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

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

and traditions. 

 

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

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

silencing. 

 

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

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

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

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

support and sustain healing and transformation. 

 

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

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

and non-didactic ways. 

 

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

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

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

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

 

Ukuthula is a project that asks:  

 

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

international community? 

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

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

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

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

transcend the intimate and public wreckages of our present moment? 

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

dying? 

 

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

which to research and write GBV in South Africa.  

 

Ukuthula is made possible by the support of the National Arts Council and UAFAfrica. 
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REQUIEM FOR A DREAM 

Grief, Loss, Mourning and Memory 

 
 

“Writing as we grieve, grieving as we write: a practice able to create refuge from the open. Writing 

with others. Grieving like someone who takes refuge from the open. Grieving, which is always a 

radically different mode of writing…It is impossible to grieve in the first-person singular. We always 

grieve for someone and with someone. Grieving connects us in ways that are subtly and candidly 

material.”  

Cristina Rivera Garza 

 

"Death needs a new cosmology. Death is not a black hole where things cease to be. If you want to 

live well, keep death close. Hope includes hopelessness and grieving is showing gratitude for that 

which has been lost. What would it be like to treat grief as power? Even our hopelessness as a form 

of decomposing and falling away that is sacred."  

Bayo Akomolafe 

 

“one of many beloveds says, why do they only want us when we are grieving, and i say, when are we  

not grieving?”   

raquel salas rivera 

 

“Why is there so much hurt in the world? My soul has already endured so much wounding. Can it 

sustain more? How can it assimilate so many wounds? Will it be able to assimilate the wounds and 

then move on and make a fresh start?”  

Qiu Miaojin 

 

How does writing open up space for processing trauma or grief?  
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Exercises & Free Writing  

The Techniques of Free Writing 

 

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

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

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

and try and interfere. 

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

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

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

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

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

something will emerge. 

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

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

piece to edit it) 

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

drivel in the world 

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

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

up at the page, no matter what. 

 

Prompts 

● The night you left  

● Things that are not there anymore  

● Places that have not known love  

● Places we visited together  

● What we expected and didn’t receive  

● The colour of my grief 

● I remember…  

● Forgive me 

● Things I never got to say  

● How could I just move on? 

● Thing I want to ask you  
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Exercises 

● “It is impossible to grieve in the first-person singular.” (Cristina Rivera Garza) Write loss from 

a plural point of view (they, we, you).  

● Nancy Bacelo writes poems as “snap shots” capturing small moments. Create a “photo 

album” of your grief through writing.  

● We grieve lost loved ones but also lost love, lost dreams, a lost country. Make a list of your 

“lost property”  

● “Not Anymore” - read Idea Vilariño then list things you won’t do anymore now that the 

person is gone. Make them into a poem.  

● Return to the last place you saw a loved one daily and write only what you see or hear - 

construct a poem or story from these fragments  

● Write a fictional letter in reply to the narrator in Last Words from Montmartre by Qiu 

Miaojin  

● We all grieve differently. Read How to cry by Julio Cortazar and Kayo Chingonyi.  

Write your own.  

● Grief often manifests as something almost alive. Write your grief as an animal.  

● “start with a word that you don’t like”(Asiya Wadud) and write from there   

● “Rest, Papu. Rest. You are so small now. But because you are so light, I can move your legs 

to sit next to you. Because you are so light, I can carry you always, wherever we need to go.”  

(The Three Corpses by Jami Nakamura Lin)  

How do we keep those we mourn alive? Who do you carry in your body? Write about them 

as a new organ inside your body.  

● Read “Red Ramadan Lament” by Leila Chatti.  

Can lament be a form of resistance? Write your own lament.  

● Reina María Rodríguez writes both to and about her dead daughter.  

Write a piece that directly addresses those you have lost.  

 

 

 

 

  



7 
 

READINGS 

Excerpt from GRIEVING - Dispatches from a Wounded Country by 

Cristina Rivera Garza 

 

 

 

Over the last several decades of the twentieth century, we Mexicans have been forced to witness 

the reduction of the body to its most basic form: as a producer of capital through both the maquilas 

and other transnational companies. The bare body has emerged, too, when the narco and the 

state—the narco state—have used the unilateral and spectacular violence of torture against the 

population. Mouths gaping, hairs standing on end, cold as statues, truly paralyzed, we have done the 

only thing we could do in the face of such horror: part our lips and mouth wordlessly. As Cavarero 

recalls, even Primo Levi argued that the most important witnesses, those who have returned alive 

from an encounter with horror, are usually incapable of articulating their experiences.7 I insist: This 

is horror and nothing but horror. This is why it exists. This is its very root. On the other end of the 

spectrum, however, lies suffering. And where there is suffering, there is voice. Those who suffer 

have faced horror and come back. The language of pain allows those who suffer, those who 

acknowledge their suffering and share it with others, to articulate an inexpressible experience as an 

intrinsic criticism against the sources that made it possible in the first place. When everything falls 

silent, when the gravity of the facts far surpasses our understanding and even our imagination, then 

there it is—ready, open, stammering, injured, babbling—the language of pain, the pain we share 

with others. 

 

And this is the importance of suffering, for where suffering lies, so, too, does grieving: the deep 

sorrow that binds us within emotional communities willing and able to face life anew, even if it 

means, or especially when it means, radically revising and altering the world we share. There, where 

suffering lies, so, too, does the political imperative to say, You pain me, I suffer with you, I grieve 

myself with you. We mourn us. Yours is my story, and my story is ours, because from the start, from 

the singular—yet generalized—perspective of we who suffer, you are my country, my countries. 

Hence the aesthetic urgency of expressing, in the most basic and also the most disjointed language 

possible, This hurts me. Edmond Jabès was right when he critiqued Theodor Adorno’s dictum: It isn’t 

that after horror we should not or cannot write poetry. It’s that, while we are integral witnesses to 

horror, we must write poetry differently.  Can writing demand the restitution of a Visceral State? 

Like the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, who confronted the atrocities of the military dictatorship in 

Argentina, and like the Arpillera movement in Chile, which tried to challenge Pinochet’s horror, and 

like the relatives of the disappeared in Mexico, who tread on this land of open graves searching for 

their loved ones, claiming both justice and restitution? Can writing keep us company—we, the 

broken ones still alive with rage and hope? I believe writing can, indeed. At the very least, writing 

should. As demonstrated by the brave journalists who have lent ears to the voices of hundreds of 

thousands of victims, writing gives us the tools to articulate the mute disarticulation we face on a 

daily basis. As we write, as we work with language—the humblest and most powerful force available 
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to us—we activate the potency of words, phrases, sentences. Writing as we grieve, grieving as we 

write: a practice able to create refuge from the open. Writing with others. Grieving like someone 

who takes refuge from the open. Grieving, which is always a radically different mode of writing. 

 

It is impossible to grieve in the first-person singular. We always grieve for someone and with 

someone. Grieving connects us in ways that are subtly and candidly material. I am not yet sure which 

group I should join, where to envision myself, on whose shoulder to cry. I know that pain frequently 

finds its own allies. A long religious tradition, far from the most rancid institutions of conservative 

Catholicism, testifies to some of the most politically effective uses of social suffering in our history. 

Remember, for example, our independence movement, which was led in the early stages, between 

1810 and 1815, by the image of the Virgin of Guadalupe—an era when the insurgency was able to 

gather widespread support. Remember, among so many examples, the Tomochic Rebellion, inspired 

by Teresa Urrea, la Santa Niña de Cabora, a saintly figure from northern Mexico who voiced the pain 

and frustration, as well as the hopes, of so many right before the eruption of the Mexican Revolution 

of 1910. Remember, in short, so much. 

 

On July 16, 1990, Liliana Rivera Garza, my younger sister, was the victim of a femicide. Soon after she 

was pronounced dead, the Mexico City police had gathered enough evidence to issue a warrant of 

arrest against Angel González Ramos, an ex-boyfriend who never stopped stalking and threatening 

her, and who, to this day, has not paid for his crime. My sister, a brilliant architecture student at the 

UAM Azcapotzalco campus, thus ceased to exist. She was twenty years old. Even now, thirty years 

later, the immensity of this fact obliterates me. The war, this variously named war that still tears us 

apart, began, for me, on that date. Grieving, too, began its long, mercurial, transformative work. 

From utter denial to unleashed rage, from emotional numbness to bouts of self-destruction and 

depression, grieving reshaped me from the inside out, bringing me together with others. So much 

has happened since, but it was right after the paralysis of my first contact with horror that I chose 

language. I wrote before my sister was mercilessly murdered, but I truly began writing, and writing 

for her, when my missing her became physically unbearable. I did not write to avoid pain, just the 

opposite. I wrote, and write, to grieve with others, which is the only secular way I know to keep her 

alive. I do not want to avoid suffering. I want to think through and with pain, and to painfully 

embrace it, to give it back its beating heart with which this country—these countries—still 

palpitates. When confronted with Medusa’s head, precisely at that moment, because that’s when 

we are most at risk of becoming stones, right there, say it: Here, you and me, you and them, we 

together, we are in pain. We grieve. Grieving breaks us apart, indeed, and keeps us together. 

 

 

 

 

The Claimant 

 

Excuse me, Señor Presidente, for not extending 

 

my hand 

 

you are not my friend. I 
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cannot welcome you You 

 

are not welcome 

 

no one is. 

 

Luz María Dávila, Villas de Salvárcar, mother of Marcos and 

 

José Luis Piña Dávila, nineteen and seventeen years old. 

 

It isn’t fair 

 

my little boys were at a party 

 

and they were killed. 

 

Massacre of Saturday, January 30, in Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua, 

 

fifteen deaths. 

 

Because here 

 

in Ciudad Juárez, put yourself in my place 

 

Villas de Salvárcar, my back, my fulminous paradox 

 

for two years they have been committing murders 

 

they are committing many things 

 

to commit is a shining verb, a radiant vertigo, a lethargic 

 

tremor 

 

they are committing many things and no one does 

 

anything. 

 

And I only want there to be 

 

justice, and not only for my two boys 

 

the dead distressed, the fulminous massacred, the shining lost 
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ones 

 

but for everyone. Justice. 

 

To confront, spit out, claim, accuse, demand, call for, require, 

 

defend 

 

Don’t tell me “of course,” do something! 

 

If your child had been killed 

 

you would leave no stone unturned looking for the 

 

murderer 

 

under the rocks, under rocks, under 

 

but because I don’t have the resources 

 

alms for the birds, my bones 

 

my flesh 

 

from your flesh my flesh 

 

put yourself in my place, put yourself 

 

my shoes, my nails, my stellar shiver 

 

I can’t look for them because I don’t have 

 

resources, I have 

 

the death of my two sons 

 

Byagtor: burial in open sky that literally means “give alms to 

 

the birds.” 

 

I have my back. My tear. My hammer. 

 

I don’t have justice. Put yourself 

 

in their place: Villas de Salvárcar, there 
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where they killed my two sons. 

 

You are not my friend, this 

 

is the hand I do not extend to you, put yourself 

 

Señor Presidente 

 

in your place, I give you 

 

my back 

 

my thirst, I give you, my unknown shiver, my distressed 

 

tenderness, my shining birds, my dead 

 

And the short woman, with the blue sweater, left the room wiping 

 

away her tears. 
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Notes on Grief by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

Grief is a cruel kind of education. You learn how ungentle mourning can be, how full of anger. You 

learn how glib condolences can feel. You learn how much grief is about language, the failure of 

language and the grasping for language. Why are my sides so sore and achy? It’s from crying, I’m 

told. I did not know that we cry with our muscles. The pain is not surprising, but its physicality is: my 

tongue unbearably bitter, as though I ate a loathed meal and forgot to clean my teeth; on my chest, 

a heavy, awful weight; and inside my body, a sensation of eternal dissolving. My heart – my actual 

physical heart, nothing figurative here – is running away from me, has become its own separate 

thing, beating too fast, its rhythms at odds with mine. This is an affliction not merely of the spirit but 

of the body, of aches and lagging strength. Flesh, muscles, organs are all compromised. No physical 

position is comfortable. For weeks, my stomach is in turmoil, tense and tight with foreboding, the 

ever-present certainty that somebody else will die, that more will be lost. One morning, Okey calls 

me a little earlier than usual and I think, Just tell me, tell me immediately, who has died now. Is it 

Mummy? 

 

[...]  

 

 

Grief is forcing new skins on me, scraping scales from my eyes. I regret my past certainties: Surely 

you should mourn, talk through it, face it, go through it. The smug certainties of a person yet 

unacquainted with grief. I have mourned in the past, but only now have I touched grief’s core. Only 

now do I learn, while feeling for its porous edges, that there is no way through. I am in the centre of 

this churning, and I have become a maker of boxes, and inside their unbending walls I cage my 

thoughts. I torque my mind firmly to its shallow surface alone. I cannot think too much, I dare not 

think too deeply, or else I will be defeated, not merely by pain but by a drowning nihilism, a cycle of 

thinking there’s no point, what’s the point, there’s no point to anything. I want there to be a point, 

even if I do not know, for now, what that point is. There is a grace in denial, Chuks says, words that I 

repeat to myself. A refuge, this denial, this refusal to look. Of course, the effort is its own grieving, 

and so I am un-looking in the oblique shadow of looking, but imagine the catastrophe of a direct, 

unswerving stare. Often, too, there is the urge to run and run, to hide. But I cannot always run, and 

each time I am forced to squarely confront my grief – when I read the death certificate, when I draft 

a death announcement – I feel a shimmering panic. In such moments, I notice a curious physical 

reaction: my body begins to shake, fingers tap uncontrollably, one leg bobbing. I am unable to quiet 

myself until I look away. How do people walk around functioning in the world after losing a beloved 

father? For the first time in my life, I am enamoured of sleeping pills, and, in the middle of a shower 

or a meal, I burst into tears. 
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Not Anymore by Idea Vilariño, Uruguay, 1920-2009 

 

 

This won't be  

not anymore  

we won't live together  

I won't raise your son  

I won't sew your clothes  

I won't have you at night  

I won't kiss you as I leave  

you 'll never know who I was  

why others loved me.  

I will never know  

why or how ever  

or if it was even true  

what you said it was  

or who you were  

or who I was for you  

or how it might have been  

to live together  

to love one another  

to wait for each other  

to be.  

I'm no longer more than I  

forever and you  

won't be  

any more than you  

for me. You're no longer  

in a future day  

I won't know where you live  

with who  

or if you even remember. 

You'll never hold me  

like that night  

never.  

I won't ever touch you again.  

I won't see you die.  
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Short poems by Nancy Bacelo, Uruguay , 1931 - 2007 

  

WE’RE GOING TO LAUGH 

 

We’re going to laugh 

we’re going to reconsider 

we’re going to paste happiness 

in a notebook like a stick figure 

where your hand 

wrote I love you 

and where mine 

answered what bliss. 

