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This book is dedicated to my mom, Laura Katz Olson, 
for dressing me in blue overalls 
and for gifting me with the bright side.
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Eve Ensler

The Way Girls Word

I WANT TO TALK ABOUT THESE WOMEN, THESE words, these fierce flying no scheming, no vetted, no trying to land in the white house or sell me a toaster words. These words that grow in the jungles of the bellies of these women who stand on land they never owned or felt at home but the words grow and make a place a space for the others to live. Words in the mouths of these women slam, shoot like alphabet guns, fire fast digit letters and sounds into silence, into the invisible that lives forever visible right in front of us, the invisible that can’t be spoken until it’s spoken and so these brave chicks speak and speak, “breathless red faced and pissed off.” Speak the heretical, speak the blood body, speak not as representatives of their dark skinned selves or dyke diving selves or Gaza stripped selves. Not representing but presenting, not claiming we, but an unapologetic escalating have to say it see it be it me, me that is jammed slammed stuck in the dead center of invisible wastelands; malls, the too beautiful suburban roads, mean anonymous streets, soap opera reality TV symphonies. Me, me that has been so fucking programmed, conditioned to be skinny white ass, not taking up too much space, not round, not black,  not female, not ethnic, not loud. Girl words the way girls word, the way pussies poem, not all proper theoretical proving a point. Pussies don’t need to prove points they need to create magic and sound alarms and wipe the blood off the wall. Not just clever words so you marvel at their abilities and memorization skills, you never really really hear those words. It’s pussy, not personality, pussy not all sexual on your lap, on her back. No—pussy words that have to say it see it have to chomp down wrap their mouth, their verbal staccato hips coming straight from the adjective quick wet—get off me. Get back. Come stand by me. Not yet. Go deep. Now slow.

Words, better than bullets cause they don’t lodge and kill, they lodge and spin, lodge and free, lodge and learn, lodge and spread like possibility through the whole fucking system. The story can be told. It lives in these word warriors, in their outrageous spells and tells. It lives in their bus rides and bar fights. It lives in their pierces and tears. It lives in the trans planes and trains traveling them through gender and Georgia, nepalm and bras, traveling through this concept this memory this made up dreamed up mad desire still desiring America.

Count on these girls, these pussy pointing spraying their wet word poems, these poetry midwives with their pushing and breathing anarchic rhyming and dominatrix thing, rapping, rapping slamming releasing, bringing us, birthing us, wording us home.
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Alix Olson

Introduction

ORAL TRADITION HAS BEEN INTEGRAL TO women’s experience since the beginning of recorded time. Women, often denied access to writing and reading skills and materials throughout (his)story, have verbally passed down individual stories, documented poetry, preserved recipes for physical and emotional healing, and ensured survival of what might otherwise be lost or suppressed in a male-dominated world. I consider this past collective amalgamation of voices to be the true backdrop for the current women’s spoken word movement.

However, the popular phenomenon and relatively new cultural art form, known as “slam poetry,” is probably most specifically responsible for the recent upsurge in spoken word poetry overall. Slam poetry began in the United States in the 1980s, when Marc Smith, a blue-collar Chicago worker with an affinity for verse, decided to prompt the resurgence of poetry in the “average” person’s life. He implemented a format wherein each person would have three minutes to perform and, in an effort to keep poetry palatable, engaging, and in keeping with a U.S. competitive sports mentality,  audience members were randomly tapped as “judges.” This design not only allowed for poetry to be redemocratized, but also provided it with an anticapitalist and antiestablishment flair. Anyone could do it, anyone could be good at it, and the “winner” was not in the hands of an “expert,” but rather at the mercy of the crowd.

As a result of Smith’s concept, poetry began to enjoy a rapid reentry into the national consciousness. Regional slam poetry venues popped up all over the country and, soon, all across the globe. A national slam was implemented, with teams composed of the winners from cities nationwide. Shortly thereafter, a world slam was created. Poetry was no longer owned by the publishers, academia, or the literary elite.

I first heard about “slam poetry” from Kate Rushin, my African American Women’s Poetry professor at Wesleyan University. Not only had Kate written the inimitable poem “This Bridge Poem” (which was part of This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, edited by Cherríe L. Moraga and Gloria E. Anzaldúa), she also gave spoken word performances around campus—reading in an ardent but mellifluous voice. I was spellbound (and a little in love).

One day in class, Kate mentioned the Nuyorican Poets Café in New York City, a venue that might be fitting for some of her students’ particular brand of rather “unruly” poetry. It was also, she implied, a radical forum for continuing postcollege education. Petrified, but thrilled about life outside of my prepackaged and stamped learning center, I had the address of the Nuyorican memorized by graduation day.

On one of my first evenings in New York City, I left my new roommate and close friend to unpack our small box of dusty kitchen appliances, and position our scuffed futon. I tucked some poems into my windbreaker pocket and anxiously orange-line-subwayed to the Lower East Side.

That early September evening altered my correlative personal, artistic, and professional worlds forever. In fact, becoming a part of slam poetry’s planet was quite likely the most influential episode of my life. The words on that open mic stage exploded before me like a personal pyrotechnics display: electric, sparkly, in bold bursts of fierce authenticity and shining life testimonies. The shoulderto-shoulder crowd was exuberant—the applause a mix of stomps, shrieks, and howls, heads casually tossed back in laughter. It was unlike any response to poetry I had ever envisaged. My poetry had finally sited her audacious ancestral sanctuary.

In addition to my poetry, I had also subconsciously brought along another significant item: a sharply attuned queer-feminist nose, one that had been buried in women’s and gender studies books for the past four years, and so one that quickly sniffed out the slam scene sexism like a newly radicalized crime dog. I noted not only the misogyny in too many of the poems, but also the heavy male domination onstage, even within that progressive poetic lexicon, the “artistic democracy” known as slam.

I flipped through my papers, nervously. Was this urban underbelly, for a white dyke with newly cropped hair from a decidedly small Pennsylvania town, really the right spot to showcase her potentially immature “angry feminism”? Bolstered by the synergy of the space, however, and by a righteous stubborn demeanor, I stomped toward the sign-up list for the open mic. The response was enthusiastic. I was awarded a spot in that Friday’s slam competition, and I went on to become a member of the 1998 Nuyorican Slam Team. My teammates were a Puerto Rican revolutionary man, a Trinidadian feminist woman, and a socialist-informed white guy with two lesbian mothers; our mentor, and ringleader of the Nuyorican at the time, was Keith Roach, a former Black Panther. I jokingly referred to our team as the Rainbow Poet-lition. We won first place at the National Poetry Slam competition in Austin, Texas,  toured nationally as a group for the next year, and signed a book deal with Soft Skull Press (Burning Down the House). I believe that the reason we were so fundamentally successful as a group is that we each approached our art from a different identity-based vantage point, but with a common pathos and political ideology. We individually drew different types of audiences and, together, it was a beautifully sundry crowd. Shortly thereafter, we each went on to develop independent spoken word careers.

I booked my first tour by contacting slam venues across the country, begging to be featured at their open mic events, and slowly these nights connected dot by dot into a two-month tour. I distributed my first handmade spoken word tape, the covers individually cut and folded by my group of friends, hunched over pizza in my living room for a week. Tracks from the collection began to circulate on mix tapes, and I began to be invited to college campuses, primarily by the women’s and LGBT centers.

