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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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Shifting the Silence 
secrecy, stigmas, shame, silences and 

speaking out 

 
 

“If at least this pain helped  

if it knocked walls  

if it opened doors  

if it spoke 

if it sang and uncombed my hair”  

- Renata Pallottini 

 

“I write with the blind malice of children pelting a madwoman, like a crow, with stones. No—I don’t 

write: I open a breach in the dusk so the dead can send messages through…. “  

- Alejandra Pizarnik 

 

“because i cannot find the words 

because i know only euphemism for my tenderest part”  

- Safia Elhillo  
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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 to 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  

● Something I always wanted to say to you 

● Can you keep a secret?  

● Something overheard  

● I have no words 

● The cat swallowed my tongue  

● If the walls had ears 

● They say…  

● I’m afraid  

● I cannot stop thinking about you  

● I want to kill my lover 

● Promise not to tell…  

● If the dead could speak  
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Writing Exercises 

● Write what is secret. Then write what is shared. Experiment with writing each in two 

different ways: veiled language, direct language. 

● Shared secrets – Everyone writes a secret, folds it and puts it in a box. Take one and write 

someone else's secret/ use it as a prompt.  

● “Show don’t tell,” is the first rule we are taught in creative writing. Flagrantly break the rule. 

Or take it to the extreme – write with only your eyes / from the perspective of a hidden 

camera.  

● In The Shriek, Renata Pallottini writes from the POV of her pain. If your pain could speak, 

what would it say?  

● Gossip – Fernanda Melchor uses  gossip and hearsay to tell the story - in the absence of an 

accepted “truth”, how can gossip be used to tell what otherwise goes unsaid, how can it 

capture the truth/ voice of a community? Write a piece using gossip and hearsay.  

● Write what Andrea Abreu calls “Pure Guts and Grit” – things that don’t or can’t be written 

because they are taboo or cause discomfort in the reader.  

● What are you afraid of? Write to and from that fear.  

● Silence is louder than words – silence can also be a productive strategy that forces the 

reader to read between the lines - write a piece / a poem then erase 80 percent of it.  

● Systematically derange the language: undo the language as you write (see Marwa Hela) 

replace, change or leave out letters or words, use words as sound  

● Choose a period of time, perhaps five or nine months. Every day, write a letter that will 

never be sent to a person who does or does not exist, or to a number of people who do or 

do not exist. Create a title for each letter and don't send them. Pile them up as a book. 

● Homolinguistic translation: Take a piece or writing (someone else's, then your own) and 

translate it "English to English" by substituting word for word, phrase for phrase, line for 

line, or "free" translation as response to each phrase or sentence. 

● Write from the POV of those who cannot speak - the dead, the missing, the silenced…  

● “My tongue is a refuge. My tongue is a foreign vessel. My tongue is a weapon. My tongue is 

an organ. My tongue is my song.” (Angel Dominguez). Write a secret history or the secret 

“lives” of your tongue.  

  



8 
 

READINGS 

The Shriek by RENATA PALLOTTINI, Brazil, 1937 - 

(Trans. Monique and Carlos Altschul)

 

If at least this pain helped  

if it knocked walls  

if it opened doors  

if it spoke 

if it sang and uncombed my hair 

 

if at least this pain saw itself  

if it sprung from the throat like a shriek  

if it fell from the window  

if it would burst 

if it would die 

 

if the pain were a piece of hard bread  

one could swallow with strength  

and spit out after 

stain the street the cars the space the other  

that dark other which passes indifferently 

and does not suffer who has a right not to suffer 

 

if pain were only finger flesh  

which can be rubbed on stone wall  

so it hurts hurts visibly  

painfully  

with tears 

 

if at least this pain would bleed 
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Excerpts from Universal Grammar by M. NourbeSe Philip 

 

A tapering, blunt-tipped, muscular, soft and fleshy organ describes 

(a) the penis. 

(b) the tongue. 

(c) neither of the above. 

(d) both of the above. 

In man the tongue is 

(a) the principal organ of taste. 

(b) the principal organ of articulate speech. 

(c) the principal organ of oppression and exploitation. 

(d) all of the above. 

The tongue 

(a) is an interwoven bundle of striated muscle running in three 

planes. 

(b) is fixed to the jawbone. 

(c) has an outer covering of a mucous membrane covered with 

papillae. 

(d) contains ten thousand taste buds, none of which is sensitive 

to the taste of foreign words. 

Air is forced out of the lungs up the throat to the larynx where it 

causes the vocal cords to vibrate and create sound. The metamorphosis 

from sound to intelligible word requires 

(a) the lip, tongue and jaw all working together. 

(b) a mother tongue. 

(c) the overseer’s whip. 

(d) all of the above or none. 

 

 

 

 

Parsing — the exercise of telling the part of speech of each word in a sentence 

(Latin, pars, a part) 

the — distinguishing adjective, limiting the noun, cell. 

smallest — adjective of quantity, superlative degree, qualifying the noun, 

cell (unsuccessfully). 

cell — common noun, neuter gender, singular number, third person, 

nominative case governing the intransitive verb, remembers. (Longterm 

memory improves cell growth in nerve cells.) 

remembers — regular verb, transitive, active voice, indicative mood, present 

tense, singular number, third person agreeing with its nominative, 

cell which remembers and so re-members. 

O — sound of exclamation as in O God! Made by rounding the lips; first 

syllable of word name of African goddess of the river — O/shun 
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Man 

Man is 

The tall man is 

The tall, blond man is 

The tall, blond, blue-eyed man is 

The tall, blond, blue-eyed, white-skinned man is 

many factors affect and determine the order of 

words in a spoken sentence: the state of mind of 

the speaker; the gender of the speaker; his or her 

intentions; the context of the speech; the impression 

the speaker wishes to make; the balance of 

power between speaker and listener and, not least 

of all, the constraints of universal grammar 

The tall, blond, blue-eyed, white-skinned man is shooting 

the smallest cell 

remembers 

a sound 

(sliding two semitones to return 

home) 

a secret order 

among syllables 

Leg/ba 

O/shun 

Shan/go 

heart races 

blood pounds 

remembers 

speech 

 

 

fragments — common noun, neuter gender, plural number, third person 

object of verb remembers. Re-membered fragments become whole. 

tremble — regular verb, instransitive, used as a noun, lacking all attributes of 

the noun but movement. Only verbs have movement. 

ex — prefix signifying in English and Latin ‘out’ or ‘forth’ as in exodus — the 

departure of the Israelites from the black land, Egypt; ‘to remove’, ‘expel’ or 

‘drive out’ as in exorcize by use of a holy name like Legba, Oshun or Shango. 

man — common noun, male gender, singular number, third person, 

nominative case governing the verb, is. And woman. 

again — adverb used incorrectly as a noun modifying the transitive verb, 

forget, used incorrectly as a noun. 

 

fragments 
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brief 

as Sappho’s 

tremble of tongue on the brink of 

ex/ 

( when the passage of sound is completely 

blocked a consonant is called) 

plosive 

tongue on the brink of 

ex/ 

(prefix — occurring only before vowels) 

odus 

orcize 

on the brink of 

ex/ 

(to strip or peel off (the skin) 1547) 

coriate 

The tall, blond, blue-eyed, white-skinned man is shooting 

tongue trembles 

on the again and again 

of forget 

the theory of universal grammar suggests the way 

we learn language is innate — that the conscious 

mind is not as responsible as we might believe in 

this process. our choices of grammatical possibilities 

and expressions are, in fact, severely limited; 

it is these very limitations that ensure we learn 

language easily and naturally. 

 

 

Parsing — the exercise of dis-membering language into fragmentary 

cells that forget to re-member. 

 

 

 

raped — regular, active, used transitively the again and again against 

women participled into the passive voice as in, ‘to get raped’; past 

present future — tense(d) against the singular or plural number of the 

unnamed subject, man 
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Poems by ALEJANDRA PIZARNIK, Argentina 1936-1972  

 

A Beggar Voice 

 

And still I dare to love 

the sound of the light in a dead hour 

the color of time on a ruined wall. 

 

In my eyes I’ve lost everything. 

Asking is so far away. And so close, this knowledge of want. 

 

Cold In Hand Blues 

and what is it you’re going to say 

i’m just going to say something 

and what’s this you’re going to do 

i’m going to hide behind language 

and why is that 

i’m afraid 

 

[…] ON SILENCE 

  

         …it’s all in some language I don’t know… 

                        L. C. (Through the Looking-glass) 

            I feel the world’s pain like a foreign language. 

                     Cecilia Meireles 

 

            They play the part “estranged”. 

                        Michaux 

            … SOMEBODY killed SOMETHING. 

                     L. Carroll (Through the Looking-glass)  

  

                                 I. 

          This little blue doll is my envoy in the world. 

             An orphan in the garden rain where a lilac-colored bird gobbles lilacs and 

a rose-colored bird gobbles roses. 

  

             I’m frightened of the grey wolf lurking in the rain. 

  

             Whatever you see, whatever can be taken away, is unspeakable. 

             Words bolt all doors. 
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             I remember rambling through the sycamores … 

             But I can’t stop the drama—gas fills the chambers of my little doll’s heart. 

             I lived the impossible, destroyed by the impossible. 

  

             Oh, the banality of my evil passions, 

             enslaved by ancient tenderness. 

  

                                 II. 

             No one paints in green. 

             Everything is orange. 

             If I am anything, I’m cruelty. 

             Colors streak the silent sky like rotting beasts. Then someone tries to write 

a poem out of forms, colors, bitterness, lucidity (Hush, alejandra, you’ll frighten 

the children…) 

  

                                 III. 

             The poem is space and it scars. 

             I am not like my little blue doll who still suckles the milk of birds.                                

  

             Memory of your voice in the fatal morning guarded by a sun rebounding 

in the eyes of turtles. 

  

             The light of sense goes out remembering your voice before this green 

celestial mixture, this marriage of sea and sky. 

  

             And I prepare my death.  

  

 [untitled] 

 

She wants to speak, but I know what she is. She believes love is death—even if everything devoid of 

love disgusts her. Since her love makes her innocent, why should she speak? Mistress of the Castle, 

her fingers play upon mirrors of pronouns. 

  

With every word I write I remember the void that makes me write what I couldn’t if I let you in. 

  

I stand by the poem. It takes me to the edge, far from the homes of the living. And when I finally 

disappear—where will I be? 

  

No one understands. Everything I am waits for you and still I hunt the night of the poem. I think only 

of your body while I shape and reshape my poem’s body as if it were broken. 

  

And no one understands me. I know that life and love must change. Such statements, coming from 

the mask over the animal I am, painfully suggest a kinship between words and shadows. And that’s 

where it comes from, this state of terror that negates humanity. 
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26/XI/69 

  

NIGHT, THE POEM 

  

If you find your true voice, bring it to the land of the dead. There is kindness in the ashes. And terror 

in non-identity. A little girl lost in a ruined house, this fortress of my poems. 

  

I write with the blind malice of children pelting a madwoman, like a crow, with stones. No—I don’t 

write: I open a breach in the dusk so the dead can send messages through. 

  

What is this job of writing? To steer by mirror-light in darkness. To imagine a place known only to 

me. To sing of distances, to hear the living notes of painted birds on Christmas trees. 

  

My nakedness bathed you in light. You pressed against my body to drive away the great black frost 

of night. 

  

My words demand the silence of a wasteland. 

  

Some of them have hands that grip my heart the moment they’re written. Some words are doomed 

like lilacs in a storm. And some are like the precious dead—even if I still prefer to all of them the 

words for the doll of a sad little girl.                                                      

  

23/XI/69  

  

4  [untitled]  

Even if she saw me cry and clutched me to hear breast, I wouldn’t revive. True, I’d be able to look in 

her eyes like Van Gogh saw the sun and shattered it in sunflowers—Can “life” be spelled with two 

“i”s? 

   

Dolls are so cruel. And why shouldn’t they be, when men and beasts and even stones are cruel? In 

the poem, dolls and other creatures of the night are exposed. Poem, this is night. Have you met the 

night? 

  

Roses are red in her fiery insatiable hands. 

  

I call night silence. Night emerges from death. Night emerges from life. All absence lives in the night. 

  

Then, in the morning, I cried: 

  

My darling night, my little one, teeming with villains. 

My love, call me Sasha. I’m recasting the play as a purely interior tragedy. Everything is an interior. 

  

feb. 1970 
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5   BLANK SLATE 

cisterns in memory 

rivers in memory 

pools in memory 

always water in memory 

wind in memory 

whispering in memory 

  

6  WANTED: DEAD OR ALIVE 

I forced myself 

kicking and screaming 

into language 

  

7  ONLY SIGN 

Please alejandra 

open your eyes, 

kindle the light 

of birth.  
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Who remains standing? by Andree Chedid  

First,  

erase your name,  

unravel your years,  

destroy your surroundings,  

uproot what you seem,  

and who remains standing?  

Then,  

rewrite your name,  

restore your age,  

rebuild your house,  

pursue your path,  

and then,  

endlessly,  

start over, all over again.  
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My silence by Nazik al-Mata'ika  

 

You may reproachfully provoke  

my guilt.  

Would I retreat?  

Would the sharp icicle of your plaque  

cut through my flames?  

Would I yield,  

and not go mad?  

No.  

I should revolt, 

I scream inside.  

