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Dedication

For all girls who are not afraid

to kiss the sun
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Daughter. Come here. Grab a pillow and set it on the floor.

Pass me the comb and pomade. Sit down. Scoot back.

Come closer. Are you tender-headed? Your hair has grown.

It is like your bones—tough and made of memory.

Each strand is an ancestor, you know. Each ancestor

has a story, you see. Bring them all together like so,

smooth down with oil, wrap around your fingers,

cross over and under, twist, curl, be tender,

and you will know the truth of what we are.

These braids are to remind you of all the mothers

who came before you, like me, your dear mummy.

This ritual is so that we sing the song of our skins

over and over again like a hymn.

Your people want to shout their stories up to the sun.

They want you to never, ever forget them, so you

do not forget yourself, darling,

and how girls like you

were born out of

flames.

Your hair is done now, petit fille.

Turn around. Smile for your old mother.

Look how pretty you are! Get up.

Is the mortar ready? The moon is high.

Who hurt you, chéri? Go after them.

Make sure they deserve it.

We are not evil, you know. Just complicated—

like this world. No good, no bad.

Just consequences—

You have a name? You have a face? You have a place?

Good. Go get them! I know it hurts.

Nothing painless about war. Nothing sweet

about vengeance. Just duty. You owe it to us.

You owe it to your foremothers.

They call us old hag, but you are young hag.

They call us soucouyant, but we are just sipping

from the chalice of life. They call us lougarou,

but we are only shape-shifting like the waning

and waxing moon. Be careful now.

Never let anyone see you.

I will look away. Hush, baby! You have to get

used to it. Just breathe and breathe and

before you know it, the entire night sky

will be yours. You are so pretty up there, too.

We are stars, baby. Stars!

Do what you have to do to survive

up there and—                                down here.

And pray that no one finds your skin

in the mortar, an heirloom and our protector.

Pray that no one knows our story.

Remember, there are others. But we keep

to ourselves. Better divided than united.

Always remember that home is wherever

you are in the world and in the cosmos.

There you go! They better watch out!

Wait!

Come back before dawn.

The morning sun will be the death of us.

All the stars, comets, and meteors are kin—

the souls of women and girls

who were never able to return to their skins.

Don’t forget. Return to your own skin—

your own magic, your own power.

Do you hear me? You say, “Yes, Mummy chérie.”

Now go! And do not be late for school.




One

Mother Moon
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—Marisol

[image: image]




Nightmare

Mummy prays over me as if I am the worst evil.

Our bathroom is small, but she’s managed to pull

in a nightstand covered with candles and incense

as I sit in the tub hugging my knees and

hiding my tears.

It’s like that old movie, The Exorcist,

but instead of a priest, my own mother

is talking the fire out—

is purging the demon out of my body.

Today was one of the coldest days ever,

but tonight,

I       will        burn.

Steam and smoke fill our little apartment

in Flatbush, even as all of New York

is covered in icy snow.

Mummy clutches her Bible against her chest,

closes her eyes, throws her head back, and recites

an old prayer. Not Creole or patois

because I don’t understand a word.

We were born there and

we are making a new life here—

if we can call it living.

This corner of Brooklyn could be

anywhere in the Caribbean

with all its island flavors and sounds.

The smell of curry stew and jerk chicken

grilling outside a restaurant

and the lingering scent of 

Haitian pumpkin soup

from New Year’s Day wafts

into our apartment.

Soca and compas rhythms

blasting out of car speakers

make our walls            shake.

My dancing partner is often a lamp or

the swaying curtains from an

opened window—

except the cold reminds me that we are

now on the other side of the sun,

where our magic may not be as powerful;

as healing; as deadly.

Even though there are more of us here,

we hide.

Mummy makes me feel sinful with her cacophony

of chants, Bible verses, and hallelujahs. 

Her American dream for repentance

and devotion won’t work on us here.

We

are

nightmares.

II

I wince because the tingling has started.

