary said in the living room, one
hand stroking her new Cartier pearl necklace, the other flipping through a magazine with photos of a
barely clothed Gisele Biindchen. ‘There is no crime in that.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Mother asked, her voice steeling, shifting her big body to the edge of
her seat, like she was ready for a fight.

‘You hound these girls too much. Let them be sometimes.’

‘You are terrible at correcting children. No wonder God didn’t give you kids of your own.’

Aunt Rosemary’s eyes were fixed on the magazine.

There is a second photograph, a much newer, less faded kind. | am in lingerie, in my bathroom. |
have a blunt in my mouth. My face is covered in a cloud of smoke. | remember Rihanna and SZA’s
‘Consideration’ playing that night when the picture was taken. Photo credit: The Boy | Love.

The Boy | Love says | am a fire that burns like a lonely hunter’s companion in the forest on a cold
night, aware of its own unmatched worth. In his poems, | am a hovering presence. In his
photographs, | am a leaving thing; that is to say the camera always captures half of my body. He says
it is his artistic process. He says it is his way of capturing my I’m-there-but-I’'m-not-really-there spirit.
‘You are a multitude,” he said once as he kissed me. ‘Such a bizarre thing.’

The Boy | Love is Hausa and Muslim and bisexual — my mother’s worst nightmare. | am crazy and
agnostic and so unashamed of my unclothed body — his Imam’s worst nightmare. Yet here we are:
loving each other like we are not supposed to. Loving each other like we are supposed to.

Even though my mother did not like him at first, back when she still cared that | existed, he was a hit
with Aunt Rosemary and Taiwo — the only people who mattered, really.

Taiwo almost never likes any of my lovers. She either thinks they are too old or too ugly or too weak
or a winning combination of the three. But she took to him quite easily. The day she met him, at an
art exhibition she had invited all of us to, she pulled me aside and said, ‘Sis, | know you are
polyamorous and shit, but this is the one. He had better be your main lover.’

Taiwo is the younger sister | sometimes wish to be like. At age 20, she bagged a first-class Law
degree from the University of Ibadan. She founded an NGO providing water for children in
underserved communities. She won a grant from the African Union and used the money to fund her
school’s STEM research. But all that shit is paper talk. | am not done with her portrait.

My sister is the most caring babe | have ever known. Even when Mother was being Mother, Taiwo
always looked out for her. The day we heard the news that Father’s body had been found
underneath the Third Mainland Bridge, she refused to cry until the third day, consoling everyone
else in the meantime.
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But | fear for her in ways | cannot describe to her. She is so strong that she fears any sort of
weakness. That is why she found herself in the hands of a man like B—. The bastard was a senior
lecturer in her former school, one of those men who preyed on young, impressionable girls.

But my sister was neither impressionable nor young where it counted. She chose to love him
because, she said, he was one of the few men who could match her strength. | have never liked the
idea of women seeking strength in men.

| feared there was something wrong with him from the day she came to see me with a black eye,
saying she had been in an accident but not wanting to talk about it. | knew if this man was beating
her, she would not say. She would rather let the silence settle on her skin and strip her of colour
than admit the truth. | let it go. | let it go because | thought she could handle herself.

Until the day the motherfucker broke her arms and legs, and she spent three months in the hospital,
and the police refused to press charges, and | set his car on fire, and Mother asked her not to make
noise about it so as to not make herself unattractive to future husbands, and she spent a whole year
trying to own her body again. Why? She had been the satanic Jezebel who refused to cook for him,
for her ‘husband’. In my portrait of her, she is an angel with a sawed-off wing.

The story never starts the way it is supposed to. | keep trying to start with the moments of untamed
joy — days when my family was whole and | was pure, untouched by hands | had not invited into my
body. But | can hardly remember the days before that. | cannot bring myself to recollect the details
of the time before Father-Father and Mother became nemeses who lived under the same roof, each
waiting for the other to drop dead.
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Here Are Some Thorns, Splinters, Fishbones by SU CHO

Home for a pan-fried mackerel dinner,

my mother watches my chopsticks stumble

around the 7FA]. Full after a few bites,

| remember a story. When | was a baby
| choked on a fishbone at my grandparents’ house. My dad
wasn’t there. They yelled at my mother
for not inspecting each flaky bit of fish | put
in my clumsy mouth, not teaching me
the maneuvering of spiky slivers with my tongue,
how to place the needles next to my plate,
extract white meat clean. Ever since, she peels and holds
skeletons above our meal—fossils before me.
Still, I am bad at pulling bone from fish, cutting
skin from pears, which means I'll never
get married. But what about the nights where my mouth
drips with SunGold kiwi, looking over
at my love, my lips smacking unabashedly.
Me cupping the furry layer in my palm, and you
standing over the sink eating it whole.
What would our mothers say? We laugh while | tell you

the story of how once, a splinter burrowed
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into the meat of my thumb, and | kept it there for weeks.
Told my parents the splinter came out on its own

while | hoped my body would absorb the slender spear

and disappear the 7tA| painlessly.
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Extract from “Family Portraits” by Divya Victor

A.