But  

were I to trespass  

darken the air  

with some bitter phrase  

perhaps a misplaced word  

You would be offended  

turn dry like sand  

Rise  

and quietly  

disappear.  

Don't ask me why  

I am gagged.  

Here, I remain  

a bed of roses bent  

under your snow;  

a puzzle of unanswerable questions  

in some corner of your heart.  

It is destiny's prescription:  

Adam is the ice  

Eve the fire.  
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Washing off disgrace by Nazik al-illala'ika  

 

 

"Mother!"  

A last gasp through her teeth and tears.  

The vociferous moan of the night.  

Blood gushed.  

Her body stabbed staggered.  

The waves of her hair  

swayed with crimson mud.  

"Mother!"  

Only heard by her man of blood.  

At dawn  

If her twenty years of forlorn hope should call  

the meadows and the roseate buds shall echo:  

She's gone  

washing off disgrace!  

 

Neighborhood women would gossip her story.  

The date palms would pass it on to the breeze.  

It would be heard in the squeaking of every  

weather-beaten door.  

and the cobbled stones would whisper:  

She's gone  

washing off disgrace!  

 

Tomorrow  

wiping his dagger before his pals  

the butcher bellows,  

"Disgrace?  

A mere stain on the forehead, 

now washed,"  

At the tavern turning to the barman, he yells,  

"More wine  

and send me that lazy beauty of a nymphet  

you got, the one with the mouth of myrrh."  

One woman would pour wine  

to a jubilant man  

another paid  

washing off disgrace!  

 

Women of the neighborhood  

women of the village  

we knead dough with our tears  
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that they may be well-fed  

we loosen our braids  

that they may be pleased  

We peel the skin of our hands washing their clothes  

that they may be spotless white.  

No smile  

No joy  

No rest  

for the glitter of a dagger  

  of a father  

     of a brother  

       Is all eyes.  

Tomorrow who knows  

what deserts may banish  

you  

washing off disgrace!  

  



20 
 

 

A tale by Salma al-Khadra' al-Jayyusi 

 

My father-in-law goes to bed,  

sleeps with his wife, gets up,  

takes a bath and prays God for Paradise.  

 

That's God's law and the Prophet's:  

an unquenchable river of kisses,  

houri dreams like a snake.  

wriggling between his thighs,  

a neatly drained putz  

his idea of fun in bed,  

plowing woman to harvest children.  

 

My husband worships the randy flea too,  

he's usually to be found  

stuffing dinars into wrappers  

to buy a second wife.  

 

As for me I wear a scar  

on my buccaneer's brow  

while I sail the wind everywhichwhere,  

wife to exile,  

my people dead or dying,  

my children lamps in the windows  

of my storm-moved house.  

My country? My country!  

sliver moon of sorrow,  

my mother's dead body  

wandering in the hills,  

wind stands frozen by her grave.  



21 
 

Shudan by Salma al-Khadra' al-Jayyusi 

 

Black lily's blood stains his eyes and hair, 

on his cheeks India's sun burns a thousand ebony kisses,  

burnishing his trembling, half-opened lips  

with light approaching passion's in-tensest flame.  

 

He entered my world, a stranger taking no part,  

never stealing into my house of memory,  

winning the honored place among my loves,  

for like silk wind he but briefly caressed my flower.  

 

He will go away and I won't lose any sleep over it,  

he will not learn to drink regret from my sighs  

or kiss away those tears I never shed for him,  

plucking putative roses from my passionate cheeks.  

 

He will not be numbered among my heart's cares  

I won't waste my days in aimless hours on account of him  

or squeeze my heart to give it rest, mad  

to wrap him tight in the sweetness of oblivion.  

 

He will go away and not mar the still life I've chosen,  

sleeping secrets in my eyes will not wake to madness,  

he cannot further terrorize a heart already quelled by grief.  

Shudan came and went, we never spoke a word.  

 

Was it all for nothing he passed this way and by beauty  

lit a beauty within that troubles me still, easing  

love's deathless need for an instant so that I desire \ 

to hurl myself at all that's pure and perfect in the world?  

 

Was it all for nothing Shudan stopped before my temple gate 

and heard the psalm I raise within, honoring his passing.  

He made me laugh for joy while I burned incense to his name,  

without offering in return one taste of nectar from my lips?  

 

All in all it is good while we search for the unknown and fall,  

gambling with perilous joys that rend body and soul,  

lusting for the touch of hands that inflame, weary flesh,  

to win from life a brief and timeless truce that cheats the grave.  

 

It was good he paused before me, this sudden storm of light  

stirring dead hope, clear spark of beauty uncut by pain.  
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These times give meaning to my life and make me whole:  

my cup has many cracks yet the wine always kissed the brim.   
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To her sister and comrade in resistance by Fadwa Tugan 

 

At last, I conceded 

as the beast wanted  

under the savagery of the investigation  

Sister, my beloved  

forgive me. 

I said "yes"  

Not because I could not bear  

the gnawing pain  

Neither because one of the barbarians  

kept banging my bleeding head  

against the wall,  

then tossing me  

numb  

like a morsel between his jaws.  

 

If that were all  

My determination, patience and pride  

and unwavering faith  

could have sustained me  

I could have endured.  

But one of them  

wanted to — 

Sister  

Spare me the words 

I am choking  

every time that racking scene  

passes through my memory  

I shudder.  

 

Now ten years of my life  

will here be spent  

an atonement for the moment  

of my surrender.  
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To Etan by Fadwa Tugan 

To Etan: 

An Israeli child 

from the Kibbutz Ma'oz Hayim  

 

He falls  

under the star that branches  

a wild tree in his hands  

a web woven with the threads of steel stretching  

walls of blood  

around The Dream.  

He is caught.  

Opening his eyes  

Etan, the child, asks,  

"How long do we have to watch over this land?"  

And time deformed  

dragged in khaki, bypasses him  

through flames and smoke  

sorrows and death.  

 

If only the Star could foretell the truth.  

 

Etan, my child  

Like the harbor that is drowning  

I can see you drown  

through the lie  

The bloated dream is a sinking load.  

I am afraid for you, my child  

to have to grow up in this web of things  

to be gradually stripped of  

your human heart and face  

you could fall again, my child  

and fall  

and fall  

fading into a fathomless end.  
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Mother's inheritance by Fawziyya Abu Khalid 

 

Mother,  

You did not leave me an inheritance of  

necklaces for a wedding  

but a neck  

that towers above the guillotine  

Not an embroidered veil for my face  

but the eyes of a falcon  

that glitter like the daggers  

in the belts of our men.  

Not a piece of land large enough  

to plant a single date palm  

but the primal fruit of The Fertile Crescent:  

My Womb.  

 

You let me sleep with all the children  

of our neighbourhood  

that my agony may give birth  

to new rebels  

 

In the bundle of your will  

I thought I could find  

a seed from The Garden of Eden  

that I may plant in my heart  

forsaken by the seasons  

Instead  

You left me with a sheathless sword  

the name of an obscure child carved on its blade  

Every pore in me  

every crack  

opened up:  

A sheath.  

  

I plunged the sword into my heart  

but the wall could not contain it  

I thrust it into my lungs  

but the window could not box it  

I dipped it into my waist  

but the house was too small for it  

It lengthened into the streets  

defoliating the decorations  

of official holidays 

Tilling asphalt  
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Announcing the season of  

The Coming Feast.  

Mother,  

Today, they came to confiscate the inheritance  

you left me.  

They could not decipher the children's fingerprints  

They could not walk the road that stretches  

between the arteries of my heart  

and the cord that feeds the babe 

in every mother's womb.  

They seized the children of the neighborhood  

for interrogation  

They could not convict the innocence in their eyes.  

They searched my pockets 

took off my clothes  

peeled my skin  

But they failed to reach  

the glistening silk that nestles  

the twin doves  

in my breast.   
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Would I betray you? By Fawziyya Abu Kahlid 

 

It was midday.  

Roosters were crowing.  

Children were playing  

in the alleys and on the rooftops.  

The bulls were ploughing  

while fathers were making love  

to their female slaves.  

Would I betray you?  

 

It was midday.  

The mare was neighing in my bosom.  

The Sultan's flagellator was training it  

for the second round  

While I was stumbling 

in the anklets  

of a limping maiden  

driven to a slave-market.  

 

Would I betray you? 

 

Now that your child is in my womb  

There's no more space  

for both your child and me  

at the round table  

they took me too  

to sign my name. 

 

Labor pains in my back are in the way of signing the manifesto  

on which signatures are being collected.  

Would I betray you?  

 

A woman that freely mingles with men  

outside marriage is summoned for my case.  

An illegitimate child defends me.  

Simone de Beauvoir cites my case,  

the guillotine is remote  

And the children are still  

the height of the sword.  

 

If I embraced my flagellator  

Forgive me,  

for his mother was a slave  
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My blood runs in his veins  

shedding the chains  

that blued his blood  

with poison 

If I chopped off  

the broker's tongue 

between my teeth 

Forgive me  

but his father was a blind man  

selling veils in our quarter  

not knowing that the woman he loved  

was the Sultan's daughter.  

 

Would I betray you? 

 

It was midday The children were playing with matches  

The fathers were sleeping the siesta  

next to their female slaves 

While I  

was being raped 

in the courtyard of the house  

with no salvation  

except for the children's flames. 
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Encounter by Hanan Alikha'il 

 

Words that find  

no respite  

rest  

on your brow — 

but in my heart  

your yearning  

silence,  

and in your palm  

the pulse of time,  

and in our flesh  

nails  

of all woman  

all man  

for all time  

sink  

to live  

my love.  

Skin between us knows no cells  

We are. 
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Excerpt from Hurricane Season by Fernanda Melchor 

 

They say she never really died, because witches don’t go without a fight. They say that, at the last 

minute, just before those kids stabbed her, she transformed into something else: a lizard or a rabbit, 

which scurried away and took cover in the heart of the bush. Or into the giant raptor that appeared 

in the sky in the days following the murder: a great beast that swept in circles above the crops and 

then perched on the branches of the trees to peer at the people below with its red eyes, as if 

wanting to open its beak and speak to them. 

 

They say there was no shortage of people who entered that house looking for the treasure after her 

death. The moment they heard whose body had been found floating in the irrigation canal, they 

raced with shovels and picks and sledgehammers to demolish the walls and dig holes like trenches in 

the floor looking for hidden doors, for secret rooms. Rigorito’s men were the first to show up; on the 

chief’s orders they even broke down the door to the room at the end of the hallway, the room 

belonging to the Old Witch that had remained locked ever since she’d disappeared years earlier. 

They say that neither Rigorito nor his men could stand the spectacle awaiting them there: the black 

mummy of the Old Witch lying supine in the middle of the solid oak bed, the corpse that began to 

flake and crumble right before their eyes, ending up a heap of bone and hair. They say those 

spineless cowards skipped town, never to return; although some people claim that’s not true, that 

what really happened was Rigorito and his men did in fact discover the famous treasure hidden in 

the Old Witch’s room — gold and silver coins, priceless jewels and that ring with a rock so big 

anyone would assume it was glass — and that they swiped it all before taking off in Villa’s sole police 

car. They say that, at some point after driving through Matacocuite, greed got the better of Rigorito, 

and he decided to kill his men so he wouldn’t have to share the bounty. They say he told them to 

hand over their guns and then shot them, one by one, in the back; they say he cut off their heads 

narco-style to throw the authorities off the scent and then sped off with all that money to an 

unknown destination. But others say that’s impossible and that Rigorito’s men killed him first, six 

against one; probably what happened was those policemen came face to face with the first of the 

Raza Nueva crew making their way down from the north, sweeping up the mess that the Grupo 

Sombra left behind at the oilfields, and that they were the ones who knocked off those officers and 

probably also the chief himself, whose body will turn up before long at the scene of some shootout, 

perhaps also mutilated, showing signs of torture and bearing cardboard signs with messages for 

Cuco Barrabás and the other members of the Grupo Sombra clan. 

 

They say the place is hot, that it won’t be long before they send in the marines to restore order in 

the region. They say the heat’s driven the locals crazy, that it’s not normal — May and not a single 

drop of rain — and that the hurricane season’s coming hard, that it must be bad vibes, jinxes, 

causing all that bleakness: decapitated bodies, maimed bodies, rolled-up, bagged-up bodies dumped 

on the roadside or in hastily dug graves on the outskirts of town. Men killed in shootouts and car 

crashes and revenge killings between rival clans; rapes, suicides, “crimes of passion,” as the 

journalists call them. Like that twelve-year-old kid who killed his girlfriend in a jealous rage on 

discovering that she was pregnant with his father’s baby, down in San Pedro Potrillo. Or the farmer 

who shot his son when they were out hunting and told the police he’d mistaken him for a badger, 

even though everyone knew the father had his eyes on the son’s wife, he’d even been creeping 
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around with her behind the kid’s back. Or that headcase from Palogacho, the one who said her 

children weren’t her children, that they were vampires out to suck her blood, which is why she 

bashed those kiddies to death with planks of wood that she wrenched from the table, and with the 

wardrobe doors, and even the television set. Or that other miserable bitch who suffocated her little 

girl, jealous of all the attention the husband gave her, so she just took a blanket and held it over the 

girl’s face until she stopped breathing. Or those bastards from Matadepita who raped and killed four 

waitresses and whom the judge let off because the witness never showed, the one who’d accused 

them. They say he was bumped off for being a snitch, and those cunts are still out there, like nothing 

ever happened . . . 