 

                          

SHE ESCAPES FROM THE NOISES 

 

A woman 

escapes from the noises 

not to close herself off from others 

but rather to open herself 

and fill her eyes with the sea 

the night the humid serene sea 

that covers her. 

And permits sleep. 

 

 

 

SHE LEANS BACK 

 

A woman leans her back 

against the wall 

leans her loneliness the shared prize 

the infancy the prayer without incense 

—time has not passed in vain— 

the distant sound of mother jolts her. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THAT WOMAN THIS WOMAN 

 

A woman 

listens to car horns 

the ringing of sounds 

she feels the country is going to change 

—she knows how much she pushed 

for the benefit of the forgetful— 

she wants to reestablish legendary slips of 

memory. 

She’s not misguided. 

 

 

SHE RESUSCITATES HER DEAD AS WELL AS SHE 

CAN 

A woman resuscitates her dead 

as well as she can 

she sets their eyes that gazed 

without seeing 

and she beats her chest 

without being able to quiet 

the immense grief that shatters her life. 

Los símbolos precisos 

                              

THE FAMILY, I 

 

In the photo from nineteen forty . . . five? 

is the whole family 

of course, you two who 

disappeared together 

—the kids are missing who would now 

be filling those empty spots— 

but how the memory hurts to see those 

dear faces life swipes from you  

and you can only return 

with the grief that shreds that returning 

absence 

till it forces you to cry in spite of 

yourself.
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ASSUMPTIONS by BLANCA VARELA 

 

desire is a place to be abandoned 

truth disappears in light 

run-see-tell 

the voice of desire is so shrill 

it’s impossible to hear 

the voice of truth so quiet 

it’s impossible to hear 

the heat of the fire is gone 

plaster breast 

stone belly 

eyes of stagnant water 

that you are 

I kneel and in your name 

I count the fingers on my right hand 

which writes you 

I cling to you 

your meat hook rips me apart 

splits me like a carcass top to bottom 

and these freshly counted fingers 

cross you in the air and touch you 

and you ring ring ring 

great clapper 

in the sacred hollow of my skull
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Undated by BLANCA VARELA, Peru, 1926–2009 

For Kafka 

 

Enough reasons, enough reasons to keep putting 

one foot in front of the other. 

Beneath them, neither bigger nor smaller, the 

inevitable shadow that runs ahead and turns the corner,groping. 

Enough reasons, enough reasons to rehash, 

to pine, to unravel. 

Enough reasons to look out the window. To watch 

one hand count the fingers of the other in the dark. 

Powerful reasons before and after. Powerful reasons during. 

The rusty razor is the limit. 

There’s no going back to anywhere.  

And the crooked law confirms it 

in the air completely stiff, like a cadaver. 

And there are others. 

Pale, startled, a little nauseated. 

Mysterious, obscene gurgle of the belly that sings of what 

it knows not. 

Light on the full body, like a door slamming. Inside and out. 

No one knows where. 

And others, do they exist? 

Infinite as to doubt, evident as to suspicion. 

Let yourself be carried against the current, like a dog. 

Learn to walk on the rotting beam. 

On the balls of your feet. On shadow itself. 

Neither bigger nor smaller. 

One, two, one, two, one, two, one. 

One back, one forward. 

Against the wall, face down, in a corner. 

Trembling, with a livid resplendence underfoot, neither 

bigger nor smaller than. 

Maybe, maybe a stagnant eternity that some innocent 

soul confused with its own excrement. 

Malodorous reasons at the mouth of the tunnel. 

And at the exit. 

In the end, as many reasons as there are necks. 

Defend against the fire with an ax. Against the devil with 

an ax, against god with an ax. 

Against the spirit and the flesh with an ax. 

There will be no witnesses. 

We have been warned that even heaven is mute. 

At most it will be written, will be erased. Will be forgotten. 
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And there will no longer be enough reasons to place again 

one foot and then the other. 

However, under them, neither bigger nor smaller, 

the inescapable shadow will go forth. 

And it will turn the same corner. Groping. 
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Excerpt from Last Words from Montmartre by Qiu Miaojin  

For dead little Bunny 

and 

Myself, soon dead 

 

WITNESS 

 

Yong, 

The only person I ever gave myself to completely has betrayed me. Her name is Xu. Even Bunny (the 

crystallization of our three years of marriage, whom she left with me in Paris to keep me company) 

departed this world suddenly, and all of this happened within the space of forty-five days. Now 

Bunny’s cold body is resting peacefully near my pillow, and the little stuffed pig that Xu sent me is 

resting against Bunny’s body. All last night I cried silently under the covers, holding Bunny’s pure 

white corpse in my arms. 

Yong, 

My sorrow, my day upon day and night upon night of relentless grief is not for the mess the world is 

in, and it’s not for my own mortality; it’s for my delicate heart and the wounds it has had to endure. I 

grieve for all the suffering it has endured. I agonize over all that I have given to others and to the 

world, even as I’ve failed to live better myself. It’s not the world’s fault; it’s my fragile heart’s fault. 

We’re not exempt from the world’s injury, so we are doomed to suffer spiritual illness over time. 

Yong, 

Like you, I have an ideal love that can’t be realized. I devoted myself to someone completely, but it 

was something the world couldn’t accept. My devotion was so minor in the world that it was hardly 

worth mentioning; it was a joke. How could this fail to wound the delicate heart? Yong, let there be 

no more mutual hurt in the world, all right? Can’t we just stop playing these hurtful games 

altogether? 

Yong, 

I don’t want to fabricate a perfect love anymore. I just want to live a little better. To not be hurt 

anymore, and to not hurt others. I don’t like it that there’s so much wounding in the world. If there 

persists in being so much wounding in the world, I don’t want to live in it. My need for true love isn’t 

so important now. The important thing is to lead a life where no one can wound me anymore. 

Yong, 

You’re someone I now trust and feel close to. But how can my sorrow ever end when I’m so alone 

here? Even if I were to reconcile with everyone in the world I’ve ever hurt and who’s hurt me, would 

my sorrow end? Why is there so much hurt in the world? My soul has already endured so much 

wounding. Can it sustain more? How can it assimilate so many wounds? Will it be able to assimilate 

the wounds and then move on and make a fresh start? 

Yong, 

Maybe the world has always been the same, maybe it has always crushed to bits anything you hoped 

it would not crush. But it’s not the world’s fault, it’s still the same world that keeps crushing down. 

It’s not the world’s fault, it’s just that I’ve been wounded; can I really assimilate all these wounds? If I 

can’t assimilate them, then the wounds will stay open. Can my sorrow and my wounds be released, 

can they be consoled? At my core, can I really accept these things about life and grow stronger? 

Yong, 
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With you standing by my side I am not alone. You lead your life just like I do. You understand my life 

and love me deeply. But don’t I have to change? I don’t know how I’ll change. I want to become 

someone else. This is the single best thing I could do for myself. I know that I have to change my 

identity, live under an assumed name. I have to cry. I have to live by transforming myself into 

someone else. 

Yong, 

I don’t long for an eternal, perfect love anymore. It’s not that I have stopped believing in it. The two 

times in my life I could’ve had eternal, perfect love both wilted on the vine. I’ve ripened, wilted, 

fallen. Yong, I’ve burned completely, I’ve already bloomed fully. The first wilted because I was still 

too immature and missed my chance, and the second wilted prematurely because I was overripe. 

But even if I only blossomed for a split second, I blossomed fully. Now all I have left to do is to accept 

and face the facts about these two crippled loves. Because I am still alive. . . . 

 

LETTER ONE 

 

APRIL 27 

 

Xu, 

It is now three in the morning on April 27, 1995. It is nine o’clock in the morning for you in Taiwan. 

Bunny died at midnight on the twenty-sixth, so it has been twenty-seven hours since Bunny’s death. 

I haven’t buried the body yet. It’s still in the tiny coffin here, keeping me company in my room. On 

your advice I didn’t throw Bunny into the Seine. I will find Bunny a little grave site. I still haven’t 

found the right place. 

For twenty-seven hours all I’ve done is lie here in bed, as if keeping vigil while Bunny dies all over 

again. I’ve shut myself in my room to indulge in thoughts of you and Bunny. For more than a month 

now I haven’t been able to think about you without feeling wounded and resentful because needing 

or desiring you would hurt even worse, nor have I been able to pour my heart out to you in writing 

like I used to, because as I’ve told you, the letters I write to you are themselves a fierce form of 

desire. . . . 

I’ve made up my mind not to let Bunny die in vain. I want Bunny’s death to mean something. 

Otherwise I won’t survive it, I won’t be able to handle it, I won’t be able to go on living. I tell myself 

that maybe I’ll write Bunny a book and stop recounting things to you and thus shut away our love . . . 

or that I’ll keep loving you, for Bunny, loving you unconditionally, and keep writing you another set 

of letters like the ones I wrote to you at the end of that year, a perfectly unrestrained symmetry of 

words smoldering with love. 

In one heartbeat I’ve addressed thirty envelopes. These are the letters I will write to you this month. 

I want to concentrate the way I did at the end of last year and write you letters again. 

I envy you. I envy that you are loved completely by a beautiful soul, and that this love can still grow, 

still adapt, that it can recover from catastrophe, still vital and capable of giving birth to new things. 

Please don’t feel burdened by this. It’s just that I still have so much to give; I want to give you 

everything there is to give. The sweet juice has yet to be completely squeezed from the fruit. All the 

hurt has not yet severed the cord I’ve tied to your body, so I’ve returned to your side to sing for you. 

You nearly severed it, but a gossamer filament is still suspended there. I don’t know when you’ll 

make the final, lethal cut, but before that happens I will cling to you and sing with all my heart. 
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Xu, it’s my turn to be the ox. You’ve been my ox for so long. You used to say that it was a blessing to 

be the ox. I beg you, please don’t do anything to drive it away, okay? I’m willing to be your ox, so you 

just have to make a comfortable place for it to stay, okay? You may be cruel, but could you bear to 

drive away the ox that you have loved, the one who has loved you for three years? Could you bear to 

drive it away in agony, never to return, never to exist again? Is this old ox really not worth your 

tenderness, your care? I’ve loved you madly for three years now. For three years I’ve given myself to 

you utterly, loving you completely and totally. Now my hair’s a mess and I can’t put one foot in front 

of the other, but I’m prepared to return to your side and keep on loving you. Is this ox just any old 

beast? Tell me, if you feed and nurture an ox that has already proven itself, won’t it produce for you 

the kind of livelihood, life, and love that you want? 

At this stage I’ve been through so much, witnessed many relationships, weathered the storms of life, 

and have remained true for a long time. That’s what I want to cultivate, that’s what I would pay any 

price to offer and to nourish. True love makes it through any ordeal. I yearn to be in a relationship 

that can shake off the frosty wind and the couple still stands hand in hand. I yearn for a love that, 

because of devoted vigilance, can withstand time’s ceaseless erosion and come out alive. Xu, I’m not 

young anymore. I’m no frivolous, impulsive, immature child. I long to be your stalwart ox, eternally 

loyal in love and always dependable. I can picture it so clearly. I’ll prove it to you. I’ll find a way to 

make you understand how tremendous my love is for you. I swear I’ll transform myself into your 

loyal ox. I know what this will mean. 

“If a couple’s love is truly eternal, then does being together day and night really matter?” I used to 

love this saying. Now I can finally live it for myself. 

I grew a lot between 1992 and 1995 and came to understand and put into practice the rules of love, 

didn’t I? But my heart is still on fire. Xu, you have no idea how little I care that you left me for 

someone else. Nor do I care how many others have possessed your body. I understand that I can’t 

stop loving you just because you left me or betrayed me. You are the same to me and this won’t 

change. This is the most important thing I could say to you, and I’ve suffered the worst trials this past 

month. I’ve suffered, but somehow survived with my love intact—now it’s even deeper, calmer 

within, less constrained. 

And that’s the reason I can be so open with you and write to you like this. Do you understand? It 

doesn’t matter what forms your indifference takes or how deep your betrayal might be; if we see 

each other again, nothing will get in the way of my love for you, whatever pain or obstacles. I could 

never articulate this before; this is the first time I’ve been able to put it into words because Bunny’s 

death has brought me to a very deep place. It has made me realize how much I need to love you, 

and made me realize just how much I am capable of loving you. 

If we ever meet again in this lifetime, my passion for you will be unchanged, even if you’re not mine 

anymore, even if you’re married with children. You’ll always be the one I get down on my knees for, 

whose whole body I will kiss and whose whole being I’ll desire. If you still don’t want me, I’ll 

probably find someone else to be with. My love is fierce and my desire is at its peak. If you want me, 

I can stay true to you and temper my physical desires with whatever you can give me. But if you 

don’t want me, please don’t tell me because I’ll already know. I’ll offer my body and my life to 

someone else and try to live a life full of joy and creativity. But my soul is determined to belong to 

you; she is determined to keep loving you and to keep talking to you. If my body and soul can never 

be integrated—if I can’t reconcile the desires of my soul and body—that will be my tragedy. I’m 

prepared to live with this tragedy, but I can’t disregard the needs of my body. Without the pleasure 

and creativity I need to live, I’ll vanish. 
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You are afraid by CECÍLIA MEIRELES 

 

You are afraid 

To end. 

Don't you see you end everyday. 

You die in love. 

In sadness. 

In doubt. 

In desire. 

You renew yourself everyday. 

In love. 

In sadness. 

In doubt. 

In desire. 

You are always another. 

You are always the same. 

You will die for endless ages. 

Until you are no longer afraid to die. 

 

And then you shall be eternal. 
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Portrait by CECÍLIA MEIRELES 

 

I did not have this face I have today, 

So calm, so sad, so thin, 

Nor these empty eyes, 

Nor these bitter lips. 

 

  I did not have these weak hands, 

So inert, so cold and dead; 

I did not have this heart 

That doesn't show itself. 

 

I was not aware of this change, 

So simple, so certain, so easy: 

-In which mirror has my face been lost? 
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Motive (before 1937) by CECÍLIA MEIRELES 

 

I sing because the instant exists 

and my life is complete. 

I am neither happy nor sad: 

I am a poet. 

Kin to fleeting things, 

I feel neither pleasure nor torment. 

I cross night and day 

In the wind. 

Whether I collapse or I build, 

Whether I last or am unmade, 

I do not know. I do not know 

Whether I pass or stay. 

I know I sing; the song is all; 

And the rhythm’d wing’s blood is eternal. 