Kanyakumari District, 'Tamil Nadu, India.

21 May 1991

| am 8 years old and waking up to my mother whispering in

my ear: “I'm going to tell you something. When you wake up
everyone will be talking about this. Rajiv Gandhi has been
assassinated. You don't have to wake up right away."

When Rajiv Gandhi was pausing to hug children on his campaign
trail, Thenmozhi Rajaratnam, a young girl, had walked up to

him with 700 grams of RDX explosives snug under her clothes.
They said she was a girl soldier for the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (Tamil Tigers).

For days after that, the photographic aftermath of the
assassination sprawls on miles or inky front pages. The Hindu and
Dinakaran are damp with splayed bodies edged in neon purple
or blackened by the RGB rush or grainy and mealy in black and
white. Rubber chappals are scattered everywhere— everywhere
unpaired. Many things are without context or continuity. Necks
end where they shouldn't. Ankles on their own.

| hold the front page up to my face framed by two thick black
braids. | hold the Reuters photographs one inch away from my
eyes. When no one is looking, | try to peer into the holes in

the bodies— peer sideways into the lacerations. | try to match
scattered body parts from different newspapers; | beg my older
cousins to buy the evening post. the morning post, the socialist
post. They buy me rose milk at the newspaper stand. | insist,
pressing the translucent broadsheets to the TV screen waiting for
the right thigh or left foot to line up. The dots are disconnected;
the crayon is clutched.
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DEAR Z by Madeline Lane-McKinley

Things | won’t teach you:

The gender binary

That fascists can be reasoned with

That misogynists will ever believe you

That anyone can “not see race”

Santa

Barbies

Jesus

That there are any exceptions to ACAB

That property destruction = violence

That biology is fate

That any commodity can be “ethical”

That jobs are about anything but survival

That voting can be revolutionary

That you have to choose between liking cats or dogs
How to calorie count

How to use an iron

How to use a chainsaw

How to drive stick

How to be likeable

#NotAllMen

That Woody Allen movies are good even though...
That Bob Dylan was any better than Joan Baez
That Joan Baez was any better than Nina Simone
That there was ever a golden age of anything to go back to
That there’s anything wrong with being a witch
Long division (unless no one else will)

To think that love & hate are opposites

To silence on behalf of a hypothetical peace, unity, solidarity
To “lean in”

To internalize shit that’s not your fault

That you have to hug people you don’t like

That you have to hug anyone

That there is No Alternative

How to apply eyeliner

How to pluck facial hair

That capitalism can be ‘green,’ ‘conscious,’ or ‘responsible’
That different patterns clash

That any movie can be “just a movie”

How to knit anything but a scarf

That it’s the end of the world



The Hurting Kind by Ada Limén

1.

On the plane | have a dream I've left half my
torso on the back porch with my beloved. | have to go

back for it, but it’s too late, I'm flying
and there’s only half of me.

Back in Texas, the flowers I've left on
the counter have wilted and knocked over the glass—
| stay alone there so the flowers are more than flowers.

At the funeral parlor with my mother, we are holding her father’s suit,
and she says, He’ll swim in these.

For a moment, I’'m not sure what she means,

until | realize she means the clothes are too big.

| go with her like a shield in case they try to up-sell her—
the ornate urn, the elaborate body box.

It is a nice bathroom in the funeral parlor,
so | take the opportunity to change my tampon.

When | come out my mother says,

Did you have to change your tampon?

And it seems a vulgar life all at once. Or not
vulgar, but not simple.

I’m driving her now to the Hillside Cemetery where we meet
with Rosie who is so nice we want her to work
everywhere. Rosie as my dentist. Rosie as my president.

My shards are showing, | think. But | do not know what | mean

so | fix my face in the rearview, a face with thousands

of headstones behind it. Minuscule flags, plastic flowers.

You can’t sum it up, my mother says as we are driving

and the electronic voice repeats, Turn Left onto Wildwood Canyon Road,
so | turn left, happy for the mundane instructions. Let us robot at once.

Tell me where to go. Tell me how to get there.

She means a life, of course. You cannot sum it up.
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A famous poet said he never wanted to hear
another poem about a grandmother or a grandfather.

| imagine him with piles of faded yolk-colored paper,
overloaded with loops of swooping cursive, anemic lyrics

misspelling mourning and morning. But also, before they arrive,
there’s a desperate hand scribbling a memory, following

the cat of imagination into each room. What is lineage,

if not a gold thread of pride and guilt. She did what?