It was really only then, once I began to plunge into the life of a full-time touring artist—and to look for women spoken word mentors and allies, whose lives I might imitate, or at the very least borrow from—that I began to notice once again the underrepresentation of feminist and/or queer voices within the movement. Certainly, I was aware of the formidable troupe of touring artists known as Sister Spit, as well as of women like Patricia Smith, Jessica Care Moore, and Lisa King, poets who were well known on a national level. However, women’s voices, on a professional level, still seemed sparse. The few spoken word anthologies that I gobbled up were mainly edited and foreworded by men, the movies made about slam poetry were produced by men and revolved around male characters, the majority of the regional venues where I performed were run by men, and many of the acknowledged originators of the movement were tagged “forefathers”—the creator of “the slam,” the founders of the Nuyorican, the beatniks credited  for the style, the rappers who were considered artistic cousins, and so on and so on.

And yet, as the spoken word movement began to gain momentum over the following decade, it also began to acquire an increasing number of women’s voices. Women, quite familiar with the tenet that “the personal is political,” caught on quickly to slam poetry’s populist notion, and were more than ready to add their truth(s) to the tapestry, contributing invigorating voices of protest, reflection, and resistance. The combination of the eminent slam movement and the upsurge of our bold underground feminism(s) began to create a unique pool of women verbally challenging society on all fronts. Since my first foray into the movement, I have witnessed spoken word develop as one of the most undiluted expressions of art available to women, particularly as a vehicle for social change.

Indeed, this demanding oral poetry of the early twenty-first century began to define a vanguard of lithely muscled voices—women who think and act decisively to create their distinctive and desperately earned realities. These female spoken word artists have become spokeswomen for a new generation.

When I was asked to edit the first U.S. collection of women spoken word leaders, I felt a salmagundi of emotions: excited about the opportunity, relieved that the documentation of these women’s voices would finally come to fruition, but mostly, anxious. How could I possibly begin to amass these voices; how would I know who to include, or what it meant to be “a leader in this movement”?

I started from scratch, first pinpointing other touring artists I had shared stages with at festivals, conferences, and rallies. Because I tour for a living, I also had ample access to the artists people were talking about: what spoken word CDs the college students had blaring in their cars when they picked me up at the airport; which artists’ poems were tacked up in women’s and LGBT centers; whose work was discussed when I forced myself into the world  of the Internet. Little by little, I composed a list of both recently emerged and long-renowned women spoken word leaders.

The women contained within these pages are the new keynote speakers at feminist organizations’ annual conferences and inspire the masses at national marches on Washington. They kick off college Take Back the Night events and LGBT rallies and serve as the feature speakers for university awareness months of all kinds. Collectively, these women have been on the covers of dozens of magazines, had full-length features in The New York Times, appeared on HBO and CNN, and won Tony Awards for more than one spoken word Broadway show. They have toured countless countries with their art, garnered innumerable awards, fellowships, and book prizes, and topped best-seller lists. These contributors draw hundreds of expectant faces in the tiniest of communities, and thousands at national and international festivals. With origins in spoken word and/or slam poetry, these women are also now successful bandleaders, hip-hop artists, playwrights, actors, and novelists.

Word Warriors is a collection of some of the most influential female spoken word artists in the movement, the writer-rock stars of our time. And even though all of these female spoken word artists have become well known and have had a profound influence on the movement, the idea for a collection that honors their contributions has somehow slipped under the mainstream publishing radar. Word Warriors is not only the first U.S. all-women spoken word anthology, but also, unimaginably, the first time that women make up more than 50 percent of a spoken word anthology’s contributors.

The contributors offer original essays about pivotal moments and significant experiences within their spoken word careers, accompanied by two spoken word pieces, one well-known work and one new and/or unpublished poem. Each essay offers an illuminating peek into the artist’s thought process, a rare chance for the reader to become intimate with the poet.

I am honored to include work by Tony Award-winner Sarah Jones, who discusses her incredible transformation from spoken word artist to Broadway dramatist/actress, as well as by remarkable spoken word foremother Patricia Smith, who encourages us to listen to the Baptist preacher, the pump jockey, kids, our lovers, or drivers cursing in traffic as inspiration for our art. Multiple-award-winning author Michelle Tea contributes her always resoundingly original stream-of-consciousness reflections upon her Sister Spit touring years, while my discussion with Palestinian-born Suheir Hammad includes an honest reflection upon writing her first poem about a young uncle killed as a resistance fighter during the Palestinian liberation movement. We learn how being watched onstage “out of openness, not abnormality” shifted Natalie E. Illum’s understanding of her physical disability, and how fat activist Nomy Lamm performed for years, balancing her growing strength with a prosthetic leg that once broke in the middle of a tour. Southern gentleman and self-identified “cowboy-loving Jewish transsexual” Katz exposes how words have served as “a personal brand of revival” and survival, while openly intersex artist Thea Hillman explains how this performance genre has given her the tools to empower herself more fully. And so on, and so on, these voices laugh, argue, retaliate, shudder, and dance through the pages.

Poetry should, Adrienne Rich argues, break the silence, forcing us to ask, “what kind of voice is breaking silence, and what kind of silence is being broken?” It is inarguable that this anthology shatters sound barriers across the board. These poets build upon our political and feminist/womanist vertebrae, contributing unabashed and flawed, precise and untethered voices to the spine of persistence.

It is a kind of hokey-pokey we spoken word artists are forced to play, one foot in and one foot out of mainstream existence. Together, we form this essential community, a hip-hop ballet—coming together, twirling, lifting, dizzyingly determined to be en pointe.

I invite you to join this crazy dance: to write, speak out, and challenge these thoughts and your own, to plug into the movement that uses language to claim, reclaim, and rediscover this tattered but glorious world.
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Sarah Jones

Cast of Characters

SARAH JONES IS A TONY AWARD-WINNING POET, playwright, and performer whose latest Broadway production, Bridge and Tunnel, was produced by Meryl Streep. Jones’s career has taken her from a sold-out run at the Kennedy Center to tours in India, Europe, and South Africa, and to performances for such audiences as the United Nations, members of the U.S. Congress, and the Supreme Court of Nepal. Jones sat down for a chat with anthology editor Alix Olson to reflect upon their old Nuyorican days, her successful lawsuit against the FCC, and her creative process.

 

You embrace the power of language so organically. Was your family one that promoted a culture of words and strong political beliefs?

My parents were both undergraduate students when they got married, so I was born into a house full of textbooks, volumes of poetry, spoken word albums, folk song lyrics, and the kinds of verbose discussions you might expect from a mixed-race, mixed-gender group of college students circa the 1970s civil rights, women’s, and antiwar movements. I think my first words were “Power to the people!”

 

What year(s) did you consider yourself a part of the Nuyorican Poets Café and what were your impressions of the Café at the time?

I became a regular member of the audience at the Café in 1996. I remember listening to Samantha Coerbell, Cheryl Boyce Taylor, Tracie Morris, Sekou Sundiata, Tish Benson, Carmen Renee, Edwin Torres, Evert Eden, Everton Sylvester ... there were so many voices, too many to list. And honestly I can’t remember everyone I saw, or exactly when or where, because there was just so much going on. It seemed like almost every night of the week there was a reading somewhere. There was the Brooklyn Moon Café, sort of an Afrocentric hotbed of spoken word and hip-hop flavored poetry, and there were probably two dozen other popular spots ranging from tiny dives to regular readings at clubs like SOB’s, the Fez, and at St. Mark’s Church. There were even spoken word opportunities at Lincoln Center; I gave one of my first performances there as part of a live jazz and dance piece. But that was before I had the nerve to try slamming. Imagine that, I wasn’t afraid to read my poetry at Lincoln Center, but a slam at the Nuyorican? Now that was a challenge I was not sure my pen or ego could handle just yet. But by 1997, after reading around a lot and developing a name for myself alongside my ’97-’98 “classmates” Jamaal St. John, Roger Bonair Agard, Lynne Procope, you [Alix Olson], Steve Colman, Dot [Antoniades], Felice Belle, and others, I won the Grand Slam. That was pretty exciting—ranks right up there with my Tony Award—I only wish I had a Nuyorican statuette.