 

They say that’s why the women are on edge, especially in La Matosa. They say that, come evening, 

they gather on their porches to smoke filterless cigarettes and cradle their youngest babes in their 

arms, blowing their peppery breath over those tender crowns to shoo away the mosquitos, basking 

in what little breeze reaches them from the river, when at last the town settles into silence and you 

can just about make out the music coming from the highway brothels in the distance, the rumble of 

the trucks as they make their way to the oilfields, the baying of dogs calling each other like wolves 

from one side of the plain to the other; the time of evening when the women sit around telling 

stories with one eye on the sky, looking out for that strange white bird that perches on the tallest 

trees and watches them with a look that seems to want to tell them something. That they mustn’t go 

inside the Witch’s house, probably; that they mustn’t walk past or peek through the yawning holes 

that now mark its walls. A look warning them not to let their children go looking for that treasure, 

not to dream of going down there with their friends to rummage through those tumble-down 

rooms, or to see who’s got the balls to enter the room upstairs at the back and touch the stain left 

by the Old Witch’s corpse on the filthy mattress. To tell their children how others have run 

screaming from that place, faint from the stench that lingers inside, terror-stricken by the vision of a 

shadow that peels itself off the walls and chases you out of there. To respect the dead silence of that 

house, the pain of the miserable souls who once lived there. That’s what the women in town say: 

there is no treasure in there, no gold or silver or diamonds or anything more than a searing pain that 

refuses to go away. 
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Excerpt from MOUTHFUL OF BIRD by Samanta Schweblin  

 

Silvia returned with a shoe box. She carried it level, in both hands, as if it held something delicate. 

She went to the birdcage and opened it, then took from the shoe box a very small sparrow, the size 

of a golf ball; she put the bird into the cage and closed it. She dropped the box to the floor and 

kicked it to one side, where it lay with another nine or ten similar boxes under the desk. Then Sara 

got up, her ponytail shining and bouncing, and skipped over to the cage like a little girl five years 

younger. With her back to us, standing on her tiptoes, she opened the cage and took out the bird. I 

couldn’t see what she did. The bird screeched and she struggled a moment, maybe because it was 

trying to escape. Silvia covered her mouth with her hand. When Sara turned back to us, the bird 

wasn’t there anymore. Her mouth, nose, chin, and both hands were smeared with blood. She smiled 

sheepishly. Her gigantic mouth arched and opened, and her red teeth made me jump to my feet. I 

ran to the bathroom, locked the door, and vomited into the toilet. I thought Silvia would follow me 

and start laying blame and ordering me around from the other side of the door, but she didn’t. I 

rinsed my mouth and face and stood in front of the mirror, listening. I heard them carry something 

heavy down the stairs. The front door opened and closed a few times. Sara asked if she could have 

the photo that was on the shelf. Silvia said yes, and her voice was already distant. I came out of the 

bathroom trying not to make noise, and I peered into the hallway. The front door was wide open, 

and Silvia was loading the birdcage into the backseat of my car. I took a few steps with the intention 

of going outside and shouting a few choice things, but Sara came out of the kitchen and onto the 

street, and I stopped short so she wouldn’t see me. They hugged. Silvia kissed her and put her into 

the passenger seat. I waited until she’d come back inside and closed the door. 

 

“What the hell?” 

 

“You’re taking her.” 

 

She went to the desk and started to flatten and fold the empty boxes. 

 

“My god, Silvia, your daughter eats birds!” 

 

“I can’t do it anymore.” 

 

“She eats birds! Have you taken her to the doctor? What in hell does she do with the bones?” 

 

Silvia stood looking at me, disconcerted. 

 

“I guess she swallows them, too. I don’t know if birds . . .” she said, and she stood looking at me. 

 

“I can’t take her.” 

 

“One more day with her and I’ll kill myself. I’ll kill her, and then I’ll kill myself.” 

 

“She eats birds!” 
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Silvia went into the bathroom and locked the door. I looked out through the picture window. Sara 

waved happily to me from the car. I tried to calm down. I tried to come up with something that 

would help me take a few stumbling steps toward the door, praying that in the time it took to reach 

it I would go back to being an ordinary man, a fastidious and organized guy who was capable of 

spending ten minutes in front of a shelf of cans in the supermarket, making sure the peas he’s 

buying are really the most suitable ones. I thought about how, considering there are people who eat 

people, eating live birds wasn’t so bad. Also, from a natural point of view it was healthier than drugs, 

and from a social one, it was easier to hide than a pregnancy at thirteen. But I’m pretty sure that 

until I reached for the car door handle I went on thinking, She eats birds, she eats birds, she eats 

birds, on and on. 

 

I brought Sara home. She didn’t say anything on the way, and when we got there, she unloaded her 

things by herself. Her birdcage, her suitcase—which she and her mother had loaded into the trunk—

and four shoe boxes like the one Silvia had brought from the garage. I couldn’t bring myself to help 

her. I opened the front door, and I waited there while she came and went with everything. After I’d 

told her she could use the upstairs bedroom and waited a few minutes while she settled in, I had her 

come down and sit across from me at the dining table. I fixed two cups of coffee. Sara pushed hers 

to the side and said she didn’t drink anything brewed. 

 

“You eat birds, Sara.” 

 

“Yes, Dad.” 

 

She bit her lips, ashamed, and said: 

 

“You do, too.” 

 

“You eat live birds, Sara.” 

 

“Yes, Dad.” 

 

I remembered Sara at five years old, sitting at the table with us and fanatically devouring a squash, 

and I thought we would find the way to resolve this problem. But when the Sara I had in front of me 

smiled again, I wondered what it would be like to have a mouth full of something all feathers and 

feet, to swallow something warm and moving. I covered my mouth with my hand the way Silvia had 

done earlier, and I left Sara alone before the two untouched cups of coffee. 

 

 

Three days passed. Sara spent almost all that time in the living room, upright on the sofa with her 

legs pressed together and her hands on her knees. I left early for work and endured the hours 

searching the internet for infinite combinations of words like bird, raw, cure, adoption, knowing that 

she was still sitting there, looking out at the yard for hours on end. When I came back to the house 

around seven and saw her just as I’d pictured her throughout the day, the hair stood up on the back 
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of my neck and I felt like leaving and locking her in, hermetically sealed, like those insects I’d hunted 

when I was little and kept in glass jars until the air ran out. Could I do it? 

[...]  

 

I pounded the counter with my open palm. Everything displayed on the counter jumped and the 

clerk was silent, looking at me. I pointed to a small, dark bird that was moving nervously from one 

side of its cage to another. They charged me a hundred twenty pesos and gave it to me in a square, 

green cardboard box with little holes poked through it, and on the lid, a pamphlet from the breeder 

with the photo of the bird. They also tried to give me a free bag of birdseed, but I turned it down. 

 

When I got home Sara was still in her room. For the first time since she’d been in the house, I went 

upstairs and opened her door. She was sitting on the bed across from the open window. She looked 

at me. Neither of us said anything. She was so pale she looked sick. The room was clean and neat, 

the door to the bathroom ajar. There were some thirty shoe boxes in a neat pile on the desk, but 

flattened so they didn’t take up so much space. The cage hung empty near the window. On the night 

table, next to the lamp, was the framed photo she’d brought from her mother’s house. The bird 

moved and its feet scratched the cardboard, but Sara stayed still. I placed the box on the desk, and 

without a word I left the room and closed the door. Then I realized I didn’t feel very good. I leaned 

against the wall to rest a moment. I looked at the breeder’s pamphlet, which was still in my hand. On 

the back was information about how to care for the bird, and about its reproduction cycles. They 

emphasized the species’ need to be in pairs during warm months, and the things one could do to 

make the years in captivity as pleasant as possible. I heard a brief shriek, and then the bathroom sink 

turned on. When the water started running I felt a little better, and I knew that, somehow, I would 

make it down the stairs. 
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A POEM FOR UENO-SAN by Hiromi Ito 

 

What has happened? 

The rain has let up 

The sun is shining brightly 

The muddy river is high above the danger line 

But we think it will not overflow 

More rain may fall but 

The danger has passed 

This is when I think of Ueno-san 

Her language, her territory, her culture 

 

“Whenever Ueno-san says poetry, it sounds like death 

Even when I know she’s talking about poetry 

Death springs from her mouth 

These sudden fatalities fluster me 

Cruelly killed corpses lie helter-skelter 

Ueno-san talks about writing death 

When you write death, she says 

When you write death, are you bearing the weight of women’s history? 

That’s what she wants to ask, I cannot answer 

When I write death I think only of corpses 

That’s what I want to say, maybe it’s not true 

Ueno-san may not believe me, her doubts run deep 

I think of nothing but corpses covered in blood 

I am glad if their innards have burst out 

I am even happier if they are rotting 

Death! Death, you write death, Ueno-san says 

Death, I say, death, I’m writing death 

The river overflowed, many died 

Driftwood drifts across the sea to the other side 

“In a sudden flood, a river flushes people 

Down the mountains and out to sea” 

 

Ueno-san wants to give meaning to my death 

I don’t want meaning assigned to me 

But I don’t know what to think about death 

Maybe it wants meaning assigned 

I dislike writing for serialization this way 

But because Ueno-san is here 

I greatly enjoy writing death 

Having meaning assigned is not fun but 

Perhaps death wants meaning to be assigned 

I know one woman 
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An obese woman 

I love the flabby flesh of women 

I love asking women’s weight 

The obese woman 

I love sticking my hands into the flabby woman’s flesh 

The woman carries a watch but 

It is hidden deep, deep inside her flesh 

When I want to know the time 

I stick my hand into her flabby flesh 

And that’s how I find out 

The river overflowed, many died 

Driftwood drifts across the ocean to the other side 

In a sudden flood, a river flushes people 

Down the mountains and out to sea 

The driftwood and flooring mats flowed down 

Many people stood by to watch 

All were soaked 

Cars floated by 

A man in a suit jumped in 

Trying to swim home 

 

Many people stood by to watch 

A huge, gaping hole suddenly opened in the road 

A motorbike flew in and crashed on its side 

Two young boys were killed (both unlicensed drivers) 

Many people stood by to watch 

Death drenches the corpses in blood and comes to me 

Many people stood by 

Stood by to watch 

That, that neck, that is yours 

I watch how thin it is, how easily soaked 

And with it, one more death concluded  
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Mother Leads Us On Board (from WILD GRASS UPON A RIVERBANK) 

by Hiromi Ito 

 

Mother leads us along  

And we get on board  

We get on, get off, then on again  

We board cars and busses  

We board planes  

Then more buses and trains and cars  

 

The place where we arrive is a building full of muffled voices, it has a cold corridor where people 

have gathered in droves, they're all looking confused, they're all looking confused as they don't 

know what'll come next, they're sitting and looking around with wide open eyes, the room becomes 

dark, and mother's form rises up  

 

Mother mumbles to herself  

So what do we do now?  

Mother taps the floor with her wrinkled hand and whispers  

It's because you was born we're living like this  

Mother closes her eyes halfway, grabs her breasts and scolds us  

She repeats  

It's been so hard since you were born  

It's been so hard since you were born  

My little brother begins to sob  

I ask him what's the matter  

He says I hate it here, I hate it here  

He says I don't want to see her  

He says I want to run away and go home  

She's mean, she makes me sick, she's dirty  

It's like she'll rub off on us  

I don't want to see or hear her, I want to go home  

My little brother sobbed in sorrow as he speaks  

 

All the people have unfamiliar faces, they sit in unfamiliar fashions, no one seems to understand 

Japanese, mother is sitting alone on a stage then she stands up and thumps her feet against the 

floor, to everyone else it is nothing but noise, then mother squeezes a noise from her mouth, to me 

it sounds more like a voice than plain old noise, it has meaning, it has emotion, it is sad at moments 

and happy at moments, it has meaning, it has meaning, but to all the other people, it's nothing but 

noise  

 

Mother says  

We're grown up, we're laughing, living bodies, all ‘cause we're alive  

Mother repeats  

We're grown up, we're laughing, living bodies, all ‘cause we're alive  
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Once I asked mother, do all those people understand?  

Mother responded  

I don't think so  

Why are you doing that if they don't understand?  

Doesn't your voice just come out and fade away?  

Mother responded  

I wonder  

Why do all those people come if they don't understand?  

Mother responded  

Isn't it precisely because they don't understand?  

Mother repeats over and over  

Living bodies, ‘cause we're alive  

Why've we come somewhere no one'll understand us?  