Then the heat, the sweat, the throbbing pain, then

Mummy’s escalating voice. I clench my fists

even though soon, I will no longer have human hands.

I squeeze my eyes shut even though soon, I will still see

everything from the sky. I take deep firebreaths

even though soon, my lungs will be made of flames.

Mummy raises one arm up to the ceiling calling down

everything that is              holy

to help me become

everything that is              unholy. 

Our eyes meet and this is when we are no longer

mother and daughter.  

We are comrades in arms ready to wage war

against the night; ready to fight for the true

version of our story.

There’s a tiny window where the

night sky calls out to me.

One last time, she gives me a name.

“Jean-Pierre. He accused me of stealing,”

she whispers. “There was money missing

from the cash register and he threatened

to kick us out.” Then she recites

the Lord’s Prayer.

When I can’t think normal thoughts

like my favorite song and

my favorite dances and

my dreams for the future;

when the memory of everything

that makes me human becomes

a dark cloud of rage;

when I hear the suctioning sound

of my body collapsing in on itself;

when my skin peels away

like an ebbing ocean wave;

when my cells ignite, bones dissipate,

and my brain, heart, lungs, nerves, and blood

become a plasma of hydrogen, helium,

neutrons, and cosmic dust;

when my insides ignite like the

BIG BANG

that created the universe,

and my soul becomes electric,

and shifts into a rod of lightning,

and then,

a shooting star caught on fire—

I am becoming

what my mother

is trying to conjure—

a monstrous thing that needs

God

even though  

we are made of the

same                          magic.

III

And I              shape-shift

into an otherworldly self.

I become

a mangled, collapsed version of myself

within a raging ball of fire  

and

a deep hunger pulls me out of my skin,

out of that tub, past Mummy’s prayers,

and out of the small bathroom window

and past everything that is trying to

extinguish all that I am.

Our new home with its

thick walls and locked doors

wants me to stay trapped in my skin—

but I am fury and flame.

I am a ravenous creature

born out of war and

all I want to do right now

is inhale life so that I

can keep        on             living.

It always feels like     It always feels

like wanting to vomit my insides—  

nauseating, sick to my core,

pulsating pain,

and 

instead of a scream rising

from the pit of my firesoul,

I            combust—

and leave it all behind:

my skin, my human self,

and all the holy things

that come with being

a child of God,

as Mummy would say.

Who made me like this?

Hungry and full of rage,

but even as a ball of vengeance,

I know that my destruction in the sky

is small

small

like  

a tiny white lie.   

But someone is always praying for

my destruction—




Flight

The shoreline of our island

used to be our border—the place

where when we reach it, we know

we have to return to our skins

and            go home.

We arrived last month,

just before Christmas

and the bright, colorful

lights and decorations

appeared to be celebrating

our homecoming for

winter solstice—

except we are not the sun.

We are its daughters.  

We are meteors and shooting stars

who have to learn to live as humans

when the old moon wanes and waxes

like a temperamental mother.

Here in Brooklyn,

brick, metal, concrete, and bright lights

take the place of mountains, palm trees,

and colorful bungalows in the distance.

We live above a yellow sign that says

Island Bakery.

A man named Jean-Pierre is the owner.

Mummy told him that I am good at baking.

It’s a lie. It’s only so that we live

somewhere that is susceptible to flames.

In a bakery, no one will suspect us

of starting a fire        like they do back home—

if it comes to that.

So we work in exchange for a one-room apartment.

I take over Mummy’s job on weekends

while she cleans fancy homes alongside some

of the other immigrant women she has met here.

And on weekdays, I am supposed to go to school.

I started just last week

on the first Monday of the new year.

It’s my first time going to school

on this side of the sun.

School in America was Mummy’s promise to me.

School in America was Mummy’s

Christmas present to me.

“There is a school down the street,”

she’d said. “We can register you because now

we have an address and a bank account

that tells them that we live here,

but we will need to show them papers

that tell them we belong here.

They have names for us, Marisol.

“Newcomers. Refugees. Migrants.

Undocumented.          Illegal.