 

Were you writing poems in college, or did you begin writing them for the slam?

Right after college I had been writing all the bad, angst-ridden stuff you might imagine, laments about ex-boyfriends, one rant against the marriage industrial complex, lots of stuff about racism, sexism, the awful state of the world. Little did I know how much worse it would get so quickly. I had heart, but I wasn’t writing anything that was  ready for public consumption. Listening to other poets in the performance and slam environment enhanced my understanding of, and relationship to, both the poetry I had studied in college courses and the scribbling I had been doing in my notebooks. I began to see the two as connected, and in a way I guess I began trying deliberately to write in the spaces between them for the slam.

 

What was it like leaving the formal university system and entering the underground world of the Nuyorican Poets Café?

I learned quite a bit about myself and the world during my truncated career as a Bryn Mawr student (I believe I am still technically a junior!), including feminist values which complemented the multiculturalism I embraced during my junior high and high school years at the United Nations school. The Nuyorican added to these layers by exposing me to its unique mixture of organic class consciousness and validation of traditionally marginalized voices. I listened to poets whose cadences or accented English or lack of formal education or radical subject matter might have excluded them from the rarefied ranks of New York’s elite poets and their readings in hushed, woodpaneled rooms. There was nothing hushed about the Nuyorican, especially during a slam, and while many poets followed a rigorous course of writing, workshopping, editing, and self-critiquing their work, there were no standardized entrance exams or ivory towers. In fact, the only “canon” around was the writer and professor Steve Cannon, who, along with other Café elders, such as founder Miguel Algarin, Lois Griffith, Keith Roach, and Bob Holman, helped nurture and manage the rich, sometimes chaotic, often sublime, always edifying experience that was the Nuyorican.

 

What is your theater background like, and how did you transition from poet to playwright and actor?

I can’t say I have any theater background unless you count a  Shakespeare competition in the fifth grade in Washington, D.C. My public school was great, with highly paid teachers and a robust music and arts curricula. I guess I’m just lucky I got my early, free, democratizing education before the Reagan/Bush defunding revolution could really take hold. And of course my eighth grade turn in The Importance of Being Earnest. But my experience at the Nuyorican, developing my voice as a performance/slam poet, emboldened me to transition from poems to monologues in character, and then from individual monologues to cohesive theater pieces.

 

What has this style mergence taught you about language, the fluidity of style, and varying art forms?

I think words are words are words, and if you develop a loving relationship with them, deep and committed, they will accompany you along any path you choose. And as you move forward, whether intentionally seeking out new disciplines or just meandering the way I have, the words will keep propelling you around each bend, helping you navigate the seemingly impossible intersections, and they’ll get you through all the ditches and forks in the road and even back you out of the occasional dead ends. So however we travel, from poet to playwright or songwriter to screenwriter or rapper to librettist to blogger, what matters is how well we employ the words.

 

You were the first artist in history to sue the Federal Communications Commission for censorship, and the lawsuit resulted in the reversal of the censorship ruling, which had originally targeted your hip-hop poem recording, “Your Revolution.” From where, and how, did the idea to sue the FCC germinate and what took it from an idea to the next level?

I sued the FCC because I could not let the indecency ruling go unanswered. While the radio station itself had some recourse in terms of responding to the FCC directly and trying to defend itself, I as the writer and performer of “Your Revolution” had no rights as far as the  Commission was concerned, since they technically weren’t fining me, they were fining the radio station over my song. Of course it didn’t occur to them that publicly labeling my work “obscene” and “sexually indecent” might have just a smidge of an effect on my career and reputation as an artist.

 

Were you surprised by how quickly word of your case spread? What and who served as your support network during the legal process?

It’s unfortunate that many people first learned about me because of the indecency ruling, but many other people had heard “Your Revolution” on the radio before all the FCC madness, or they had seen my off-Broadway show, or seen me on TV or on the cover of Ms. magazine, or knew of my work with Equality Now for the human rights of women and girls, or my performance at the United Nations, et cetera. So I had the support of all the people who knew me already and were outraged at the absurdity of the ruling. Then, because the ruling itself was so public (the FCC had only done this “cracking down” in response to one other song, Eminem’s “The Real Slim Shady,” and as an incredibly profitable artist with a corporate conglomerate behind him, his indecency ruling was quickly reversed), I got a lot of response from people who were concerned with free speech issues. Among them were People For the American Way and Frankfurt Kurnit Klein & Selz, lawyers who worked on my case pro bono and filed the historic lawsuit.

 

Did you feel as though it were a personal, political, and/or community obligation for you to do so?

Looking back, I remember how much it hurt personally to have the government characterize my work as “obscene” and “intended to pander and titillate” knowing that my intention had been just the opposite. I worked with kids in schools, for crying out loud. I was trying to offer an empowering, culturally relevant alternative to the  dehumanizing, corporate-sanctioned version of the urban experience the FCC seemed to have no problem with. So yeah, it was very personal. But at a political and community level, I was also conscious of the hypocrisy of the “family values” espoused by the Bush administration and its allies (FCC included, though Michael Powell was a Clinton appointee). I was disgusted that the same people who claim to be the arbiters of decency are also proponents of a right-wing agenda that includes consistently censoring political dissent and attacking the basic rights of women, black people, and urban communities, among others. All it took to censor my poem/song was a phone call from a conservative who knew and/or cared nothing about my culture, my values, and the context of my parody of misogynist pop/hip-hop lyrics on the radio. This to me was yet another indicator of how much the power of Bush, his cabal, and their base could be brought to bear on every aspect of the lives of people in a nation that had never actually voted him into office in the first place. I wanted to do whatever I could to reject that power.

 

You do such a brilliant job of adding laughter within the context of serious global issues. What role does humor play in your life perspective and your work?

Growing up, I was drawn to humorists and comedians. I was fascinated by their ability to make observations, sometimes about the touchiest of issues or situations, and somehow leave audiences more relaxed and receptive to even controversial ideas than they would have been if someone had politely avoided the same subject matter. I think humor is one of the most precious resources we have as people, whether we are creative artists or philosophers or teachers or parents. We live in a world that won’t continue to exist much longer unless we make sweeping changes. If we are going to raise peoples’ awareness of issues like our rights as women or people of color or workers in a culture that is often hostile to the protection of those  rights, we must reach people in a space in which they are open to ideas that may not seem to be in their interests at first. And that’s gonna take everything we can throw at them: vice presidential documentaries, rock stars in favor of debt cancellation, and jokes. Lots and lots of jokes. I find wherever there’s an open, laughing mouth, the open heart can’t be too far behind.

 

The cast of characters in your head seems endless. How do you go about creating these “people”? Have you ever been concerned about depicting people accurately, and genuinely, without veering into a stereotype?

