



[image: Cover]













[image: Book Title Page]

















Copyright



Copyright © 2019 by Daisy Hernández and Bushra Rehman


Foreword copyright © 2002 by Cherríe Moraga


Cover design by Kerry Rubenstein


Cover image by Ashley Lukashevsky


Cover credit © 2019 Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Seal Press


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.sealpress.com


Second Edition: July 2019


Published by Seal Press, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Seal Press name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2018021019


ISBN: 978-1-58005-776-9 (paperback), 978-1-58005-883-4 (ebook)


E3-20190607-JV-NF-ORI









    
        
            
                Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

                

            

            
Tap here to learn more.

        

        
            [image: Seal logo]

        

    








Foreword



“The War Path of Greater Empowerment”


CHERRÍE L. MORAGA


Colonize This! is a collection of writings by young women of color that testifies to the movement—political and physical—of a new generation of global citizens, activists, and artists. It is a portrait of the changing landscape of US women of color identity, one that guarantees no loyalties to the borders that attempt to contain it. As immigrant, native-born, and survivor-of-slavery daughters, these women are the female children of those “refugees from a world on fire” described in the 1983 edition of This Bridge Called My Back.1 They are women who have come of age with the living memory of disappearance in Colombia and Argentina and the daily reality of war “always a phone call away.” They are young sisters (our daughters) who didn’t “grow up to be statistics” (Taigi Smith), who have read and been schooled by the feminist writings and works of the women of color who preceded them, and as such are free to ask questions of feminism more deeply than we could have imagined twenty years ago.


The feminism portrayed in Colonize This! reflects what in the 1980s we understood as “theory in the flesh,” a strategy for women’s liberation which is wrought from the living example of female labor and woman acts of loving. These narratives reflect consciousness born out of what their (our) mothers “knew first-hand: the interlocking system of racism, poverty, and sexism” (Siobhan Brooks). In Colonize This!, mothers serve as mirrors of choices made and unmade. They are the reflection of sacrifice, survival, and sabiduría.


They are Cecilia Ballí’s mother, who each evening wiped off the dining room table after dinner to “double as a desk” for her two daughters;2 they are she who had no more than seven years of school buying encyclopedias from the grocery store on the installment plan.


They are Ena from British Guiana, who used her sexiness to “‘get’ things,” like “money, kerosene to light the lamps, and food for her children” (Paula Austin). They are Tanmeet Sethi’s mother, who advised, “You have to make home wherever you are.” And this is what she did—coming to the United States with a stranger who was her new husband. They are Siobhan Brooks’s mother, who was once placed in a mental hospital for infanticide, and who, in spite of her “mental state,… paid the bills on time, shopped for food, and refused the free bread-and-butter services the government offered.”


They are models of resistance from whom their daughters, through fierce loyalty to them, wield weapons of theory and practice.


In Colonize This!, editors Bushra Rehman and Daisy Hernández have created an expanded vocabulary to describe an expanded feminism profoundly altered by massive immigration to the United States from North Africa, South and West Asia, and Central and South America. An echoing theme in this collection is the impact of the US experience in introducing the critical questions of inequalities in relation to gender. Similarly echoed is the profound disappointment in white feminist theory to truly respond to the specific cultural and class-constructed conditions of women of color lives. As Ijeoma A. describes it, consciousness about sexism assumed language and impetus in the United States, but it was born in the “kitchens” of her native Nigeria.3 Colonize This! draws a complex map of feminism, one that fights sexism and colonialism at once and recognizes genocide as a present and daily threat to our blood-nations. The feminism articulated in this collection requires cultural tradition and invention, negotiating multiple worlds; it is a theory and freedom practice which “allow[s] women to retain their culture, to have pride in their traditions, and to still vocalize the gender issues of their community” (Susan Muaddi Darraj). As Tanmeet Sethi writes, she is happy to “wear the weight of [her] culture.” She speaks of the gold jewelry inherited from family, but more so, she speaks of the profound preciousness of culture: “It is heavy but not a burden.”


As a new generation of women of color, these writers carry a new language to describe their passions, their política, their prayer, and their problems. In these narratives, Black feminism finds resonance in hip hop. Racism is now called “driving while black” and “walking while brown” (Pandora Leong) in the middle-class neighborhoods of Oregon.4 White male entitlement assumes a twenty-first-century look in blond dread-locked Indophiles studying Buddhism and “getting down with the people” (Bhavana Mody). Here, sexuality and pleasure are unabashedly integrated in a feminist of color analysis of survival and liberation, and “queer familia” is neither a question nor the subject of debate.




“As a new generation of women of color, these writers carry a new language to describe their passions, their política, their prayer, and their problems.”





Still, some things haven’t changed. Stereotyping does not change, as Alaska-born Asian-American Pandora Leong reminds us: “I do not read Chinese or know anything about acupuncture.”


Women of color still suffer the same assaults against our bodies, the artillery of misogyny ever inventive. Patricia Justine Tumang testifies to the “living nightmare” of the RU-486 “abortion” pill;5 and Stella Luna recounts her own struggle for self-reclamation as a mother with HIV, writing:




I realized that I was imprisoned not only by a disease but also by a culture that had trained me to be as clean and untouched in soul and body as the Virgen de Guadalupe.… If I chose to live my life according to this structure, maybe I should just give up and die.





This is the real work of woman of color feminism: to resist acquiescence to fatality and guilt, to become warriors of conscience and action who resist death in all its myriad manifestations: poverty, cultural assimilation, child abuse, motherless mothering, gentrification, mental illness, welfare cuts, the prison system, racial profiling, immigrant and queer bashing, and invasion and imperialism at home and at war.


To fight any kind of war, Kahente Horn-Miller writes, quoting her elder, “the biggest single requirement is FIGHTING SPIRIT.” I thought much of this as I read Colonize This!, since this collection appears in print at a time of escalating worldwide war—in Colombia, Afghanistan, Palestine. But is there ever a time of no-war for women of color? Is there ever a time when our home (our body, our land of origin) is not subject to violent occupation, violent invasion? If I retain any image to hold the heart-intention of this book, it is found in what Horn-Miller calls the necessity of “the war dance.” This book is one rite of passage, one ceremony of preparedness on the road to consciousness, on the the war path of greater empowerment.


May 14, 2002


Oakland, California













Introduction to the Second Edition



DAISY HERNÁNDEZ


I became a feminist because of an index card.