I know I will be mute one day 

— and that is all.
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while they sleep (under the bed is another country) by raquel salas 

rivera 

 

one of many beloveds says, why do they only want us when we are 

grieving, and i say, when are we not grieving? not to be all suffering 

and pain define me, but when am i not holding back tears or 

yelling until i drop and you just go on. wtvr being a word i stole 

from yours to stay numb enough to kill. jk, feds, jk. the world 

is broken enough that if you murder me, i may or may not be 

remembered. it has come down to needing to remove the body 

and cry in peace on a full stomach, but really isn’t this all just 

hell, aka a line, aka forever delaying our ability to touch. i will 

never forgive you. stop trying. i will never love you, no matter 

how many times you threaten not to love back, because the 

trick is your threat hides your offer to withhold what you never 

had. bluff after bluff called imperial hustle. this is a sealed 

object, even when you think it’s for you, even when you open 

the pages like readers trapped by the eternal. you, dust. you, 

gone. deadbeat america, you’ve been riding our horses into the 

ocean and driving us over cliffs since i had a history. you win 

and i lose. you live and i die. you vote and i don’t. 

 

 

color this in without color: 

this is what we do. 

the monsters you shoot in your sleep, 

may we survive another night in the shadows 

 

how far will we go to believe we will save everyone with a box 

of rice and beans? should i forgive myself for the cruelty i 

showed when i was most beaten down, clawing up the walls of 

my heart with an icepick? i saw over an arm that reached down 

to me from the edges of my chest, saw your face, a sudden 

burst of hot water in the winter air. the pick pierced your hand 

and the pick was my hand, a long nail reaching out of my flesh 

into yours until you were wounded. i did that because i had 

been living at the bottom of this heart eating the ashes of my 

ancestors and the children i bore in silence. i promised them 

a whispered vengeance. you’d been living in the outside world, 

seeing films, laughing, being overworked, living, paying bills. 

how could i just move on? 

 

i am sorry for the things i said when i was broken that autumn 

when so many of us were killed and cremated. i’m sorry i said 
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you didn’t care, spit in the cactus, and broken a plate against 

my chest when you weren’t looking. i’m sorry i was afraid 

to burn a flag because i had nowhere to return. instead i cut 

across our sheets, planting red seeds in the cupboards. 
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MEMORIES HAVE TONGUE by Afua Cooper 

My granny seh she have a bad memory 

when I ask her to tell me 

some of her life 

Seh she can't rememba much but 

she did rememba di 1910 storm 

and how dem house blow down 

an dey had to go live wid her granny 

down a bottom house 

Seh her memory bad 

but she memba that when her husband died 

(both of them were t'irty) 

she had t'ree little children 

one in her womb, one in her arms, and one at her frocktail 

she memba wem dem bury him her heart 

buss up inside 

dat wen di baby born 

she no have no milk inna her breast 

She memba how she wanted her daughta 

to grow up an be a postmistress 

but di daughta died at an early age 

she point to the croton-covered grave 

at di bottom of the yard 

Seh her memory bad 

but she memba 

1938 

Frome 

di riot 

Manley 

Busta 

but what she memba most of all 

is dat a pregnant woman was shot 

and killed 

by di soldiers 

Chile, I ole now 

my brain gaddarin water 

but I memba as a young woman, I love to dance 

and yellow was my favourite colour 

 

It was mi husban fadda who ask fi mi han 

di big people dem siddung outta hall and discuss 

everyting 

mi fadda agree 

cause him seh 
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my fellow, your granfadda, was 'an honourable person' 

I memba how on my wedding day 

di guests dem nearly eat off all di food 

it was alright, doah 

I was too nervous to eat anyway 
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THERE IT GOES MAPENZI SI SHURUA, HUJA YAKAJA By Alexis Teyie 

 

The night you leave, the sky breaks out 

in stars. They burn like open sores. 

The acacia, scarred from private wars, 

still has leaves. 

I am not radical in my sorrow. 

What has come before, 

that which has been handed down— 

these are my only methods. 

I feel what I feel should be felt. 

I say nothing new, nothing different. 

My concerns are as they were before: 

is the tea too cold to drink? 
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Excerpt from Fish in Exile by Vi Khi Nao 

I watch as she pulls herself up. I see her heels lifting, removing stacks of thread from her footing. 

Each step is a swallow. A vacuum. I swallow the vacuumed space. Each step strikes me higher and 

higher in the stairwell of my loneliness. But this is not loneliness. Not the wall. Not the ending in the 

middle. She lifts her heels, and I jolt up and grab the haversack and tuck it close to my violent, dead 

heart. The garlic. The salt. The grapefruit. Her heels. My eyes chase after her heels. And when my 

eyes stop, so do her heels. I tap lightly on the shoulder that has turned away from me. 

 

ETHOS: Catholic? 

CATHOLIC: Ethos? 

ETHOS: Where are you going? 

CATHOLIC: I am going nowhere. 

ETHOS: Are you sure? 

CATHOLIC: Certainly. 

ETHOS: Can I come with you? 

CATHOLIC: No. 

ETHOS: Why not? Why can’t I join you? 

CATHOLIC: I want to think of ways I can love you properly. Right now you’re getting in the way of 

that contemplation. 

ETHOS: Don’t you think it would be good for me to be a part of this conversation? 

CATHOLIC: You can’t be involved, Ethos. You can’t be involved in my happiness. 

ETHOS: Don’t you think this is wrong? 

CATHOLIC: No. 

ETHOS: I’m confused. 

CATHOLIC: We are not two halves. We are not some bifurcated thing. Happiness is not a fluid. It 

doesn’t contaminate the body of melancholy. It separates the chaff from the wheat. Think of it this 

way, love, you are solitude. Our marriage works because I’ve deserted you completely. Let me be 

and I’ll love you properly. I assure you. 

I watch her heels lift emptiness from the ground. Those footsteps. My longing. The heat of the home 

condenses. My thoughts expand. The contractual obligation of physicality in the face of ennui. Her 

shoulders come to me again. And again. I am alone again. To face the stairs. To face the falling body 

of the curtain, the blank wall, the canisters, the blender, the toilet paper, the beater, the garlic 

peeler. My wife has spoken about solitude. Has woken me up from the despair of my body. The 

despair of a life. This separation between married individuals. This disconnected and obscure and 

elliptical space between husband and wife. Am I now finally alone because she has a strong compass 

about our solitude? She is convinced of our separate paths in a united realm. What is solitude if not 

two parts (or more) emerging as one? Is this what she means? I don’t understand. 

 

I fall asleep in the chair. When my body wakes from its perennial flight, I walk my body into the 

bedroom. The world is moving slowly. Light shifts, lifting the four corners of the room into an 

origami box. As light moves around the sculptured paper, darkness begins to enclose me. Darkness 

falls on my chest and an involuntary impulse pushes the frame of my body toward the pillows, 

where a fetus or two may have crawled out to make room for my head. My head falls into the 

deflated pillow. My hands tucked between my thighs. I dream the earth is populated with 
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blueberries. During REM, my body sprawls out involuntarily; my left hand overlaps Catholic’s torso. 

The contact stirs me awake. My eyelids flutter open. 

 

ETHOS: You were in my dream. 

CATHOLIC: Ethos? 

ETHOS: Where are you going? 

CATHOLIC: I’m going nowhere. 

ETHOS: Are you sure? 

CATHOLIC: Certainly. 

ETHOS: I dreamt that your placenta was packed with blueberries. 

CATHOLIC: You mean my pancake? 

ETHOS: No, your placenta. 

CATHOLIC: Don’t be foolish. Go back to sleep. 

Catholic’s eyes roll back into her head. Her head rolls back onto the pillow. Moonlight walks naked 

through the bedroom window, and I’m tortured with nostalgia. I turn my head to her profile. She lies 

on her back like a white mausoleum. She is white as stone. I am rigid. I turn my head to try to 

threaten my rigidity into movement, but my head falls into the abyss of the pillow. I dream that I kiss 

my wife’s forehead before wrapping her body in a blanket of snow. I am naked, dehydrated, and 

cold. Afterwards, I try all day to unwrap her. Though I spend all day removing snow from her body, 

she is eternally covered with frozen water + atmosphere + vapor + ice crystals. I drift in and out of 

consciousness. I am awake again. 

Catholic, lying next to me, is still a breathing stone. I try to breathe slowly and carefully, as I imagine 

a stone would, but my breath comes out of my nasal chimneys rustling like paper. The sound carries 

the neonatal memory of my firstborn, Abby, who would shift unpredictably from one place to 

another, her diaper rustling beneath her hyacinth dress. If she were here, she’d spread her fingers 

out on my stubbly cheeks. She’d scoop out spoonfuls of dreams from my head and insert them into 

the pillowcase. When finished with that, she would holler into the pillowcase and ask the dreams to 

come out and play. Awake and alert, I lift my body from the bed. 

Hunger moves me into being. Nude, I walk away from the bedroom, and my body drifts toward the 

kitchen. The lids on the mason jars seem to contain not pickled onions or quail, but children’s 

breath. Moonlight spills onto the pinewood table. I want to whisk the nocturnal yolk into my mouth. 

I remember kneeling here before my wife as her face receded in the darkness and her belly 

advanced. With my ears pressed to her belly, I listened for Abby and Colin, adrift in the embryonic 

moon and pulsating like a song. The wind twirls the curtain from the far window. I walk toward the 

drawer near the refrigerator. I grip the drawer and pull it toward me. I lift a spoon from the face of 

another spoon and shove the drawer until it cannot be shoved further. Then I turn my body to the 

moon. Before the moon, I stop. 

I stop at two a.m.At three a.m.At four a.m.I stop. 

I stop. My breath is white. I dip the spoon into the insoluble surface of the moon. I shovel light 

urgently into my mouth. I try very hard. I try so hard my face turns white. Light spills between the 

cracks of my teeth. Craters stick to my premolars. I eat part of the moon in the kitchen like onion 

soup. Its liquid spills onto the china cabinet. The corner of the chair and counter. The edge of the 

cutting board. The pine table. A large pool of moon soup migrates onto the floor. The moon 

descends my Adam’s apple and passes through my esophagus. When it falls past my rib cage, my 

organs—heart, lungs, gallbladder, liver, intestines large and small—glow in the dark. 
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POSTCARD FROM GONE from Ebb by Leila Chatti 

 

When you left I walked 

into the ocean. Not to 

drown but to be held 

 

by something 

reluctant 

to let go. Don't 

 

make this bigger 

than it is, which is big 

enough to swallow 

 

whales 

and civilizations. 

I joined 

 

the blue, I was blue. 

And when I looked 

down, I shattered 

 

and reformed 

so many times, you know, I couldn't catch 

a clear look at myself.  
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Excerpt From Your Name Shall Be Tanga by Calixthe Beyala 

 

 

 

I am going to die, woman. White people die as well you know? To dive into death as you do into life. 

Without a visa, without a passport. What can you do? Death is copious and complex. You can add it 

up, multiply it, and display its deductions, the same way a merchant does with his books. For a long 

time I refused to get mixed up in its calculations. What I wanted to do was to change the world. 

Leave with my belongings rolled up in a plastic bag under my arm. Leave for places that have neither 

earth nor heaven. To look for the blind one. He will read the holy book of life to me. He will speak to 

me of Bangkok, Dar-es-Salaam, Mississippi, Kilimanjaro, Cheops. I will take over his shift; I will go 

without seeing, with open eyes, and I will see when my eyes are closed. I will go and find the 

madwoman. In the rain I'll close my umbrella and I'll open it in the desert. I'll go and find the child 

locked in innocence. He'll travel inside my memory: 'I am you, you are me, we are one.' I'll rob 

unhappiness. I'll attain peace. And there'll be the man from Japan filming every one of his meals. 

There'll be the little girl skipping rope and the man watching her with a smile. But death is there. She 

prowls ail around this prison. Without permission! Nobody asks for my opinion. Besides I haven't 

any. Poor mortal and a woman into the bargain. It's not for me to forbid nor to give permission. 

Fear? Who's talking about fear? Fear is an illusion. As is man. As is God. Even he knows fear. I see 

him sitting on his cloud of dust, trembling at the thought of blowing the wind of knowledge into the 

world, or sang or laughter, and finally setting the wheel of love going. What can I, woman, do about 

that? My death exists before I do, and well beyond me. That's God's way 

-his very personal way- of getting rid of ail undesirables. Otherwise, 

he'd die poisoned, killed by his own work. 

 

♦
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Anna-Claude is silent and throws a neutral look at the young girl lying on the ground. ln the frail light, her skin 

seems even blacker. Her frizzy hair, drenched in sweat, looks like the vomit of a disembowelled armchair. Her lips, 

split open from hunger, move forward with slow steps towards the antechamber to the struggle with death. 

Death has already ploughed its furrows in the motionless body. Only the eyes have the pungency of a violent hate 

that's hooked on an existence of silence and unfinished gestures. 

lt was early in the week that the caps dragged her here, breathless, her body dripping sweat and blood. Anna-

Claude had bent over her, taken her pulse which was weakening, dressed her wounds with a piece of fabric taken 

from her dress and had asked her for her name. The unknown woman had said: 'My memory has closed itself to 

that. Let my steps move into the darkness without leaving any trace. What should it matter to you? Let me leave 

this life without disturbing the sleep of men.' She lay curled up in a corner and refused any gesture, any word, any 

food. 

Anna-Claude haâ made every effort to speak to her. But to no avail. She had told her her own life story, up to the 

moment when their paths had crossed, up to the rime of her madness and the death she was coming to glean in 

Africa. She had told the woman of Anna­ Claude the paranoiac. 

On the walls of her Paris apartment, she would draw menacing faces to exorcise the pain of living. She'd get up in 

the middle of the night, naked, her eyes stinging with sleep, go from the living room to the kitchen looking for the 

face of the monster that was haunting her rest. Where could the evil be coming from? From the city noises? From 

her? From others? Or quite simply from the exasperating cairn that had been reigning for forty years, since the 

end of her childhood, since the end of the war. No answer. Her body was drying up. Deep wrinkles were carving 

into her forehead. And in her gaze always the same questions - always that bewildered look of a child. 

When the rime for class arrived, she'd go to meet her students again, with haggard eyes and unkempt hair. She'd 

sit on top of the front desk, with her chest pushed out, and she'd speak. Decisive, hard, mysterious. A teacher of 

philosophy, she would sacrifice Hegel and Kant to the occult sciences. She'd endlessly affirm that the meeting 

point of the world lay in the Îmaginary and that it would suffice to close one's eyes, to listen to one's own 

vibrations to reach it. She'd talk about the Africa of the evil eye, fetishers and mara­ bouts. She'd affirm it, retract, 

then affirm herself by affirming them. She'd talk about herself by talking about them, about a place in Africa 

where she was supposed to have lived in a previous life; about a husband she was supposed to have buried alive 

for having desecrated faithfulness, about her twelve children, two of whom had lied. The students would listen to 

her, laugh, and murmur that she was crazy. Her friends did the same. 