No, I can’t say I have been concerned. My experience growing up surrounded by people from so many different backgrounds has attuned my ears to the specificity of the ways people sound and given me an underlying comfort level with the human experience in all its permutations. So I don’t feel any more uncomfortable portraying a person of any particular background than I would listening to that actual person speak. The only problem arises if there are audience members who bring with them an inherent prejudice against a certain accent or portrayal of a certain kind of experience. For example, I’ve had people ask why a certain character is black and working-class instead of being a doctor. My response is there is nothing wrong with working-class black people, their values or accents. It’s only images from mainstream media that consistently degrade poor people, or people of color, or women, or members of the LGBT community, based on the negative values the dominant culture attaches to some of our real-life characteristics, such as how we speak, or our income levels, or how we dress. In general, I just try to observe and listen to people carefully (sometimes even going so far as to record various people from a particular place), and in this way I can avoid creating a stock caricature that doesn’t reflect a person’s real human dimensions. The rest is up to the audience!

your revolution

inspired by Gil Scott-Heron’s “The Revolution Will Not Be Televised”

 

 

your revolution will not happen between these thighs 
your revolution will not happen between these thighs

 

the real revolution 
ain’t about booty size 
the Versaces you buys 
or the Lexus you drives

 

and though we’ve lost Biggie Smalls 
your Notorious revolution 
will never allow you to lace no lyrical douche in my bush 
your revolution will not be you killing me softly with Fugees 
your revolution won’t knock me up and produce 
li’l future MCs 
because that revolution will not happen between 
these thighs

 

your revolution 
will not find me in the 
backseat of a Jeep with LL 
hard as hell 
doin’ it & doin’ it & doin’ it well

 

your revolution will not be you 
smackin’ it up, flippin’ it, or rubbin’ it down 
nor will it take you downtown or humpin’ around 
because that revolution will not happen between 
these thighs

your revolution will not have me singing 
ain’t no nigger like the one I got 
your revolution will not be you 
sending me for no VD shot

 

your revolution will not involve me feeling your nature rise 
or helping you fantasize 
because that revolution will not happen between 
these thighs 
and no, my Jamaican brother, your revolution 
will not make me feel boombastic and really fantastic 
have you groping in the dark for that rubber wrapped 
in plastic

 

you will not be touching your lips to my triple dip of 
french vanilla butter pecan chocolate deluxe 
or having Akinyele’s dream 
a six-foot blow job machine

 

you wanna subjugate your “queen” 
think I should put it in my mouth 
just ’cause you made a few bucks

 

your revolution will not be me tossing my weave 
making believe I’m some caviar-eating, ghetto mafia clown 
or me givin’ up my behind just so I can get signed 
have someone else write my rhymes? 
I’m Sarah Jones, not Foxy Brown 
your revolution makes me wonder, where could we go 
if we could drop the empty pursuit of props and the ego 
revolt back to our Roots, use a little Common sense 
on a Quest  
to make love De La Soul, no pretense ... but

 

your revolution will not be you flexing your sex and status 
to express what you “feel” 
your revolution will not happen between these thighs 
will not happen between these thighs 
will not be you shaking and me faking between these thighs 
because the revolution, when it finally comes, is gon’ be real



wax poetic

a multicultural affair 
this trim trimming party 
she speaks mandarin and cantonese 
I would speak english french or spanglish 
were I not sworn to a vow of stoicism 
(silent and dignified, even prostrate and naked 
this an african american thing) 
my breathing is prana from india 
her technique, born brazilian, now a citizen of the world

 

from waist down I am a brown 
brooklyn bagel with a schmear 
a flick of the wax 
a twist of her tongue depressor 
(would that it were only my tongue being 
spread thick then tugged clean) 
she hovers, coats, yanks, with swiss precision 
and soon I am smooth as a saharan dune

 

in hong kong she was educated to be a teacher 
she speaks of the rising cost of a climbing class 
how america grinds bones to make its bread 
at bryn mawr I was educated to be a feminist 
to be a torch and find my sexiness where it was buried, hidden 
in plain insight

 

we never speak of how we both got here 
or pause to ponder the private, pubic filigree 
the tiny pile upon the sterile floor  
we do not interrogate the sticky strips 
the traps for tortured tufts and tangles

 

it would be unseemly to tease 
apart the reasons some women must touch 
other women’s pussies for 
train fare and tips every day and 
so instead we leave it to the wax 
in the melting pot
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Michelle Tea

On Sister Spit

THERE IS SOMETHING ABOUT THE SORT OF FEMINISM I have always organically embodied, and that has been likewise embodied by the majority of my closest and most admired lady writer friends. You know how earlier eras of feminism sort of forgot that there were poor women? Remember there was that whole lavender menace wariness of queer women butting in with their own experiences, messing up our heterosisters’ stab at media acceptance? I think that the people who made up Sister Spit, “the all-girl performance tour that tore up the U.S. at the end of the last century,” were the living, breathing responses to those overlooked patches of feminist experience. We were the lavender menace and the broke-ass menace; we were the never been to college menace and the drunken menace; we were the shove your dogma menace and the my poetry can beat up your theory menace.

This was not a conscious thing, this acting out. We were grinding our axes when we arrived, the combination of cynicism and idealism pumping through our very nature, unnoticeable. We were all  feminists who knew exactly how and where feminism had failed us with its assumptions, or its ignorance, about our lives. We knew the best revenge would be to wrap our stinky, drug-addled, badly behaved selves in feminism, which, we also knew, saved our lives. We would kick out some space for others like ourselves: slightly feral, hungry to connect with others, inappropriate, wild, reckless, and feminist.

This is not to say that everyone who ever toured with Sister Spit was a poverty-stricken alcoholic with little formal education and a penchant for starting bar fights. There were middle-class girls in the van. Clean and sober recovering alcoholics and addicts somehow managed, no doubt with some difficulty, to tour with us, and there were others who, miraculously, just didn’t have those issues. There were college graduates. There were girls who, though they had tried really hard, weren’t even queer. Some had had relatively happy childhoods. There were performers who had real problems with the bar fights that others instigated. Also, there were people who would hook up on tour and have sex with each other. Sometimes right in the van. Next to you. Some people really didn’t like that, and others really didn’t like the kind of sex their tour mates were having. The bruising and the bite marks could be over the top. Somehow, we managed to get along with each other, mostly. Somehow, everyone’s candida diet or vegan needs were met, mostly. Incredibly, the money we made, a single wad of cash, never got lost, though it was found lying around unattended at least three times during the tour: at a Nevada gas station parking lot, in the van window in the French Quarter in New Orleans, and sitting lonely at a table in New York City. That wad was not enough to pay us, but it got us from city to city.

When our $1,500 van, bought from an indie rocker whose own band had just had a vehicle upgrade from money raised from a full year of benefit shows, pulled out from San Francisco, we had no reason to believe that fate wouldn’t have us turning around and driving back home in no time. Why would anyone come to our shows? We were two  vanfuls of nobodies, with a couple of underground sensations we were hoping would pull in enough of a crowd to fill the gas tank. Why did we think we could pass through America unmolested? We all had friends who were fearful for us, going out into our hateful country, leaving the bosom of our cities. So many people had commented on how we were bound to all hate each other by the end of the tour that I made a plan in my head about how to handle anyone who got bitchy—drive their asses to the nearest Greyhound station, and leave them there.