It was my junior year of college, and I found myself one afternoon in a room at the student center that had a very low ceiling and thin carpeting. I had shown up not because the event was organized by the Feminist Collective, but because it had been advertised as a workshop on sexuality. Being the daughter of Cuban and Colombian immigrants who had worked in factories, I thought of sex as taboo. Now here was the word on a flier like an invitation. That is how I ended up sitting in a stiff chair in a circle of mostly white girls, all of us with index cards and pens in our hands. On one side of the card, we noted our best sexual encounters, and on the back our worst. We were giddy, pensive, nervous. We glanced at each other, then at the cards. Some of us wrote too quickly. Others tapped the edges of the cards. I already knew my answers. I wrote swiftly.


The moderator collected the cards and began reading aloud from them. They were anonymous, of course, and she read the good ones first: multiple orgasms, the pleasures of receiving oral sex, hearing “I love you” after sex. I grinned like I knew what that was all about, but in reality I’d only read about most of these sexual joys in Cosmo. Here though were real women (my age!) confirming that sex could be good.


Then the moderator flipped the index cards and began reading the other side. Out came short lines about the boyfriend who wouldn’t take no for an answer, the friend who demanded sex, the family member who forced himself. We fell silent. I fell silent. I don’t remember now whether I wrote about the family member who had molested me as a child, but I do remember thinking: it wasn’t just us.


“Us” was me and the girls I had known over the years who had also been abused. I had thought sexual violence only happened to me and my friends. I had thought it had to do with the way we looked, the length of our legs, our dark hair. Now here was a stack of index cards from girls I had never met before, and the index cards were telling me that my experiences as a Latina girl in one corner of Jersey belonged to a much larger story of violence against mujeres.


Later, I learned that in the early 1970s, the writer Jane O’Reilly had called this the “click”—that moment when you realize that what happens to you because you’re a woman is happening to other women, too. A new awareness snaps into place. I was ready to call myself a feminist.


There was only one problem. My father.


When I was in my early twenties, academics were theorizing about the “voice” of the teenage girl—how it develops, and how she loses it—but for as long as I could remember I had used my girl voice to speak for my Cuban father, who is only fluent in Spanish. I interpreted for him at the factory where he worked and also at unemployment agencies and banks. It didn’t matter whether I was twelve or twenty-two. I was Papi’s voice. At home, he terrorized me and the women in our family with his rage and alcohol abuse, but out in the world, he relied on me.


Feminism for me had to address not only my experiences of gender but also of race, multilingualism, citizenship, class, and diaspora. By the time I left college and was harboring crushes on women and gender-nonconforming people, I realized that feminism had to also be about queerness. Was that a tall order? I didn’t think so. It was my life and the lives of the women I knew.


After college, I discovered that black feminists—Barbara Smith, for example—had been arguing since the 1970s that feminism had to tackle how black women experience gender in combination with race and class. Smith and her feminist comadres penned this argument in the now-famous Combahee River Collective Statement, and in 1980 Gloria Anzaldúa and Cherríe Moraga published the anthology This Bridge Called My Back, bringing together women of color to talk about feminism, raza y más. In that book, Cherríe wrote exactly what I was thinking about two decades later: “I want a movement that helps me make some sense of the trip from Watertown to Roxbury, from white to Black. I love women the entire way, beyond a doubt.”


I, too, needed a feminism that helped me make sense of the bus rides I took between my publishing job in Manhattan and my Latina neighborhood in Jersey, between my Chicana mixed-race girlfriend in the Bronx and my Colombian mother in Jersey. My experience with sexual abuse, racism, and classism was part of a larger narrative, but so, too, was my desire for a more expansive understanding of feminism. Again, I was not la única. My own writing and thinking belonged to a feminist of color tradition that exists in politics, scholarship, and the arts.


When Bushra and I began working on the first edition of this book, mainstream media outlets were not using the word “intersectionality”—a term and theory Dr. Kimberlé Crenshaw created in the 1980s to identify how black women face institutional practices that recognize gender or race bias but not where those two meet. Today, the word “intersectionality” is all over social media and in national newspapers.


The contributors from the first edition of Colonize This! have been a part of this change. Since the publication of that edition, they have gone on to lead community organizations and create new scholarship about and by women of color. They have taken their feminism into their work inside and outside of government. They have served as doctors, penned their own books, and made films. They have led the way, in other words, by doing.


History, however, does repeat itself. We produced the first edition of this book in the wake of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, when police, government officials, and the entire country, it seemed, were racially profiling brown, Arab, and Muslim men and women. More than fifteen years later, we worked on the second edition in the wake of the 2016 presidential election, and the ban on people traveling to the United States from five Muslim countries. My father yelled at me over the phone to not protest against the white man in the White House, even though that man admitted to being a sexual predator and has openly supported white supremacists. “I’m going to the protest!” I told Papi. I bought cardboard and made signs. I called my Republican senator and left messages. I grabbed the bullhorn at the march downtown.


And I worked on this book.


This second edition of Colonize This! is, for me, a protest to the current political regime in our country. It is a response to the deportations of immigrant families, to the relentless killing of black people by police officers, and to the media outlets that describe the abuse of girls by old white men as “sexual encounters.” This book, being as it is a gathering of young women of color sharing their experiences and intellectual insights, stands in defiance of what is happening in the courts, in Washington, and on the streets of our country. That said, this new edition didn’t begin as a protest.


Initially, Bushra and I had wanted to see the stories from young women of color who have been at the forefront of key social justice movements for the past decade. From Black Lives Matter and trans visibility to organizing undocumented families and protesting at Standing Rock, young women of color have been working hard for a more socially just world. They have been creating new terminology: #MeToo, Black Lives Matter, UndocuQueer. I was hungry to read the stories of these young women of color. What does feminism look like for young women of color who grew up with the first black president? With a visible transgender movement? With social media platforms?


Bushra and I set out to find nine young women who could answer these questions and join the voices from the first edition. This new edition has essays about working as an abortion doula, handling call-out culture online as a trans Latina, and being catapulted into the spotlight after suing a high-profile university for failing to protect women from sexual assault on campus. The new essays address being undocumented and an artist, coming of age with Michelle Obama and Disney movies, and what happens when gun violence takes your big sister, and #SayHerName is not only a hashtag and a movement but your day-to-day life.


These young women of color are leveraging social media to their advantage. They are using it to organize and to break silences and also to learn about feminism and to redefine it. They have grown up in a more multiracial United States with faster access to the work of feminists of color, and as a result they are articulating an intersectional feminism that is rooted in the work of the women who have come before us. It is also equally true that institutional barriers—from a lack of daycare when you’re a teen mom to the war on black families—persist in the lives of young women of color today.