She really was mad. The kind of madness which asked questions without ever replying, which created time and 

stopped it, claimed kinship with every place in the world where man abolished frontiers. The frontiers remained, 

her madness continued. 

Anna-Claude? She had fallen apart. She would spend her free days concocting birthday cakes for the demons who 

hunted clown her repose. She'd walk the streets, invite people round, dozens of people she encountered by 

chance. She said that chance didn't exist and that if she ran across them, it was because the stars willed it so. She 

dwelled on the same old stories, touched them up in order to shut the doors of her distress, in order to turn the 

wheels of laughter. And the people around her laughed, made fun of her. They'd run into her in the streets, the 

cafés, at friends' houses; they'd say: 'What's new, Anna-Claude?' She'd dive into words, set up questions, build 

theories. Whether they listened or not, she'd continue. When she had reached her limits and could talk no more, 

she'd recommend reading material and exhort them to think about their future. 

Anna-Claude! For the time being, she'd invented her man. Fashioned to fit her dreams. She called him Ousmane. 

He was handsome, he was tall, he was smart. He lived in Africa where he was building bridges and roads and soon 

he'd be returning to her in their Paris apartment. In her visions she imagined him. He would appear wearing a 

white boubou and blue pleated trousers. He would say: 

 

'Woman, I saw you on the shores of my dreams. Then you disappeared. 
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'I was waiting for you, woman. I was waiting for you and I was afraid that death would put me down while I was 

waiting., 'I lived in emptiness; only the absence of your womb; on/y 

your absence., 

'Remember, woman, remember us be(ore time began, when I was neither you nor me., 

'Remember still more. I was river and you a plant, oblivious 

in the rocking of my arms. We used to sing until the day came to an end, until midnight fell. Today, only the brook 

still trembles., 

'Remember us - me inside you, and how with me still in your wake we'd look at the sky, always at the sky to count 

the moons.' 

'You'd hold my hand and take me back to your home, your 

origins. Everything depends on you, woman. Destiny depends on you, gesture and oblivion depend on you.' 

 

She was living his life and she used to speak to him. She told her friends about his moods, his mannerisms, his 

refusal to speak until he'd had two or three cups of coffee, the smell of his cigar. She kept telling her stories; she 

believed in them. They had ended up by believing her. She had made him a wardrobe inside her closet: 

gandouras, striped shirts, matching socks, trousers and jackets. A corner of her desk had been cleaned up for his 

work. ln every room of the apartment a variety of portraits showed him looking nonchalant, energetic, laughing. 

She'd sit in front of the paintings for days on end and would look at them until she was bleary-eyed. When she 

received her friends at teatime, with her head leaning against the back of an armchair she'd point to a painting: 

'This one I painted while we were staying with my parents in the Massif Central, that one while on holiday in 

Normandy, and the other .. .' She'd explain and go into detail. She ended up by realizing their importance and she 

persisted in polishing them in such a way as to bring them close to perfection. To the men who accosted her in 

the street, on metro platforms, she'd say: 'I am married; l'm expecting a baby.' They'd insist, she'd persist. She'd 

add another piece to this or that 

 



35 
 

Excerpts from Imagine a Death by Janice Lee  

 

THE WRITER 

 

Janice Lee 

 

  

 

Verbs: to grow; to see; to wander; to follow; to tend; to meet; to clash; to reckon with; to reach fullness; to 

be a moon reaching fullness; to be a bay; to be an archaic identity; to be in the midst of catastrophe; to be 

a tree; to be a trembling tree; to keep full speed; to be in love; to be a maddening mystery; to claim the 

same god; to claim no god; to be alone in the midst of waves; to be a memory; to be mediated by a draft of 

air in the middle of the woods. 

     The starting point of infinity is always at the center, everything else expanding outwards from that single 

point, reaching outwards forever in a tortured desire for intimacy, that reaching for the horizon that can 

never be reached, both infinity and desire being defined by the untenable distance and intimacy that is a 

mediation of bodies within the paradoxical retreat, but space is made up of layers, and she has so many 

memory-chambers dedicated to the imaginings of many deaths (her own and of many others), but in the 

woods she has become unexpectedly close with a man who is kind, who insists on her independence, and 

though familiar, she feels indecently close to him sometimes. Is this what love really is? she wonders, and 

works to unlearn some of the survival instincts she can’t help but hold on to, that is, she does not need to 

scream, she does not need to fight agony with more agony, she does not need to maintain a wall, she does 

not need to be who she thinks she is seen to be, she does not need to get help from the dead, she does not 

need to be fixed, she does not need to live inside a prison, and she does not need to be right. 

     She is sitting at the base of a large and wide fig tree, the girth of the tree, its expansive roots, all 

testament to how things stretch beyond their limit and though she has torn her dress—it snagged on an 

exposed branch as she paced around the perimeter of the tree looking for a spot to sit down—and she 

thinks about how although this tree is not marked on any map, its extended survival in this particular point 

in space makes it a landmark, here the branches that extend and reach towards the sky as if reaching for 

homeland or ancestors, so that the bark of the tree is already fused with the universe’s history and to linger 

too long in a spot like this might lead to thoughts of suicide, that kind of experience evades the kind of 

description or narrative that she is used to articulating, but she has found peace with the ephemeral, has 

found, perhaps, her terrestrial habitat—here even her hair seems to be doing better, its volume 

communicates something about the state of her body that she is still not prone to hearing well—and this 

tree, which she couldn’t wrap her arms around, its circumference is perhaps the distance of eight of her 

arm-lengths, even if stretched taut, as if being pulled apart by horses in some primitive torture technique, 

and though she cannot see the other side of the tree from here nor can she find any line of sight with that 

part of the tree, she would have to walk several paces just to be able to see that particular spot and verify 

its existence, she trusts that it is there, that though the distance between this point and that point is not 

easily measurable as any straight line, it is familiar, close, empowering, that sense that the tree is still living, 

growing, becoming, and as she breathes she can feel the tree breathing too, the quality of breath here as 

reverent, almost sacred, she can feel her lungs fill to capacity with the displacement of mountains and then 

she can feel her lungs empty with the transfixion of a leaf opening in the morning to absorb the sunlight, 

and her entire body can feel that rhythm of breathing, not unlike the ebb and flow of the ocean tide, not 

unlike the effects of the moon on all bodies of water, not unlike the effect of gravity on all kinds of bodies, 
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and at some point some surveyor looked at a map of this region and might have thought, This map is not 

complete, but like a bird that can only see from above, found that it was inclusive of all the pre-ordained 

landmarks and allowed this part of the forest to remain intact and "unimportant," or, if it was not worth 

visiting, it would reach its own demise naturally, and as she breathes she feels the muffled shrieks move 

out of her body with the lightness of words and she feels cold for a moment but then warm again as she re-

experiences the vicissitudes of the journey that brought her here, so many nights of crying, so many nights 

of feeling and not feeling, so many nights where she thought of death, and she continues to breathe, the 

breathing intensifying all of these memories and simultaneously converting them, momentarily, into 

cacophonous clouds disembarking and dissipating and being absorbed by the tree, all of the trees and 

plants around her, and she sees the abstract, gray and darkening schedule of her past shift slightly in the 

swirling air and here, sitting here, participating in this intimate communion through air, breathing among 

the generative and restorative power of the elements, she feels the closest thing she’s ever felt to peace, 

and the important thing isn’t that she feels calm or hopeful, the important thing is that she feels a 

continuance in the development of self and environment, that the slow and creaking ship that gently rocks 

among the other stranded vessels in the bay, the slow lapping of the waves and the rolling in and out of the 

thick fog, that there is time for movement and there is time for waiting, and then, there is time itself, and 

she knows that the tree has given her a tremendous gift, that though the nightmarish state of affairs might 

not be over forever, that isn’t the point, but that she could attempt now to understand the balance that 

connected it all together, that the tethers are not anchors that imprisoned or shackled, but rather invisible 

threads that connect and build intimacy between things, and she wonders, what can she offer the tree in 

return; she doesn’t know what she could give as a gift to the tree, this tree that has given her so much 

already, but, as she imagines the impossible navigation through fog, the dangerous rocks hidden in the 

shallow depths that beckon and threaten the lives of ships, she realizes that here, she is not out of place, 

she is rather, very much in place, and seeing the rip in her dress she thinks about all of the pain she has 

been carrying on behalf of all of the dead she has encountered, all of the pain that has been inflicted upon 

her and all of the pain that she has inflicted upon others, these giant rocks she has refused to unburden 

herself of, and the kind of sensitivity it has induced in her has helped her to get this far, but too, she can 

make space now to be open, to allow herself to receive and to love, to build up rather than to destroy, and 

she thinks, I will give the tree my pain, because she knows that the tree will not feel the sensation of her 

pain and suffering, rather, the tree will know to absorb it, to metabolize it, to turn it into a kind of energy 

for growth and continuance, and in this way, she too could do something good with her pain, could create a 

new ceremony to bind herself to the land, to be able to move forward and speculate on a future for herself, 

that this would be her gift, the possibility and imagination of a future where she, and others, could still 

thrive and remember, that though the trees are burning and the world is becoming uninhabitable, she can 

feel more than her own tortured past and trauma but instead a pain that is shared, intimate, and allows for 

a trajectory for moving forward, and so, she says thank you, and that becomes the tipping point, that 

feeling of gratitude, a feeling that she has never felt before now. 

     She gets up and brushes the dirt off her legs gently, and walks home. When she opens the front door, 

she sees that spot on the opposite wall, that without her glasses on, looks like a spider every time. 

 

  

 

 

The Whales 

 

The whales would sing because they were alone, but with each other, their song a reminder that loss and 

exile are linked. 
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What is the pattern of predictable sounds that, in its steadfast refusal to cooperate with its interpreters, 

shakes you at your chest, wraps its oral tendrils around your waist, and asks: What do you see in your 

future? 

She was seized by the fullness of survival and as the last boat sped past, she shouldered her body next to 

her mother’s, seams of space closed off by flesh, and as the water began to clear was able to see again. She 

scooted up to look into her mother’s eyes, and the eyes let her know—they had seen everything they 

needed to see, or there had been nothing to see at all. 

They had, in the past days, seen many of their friends disappear or leave—any insistence on coalition heard 

silence—and there were fewer and fewer tiny things to swallow up, fewer and fewer places to hide large 

bodies from those that lurked in the shadows above the shadows, so that swimming to the surface to 

watch the dust dancing in the sun was no longer a relished pastime. 

Her mother had tried to remain connected with the others, but they were afraid that her visions had been a 

bad omen, that there were so few of them now because of what she had seen, and thought they would 

better fend for themselves far away from her connection with the kingdom of the dead. 

She knew that before her, there had been another who had died before even seeing the sky, and that her 

mother had carried that other upon her back for many days, the others urging her to let go—but how does 

one let go of everything; how does one allow for such finality when it is a piece of you that must be 

discarded and dropped into the sea? I won’t pass this on to you, I promise, her mother would whisper every 

evening. Especially on full moons, she would watch her mother’s eyes cloud over, tongue tucked back and 

voiceless, water running along the contour of her massive body; and her mother would hum as the 

moonlight rode over her skin, and when her eyes cleared like the water and she spoke again, it was always 

the same. 

She didn’t want to confess to her mother that she had started to feel the shudders, too; that sometimes, 

during rain storms, she could feel a tiny voice trying to reach her lips, her resistance making the voice more 

insistent; and though she wasn’t afraid, she didn’t want to worry her mother; her mother knew enough 

death, had enough ghosts following her, hated knowing the fate and endangerment of their kind but 

without the others, could do nothing about it except to sing—that eerie melody that carried through the 

water and over the surface, through air currents and upwards into the atmosphere, the kind of melody that 

human composers strove for years to construct, but here, it poured out of her: more than just a song, but a 

lament; an intimate tether to all other forms of life; a resonance that even the pigeons with their blank 

stares roosting on telephone wires would feel, but perhaps be unable to parse—yet this wasn’t a sound to 

be parsed or interpreted; it was meant to be heard and received and felt and transposed into tears or 

waves or touch: the openness of a broken heart. 

Another day ended, and the light bounced off of the trembling surface: two whales bobbing under the 

starlight. 

I like the night up here, she said. We can see the stars. 

They are not our stars, her mother responded. 

Her mother knew enough death, hated knowing the fate and endangerment of their kind, could do nothing 

about it except to sing. 

Both knew more than they let on to the other, and when the blue of the night finally ran out, they awoke to 

another boat passing overhead. She didn’t know why, but this time, instead of swimming deeper and 

hiding, a feeling rose inside her and a voice ebbed like the tide—and so, in a flurry, she turned to her 

mother and only whispered, Don’t worry, as she swam upwards to meet the dangling hand slowly slicing 

the water. The hand, connected to a little girl, was gentle. The little whale jumped up and the girl beamed 

in excitement, though the girl wasn’t alone. There were two men with her, and they spoke words to each 

other and the girl responded, and as more lights turned on, the girl leaned into the water, put her hand on 

the whale again, and said simply, Don’t worry. The whale bobbed there for a moment longer, the girl’s 
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hand still resting gently on her head, and when the girl removed her hand, the little whale ducked her head 

underneath the water and returned to find her mother. 

That night, the girl and the men could hear the whales singing: They are singing to save the world, the 

entire world, the girl would say, and the men with their fragile recording devices and other equipment 

would record the music and nod in agreement but say nothing, just nodding from time to time as the songs 

created spikes of different heights on their screens, the lamentations of two grieving souls seeking intimacy 

articulated in the rise and fall of jagged black lines. And somewhere out there, the whales would swim and 

sing because they were alone, but with each other, their song a reminder that loss and exile are linked, the 

sound a way to stay connected with the movement of their bodies through the water and the air and the 

sky and the tremblings of the earth and the breath of all living beings; and that night, there would be more 

lights in the sky, even more stars being born, and an unanswerable tether to time.
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Lost by Forough Farrokhzad  

O, after those insanities  

I don’t believe I’m sane  

It’s as if she has died in me, I’m so  

exhausted and silent and erased  

Dejected, every moment I ask the mirror  

What is left of me, what do you see?  

But—no, no—in the mirror I see  

that I’m not even a shadow of what I was  

Coquettishly, like that Hindu dancer  

I stamp my foot—but on my grave  

Look how, with a hundred regrets  

I have lit up this ruin with my light  

I do not seek the road to the city of day  

Doubtless I am lying at the bottom of a grave  

I have a jewel, but out of fear  

I have hidden it in the heart of the swamps  

I am walking . . . but I do not ask myself  

Where is the road . . . ? Where is home . . . ? What is the goal?  