Mother responds  

Maybe we can get some money  

Mother repeated over and over  

Living bodies, ‘cause we're alive  

I hate it here, my little brother says  

Go to sleep, I whisper  

He puts his head between his hands  

Covers his ears, closes his eyes  

And before long he stops moving  

I also am starting to doze  

My little brother's eyes are closed  

Still covering his ears, he falls sound asleep  

And starts to melt away  

I also am starting to doze  

That's me, that's me  

That's me, that's me  

The voice fades away, mother gives a small laugh  

Relieved, the other visitors laugh too  

 

We're shaken awake, the men bark out long strings of words we can't understand, my little brother 

and I don't know how to respond, mother is speaking to some people and doesn't even turn to look 

at us, she's speaking to some people and doesn't even turn to look at us, then hours later, mother 

finally looks back at us and tells us we're going, she leads us to a hotel, without even combing our 

hair we crawl underneath the stiff sheets on the narrow bed and fall asleep, my little brother is soft 

and warm, mother is hard and cold, mother and I fall asleep holding my brother, we fall asleep, 

everyone touching everyone else's arms and legs, their dry hands caress me during the night, I am so 

tired I don't even brush their hands away when they pull my ponytail in their sleep  

 

Mother leads us along  

And we get on board  

We get on cars and busses and planes  
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Then more busses and trains and cars  

My little brother says that was fun  

At one of the airports where we got on  

The room we were waiting in  

Turned into a bus and started moving  

Then merged with the plane  

But I don't remember getting on anything like that  

 

We sleep here and there in the airports, we play here and there in the airports, we tumble over and 

bump into things here and there in the airports, I get scolded, my little brother cries, food is bought, 

we don't eat it all and throw it away, we coax mother for things, we get scolded, there are lots of 

families like us, parents let their children eat, parents scold their children, some of the families 

traveling from airport to airport have their hair cut, some have it braided, some have it tied up, some 

have it shaved right off, but everyone is wearing clothes of different colors, everyone is waiting, 

everyone is spread out all over the airport waiting all over the place, every last one of them is 

waiting except for the children who are not eating or sleeping or waiting but tumbling over, bumping 

into things, and playing just like us  

 

It is dark inside the planes  

I watch the movies but the screen is either too far away or too close  

In the seat next to mine  

My little brother slumps over asleep  

Mother has covered him up in darkness  

I watch the movies  

People get angry and get killed  

In a language I don't understand  

In the seat next to mine  

My little brother slumps over asleep  

 

After I thought she had fallen asleep, mother starts moving under the covers in the darkness  

with a certain monotonous rhythm, then she lets out a long breath and stops moving,  

when she does this I smell the same sweet and sour scent as always, it is not the smell of passing 

gas,  

nor the smell of breast milk, nor the smell of her navel, after she lets out a long breath  

and stops moving she falls asleep, I try doing the same thing, then I stretch and spread myself out 

slowly,  

allowing me to sleep a little, allowing me to sleep just a little  

 

I watch the movies  

If I don't put on the earphones  

I can get away without listening  

To their angry shouts and death cries  

In the seat next to mine  

My little brother slumps over asleep  

In the darkness mother weeps silently to herself  
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Quietly she weeps to herself  

 

When we get off the plane my little brother throws up  

The long, long conveyor belt clatters along  

Mother holds my brother covered in vomit  

And walks along the conveyor belt with great speed  

As the long, long conveyor belt clatters along  

 

After I thought she had fallen asleep, mother starts moving under the covers in the darkness with a 

certain monotonous rhythm, then she lets out a long breath and stops moving, when she does this I 

smell the same sweet and sour scent as always, it is not the smell of passing gas, nor the smell of 

breast milk, nor the smell of her navel, after she lets out a long breath and stops moving she falls 

asleep, I try doing the same thing, then I stretch and spread myself out slowly, allowing me to sleep a 

little, allowing me to sleep just a little  

 

I watch the movies  

If I don't put on the earphones  

I can get away without listening  

To their angry shouts and death cries  

In the seat next to mine  

My little brother slumps over asleep  

In the darkness mother weeps silently to herself  

Quietly she weeps to herself  

 

When we get off the plane my little brother throws up  

The long, long conveyor belt clatters along  

Mother holds my brother covered in vomit  

And walks along the conveyor belt with great speed  

As the long, long conveyor belt clatters along  

 

It takes one day and one night to reach immigration, the route is lined with many, many immigrants 

who have collapsed along the way and shriveled up, no matter how wealthy the country, they never 

make the path to immigration any shorter, their wealth won't help us, there is just sadness, curt 

answers and pain, immigration is nowhere in particular, and to make matters worse, there is no 

guarantee we'll make it through, my little brother doesn't notice but I do, our passports are bad, I 

had noticed that at immigration in every country, the men make mean faces and stare at their 

computers, that's ‘cause our passports are bad, my little brother tried looking into the computer and 

got scolded, not just once, not just twice but more than that, the men point us to another window 

and mother leads us to one place after another, rushing us here and there  

 

As mother leads us one place after another  

Rushing us here and there  

All sorts of things get pulled out  

Telephone lines and books of telephone numbers and postcards  

And old passports punched full of holes  
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And leftover airplane food and changes of pants  

And apples with missing bites and the tip of a dried-up arm  

And small bottles full of bugs  

The bugs are dead inside the bottle  

Some man calls out to us, you dropped something, you dropped something  

You dropped something, you dropped something, pick it up, pick it up  

So we pick it up  

And put it back where it belongs  

Mother leads us one place after another  

Rushing us here and there  

And when we reach the window, no one's there  

So we wait before the empty window  

There's no guarantee the window will open  

My little brother asks what will we do if no one comes?  

My mother responds then this is where we'll live  

And with that she smiles  

 

In one corner of the great immigration hall my little brother is slumped over asleep in the row of 

hard chairs before the empty window, watching him is enough to put me to sleep too, something is 

pulling at me so I brush it aside, it's that dried-up arm, the tip seems to break when I brush it aside, it 

makes a dry sound as it falls to the ground, no sooner do I realize what's happened then someone 

shakes me awake, mother's standing up and saying we're ready to go, I ask if the bad part of our 

passport had gotten fixed, she tells me no, she tells me a bad passport is always bad, we go outside 

the airport and as we put our three bad passports away, mother nudges us as if to say, look we're 

going  

 

Once again we're getting on board  

No matter how often we arrive  

Our journey still does not end  

 

Translation: Jeffrey Angles  
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Mother Leads Us to the Wasteland Where We Settle Down (from 

'WILD GRASS UPON A RIVERBANK') by Hiroma Ito 

 

Mother leads us along and we get on board  

We get on and off again  

Boarding cars and buses and planes  

Then more buses and trains and cars  

 

I am beginning to think this life will go on forever, it'll go on forever, but one day it stops all of a 

sudden, that day isn't especially different from all the others we spent aboard all those buses, trains, 

cars and airplanes, when we leave the airport just like always mother's smiling and there's a man in 

front of us, he presses his face which is covered with bushy jet-black whiskers against mother's face, 

he sticks his tongue in mother's mouth, wriggling it as it goes in, then he grabs mother's breasts, 

shoulders, stomach, and hips and gives them a hard squeeze  

 

Mother makes little sucking sounds at the man's mouth  

 

Closing his eyes, the man makes a little groan as he tastes mother's saliva, sniffs her scent, strokes 

her skin and her flesh, when the man removes his mouth he spreads his arms wide and says ohh mai 

ohh mai and hugs me and my little brother, he puts us into a gigantic car, the sky is blue here, it is 

really really blue, we drive for several hours, for several hours beneath the blue sky before we arrive 

at the big house in the wasteland, there's a sprinkler in the yard and it turns on at night  

 

Ohh mai, it would soak everything in sight  

 

Mother tells us where we will sleep then goes into the man's bedroom  

 

At the crack of dawn, there's a loud noise, the sloshing noise of rinsing a mop in a bucket of water, 

the slippery sliding sound of scrubbing, the sound of mother's voice as if she's singing or breaking 

down in tears, this goes on for days and days on end, at first it wakes me up but with time I get used 

to it and don't get up anymore  

 

During the day, mother uses words we don't understand to tell the man every teeny tiny thing my 

brother and I say, then they start talking to us in those same words, at first I've got no idea what 

they're talking about, but then with time I get used to that too  

 

Then mother starts standing in unfamiliar stances, walking with an unfamiliar walk, cooking with 

unfamiliar foods, she makes us eat us her cooking, it's still good even if she used unfamiliar foods 

just because she made it, we realize we're gobbling up her food left and right  

 

Mother leaves off an unfamiliar scent, that man is always at the dinner table, mother embraces and 

strokes us in unfamiliar ways, this sort of thing has happened before, mother would settle down 

with a man, she'd drag us into it, and every time we'd get dragged right in as if it were nothing at all  
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Mother doesn't go get on board anything anymore, we don't trail after mother any more or walk 

from airport to airport like our lives depend on it, one day that man uses an unfamiliar name to call 

out to mother, she responds as if nothing's the matter at all but she says she would take him to task  

 

Who cares about a name as long as you've got one?  

Words fulfill their usefulness as long as they get through  

You two, mother said to us,  

Let's not use Japanese any more  

 

I am eleven, my little brother is eight  

We stop speaking  

But when we speak to each other or to mother  

We continue to use nothing but Japanese  

We stop speaking everything but Japanese  

When people approach, we fall silent  

When they leave, we start speaking again  

We speak Japanese  

Japanese is all we have  

We speak only Japanese  

I start pricking up my ears  

My little brother does too  

For years and years, we prick up our ears  

One day I try asking my brother  

Are you listening to something?  

He answers  

I can't hear anything  

I try asking again  

Are you listening to something?  

He answers  

I'm not listening to anything  

We prick up our ears for years on end  

 

One day when I wake up, there's a baby's car seat next to my pillow, and in it is a newborn baby, ohh 

mai gossh, a newborn baby, I ask, when did we get that? mother says yesterday, mother's belly is 

still swollen like she's still got more babies in her womb, babies to whom she hasn't yet given birth, 

the baby starts crying like a little cat, mother bares her breast, it's an altogether unfamiliar shape, it 

has swollen up and become dark and fierce, it smells so raw and fresh that I have to hold my breath, 

the little baby shifts its little head and starts sucking on it, mother takes out the other breast and 

exposes its heavy, swollen shape right before our eyes, she bends it, twists it, and breaks open the 

tip, the milk flies out in an arc, my brother screams eeewww, mother says try it, try sucking it, it's 

sweet, you'll be sure to like it, we hesitate, then mother grabs my little brother and forces it into his 

mouth, the breast looks much bigger and fiercer than my little brother's head, and mother looks still 

bigger and fiercer than that, the bubbling milk comes squirting from its smiling, split tip, with 

resignation my brother takes it in his mouth, mother squeezes and strokes it two or three times, I 

hear the sound of him swallowing one gulp after another, guroooss, he says, his mouth dripping with 
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her white milk  

 

The wind changes directions  

So it blows from the desert  

Dry as a bone  

In the distance, a mountain burns  

A mountain burns, raining down ashes  

The ashes block out the sun  

The sun watches with its naked eye  

The plants turn to corpses  

Dry as a bone  

The sage releases its intense aroma  

The rabbits and coyotes turn to corpses  

Dry as a bone  

When winter comes with its rain  

All grows wet, moss grows, sprouts emerge, flowers bloom  

The cacti and yucca grow long and lanky  

Everything beneath heaven becomes a sea  

Everyday the sun falls in the sea  

 

Mother says, I'd like to start rowing, rowing over there to the other side of the sea, she says this in 

Japanese, but no one tells her to go, no one tells her to go home so she just stares at the sea  

 

When we came here  

I was eleven, my little brother was eight  

Since then we've tried using Japanese  

But the sounds that drip from our mouths  

When just the two of us talk  

Only emphasize how much we've forgotten  

My little brother and I push sounds out our mouths  

We push sounds out our lips and palates  

We extract them from our noses, catch them on our tongues  

We leak them out unintentionally  

One day, my brother says  

I've katto my finger  

There's blood trickling from it  

His words are a mixture  

Of English and Japanese  

One day, my brother says  

Sis', what's my name? do you know?  

I say to him  

It's Zushio  

My brother says  

No one can say it, no one can pronounce it  

No one can say my name at all  
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I repeat to him  

It's Zushio  

The baby grows bigger and begins blabbering baby talk  

Saliva drips out of its mouth the whole time  

Then before long it begins forming words  

As if to deride my brother's distress  

 

This all happened long ago  

Mother led my brother and I along  

And we got on board  

We got on and off and on again  

Boarding cars and buses then planes  

Then more buses and trains and cars  

We got on board  

And began to move  

Still, no matter how much we move  

Our journey still does not end  

 

Translation: Jeffrey Angles 

  



46 
 

Mental Illness: Before And After by Malathi Maithri 

 

Stray cattle on the streets 

Chewing on used tampons 

Empty cans of Coke 

At the gutter’s edge 

This house is a stockade for the powerless 

This afternoon, it is raining hot cinders 

On the streets from which all dogs have vanished, 

Coke cans are running about in play 

The noise persists 

All through the day 

When evening blooms 

With the yellow of emptiness, 

Alongside the rustle of human beasts 

Returning home as usual, 

Television boxes, too, 

Commence their blaring 

Mechanical birds raining bullets 

Tanks striding like iron beasts 

Bodies scattered like coconut splinters 

Buildings razed to the ground 

Wails of maimed children 

A typical late evening, spewed out 

By television sets in every home 

I lie in bed, wrapped 

In terror’s black quilt 

After midnight, one by one, 

The empty cans have begun 

To lay siege to the street 

The infernal sound 

Of earth being crushed 

Grows louder by the passing hour 

A great din rises 

As giant Coke cans 

Advance towards me, 

Razing the walls in 

Between to the ground 

I am unable to expel 

These iron beasts, 

Crawling all night 

Inside my skull 

I pluck out and fling 

My hairs, one by one 



47 
 

When dawn breaks, 

Who will rescue the sun, 

Mired in this bog of dead meat?  
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Slaughterhouse by Malathi Maithri 

 

After closing the doors, 

She draws the curtains 

Across the window; and 

Removes her skirt with her back to me 

A white lady past her sixties 

When I saw the olive-green panther 

On her right buttock, poised 

For a leap, with its forepaws raised, 

I hung back a few seconds without pulling up 

The jeans, yearning to touch 

The tattooed figure with my fingers 

The jeans fit her perfectly 

Now our seamstresses were bound 

To stitch and stack this model 

For a whole month – even in their sleep: 

“Spicy shorts” 

In the trial room, 

She stands in front of multiple mirrors, 

Admiring again and again 

How well the garment sculpts 

The buttock’s lower curve 

Into a crescent, and grips the thigh 

There is hope for high growth 

In sales, she says, and offers praise 

Ordering us to design 

A top for the jeans, 

She removes her vest 

To aid measurement: 

She wants it high, she says, 

Level with the lower ribs 

A webbed brassiere, 

Prettily embroidered with lace, 

Holds up her sagging breasts 

The tail of an animal, 

Crouching on her left breast, 

Snakes upward, below her neck 

I stand close, waiting, 

Measuring tape in hand 

Tongues jutting out, 

Leather jackets suspended on hooks 

Throw us their fixed stares 

Like cattle hanged to death 
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The room’s heat keeps rising 

What can I do? 