One new contributor asked, “And you’re doing this new edition with your original coeditor?” Yes. In a world where women are so often pitted against each other, and where social media makes bruising each other all too easy, Bushra and I have been blessed. No, that makes it sound like we got lucky. The truth is, we worked hard at staying connected over the years even as we published and promoted our own books, as she became a mother, and as I moved around the country. We also worked hard at intentionally making room for each other’s perspectives, trusting that talking it through would create a better book in the end. I believe we have succeeded a second time.


A final thought: Working on this new edition has affirmed for me the importance of focusing on what is happening in our communities of color and on being the ones who tell our stories. As Sonia Guiñansaca writes in her essay about undocumented youth: “We did the work to claim our lives.” This, I believe, is the way forward: we have to claim our lives and claim our stories. There is no substitute for the power that comes from doing so. It is energizing and empowering, and ultimately it makes everything else possible.




“We have to claim our lives and claim our stories. There is no substitute for the power that comes from doing so.”





March 28, 2018


Siler City, North Carolina













Introduction to the Second Edition



BUSHRA REHMAN


Daisy and I used to joke, “You’re Cherríe and I’m Gloria,” when we were editing the first edition of Colonize This! There was something about the softness and hardness we wanted to evoke. And yes, who was the soft and who was the hard and what did we really mean? But we were young, and we idolized, tried to imagine our lives by holding them up to the women before us.


So you can imagine our joy when Rebecca Hurdis, one of the writers in Colonize This!, invited Daisy and me to the twentieth anniversary celebration of This Bridge Called My Back taking place at the University of California, Berkeley. Rebecca had written movingly about her discovery of This Bridge (her essay inspiring my own discovery, because yes, I was just as misled by whitewashed history).


It felt like a family reunion. So many radical women had gathered: Cherríe Moraga, Gloria Anzaldúa, Barbara Smith, Angela Davis, and many of the writers from This Bridge. I was asked to read poetry; Daisy and I were asked to speak about Colonize This!, which had not yet been published.


My strongest impression from the conference, the feeling I left with and still hold with wonder, was the intensity of seeing a generation of women of color before me. It wasn’t until then that I truly began to believe I could have a future. My whole life, I was constantly told in direct and indirect ways that when I was old, I would end up lonely, without a family and a home, if I persisted with my resistance to marriage, my desire to write. But here at UC Berkeley, feminist, trans, and women of color writers and activists in their fifties, sixties, and seventies were full of life, friendship, and laughter.


I remember a light heart, but if I take another moment to truly remember, it was a light heart among the darkness, a feeling of emergency. It was February 2002, five months after 9/11. I am a New Yorker and a Muslim. Need I say more about the radical, antiwar, onto-the-bullshit-the-government-was-saying place I was in?


I listened carefully while Angela Davis outlined the deliberateness of the prison-industrial complex as a tool of oppression. I listened carefully while Barbara Smith talked about how the words “identity politics” had been lifted from the Combahee River Collective, and how the original intention of the term and the practice were meant solely for revolutionary purposes.


Gloria’s talk was almost wordless. She projected a series of images. Is it too dramatic to say it was a spiritual experience, and like every spiritual experience, felt like an odd dream afterward? She drew ripples, spirals, and stones, let us know it was a spiritual journey we were on, not a clamoring for awards and attention.


I was blown away by it all. And when the scholar-activist Nadine Naber, who had just returned from Palestine, began to cry while reporting on the torture, displacement, and murder of Palestinian children and families under Israeli occupation and colonization, I bent my head and cried too.


It’s not that I think feminism happens only at conferences. I was working on Colonize This! not because I was an expert on feminism (whatever that means) but because I wanted to understand and explain what it could mean to a woman like me.


Who was I at twenty-seven? Rebellious, self-destructive, malnourished, barely scraping by, a disowned daughter, a vagabond; most called me a freak. The only thread I held onto was the writing. It was something I knew, a secret I understood, this thing called writing. I was driven to it despite every force that tried to stop me.


Now, in Berkeley, I was surrounded by women who were further on the path of writing and creating revolution. It was at this gathering that Cherríe agreed to write the foreword for Colonize This! and Gloria agreed to write a blurb. Their generosity and kindness overwhelmed me. We were invited to Gloria’s home in Santa Cruz. Daisy, her girlfriend Kristina, and I planned a road trip to visit Gloria on Daisy’s birthday, but eight days before we did, Gloria, who had been ill, passed away.


Deeply saddened, we decided to keep our intention; we drove from Oakland and stood outside Gloria’s house for a moment. Daisy had visited her once before and remembered the tree that had been one of Gloria’s favorites. It grew by the ocean near her home. We knew for sure we had found the right one when we saw someone had put a candle at the foot. We sat beneath the leaves in the beautiful Santa Cruz sun and ate birthday cake Kristina had packed in Tupperware for the trip.


Now, we are a few years away from our own twentieth anniversary. I know the writers in Colonize This! have inspired me to have courage in the face of the constant barrage of choking oppressions I live and breathe. I know it has done the same for readers who’ve reached out to Daisy and me, readers who’ve told us Colonize This! changed their lives, brought them to activism, let them know they were not alone. There was only so long I could listen to the hate spewed by this current administration before realizing it was time to bring the voices of Colonize This! into the world again. And yet, I was exhausted.


I thought of Gloria, how well she had put this action in the face of weariness into words. I reread “Speaking in Tongues: A Letter to Third World Women Writers,” one of her essays in This Bridge. The fog in my head cleared a little bit. Gloria was telling me to write; she was saying yes, she understood, that I was tired, overworked, frustrated, angry, weighed down by decades of sadness and guilt, centuries of brutality, and here I was craving sweets, doing everything but the writing, wanting to crawl up into a ball and sleep.


Gloria wrote, “Be simple, direct, immediate.” Gloria, I will try. As I write this, there are youth-led marches to end gun violence taking place all over the world. My partner is live-streaming the march from DC via Democracy Now! I am in tears from the power and eloquence of the speakers. It is the youth, and always has been the youth, who have carried the fire and the light forward.


My heart is with the marchers, but I am inside, trying to finish this book, in hopes it will continue to have revolutionary power. For the first time, I think of how Cherríe and Gloria must have seen us. Was it how I see the youth now, taking on leadership and fighting with love and rage against this sickening, violent, corrupt moment we are living in? I am filled with overwhelming gratitude that these young activists can be more radical than we were and humbled to know Colonize This! had some small part in moving the marker just a little bit more toward the light.




“It is the youth, and always has been the youth, who have carried the fire and the light forward.”