I give kisses but I don’t know who it is 

  

this mad heart worships  

When she died in me everything that was  

suddenly looked different to me  

as if night with its two cold hands  

embraced my restless soul  

Ah . . . yes . . . this is me. . . . but what’s the use  

Now she who was in me is no longer, is no longer  

I roar madly under my breath  

She who was in me, who was she, who was she?  
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Grief-Worshipper by Forough Farrokhzad  

I wish I were like autumn. . . . I wish I were like autumn  

I wish I were, like autumn, silent and depressing  

The leaves of my desires would turn yellow one by one  

The sun of my eyes would grow cold  

The sky of my heart would be full of pain  

Suddenly a storm of grief would clutch my soul  

Like rain my tears would stain my skirt  

Oh . . . how beautiful it would be if I were autumn  

I would be wild and passionate and colorful  

In my eyes a poet would read . . . a heavenly poem  

Beside me in the embers of a painful hidden fire  

the lover’s heart would flare 

My song . . .  

Like the voice of the broken-winged wind  

grief’s perfume would pour over wounded hearts  

Before me:  

the bitter face of youth’s winter  

Behind me:  

the tumult of a summer of sudden love  

Inside me:  

the home of grief and pain and suspicion  

I wish I were like autumn. . . . I wish I were like autumn  
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Pair by Forough Farrokhzad  

Evening comes  

and after evening, darkness  

and after darkness  

eyes  

hands  

and breaths breaths breaths . . .  

and the sound of water  

that pours down drip drip drip from the tap  

◊ ◊  

Then two red dots  

from two lit cigarettes 

the tick-tock of the clock  

and two hearts  

and two solitudes  
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Instructions On How To Cry By Julio Cortazar  

 

Putting the reasons for crying aside for the moment, we might concentrate on the correct way to 

cry, which, be it understood, means a weeping that doesn’t turn into a big commotion nor proves an 

affront to the smile with its parallel and dull similarity. The average, everyday weeping consists of a 

general contraction of the face and a spasmodic sound accompanied by tears and mucus, this last 

toward the end, since the cry ends at the point when one energetically blows one’s nose. 

In order to cry, steer the imagination toward yourself, and if this proves impossible owing to having 

contracted the habit of believing in the exterior world, think of a duck covered with ants or of those 

gulfs in the Straits of Magellan into which no one sails ever. 

Coming to the weeping itself, cover the face decorously, using both hands, palms inward. Children 

are to cry with the sleeve of the dress or shirt pressed against the face, preferably in a corner of the 

room. Average duration of the cry, three minutes. 
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How to cry by Kayo Chingonyi  

 

I’m going to fold, as an overloaded trestle folds, 

in the middle of Romford Market and bawl 

the way my small niece bawls for her mother 

when she leaves the room. In spite 

of our assurances, already the little one knows 

that those who leave might never come back. 

 

Though I keep God in a small closed box 

I’ll prostrate myself outside Argos, 

beat the cobbles with my palm 

till blood rings in my fingertips. There, amid 

cockneys selling fish, box-fresh from Billingsgate, 

tears will occur to eyes I thought I’d cried out. 

 

I want to be set off by our red brick uni, 

its array of strange faces. Show me round 

the flat that stinks of our sleeplessness, 

plans hatched in the whispers of small hours. 

I’m tired of this strength. Let me be bereft, 

watching the white limousine as it drives away.  
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In Praise of Fragments by Meena Alexander  

Shall I make a house with sticks?  

A house of breath  

For the freckled butterfly.  

Will it come to me?  

I grip a fistful of paper  

There is ink on my fingernails  

On the whorls of my palm.  

What burns like paper?  

Only the soul.  
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Dark House on the Mountain: Sarra Copia Writes to Me by Meena 

Alexander  

Dear Meena,  

Who I have never seen  

Your sister who they say is mad  

Is not so.  

Neither Clozapine nor Lithium  

Will calm her.  

She has understood things 

That pertain quite clearly  

To the immortality of the soul  

Conundrums of joy,  

Irregularities of darkness.  

She has crawled through  

The thicket where the ram hid  

All its hooves quivering.  

She has counted the threads  

Of spun silver on her own bent head  

Fifty-six now and no going back  

The mirror is filled with sparks.  

Sometimes she sings songs  

In a tongue no one understands  

A splintering syntax stitched  

With cries of tiny sparrows  

Sensorial retribution.  

She has visited me too  

And we have taken walks  

By the Rialto where the poor thrust  

Into creaking gondolas.  

We have passed rooms  

Crammed with orchids 

in the palaces of rich merchants.  

Soon, she who has nothing  

But what our love can provide  

Will enter the house on the mountain—  

Mazhai Malai Mary Matha  

Where auroral rain falls. Nothing will bring her back.  
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attention as a form of ethics by Asiya Wadud  

We are mired in matter until we are not  

— Ralph Lemon  

let’s dissect what it means to mourn  

let’s look at all the desiccant and what’s left  

little exoskeleton bareback  

how the straight line can become apparent  

how the likeness is a labile breeze  

let’s talk about shame  

and my face  

look at my kneecaps  

my eyelids  

let’s talk about hailing cabs  

let’s look at my map  

look at how you molded me  

I was a smattering of young kudzu 

look at the vagrant earth  

see what you see when you look  

when you say see?  

how the curvature becomes apparent  

each vertebra the catacombs  

cat scratch and hay fever  

little motor at my shoulder  

let’s round up the dead  

the ones with the quick shuffle  

the droopy sole, the double knot high tops  

let’s look at the country  

call it territory as we’re still  

deciding  

the green heap how it was electric  

let’s look at the spectral  

to see how you molded me, I was a little sweetbriar  

let’s be discreet when we claim this  

wouldn’t want to tempt them  

myriad crystal landforms  

each silent as the ocean  

now look at my topography  

now look at the mountain range  

how can we ever do it justice? 

do you know how we can do it justice?  

I have a keen aphasia  

I call it code switch  

it’s  

kept  
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me  

alive  

how I can be anything? I’m  

shaped only in the dialectic  

everyone has their own pride  

lions move with mute magic  

some animals are nocturnal  

and some mother orcas mourn  

I thought we were an archipelago  

each felt under our own expanse of gilded wing  

let’s make an assumption  

let’s make an assumption that the lake has a bottom  

let’s make an assumption that everyone will mourn  

let’s sack a hundred greenbacks  

for the sake of acknowledging they mean something  

what does it mean to have worth?  

who would dream to drain a lake? 

I spent my days staring into the eye of the Baltic  

it’s because I am also a body of water  

it’s not that onerous  

I’ve built a muscle memory  

it’s not that heavy  

let’s talk about erasure I mean  

that’s easy  

start with a word that you don’t like  

start with a people you didn’t know  

start with a neighborhood, rank  

start with any miasma dispersed  

let’s talk about burden  

let’s talk about burden for the weight  

it lends us  

let’s talk about supplication  

about my palms—uplift, patience  

let’s celebrate our substance  

subsistence in  

amber rivulets of stilllife  

constellations how you molded me  

country how we became it  

the longitude is a contested border  

my longest muscle I named familiar 

let’s reckon with the past  

the logic  

the Middle Passage  

the hull  

the tenderness  
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you are such demanding work  

let’s demean what we don’t like  

because it’s easier than a reckoning  

let’s say the past means that it’s finished  

never acknowledge how it throbs  

immutably  

forever finishing its punishing business  

let’s talk about observance  

pistils  

ugly shapes  

let’s talk about all the demands  

let’s talk about mediocrity  

let’s spell it wrong  

let’s talk about a quick conversation  

one that skims the waters, a little stream  

downcreek  

let’s talk about weariness 

I’m all about my brokenness  

I mean I’m all about let’s disperse  

there are countless vessels and I rode them  

there is a church door and it’s open  

let’s get silky  

let my cat connect with me  

let the window stay a little open  

let my lids stay open  

don’t call me labile  

it’s normal  

for everything to move  

just like any ocean  

you didn’t make a language  

you made a few fissures  

you made a little rucksack  

you got down on your knees and called  

this patchwork pilgrimage  

let’s remove the obvious from the image  

what’s left the residue  

history is so residual  

what’s left the spectacle  

what’s left the spectral  

a magnolia tree ransacked 

the south is its own dispersal  

I’m not afraid of the dark now  

see its throbbing transmission—see its blackness  

see its breath in fog, Ines  

and then it comes into focus  
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most knowledge is scant magic  

don’t let me forget my language  

don’t mistake umbrage for a coffer  

matte for high yellow  

and, too, this gold  

I have trouble with I  

I am the valley I am the hill I am a ravine  

I am gaping I am foxglove  

I am both  

nightshade  

and  

mourning  

I have troubled I  

I bore bronson  

I bore brownstone  

I bore down on the bit left  

pillage and all that 

with a quickness doubles back  

made an urgent isthmus  

let’s talk about age 9  

about what we used to know  

the magic, the marvel, en punto.  

you can’t force justice  

must move at the jaundiced pace of history  

the gaping circularity  

you must force justice  

move against its low tide  

all the things it jettisons  

the politeness of collateral damage  

must move from the jaundiced  

pace of history  

the gaping circularity  

let’s write something to quiet us  

call it pernicious in the valley  

aerate the soil for old time  

palm oil for the propulsion  

I have loved from a great distance  

from manifold mired treatments  

little tree rings that barely reach  

up the foxglove down the cove 

let’s talk about elegies  

dirges  

drifting, snow caps  

peat moss and stillness  

what is a quiet kingdom?  



50 
 

what dim band of light?  

what is my birthright,  

my comportment?  

what is my breedlove?  

what is the expanse before  

I bore witness?  

what is a country without a crest?  

plaster instead of greatness  

manifest in lieu of recompense?  

what is the creed that keeps us?  

let’s tumble toward my kind of south  

barrel through the mid atlantic  

hate on all its confinement  

long for a few restrictions  

cultivate the overtures  

the magic  

the marvel 

a new form: the moonbridge  

let’s make a meal and call it supper  

butter the bread and call it finished  

high tide for latitude  

low tide for night swim  

let’s dissect what it means to mourn  

let’s look at all the desiccant and what’s left  

how the straight line becomes branded  

how the likeness is a labile breeze  

let’s talk about shame  

let’s talk about my face  

look at my kneecaps  

let’s talk about nail beds  

let’s look at my map  

can’t be used as evidence  

by tomorrow we are  

drifting  

with our coffers  

and by daybreak  

you will have had  

me molded 
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New Ebb in the High Tide Season by Rawda el-Haj 

 

I surely can’t take it anymore. 

This heart of mine is full of holes, wounds, and defeat. 

My endurance waned. 

My grief swelled to a mount. 

All wounds exposed their legs. 

It’s revealing time; 

so come forth, my wounds, and show off, 

and let the tears tell the how, what, and if. 

I have long shunned you, 

but here you came now, 

at the peak of fear! 

I concealed my heartbeats, 

resisted all temptations, 

but soon caved in. 

Then I backed off again 

and banned your face from entering my city, 

posted your portraits in all inlets and ports, 

but it nevertheless kept appearing, 

in the households, 

in the faces 

and the flashes of eyes. 

If you knew 

how much I suffered from wounds, old and new, 

you might show mercy on me. 

If you knew, 

how I peeked for smiles 

from the faces of comers and goers, 

how I struggled to bring myself to balance 

in order to afford a laugh when I meet you. 

If you knew, 

how I shelved sorrows, 

suppressed them, 

and throttled my sobs, 

you would spare me all this pain. 

You might get embarrassed, 

if you saw how often on my way to you I tumble, 

how much hardship and humiliation I endure 

Perhaps . . . 

Perhaps . . . 

Perhaps . . . 

My biggest mistake, I came to know, 

is that I forgot all routes that didn’t lead to you. 



52 
 

I blocked my entire heart for you, 

since childhood, 

I signed you a blank check, 

where you wrote down 

my childhood, 

my friends, 

acquaintances, 

my poems, 

and all my days. 

Now let’s make a deal. 

I have no energy left. 

My remaining days can hardly accommodate any more wounds. 

I have consumed all stocks of patience and tolerance. 

I have spared nothing for the days to come, 

because I thought you were my last destination. 

I disbanded all my boats 

and severed the wings of my heart. 

I can’t take it anymore, 

so give me back my stock. 

Your parting is still an open wound, 

on my dignity’s forehead. 

Let’s make a deal now. 

It barely matters to you, 

whether we stayed together or parted, 

whether we exchanged false laughter, 

or I alone cried. 

I have left behind my loved ones, 

deserted my hometown, 

and joined you. 

I have deserted everyone, 

the streets, the whole world. 

What have you done to keep us together? 

What have I got in return? 

I publicly put out my soul to you; 

have you felt an urge to do so, 

even between you and you? 

Let’s sign an exit deal now, 

put out all your terms, 

I will meet them all but one. 

Whether you say it or not, 

I am already gone. 
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Light and Shadow Make Up the House by MARÍA TABARE 

 

 

Without them it wouldn't be what it is: 

the open mouth of a wolf, 

the apathetic look of an eye socket. 

Light combusts, 

cooking laughter and meals. 

Shadow hides, in the closets, dresses 

that, like handkerchiefs, 

have been wiping off tears and fears for centuries. 

Both light and shadow battle for life. 

Amidst the combat, children fall into their arms 

who are crying for the first time 

and parents, uncles, aunts, grandparents, 

dogs, cats, and various birds are all devoured. 

The house, never still, creaks and shakes, 

and with its walls like sails 

moves through time. 

We, inside the house, are just dust 

that some wind blows along now and then, 

and disappears. 

 

  



54 
 

Live Shows by VALERIE MEJER CASO 

 

When entering your house. 

When entering my house. 

When entering the house of a stranger. 

Something of danger, of anxiety, 

inexplicable, 

and a vase with roses, begonias, 

astromelias and birds of paradise. 

Fear is collective and personal 

the streets full of theaters 

the people waiting for 

that unique dialogue: 

“You didn’t tell me she 

had died.” 

“You didn’t ask me” 

I despaired of the memory 

of a bee 

that mid-sentence 

buried its stinger in my throat 

a pain that lemon and garlic 

calm 

unlike that show 

where one by one 

and hundreds by hundreds 

the bees abandon the world.

and the tenderness of the true loves. 
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ELEGY by MARÍA MERCEDES CARRANZA 

 

I was walking looking at the sky 

and I fell on my nose. 

Now my whole body is bleeding. 

My knees, the air, my memories. 

My skirt was torn 

and I lost my earrings, my reason. 

 

Is there not in the soul 

a different way 

to live the end of love? 
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The Colour of Grief by Iyanuoluwa Adenle 

‘I want to feel what I want to feel. Even if it’s not happiness.’ – Toni Morrison. 