Once, when | thought | had decided not to have children,

a woman said, But who are you to kill your own bloodline?

| told my friend D that and she said, What if you want to kill
your own bloodline, kill like it’s your job?

In the myth of La Llorona, she drowns her children

to destroy her cheating husband. But maybe she was just tired.

After her husband of 76 years has died, my grandmother,
(yes, | said it, grandmother, grandmother) leans to me and says,

Now teach me poetry.

Sticky packs of photographs
heteromaniacal postcards.

The war.  The war. The war.
Bikini girls, tight curls, the word gams.
Land boom. Atchison, Topeka

and the Santa Fe. Southern Pacific.

We ask my Grandma Allamay
about her mother for a form.

Records and wills. Evidence of life.
For a moment she can’t remember
her mother’s maiden name.
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She says, Just tell them she never
wanted me. That should be enough.
“Red sadness is the secret

one,” writes Ruefle. Redlands

was named after the soil.
Allamay can still
hold a peach in her hand

and judge its number by
its size. Tell you where it
would go in the box

if you’re packing peaches
for a living. Which she did,

though she hated the way
the hairs hurt her hands.

Why do we quickly dismiss our ancient ones? Before our phones
stole the light of our faces, shiny and blue in the televised night,

our elders worked farms and butchered and trapped animals and swept houses

and returned to each other after long hours and told stories.

In order for someone to be “good” do they have to have
seen the full tilt world? Must they believe what we believe?

My grandmother keeps a picture of her president in the top drawer
of her dresser, and once when she was delusional she dreamt

he had sent her and my grandfather on a trip to Italy. He paid for it all,
she kept repeating.

That same night on her ride to the hospital, she talks to the medical
technician and says,

All my grandchildren are Mexican.
She says it proudly. She repeats it to me on the phone
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Once, a long time ago, we sat in the carport of my grandparents’
house in Redlands, now stolen for eminent domain,

now the hospital parking lot, no more coyotes or caves
where the coyotes would live. Or the grandfather clock

in the house my grandfather built. The porch above the orchard.
All gone.

We sat in the carport and watched the longest snake
I’d ever seen undulate between the hanging succulents.

They told me not to worry, that the snake had a name,

the snake was called a California King,

glossy black with yellow
stripes like wonders wrapping around him.

My grandparents, my ancestors, told me never
to kill a California King, benevolent

as they were, equanimous like earth or sky, not

toothy like the dog Chacho who barked
at nearly every train whistle or roadrunner.

Before my grandfather died, | asked him what sort
of horse he had growing up. He said,

Just a horse. My horse, with such a tenderness it
rubbed the bones in the ribs all wrong.

| have always been too sensitive, a weeper
from a long line of weepers.

| am the hurting kind. | keep searching for proof.

My grandfather carried that snake to the cactus,
where all sharp things could stay safe.



You can’t sum it up. A life.

| feel it moving through me, that snake,
his horse Midge sturdy and nothing special,

traveling the canyons and the tumbleweeds
hunting for rabbits before the war.

My grandmother picking peaches. Stealing
the fruit from the orchards as she walked

home. No one said it was my job to remember.

| took no notes though I've stared too long.
My grandfather, before he died, would have told

anyone that would listen, that he was ordinary,

that his life was a good one, simple, he could never
understand why anyone would want to write

it down. He would tell you straight up he wasn’t
brave. And my grandmother would tell you right now

that he is busy getting the house ready for her. Visiting now
each night and even doing the vacuuming.

| imagine she’s right. It goes on and on, their story.
They met in first grade in a one room school house,

| could have started there, but their story,
their story is endless and ongoing. All of this

is a conjuring. | will not stop this reporting of attachments.
There is evidence everywhere.

There’s a tree over his grave now, and soon her grave too

though she is tough and says, If | ever die,
which is marvelous and maybe why she’s still alive.
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| see the tree above the grave and think, I'm wearing
my heart on my leaves. My heart on my leaves.
Love ends. But what if it doesn’t?
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choking, little by little by Martha Asunciéon Alonso

Translated from Spanish by Robin Munby
Castilla

We were on our way to Ponferrada,

where my grandad was choking, little by little.
My father drove with anaemic eyes,

no thought for the scenery:

Castilla was his father, and it was dying.

| was thinking about Machado.

We crossed the clouds of the meseta,

a clay horizon,

dense forests of pine, where we were wild and there was sun.
Vines contorted by cold.

Telegraph wires, that bull. We were

on our way to the hospital in Ponferrada.

The world was flannel and adobe.

Silicosis of time.

| thought: Leonor.

What was my father thinking?