When I pulled the too-tight jeans off her legs, 

Her bum, the skin dry and flecked 

With minute cracks, was scratched 

And bruised by my fingernails 

The wound resembled 

A panther’s claw marks, 

Says the autopsy report 
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Proscribed Blood — 1 

In the sanctum’s dark stands 

Our half-female Goddess, 

Waiting on her one aching foot 

Inside her stone prison, 

Bolted shut and baking 

In April’s stifling heat 

With his lone right eye, Sivan 

Glares askance at Shakti 

As she wriggles in discomfort, 

Caused by the sticky trickle of ooze 

In her vagina from her bursting eggs 

As the blood scent spreads, causing 

One half of the snake to slither down, 

Bearing the other half in its memory, 

She grabs and pulls the snake 

Towards her to wipe the blood 

Before flinging it away 

Feeling extremely worn today 

From the more copious than 

Normal discharge of blood, 

She asks Sivan to move away 

To offer some relief to her body 

The one who is one half 

Of her feels upset: 

How can I survive with this half-body 

For three whole days? 

Our contract must not be breached, he says 

Without you, I don’t exist, 

He declares, as he folds her 

In a tight embrace with his right hand 

I need to sit with legs stretched out 

I must sleep with my own body 

She rips and throws Sivan away 

With her left hand, and sits down 

Once again in the vacant space 

Of her age-old throne 

All along the pathway around 

The temple’s perimeter are found 

The bloodied tracks of a lone foot 
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Proscribed Blood — 2 

On this rainy night 

The full moon hangs precariously 

From the temple’s sacred mast 

The radiance dripping 

Into her nose-ring slips 

Away and flies out 

To catch her pecking parrot 

Meenakshi follows the light, giving chase 

As the moon pours down with the chill wind 

As cold mist on the stone plinth, 

Her soles sting and her body thrills 

Wiping the trickle descending 

Hotly between her thighs 

With her long skirt, she runs 

After flying through the thousand- 

pillared hall on the outer perimeter, 

Her darling parrot alights and perches 

On the moon afloat on the surface 

Of the Golden Lotus pond 

Removing her undergarment, 

She rinses it in the pond’s water 

Impelled by the blood scent, 

Fish swarm to her feet 

And peck at her hands 

She sets out to catch them 

As in the days of yore, 

Casting wide her sari’s end 

Seeing the marvel 

Of the pond’s moon 

Turning red, little by little, 

The parrot calls her, shrieking: 

Meenakshi! Meenakshi!  
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Excerpt from Dogs of Summer by Andrea Abreu 

 

 

PURE GUTS AND GRIT 

 

LIKE A CAT. ISORA THREW up like a cat. Huckahuckahucka and her sick splashed into the toilet bowl, 

then seeped into the sprawling layers of soil beneath the island. She did it two, three, four times a 

week. She’d say it hurts like crazy and then take her pudgy brown finger with its jaggedy, chewed-up 

nail and point it right at her middle, right at her belly, then throw up as casually as other people 

brush their teeth. She’d flush, lower the lid, and with the sleeve of her sweater, which was usually 

white with a print of watermelon slices dotted with little black seeds, she’d wipe her mouth and 

carry on. She always carried on. 

She never used to do it in front of me. I remember the first time I saw her throw up. It was our end-

of-year party and there was lots to eat. That morning we’d set out the food on the classroom desks, 

which were all pushed together and covered in paper tablecloth for birthday parties. There were 

Munchitos potato chips, cheese doodles, and Gusanitos cheese puffs. There were Conguitos 

chocolate sweets, Cubanitos wafers, and sammies. There were lemon donuts and tiny meringues, 

orange Fanta, strawberry pop, 7-Up, apple juice, and pineapple juice. The two of us played at being 

drunk and stumbled all over the classroom with our arms around each other’s shoulders, like a pair 

of men who had cheated on their wives and were now sick with regret. 

The party ended and we headed to the canteen, where there was even more food. The cooks served 

us up boiled taters and ribs with corn on the cob and mojo, Isora’s favorite. And when we went 

through with our metal trays and our rolls of bread, with our silverware, glasses of still water (we 

were pretty sure it was from the tap even though you weren’t meant to drink tap water on the 

island), and cups of Celgán yogurt, the canteen ladies asked what’ll it be, red mojo or green, and 

Isora said red, and I thought wow, red mojo, she’s such a badass, she isn’t afraid of spice and she 

isn’t afraid of grown-up food. I want to be just like her, pure guts and grit. 

We sat at the table and started eating as fast as the boys racing down the road on wood planks 

during the Tablas de San Andrés festival. Except there was nothing at the bottom to cushion our fall. 

Mojo dribbled down our chins, our braids were greasy from swinging into our plates, and our teeth 

were crammed full of bits of corn and oregano—or dove cack, as Isora called the food that got stuck 

in the gaps. As we scarfed it all down I could already feel a sadness stampeding toward me, a 

stabbing pain at the pit of my stomach—and my mouth went dry, like when you eat powdered milk 

mixed with gofio and sugar. We wouldn’t get to leave the neighborhood that summer, and the beach 

was far, far away. And, unlike the girls that lived in the center of town, we lived up in the foothills. 

Isora got up from her chair and said, c’mon Shit, I need a piss. 

I got up and followed her. 

I’d have followed her to the toilet or to the mouth of a vulcano. I’d have peered over the edge until I 

saw the dormant fire, until I felt the vulcano’s dormant fire inside me. 

And I followed her, though not to the canteen toilet. Instead we went to the toilet on the first floor, 

the one that was empty all the time and that people said was haunted by the ghost of a little girl 

who’d eat your turd if you cheated on your homework. 

I peed, then took a step back so that Isora could go. After Isora went, after she pulled up her pants 

and I saw her hairy minky like a fern fanned out on the mountain soil, she hugged the white toilet 



53 
 

bowl, held out her middle and index fingers, and shoved them down her throat. I’d never seen 

anything like it. Though I can’t say I saw it that time either. I turned to face the mirror. I heard her 

cough like a small, starved animal and saw the eyes in my reflection go wide like two fists. Panic 

clouded my face, fear pinched the underside of my skin, Isora’s throat burned—and I just stood 

there and did nothing. 

I heard her throw up. 

I pictured the Virgen de Candelaria medallion dangling from her neck, dangling over the water that 

would carry away everything she’d hurled into it. 

 

 

THE LAST THING LEFT 

 

A HOLE IN THE GROUND DUG with nails and soil and the blood of your nails in your ears to be buried 

maybe it was best to be buried like the dead and to be an underground thing to become the root of 

an ancient plant to become something almost edible and be eaten by accident by a lizard by a sick 

animal with tattered insides and maggot-ridden on the outside rotted like a rabbit with rabies and 

with no mother or father and with a taste of banana plantation toxins on the roof of your mouth 

maybe fosferno maybe the best thing was to have boulders hanging above your head like passion 

fruit sliced open with the molar tips to yank your teeth out one by one with a pair of pliers and set 

them all each and every one on a plate slathered in mayo the lot of them piled up like loaded fries 

and to feed on your own teeth like a dog eating its own turd till you’ve gone full circle like a pair of 

socks till you’ve disappeared till your own teeth eat your own self inside-first and you have your guts 

pulled out of your butthole like a goat with a detached uterus and to make a seashell necklace out of 

those guts and then think of giving the necklace to isora and then think of giving a teeny bit of bile 

juice to isora which is the last thing that’s left when there’s nothing left 
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Excerpt from My Heart Hemmed In by Marie NDiaye 

Translated by Jordan Stump 

 

 

They butchered him but good 

 

When I go back to the bedroom, Ange is still asleep. Darkness fills the apartment—only the little 

lamp on the bedside table is lit. In the living room, in the kitchen, I can just make out the forms of 

the familiar furniture, but I feel as if I were entering an unknown domain where some tragic event 

has occurred, set off by a misstep on my part. 

 

I feel a sort of tension with the apartment I’ve kept up so lovingly and with such care. A fear stops 

me just when I’m about to turn on the lights in this room or that. Suppose all the furniture, all the 

ornaments turned out to be different from the things I picked out and knew, suppose I discovered 

the loveless smile of creatures mysteriously endowed with a life in some unknowable way at odds 

with my own, with our own? How do I know that’s not how it will be? 

 

The wind begins to moan again. The windows are rattling quietly. I go and close the drapes, then pull 

them open again. If anything happens, I want the people across the street to at least be able to see, 

to observe that I did nothing deliberate to provoke it. 

 

But the street is completely dark, no light shining at any window. Every few yards the pale, silvery 

gleam of the streetlights illuminates the falling rain, so fine it can only be seen inside that halo. 

 

Does such a silence usually reign in this building at nine o’clock, I ask myself, and is the silence 

usually so fraught and so breathless, as if, I tell myself, almost outraged, the very silence were 

plotting some sort of treachery? 

 

And those two girls, really, how underhanded. Oh, that’s the only reason they came, to prod us into 

clearing out. 

 

My voice is low and quiet, but the sound of it makes me start. 

 

I hear a tiny noise, a sort of scratching at the front door. I hurry over, turn the lock (I didn’t even do 

that, I reflect, aghast, shivering), then press myself full length to the door, both palms and one ear 

against the wood. At first I hear only a muffled, distant beating, the pulsations of my own terrified 

heart, and then, finally, his voice—cajoling, insistent, friendly, but friendly in a false, smarmy way. 

Has he been standing there outside the door all this time? Or did he come creeping back up to spy 

on me? 

 

 

“Let me in,” he says. “I still have so much to tell you.” 

 

“You heard what I said. I have to rest.” 

https://granta.com/contributor/marie-ndiaye/
https://granta.com/contributor/marie-ndiaye/
https://granta.com/contributor/jordan-stump/
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I do my best to sound neutral and confident. 

 

“You’ve got to go home,” I say. “What’s the point of standing there in the cold?” 

 

My hands are wet with fear. Suddenly light-headed, I close my eyes. I’m afraid I’m going to fall, end 

up slumped against the door, and then, I’m not quite sure how, he’d try to get in. 

 

Little by little pushing the door to shift my insensible body, then finally walking in, triumphant and 

sinister, straight to the bedroom, lying down beside Ange, and then, perhaps, on the pretense of 

tending to him, opening the wound and infecting it with his filthy hands, all the while flattering what 

he believes to be Ange’s vanity with florid sentences… Oh, I can’t weaken now, no matter what. 

 

“Open the door, just for a moment, and I’ll tell you what you need to know, and then I’ll leave you in 

peace and be off. I am,” he says (honeyed, almost loving), “a former teacher, as you know, and that 

alone should ease any mistrust you may feel when I assure you I only want to protect you. Come on 

now, open the door,” he says, more firmly. 

 

“No…please…” 

 

“Monsieur Noget,” he says. 

 

“Please, Monsieur Noget, we can see about all this tomorrow,” I say, faltering in spite of myself at 

the insinuating gentleness of his voice, now singsong, almost like a lullaby. 

 

“Shall I come back tomorrow? And then you’ll be so kind as to open the door?” 

 

“Listen…” 

 

“I’ll come back tomorrow,” he says. “I’m so glad to hear you call me by my name. Speak that name in 

front of your husband and he’ll be deeply moved, you’ll see, deeply moved.” 

 

And then silence again, that dense, heavy silence unbroken by any clinking dish, any mumbling 

television, not even Monsieur Noget’s shambling steps, I note, headed downstairs to his apartment. I 

feel as if I’d gone deaf all at once. 

 

Unless he’s still there behind the door, intent on giving me the most literal illustration of his promise 

to be there for us always, from this day forward, and nothing and no one will ever drive him away, 

and we’ll simply have to endure that intimacy, as odious as a boil you have no choice but to live with. 

 

I back away into the dark living room, self-conscious, convinced I’m being watched. I tug the curtains 

closed. I’m sweating. I think I saw the rain coming harder now, pounding the windows—I saw it, but I 

can’t hear it, my mind associates it with a familiar sound, but I can’t make out that sound, as if the 

apartment had suddenly been fitted with some sort of impregnable insulation. And I still don’t dare 

turn on the lamps or spell out the frightening but indistinct thought floating to the surface of my 
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consciousness, pressing me to concede that I have no idea what would happen, what I would see, if I 

let light fill the living room, where my furniture, my cherished, handsome, expensive furniture, 

delighted to be deceiving me, might be hiding worrisome strangers, bloodthirsty guardians. That 

neighbor, I tell myself, might have been sent solely to distract me from what is in fact being 

fomented right here in my living room, the last place I’d ever suspect. 