365 trips ’round the sun and you’re not celebrating your life but the presence of the gloom that has 

become second skin. It took a while to get here, but here you are, putting a name to the things that 

brought you down to your knees. Once, at a cake tasting event, another cake taster showed you a 

picture of a young woman rocking faux locs, turned out to be a picture of the one who hurt you, and 

while the cake became too heavy to munch on in your mouth, you were forced to listen to glowing 

remarks about her and you bled again. There were no words to express the tightening in your chest. 

You are unable to remember when you began to wear the sadness well but you remember when it 

became difficult to tuck it in. Then, the question hovering in your mind was: 

What the fuck is this doing here? 

When Eloghosa Osunde said, ‘Stop folding. Love comes in your size too’, you didn’t believe her. Since 

you were a child, you had always known that some things weren’t meant for you and if you 

eventually got them, it would be the universe joking with you or sheer luck. Love will never come in 

your size. Even if you made yourself small, it will probably miss you. That, you learnt from your folks. 

Your mother must have taken a look at you on the birthing table and known that you were never 

going to belong to her. Growing up, she was the first person to show you, with the downward curve 

of her lips and her slightly raised eyebrows, how different you were from the rest. She is your 

mother, but look at how far it has taken her to belong to herself. In the years since, she has relayed 

the message to you because words were something she could inflict upon you effortlessly. Once 

your heart was as light as a thread holding on to nothing but itself, un-needled and love missed it 

even then.    

A while ago, you found a figment of yourself in the water when you went swimming with Debby, 

your almost-best-friend. The water, running amok, running into each other like lovers do and into 

you the moment you stepped into it, yet coming undone. Lifting you up like you were a raft to be 

held on to and as weightless as a straw in the same breath as it pulled you to its core. You have 

always been curious about how water moves. It was thrilling to see that water had its own limits at 

first. Then it wasn’t. Aren’t we all with our own limits? Like the water, you are a confluence of 

emotions colliding into each other. That is how you know to live. Like your mother, unable to sit still 

with whatever it was you felt in the moment. Unable to listen to the echoes bouncing on and off the 

walls of your mind. When you emerged from the water, you felt like one with a parched throat. 

Hauwa Shaffi Nuhu writes, ‘Because to name something is to thrust upon a responsibility to live up 

to that name.’ Her words became a string knitting your memories into calling things as they really 

were before prying them apart as softly as you could. So, you start. 

You found a bit of yourself for the first time in the year where love coloured your teenage mind as 

the brown boy with curly lashes read to you a story he had written about flowers, and the giddiness 

you felt rumbling below your belly button had not been named desire. Another time was in a boy’s 

arms in a poorly lit room in Sángo, Ìbàdàn. Before he got to your rented space, you had anticipated 

just how smooth your tongues would glide into one another. Like fine silk on skin. And after a 

number of awkwardly easing into what should be a kiss, you knew even this wasn’t meant to be. You 

didn’t think you belonged there. And for a long time, you stayed believing it was the universe testing 

you to see how patient you could be with this kind of love. 

One cold windy night in Ife ̣̀, a boy, caught in the after waves of colorado, told you how much he liked 

the curves on you and you believed him. To you, it was a simple thing. He finds you desirable, you 
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find you desirable. He loves the gap between your front teeth, you love it too. What would you do 

without this kind of approval? 

One of the days at the 2018 Aké festival, you and T, your roommate and fellow volunteer at the 

festival, walked to Radisson Blu to resume your duties, and somehow while conversing about other 

things beneath the glare of the unkind sun, you arrived on the joy of kissing other girls. You 

marvelled at how sure T was. She asked if you liked girls too.  

“I don’t know what I am,” you said and that was the first time you ever acknowledged that truth: 

yours. I don’t know what I am. 

On some days, your heart stays grateful to you. The sky is blue in spite of the greyness of the clouds. 

The yellow paint on your wall doesn’t feel too bright and the brown doesn’t look like it is fading. You 

are not fading anymore. It feels like you just found yourself after a dry spell. You dance and dance till 

your muscles cramp from too much joy. Other days, you forget how to breathe and you lose 

memories of the lighter days. On days like these, you tweet: ‘we move’, like it’s the new Psalms 23. 

You feel heavier. Your chest hurts from too much pressure. You want to break the dams bordering 

against your heart and leave it broken but it is difficult. And as you prepare a table to feast on the 

joys of your life, it delivers the dark clouds to your door. It leaves the door open so that the things 

you are grateful for seem trivial in that moment. To you, this is a kind of grief. Has always been. You 

just didn’t know what you were grieving for. Or whom? You have always known grief to be what 

Wikipedia says it is: 

A multi-edged response to loss, particularly to the loss of someone or something that has died, to 

which a bond or affection was formed. 

Except you haven’t lost many people to death. 

There’s a room you don’t venture much in your head. It’s a reminder of when your faith started to 

fade like the brown paint on your wall. At 14, you were curious about your mother’s side of the 

family. You felt invisible to them. The only time you thought you saw them was in your dreams. You 

had dreamt of a storey building, with a hut in front of the house. In this dream, the smell of cassava 

being processed was strong. You wrote a letter to them and told them you wanted to come home. 

This made them curious about you. Aunty D told your mom, “Sister, ẹ je ̣̀ kí ọmọdé yìí wálé!” and you 

went home. She was your link to Oǹdó. The second night she gave birth to her second child, the call 

came in. She wasn’t going to make it. You shouted your prayers at God. A miracle, a miracle please.  

Like your dream about the storey building and the smell of cassava being processed weren’t real, 

Aunty D became a dream always threatening to drift away. No revival could delay her body from 

going cold and your link to ‘home’ drifted too. 

The next time you lost someone, it was to life and yet, you grieved. “This is a kind of grief too,” you 

told yourself. When you named this feeling “grief”, it felt like a performance to you. You didn’t know 

yet that sometimes grief can be a black hole threatening to drown you. No one told you it will grow 

and seep into everything. No one told you, it could be obvious as the kite riding on the wind and 

invisible as the string attached to the kite. V.S. Naipaul writes that: ‘We can never tell beforehand for 

whom we will feel grief’, and that was all you needed to truly feel whatever it was you felt. When 

the time came, to let go and cherish the days you are not drowning. 

You tried to avoid people. From the moment you met new people, the only possibility your mind 

could process was their backs turned to you, them swaying out like they swayed into your life. You 

told yourself you could adapt. Naipaul says, ‘We are never finished with grief. It is part of the fabric 

of living.’ You told yourself, “feeling too much is a kind of prison.” You didn’t know what to do about 

that. So you wrote on a sticky note: 
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‘You cannot find peace by avoiding life.’ – Virginia Woolf 

On another sticky note, you wrote: Do not avoid life! 

The thing with navigating self is it will be completely normal to text a friend, saying: 

No matter how hard I try, I do not belong anywhere. 

 I feel like something regurgitated so hard and then spat out. 

They will reply: 

Where do you want to belong? With whom would you rather belong? 

And you will have no answers. If you did, it would have been the idea of a truth. The one you have 

dined with for so long, the one that has brought you out of your reverie when you seem to be having 

a good time with friends, whispering like a petulant child sulking away at a birthday party. The idea 

of a truth learnt by rote from childhood. 

You have never belonged anywhere. Belong to yourself first. 
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Ramadan Lament by Leila Chatti 

 

“There is courtship, and there is hunger.” 

.               —MARY SZYBIST 

I want to eat my grief and my god 

will not allow it. A lesson 

in suffering—O! 

but Lord—I have suffered. 

I confess, I am 

selfish, self- 

absorbed—I consume 

so I might rid myself 

of what 

I want through its destruction. 

Before me as barrier, the ocean 

swallowing, no 

regard for consequence—in my grief 

let me be simple like that. 

My mouth, without 

the other’s: useless. 

I long to fill it like a grave. 

O Lord, 

don’t speak 

to me 

of restraint—I have abstained 

so devoutly 

in your name I am 

defined by that absence, so long 

I am wasting away. 
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The Girl's Story (Other Letters to Milena) by Reina María Rodríguez 

Translated from the Spanish by Kristin Dykstra 

 

 

We had rented a house to spend a few days at the beach (it was the first time we'd spend a few days 

at the beach together).  But my daughter – then five years old – told me she didn't want to go to the 

ocean because she was afraid of finding something in the algae:  a leg, an arm, a heart, something 

torn off or mutilated.  I thought a lot about this "watermark" on the ocean.  And about swimmers, 

and the fragile wall where we sat with our backs to the smell of undertow.  The city is what we see, 

and that which is submerged is double-sided, like the reflection's transparency.  Water that defines 

the other shore is always moving, deep inside, behind and below.  We don't look at this ocean, but it 

reappears at the end of every street.  It reappears and conceals itself to demand that we see it.  I 

thought about algae twining through the smoky remains of a landscape, and I felt the demands from 

that ocean, its oceanquake.  Since then, I haven't gone back to look any more. 

 

I 

 

My dear daughter, I came back.  I didn't go, maybe, I'm not going.  Some fame, some money, some 

people I love were waiting for me in Vienna.  So you really didn't go to Vienna?  You didn't go to 

Vienna?  you didn't go to Vienna? – Kafka asks Milena.  But those airports, with people you can't ask 

about anything.  If you ask, are you going to Vienna?, they reply Oslo, or whatever other place.  

Everyone feels persecuted and shakes you off (including me).  I'm fleeing past the old Rivoli, now 

only a façade.  The worst part is that here I'm a stranger too.  To see this destruction and think you 

can easily escape is a fallacy.  My airplane will plow through the sky (that looks like a terrible 

metaphor to me).  Me here, detained between losing it all and going back.  This constant horror 

between bleeding out and the void.  What word can replace this anguish, my poor imaginary 

persecuted by my routines for myself?  I'm not Simone Weil, the Jewish mystic who ate the same 

ration of bread as the people in concentration camps to maintain her faith.  Milena, when I'm in this 

transit, I know the worst of the abysses:  I'm not there, but I'm not here either.  (Because I fled from 

consciousness of myself a long time ago and now, I'm left divided between two tunnels.)  That 

galloping schizophrenia; that duality, to be something resembling you, and its representation; the 

force that pushes me to be . . . "a remainder" and another woman, who permits me to believe 

myself a "self."  Daughter, the thing destroyed is not outside, but inside the human brain; the more 

effort it makes, the more the brain can live out its myth as if that were truth, and it cannot 

understand.  There is only diaspora . . .  I hear your voice in my ear, your small warm hand between 

my fingers – "don't go," you tell me.  What can I do for you?  I remember that Fellini film where the 

intellectual murders his two children for fear of leaving them; the fear of scandal, of living out this 

representation with no reply . . . 

 

I don't get to Vienna – I don't get anywhere.  I'm a being of transit, of trajectories, processes, not of 

finality.  I get into a car with so many other people that I have no air to breathe  . . .  I spend two 

hours talking to a stranger in a park near the Capitol . . .   Night goes on falling over me, and between 

its shadows, the moon – like a wild animal making its way home – moves out from behind fear and 
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illuminates me:  illuminates my illusion of being lost in the nothingness of my impoverished 

imaginary; it can't change, can't conceive of a more modern angle on the pain . . . 

 

Havana, February 1994 

 

III 

 

Sky bathing houses in yellow at sunset; flaming ball of sun against the sea and those doves, who 

complain as they move in circles against my body.  They come and go.  I sit down to see how you've 

grown – the wall already hits below your belly button – and you look as though you were taken from 

a story, from a grassland green and arid as its desolation.  Your hair that turns golden in the evening, 

over your back (a lovely blend you are!).  Blue denim skirt and Asiatic eyes.  I love you in beauty I 

imagined and was not.  Knowing that I won't be here later, passing my hand over the place where 

another detail of the painting has grown.  Now we're playing theater (if I were little again like you, 

we'd run together, parallel to the train, over something else that runs along and gets away).  You 

cross your legs, throw your hair back, and observe:  the sky is still so blue and paralyzed, there, that 

it can't be touched or understood.  Then I open Sylvia Plath's book and look for "Stings" – a poem 

that irritates me and stirs my blood. 

 

I've come to discover again that I have no language for delivering the circle, the one reality drew 

around me.  I struggle and make the circle tighter.  I open the structure between a noun and its 

fabula (squeezing myself more tightly).  We drop off to sleep when shadows fall … 

 

"Through the window open to the landscape, the pines, the sun that has set, the mountains, the 

village and above all a vision of Vienna . . ." (Kafka).  Your life devours mine.  The sun sinks even 

further and I surrender, reduced again to the species that provokes no other form of ending, or 

resurrection.  We toss tiny balls of our only loaf of bread to Diotima, Daedalus, little Elias Canetti – 

they live like humans, in a world where humans emulate their animal perfectly.  Cats lack only a 

smile!  How can we transcend this infinite blue above our heads?  I'd like to leap off with you, before 

they knock on the door and the planet I created collapses back into another illusion . . . 

 

I return from dream with luggage that traveled to Vienna by itself; it has a different smell.  Quivering 

under my skirt from the dusty dreaming uniform (now there's no milk, there's nothing).  I try to 

create a sad performance about my re-encounter with the luggage, with faith – what does the object 

become without its place, without my possession of it?  I feel horror at being so alone among 

objects.  (My winter clothes are inside that Prussian-blue suitcase; maybe they'll never see that snow 

again.)  I submerge into my trembling again and sip at a scalding broth of fish heads.  Exploitation of 

all this horror – it can't be a life!  The landscape outside, hot and arid, eats away at me on the inside 

too, and I assemble a discourse (another justification), worth nothing either.  A priest passes by in his 

black cassock, causing me to lift my gaze.  There he is, as obsolete as am I, and I go back to thinking 

about you.  Oh, my daughter, how weak and miserable this is!  I'm not in Livry, not at the queen's 

court strolling through sweet gardens; instead we're two princesses – like them – escaped from a 

story, the ones punished by a bad fairy, in a garden that all dried up. 

 

Rooftop, 5 April 1994 
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V 

 

 

As you run around the statue, touching it, asking me if there's anyone inside – with your square-toed 

sneakers and dark blue pack on your back – trying to reach some bird on the branch of a tree with a 

single blue flower, I've seen you years before, and years after, with a sensation of being nowhere at 

all – you're trying to pick up the fruit, which will fall from that singular flower onto the bird's beak.  