March 24, 2018


Brooklyn, New York













Introduction to the First Edition



BUSHRA REHMAN


DAISY HERNÁNDEZ




December 7, 2001


This morning I woke up to the news radio. Women were throwing off their veils in Afghanistan and I thought about how for years the women I have known have wanted this to happen. But now what a hollow victory it all is. I am disgusted by the us-and-them mentality. “We,” the liberated Americans, must save “them,” the oppressed women. What kind of feminist victory is it when we liberate women by killing their men and any woman or child who happens to be where a bomb hits? I feel myself as a Muslim-American woman, as a woman of color, fearing walking down the street, feeling the pain that my friends felt as they were beaten down in the weeks after September 11. Solemnly, we counted as the numbers rose: two, five, seven… My friend telling me: They told me I smelled—they touched me everywhere—and when I talked back, they made fun of me, grabbed me, held my arms back, told me to go back to my country, took my money and ran. My other friend telling me: They punched me, kicked me, called me queer—they found the pamphlets in my bag, and I’m here on asylum, for being a queer activist—my papers were just going through—I’m not safe in this country as a gay man. My other friends telling me: We didn’t want to report it to the police, why just start another case of racial profiling? They’re not going to find the guys who did it. They’re just going to use our pain as an excuse for more violence. Use our pain as an excuse for more violence. This is what I hear again and again in a city that is grieving, that is beginning to see what other countries live every day.


But where does women of color feminism fit into all of this? Everywhere. As women of color feminists, this is what we have to think about.




—Bushra Rehman










February 12, 2002


At first I think the teacups have fallen. Broken, they sit on a shelf in the attic apartment Bushra and her sister Sa’dia share. The teacups look antique, etched with thin lines that loop like the penmanship from old textbooks. I imagine they have been in the family for years, but then I find out they were created by Sa’dia for her art exhibit. She made the cups and inscribed each one with the name of a woman from her family. Each cup represents that woman and is broken to the degree of her rebellions. Some are cracked a little, others shattered. They are piled on top of each other, as if someone needs to do the dishes.


The teacups broken and the women broken. That’s how it feels sitting on this thin carpet, editing these essays on feminism while Washington wages war against terrorism. Life feels like something broken on purpose. During the Spanish evening news, a man in Afghanistan says, “It was an enemy plane and a woman cried.” His words stay with me as if they were a poem. It was an enemy plane and a woman cried. I think of that woman and TV cameras in Colombia, my mother’s country. The footage shows bloodied streets and women crying. My mother refuses to look. I can’t look away. Her eyes are sad and grateful: my American daughter who can just watch this on TV. My aunt gives us cups of tea and tells me to watch what I say on the phone. Rumors are spreading that the FBI is making people disappear. My aunt with the wide smile. She tapes an American flag to my window, determined to keep us safe.


—Daisy Hernández





When we began editing this book, we knew only a little about each other. We were two dark-haired women who moved in overlapping circles of writers, queers, artists, and feminists. We had met in New York City through the collective Women in Literature and Letters (WILL), which organized affordable writing programs that were women of color–centered. It was while editing this book, however, that we realized how much a Pakistani Muslim girl from Queens could have in common with a Catholic Cuban-Colombian girl from New Jersey.


We both grew up bilingual in working-class immigrant neighborhoods. Our childhoods had been steeped in the religions and traditions of our parents’ homelands, and at an early age, we were well acquainted with going through customs, both at home and at the airports. We followed our parents’ faith like good daughters until we became women: At fifteen, Daisy left obligatory Sunday Mass and Catholicism when a nun said the Bible didn’t have to be interpreted literally, and no, Noah’s ark had never existed. At sixteen, Bushra discovered her body—and stopped praying five times a day.


Of course, there were also differences. Bushra had been raised knowing that violence was as common as friendship between people of color. Her family had moved from Pakistan to New York City to Saudi Arabia to Pakistan and then back to New York City. Daisy, on the other hand, had grown up with white European immigrants who were becoming white Americans, and her familia had only moved from one side of town to the other. We broke with our families in different ways: Bushra left home without getting married; Daisy stayed home and began dating women.


Our personal rebellions led to a loss of family that took us on another path, where we met other not-so-perfect South Asian and Latina women also working for social change. It felt like it had taken us a lifetime to find these spaces with women who gave us a feeling of familiarity and of belonging, something that had never been a given in our lives. With these women we could talk about our families and find the understanding that would help us go back home. We began to realize, however, that working with our own communities was only the groundwork. To make change happen we needed to partner up with other women of color. To work on this book we had to venture out of our safe zones.


And then 9/11 happened. People from our communities turned on each other in new ways. Girls wearing hijab to elementary school were being slapped by other girls of color. Any mujer dating an Arab man was now suspect in her own community. People we considered friends were now suspicious of Middle Eastern men, Muslims, and Arab immigrants, even if they were immigrants themselves. Living near Ground Zero, we watched people respond to their grief and fear with violence that escalated in both action and conversation, and we felt our own fear close to home: Daisy was afraid that, with the surge of pro-American sentiments, her mother would be mistreated for not speaking English, and Bushra feared for her mother and sisters who veil, and for her father and brothers with beards who fit the look of “terrorists.”


In response to the war, we wanted to do “traditional” activist work, to organize rallies and protest on the street, but abandoning this book project didn’t feel right. Darice Jones, one of our contributors, reminded us of Angela Davis’s words: we are living in a world for which old forms of activism are not enough, and today’s activism is about creating coalitions between communities. This is exactly our hope for this book. Despite differences of language, skin color, and class, we have a long, shared history of oppression and resistance. For us, this book is activism, a way to continue the conversations among young women of color found in earlier books like This Bridge Called My Back and Making Face, Making Soul.


After many late-night talks, we chose the title of Cristina Tzintzún’s essay, “Colonize This!,” for the book, to acknowledge how the stories of women and colonization are intimately tied. But when we first sat down to write this introduction and looked in the dictionary, we found that “colonize” means “to create a settlement.” It sounded so simple and peaceful. We rewrote the definition. To colonize is “to strip a people of their culture, language, land, family structure, who they are as a person and as a people.” Ironically, the dictionary helped us better articulate the meaning of this book. It reminded us that it’s important for women of color to write. We can’t have someone else defining our lives or our feminism.


Like many other women of color, the two of us first learned the language of feminism in college through a white, middle-class perspective, one form of colonization. Feminism should have brought us closer to our mothers and sisters and to our aunties in the Third World. Instead it took us further away. The academic feminism didn’t teach us how to talk with the women in our families about why they stayed with alcoholic husbands or chose to veil. In rejecting their life choices as women, we lost a part of ourselves and our own history.