But they will never call us  

monsters.”

Except Mummy doesn’t know that

in my new school, I already feel like a

monster.

So I hide in the shadows of tall bookshelves

in the library, which are like the shady palm trees

back home—anchoring old stories to the real world;

anchoring me to my secret magic.  

I’ve brought home some of the books.

They call them old stories,

fantasy and folklore.

I call those stories      my life.

But still,

Mummy brings me more books

(given to her by the families she works for).

I read everything, I listen to every whispered word,

I watch every movement, and I wait

for my turn to            kiss the sun.

She can’t keep me trapped in here forever.

Is this the life she dreamed of for me?

Is this why we left the place where even in our

monstrosity, even in our magic, 

our myth and folktales were

both food and shelter?

II

The skyscrapers here keep us from flying as high

as we can because people seem to want to live

in the clouds. They want to kiss the sun too.

But not with flaming wings.

Not with myth and stories

trapped in their bodies,

like me and Mummy.

They want the power without the magic.

I fly and fly and fly and—

my magic is old, and old magic

has to adjust to new places.

New skies, new stars, new nights.

III

Mummy always wanted something more

than life on the islands, more than a life

boxed within the lavish rooms of the

Hibiscus Resort. We didn’t live there.

But we cleaned those rooms as if preparing

to rest our tired bodies on the bleached linen

and feather-filled pillows each night.

Resort work on an island is the only

life we have ever known. But Mummy

always dreamed of the horizon

where the sea meets the sun;

where the world stretches

much farther than our

mountains; much

wider than our

shoreline.

Mar y sol.

That’s what she named me—

sea and sun—

as if my being born was to fulfill

this dream of hers; that I would one day be

a compass, a lighthouse of a girl guiding her

to my namesake.

Mummy says that I am also Maria de la Soledad,

Our Lady of Solitude.

If the sea and sun are her dream

for me, then the other meaning of

my name is a curse.            Forever alone,

forever my mother’s only daughter,

forever a sole shooting star in the night sky.

We left a place where we make sense.

What good is a flying fireball witch

among all these city lights?

And from the sky, it feels as if I have

flown out of a cage, but I am no bird.

I will not be pecking at scraps

for sustenance. Food does not fuel

my firesoul,

not even bread.

So as a ball of flame, a flash of light,

I aim for the starless sky. 

I aim for the spiritless souls,

emptied of dreams, emptied of knowing

that monsters rule the world.




Genevieve—
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Nightmare

I’ve had to learn to pray on my own.

Not because I wasn’t raised religious

or whatever, but because there are things

that scare the shit out of me—

and I believe in magic, in monsters,

in things that go bump in the night.

I swear one of them will snatch me

up out my bed.    I blame my father

and his PhD in anthropology and all

those weird masks and knickknacks

and old-ass books around the house.

So tonight, I kneel and clasp my hands,

even as the new babies holler and wail,

and my skin feels like it’s on fire.

“Please, God. Please, let me sleep tonight,”

I whisper.          There’s a bottle of melatonin

gummies on my nightstand.          But I’m afraid

of anything that’ll pull me deeper into

that dark place where nightmares are born.

No one in this house will sleep

with the new babies—                   twins.

A girl and a boy. Bethany and Elliott.

But it’s not just the new babies that keep me

up at night.                        It’s my fucking skin—

I borrowed my stepmother’s gloves

so I don’t hurt myself—

no matter how butter-soft Kate’s leather

driving gloves are, I still manage to scratch

the enflamed rashes until I bleed.

I don’t dare take the gloves off when I try to sleep,

or else I’ll peel my skin with just my short stubby nails.

It’s that bad. The allergy. The eczema.

Whatever it is, it’s worse at night. For a year now,

I’ve been feeling as if

my skin will burn and melt

right off my fucking bones.

The cold wind outside rattles my window.

That was the first thing to wake me.

Then the itching. Like a billion tiny needles

poking and prodding all over my body.