So when I'm no longer around, and maybe you'll have captured your inconclusive bird, you may read 

this letter as if I were there with you, on the sweet April morning that will always belong to us.  I 

don't know what this park is called, "nor could I lose you in that distant park" (Kafka), in the night 

when the silhouette blurs, the woman I once was, while he caressed me.  (Today I noticed that the 

statue in the white fountain has the form of a woman pulled from water by two men.  One in front, 

one in back, an allegory.)  On different benches I traced a line over the real and now, with the breeze 

that blows in from Cojímar and reawakens more than my memories, what came later, I understand 

that the border generated a certain mediocrity for me, so I could endure having so much moisture 

on my lips.  There are also salt, bread, and water, as in the wooden jar I set down on the center of 

the table.   And I baptize you on this April morning with blue flowers (Novalis) fallen from another 

small tree, for when you start running around again, hunting birds.  When I go, I know I'll end up 

inside the statue again.  It's only in these moments of lost awareness, absolutely outside time, that I 

can feel life, like a wet plant plastering itself to your nose.  Tactile, fresh against my tongue.  This is 

my obsession:  not being able to overtake this sensation, or erase any idea prior to the spasm of 

being here, now, confronting my human limitation.  Sometimes you get annoyed and I turn 

emotional, to show you that I'm human, your own flesh. 

 

I don't know what myth gave rise to these statues embracing in their perfect triangle.  Look for 

another piece of chalk to draw the lines of a more modern myth over the happy triangle; to know 

you believe that something will not blur – at least, on this corner, between the lions and the sea – 

where today we play at escaping ruination for a second.  That second in which we've survived the 

whole scenario (technology, dollars, power) satisfies me in its eternity.  Yellow crawlers (extended 

buses) go by with three hundred people knocking each other over to get somewhere.  I adore 

trajectories, not the endpoint.  If you point me toward a final objective, I lose the crossing in the 

shock of non-arrival, anywhere but at the thing I've found – something unique and unattainable.  

Take your innocence and breathe life into stripes of colored chalk; drawings that would have been in 

caves long ago, and now are here with us, at the base of the tree, at the center of the white 

fountain, this morning, when I decide to make myself resemble the statue and see you in profile one 

more time, through the yellow and green leaves of other trees that will always be the same.  When 

you finish drawing and stand up, I will have finished my letter too . . . and she – with the sulfurous 

odor of crematories still on her skin – will from this chalk drawing we've made receive the power 

necessary to overcome fear, and to save her, and to save us from horror.  I know it's not enough for 

us to be happy for one moment in order for her to hold out, but we'll give it a try.  That which is 

imperishable is not a particular kind of metaphysics, nor a belief that sustains us within some system 

of faith, but the attainment of myself, of you, of her, inside us . . .  The probable trajectory of the 

flower – perhaps already red – along the bird's beak, when you might come back at night to be, once 

more, the woman he caressed. 
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(park next to the Prado) 

 

1 April 1994 

 

VIII 

 

Dear Elis Milena, it wasn't only that the intensity of light and space shrank and dwindled, as if it had 

drained off toward the narrowest section of the tunnel, or better said, the funnel.  I began to give of 

myself and dwindle.  During the first fifteen days, time dilated – it seemed that lengthy years must 

have passed – and to so many desirous ears, the fabula substituted for all capacity to act.  I was 

dropping weight, getting rid of shoes, soaps, until I had nothing left to give away or recount . . . And 

"the journey" become a region in color, a mental space I kept trying to possess while simultaneously 

surrendering impossible things.  The anguish came with little details of survival – the way urgency is 

rustic – and the dynamics of my freedom shrank to a minimum.  As if the return were occurring in a 

different time, with a different velocity.  Everyone oppresses the space you have for memories; they 

observe it, then destroy it. 

 

I had crossed over with the attitude that they wouldn't take it away from me.  I could clearly see the 

waste from futile events, as we misused pleasure.  Those commentaries, the gestures, the 

catastrophic piracy and even nastiness granted through inertia and disillusionment.  The greatest 

disaster wasn't merely economic, but psychological. 

 

My friends (the most intelligent ones) had wagered their lives under observation through a vulgar 

microscope, where they made minimal evolutions in their capacity to survive.  The degree of 

schizophrenia (here – and also there – on the other side of the tunnel, it was quite contagious).  

Everyone got there late when parts were handed out; we walked onto the set naked.  And inside me 

an awareness of horror grew, the vertigo from their rhetoric.  There where nothing was left to 

maintain, like in Beckett's "Lessness" or "The Lost Ones"; there, where the zones of possibility were 

getting blocked or cut off before any birth -- or victory – in place of reason they substituted certain 

logics for getting through the short term at all costs; the easiest route was escape, an "I dunno," 

indifference.  Impossible too to exit the fold.  They neuter you, the majority that breathes by 

stretching its nose into your breath.  They drown you, the ones who try to save you by mounting the 

back of your neck, in that mass of amorphous invalids desperate to arrive at the other shore in a 

cloud of sulfuric gases.  Then, sordid traces of personality and ego appear, strengthened in the fight 

to get a place that doesn't exist for them. 

 

At that point I had to adapt and accept the paranoia surrounding me as if it were something normal, 

though acquired in circumstances of not being normal, like other subterfuges that drained my 

energy.  I hadn't only lost the center, but the vision – the one that used to allow me to find relations 

from a certain distance with intervals of deep understanding, the flame. 

 

The speed with which we assemble images, they're hyper-realist and destroy erotics through reality.  

I came to understand that the problem of departing (I refer to any type of departure or search) is not 

constituted, or measured, through an elemental comparison – the what are we?, what have we 
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done with our existence.  It's understanding that a cerebration has been produced for which there is 

no aesthetic place.  That there is still no aesthetic which, like a profound filiation, of friendship or 

love, could relate the thing conceived to its immediate materialization.  That lack of coordination 

extends the feeling of relativity and guilt, confusing us more. 

 

Now I'm indifferent to the pain that provokes my understanding.  I allow for it, coldly and so 

impersonally that it strips me – not of the actions on which I no longer count for myself, everything 

happens – but of an absurd passion for its materialization in the here and now.  So what can I do?  

Like a failed actor, I try to establish spaces for my gestures without constricting them, without 

making them conditional, keeping them alive for their small (incomplete) form of intensity.  I place 

the carousel of my discontinuous selves into a verbal form of allowance, to get out of a structure 

that forces me to subsidize them, make them dependent.  So there, a bit more free – apparently 

indifferent to the reason that takes possession of them (and in spite of my continual guilt complex)— 

loving them, without trying to make them understand me. 

 

I know I've written you this letter in regions of language you won't understand.  But I think that like 

those blind men from the elephant fable, when you put your hand onto the writing, thawing it, you'll 

feel the unique emotion from the writing inside which I tried to simplify this agony, tried to say:  

what has happened here!  what has happened here? 

 

Wherever one lives on this planet it's ridiculous to try to escape.  I refer only to figures that make up 

certain more subtle forms of logic, which deconstruct man through concrete actions against his 

body, or his soul.  I'm speaking, Elis, about the fissure through which – what Milena sensed in the 

camp during forced labor, the smell of burnt flesh from the crematories – they're inside me too, and 

you, and they're lying in wait for us. 

 

The figures of this hellish geometry, with virulent blisters, whose pain has already metastasized:  

they'll give compensation later in language. 

 

I know this delirium I'm telling you about, one with which you can't yet reckon, isn't for you.  And I 

don't know if you'll be able to forgive me for this lapse, consciously laying out a drawing.  I've tried to 

go back to the scribble, to contemplation, but sometimes, accumulated things can't be dismantled.  

I've assembled and dismantled so many things!  that I don't know.  They're like blows from 

premature aging, out of which one tries to synthesize (or quantify) results.  For what?  One never 

knows or clearly suspects.  They're those pinnacles or twists in the landscape that block language 

and make it difficult for you, sometimes, to be completely inside of me; for one to be wherever one 

in particular ought to be, completely inside the whole. 

 

The buildings keep falling down and from the other side of the facades, the whole has revealed to 

me, with greater force, the reach of my unreality and the fissure of the symbolic.  We have to 

unmake our reality under the influence of other scenes and a different syntax.  Maybe we have to 

remake them with the simplest thing . . . with what remained. 
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IX 

 

Light in Madrid is more the color of lead, cloudy, cast over sandy plazas where horses kick.  The 

sidewalks are wider, and the pigeons descend from all angles, taking off at the slightest contact.  The 

subway stop at Arguelles-Lavapies reminds me of one in Caracas, the Palo Verde at Propatria.  You're 

in Europe and America at the same time.  The streets aren't indifferent, or strange.  There's 

something familiar about the intimate humor brought to things.  I thought about you on the Calle de 

Alcalá and the Gran Vía.  I wanted to bring you back a blanket, but they were too expensive.  I moved 

from plaza to plaza, from the morning's cold to warmth.  I tried to get into a church early in the 

morning but they open strangely late.  I saw the Boteros at Retiro Park and touched them.  I touched 

their bombastic asses, their deformed forms.  Four days walking up and down through the plazas, 

sculptures, museums, taverns, awoke in me an erotic awareness of the city, where the object, 

human or otherwise, was not essential for locating that sensation, since I rotated through it, got in 

through the pipes, the buildings, under the paving stones, inside my little flowery bed in the cheap 

hotel, through the department store mirrors, through the trendy cork-soled shoes, the colorful 

fabric, my darling!  I'd like so much to bring you here!  And I remembered your Spanish dances at 

home on the roof, your Tani.  Your little-girl face and its promise of a maja.  The photo of the little 

girl I once was, in the suit with red ovals, and a child's silver rings.  Grenadine castanets tiny enough 

to be hidden inside hands.  A sound poised yet constant.  An illusion of being, like the Virgen de la 

Macarena, a replica of the virgin in the painting. 

 

I saw a film, The piano, and remembered you.  A woman who lost her voice travels with her 

daughter (your exact age) to get married.  The film takes place in the nineteenth century.  She 

carries the sound of the piano (without playing it) in her mind, when she touches the wooden 

countertops, trees, entrails with her knuckles, until she manages to make her music present in all 

places.  The husband – because of her infidelity, having a gift that brings her close not only to the 

piano, but to another man – cuts off her fingers with an axe. 

 

"Well then it's the end" – Kafka says to Milena – and it's almost impossible to describe how one 

prepares them for salvation . . ." 

 

Upon return from that ill-fated trip, she tries to drown herself in the ocean with her piano, then 

leaves the ocean floor to accept reality, her average state, her mediocrity:  a metal finger, a school 

where she'll teach classes to young ladies and learn how to speak – like all the others – without 

music. 

 

To be accepted, one must make peace with a certain mediocrity.  (I did it too, my daughter.)  I've run 

my metal finger over many absurd, undeserved things. 

 

I know you still dream of "your magic wand."  You've always told me your secret is your wand, for 

resolving impossible parts of reality.  Someday, I'm sure, you'll have one. 

 

The protagonist resembles me – through a mirror's unpleasant reflection – and the girl you.  I left the 

theater without my composure.  I cried.  The only thing I wanted was to go back and hug you. 
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We land safely . . . 

 

In the airport the lines and the bitterness start.  The heat and low-hanging lights, from a city so 

beloved that it can't be lost or conquered.  When I shouted up from the street so you'd all come to 

help with the suitcases, everyone looked so fragile!  As if space and light had shrunk, and your 

bodies too, in that short time.  And I felt my vision contract again, as if I had been transported to a 

pueblo from a postcard of another era. 

 

I was here again, with you – from where I try, alternating the impossible relativity of verbal tempos – 

to tell you all about my trip.  You had cried many times.  I never forgot you (fear of forgetting makes 

me return quickly and regain my constancy).  But above all I realized that the moment is not given 

through the tangents we may provoke, or use, to cut back distance and fear.  Let the moment 

happen without our intervention.  The moment is an intimate decision of accumulated matter.  It 

arrives and it happens when it is. 

 

The frailty of the majority consists of its assault on space, hunting it down.  Not moving anything 

forward, or preparing anything, or the road fills with foreign crossroads, also on the reality of the 

page.  The moment is an erotic capacity that exceeds intentions, gestures, interpretations, even our 

intuitions.  The person whom one is (and was) is conceived – as previously redacted – for her 

permanent scene.  Nor can one choose – him, he chooses—to place him in the situation of 

foreignness in which one still believes, or dreams of believing, with confidence in desiring, making, 

and possessing. 

 

I hope that one day you'll understand these things and we can make the crossing together, so you 

can dance . . . "through the streets of Alcalá." 

 

Havana, June 1994 

 

 

X 

 

I never figured out what kind of relationship there was between Kafka and Milena.  For many years I 

hadn't read his letters.  Elis Milena (my Milena); Milena (you, the concentration camp Milena, his 

Milena).  My daughter was born on July 3, like Kafka.  Her first name would have been Milena, 

through him.  But I didn't want to break with my family's long tradition, its preference for names 

starting with the letter E.  In the end, when I began writing the first letter at the airport, the day the 

plane went off to Vienna with my luggage but not me, I thought about that name as the synthesis of 

many happenings connecting us.  I had read a biography of Milena and kept her photograph on the 

bookshelf, right by my bed.  I didn't want that fate for you or her.  All the same I sensed the 

connection in a time when "the real" is always perverted by some dream of power.  Then I went 

looking for other letters.  I read the ones from Madame de Sevigne to her daughter.  I was not at 

court among princes, and we wouldn't talk about your next hairstyle, but there's always a court 

surrounding a woman even if monarchy doesn't exist here.  On that trajectory, breaking off one 

journey in order to undertake another one, with different proportions, I found that time for the lost 

girl.  She's also surprised, and from the inside of disaster, she sees the flower with the same eyes, 
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the flower that begins to grow, even to its sorrow.  That flower is you, my tiny Elis, you who begins 

to grow inside disaster. 

 

We all feel a morbid attraction to terror and at the same time, all terror consumes us in a parallel 

likeness, though its external manifestations may be, or seem, different. 

 

That's what I've felt, while many people throw themselves into the sea, crazed by the flattened 

death in which "it doesn't matter," or in the long wait for a life they dreamed. 

 

For that abuse of fate, I interjected the word's refuge into the construction of spaces of relation, 

between the mother I once was and the daughter I'll be.  If I revisit that instant, it's because it gives 

me the possibility of building a sketch confining the subject to a question of why.  Everything is prior 

and subsequent. 

 

The day I complete the book, I arrive at its beginning.  With your birth, Milena, it comes back to life.  

Nothing about this happens by chance.  We don't choose.  We just tilt the re-encounter a little more 

toward a particular position in space and time. 

 

In culture there's a reversability to biological time:  the future determines the present much more 

than the past does.  It's true – the scientists say – that the entropy in an open system diminishes.  I 

know nothing of exact sciences, just intuit the system open to creation and time's mobility in 

multiple directions.  I look at Self-portrait with Clock, by Chagall, and take the distraction, noise and 

chance into account.  Your eyes are the color of a cockroach wing (another link to Kafka).  I arranged 

the drawings in a group.  I wanted to give you advice about something but held off.  Advise you or lie 

to you about what?  So I set aside everything I had compiled and gave preference instead to spelling 

out what was taking shape in the here and now, in my cerebration.  It appeared as far away as the 

eye of the cat looking at me, a genre I still can't comprehend, at which maybe I'll arrive.  The cat 

understands me. 