This is difficult to write, because initially, white feminism felt so liberating. It gave us a framework for understanding the silences and tempers of our fathers and the religious piety of our mothers. It gave us Ani DiFranco’s music to sing to and professors who told us that, no, patriarchy isn’t only in our homes. It is everywhere. There is actually a system in place that we can analyze and even change.


But our experience with white feminism was bittersweet at best. Daisy felt uncomfortable talking about her parents’ factory work in the middle-class living rooms where feminists met to talk about sweatshops. Bushra realized how different she was from her feminist sisters when she critiqued the Israeli occupation or when she was asked to choose between her identity as a Muslim and as an American. There was always a dualism at play between our “enlightened” feminist friends at college and the “unenlightened,” nonfeminist women in our families. We wondered how it could be that, according to feminist thought, our mothers were considered passive when they raised six children; when they worked night and day at stores, in factories, and at home; and when they were feared and respected even by the bully on the block.


It was only after college, through word of mouth from other women of color, that we learned about another kind of feminism. These groups practiced women of color feminism, sometimes naming it as such and sometimes not saying it at all. Daisy joined WILL, a collective founded by three Latinas to use writing as a political weapon, and that’s how she first read Cherríe Moraga’s writings on homosexuality and began publishing her own work. Bushra joined the South Asian Women’s Creative Collective (SAWCC), where she found a desi audience and began performing her poetry, first in New York City and eventually around the country. It was among these women that we both began developing a feminist way of looking at la vida that linked the shit we got as women to the color of our skin, the languages we spoke, and the zip codes we knew as home.


Our feminism lies where other people don’t expect it to. As we write this introduction, the cop who (allegedly) took part in sodomizing Abner Louima has just been released from jail. We see pictures of the cop kissing his wife splattered across the newspapers. This sanctioning of sexual violence and police brutality against a black Haitian immigrant feels like a slap in the face. For us, as women of color, this is where our feminism lies. When the media vilifies a whole race, when a woman breaks the image of a model minority, when she leaves her entire community behind only to re-create it continually in her art and her writing, or when our neighborhoods are being gentrified—this is also where our feminism lies.




“As young women of color, we have found that our relationship to feminism is both like and unlike that of the women in our mothers’ generation. We’ve grown up with legalized abortion, and the legacy of the Civil Rights movement and gay liberation, but we still deal with sexual harassment, racist remarks from feminists, and the homophobia within our communities.”





As young women of color, we have found that our relationship to feminism is both like and unlike that of the women in our mothers’ generation. We’ve grown up with legalized abortion, and the legacy of the Civil Rights movement and gay liberation, but we still deal with sexual harassment, racist remarks from feminists, and the homophobia within our communities. The difference is that now we talk about these issues in women’s studies classes, in classrooms that are multicultural but xenophobic, and in a society that pretends to be racially integrated but remains racially profiled.


We have also grown up with a body of literature created by women of color in the past thirty years—Alice Walker’s words about womanism, Gloria Anzaldúa’s theories about living in the borderlands, and Audre Lorde’s writings about silences and survival. In reading the submissions for this anthology, we found that it was the books that kept young women of color sane through college, abortions, and first romances with women. Many of us just needed the books: we needed another woman of color writing about her fear of loving a dark woman’s body, or about being black and pregnant and feeling the scarcity of her choices.


In working with the writers in this book, we often thought of Audre Lorde’s words from her poem “A Litany for Survival”: “We were never meant to survive.”1 Who would think that we would survive—we, young girls prey to the hands of men, the insults of teachers, the restrictive laws of holy texts, and a world that tells us, “This is not your world.” For the young women in this book, creating lives on their own terms is an act of survival and resistance. It’s also a part of a larger liberation struggle for women and people of color.


With these ideas and essays in hand, we locked ourselves up for weeks at a time until the book took form. We chose to focus on the four major themes of family and community, mothers, cultural customs, and talking back. Our first section, “Family and Community: A Litany for Survival,” describes how we band closer to our birth or chosen families because of the hostility in the world, because of someone calling us “spic,” “nigger,” “fag,” or “terrorist,” or because political and economic wars are only a phone call away to aunties living in Nicaragua or the Philippines. But family is only a safe zone until you kiss another woman, question the faith, or go to the movies with a white boy. With our communities we’re expected to suppress our individual selves and our dissent in order to look strong in the face of racism. In this section, mixed-race women write to those of us who question their belonging to a women of color community. Women also search for chosen families and live different lives after being diagnosed with HIV. Their feminism and community activism are based on the model of family.


“Our Mothers, Refugees from a World on Fire” is about our inclination as young women of color to see our mothers as the “real” feminists, the ones who practice rather than preach. While college may have given us the theories, many of us return home for a working definition of what it means to be a feminist. The mothers in this section are strong women who told us to get married, go to school, pray, and avoid sex. They depended on each other, on sisters, neighbors, and best friends, to watch over us while they themselves were coping with mental illness, poverty, or raising too many kids. They are the women Cherríe Moraga wrote about twenty years ago when she said our parents were “refugees from a world on fire.” We were just kids then, playing on the streets and translating for our mothers in supermarkets and at the doctor’s office.


“Going Through Customs,” our third section, is about what it’s like when every part of us is vulnerable at the checkpoint, when we’re asked to check our language, our clothing, our food at the door. Many of us have been negotiating identities from the first time we stepped out of our parents’ home. When our parents came here with stars in their eyes and fear in their guts, they didn’t realize all they would have to give up. When they hoped for a better future for us, they didn’t realize they were giving up a chance to have good Muslim, good Nigerian, good Mexican daughters. “Going Through Customs” is our own way of picking and choosing what we will keep from our traditions and what we will bring into our lives now.


Our last section, “Talking Back, Taking Back,” borrows from the title of bell hooks’s book and shows women talking back to white feminists, white Americans, men on the streets, their mothers, and liberals. For young women of color, so much of feminism has meant talking back and taking back the world that we live in. It is a taking back of our image and a breaking down of roles imposed on us, whether it’s that of the model minority or the affirmative action kid. These women talk back when someone tells us that racism is over because there are a handful of African Americans in the honors class, when we can’t walk down the street wearing what we want because we’ll be sexually harassed, when they tell us that black women have no problem with body image just because all the women in the magazines are white. Here are women talking back to stereotypes and taking back a history that has been denied to us.


We hope that this book will introduce some of the ideas of women of color feminism to women who have thought that feminism is a philosophy about white men and women and has nothing to do with our communities. We also want this book to deepen conversations between young women of color. We believe that hearing each other out about our differences and similarities is an important step toward figuring out how to work with whatever divides us.


