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Confession of errors is like a broom which sweeps away the dirt and leaves the surface brighter and clearer. I feel stronger for confession.
~ Mahatma Gandhi
Our women must not pull back in the face of the many different aspects of their struggle, which leads them to courageously and proudly take full charge of their own lives and discover the happiness of being themselves, not the domesticated female of the male.
~ Thomas Sankara
* * * * *
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Vienna
I am so close.
Louisville, Evansville, Paducah, then Vienna.
I don’t know about louis or evans
But I know about lewis and clark.
Don’t know Vienna either
whether it’s pronounced vee-n-ah
or vy-en-ah.
but I know a lil something about boats
and I’m learning more about prisons.
Vienna is a town on the move.
Last time I was here
they were tearing up the ground
to build a micky d’s
where the sons and daughters
of corrections officers
will work after school
and during the summer.
Now it's up and running
and I hear their unspoken sentiments
as they take my money
just like I hear the thoughts
of their fathers and mothers
as they process
yet another black woman
visiting someone
she loves
in prison.
Gotta love a country
that
from california
to the new york island
from the redwood forest
to the gulf stream waters
was made for me and for you
to bring crack here
so blacks can sell it
smoke it
get incarcerated behind it.
Gotta love a country
that
was made for me and you
to build and work at
prisons that look like prisons.
schools that look like prisons.
k-marts that look like prisons
complete with watchtower.
But as I walk into the prison
I find that’s only part of the story
and not even the most significant part:
Harriet Tubman put the gun
on my great grandparents.
Brought them up outta the south.
They landed in Boston.
Thought for a while
of getting involved
with the abolitionists
but hunger dictated the work.
Great grand took in washing.
Big grand hired himself
out as a bricklayer
built some
of those fine Boston homes.
They scraped together enough
to send one child to day school.
At night that child
taught the others
And so it went.
One of those taught
Opened a school for others like us
Right there in her bedroom
Didn’t have a bed nohow.
Great grand
who used to be a cook down there
opened a catering business.
Things improved
and the first children
born up north
went back down there
to Tuskegee
and studied
under the great Booker T.
Wasn’t no talk
about anti-lynching campaigns
down there.
Ida B. Wells tried it
but barely escaped with her life
and wasn’t no way
for me to follow her.
Harriet wasn’t there
with her gun.
She died in the poorhouse
and that wasn’t gonna be me.
Wasn’t gonna be me.
Wasn’t gonna be my children.
Wasn't gonna be my grandchildren.
Wasn’t gonna be my great granchildren.
Wasn't gonna be us.
Generations later
I look at them
the great grandchildren
as I wait
for the paperwork to be processed.
I listen to what’s said
and what remains silent
as they refuse to look back at me.
I hear that it’s a choice
between the factory
and the department of corrections.
I hear that they’re here
for the paycheck
and I hear as well as see
that a paycheck
is not the only thing
they’re picking up.
Like Grass Through Concrete
I.
When asked how
I could love a man in prison
I respond by asking:
how did your great grandmother love
your great grandfather
during plantation days?
As oppressive as the situation was
the loving didn’t stop
because you’re here.
When told
that was different
I drag out the part of the constitution
that says slavery is illegal
unless you’re convicted of a crime.
When they say oh…
I say yeah oh…
Then I ask them Asha’s question:
“could they reject the greatest love
they’ve ever known
just because it came from the worst place
they’ve ever known?”*
II.
Sometimes love goes underground
like a vampire
who knows it’ll die
if it’s hit by the light of day.
Sometimes loves goes underground
only to push its way back up again
slowly but persistently
like grass through concrete.
III.
We make it work by inches.
Our hands extended above our heads
pushing at the concrete
understanding that
even if it’s turned into a wall
that wall will one day crack and then break
under the pressure of our hands
and we will breathe free
together.
* The Prisoner’s Wife, pg. 21
© 1999 Asha Bandele
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Unofficially contraband
Like weeds that dare to subvert
Concrete.