His father was Castilla, coming to an end.
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E autobiography di un idioma by Mirene Arsanios

It is in this way that | did not become a mother; it is in this way that | bore my children.
—Jamaica Kincaid

| am deregulated. A language for which no jurisdiction applies. My past is dirty. All pasts are dirty,
though some are filthier than others. I’'m of the filthier kind (sorto). I sit in a greasy bank account
somewhere in the British Virgin Islands. | live here, amid a slew of luxury resorts, spas, and white
tourists lathered in sunscreen, trailing iridescence in infinity pools. They smoke cigars, inhale tar,
synch marriage proposals with blazing sunsets. They say | look pretty (bunita) in my blue (blou) robe,
compliment my hair, the way | keep it (e) silky with imported oils. They ask questions: What do you
do and are you a (un) local?

“I was born on a nearby island where my mother Elsa was born to her mother, Elina,” | say. They give
me a faint, uninterested smile. To shut me up, they buy me a glass of sauvignon blanc. | ask for an
extra ice cube, a (otro) refill, then another (otro). It took a while, but I've improved at being myself. |
can now speak without fatigue. | know everybody here (aki), the elderly and the young. The young
believe I’'m one of them but generations do not apply to me. I’'m centuries old and have been
pregnant for the past twenty years. They, the tourists, think I’'m delirious, that I've had too much to
drink. When they realize I’'m telling the truth, they feel betrayed. What are you talking about? Is this
even (hasta) a (un) language?

| also want to know. Why this language? In my mother’s bedroom, an old television playing
American movies was left on day and night. At first | thought | was alone, the private recipient of a
dialect in black and white, but | soon realized that everyone was concerned and that this expansion
was irreversible. It no longer needed ships—the physical vessel of its early dissemination. English
scurried across ocean bottoms, seamlessly meandering continental distances. | never considered this
language to be my own. | do not hate it. | do not love it. It is incidental and life is made of
circumstances, outcomes of unruly trajectories. Elsa firmly believed that English would help me find
a job in the hotel industry, communicate with tourists and the world beyond the island. English, she
said, always leads to a resolution. It rarely strays from its intentions. It means what it says and is
suited for uneven deals in which one of the parties always feels slightly fucked. English has “fuck” in
it, a word that gives me great satisfaction.

People complain. They say | talk (papia) too much, but I'm not talking to them. I’'m addressing Rea,
my unborn daughter, in a language she can address me in. “Mother tongues” imply a process of
natural acquisition, an (un) accumulation founded on (riba) the repetition of syntaxical gestures, but
the link between “mother” and “tongues” isn’t as linear as it (e) may (mei) seem. It is circuitous and
(i) hot and (i) cold. Rea is delivering a language I’'m preparing myself to receive. Her words have
traversed the future a long time ago, as they say.

With time, I've learned to lean on expressions. They’re founded on hard-won consensus and their
meaning is fixed like an island rock. | wasn’t entirely honest when | said that | could speak without
fatigue. The acrobatics of points of view are exhausting. I'll (o) have to stop scavenging hotel bars
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for dregs of white wine, get my narrative (historia) straight, find an interlocutor. If we (nos) sat
facing each other (otro) or next to each other (otro) at a bar, you’d recognize me because I’'m rather
petite and wear a finger on each (kada) ring or vice versa. A diagonal scar cuts through my right
cheek. I'm average looking, with long, wavy hair (kabei). We’d have an arrangement. You’d ask me
about my life, then (anto) I'd tell you about it. How generations are stages crafted between sleep
and lucidity. How | have come to language by tending to my own absence. I'd say: If it weren’t for
you (abo), | wouldn’t be here (aki).
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Killing Kanako by Hiromi Ito

“Look, a leg. To figure out the size of a fetus, it’s best to look at one of the limbs. Here, it’'s about
fifteen weeks.”

It’s about three inches big — a wrenched-off thigh, knee, calf, and foot crowned with five toes.
“Twice a week, one of them comes out alive. Here on this floor, all of the women are trying to deal
somehow with their feelings about getting an abortion, and then we hear the crying of a baby.”
| was reading this in a book when my little sister said

The other day | disposed of that little brat

That’s what she said

Her own words

Disposed of that little brat

That little brat was disposed of

Congratulations

Kanoko was not disposed of

Have you ever done that, Hiromi-chan?