We have learned so much from the process and from each contributor. Our own work as writers has taken on more urgency because of this book, and we hope other young women will also be moved to action. We know that one book can’t do it all, and our lack of resources sometimes made it difficult to reach women who also lacked the resources of money and time. But we hope that this anthology will inspire other women to fill in our gaps and move the work forward and deeper. As shani jamila writes at the end of her essay in this book: “The most important thing we can do as a generation is to see our new positions as power and weapons to be used strategically in the struggle rather than as spoils of war. Because this shit is far from finished.”


—Bushra Rehman and Daisy Hernández


New York and New Jersey, 2002
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browngirlworld



queergirlofcolor organizing, sistahood, heartbreak


LEAH LAKSHMI PIEPZNA-SAMARASINHA


These are the histories ever present in every young queer/feminist scene, just undocumented—all the ones that weren’t in Michelle Tea’s or Sarah Schulman’s capturing of white queergirl life. We dark funny girls kick ass, change and make history, but the ass-kicking we do doesn’t end up in the official records no matter how crucial we are. We don’t kick ass the way the white girls do, whether it’s in NOW or riot grrrl. For us, it’s all about family. And I want to know: When your politics are all about building family—revolutionary queercoloredgirl fam—what happens?


browngirlworld is home and heartbreak, the place where my heart meets my cunt and they cum and rip open at the same moment. I have been an activist, been the one who keeps screaming the chants out in front of the US embassy when everybody else wants to light up, the one cooking chili out of donations for three hundred folks on a broken stove. I did that, but I really went to revolution and feminism cuz I wanted a family that would love me, decolonize me, heal me. The feminism I walked into as a bi-queer brown breed girl was all about the women I wanted to fuck, love, and make home with. More than any meeting, I wanted to make places where my girls, my queer dark sistren, could survive. Do more than: Stop self-destructing. Save each other. Not have a nervous breakdown or six by twenty-five. Decolonize our minds, our hair, our hearts. Transform into the phoenixes we were all meant to be.


I’m a loser in that department, though, one who came to this world with a lot of hope and walked away four years later with a string of heart and cherry busts behind me. Pathetic. Growing up, I dreamed of that chosen political fam that would last my whole life, with some departures of years or decades. There’s this trope that repeats itself in the books you and I read to save our lives: that if where you grew up is killing you, you can leave and make a chosen, identity-based fam that takes up where your bio-fam left off. That’s usually the straight-up white lefty/queer thang. The coloredgirl one I read about in Chrystos, Gloria Anzaldúa, and Cherríe Moraga said somethin’ more: that if the reason my bio-fam was killing me was because they were trying to destroy the brown, the poor in me, bleach out to American, I could run to the girls who were not trying to forget. I wanted that. I grew up surviving because I believed in that. It’s hard to let go.


Makes perfect sense why. I’m a mixed brown girl, Sri Lankan and New England milltown white trash, who grew up alone and starving hungry for a sane home. I grew up with my dad being the only Sri Lankan in Worcester, Massachusetts, only he’d clear his throat uncomfortably and say he was from “The British Commonwealth.” I grew up with my white mama, who called him, laughing, her “houseboy,” and told me to not repeat her mistake and marry anyone dumber than me, while she ripped my hair straight and bloody scalped. I was a brown kinky-headed full-lipped girl in apartheid Massachusetts, white boys chasing me down the street to try and fuck the hot Latina they saw, with browning colonial family photos locked up in trunks, simmering electric heat lightning silences exploding whenever I asked the obvious questions. I wanted to run away. Revolutionary change happens through laws and guns, tear gas and tablas, but it also comes through the families and communities we build to replace the dead life we want to flee.




“We’re sistas. We treat each other like sistas. That’s the blessin’. That’s the problem. We get close. And then we fall in love with each other ’cause us third-world diva gals are beautiful and blessed like none other.”





I grew up in the Reagan eighties dreaming of apocalypse and revolution, knowing we would fight and win it all or die. I fled to many activist scenes, looking for that place. Anarcho-punk as a kid, riot grrrl, anti-Giuliani, anti-cop, anti–Contract on America, ass-kicking in general. When I moved to Toronto for queer-women-of-color-only community in the mid-nineties, along with many others, I thought, I don’t want to waste any more time on white folks. Or on white queers, on white girls breaking down weeping in women’s studies classes. No more Queer Nation, those whips and chains are a white thing. How could I have wasted all this time on fuckin’ Susie Bright when my people are in the real shackles of the International Monetary Fund and the colonial mind, and when the Indian Peace Keeping Force is raping a third of the women in the Northern Provinces of Sri Lanka?


Later on, I said goodbye to the straight-of-color scene when my ex went het, joined the Nation, got addicted to using the back of his hand, when the good sistas and brothers all forgot why he and I couldn’t go on the same bus to Philly for Millions for Mumia—’cause all that woman and queer stuff was seen as a personal issue, something embarrassing like menstrual pads. So I went to my girls, the one place I could trust, the place Angela Davis said I should find, where my gifts could make the most difference.



WHIRLWIND GIRLS


The Black, brown, red, and yellow girls I went home with are found on the edges of women’s studies classes, silent or keepin’ on raising her hand, a financial-aid baby or fresh from dark middle-class private school. Eating a free meal at the women’s drop-in; the sista outsidahs sitting on the steps, bitch-bonding after the mandatory antiracism training about which white girl said the most stupid thing, getting scholarships to fly to conferences we live on for years afterward. For all our everyday fucked-up trauma, we need to carry around a video camera to document our lives, cuz things happen so fast and ain’t nobody gonna believe it otherwise.


When I moved to Toronto, I threw myself in the middle of prison abolition, antipsychiatry, and anticolonial women’s activism. Staying up all night fucking to the changing cayso/jungle/hiphopmetal/dub beats, then throwing my clothes on and rushing to do the radical women’s radio show. Marching with thousands of other broke, dark faces, we stormed up Spadina Avenue to the copshop each time another man of color branded as crazy was shot. Me and one brown and Black girl, we went for $5 jerk chicken dinners from the restaurant we all went to next to the radio station before they tore it down to make another glitzy mall. She and I sat on the back porch of that tiny two-bedroom, smoking weed and getting ready for the club, debriefing after every meeting, plotting, trying to fix each other up, watching the call display glow with her girlfriend’s name and not picking up, finally walking down the street at 2 a.m. to the Caribbean Kitchen to get yet another $6.99 curry goat with green mango special. Me, her, her white girlfriend, her Trini brown fag roommate, our little sis and coworker at the only all-Black dyke-run women’s center on any campus, our half-desi femme queerboyfavorite auntie; we waz girls together. No place was safe for all of us; the South Asian queer art show thought we were too light or too Black, too broke or too crazy. We were too queer for Mumia, too political for the bar.