Nobody’s fears came true. We took right to the road, hanging our feet out the window, chain-smoking, buying real scorpion paperweights at truck stops, watching the sun set to classic rock stations, scrawling new poems into our notebooks. No one got dumped anywhere (except that time we inadvertently left one of us behind at a Mexican restaurant in Albuquerque). And, most amazingly, though none of us necessarily believed that the world cared about us or our poetry, people came to our shows. Sometimes quite a lot of people. We were astonished. Entering a coffeehouse in Athens, Georgia, I felt nervous at what would happen when the large coffee-drinking crowd was confronted with a bunch of “debaucherous” queer and feminist storytellers. I was shocked to realize they were actually there to listen to us! A crowd that had gathered to hear us in the basement of a sushi restaurant in the South clapped wildly for us before we even said anything, they were that proud that we had just made it to their town. And they were correct, it was a huge accomplishment. With no money backing us, no cell phones, no credit cards in case of emergency, no laptops, no way to MapQuest our way into the next town and often no actual plan of where we would all sleep that night, we made it to our shows, rarely if ever late. And we always found a place to sleep.

Sometimes the shittiest, most oppressive thing about being a girl is how good you’re supposed to be all the time. And sometimes that feeling of an enforced, expected integrity can come from feminism. The thing about being a poet, a writer, and an artist is that you can’t  be good. You shouldn’t have to be good. You should, for the benefit of your art, your soul, and your life, go through significant periods of time where you are defying many notions of goodness. As female artists, the Sister Spit group wanted the same opportunities to fuck up and get fucked up as dudes have always been forgiven for pursuing; we needed access to the same hard road of trial and error our male peers and literary inspirations stumbled down. We needed the right to ruin our lives and crawl out from the wreckage, maybe wiser. We needed the right to start a stupid brawl and emerge victorious or with a black eye. We needed to cheat on our lovers and quit our jobs. We definitely needed to shoplift. We weren’t everyone’s role models, but if we were yours, you’d know it.

In a ton of ways, the tour itself was an act of defiance. We were, largely, a group of people who had heard the word No too much. No to being queer, to wanting to be artists, to thinking anyone would want to listen to our attitudinal manifestos. So it was more than a little gutsy to think we could do what rock stars did, tour the country, delighting audiences and racking up adventures. It was possibly delusional. It was amazing that we did not get seriously hurt, or arrested. It helped that there were thirteen of us, two vans full. If a creepy cop pulled one of us over, he inadvertently pulled both cars over. That was a lot of bother if he was just looking to fuck with some freaks. And we were freaks. Our hair was blue or it was pink. It was short to the scalp or looked like it had never been combed. We had tattoos, many of them not too well crafted. We had scars, many of them deliberate. Our clothes were mostly secondhand, if not third- or fourthhand. Many of us were butch, not passing as a girl or a boy, but as some new sort of human a lot of gas station denizens had never seen before. In the beginning of each tour—there were three major cross-country ones and a bunch of shorter, regional excursions—we would have to figure out who was the most normal looking. That person would be called upon to deal with authority, be they cops, auto mechanics, or hotel workers.

We lost our first van due to an oil leak that blew a rod in the engine. This happened on the Mississippi-Alabama border, at around midnight on a weekend night. The tow truck driver was drunk and scary. Some of the performers were towed away in the van. I can’t remember why we thought that would be a good idea. We stayed overnight in a hotel room, one hotel room for all thirteen of us, I believe. We snuck in through a side door. In the morning everyone had to dump some of their luggage in order for us to keep going. Someone had brought a skateboard; someone else, a tennis racket. A health food store back in San Francisco had donated tons of healthy food to us; we still had a lot of it, and all of it was dumped in that hotel parking lot. One of our more financially stable performers had an honest-to-goddess credit card and was able to rent us a van. A cargo van. With no seats in the back. The one menopausal writer claimed the one actual seat in the air-conditioned cab; the rest of us tumbled around the back. It felt, perhaps, like going over the falls in a barrel. It was illegal to have passengers in the back of the cargo van. Of course, it was also illegal to drink in the van, or to do drugs. Or to buy drugs, though many times we were simply given the stuff. Once, a yellowed page torn from a paperback and soaked in LSD was donated to us by some guys selling tie-dyed thong underwear outside an adult bookstore in Reno, Nevada. A Cambridge police officer once let me go in spite of my belligerence, me screaming in the streets, drunk, in velvet hot pants and a rainbow-spangled tube top. There were many transgressions, and mercifully, amazingly, we never got arrested.

But we always had style. And smarts. When a southwestern cop wanted to search the van, because the devil stickers in our windows led him to believe there were drugs inside, performers knew their rights and didn’t let him in. There may not have been drugs in the van that time, but that particular van, our second, was so shabby that if you shut it off it wouldn’t necessarily turn back on. So allowing the cop to come on board could have cost us that night’s show.

We encountered many expected foes, like the man at a sandwich shop in Mississippi who said if he had his gun he’d blow our heads off, or the gang of security guards who were called to wrestle one of our “men” out of the women’s room at Niagara Falls. But for the most part our friends and supporters were not always who we expected them to be, nor were our foes. A Catholic townie from Boston took great offense to our antics at a bar there, prompting a brawl replete with flying glass jars of mustard. We had befriended a group of circus performers, straight dudes, and they fought alongside us, for the right to whip out your dildo in a public establishment. An East Coast dyke promoter was majorly offended by our onstage drinking and our public revelations of shoplifting snacks across America. Bar dykes in Buffalo, New York, tried to kick our asses, ostensibly for flicking cigarette ash onto the floor of their dive bar, but really I just think they thought we were freaky nerds, with our weird hair and our poetry. Other lesbians, at a bar in Ohio, tried to prevent us from performing, then heckled us throughout the show. They couldn’t wait ’til we were done so they could turn the k. d. lang back on and slow-dance on the lit-up dance floor. Seriously. The tragedy is, these ladies should have been our comrades. A great many assumptions about who we were stoked a resentment toward our presence in their neighborhood bars, their second homes. But truly, I felt we had a lot in common (working-class backgrounds, scant college, alcoholism); that our differences (mullets, acid-washed jeans, dream catcher earrings) were largely cosmetic. A bunch of older dykes let us camp out at their lesbian separatist land and swim in their pond, which was awesome, and L Word prototypes, who we judged on sight, bought up all our merchandise in Los Angeles.

But for all the asshole guys and aggro dykes we encountered, the scary rednecks and the coppish cops were actually the folks who embraced us most. We charmed the Carhartts off a bar full of punkabilly and assorted fratlike dudes at a bar in Las Vegas; one performer even sucked a hickey onto the neck of a jock who had, inspired by our  performance, penned his own poem, a sappy-sweet ode to everybody being friends with everybody else. We heard him on the pay phone after the show explaining to his girlfriend that a lesbian had given him a hickey. Some Christians stuck around for our performance in Atlanta, much more open to us than we were to them.