Asked my little sister

So | told her

Yes

But saying disposed of that little brat

Was not in my vocabulary

Kanoko was not disposed of

They say the motive

Behind the death of my friend “Hiromi”
Who jumped off a building and killed herself about three years ago
Was “man trouble”

But she seems to be have been troubled
By athlete’s foot as well

That’s why “Hiromi” carefully hid her
Athlete’s foot-ridden toes with socks
Then put on a pair of jeans

Jumped

And lay

On the ground

Even now, three years later

| imagine the two dead legs and abdomen
Of a rather pretty twenty-four year old

| didn’t see it myself but

The two dead legs and abdomen

The two dead legs and abdomen
Congratulations on your extermination

I

Aborted an embryo that must have looked just like Kanoko



The embryo that must have looked just like Kanoko would have grown
| might have had a fetus that looked just like Kanoko

But it would not have been her

Congratulations on your destruction

Congratulations on your destruction

Congratulations on your destruction

I’ve had an abortion using curettage

Congratulations on your destruction

The doctor told me your baby was big so

Expect your breasts to swell

| didn’t know how to respond other than to smile nervously
Smile nervously

Smile nervously

Nervously

Nervously

But congratulations

My breasts did really swell

So much that a good twist would make white liquid dribble out
My breasts do not swell

They don’t itch or anything

They aren’t cute or anything

Congratulations

In any event

It is a joyous thing for milk to come out

For something sweet to spill forth

Before | knew it, | lost my temper

And smashed Kanoko (six months)

Over the head with the nearby alarm clock
Kanoko went limp

And would not respond

If | called her, shook her, or hit her

| thought I've killed her

I've done something horrible

And | got frightened

So | put her down

And left the place

When | came back about two hours later
Just like | thought, Kanoko seemed dead
Black ants were crawling all over her
And she seemed to have moved slightly
From the spot where she first lay

From a place that previously had nothing
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Drink it and you will grow plump

For me to secrete something

Like the cow’s milk that you

Spend money to buy

| secrete

| secrete it like urine

| secrete it like saliva, tears, or vaginal discharge
From my anus, from my mouth, from my urethra, from my vagina
The milk spills out in large quantities

| become happy

| become pleased

Congratulations

I had an abortion in the second trimester

| asked it if the baby was a boy or a girl

Butitis a lie to call it a baby

| should have called it a fetus

Of course, they won’t say if it’s a boy or a girl
Because the shock is too great

To the maternal body

The maternal body wonders

Was it a female fetus that looked like Kanoko? Was it a male fetus that looked like Kanoko?
| have had toxemia of pregnancy

| have had a molar pregnancy

| saw all of the lumps filling my uterus

That must have also looked like Kanoko

| have had uterine cancer

And then | found a baby sparrow

Writhing on the road

It was so hot

| thought that rather than leave it on the parched road
| would put it in the damp area to the side

But it was still on the road

It had nowhere to hide and was in danger, | thought

| thought at least

It should be somewhere grassy

Somewhere on the dirt

So | found a place like that

| put the baby sparrow there

And on the way home looked there again

| have had a radical hysterectomy

| have had a child

| have had induced labor because of sluggish contractions
| have had an episiotomy

| have had a pleasant pregnancy
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My uterus filled up

My body filled with blood

| could overeat as much as | wanted

When | used to think about childbirth

| could masturbate endlessly

| imagine the approaching moment of birth

The pleasant movements of the expectant mother’s fingers

| have also breastfed before

Congratulations on your destruction

After six months

Kanoko’s teeth come in

She bites my nipples, wants to bite my nipples off

She is always looking for just the right moment to do so
Kanoko eats my time

Kanoko pilfers my nutrients

Kanoko threatens my appetite

Kanoko pulls out my hair

Kanoko forces me to deal with all her shit

| want to get rid of Kanoko

| want to get rid of filthy little Kanoko

| want to get rid of or kill Kanoko who bites off my nipples

Congratulations on your destruction
Somehow

Even before | saw the baby sparrow

| noticed there were lots of ants there

| didn’t realize there was a connection
Except for the head

The body was swarming with ants
Steadily swarming toward the head

The baby sparrow moved

Its featherless wing with flesh exposed
Tensing up

Crying out

Trying to escape the ants covering its body
| want to get rid of or kill Kanoko

Before she spills my blood

| have committed infanticide

| have disposed of dead bodies

It’s easy if you do it right after giving birth
It's easier than an abortion if you just don’t get found out
| have all the confidence

To do it without being discovered

| can bury any number of Kanokos
Congratulations on burying Kanoko
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Congratulations
The intercourse | have got to have

The many Kanokos | have got to conceive
The many Kanokos | have got to weed out
Except for one

That is the Kanoko who exists now

The one who wants to bite off my nipples
Congratulations on your destruction
Congratulations on your destruction
Congratulations on your destruction
Congratulations on your destruction
Congratulations on your destruction
Congratulations on your destruction
Cheerfully punishing a stepchild
Cheerfully killing a stepchild

| have done it before

My own child is dearer to me

Cheerfully abandoning a child

| have done it before

My own self is dearer to me
Congratulations

Congratulations on your destruction

Congratulations on your destruction

I

Could have touched the baby sparrow swarming with ants but
| could not touch the baby sparrow swarming with ants
| ran away from there