I try to distract myself the way Dad showed me—

What do you smell? Soothing lavender oil and the

memory of tender, soft baby’s breath.

What do you feel? The pits of hell, I swear.

But I promise I’ve been good. I’ve been good.

What do you see? The new moon casting a shadow

of the tall elm tree onto my bedroom ceiling.

It sways against the light, and it looks like me

when I dance. Long-limbed and graceful.

Except I wish I was just a shadow of a girl—

no face, no hair, no skin—just a silhouette

of how beautiful I can be when I dance,

and only when I dance.

On some nights, the tree’s shadow is the

only thing that lulls me to sleep—

I can almost hear its quiet lullaby in a language

I’ve never heard before—

a song from a faraway place and long-ago time.

One night, as my whole body felt as if it would

combust into flames, I cried out to the

dancing shadow tree and said,       “Mama.”

II

I dream of her.    But those dreams are

not of a mother holding me close, shushing me,

and smoothing down my thick, curly hair—

those dreams are not of a mother

making some old, smelly remedy

that would                          heal

my                                      skin—

when I dream about my mother,

there is always                   fire.

“Daddy? Did she burn, like, in a house

or something?”

I had asked my father one day when I was little.

“No, honey! Why on earth would you think that?”

He’d blushed and glared down at me with tired green eyes.

Then he nervously ran his fingers through his wispy brown hair.

Kate was weird, too, when I asked about my mother.

She went pale and pushed her blond hair behind her ears.

She was right there in the kitchen when I’d asked.

Then she turned away, hiding her face.

She holds the pain of my father’s betrayal in her eyes.

And when she looks at me, she sees the proof.

My biological mother was a Black woman.

I was raised by my white father and his white wife.

I wear this betrayal on my skin and in my hair.

But that doesn’t matter now, because

Kate got what she’s always wanted—          babies.

Kate is my father’s wife. She has always been my

father’s wife.                     And she’s now a mother.

Just                     not                       my mother.

III

I try to think of love songs and of my boyfriend

Micah’s wide, cool hand resting against the small

of my back. But the babies’ crying

is like dragging a fork across a plate.

They start squealing at the same time at

just past two in the morning.

It’s been three weeks now.

I sit up in bed and rub my arms and legs.

The silk pajamas slide against the thick layer

of ointments, gels, and oils I’d rubbed on last night.

One baby stops crying. I can hear Dad’s footsteps

up and down the stairs and his scraggly voice

yes-honeying Kate left and right.

Then Kate yells something at my father. I perk up.

Dad doesn’t say anything back. Kate has been mean

to everyone since the babies, since the pregnancy,

since the fertility treatments—

and maybe, since I came into her life

as a baby. Seventeen years ago was too

long for her to remember how it feels

to hold a newborn in her arms. But I was

not hers—                         I belong to my father

and some ghost of a mother who I swear

haunts me in my dreams.

Kate must’ve opened her bedroom door ’cause I hear

her say, speaking clearer now,

“It’s my decision to make, Daniel. One of the

cleaning ladies offered to help, so I hired her.

End of discussion!”

“I wish you’d run it by me first,” my father says.

“An interview? A background check? A reference?

You can’t just have anybody around our newborns, Kate!”

Their bedroom door slams shut. Kate’s careful, tired

footsteps race down the stairs. A baby starts to cry.

I could cry, too, for my father right now—

he doesn’t deserve this. Kate doesn’t deserve him.

And I’m in the middle.

I could put on my headphones and block out all of it.

But Dad will still be awake. He has to teach in the morning—

take the train up to Columbia University.

And I have school. And the babies will be at it all night.

My mother tree is dancing and singing that lullaby and—

IV

It’s morning. Finally—

the sun shines today and it’s

unusually warm—hot, even—for January.

Everything is fuzzy with blurred edges,

like I need glasses or something, but—

my skin is soft, soft,

like whatever new steroid-infused

lotion my dermatologist prescribed

is working. Thank goodness!

My hair cooperates too.

The thick curls hang loose and

the ringlets frame my face just right.