All across the U.S., we wrote and caused trouble, and wrote about the trouble we caused, and read it each night to audiences. It was stunning. To have our improbable ambitions validated. To have the chips on our shoulders polished and praised. To have our zines and chapbooks purchased by brand-new fans who wanted us to sign them, like we were real writers! Some of us had already had books published before Sister Spit, but the majority of us had not. To know that there would be strangers in North Carolina, Arizona, and upstate New York reading our writing was incredible. We were writers. People bought us drinks and took us home to stay in their beds. They cooked us food. Mostly we were grateful for this, but occasionally our generous hosts had ulterior motives: observing our bravado and braggadocious sluttery on stage, they thought they’d get lucky back at home. But what most of these folks ended up getting was a starring role in a Can You Believe It?! story, to be told and retold, often from the stage at our next show. Like the woman who whipped off her shirt when we got back to her house, all casual-like; or the woman who opened the shower door while someone was using it to recommend a bar of soap that smelled like “a sweet woman’s pussy” (she didn’t understand that after three weeks in the van, we were desperately trying to wash away the smell of any sort of pussy); or the girl who left baskets of sex toys around her house and unexpectedly shoved her tongue down my throat. Of course, people did get lucky; mostly in the van, with each other. Performers hooked up in ways both discreet and mind-blowingly indiscreet. Like, leaving lubey handprints on the back windows or getting it on in a room you’re sharing with three other people. Like, steering the van with one hand while fisting someone with the other.

The fact that Sister Spit was a success is partly a miracle and partly a testament to how queer and feminist subcultures take care of their own. It is partly proof that some sort of god watches over the drunk and foolish, and definitely proof that if you want something bad you can make it happen through sheer will, ingenuity, and community support. It proved to all of us that our writing was important, at a time in our mostly young lives when, without such tangible evidence, we might have been discouraged from writing by the rigors of everyday living in a world that devalued art, especially the first-person narratives of such a band of ruffians. And it gave us a platform to misbehave spectacularly, to feel temporarily invincible, to feel safe in a world that had taught us to fear it.

Pigeon Manifesto

The revolution will not begin in your backyard because you do not have a backyard. What you have is a back door that shits you directly onto the streets of your city. What you have is a back staircase of wood that resembles splintered matchsticks, it trembles each time a bus rolls down Mission. What you have is a patch of concrete, a splotch of weedy grass clumped with trash, and this is not a backyard. What you have is a cement slab that pools with rainwater, that catches the tumble of beer can and sludgy condom that falls from the apartments above you. What you have is empty of anything green but the slugs still find a way to work it out, inkiest green like mold breathed to life, they slide a wet trail across what is not a backyard. Maybe you have never had, will never have a backyard, but you still could have slugs, and always you will have the pigeons.

 

The revolution will begin at your curb, in the shallow pool of shade that is your gutter. The revolution will begin with the pigeon bobbing hungry in the street—it is now your job to love her. It is now your job to not avert your eyes from her feet, your job to seek out and find the one pigeon foot that is blobbed in a chemical melt, a pink-orange glob, a wad of bubble gum. The pigeon splashed in a pool of chemicals laid out to kill it because so many of the people hate the pigeons. This is now why you must love them. We must love the nature that does not make it onto the Discovery Channel, onto Animal Planet. We must love the nature that crawls up to our doorstep like sparechangers and scares us with the thickness of their feathers, their mutant feet and orange eyes. Someone could have made dinner with the rice on the corner but instead they sprinkled it on the curb with the hope that hungry pigeons ate it, and that the grain would  expand in their stomachs, tearing them open, felling them in the street, plump and feathered and dead in the gutter. I think perhaps this does not even work, because I watch the pigeons peck at the rice and fly off on grey wings. I hardly ever see them dead in spite of how many people try to kill them.

 

Pigeons are doves. They are rock doves, and I wonder if we began to call them that again if people would hesitate to hate them, as doves have that history as being mesengers of peace. It is true that in my neighborhood nobody hates the mourning doves, dusky and elegant with wings that squeak like they flap on rusty hinges. They roost on the wires like little Audrey Hepburns, while the pigeons troll the ground, tough and fat, they look like they should be smoking cigarettes, some of them. They look poor and banged-up, they look like they could kick the mourning doves’ asses but they are wise to the divide and conquer tactics we use on one another, they coo wearily at the mourning doves and waddle forth in search of scavanged delights. What you might not know is when you call a pigeon a rat with wings you have given it a compliment. The only thing a rat lacks is a pair of wings to lift them, so you have named the pigeon perfect. When you say to me I hate pigeons I want to ask you who else you hate. It makes me suspicious. I once met a girl who was so proud to have hit such a bird on her bicycle, I swear, I thought that it was me she hit. I felt her handlebars in my stomach, and now it is your job to feel it also. The pigeons are birds, they are doves. They are the nature of the city and the ones who no one loves. When people say they hate pigeons I want to ask if they hate themselves, too. Does it prick the well of your loathing, do they make you feel dirty and ashamed, are you embarrassed about how little or how much you have, for how you have had to hustle? Being dirty is not a problem for  the pigeon. You can ask it, How do you feel about having the city coating your feathers, having the streets gunked up in the crease of your eye, and the pigeon would say, Not a problem. You will now stop blaming the pigeon. It is not the pigeon’s fault. The pigeon was once a dove, and then we built our filthy empire up around it, came to hate it for simply thriving in the midst of our decay, came to hate it for not dying. The pigeon is your ally. They are chameleons, grey as the concrete they troll for scraps, at night they huddle and sing like cats. Their necks are glistening, iridescent as an oil-slick rainbow, they mate for life, and they fly.



The Beautiful

a coke and a smoke 
as we roam the gray prairie. 
what sentiment do i want 
to express at the end 
of our world, 
a terrific excitement 
as we prepare 
to exit 
america.

 

its many eyes 
america the 
hydra 
the milky stuffed 
beast the roast beef 
sandwich 
of america. 
i have no doubt we 
created it. 
the absent truckers 
stitching the states 
together, the moving 
monuments 
of this country. 
we destroy 
a little bit 
of everything 
we pass. 
the bomb tucked 
dearly

into farmland, 
rest stops, 
missing but 
a simple bolt 
of certain rage. 
the wake of america 
at our tail—oh 
we could kill it, 
couldn’t we.

 

america 
what shitty parents you were. 
we have to run away 
again and again 
we keep 
coming back 
to see if you missed us 
but you didn’t 
even know 
we were gone. 
we write tell-all books 
about our rotten childhoods: 
the bad food 
you fed us, 
the coat-hanger 
beatings. 
can i process 
my bad relationship 
with america, 
can we go to 
couples counseling, 
can we sit down and talk about  
all this 
bad energy?

 

oh america i love you 
i just want to 
go on a date with you 
and you won’t even give me 
the time of day 
stuck up bitch 
think you’re too good for me, 
america? 
i could have anyone—
canada, london 
amsterdam 
is in love with me 
but it’s you i want, 
america. 
what could i do 
to impress you? 
i could write you 
an anthem 
but you have 
so many.

 

fuck you 
america. 
you’re just so 
emotionally 
unavailable 
you act like 
it’s everyone else’s 
fault  
you’re a 
really bad 
communicator 
and you have 
serious 
boundary issues.

 

i think you’re 
really fucked up 
america. 
i think you’ve got 
a lot of 
problems. 
i keep getting all these 
hang-up calls 
i know 
it’s you 
america. 
you better cut the shit. 
i’m getting a restraining 
order: if america comes 
within twenty-five feet of me 
i’m throwing her ass 
in jail. 
how do you like that, 
america? 
you can dish it out 
but you really can’t 
take it, america. 
you’re such a baby. 
we’ve been together 
all these years  
and you still won’t let me call you 
girlfriend 
you act like it doesn’t mean 
anything.