Without doing a thing

Somehow

| associated it with Kanoko

Whom | had discarded

And was swarming with ants

It is not that | fear Kanoko

It is the swarms of ants | fear

Congratulations on your destruction

Congratulations on your destruction

Congratulations on your destruction

Congratulations on your destruction
Congratulations congratulations
Everyone celebrates for me
Gen’ichiro-san with his Medoc
Higuchi-san with his roses
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Kohei-san with his rabbit
Ishiseki-san with her teddy bear
Miyashita-san with his diaper bag
Shirdyasu-san with his papier-maché dog
Abe-san and Iwasaki-san with their cash
Non-chan with her cake

Kaneko-san with her 8 mm camera
Kozaki-san with her telegram
Everyone celebrates for me

Thank you thank you

Happy Kanoko

Bites off my nipples

Congratulations congratulations
Gleefully I would like

To get rid of Kanoko

Without melancholy, without guilt

| want to get rid of Kanoko in Tokyo
Congratulations

Congratulations on your destruction
Congratulations on your destruction
Teruko-chan

Congratulations on your abortion
Mihoko-chan

Congratulations on your abortion

Kumiko-san
Congratulations on your abortion
Congratulations on killing Tomo-kun

Congratulations on your destruction
Mari-san

How about getting rid of Nonoho-chan?
Mayumi-san

Was the fetus a boy or a girl?
Riko-chan

It’s about time to get rid of Kota-kun
Let’s all get rid of them together

All of the daughters

All of the sons

Who rattle their teeth

Wanting to bite off our nipples



Excerpt from The Book of X by Sarah Rose Etter

| WAS BORN A KNOT LIKE MY MOTHER and her mother before her. Picture three women with their
torsos twisted like thick pieces of rope with a single hitch in the center.

The doctors had the same reaction each birth: They lifted our slick warped bodies into the air and
stared, horrified.

All three of us wailed, strange new animals, our lineage gnarled, aching, hardened.

Outside, beyond the bright white lights of the hospital, the machine of the world kept grinding on, a
metal mouth baring its teeth, a maw waiting to clench down on us.

“I’'M NOT RELIGIOUS, BUT | DAMN WELL prayed,” my mother says, exhaling smoke over the kitchen
table. “I rubbed the rosaries raw that you would take after your father.”

My mother’s knot rests against the kitchen table. In my tender moments, | want to reach out and
place a hand there.

“But as soon as you crowned, | knew it,” my mother says. “I could feel your knot.”

When my mother tells this story, | take long sips of my lemonade to keep quiet. | know she screamed
the whole birth. | brought her the same pain she brought her mother.

“Your father says | went possessed. My eyes rolled back into my head.”

THERE ARE 4,500 DIFFERENT TYPES OF knots. There are 3,800 basic variations of these knots. There
are an infinite number of ways to combine these knots and their variations. In this way, knots are
like stars.

We could have been complicated: Figure eights, clove hitches, sheet bends, reefs, heaving lines.

But our knots are simple: Overhand. Our abdomens twist in and out just once, our bodies wrapping
back into themselves, creating dark caverns, coiled as snakes.

IN OLD BLACK-AND-WHITE PHOTOS, MY young mother poses next to my grandmother. Both conceal
their knots beneath billowing blouses, standing stiffly on a gray lawn, their gray lips strained into
gray smiles over gray teeth.

THE ACRES WERE PASSED DOWN TO MY father from his father and his father before him. A small
black sign with white paint says The Acres where our land begins.

We have an old white house and a rust-red barn. Our white house is all wooden floors, arched
windows, linens to wash. Our barn is where the sleeping machines are kept.
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The rest of the town stands a few miles back from us and our land. We are isolated in this way. Some
days, only my family can see me, which is my freedom — no new stares, no new disgust.

The Acres are worth money is what my parents say. Here is why: At the edge of our land is the Meat
Quarry. There, meat is harvested from the tall walls of a red, fleshy canyon.

MY MOTHER AND | KEEP THE HOME ON weekends. My mother is like weather in that she changes
daily. Each day, | make a report of her.

Today, my mother is focused and sharp, training me to clean. Everything must be white, pristine,
diamond. Specks of dirt taunt her.

A bucket of lemons rests at my feet. To keep a home, one must have hands and skin of citrus.
“Now, do it how | do it,” she says. “You're old enough for a knife now.”

| have seen it: Her back hunched over the sink, the brown of her hair glinting in the sunlight, the fat
of her upper arms warbling, the sawing, then the halves between her fingers, yellow half-moons in

her palms, rubbing lemon over white wall.

| hunch over the silver gut of the sink. | cut the lemons down the center, one by one, arms shivering
against the knife, separating the small citrine hearts.

I run the yellow halves over the white walls until they glisten, until the house tangs with the flesh of
the fruit, until the juice of the citrus runs into the gutters of my gnawed nail beds then stings.