Loving him, marrying him
Prisoner,
Felon,
Gangster,
Thug
Was something
That wasn’t supposed to happen.
Hundreds of miles from his family/community
The distance was supposed to be
More alienating than the years
Given him
But I
Revolutionary,
Sister,
Insurgent,
Lover
Was something
That did happen
And like the weeds
I dared subvert
Concrete walls
Barbed wire fences
Laws that change on sundays
Sending my husband back
To his cell
While I sat and waited for him
To change into the proper
Shade of blue
In order to sit
Platonically patient
Only to be denied the right
To feel his hand against my cheek
As we stared into each other’s eyes.
The white country voice
Intruded on our mutual perusal:
“no touching allowed”
And his hand reluctantly withdrew
But they couldn’t
Imperialize or steal
The memory of our marriage kiss
Or how he lifted me
And swung me around
Whispering in my ear
We did it!
I Am
I am the fire that heats your blood
~call your doctor and I’ll do the same to him or her.
I am water, flowing and ebbing endlessly
~damning me is useless~
I am the elements that make up humanity
~ashes and dust contain particles of me~
I am time constantly in existence
~clocks are just abstractions of me~
I am nature, the fullness of its fury and calm of its eye
~unadulterated and untamable~
I am female, the she, the womb that closes when I decide.
I am nasty and pure; virginal and whorish
I am the one who runs from your fist; the one who burns your bed
as well as the one lone juror who sets me free
I am the one who speaks with her vagina as well as her mouth
I am the scraped out as well as the one doing the scraping
I am not operation rescue or holier than thou
I am earth: plant something in me
I am sky: stop dropping bombs from me
I am fire: next time, next time, NOW
I am water: flow with me.
*****
The Murky Matter
*****
Brothers’ Keeper
When you dreamt of rivers,
I went down to the nearest one
with my bucket
and brought it to you.
Don’t dream, drink:
Water is life.
When you said, here I stand
I was the one who put the shoes on your feet.
My womb bred you and my eyes saw you.
Never neutral when it comes to you.
Sing your songs, strut your truth
and I’m right by your side;
the barrel of my pen
ready and willing to cosign
that we’re in this love together.
Requiem for L
Days of wine and roses
Were never a part of my twenty-four
Except once.
Understanding my need to sip and sniff,
He brought me Ethiopian honey wine
And Somali Rose incense.
Understanding his need to not return
to breaking his mother’s back,
I stood on oak-peopled corners
And entreated first wonders
To catch the aroma of Afrika.
One hundred and thirty two moons
Beyond my winter after the summer of love birth,
He was my alpha.
Joyfully submitting, I laid under him
Matching him movement for movement.
My lips curved in a half moon when he said,
Sis, they told you wrong, you can dance.
I loved him so much I kissed him to the point
I was able to laughingly two-step embarrassment
When my sister, known as Semi-Love, said
I heard you two smacking lips in the kitchen.
He was the beginning of my womanhood
But I didn’t know I was the end of his manhood
Until my allegiance to my then prison-bound husband
Made me say good-bye.
Several copper-wire conversations later,
There was so much sorrow in his voice
When he said, if I knew you wanted to be
A married woman, I would’ve married you.
Devoid of my essence, he took a header off
Of a rickety staircase. I didn’t believe anything
Anybody told me, thinking it was a ploy
to get me to focus on my husband
Until I called his long-time sister friend.
She heard me say my name and went silent
And I knew…my alpha was dead.
Grief is perennial. It walks with me daily.
Divinity Poem
She, like newton’s apple,
Gravitates toward the pull of the earth;
Naturally naked like the new born.
Ohm
The axis to her moon wine
He pushes into the center
Of her.
Ohm
They channel each other
Licking the palm of each other’s life lines:
She tastes café au lait.
He ingests cinnamon.
It is copa…set
And ready to go
return the tides
to the Nile’s flow.
Whatever, Baby
Come on baby
You’re not stretched on a grave.
You’re stretched on an earth born woman
feel my hills and valleys
caress my hills and valleys
be the cause of my earth brown skin quakes
fix my faults
What?