I said I loved her. That was when all the problems started.


Flowchart: You meet, someplace. Each other seems somethin’. Sanity, similar faces, seeming nice in a sea of inanity/assholishness. You go for coffee. You do email. You see each other on the same fringes of the same meetings. You go drink after. You go out in a big pack. You go to her house. Then there’s the first big revelation of something intense, close and personal. Usually with much apology for being that way. You say you love each other. Sometimes you fall on the bed, grab ass on the dance floor. You check in, be each other’s therapists about all the bullshit every week. And then the first time she opens her mouth while lying back with a blunt/a drink/a piece of western sponge cake in her hand, she lets out something that stops you cold: Bring me back some of that weird Asian stuff when you go to Japan, girl. You know, she was one of those fuckin’ Latinas who don’t speak Spanish. Yeah, I got this BIG BLACK DICK from Good Vibrations! I don’t want any Muslims in my house anymore—not after what happened.


You freeze in that moment. Fucked up: Not safe no more. This is what you always feared, what you knew was gonna happen, what you were stupid for thinking you could avoid. Do you say anything? Maybe you can say something and she can hear it. Or do you say something diplomatic and carefully worded, and afterward do you bitch on the phone to other fam all you couldn’t say to her? More often though, you go away. I went away. Froze and threw a look to some other place in the room and tried to pretend it didn’t happen and sat on my anger. Just like surviving my mama’s house: be quiet until you can leave for real.


Then does it all finally come out after months of you telling yourself that you would say something, and she says, What the fuck, what, how the fuck could you say this? Have you been thinking about this all along?


Maybe she gets married, maybe she goes out with a white boy, maybe she goes back to grad school, maybe she goes back on rock, maybe she transitions, maybe she gets all the good gigs, maybe she gets evicted, maybe she goes back to the psych ward, maybe she fucks your lover at the play party and she likes her better than you.


You’re her sistagal, until the wrong word, the wrong tone, the wrong polyamory meltdown, the fight about classism in your relationships, melts you both down. And then you can’t work together anymore. You can’t put on gigs with each other anymore. You can’t borrow money or knock on her door at 3 a.m., she can’t call you when she’s freakin’. Your margin of survival is cut down, but you don’t know the way back.


And do you eventually have a circle of fractured half-friends and go home alone?


We’re sistas. We treat each other like sistas. That’s the blessin’. That’s the problem. We come together cause we’re both bein’ fucked over by the same people. We get close. And then we fall in love with each other ’cause us third-world diva gals are beautiful and blessed like none other. We fly with each other, there is nothin’ like us staggering home at 2 a.m. down the sidewalk, nothin’ like our brilliance, shrieking, lifesaving giggles, orgasms. Oh, how we fly.


Nothing hurts as much as another brown woman saying the words you least want to hear. Nothing has ripped my heart open as much as seeing her turn and think, I’ll use all the holes you showed to me—all the fucked-up shit I learned to survive everywhere from the seventh-grade schoolyard to the white queer dance floor—to burn your ass.


All those years a blur of meetings and dance nights and collapsed on the couch after. In building this radical fam, we wanted to build a circle that would be safe, would be a place where the pressure of trauma would not be there. In an attempt to protect each other, we compiled lists of who was good and safe and who was fucked up. A glance, a word dropped, a phrase that was just wrong. Survivors are trained from birth to be exquisitely sensitive, for our own survival’s sake. At the first sign of a thrown water glass, the first whisper of footsteps coming down the hall at 3 a.m. behind a smiling face, we’re gone. We do not forget these lessons—we still need them every day. We still go, go, gone. Those girls and me, they left town, they left city, we left, let each other disappear. We were raised colonized and confused, to trust the enemy, not our own hair. But we would make hard choices to live, leave each other by the side of the road, for now we deserved the best, didn’t we?


What’s with all these half-smiles? What does it mean when I do my own in self-defense so nobody wrong gets under my skin? Is it just here or is it everywhere? Can we not be dykes without drama? Is drama gonna be what stops us from saving the world?


The mid-nineties witnessed many of us, including the queer girls, moving away from coalition work with white folks to working in our own communities. Although my examples are fully personal and local, these patterns of creating chosen fam and queergal-of-color organizing have affected every place we have tried to do exclusive organizing, in the particular wave of politicization that has happened since the mid-nineties. The early nineties saw a revitalization of organizing against the Gulf War, Bush, cop brutality, and the prison-industrial complex. There was no BLU magazine, few of the kickass-of-color millions organizing we sometimes take for granted now. By 1995 many brown and Black folks had gotten sick of working in coalitions dominated by old-and new-school white leftists who were arrogant about their intellect and profoundly ignorant about the histories, experiences, and politics of POC communities. Many of us felt we were already dying, and doing change like this wasn’t helping us die any less.


Coming together under broad identities like “people of color” or “queergirlofcolor” brought together folks who’d been at war with each other for centuries and didn’t necessarily want to just stop. We thought everything would be all chill and problem-free, because we’d all been on the edges of the same meetings bitching about the same dumb white folks and SWGs (silly white girls).


But when your strongest point of unity is that you all hate the same people, you’ve got problems.


In moving to all POC politics, I found strength, power, found and made authenticity purity tests (yeah, my Punjabi sucks, but you’re a half-breed) and the brutal mix of gossip with politics. Broad assumptions of “safe space” that left communities shattered by confusion when rapists, abusers, and provocateurs make their presence known.


Dynamics of family building, trust, histories of abuse and trauma factor into every political movement’s organization. When we do not understand them, we fall apart, never speak to each other again, and are not able to see what is at stake beyond our own personal survival. We are not able to keep surviving with each other, to build institutions that will save each other on a mass scale, and last.


THE DAY AFTER


I wake up in one of my lovers’ arms four days after my twenty-sixth birthday, my mouth filled with thick yellow water, and a voicemail picked up at midnight pounding in my head. Another message from another of my queer of color fam, telling me for various reasons s/he is now going to be one more person I will pretend not to see when we pass each other on the sidewalk. Thanking me for my freaked-out call worried s/he might’ve been hit in the skull with a tear gas canister like the many fired point-blank at the anti–free trade protests in Quebec City, but continuing, “I don’t hate you, but I just think our lives are going on such different paths that I can’t be in contact with you right now.” I can picture the futon s/he sat on, the one we sat on so many times, that s/he probably smoked a big joint before picking up the phone to call me, silent dial, that s/he worked hard to sound as composed as possible, because the voice started to break only once. My heart closes her church doors as the message comes on, Press 7 to erase this message, press 9 to save.