EACH DAY, MY FATHER AND BROTHER PULL meat from the quarry to sell in town like my father’s
father and his father before him. Their bodies disappear over the green grass of The Acres, their

figures swallowed by the thin mouth of the long horizon.

| have never seen the Meat Quarry, so | must invent it over and over again in my mind: Giant red
walls of flesh marbled with the electric white of fat.

“You’re not meant to be there,” my father says. “Some things, a woman should not see.”

Has my mother seen it? | do not know.

“Does the meat glisten and glitter?”

“Enough. You keep far from there,” my father says. “It’s not safe.”

He drinks his liquor after dinner, eyes going red. My mother’s fury hangs at the edge of the table,
growing with each sip he takes.

“Haven’t you had enough?” she asks.
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“What does the quarry smell like?” | ask.

“Enough again,” he says sharply. “Both of you, drop it.”

MY MOTHER SITS NEXT TO ME ON WICKER porch furniture. We have finished our cleaning for the
day. Now, it is magazine time.

My mother’s magazines are bright portals to new worlds. Women wear fantastic clothing, their faces
dazzling up from the pages.

My mother reads me the new tips.

“This season, women need whiter teeth.”

| look at her teeth, their yellowing from years of smoke.

“Another trend is plastic fingernails. Now would you look at these?”

On the page in her lap, a pair of slender hands holds a glass of soda with a straw. The hands have
long, bright red nails, shining, luscious, more perfect than anything | have seen before.

I look at her hands, their nails, which are short, unpainted, best for working lemon against wall.

The sun begins its fat drop into the horizon. A thin sadness leaks from my heart for her.

“One day, we’ll have white teeth and red nails, too,” | say.

Then | invent us like that in my mind: Our teeth gleaming, our nails red. | picture us beautiful,
unknotted.

LATER, IN MY BEDROOM, | SHED MY clothes and take inventory of my body in the long mirror.

I am thin at the arms and legs, wiry brown hair down to my shoulders. My eyes are brown, flat. My
jaw is large, my ears too big.

My breasts are small, and there is a bit of flatness before it begins. Just below my ribs, the skin
changes. My knot is strained and stretch-marked, shining and hard.

| used to gasp when | saw it, but now it is my familiar. | have seen my mother’s, too, when she is
changing, through the crack in the door. Her breasts sag over her knot. We are different in that way.

The cool air pushes in through the window and runs over that secret skin, a relief in that touch.
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AT TIMES, | IMAGINE IT ALL DIFFERENT. Bright visions rush over me, scenes from a golden life in
another world.

VISION

Alone, | shed my clothes and take inventory of my body in the long mirror.

I am thin at the arms and legs, brown hair down to my shoulders, bright eyes. | have small breasts,
and just below my ribs, my stomach is flat.

I run my hands over my belly, skin smooth as a stone from a river.

The cool air pushes in through the window and runs over my skin, a pleasure in that touch.

| DIG THROUGH MY MOTHER'’S OLD MAGazines in the attic. | flip through the old trends, admire the
smooth women.

Tips are written in bold fonts:

YELLOW IS THE COLOR OF THE SEASON

EAT LESS NOW WITH THE ROCK DIET

NEW NAILS, NEW TEETH, NEW LIFE

In the stack, | find an old science magazine. My eyes stutter over the cover.

My mother is younger, holding me in her arms. The title says THIRD GIRL BORN KNOTTED.

Inside, there are pictures of my small body slick with blood and then clean, swaddled in white cloth.
My knot is at the center of each photo.

Third Girl Born Knotted; Doctors Halt Research

A third infant has been born knotted to a family in the South. This rare genetic abnormality has
flummoxed the medical community.

The first woman, Eleanor X, was born a knot in 1947. She gave birth to two sons (unknotted), and a
daughter who carried the knot. Her births were not compromised by the knot. In fact, in all three

women, the womb is located at the base of the deformity, providing a clear path for birthing.

Her daughter, Deborah X, also delivered one daughter and one son. The daughter, Cassandra X, was
born a knot. The son, again, was born unknotted.

This very rare gene resides on the X chromosome. Doctors have determined the knots are largely a
cosmetic issue, potentially rendering the women outsiders in society. The impact is largely

82



emotional, rather than physical. Doctors have decided to halt their inquiry into its cause after years
of inconclusive research.

| don’t hear the footsteps of my mother.

“You should be cleaning. What are you doing?”

“Just looking at your old magazines.”

But she catches a glimpse. Today, she is vicious. Her brown eyes flash then froth, rabid. She slaps the
journal to the ground. Then her palm stings across my cheek in a quick flash of red.

“Some things are private!”

Her body disappears into the blackness of the doorway. The attic goes silent.