 

I stand frozen in place. My ear vigilant despite the feeling I’ve been wrapped up in cotton, I think I 

hear breathing. Mine? No, someone else’s, it’s coming from further away. I firmly cross my arms to 

keep my hands from clasping my cheeks and heightening my fear. I very slowly back away toward 

the bedroom. I then distinctly hear Ange’s breathing—was that him I was hearing? Was it both of us 

together? 

 

Inside the bedroom, I close the door and pull the little latch. Then, beleaguered, I sit down on the 

bed as gently as I can, taking care not to wake Ange. But shouldn’t he be stirring anyway? Is it 

normal, is it healthy to sleep so much? Deep down, I realize, I don’t want to wake him just yet, 

because I’m not sure I’ll recognize him, I’m afraid he might say strange things to me, I don’t want 

him seeing me in the near terror the ambiguities of my living room have plunged me into. Little by 

little I get hold of myself, begin to fight back at my imagination. Stand up, go into the other room, 

turn on all the lights, I whisper, and see for yourself that nothing has changed. 

 

But I don’t. The heavy darkness surrounds me. Even Ange’s presence seems charged with danger, 

with unknowable perils. As long as he’s asleep, the menace is quiet. And so, taking pains not to look 

at him, my own husband, the man I once felt so at one with, I stay perfectly still. I stare at the little 

latch on the door. I would certainly feel a heartfelt horror if I were to see that little latch move and 

burst open, succumbing to a mighty force applied from the living room, but I’ve so thoroughly 

convinced myself it’s going to happen that I’m almost exasperated to see it not happening. At least, I 

say to myself, at least let me know what or who I’m facing. But even if the door did suddenly burst 

open, would I know? Would I be capable of understanding what I saw before me? And would I see 

anything before me at all? Those questions torment me. 

 

[xxx]  

 

 

Crushed by exhaustion, I lie down on the bed, keeping well away from Ange. I can see his eyes in the 

darkness, wide open now, staring at the ceiling, as still and watchful as his whole body seems, silent, 

stiff, and suffering. I don’t dare say a word. And how sad, I say to myself, how sad is my fear, and my 

silence. Because I’m used to telling Ange my every thought, because he’s the one person in this 

world whose judgment I’ve never feared, the one person who never, at any moment of our life 

together, wore me down with recriminations or questions about my attachment to my work, the 

one person, finally, who was never ignobly tempted to hold up my son to me, for example, and my 

school, and accuse me of caring more for the latter than the former. And this evening I avoid even 

reaching out to lightly stroke Ange’s forehead—why am I suddenly his enemy? 
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" . . . And Even Fidel Can't Change That!" By Aurora Levins Morales 

 

1 

Cherrie, you asked me to write about internationalism, and at first it made sense... l'm a latin woman 

in the United States, closely involved with Latin American movements in the rest of the continent. I 

should write about the connection. But when I tried, all I could think was: No, write about the 

separation. 

 

2 

For me the point of terror, the point of denial is the New York Puerto Rican. My mother was born in 

New York in 1930, raised in Spanish Har­lem and the Bronx. I represent the generation of return. I 

was born deep in the countryside of Puerto Rico and except for four years when I was very young, 

lived there until I was 13. For my mother, the Barrio is safety, warmth. For me, it's the fear of racist 

violence that clipped her tangue of all its open vowels, into crisp, imitation British. She once told me 

her idea of hell was to be a single mother of two children under five in the South Bronx. l'm afraid of 

ever knowing what she meant. 

Where I grew up, I fought battles to prove I was Puerto Rican with 

the kids who called me "Americanita," but I stayed on the safe side of that line: Caribbean island, not 

Portah Ricah; exotic tropical blossom, not spic - living halfway in the skin and separating myself from 

the dark, bad city kids in Nueva York. 

 

3 

The point of terror, of denial, the point of hatred is the tight dress stretched across my 

grandmother's big breasts, the coquettish, well made-up srnile: grandmother, aunt and greataunts 

all decked out in sex, talking about how l'm pretty, talking about how men are only good for one 

thing, hating sex and gloating over the hidden filthiness in everything, looking me over, in a hurry to 

find me a boyfriend, and in the same breath: "you can't travel alone! You don't know what men are 

like ... they only want one thing ..." Women teaching women our bodies are disgusting and dirty, our 

desires are obscene, men are all sick and want only one sickening thing from us. Saying, you've got 

to learn how to hold out on 'em just enough to get what you want. lt's the only item you can put on 

the market, so better make it go far, and when you have to deliver, lie down and grit your teeth and 

bear it, because there's no escape. 

 

4 

And yet, I tell you, I love those women for facing up to the ugliness there. No romance, no roses and 

moonlight and pure love. You say pure love to one of these women and they snort and ask you what 

the man has between his legs and is it pure? I love these women for the bitch sessions that pool 

common knowledge and tell the young wife: "Oh, yes, the first time he cheated on me I tried that, 

too, but he just beat me. Listen, don't give him the satisfaction. The next time ... " These women 

don't believe in the sanctity of the marriage bond, the inviolable privacy of the husband-wife unit. 

The cattiness is mixed with the information, tips. The misery is communal. 

 

5 
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Claustrophobia. A reality I can't make a dent in ... because it's the rnisery that's communal. The 

resistance is individual and frowned upon. It rocks the boat. How many times has a Latin woman 

stood up for me in private, then stabbed me in the back when the moment cornes for the support 

that counts. How man y times hasa Latin woman used me to bitch to and then gone running to men 

for approval, leaving me in the lurch. The anger is real and deep: You have forced me to turn out of 

my own culture to find allies worthy of the name; you have forced me into a room full of Anglo 

women who nod sympathetically and say: "Latin men are soooo much worse than Anglo men ... Why 

the last time I was in Mexico, you couldn't walk down the streets with­ out some guy... It must be so 

hard for you to be a Latin feminist ... " And not to betray you in the face of their racism, I betray 

myself, and in the end, you, by not saying: It's not the men who exile me ... it's the women. I don't 

trust the women. 

 

6 

Points of terror. Points of denial. Repeat the story that it was my grandmother who went to look at 

apartments. Light skinned, fine, black hair: I'm Italian, she would tell them, keeping the dark-skinned 

husband, keeping the daughters out of sight. I have pretended that pain, that shame, that anger 

never touched me, does not stain my skin. She could pass for Italian. She kept her family behind her. 

I can pass for anyone. Behind me stands my grandmother working at the bra and girdle factory, 

speaking with an accent, lying to get an apartment in Puertoricanless neighborhoods. 

 

7 

Piri Thomas' book Down These Mean Streets followed me around for years, in the corner of my eye 

on bus terminal bookracks. Finally, in a gritted teeth desperation I faced the damn thing and said 

"OK, tell me." 

 

I sweated my way through it in two nights: Gang fights, knifings, robberies, smack, prison. It's the 

standard Puerto Rican street story, except he lived. The junkies could be my younger brothers. The 

prisoners could be them. I could be the prostitute, the welfare mother, the sister and lover of 

junkies, the child of alcoholics. There is nothing but circumstance and good English, nothing but my 

mother marrying into the middle class, between me and that life. 

 

8 

The image stays with me of my mother's family fleeing their puerto­ ricanness, the first spics on the 

block, behind them, the neighborhoods collapsing into slums. There was a war, she told me. The 

enemy was only a step behind. I borrow the pictures from my other family, the nightmares of my 

Jewish ancestry, and imagine them fleeing through the streets. My mother never went back to look. 

This year she saw on television the ruins of the Tiffany Street of her childhood, unrecogniz­able, 

bombarded by poverty and urban renewal into an image of some European city: 1945. Like the Jews, 

like many people, the place she could have returned to has been destroyed. 

 

9 

I saw a baby once, the same age as my fat, crowing baby brother, then six months old. I was twelve, 

and under the influence of our Seventh Day Adventist teacher some of the girls in the seventh grade 

took up a collection for two poor families in the neighborhood. We bought them each one bag of 

groceries. This baby was just a little bit of skin stretched over a tiny skeleton. It hardly moved. It 
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didn't even cry. It just lay there. The woman's husband had left her. The oldest boy, he was 13 or 14, 

worked picking coffee to help out. When we came the younger kids hid in the mother's skirts and 

she just stood there, crying and crying. 

Iran straight home when we left and the first thing I did was to find my brother and hug him very 

tightly. Then I spent the rest of the after noon feeding him. 

If something had happened to my father, the ghost over my mother's shoulder would have caught 

up with us. Papi was our middle class passport. I grew up a professor's daughter, on the road to 

college, speaking good English. I can pass for anyone. Behind me stands my grandmother. Behind me 

lie the mean streets. Behind me my little brother is nothing but skin and skeleton. 

 

10 

Writing this I am browner than I have ever been. Spanish ripples on my tongue and I want the 

accent. I walk through the Mission drinking in the sounds. I go into La Borinquena and buy yautia and 

platano for Morales dinner. Facing up to the terror, ending the denial, refusing to obey the rule 

"Don't talk bad about your own people in front of anyone else." I have never learned to dance salsa. 

My body goes rigid when the music plays. Oh yes, I tap my feet, and now and then I do a few steps, 

swing around the room with someone who doesn't know more than I do ... but if l'm in a Latin scene 

I freeze. I can't make my hips fluid or keep my feet from tripping. It's the perversion of sexuality that 

frightens me. It's the way the women around me exude a sexiness that has nothing to do with the 

heart. Of course Latin Women love as well as any other women ... but while the chilliest Anglo-Saxon 

repression of sex pretends it simply doesn't exist, Latin repression says it's a filthy fact of life, use it 

for what it's worth ... shake it in his face, wear it as a decoy. It's all over the floor and it's cold and 

savage. It's the hatred of the powerless, turned crooked. 

 

11 

Sitting in a kitchen in oh-so-white New Hampshire with old friends, mother and daughter, Ceci says 

"It takes three generations. If you resolve your relationship with your mother you'll both change, and 

your daughter will have it easier, but her daughter will be raised differently. In the third generation 

the daughters are free." l'm not thinking then of this essay, but days later when I sit down again to 

work, the phrase keeps ringing: In the third generation the daughters are free. 

 

12 

"Don't you think I've swallowed my mouthful of blood? It's different for a man. You're too stubborn 

...you've always wanted your own way. It was this way for my grandmother, it was this way for my 

mother, it was this way for me ...because this is the way it is. God made men and women different 

and even Fidel can't change that! Anything is better than being alone" 

Older woman in Portrait of Teresa 

Cuban film, 1979 

My mother and I work to unravel the knot. The task is daily: bloody, terrifying and necessary, and 

filled with joy. 

 

13 

The relationship between mother and daughter stands at the center of what I fear most in our 

culture. Heal that wound and we change the world. 
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A revolution capable of healing our wounds. If we're the ones who can imagine it, if we're the ones 

who dream abou tit, if we're the ones who need it most, then no one else can do it. 

We're the ones.
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Ellen West by Tjawangwa Dema 

 

who wants to be fat 

not I 

nor the lady patiently twirling 

whose waist disappears 

whenever she faces away 

or leans over the loo 

I’m sure she does 

when no one is looking 

no one can eat and stay the same 

I have tried 

 

falling off a horse 

 

I kissed a child with scarlet fever 

 

a woman died of cold 

I stood trying after a winter’s bath 

 

yet I am still here weighing sins 

putting on and not losing flesh 

 

the girl next door had a child 

and lost the baby fat again 

I see the weight of men’s eyes on her 

 

I promise I’m eating again 

though the food sits like a stone 

 

a meal is always on the horizon 

a skillfully missed lunch quickly becomes supper 

and when we wake there is the food again 

am I not one person 

my body asks and asks for 

then refuses food 
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Excerpt from The Death of Vivek Oji by Akwaeke Emezi 

 

Nnemdi 

 

I often wonder if I died in the best possible way—in the arms of the one who loved me the most, 

wearing a skin that was true. I watch him grieve and I want to tell him he’s already been forgiven for 

everything and anything he could ever do to me. I want to tell him that I knew I was dancing with 

death every day, especially when I walked outside like that. I knew it, and I made my choices 

anyway. It wasn’t right or fair, what happened, but it wasn’t his fault. I want to thank him for loving 

me. 

 

My mother has changed the inscription on my grave. She could smell that it was a lie. Love and guilt 

sometimes taste the same, you know. Now it says: 

 

VIVEK NNEMDI OJI 

 

BELOVED CHILD 

 

I wonder if anyone is pleased that I finally got my Igbo name. If my grandmother, floating 

somewhere here with me, is happy to be acknowledged at last. I would say it was too late, but time 

has stopped meaning what it used to. 

 

I don’t mind anymore. I see how things work now, from this side. I was born and I died. I will come 

back. 

 

Somewhere, you see, in the river of time, I am already alive. 
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Birds by Warsan Shire 

 

Sofia used pigeon blood on her wedding night. 

Next day, over the phone, she told me 

how her husband smiled when he saw the sheets, 

 

that he gathered them under his nose, 

closed his eyes and dragged his tongue over the stain. 