I am leaving you, you are leaving me. We fucked each other over. To give the details would violate confidentiality. Would violate us. S/he needed to leave friends behind, me included, to be who s/he needed to be. But we needed each other to survive.


“Good sleep?” my lover asks.


“One nightmare,” I say.


One more person who I cannot work with, be in the same room with, get gigs from each other, borrow cash or bathtubs, go shopping and cook food together, $2 fish in green curry and jasmine rice for both of us. One more of many people who kept leaving and leaving my crew that year, who changed cities, changed jobs, politics, genders, lives, but most of all friendship/organizing circles.


Now on the far side of twenty-five, no longer precocious, semi-established, I hold my lover and think, no, I don’t think this all means that “identity politics are bullshit.” I do think of Gloria Anzaldúa’s essay in Making Face, Making Soul, where she says of queer women of color, “We just can’t fucking get along.” My lover serves as a kind of Switzerland in the middle of our community, being Black and queer but male and often not leaving his house. He listens to my grief-filled ranting, walking up to the Hong Kong noodle restaurant where her and I ate so many dinners. When I stop, he says, “I find that, in general, alliances that are based on friendship are the only things that last. Not alliances based on words and letters.”


Were we, are we utopian? Not in the way it’s used to curse our longings, as if food, respect, and justice are luxury, but in thinking that in this concept, queer women of color, surely there wouldn’t be any problems. That this category formed on the edges of meetings, in dreams of all of us sitting down together, would erase all the blood that is also between us. How do we learn that sistahood does not mean no more struggles between us?


I have let go of that utopian dream. Especially when I finally started asking folks point-blank if they had chosen family, they mostly said no. Now I look at heart at the same time as I look at identity. I don’t know any other way to say it, though it sounds cheesy.


We know how scary this world can be. Physical, emotional, spiritual survival: none of them are givens for us. We need each other. But we also change fast. We make the world change, and we change as fast and slow as it does. When I was a child and when I was a raw, ripped-open eighteen-year-old, I needed a perfect chosen political fam with the desperate need for forever of a fucked-open three-year-old girl. Perfectly valid. But healing my childhood means replacing that jump-off-the-cliff desperate need with a different kind of faith.


When I was younger, in early abuse healing, I used to listen to folks talking about having faith in the universe, having “trust in the process,” even when shit was crazy and they were losing every friend and bit of security they’d ever known. I’d suck my teeth. Of course, if you had money and goodies (like they mostly did, more than me), the universe came through. If you didn’t have privilege, shit happened and you had no fucking cushion. Without a hell of a lot of luck, you wound up on lockdown, stuck in prison or poverty or the psych ward. No second chances for us (broke/crazy/nonwhite/nonnormal). And it is true that right now I’ve rocked all the privileges and dumb luck thrown my way and made it (for now) out of that sea of trapped people who don’t matter, and a lot of folks I know didn’t. It is also true that there is something that keeps reaching for all of us, no matter how desperate our life is.


If we keep reaching back and fighting like hell to fix what they fucked up in us, the people you desperately need may leave. But they will also keep coming, in new forms. The world is chaotic and uncertain, but not all of it is our parents’ house.


Maybe, through the past five years of whirlwind, I have gotten past the initial point of healing and decolonization to be able to get beyond perfection expectations, get beyond exiling the other, get beyond seeing any betrayal or mistake as worse than that of our enemies, and at the same time knowing how to call shit when I see it. I am married to the idea of being awake. Awake like it says in The Survivor’s Guide to Sex: not being cynical or automatically untrusting, but being awake to the possibilities that are really present in any relationship.1


It’s been weird and important, this cautious return from separatism. It’s more real to say I grew up a punk-rock crazy freak girl, rather than making myself out as a warrior in brown who never listened to anything but Asian Dub Foundation.


Over two crackling fucked-up phones, Brooklyn to Toronto, my friend Yalini Dream says, “It’s the places where we hurt each other when we’re close, girl, that our most important work lies in. It’s where the big changes happen. Where the world blows open or it doesn’t.” Between us, lying so close, there, as we screw up, make mistakes, as the big doors open or close.


What it comes down to is that there is no fixed safe or sane place for any of us, as much as we desperately need it. The same shit we said to the white girls about how “safe space” didn’t mean “never uncomfortable” space applies to us, too. We have to stay in the icky places, master the art of moving one step past what we know, listen to each other instead of shouting, and do that tricky two-step of both trusting we know when we’re being fucked over and knowing the difference between the truly evil and abusive and someone who screws up but is not evil. This is the difference between purity and practicality.


Strive to be kind to each other’s whirlwind girl. Strive to remember that each one of us is precious and necessary, that drama and wars put out our light. Strive to remember this is our one, short life, and the choices we make will determine what comes of it. To know that when we need to cocoon to be clear about that, but not to insist that everybody make the same choices that we need to. Politics and passion are lovely, but not enough. Damn. Sounds like a perfect prescription for that sane family I never had, the one whose longing has shaped my life. Not perfect. But good enough. Just good enough.


I dream of making a child and making a family to raise her in. It is just a dream, but it’s a potent one that symbolizes much. When I picture the family I want for her, it’s different than before. It includes folks who aren’t there every day, but who are there when they can be, when they are in town—mentally or physically. This fam involves the lovers and friends I had this past year. Despite everything, I imagine my brown daughter growing up with a white mama like I did. But instead of my racist, crazy one, I see my Newfie trannybutchchick sweetheart cracking jokes and being gentle with her. She ran away from her bio-family seven years ago to become the girl she is, doesn’t pretend to be what she’s not, apologizes, listens with eyes more open than anyone I’ve ever seen.


I dream of making this child with my other lover, a man who’s the son of Maroons from Jamaica and Black folks who ran like hell past the Mason-Dixon to Detroit to Windsor, Ontario, intermarried with Nishnawbe and Cree. I see this queer, mostly dark family that is part of the changing of the world, living in houses with wrist restraints and Saul Williams on the minisystem, organic mangoes in bulk from the co-op, my fam that lets each other disappear down the paths that are what they need, and lets them come back, that flows in and out, not promising perfection, valuing each other enough not to implode. We are all runawayfreakshow children. Who love each other, who fuck up, but who will not abandon this. This, which is still all we have.


For the fam during the whirlwind years: Adrineh, Darcy, Bo-Yih, and Sam, and for David Findley and Ga Ching Kong for helping with the redefinitions.
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