I’m being too literary?
Oh…
You want it raw?
Would you like to see my hand
creep between my spread legs
separate lips aching and wet
just for you, only you?
Would you like to see that hand
penetrate my fuckhole
the spot you call home
the place that got you so twisted
every time you cum
you start singing sweet home alabama
like you’re in lynrd skynrd and shit.
What?
I’m being too funny?
It’s making you soft?
Oh…
How about this?
Run up to my border
my bumper
whatever, baby.
Just run up to me
so you can run up inside me
get me juicy like juicy fruit
get my clit sprouting higher than jack
and his dumb beanstalk
get me gushing, as I’ve said before, like old geyser
but ain’t no geyser or geezer here, baby.
It’s just me
an earth born brown woman
and you an earth born brown man.
So whatever baby.
Kill the noise and the lights.
Show me how you want it.
No Expiration Date
Musical is the melody of my words
This freaky Friday when fellatio is the first
Thing you utter but my tongue is already prepared
To undulate in tonal movements both dulcet and flat.
The warp to your woof, I arch myself over your earth.
Coded and coated in sunshine, I germinate your root.
My sweat dots your skin like a tattoo spelling out Tichaona.
My tongue traces over the round vowels
Knowing that in this time and this space,
I have the patent on your desire.
*****
Mutterings to Myself
*****
Muttering Couplets
I tried to hide in the forest
but the slave catchers overran the forest.
I tried to escape from the ship
but the captain caught me and locked in his room.
I tried to stay out the fields
but the boss man came and whipped me.
I tried to stay in the kitchen
but the master came in there and raped me.
I tried to stay in my home
but he came in and raped me there as well.
I tried to stay behind my man
but they lynched him.
I tried to conduct myself like a lady
but got called a nigger bitch.
Everything I tried was met with resistance.
Oppression stayed on my heels.
So I tried something new
and in the process reclaimed my self.
A Woman’s Dilemma
Tongue against tongue used to be a kiss
a sensation to warm myself with on cold winter nights
or to sweat through on hot summer nights
but now it has bitterly metamorphosised
into a thing
that slashes and burns
that mutilates what used to be
regardless of the season.
Winter is the dissolution of what was sacred.
Summer is the concretization of the dissolution.
I am floundering.
I am trying to think of life without you
though I still want you
though you want me still
and that’s a play on words
that plays to the crux of the matter.
I’ve learned how to be physically stationary
but my mouth runs non-stop
gets ahead of itself
utters challenges to your logic
tears down walls
you think you need
to get through daily life.
I am running my mouth
thinking I am revving you up
for the biggest play of all
but your mouth tells me
I can harm as well as heal.
And I am silenced.
I flounder in the silence
wondering how to turn
tongue against tongue
back into a kiss
without opening my mouth
as you requested.
Everything/Nothing
He wanted only a portion:
A toe, a curlicue of nappy hair
And randomly scheduled access
To my inner core
Which he didn’t know was volcanic.
I wanted to give it all:
The history behind the scar on my right forearm,
The memories nitpicked at until they covered me
Like a masque,
The occasional cooling of my womb.
Everything
but he had no space for my fullness.
After each eruption of lava
I deflated until there was nothing:
No glint in my eye
No twitch of my hips
No smile at sightings of him.
Nothing.
Just smoke and ashes that formed
a new emotional landscape
I didn’t know how to navigate.
Beef Is Not When I See You
Because that is an impoverished soul cipher
And I may have been confused for a long while
But my soul was never poor.
Flush with interior riches, I was able to embrace
The alpha of consciousness
While knowing my life would end
Without me knowing the omega.
I just don’t want it to end
In a Diasporan configuration.
I un~earth the dreams I had as a girl~child
Of my grandchildren surrounding me
In a house on a hill
Somewhere in a free land
Known as Afrika.
So, I no longer smoke trees, I plant them
Even when the ground is your mind.
The seeds may seem like the stick instead of the carrot
But it ain’t heavy.
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