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In the caverns of its death

my country neither dies nor recovers. It digs

in the muted graves looking for its pure origins

—ABDULLAH AL-BARADOUNI

بلادي في كهوف الموت

لا تفى ولا تشفى

تنقّر في القبور الحرس

عن ميلادها الأصفى

— عبدالله البردوني‎
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Hunting Girliness

My girliness is the size of a Cerberus.

I unchain it out my body, serpent tail tombing

a Mercedes, someone’s Scissorhands

shrubs, trio-headed howls loudening

the clean suburb. It is not tasteful

to fuck with the Tooth Fairy, baby teeth planted

in the oleanders. To beat up boys

at the park, make one my wife

in a white dress when we play marriage.

My aunties crammed me with a mute troubadour

& a lame-folded fawn since birth. I am

a pressed-palmed girl promised palaces,

fountain of honey, flood of milk.

Tell me why there is something else

powering inside, trying to get out,

pummeling my skin purple. Tell me,

when can I stop barbing my headscarves,

lining my lashes with spears? I learn to love

my body by playing dead: legs man-

spreading, droop-lipped for vultures

to dine on my basking belly, wattle

of female hanging from their beaks

& it’s the only time I lie still.

My girliness is a whistle uphill,

& my mother is too far down to hear it.

She says, Stop being reckless. I say, Truth is,

I quit being cautious in third grade

when the towers fell &, later, wore

the city’s hatred as hijab. I believe my baby

breasts are reckless, so I tape them down.

Loop training bras to ceiling fans.

Stay hairy. She pulls out her prayer mat,

enlists God to drag a sharp nail across

my jaw as I sleep, shaving my girl beard off.

So I carry copperheads into the kitchen

as compensation, tails whipping raw

slaps on my chest. Their fangs bite air

& I bite back until I creak when I talk.

She beheads them with a meat knife

then beats me blue, & I take everything

giggling. We all choose how to fill

the lingering lack inside us: I lace bitch-loud

boots to the knees. Scab soft skin

on asphalt. Peel the grit whenever

my blood hardens. I am at war. I go out

to hunt girliness. Find her crouched, camouflaged

like a fugitive between the forsythias.

I load my brother’s BB gun, ignore

her old insistence, begging herself pink.

There was never a day I claimed those flowers

or any hound that heeled.



   
Stained Skin

My aunties were birthed from the bottom of their mother’s

tea cup, emerging out the fortunes and sugared milk.

They are still cinnamon. They trail black tea leaves

like loose hairs. Their skin simmering darker, darker,

and it is beautiful. I am twelve, pouring shai Arabi

in a crowded kitchen, showcasing henna I did

on my left hand—yam-colored stems, whirls

and Dragon Balls. Henna plants crushed to steep

in tea. My eczema prickles, ukhti wiping the tears.

I learn to find beauty in decay, paint my rash

as poplar leaves in fall, turning rutilant. I want kids

at school to see me tatted. I draw gang signs on arms

at lunch. Always seen me as something other.

Now I will be a cooler, exotic other. I want to be

rimmed kohl-black, look like my wide-hip aunts,

waist-length hair sprayed with shai. Husbands rivered

by a heavy curtain, pulling sweet blue from a coiled

pipe, our whole house a foggy smoke screen the ghosts

can hide in. I flaunt the henna hand to my ancestors,

their awe a whoosh of wind on our faces. I slip it

through the drape so the men can peek, rush off

like I just placed it in the jaws of a karkadann.

My aunties can leap their henna off their wrists.

The flowers dance on tabletops, fragrant us

into a brief history. Their patterns too detailed

to boggle. The careful speed in which they draw

on themselves. How they squeeze just the right

sum from cones: gooped paste, needle tip,

spool of zigzags in ten minutes. Jide cakes

only her soles. Fat circles in the middle of her palms.

Leaves the bodygarden for us younger girls, her skin

not what it once was. I know she sees me showing off,

rubbed raw with banana peels, olive oil, things

off YouTube, trying to smooth herself back.

None of us can escape the pure henna shipped

in suitcases of honeycombs, unseen relatives,

sunbaked stones. My aunties are spread eagle

on the couch, still as gargoyles in a graveyard,

unable to eat, dress, wipe their ass. I can’t imagine

a day with their patience, turning lanky limbs

into a mysterious mural. I don’t even see them

breathe, sleeping beauties, their little deaths, a cousin

paid to fan their odic skin until the stain dries,

cracks, the first crumble, a fresco flowering beneath.
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Dedication

For the exiled and fractured people of Yemen, and our families and communities all across the globe—to be guided towards an independent south with goodness and peace between us always.

The people in Yemen are fighting multiple outbreaks, a pandemic, a blockade, an epidemic, a war, and a famine all at the same time, and are on the verge of “not existing as a country.” My website (www.threawrites.com/yemenaid) has a list of aid responses by charitable foundations to the ongoing crisis, with donation links for Yemen on their respective sites.

You can also share stories about Yemen on social media to raise awareness, and you can verify that an organization is legitimate by searching the Charity Navigator.
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