 

i’m over it america. 
i think you’re really 
self-loathing. 
you know, 
i made you 
what you are today. 
i think you forget about that. 
well, you can just forget 
about everything, 
america, 
you can just forget 
the whole thing. 
i’m going home.
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Lenelle Moïse

Protégée

IN 1985, MY UNCLE SERGO, FRESH FROM A MENTAL institution, moved into our small, government-owned apartment in Dorchester, Massachusetts. Sergo—as tall, vain, charming, and flamboyant as I imagine Oscar Wilde must have been—was my favorite eccentric relative and also a poet. One would never have guessed he was unemployed. He owned countless pairs of handmade Italian leather shoes. He wore silk-blend Spanish suits, exclusively. He generally scoffed at blue jeans but once bought a designer pair from a strung-out street vendor in Roxbury. When lined up in his closet, his expensive, imported clothes had the effect of an open box of crayons. My uncle was the color of ground coffee, cruelly handsome, a bit of a philanderer and slightly effeminate. He blended three different women’s perfumes to create his potent, aura-outlining signature scent. His hair shone like a gel-induced halo. And when he smiled his saccharine, secretive smile, he flaunted a top right canine tooth encased in gold. Sergo was a Caribbean Adonis. His mildest flaw was an aggressive stutter, but when he stood behind pulpits to recite his epic poems, even the stutter disappeared.

My uncle was famous in our Haitian American Seventh-Day Adventist community. Church services usually went from 9 AM to 3 PM, but every Sabbath Sergo’s performances broke the monotony of an excruciatingly long day. Since he wrote poems in Haitian Kreyol, we considered him to be a literary revolutionary. In old-school Haiti, French was the language of business, politics, and literature while Kreyol—the language of the people, the langue-lakay or “hometongue”—was dismissed as common patois. Despite the fact that over half of the Haitian population could not read or write in French, for too long French was the only official national language of the island. Our church in the U.S. was committed to this classist, colonized thinking. In an effort to sound more holy, most hymns, psalms, testimonials, and sermons were delivered in somber, formal French.

Sergo rebelled. He felt determined to craft and deliver Kreyol in a way that was unmistakably ceremonious. His poems always rhymed. They were didactic but clever and often funny. He was a gregarious, generous performer. Sweat poured from his forehead as he leapt off the pulpit into the congregation, punching his fists into the air to punctuate his words. Sergo was a sanctified slam poet. Whenever he finished reciting, the congregation erupted into one booming, collectively uttered “Amen!” His work appealed to the members of our church with multiple degrees and to the illiterate. My uncle was never published or awarded or even interviewed, but in our enclave, he was a brilliant star.

When I was five, Sergo took me on as a protégée. “Write me a poem,” he demanded one afternoon when he was babysitting and I was bored. He pulled out a blank yellow legal pad and specified that I should fill at least one side of a page with rhymed couplets. I dutifully took on the assignment, laboring over a soulless rant about fat cats wearing big hats and breaking bats. When I returned with my completed, albeit amateur, assignment, Sergo slowly stroked his goatee  in seemingly serious contemplation of my work. “Not bad,” he said, marking my stanzas with his red pen, “but you can do better.”

An hour later, I approached him with my second draft. “I’m done,” I sung. I stuck the paper out for him to grab, eager for easy praise, but he only held my wide-eyed gaze, crossed his arms and shook his head no.

“This time you have to read it to me,” he said, and after I did, he asked, “What do you think of it?” I had to admit that what I had written made very little sense. “Keep writing,” he told me. “Practice every day until it is perfect.” That day, I learned three lessons: (1) You should write about things you feel passionate about (I owned no fat cats, big hats, or bats), (2) Serious writing requires meticulous editing, and (3) A poem is not finished until you share it.

Sergo did not join us when my mother moved us to nicer projects in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He got his own small apartment and a day job as a cab driver but continued to serve as a sounding board for my earliest work.

A lot went down in the early 1990s: Bush Sr. declared war. Haiti’s Jean-Bertrand Aristide was democratically elected and then violently forced into exile (for the first time). Old men started to stare at my budding breasts and catcall to me on the street. Dozens of friends and family members died of a white-cell-sucking disease they were too ashamed to name. Rodney King got his ass beat by racist cops and some of my female classmates were raped. I filled several seventy-page spiral notebooks with my outrage and grief about the increasingly harsh, confusing world around me. I then crafted these free-writes into hopeful poems. By the time I was twelve, I had written a song against the Gulf War, a rant about the L.A. riots, and an educational rap about AIDS, among many other pieces. I memorized my writing, swallowed my preadolescent self-consciousness, and performed in school talent shows in front of my teachers, parents, and peers. Since the competitions were actually popularity contests, the  lip-synching cool kids garnered the top prizes. Nevertheless, even today, old classmates from the seventh grade can recite the lyrics to my rhymes, and that is more encouraging to me than any $50 gift certificate I could have won back then.

By the time I went off to college, Sergo had fled to Haiti to avoid jail time for a crime he claimed he could not remember committing. Missing him, I followed a colorful flyer to the Oak, a now defunct café-slash-used bookstore in Ithaca, New York. The Oak was hosting an open mic poetry night every Wednesday to attract customers. At first, the hip-hop-loving, Saul Williams-emulating Jewish boys and I were the only ones rocking the mic. But word spread quickly about our tight-knit community of reciting writers, and soon enough, every week, a racially diverse crowd consisting of student artists, neohippie professors, activists, the local schizophrenic, and other misfits filled the joint to fire hazard capacity. In the late 1990s poets became celebrities, featured on the covers of major magazines and in award-winning feature films. All over the world, poetry was the new cool. Ithacans flocked to the Oak to experience the phenomena of the spoken word, live. The atmosphere was always celebratory and unconditionally supportive. Anything went. An open mic poet could recite something abstract about the sun and stars, something intimate about her dying grandparent, a journal entry about her cheating lover, or a didactic political rant about reproductive rights; she could recite rhymed couplets, sonnets, haiku, free-form verse, or a freestyle rap. Unless a poem was racist or misogynist, almost every poet who had the courage to get up and read was met with rock star applause. We praised poets’ bravery when we couldn’t praise their craft.

I thrived at the Oak. Every week, Jordan the host reserved the seventh slot for me to practice performing my texts. Between the acting, writing, dance, and sociology courses I took at Ithaca College and my regular spot at the Oak, I developed my artistic voice and a highly physical performance style. I also made really good friends  at the café: the bisexual sex major who organized an annual How to Make Your Vagina Sing conference; the long-haired, long-winded, goddess-worshipping, yoga-practicing massage therapist who would be my last boyfriend; the sexy chain-smoking photographer in chic vintage clothes who became the first girl I ever kissed.

When I went home for winter breaks, I desperately missed my “Oakies.” Since I was a first-generation college student, my family members and I were ill-equipped for how much I would evolve at school. I lost interest in their strict Christianity, male-dominated conversations, and spicy fried foods; they were, likewise, annoyed by my refusal to go to church, my outspoken feminism, and my politicized vegetarianism. When I tried to communicate with my stepfather in my expanding vocabulary, he teased me, “What did the white woman say?” My mother (bless her) listened to my new poems patiently but when push came to shove, she could not understand my metaphors. We fought constantly as, much to my chagrin and against my will, I was perfecting the ability to pass for middle-class.

One lonely, pissed-off January night in Cambridge, I snuck out and signed up for the Amazon Slam, a monthly poetry competition then based on the second floor of a popular jazz club called Ryles. I had not yet studied the Amazons so it wasn’t until I made it to the semifinal round that I looked around the room and realized that most of the poets, judges, and audience members were lesbians. Somehow, without really meaning to, I had walked into a room full of my people: word-loving, women-loving women. Thrilled and turned on, I offered my most centered, confident performance and won the slam.