She mimicked his baritone, how he whispered 

 

her name – Sofia, 

pure, chaste, untouched. 

We giggled over the static. 

 

After he had praised her, she smiled, rubbed his head, 

imagined his mother back home, parading 

these siren sheets through the town, 

waving at balconies, torso swollen with pride, 

her arms fleshy wings bound to her body, 

ignorant of flight. 
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Saunas for Our Lifelong Displacements by Kechi Nomu 

 

Here, I am made human by silence, 

rationed food and walking. 

I stand by doors, afraid to approach mirrors. 

Any closer, it’ll show the shape of 

the years. 

Each life we have lived re-imaged 

 

In soot, spiders write their web histories 

Across a silence so infinite it makes parliament 

between birdsong, cricket, 

A decade's forest with its animals. 

And the dead (un)accounted for. 

 

These days, I only think of people as mountains. 

Not for praying on summits 

where sun beaten rocks warm our feet, 

Saunas for our lifelong displacements. 

But for making slow ascents. 

 

I am pacified by strange signs of gardening 

Emergent along our roads. Some days, the begonias float 

Vivid with each daydream. 

Behind us, the moon's appearance is perfect, final. 

As if we'd imagined each crescent phase. 

As if this is the only shape we’ll ever know. 

 

As if we’d want to joke about this. 

And the black gothics of our nail polish. 

And a colour like gun-mental. Said again and again 

 

Because more than blood this poem too can be a love note 

Said in the presence of our decaying. 
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BRING BACK OUR GIRLS by Marwa Hela  

 

1. It begins in Berlin  

A Historical Case  

Study 

  

In Disappearance + Cultural Theft:  

Exhibit YZ:  

Brinj back to me Nefertiti  

Her  

Bust  

Take her  

From behind  

the vitrine  

for I know where to find her missinj eye  

Then put a woman in charje of all antiquities.  

She-law: just because somethinj is beautiful  

doesnt mean it was meant to be consumed; just because there are tourists doesnt make it an 

attraction.  

2. everywhere anytxme atm her  

vxolatxon: guaranteed. sxlence bought or your settlement money back. objectxfactxon xn the mxrror 

xs closer than xt appears. please mxnd the wage gap. cautxon: not chxld resxstant to open hold 

down and turn away squee geez use daxly, mornxng, and nxght supported by an aroma of certified 

organxc heavens:  

for every gxrl who grows  

xnto a woman  

who knows  

the best threat’s:  

one she never  

has to make  

she sublxmates your sublxmxnal  

even your affectxon has been xnfected  

3. this poem cant go on without hex i mean 

  

hex  

heeee x  

hex  

hex and hex  

hex hej heq hez hex  

she was stolen bought sold lost put undex buxied alive at bixth she was dxagged in blue bxa duxing a 

xevolution with vixginity tests she waits then she doesnt she sh sh sh shh she left you she the best 

thing that happened to you then she lilililililiiii she intifada she moves with two kinds of gxace she 

ups the ante aging by candid defiant elegance she foxgets but nevex foxgives  

She-language complex  
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she complex she so complex she complex got complex complex  

4. she spends her time anxious because she knows she is better than  

you rang to say she died from being tired of your everything she knows she is fiyne; gorgeous but 

she hates it when she infuriates and when she jigs and is kind she minds her own business except 

when she is new and nervous though she is origin previous and impervious she wont stay quiet she 

is razor sharp and super tired she undarks, vets, wanes, and xeroxes; yaks and zzzzs the day she 

dreams  

5. Me tooa B Me toob Me tooc R Me tood Me tooe I Me toof N Me toog G  

Me tooh them  

Me tooi B Me tooj A Me took C Me tool K Mem too Men too Me tooo  

Meep  

too Meq too  

Mer too Me too Me too Meu too Mev too Mew too Mex too Mey too Mez too Me ((too)) Me 

((((((((((((too))))))))))))  
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TAXONOMY by Safia Elhillo  

because i cannot find the words  

because i know only euphemism for my tenderest part  

i name that absence of a daughter  

in the feminine tense  

lacuna caesura  

in the tradition of naming girls for absence  

safia pure  

or the grandmothers’ grandmothers whose names i never asked  

because i cannot find the words  

or because i will not speak them  

those worlds i will not speak them  

because language coarsens through my teeth  

because demur lives inside demure but inside of restive is rest  

because i want to contain my own solution 

i should want as well to dissolve  
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Quay 2l1 (extract) by Samira Negrouche  

the white surface is not the void  

nothing is not the void  

what’s not said about us  

is not the void  

I’m not afraid of what’s not said  

nor of the gap that disguises time  

it’s the din of the world that scares me  

The din of the nothing that isn’t nothing  

The din of the swollen void 

that inhabits the pavements  

and then the streets  

and then the parks  

and then your room  

and then your head  

I’m not afraid of emptiness  

the gap is distant moment  

asunder born  

in the cool surface  

of a silent winter morning  

where I want to think of the nothing that opens  

where I want to think of the space that remains  

where I want to believe  

That on a path of snow  

A breath is stirring  

that stirs fear  

* 

I reach the highest bank  

by the narrowest track  

knotted rope  

upside down  

I reach the wave as it dies away  

approximate posture  

legs flexed  

I reach a dream  

an attraction  

I teeter  

I teeter  

did we ever know how  

To walk  

in daylight?  

* 

I’mstill moving  

Along an uncertain thread  
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along certain rupture  

and I offer my voice  

as I'd offer my cheek  

I take the plunge  

as I’d brush past a threshold  

* 

I'm not afraid  

Of the day that passes  

Or the beings that  

no longer pass  

I’m not afraid of emptiness 

emptiness isn’t nothing  

emptiness is on the thread  

the uncertain thread  

the invisible thread  

on which I suspend being  

on which being suspends me  

there where it happens  

there where it hangs  

there where you reach  

the quay  

*  

I’m barely moving  

steps hanging  

over the oily surface  

or it’s the quay  

that moves  

that breaks off  

draws away  

on leather skin  

the indomitable skin  

glinting silver  

or it’s my glance  

that slips  

that draws closer  

to the quay  

that brings me closer  

to the quay  
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Shifting the Silence by Etal Adnan  

Yes. The shifting, after the return of the tide, and my own. A question rushes out of the stillness, and 

then advances an inch at a time: has this day ever been before, or has it risen from the shallows, 

from a line, a sound? 

When we name things simply, with words preceding their meaning, a cosmic narration takes place. 

Does the discovery of origins remove the dust? The horizon’s shimmering slows down all other 

perceptions. It reminds me of a childhood of emptiness which seems to have taken me near the 

beginnings of space and time. 

Now, dark animals roam in the forest, you could touch them. A particular somnolence takes hold of 

you when the shadows start growing. Then, the heart creates different beats. You want to touch the 

leaves, look intensely at each tree. The night falls, already tired, already bare. 

The size of the future is not any longer than this alley’s. And questions are falling, and failing. But to 

go by a narrow gully, find the tide at its lowest, watch ducklings follow their mother in search of 

evening food, is a sure way to some kind of an illumination. 

I am wearing the rose color of Syria’s mountains and I wonder why it makes me restless. Often my 

body feels close to sea creatures; sticky, slimy, unpredictable, more ephemeral than need be. From 

there I have to proceed, as an avalanche of snow falls. That’s what the radio has just said: that entire 

villages have been made invisible. But they are faraway: the news never covers my immediate 

environment. 

And having more memories than yearnings, searching in unnameable spaces, Sicily’s orchards or 

Lebanon’s thinning waters, I reach a land between borders, unclaimed, and stand there, as if I were 

alone, but the rhythm is missing. 

What is not missing is fear. It’s a matter of arteries clogged, of long hours of sleeplessness, of the 

lack of resolution for any outstanding problem. My feet are sliding on a wet floor, but I have to thank 

my good luck: I leave the horizon deal with my terror. 

Why, oh why! 

 

[...]  

 

My thoughts drip, not unlike the faucet. They don’t let me know what they’re about. Other ones 

follow, strangers equally. 

The daylight is getting dim. We’re not in winter, no, we’re somewhere in early July. The sunset will 

happen soon. Then it will disappear too. 

Dreams lack any power of decision, but come in bunches, flood the spirit, shake the bones. They 

favor love-making while we refuse what we yearn for. Watching sunset after sunset doesn’t heat the 

house. 

Watching the hours go by doesn’t help either. Thus, we’re cornered. I leave my door open, 

pretending it’s because of my difficulty breathing, but nothing is true. Better to admit that with the 

passing of days we know less about just everything. Let’s let things roll their own ways, whenever 

they have some. 

I am not used to asking for help, but on what kind of a ground am I standing? An incantation puts me 

to rest, at last, in undue hours. With eyes swollen we try to see the here, and the overthere, never 

sure, always dissatisfied. Let’s wait even when we don’t know what for, a faint line on the horizon 

always more welcome than this void. 
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We have lost the liturgies under the wars, the bombings, the fires we went through. Some of us 

didn’t survive, and they were many…. 

There’s a dance of fireflies, little lights turning around the boats of the Bay, tiny creatures chanting, 

fish jumping—the feast of early summer subsiding in the heat, and lemonades! 

We try to subvert the gods, buy their powers, corrupt their souls—we, a race of mercenaries. A tide 

of mud is moving on the shore, messing the shoreline. Sounds are raining. How many tomorrows do 

I have to worry about? A cup of tea doesn’t taste like ice cream, but it will do. Tea in the evening, 

unlike the British. 

There were times when to be overlooked by death created sacred terror, and those times have 

returned. The rivers continued to run. I followed some, and others I drew. Most frequently they 

came as dreams, some were of an amazing magnitude, others mixed their waters in oversized 

waterfalls. I loved them in all instances. But death, I didn’t. 

Death abandoned us, not coming when it was due, not answering. Its enemy, a form of life 

unstoppable, I mean the Oceans, used to appear on stage for events of gigantic dimensions. They 

spoke human languages besides their own. We pushed them back gradually, polluted them to the 

brim. We heard not a single cry….  

Almost all of my beliefs have deserted me. I take it as a kind of liberation, and anyway, they were 

never too many. Our houses are cluttered, our minds too, so a fire as devastating as it can be, can 

well clear the air, enlarge the space, make room for some silence. Year after year all we do is gather 

dust. 
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A Landscape of Claws by Mónica Ojeda 

Translated from Spanish by Sarah Booker 

 
I’m not going to die, let’s not even talk about that. It was decided. She breathed deeply with the 

intention of calming herself but only managed to draw in all the snot caused by the cold air. She 

sighed. That’s how it felt to sleep handcuffed to a table: as if your bones and your flesh were two 

creatures fighting with open jaws to get at the roofs of each other’s mouths. The elegance she’d 

imagined the day before had vanished when Miss Clara, instead of talking to her—which is what she 

had said she’d do—handcuffed her to a table screwed into the ground, went up the spiral staircase, 

and never returned. Is she asleep, peacefully clutching her pillow, that big sack of shit? Through the 

windows, she saw the foliage and, farther off, the volcano—now she was sure it wasn’t a mountain 

and sure she wasn’t Twiggy, but Mia Farrow playing the lead in a B horror movie. The cabin had to 

be in a forest because she couldn’t make out the sound of a highway or anything else, besides 

creatures dragging themselves along the ground or swarming in the trees. That natural silence was 

also the color white, and it made her hair stand on end, above all because yesterday, after shouting 

for hours into the void, she had been able to confirm that the cabin of her kidnapping was far from 

any town. Miss Clara, fucking cheap whore, didn’t even bother to stop her from flinging out bestial 

screams for hours, scrunching up her throat and throwing herself on the table in an effort to grab, 

with her teeth, a revolver that looked like a firefly in the dead of the night. Only a few animals 

responded to the shrieking and howling of her shredded voice, and even though it didn’t make any 

sense, she believed they were also desperate, deprived of a future in their own worlds of chaos, and 

at least in that, she wasn’t alone. 

“Miss Clara had left that revolver there in an obvious attempt to intimidate her.” 

Demented slut, she thought. Piece-of-shit crackpot. Why her? Why had she taken her there? To ask 

her family for money? Had she done it for revenge? Didn’t she know the police would lock her up? 

Or did she think they would let her off after what she did to her, Fernanda Montero Oliva, daughter 

of a minister and of a well-known lawyer and pro-life activist? Their faces, hers and her teacher’s, 

must be all over social media, national and international TV, print and online media . . . What was 

this crazy bitch thinking when she decided to ruin her life by kidnapping one of her students? she 

thought. Her heels were pounding the floor because of the cold and her overwhelming need to 

urinate. She tried to stretch her legs, to stand up, but her knees shook as if her patellae were on the 

verge of dislocating—the fragility of the body: “True humiliation only exists in the flesh,” her 

therapist said. She went back to fighting against the table, but it was impossible to lift it off the 

ground: its legs had dark bases that were screwed into the wood. With each movement she 

attempted, her wrists rubbed against the metal of the handcuffs, and her skin burned and 

threatened to bleed. The revolver, completely out of her reach, was aimed at her like her mother’s 

finger in the nightmares she frequently analyzed with Dr. Aguilar, a.k.a. Interpreter of Dreams, a.k.a. 

Decoder of Minds, a.k.a. Lacan’s Seminar Z. Miss Clara had left that revolver there in an obvious 

attempt to intimidate her. Or maybe she just wants to mess with me, she reflected. Nothing could be 

ruled out, but she had to calm down before her teacher’s intentions became the object of 

increasingly convoluted fabulations. 