Face red, | look at the ground where a single photo has fallen from between the pages of the journal.
It is a picture of us together.

| am swathed in more fabric than usual. My brother clenches an arm around me. My mother wears a
flowered dress, her own knot hidden. My father stands off to the side as if he has been sold a bad
car. We are all squinting beneath a bright sun that is just out of frame.

WEEKDAYS, | GO TO SCHOOL. | WALK THE mile. The school is green with a pitched roof.

Most days, no one minds me. | stay quiet to keep it that way.

| keep track of the facts, though.

In my classes, | learn about the human body and history and the human brain, deep seas, jungles,
islands, and the distant cities beyond our town and the distant planets beyond our world.

@ An octopus has three hearts, nine brains, and blue blood

®Female lions do 90% of the hunting for their pride

®The heart of the blue whale is so large that a human could swim through its arteries

€ 0One square centimeter of skin contains roughly 100 pain sensors

@®The sun will only get brighter before it collapses

WHILE I’'M IN SCHOOL, MY FATHER AND my brother work the meat from the quarry with their hands
and their shovels. That’s what my brother says.
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On Saturdays, my mother and | clean the meat in the big silver sink. On meat cleaning days, watery
pink rivers rush off the flesh. The fresh piles of meat rise like bloody castles on the counter.

On Saturdays, we must act very proper because we must take the meat into town. This is a ritual
that requires preparation: | clean myself and put on my best dress. | am like the meat in this way.

In the evening, we drive into town, the clean flesh piled in the truck bed.

“Ten gold coins! Twenty gold coins! Thirty gold coins!” bid the men in the town. Their stomachs and
guts are large but knotless. They avert their eyes from us or else they stare too long and too hard at
our shapes.

| often imagine a man with a body like mine, a man | might marry.

“Do men ever get knots?” | ask.

“Lower your voice. And no. A man has never had a knot. That is a woman’s burden.”

“SOLD!” my father bellows.

The men scoop the clean meat into their own buckets, red and raw, the smell of wet coin in the air.

SOMETIMES, MY FATHER BRINGS UP THE old days.

“My father bought this land for a song. Back then, it was harder to tell which lands would have
meat.”

“Nobody thought this land did?” | ask.

“Sure didn’t. Dad knew better though. He could hardly keep the grin off of his face when they were
signing the papers. He always told me his gut knew we’d hit it big.”

“How did he find the Meat Quarry?”

“Well, everyone in town thought he was a fool,” my father says. “In the early days, he crawled the

IM

land himself, waiting for the feeling in his gut to grow stronger, belly against the soi

| move closer to my father. His eyes are not too red yet, the scent of the liquor faint. This is the
nicest time to be close.

“It took him two weeks of that. He was on the 13th day when he started to lose faith. But he kept
crawling. On the last day, it was raining, and he was out there in the mud, searching.”

“How did he know when he’d found it?”
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“He said his gut lit up bright, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Said he’d never felt
anything like that before.”

“Like instinct?”

“Like instinct. Your brother has it too, even stronger than | do. But boy, did it save my father’s ass.
Everyone in this goddamn town thought he was a joke. Now, we’ve got the best meat on this side of
the river.”

LATER, ALONE, | LIE ON MY BELLY IN THE center of my bedroom. My knot presses against the carpet.

| practice my sensing: eyes closed, reaching out with my gut to see where new meat might be on our
land.

| wait for the hairs to stand up on the back of my neck. | sense as hard as | can. | feel nothing.

AT SCHOOL, THE OTHER STUDENTS SURround me. Their round faces bobble like bad balloons,
screaming.

“LOOK AT HER! LOOK AT THE FREAK!”

Their bodies are lanky, pimpled, letting off new odors. Their voices echo off the metal lockers. Their
eyes are all on me: blue, brown, green, gray, each eye making my flesh shiver, everyone an enemy.

“YEAH, LOOK AT ME!” | yell back.

| pull up my dress, bare my weak fangs, my knot bright in the sunlight streaming through the
windows, a single eye of flesh daring them all to move, to come closer, to try me.

VISION

I’'m the queen now. All the students surround me with their offerings at lunch.

“I've brought you an orange,” says a boy with one lazy eye.

“Thank you,” | say. “That’s very kind.”

“I’'ve brought you crackers with cheese in the center,” says a girl in a plaid dress.

“Wonderful.”

They come forward one by one, each with a treat. | smooth my own dress down over my flat
stomach. The offerings rise up around me, growing like sweet palaces.
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IN BED THAT NIGHT, | SLIDE MY HANDS down. | run my fingers over my knot.
| try to tell myself | don’t mind it so much. Under the light of the moon, | picture my teeth growing

into big fangs. | widen my mouth, let them catch the breeze. | close my eyes and try to believe, half-

girl, half-snake.
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