No frizz, no dullness, no dryness and—

I can wear anything today.

Acrylic, polyester, nylon, spandex.

I have dance class too.

I’ll choreograph a new piece—

contemporary with a nod to both

Dunham and Horton.

I can focus on technique and form

and not the burning pain—

I can let Micah caress my bare arms

without wincing, without hiding.

I can smile and take selfies and—

The day—muted and warped—

slips away before I even get dressed.

Night becomes a thick blanket slowly

easing over a sun that hasn’t even

reached the sky yet—

I’m naked and the floor is hot. Hot.

I tiptoe trying to get onto a rug and—

The hardwood becomes a bed of

coals? Embers? A straight-up fire!

A scream from the pit of my belly

rises into the air like flames—

My room is not my room anymore

and a white-hot darkness swallows me

whole and—                     The sky is wide

and cool but                      I’m still burning.

And flying—

flying?

Balls of flame dart pass me like comets.

And—                  I feel so free and wild

and hot.                           Still hot, hot.

And hungry.                    So         hungry.

But for the first time this reoccurring

nightmare becomes like   a dream

come true.        In my sleep I’m soaring

and hot.                           Still hot, hot—

and hungry.                     So         hungry.

And I fall and fall and fall and—

I jolt awake, sweating. Itching. Burning.

It’s still night,                    near dawn.

The babies are still crying.

Kate and Dad are still arguing.

My skin feels even worse and—

I’m back to this nightmare

that is my reality.

Fire and brimstone—

that’s the only way I can describe

the world I sink into when I sleep deep.

Pure hell—

And I sob right along with my new brother

and sister           with no one to comfort me.




Flight

I wish I was made from silk—spun from

insect larvae that forms cocoons as they go

through metamorphosis; shedding and rebirthing

at each stage of their life cycle—

Egg (skin), larva (skin), cocoon (skin), moth (wings).

I’d rather be born out of a cocoon than

be born out of the womb of some unknown,

invisible mother. Silk makes sense to my skin.

So does the moon—

I grab one of my expensive-ass silk robes

that’s both soothing and cooling and wrap

myself within its soft, nurturing fibers,

like a cocoon—

I have to wear organic everything, natural,

made from the earth and all things living—

Plants, insects,    people, maybe.

II

It’s almost five in the morning and

in a couple of hours, the sun will rise over Brooklyn.

My sleepless nights are an unhealed wound

and yesterday will bleed into today.

Coffee keeps my eyes wide, my brain buzzing,

and I wish so bad that the caffeine would

peel back my skin too.      It hurts that bad.

Green or black tea is better, so is matcha.

I have to watch everything I eat, but I swear

it’s not what I put into my belly that makes it worse.

I think it’s what’s happening outside my body,

like, up in the sky; the moon and stars or something—

It was Kate’s idea to have a rooftop garden,

and it’s the best thing she ever did for me.

On nights like this, it’s where I escape to.

On nights like this, my skin is begging

for more than fresh air. It craves the universe.

And all I have to do is look up to see

that the moon is always full

on nights like this—

III

On the roof of our brownstone, everything is

covered in a thin layer of ice and I should have

on a coat. My phone is tucked into the pocket

of the robe, but everybody is asleep, especially Micah.

We were up video chatting until midnight when

he straight-up started snoring on me—

and I was left with crying babies, the darkness,

the burning, and my own

firebreaths.

On the roof is where I find myself

and hear my voice, and taste freedom—

I click on a few of the string lights and the outdoor

chairs are turned down against the table.

I don’t sit. I stand there beneath the cold

gray sky with just a silk robe and I should

be freezing, but   this feels good.

Slowly, I untie the belt and push the robe

from off my shoulders—   The cool winter

wind kisses my bare skin and                      it’s almost

like Micah’s lips but                      I’m still burning.

I let the robe drop to the ground, the fake turf

beneath my feet feels like needles or hot coals

like in my nightmares—

I’m fully naked now under the new moon

in the beginning of January, at the start

of a new year
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