By the time I finished college, I had competed in two National Poetry Slams, recited poems in front of Anna Deavere Smith and Cornel West, and shared stages with Saul Williams and Alix Olson. When I introduced myself to strangers, I called myself a poet. I said this word—“poet”—before I said “Haitian American” or “pomosexual” or “playwright” or “performance artist” or any of the other words  that make up my identity. When people asked about how or why I started writing, I always told them about Sergo.

By then I was also sharing an apartment with my current partner (another regular at the Oak). When Sergo found out I was in love with a woman, he loudly disowned me. He lost his eloquence and called me a madivinez sal, “dirty dyke” in Haitian Kreyol. Shouting through a telephone from Port-au-Prince, he insisted he would see me in hell. “You are dead to me,” he said.

I am a poet anyway and very much alive. I craft personal-political stories for social justice, for the planet and people I love, and yes, even for Sergo. If he could see me now—one hand punching the air with my fierce, feminine, feminist fist—perhaps his heart would sing. If he could hear me now, singing protest songs in our langue-lakay, I think my crazy, troubled uncle would be so proud.

we live up here

roxy has a secret and i know it.

 

roxy—fresh 
from the dominican republic—
lives on the first floor 
and me—a haitian talking 
american—i live 
on the third. she’s twelve 
years old 
and i’m nine but we’re friends cuz 
neither of us is allowed 
to go outside. there is no play

 

for the daughters of immigrants 
who rest under project ceilings. 
we are our parents’ 
only investments. 
in their dreams, we birth 
second-story houses in the suburbs, strong 
fences and theft-less streets, jewish 
neighbors walking well-groomed 
dogs, graffiti-less 
two-car garage doors.

 

there is no room 
in our parents’ fantasies 
for the brown 
folks of our dreary daily lives 
who work or loiter 
or die around us. who don’t know  
coconuts and guava, mango 
and kenepas. who don’t muse over 
lost motherlands and ancestral languages 
the way we do.

 

here we are kept 
away from the dark 
men who grab 
their nuts, blare 
boom-box blasphemy and deal 
medicinals that never heal. i say, 
there are great expectations 
and no play 
for the daughters 
of immigrants.

 

so when roxy and i get in from school 
or church, we poke protected 
heads out of our respective dense, 
scraped windows and watch 
hood rat games of tag, ambulance 
arrivals, dss departures, welfare 
check elation, various evictions 
and arrests. we watch our people 
who are not our people 
from the safety of our homes.

 

roxy’s english is still 
thick with spanish 
and mine’s so thoroughly bred 
in cambridge, massachusetts, that we avoid 
speaking to each other. instead we communicate 

 

by lifting bored brows, frowning or rolling 
our eyes. sometimes she asks me 
what curse 
words mean—slut, asshole, screw—
and when i tell her, sometimes she smiles.

 

but most times roxy hates me 
cuz i am her 
mirror: trapped and also brown. 
i throw down 
the drawings i make of her. 
she winks 
up at me, fellating 
bananas 
and in this way, we 
are close.

 

roxy has a secret and i know it: 
while her parents are asleep or out waging 
their undocumented minimum, 
roxy has a white boy 
climbing 
in and out of her 
first-floor window. 
he’s irish and athletic, in high 
school and cute. he 
brings beer.

 

roxy sticks sepia 
arms out—pulls 
him through her plastic pane, 
into her prison

 

which i imagine is painted pink and stinky 
with perfume, cluttered 
with neglected porcelain dolls, purple 
diaries plastered with stickers of fake 
locks and keys 
that probably never get used.

 

for hours, i wait, missing 
the top of roxy’s head 
as i imagine moans and firm 
bananas going mushy 
on her thighs, inside. eventually, 
it is time for him to leave and i spy 
his lean body withdrawing 
from her bedroom, his tongue 
fast-knocking the roof 
of her mouth. she says,

 

te amo and he whispers 
también like 
tom-ben and she giggles 
like the girls do 
in the movies and me and roxy 
rest rapunzel-like 
elbows on our sills—palms 
crushing the faint chin-hairs 
we will later pluck to feel 
more american. we become

 

women as we study 
her boyfriend’s flat butt, fleeing 
our end  
of this broken world, back 
to his house in the ’burbs.

 

one day my mother says, i’m so glad 
we live up here. and that’s how 
i guess roxy’s secret 
is out. i hear noises 
through her window 
now: an aging mother hailing 
mary loudly, a father 
weeping then breaking 
things, beating her. 
and when she finally hangs her head

 

out of the window again i say, hi 
over and over then ask where 
is your boyfriend? to which she replies, 
screw you, asshole. and i think 
slut but dare not pitch it.

 

these days, roxy wears 
the sweatshirts the missing 
boyfriend gave her 
to conceal the swell of her 
belly. these days, roxy 
wears headphones, repeating 
the standard inflections she hears, trying 
to sound like the new 
american daughter 
she’s expecting in the fall



loch ness monsters

after patricia’s face 
was dragged across 
the parking lot of pete’s 
grocery store and gasoline 
stop on buffalo street 
in ithaca, ny, one late afternoon 
during rush hour traffic in july 
2002’s brutal, blatant sun

 

after a white man held her down 
and two white women kicked her jaw because 
they claimed—although they sat innocently 
in their parked pickup truck—
this stranger/black woman—
patricia—just had to go and look 
at them funny so they had to get out and try 
to put her in her place

 

after their fists and their spit 
after their tired word nigger

 

after ithacan would-be witnesses 
filled their giant grape slurpee cups—filled 
their unleaded tanks—filled their ears 
with the predictable weather forecast—their ears 
with an international report on terrorism—
their air-conditioned ears turned off to screams, 
turned on to britney spears’ overplayed number 
one hit hit me baby one more time  
after bystanders sat 
in their jammed cars, unmoved, someone 
inside the grocery store 
called the cops and, 
late, the cops 
handcuffed the assaulted 
twenty-year-old black woman 
first because—

 

though her stunned skull thumped 
with bitter bewilderment and her broad 
nose bled from the burden of meeting 
her tears on three dog shit shoes—
since patricia was shrilling cracker and flailing 
her bruised arms uncontrollably, the ithacan 
cops thought she seemed 
menacing, not molested

 

after the ithaca times 
reported the incident four days 
late, the local liberal whites simply 
could not believe 
it happened here. here? 
in ithaca? my god, 
they said, that’s just 
incredible. are you serious? here?

 

 

and i wonder how some people can keep their minds 
open to the possibility of a loch ness monster 
open to extraterrestrials, open 
to the crazed fantasy of a so-called king of rock 
and roll resurrected, somehow  
sighted alive; how people will 
nod of course to a headline that guesses 
angelina stole brad from jennifer;

 

tarot cards, ouija boards 
tea leaves for spiritual guidance 
people will bribe invisible grim reapers 
with age-defying dreams and potions 
people will encourage their children 
to write letters to santa claus, share 
secrets with jesus and keep appointments 
with philanthropic tooth fairies

 

but the sun we can all confirm and agree upon 
will shine down on one black woman—
patricia—getting her ass kicked 
by three epithet-wielding whites—
her spirit and features evidently crushed 
by their hate—the rage in her 
gut, the insistence of her fists 
obviously outnumbered

 

and some people just cannot 
see it. 
and some people just don’t 
believe it.
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