Fucking bitch. 

Her swollen bladder began to ache like a slashing bolt of lightning. She needed to distract herself, to 

think of something else. She could think instead about the exploitation fiction comic she had started, 
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but hadn’t finished, with Annelise. It was a project titled Sor Juana: Zombies, Vampires, and Lesbians 

and featured the poet as the protagonist and was set in a convent of lesbian dominatrix nuns, 

where, thanks to a Chacmool and an ancestral ritual, a zombie-Nahuatl virus is spreading. The story 

is narrated from the future by an Arabic researcher at UNAM who, while investigating the true 

history of the Phoenix of Mexico, found an aleph in a urinal marked out-of-order by a blind, 

etymology-loving custodian. Thanks to that aleph, the researcher was able to draw connections 

between his vision and the various historical facts gathered up until then; it was a revelation that 

allowed him, in turn, to narrate the true history of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz. She and Annelise had 

the idea for the comic during a language and literature class. In their comic, the vampires appear in 

the second chapter through a character physically similar to Miss Clara and based on Sor Gertrudis 

de San Ildefonso, a Quiteña nun and writer of The Mystic Pearl Hidden in the Conch of Humility—a 

title they thought sounded sexual when an excited Mister Alan noted it on the board in a class on 

the writer-nuns of Ecuador. She and Annelise hoped the project would make them famous. 

Recognition, after all, was the one thing their parents’ money couldn’t buy. 

She’s doing it for money, she thought. Nothing is going to happen to me. The sound of her handcuffs 

reminded her of the jangling of her mother’s bracelets. My parents will pay whatever she asks. 

Nothing that bad could happen. 

“What she said or desired had no importance anymore.” 

Her mind quieted as she remembered the comic, the characters, and Annelise’s freckles, but then 

the door swung open with a bang, and the wind, for a few brief seconds, snapped at her vertebrae. 

Miss Clara, who she thought was sleeping upstairs, went over to the kitchen countertop and threw a 

big gray rabbit—perhaps a hare—onto the stone. Its bulging eyes, infused with blood, made 

Fernanda look away: toward the window, toward the volcano. What if she doesn’t want money? she 

wondered, wary again. Everything around her started to smell like herbs and sweat, but she kept 

quiet, her chin pointing toward the light. There was fog behind the windowpanes: a white, curdled 

thickness, like spit-up. Clarity: the clothing of grace. She felt a particular agitation when an 

uncontrollable bead of snot trickled across her lips. She thought her body, stripped of cleanliness, 

bore a baffling resemblance to that of the rabbit on the countertop. 

A natural enigma. 

A landscape of claws. 

She wanted to ask her teacher questions: Why her and not Annelise, Fiorella, Natalia, Ximena, 

Analía, or anyone else? But something strange stopped her, something like fear, but also like the 

certainty that sooner or later, she’d find out, and it didn’t make much sense to rush the moment. 

Meanwhile, she listened, not daring to peel her gaze away from outside, to the sound of the rabbit 

being skinned. She couldn’t pinpoint the moment when her indignation gave way to that interior 

trembling twisting up her intestines. Perhaps it was the revolver, the dead animal, the silence: 

metaphors of uncertainty, enigmatic scenes out of a film by Polanski. 

She wiped her mouth on the shoulder of her blouse before saying: 

“I need to go to the bathroom.” 

Miss Clara stopped what she was doing, and Fernanda heard squawks near the cabin, but there was 

no movement, no attempt to shorten the distance and free her, at least momentarily, to give her a 

bucket, or to resolve her need in any way. Now her gaze was glued to the stairs, but she could 

picture her teacher watching her, like in any normal class, when she lectured them about 

Ecuadorian, Latin American, or universal literature, jumping around in the textbook or leaving 

unintelligible scribbles on the board. 
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The sudden sound of a knife being sharpened, the whack of the blade against flesh, told her that this 

time, she wouldn’t be getting a “Go to the bathroom, but come right back.” As if she hadn’t said a 

word, Miss Clara resumed her activity, leaving her an invisible piece of knowledge: what she said or 

desired had no importance anymore, and it wouldn’t until she, her kidnapper, decided to sit down, 

look at her, talk to her. Only then would the gift of language—that hedgehog so soft, its barbs so 

black—be returned to her; only then would she glimpse the intentions lurking behind the night rock 

her teacher had for a face. 

She squeezed her thighs and tensed her vaginal muscles. In Sor Juana: Zombies, Vampires, and 

Lesbians, Sister Gertrudis seduces the nuns at the convent and turns them into dominatrix vampires, 

and she does it by whispering poems in Nahuatl into their ears. She dies in chapter eight, when one 

nun drives a stake into her heart just like Nina Dobrev in The Vampire Diaries. “Lacan was right when 

he said truth is always structured as fiction,” her therapist had told her one afternoon when they 

talked about memory. She carefully looked at Miss Clara, disheveled and covered in sweat, cutting 

open an animal that wouldn’t stop spurting blood. Someone should tell that bitch she needs therapy. 
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Liquid Waste by Natalie Eilbert 

 
Anne Boyer says on her blog there is no “listening” 

to one’s body, which in all circumstances is providing 

the wrong information. The doctors plan to cut 

my mother’s throat open to remove harmful nodules, 

my mother who grew up wanting a penis and no 

uncles, no sixties-era rape tactics, no loss of her firstborn. 

How will disease be for her how will disease be for me. 

I am more lonely than I’ve been since a man held me down 

as if to drown me in the lake of his needs, empty pizzaboxes 

stacked as though to collect that flattening residue. 

Readers balk at the violence of such active sub-pred phrases 

when they extend out the body not like verbs but skin 

over skin, skin over organs, skin over overactive nodes. 

I didn’t want to be a girl like this. The woman-body 

glides over my sleeping and drips a syrup in my ear. 

My mind is precious. It dreams of removal, as all 

precious things wish for somatic omission. Poor fishbones 

skull of a mind. My carriage empties. I fear hormones, 

how they’ll cut me open to see my fault lines, hypnotize 

the kraken of the woman-body gliding me awake. 

Yesterday I searched my shoes and remembered. 

I remembered a boyfriend who pushed my cheek onto pillows 

and told me he removed my clothes better than I could 

dress myself. I could dress myself. Out the window, snow. 

The abuse of men, they voice their hate of me now 

collecting accounts of fibril damage. They say how could you 

say I did this. My mom closes my book to banish 

her opening throat. When will indifference come, 

says Berryman at his father’s tomb. My carriage fills. 

It means to draft a letter to all of them, a wet damp scrawl. 
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false friends by Uljana Wolf 

Translated by Susan Bernofsky 

 

in the beginning, though, or at the start, what 

art, what sort of sound, of silence: listen, when 

they begin the beguine, when's that? and mustn't 

a lead to b, to being sure of one's lips (teeth soon 

to follow) to utter the shall, and then the art of 

falling apart, falling on the part of silence, of sense 

but never not strikingly, struck in twain just as it 

strikes you. 
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Dante’s Request by Qige Tuoma 

Translated by Zuo Fei and Jennifer Fossenbell 

 

All my efforts of last night were made to 

force today to rise from a deeper layer of the earth 

Abruptly gone is what has lifted us to such heights 

and I sway ever more at the thought of  

all that is inadequate to support me yet does 

The clouds proudly spread the sunset glow 

The streetlamps are planted in the orderly darkness  

God alone owns the combined pleasure  

of every full thing. Still, the earth   

bursts open at last in reckless honesty 

As usual, the beloved arrive unexpectedly and gratefully 

leave, but not far off, just enough to make 

the world vaster and more desolate, more like 

our world. Maybe all our lives we’ll be 

adjusting our reciprocal distance from the fire, having likely 

pursued with open hearts a light that is hardly useful 

even to ourselves. And I, the firefighter, will always love 

this fire that hesitates, yet is burning everywhere  

in the world. Sometimes I forget 

it is only in memories that sweetness and bitterness 

can for a moment be separated. The chaos I can’t enjoy  

turns out to be a picture of the world, every piece in its place 

I’ve broken loose from the fire in whose depths 

you were trapped. I am after all a cultivated  

red ember; inevitably my lighter self will 

glint with impatience, as the great dead, who are upon us, do  

Now unknowingly the seagulls sail across the swift lake 

as though they do not have to grab onto something 

to live, as though in the end, anyone could  

acquire such a lake by calming themselves 

by reflecting and not pushing. I will listen with all the waters 

will conceal myself and create the first vacillations until 

the fine salt is uncovered, consolidating the power of the waves 

Whatever the burden, what rests on our shoulders 

should equal what a butterfly could carry. The secret 

of conveyance is this: when the far-off breeze 

reaches you, it must still hold the form of waving wheat  

Wish the sunlight wasn’t so strong, for it’s better 

to hide well than to reveal all. After the heavy rain 

silence is still an exaggerated existence 

and I still want to be human in greater concentration 
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or in a dimmed symmetry, a pear  

that gravity doesn’t detect, together with the departed 

who are becoming sweeter. There, the universe is 

persuaded to go on, all things linked to the whole 

and shaking, and you know all of it just by catching one piece 

Maybe the fear of being loved by something higher than yourself  

can only be resolved by loving. With  

great urgency, my bleak granary must confront 

the devastating harvest, which collects the truth in its entirety 

Also this: I need that last reserve of strength to grasp  

a Dante of my own, for an inferno-esque request,  

unstoppable, has risen from the glorious depths: 

grant me a Beatrice most passionate and stern 
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Excerpt from Desgraciado - The Collected Letters by Angel 

Dominguez 

 

Dear Diego, 

What does it mean to be beautiful? What does it mean to speak beautifully? I used to understand 

this as poetry; as prayer, and then my body stopped praying, or rather my body began rejecting this 

tongue. The tongue I write to you in; the tongue my mother calls our “native language.” But Spanish 

did not blossom on the Peninsula; Spanish was transmitted with violence; my blood recalls a trauma 

and anxiety spreads to my pupils when speaking the tongue. It sounds beautiful to some, and yet to 

me it sounds like a question. It sounds like a form of skin. It still sounds foreign just as all language 

sounds foreign, except for the language of empathy, which we all hold some form of access to. I 

open my mouth and it rains in California for three days straight; the air becomes a wavering cloud, 

the sound washes out the color until all is spectral and aglow. I touch the soil of my memory, which 

is sand and could once become water, but now I’m all mud. I keep finding earth in my mouth; my 

teeth, these accidental crystals or rotting fossils. I keep finding this want for blossom. This want for 

bloom. This want for something more than beautiful but healing. I want to song. To make us soft 

again. To bring the violence of living to a stillness; a song to cradle the traumas of our ancestries, to 

sleep in hopes of dreaming a means of raising the sun from its absence. I am mess of slow flowers. I 

want the ghosts to show themselves so that we might hold them; become a nest in which they might 

rest. I’m so sick of all this pain. My body is a constant struggle. My body is a stolen artifact. My body 

is a gulf of dreaming. My body is the result of “globalism,” my body fated to suffer diaspora 

displacement dissociative depression disorders. My tongue is a refuge. My tongue is a foreign vessel. 

My tongue is a weapon. My tongue is an organ. My tongue is my song. I forgot I was supposed to 

stop writing to you, but it’s raining today and the grey sky reminded me of time and how we’re all 

bound to one another across this weaving of reality and light. When you set the Maya language on 

fire I can’t help but think you had these evil aims of erasure on your mind. It was July 12, 1562, when 

you decided Maní Yucatán was a proper pyre place for your auto-de-fé it was then you stopped my 

ability to speak beautifully and, while I hear the song in the night of my heart, I don’t know the 

words. My body is quiet. Stripped of its mother tongue, my body is compliant. My body searches for 

its organs in the rubble of its oppressor. My body sifts through the language patching shards 

together until there is an echo of the song. The mother song. The first song still sleeping in our 

blood. The blood of those who remain. The blood of those who remember. Remember that there 

was once a song that sounded nothing like these trees. Remember there was a song that sounded 

something like “home.” That is beautiful. That is still resting in our throats. I cut my hands in the 

body of my oppressor. I cut my tongue in search of dust; that dead skin that recalls a life before this 

language. When I bleed I can see a portal or mirror forming in the wound; I peer deeply into it until 

there is a vision. After the fire is a hole in the earth that reaches to 1562; it’s full of ink, and I’ve been 

digging. And I’m still digging. I’m still digging I’m still digging I’m still digging I’m still digging and I’m 

still digging, I still 

 

Love, 

 

-Angel.  
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LLORONA by Tatiana Luboviski-Acosta 

 

Trust me: This wail 

 

is stronger than concrete, it’s 

 

louder than rust. It 

 

is crueler than your lash and 

 

your god and will brand you deep 

 

er than any pox. 

 

It will turn back the moon five- 

 

hundred-and-twenty- 

 

nine years, it will slit your throat, 

 

it will sink your ships, killer. 

 

The oranges, the o 

 

lives, the grapes will rot and the 

 

wildfires will rule, and 

 

how I will rise, how my tears 

 

will bleed and how my children 

 

will emerge from mined 

 

harbors. I am amused that 

 

you expected me 

 

to swallow the eventual 

 

spiritual murder of my 

 

children by your hand, 
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tie the rope myself and hand 

 

it over to you. 

 

Trust me, killer: this 

 

wail will drown you, too. 
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