 

There's only a form of energy badly translated by the words, then corrected by the keyboard's drive.  

So first I wrote by hand in very small lettering, the better to adjust the mind's voyage to the paper, if 

that's not a trap as well. 

 

But Milena is here (like Katherine, Sylvia, Simone, Virginia and so many others).  Because the 

incessant process of insertion is determined more by what will happen than what has already 

happened.  The future prevails, arranges and improves the model.  And this investment in 

individuality is the result not of a conscious will (nor the will of god guided in this sense) but a 

mixture between a program, undetermined acts, and nature.  I think too, because you exist, that the 

passage of time is always creative, never – in spite of superficial acts that seek to demonstrate the 

contrary – destructive. 

 

While the clock in Chagall's painting rocks with its yellow pendulum on the wall (places of power are 

yellow, they say) and the blue girl on the orange canvas dreams that she returned from that earlier 

time, flying.  And in that time after her extended childhood, she ruminates on the process of 

growing, intention doubled, over the wrinkle in absolute time. 
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Ánimas Street, July 20 1994 
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The Three Corpses by Jami Nakamura Lin 

 

From the beginning, I knew that terror is a god. But now, I also believe that what might sound like a 

death rattle is merely the echo of ancestral song. 

All masters of technique and physicians know how to prepare medicines to heal the body, but they do 

not know that the crouching corpses within the body are stronger than any medicines prepared by 

men.  

— Taishang lingbao wufuxu, circa 400 CE, as translated by Gil Raz 

 

 

* 

 

When you are born, Daoist lore says, three spirits enter your body. Depending on who you ask, these 

spirits are sometimes called the Three Corpses and sometimes called the Three Worms.  

 

My cousin—whose parents are both Taiwanese, and whose Taiwanese-ness is salient to her in a way 

only my Japanese-ness is for me—was the one who told me of these crouching corpses that take up 

residence in your heart, stomach, and head, and signify the past, present, and future. The worms lie 

to you. They lull you with songs of the past and dreams of the future, and the more you listen, the 

more you veer away from true consciousness. While you are distracted, the worms feed on you. 

They agitate illness within your body. They meticulously keep track of your actions in order to report 

your sins to the gods. They welcome disease. They want you—the host—to die; for when you die, 

they will be free.  

 

* 

 

My tumor arrived one year after my father’s tumors made their home in his stomach. Like a joke, 

mine first appeared during my baby shower.  

 

“You have something stuck in your teeth,” my friend told me, gesturing towards my champagne flute 

filled with orange juice and fruit. 

 

What she thought was a raspberry was actually the first stage of what I later learned was a pyogenic 

granuloma of the gingiva. In layman’s terms: a benign mouth tumor. When I pressed on the dark red 

blister bubbling on the gum line between my right lateral incisor and my canine, it bled and bled. It 

would not stop bleeding. For fifteen minutes of my baby shower, I stood in the bathroom while my 

friends decorated onesies with permanent markers. The rest of the day, I alternated holding ice and 

a clump of tissue paper to my gum; in all the photos from that day, I am tight-lipped. 

 

It grew larger every day, expanding behind my teeth into a bulbous growth, soft and fleshy. Pyogenic 

granuloma can occur in up to five percent of pregnant women, though I’d never heard of it before. 

Our increased hormones make us susceptible. As an immunosuppressant, progesterone can increase 

tissue reaction. You need some type of stimuli—a local irritant, bacterial plaque—to spark the lesion. 

From there, the tumor grows rapidly as your hormones rise. If large enough, the tumor has to be 
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surgically removed, though there’s a chance it’ll come back throughout your pregnancy. After 

pregnancy, it usually disappears on its own.  

 

From the beginning, I knew that terror is a god. 

If my granuloma had appeared in a vacuum—that is, if my father hadn’t also been dying of cancer—I 

would remember my tumor and its two removals only as a painful and deeply unpleasant part of a 

painful and deeply unpleasant pregnancy. Instead, my benign tumor gained outsize significance. Or 

rather, I imbued it with significance. When my father and I joked about our respective tumors, I 

latched onto the word our, holding on to the plural for as long as I could. 

 

* 

 

My father’s first tumor, the one we were told was not cancerous, was removed in 2003. That part is 

true. Afterwards, the story went, he kept the tumor floating in a Mason jar on his desk. For years, I 

imagined a pink-tendriled jellyfish twirling suspended in clear liquid, a beam of light shining through 

the glass. I thought about it so often—what this piece of my father must look like—that it played the 

starring role in an essay for which I won a prize. But I never saw it; I thought he’d kept it in the office 

of his medical practice before finally throwing it away.  

 

The story broke down slowly. When the tumors returned in 2017, when we discovered that they 

were actually cancer and that the cancer was actually terminal, I finally saw what they actually 

looked like. After an operation, my father’s surgeon showed me and my mother an iPhone photo of 

my father’s twenty tumors arranged neatly on a tray. The largest one was the size of an orange, the 

smallest ones tinier than blueberries, all of them red and pulpy, nothing like the dazzling 

phosphorescent blob I’d imagined. In response, I updated my old tumor essay, incorporating a new 

section about our imagined truths versus reality. 

 

Under questioning, as I write this in 2020, my mother informs me that he never kept his tumor at all. 

He wasn’t allowed; it had to be sent to Johns Hopkins or Mayo Clinic or somewhere for testing. 

“Where did that story come from, then?” I asked her. But she didn’t even know the story I was 

talking about. What I had thought was family apocrypha was instead a story of my own imagining, 

re-encoded in my memory every time I rewrote it. In the end, I was only talking to myself. 

 

What is verifiably true, however, is that before the tumor even departed his person, my father 

named it Tommy. Thereafter he referred to it as a him. “This is Tommy the Tumor,” my father would 

say, “the son I never had.” To this, my mother would roll her eyes in exaggerated fashion and say 

Charlie; they’d been doing a variation of this bit their entire married life. 

 

In the years between 2003 and 2017, when we thought that the tumor was something In the Past, I 

would laugh while repeating the Tommy tale to new acquaintances—My bizarre family!—squishing 

us into a box the size of that Mason jar.  

 

* 
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In the two months between my baby shower and my daughter’s birth, my tumor took up increasing 

space both in my mouth and in my mind. But parasites have always terrified me. The idea of 

something inside you, you but not you. How could you prepare for such an attack from within? How 

would you know it was there? 

 

My father was the only one in the family group chat who wanted to see my mouth tumor as it 

developed, who was willing to talk to me about it. Like me, he loved the gross and grotesque. I 

suppose being a doctor requires a certain fortitude, one I did not generally inherit, though I loved 

the visceral and the viscous. My reaction first: Don’t show me! Then: Show me.  

 

Granuloma, Even the word is gross in the mouth. Saying it sounds like bits of sand lodged between 

your teeth.  

 

My tumor grew so intrusive that I had it removed by an oral surgeon. Afterwards, it grew back even 

bigger, reaching the size of a small grape. It looked like a knob of uncooked chicken breast limned 

with fat. Once, I accidentally swallowed part of it, thinking it was pulled chicken that had gotten 

trapped behind my teeth. Only afterwards did I realize I’d chewed up the edges of the tumor itself. 

 

* 

 

We moved at a similar pace then—me with a belly full of baby, my father with a belly full of cancer. 

Both of us were slow, cautious. But we were moving in different directions. My tumor died when my 

daughter was born. My father’s died when he did.  

 

These days, my two-year-old loves when we wear matching clothing. When I let her try on my white 

patterned Uniqlo shirt while I’m wearing the matching black one, she shrieks with delight. 

 

“Mama, me. Mama, me,” she says, pointing back and forth at us. I understand her impulse, the need 

to be the same, if just for today. I understand the desire to have something that says we belong 

together, even if the similarity can be removed as easily as when my daughter, tiring of her game, 

steps out of my shirt, letting the garment trail behind her before she kicks it away.  

 

* 

 

According to folklore, to remove the three corpses you must make a concoction of root and liquor 

and flour and yeast, and thicken it until it looks like caramel. Or you must make a tincture of 

cinnabar. Or you must use a special breathing technique while swallowing in a certain way. After 

thirty days, you will excrete the lower corpse (the worm of your belly). After sixty days, you will 

excrete the middle corpse (the worm of your heart). After one hundred days, you will excrete the 

superior corpse (the worm of your head). If you do this, you will be free. If you do this, you will not 

die.  

 

The things he tried: de-bulking surgery, chemotherapy via pills, chemotherapy via infusion, radiation 

through his veins. And the tumors came back and they came back and they came back. Every week, 
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my ama drove over in her white Cadillac with food she thought could heal her son: purple potatoes, 

pudding cups, cooked broccoli in a plastic bowl.  

 

But what is a purple potato against the tenacity of the Three Corpses who seek their own freedom? 

What is a broccoli floret against the Three Worms, who know that when their host dies, they may 

roam the world as ghosts, eating and drinking from family altars as they please? 

 

* 

 

After my father died, I feared the worm of the heart. I feared that I would be lulled by the siren song 

of the past and stay there, calcifying, the titular character in Faulkner’s story who sleeps beside her 

father’s corpse. How seductive to remain in a life already lived, one where the outcome is known, 

not the one unfolding in its uncertain paths.  

 

But this fall, I go to the dentist after avoiding it for two years, traumatized from the pain of my 

mouth tumor surgeries, and fearful of the needle. I prepare as much as I can: I talk about it with my 

therapist. I plan to have my husband come with me. At the last moment, he can’t, because our 

babysitting plans fall through and he has to watch our daughter. But I do it anyway. I get there forty-

five minutes early, so I can take half my Xanax, then fifteen minutes later, my other half. The nitrous 

oxide does its job, and when the needle jabs into my gums, I feel it only a little.  

 

If I ended this piece there, it would end on a moment of hope: of grief abating, changing, of being 

able to do things you weren’t able to do before. Of life moving on. Instead, I’ll tell you this: The 

dentist cannot fill all my cavities. You need a root canal, he tells me, showing me enormous photos 

on an enormous screen. I have never seen such photos before. There is my tooth, cavernous and 

open. He points at a little speck. That’s your nerve ending, he says. It’s too big to fill. I’ll need a root 

canal and a crown to fix it. Be careful, he tells me, or they’ll keep growing.  

 

How seductive to remain in a life already lived, one where the outcome is known. 

Only later, when it begins to hurt, do I understand that the tooth that needs the root canal is the 

tooth next to where my mouth tumor grew and grew and grew. A cavity is an absence. Nature 

abhors a vacuum.  

 

* 

 

Before he died, my father paid for his own cremation using my credit card. He QuickPay-ed me the 

money right after, but he wanted to make sure I hit the minimum spend on my new Citi AAdvantage 

Platinum Select credit card—as in, the card’s minimum amount of purchases I need to make during 

the first three months so I receive the bonus of fifty thousand airline miles. He wanted to make sure 

everything was orderly: for his death, for my future plans, travel included. (“I told the cremation 

people, if you don’t take a credit card, I’m not dying with you,” he joked.) 

 

Later, after the man from the crematorium left our living room with his slick brochures and his 

attache case, after my father had lain on the couch to rest, as was his custom in those days when his 

energy had to be meted out by the teaspoon, I asked him why he chose cremation. He was wearing 
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the heavy knit beige cardigan he wore at least every other day. His body had no fat to it. He was 

always cold. It was his cocoon.  

 

“Then my body is everywhere,” he said. “It can be one with the atoms. I don’t want it to be in the 

ground, getting eaten by mice. It’ll be their revenge, after I trapped so many of their brothers.”  

 

(Almost two years after my father’s death, he finally appears on the page in scene, in high definition. 

Finally, he speaks. After two years, he has solidified: I can speak of the way he was as a person, 

instead of as a ghost. He is dying in reverse, appearing slowly through the fog of grief.)  

 

After explaining his decision to me, my father closed his eyes to take a nap, his thin parched body 

curled on our green suede couch.  

 

* 

 

From the beginning, I knew that terror is a god. But now, I also believe that what might sound like a 

death rattle is merely the echo of ancestral song. For there he is, singing a hymn off-key in the 

balcony of our church. There he is, whispering “Chouchou, my little chouchou,” in my newborn 

daughter’s ear. There he is, holding my mother’s hand as they walk in the woods behind their house. 

There he is, kissing my sisters’ and my foreheads before we go to bed, calling us his precious 

treasures.  

 

And there he is, sleeping on the couch. I watch the man who shouldered me all of my life, watch his 

hollow chest rising up and down as he breathes. Rest, Papu. Rest. You are so small now. But because 

you are so light, I can move your legs to sit next to you. Because you are so light, I can carry you 

always, wherever we need to go.  
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Non-playable characters, with Billy by Silke Heisse 

You find non-playable characters in digital games, 

says my son – no matter the moment, 

they sprout identical script, 

which makes them unusable 

in any story you’re building 

for points. All you can do with an npc 

is leave them be. 
 

He reckons my dad is like that – 

the Alzheimer’s making him ask 

the same questions, over and over, 

taking in nothing you say. 
 

And yes – it’s difficult, 

the old man is verbose and restless, 

cleans his teeth with his hearing aid tube, 

reads by focusing through the tunnel of his fingers, 

while his glasses stare, 

from their pretty case, open, 

and he picks and eats bits, 

that fall from my mother’s mouth, 

onto her bib. 
 

Yet – it’s my mother gets my goat. 
 

Five years she’s half-paralysed, 

dependent on others to move and wash her, 

serve her food, pass her tissues, 

pluck that loose hair, and that one, please, 

from her sleeve. 

Could there be anybody 

more deserving of love and compassion? 
 

But since she lost hope 

that she will ever walk or work or cook again, 

she’s given up control 

over words. "The wicked stroke,  

my punishment," is her refrain, as she repeats 

what she spoke frequently, 

even when she was still shopping, hiking, silversmithing  

– "I can’t imagine," and "I understand nothing" – 

now hitting her good palm 

at her forehead, 

abandoned to self-hate. 

Don’t blame the wine, for, 
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sober in the morning, 

she sighs, "Oh, God, is the cake good, 

I don’t deserve it." 
 

She wrings the last of my patience out of me –  

my mother gets my goat, and he’s a billy!  

Head ducked low – what is this thing?? 

His eyes – canary-yellow – do not sing! 
 

A ‘non-playable character’ 

– is that my mom in my life’s story? 

I understand and can imagine 

what might have inspired npc’s – 

some desperate dude, 

inventing his ease! 
 

My billy’s spirit perks at that, 

he cackles, with his horns thrown back, 

his snowy goatee blows in the breeze, 

as he the dreaded wheelchair flees, 

departing from all blame and blunder, 

to climb the heights of this poem, in wonder. 
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