
Latinesque 
 
I admire the poetry of Lorena, a Latinx friend of mine, for its elusive semantics.  She is 
limber, oblique, reasonably clear yet beyond my ken at times.  Here’s a recent one, untitled.  
(She says it’s self-explanatory.) 
 
This is the hollow  
 Called my back 
Sweat vapor-cooled 
 Where there is no code(x) 
No Mix(Tex)tape 
 No Tex-Mex tripe 
Null set 
 )( concave 
I rescind 
 My name 
From the realm 
 Of the census 
 
I missed the stucco 
 The staccato 
The roux the auto 
 Da fe 
Only kept my larynx 
 My tricks 
My trite tics 
 And I’m crazy 
For white flight 
 Because it’s opposite. 
 
Sample my skin 
 It’s delightful 
As vellum as velvet 
 As Veuve Cliquot 
My  clitoris as precise 
 As Venus 
In a high powered 
 Telescope. 
 
Don’t be shy. 
 I won’t fry a pork rind 
Or crack a folk song 
 Like an egg 
Without a yolk 
 Or a pig without  
A polka to gloat about 
 Before it dies. 



Only touch me 
Where the map don’t blot 

Where ideo-grit hasn’t 
Turned our gold 

To rot. 
Say a prayer 

For the Automat 
That retro clone 

Who dispenses souls 
Not enough 

To replace us 
Whoever we are. 

We play chess sometimes in MacArthur Park, situated in a neighborhood that is haven to 
many Salvadorans, like her parents who left the dirty war before the peace accords and 
landed here.  We sit at a table in the park, its surface paint blistered. 

Lately she seems worried they’re about to go somewhere without advance warning, but 
she isn’t specific.  My mind wonders.  The matter feels sinister, undefined.  Are they legal?   
It’s what everyone is talking about these days, illegal entry and deportation.  All the DACAs I 
know are keeping a low profile.  She suddenly says to me, unbidden and with fervor, that 
she’s legal, as if she thought I might be worried that her chess partner would suddenly 
disappear, as geese walked at a distance, casing us.  MacArthur Park got cleaned up from its 
squalor and they put in nice play structures and began to hold community festivals and 
concerts there.  Then it declined again, and there are drug addicts and homeless nearby as 
we slide pawns and queens to the next square.  I don’t know why we play here.  Maybe it 
keeps us in touch with reality—as if reality needed courting. 

I answered “I know you’re legal,” because I didn’t know what else to say.  She looked 
defiant, perhaps of me, or possibly someone else who’d said something unpleasant to her 
that day.  I wanted to say “Congratulations,” in our witty “insulting” style, one of the ways 
we show affection.  But I didn’t.  She has many Salvadoran friends, a lot of whom I’ve met at 
house parties, and I endeared myself to this group by dancing salsa and bachata capably, 
though I don’t look like the type who could dance at all.  Perhaps they thought I had only 
listened to the Marseillaise and Edith Piaf.  I know what’s on all their minds.  It’s like an 
overly hard frosting on a soft and beautiful cake.  They talk about the horrible, soul-killing, 
life-altering policies, write about them, and militate about them on social media and in old-
fashioned demonstrations.  One is an attorney for pending deportations.  And everyone 
knows somebody who has been humiliated, locked up, sent back, spit on, patronized.   

I wish it were possible for me to be trenchant, outspoken in company.  I can do so in writing, 
to an extent, and even then, I can only suggest, indirectly, the movement of an emotion or a 
thought.  It would take me a year to get to the end of a militant sentence.   I want to have 
Lorena’s fire, on the ground, be the way she is among her clique—straightforward, frank, 
without doubts.  The opposite of her poems, which govern through a series of linguistic 
hints. 



Yet the me who can engage with her, truly engage, one on one, in relative privacy, as at the 
chess table, where we talk about everything, with delicacy, but honestly.  I confided to her 
that I am not a citizen.  No one asks a Frenchman, nor even cares, particularly, about his 
citizenship status.  And I suppose I’ve taken it for granted that someone like me will never 
be deported.  What would be the putative purpose?  Yet as she recounted a couple of 
weeks ago the ordeal of a mother separated from her child, an unaccustomed anger welled 
up in me, and I blurted out that I knew how to make a bomb.   

Lorena was dumbfounded.  “You do?” 

“Yes, it’s not that complicated.  I got hoodwinked into joining a radical group by a 
girlfriend, in my teens, in Lyon.  I did it to impress her.  I was unsympathetic to the 
mistreatment of Albanians and other foreigners, and the general deterioration in 
immigrant protections, but I had no idea what was actually going to happen, what role if 
any I would play other than as a sympathetic onlooker.  She took me to a meeting.  I must 
have had an innocent or trustworthy face, or maybe she was high up in the local hierarchy.  
Whatever the reason, after a heated discussion while I stood outside in the cold drizzle, I 
was allowed in.  That night’s activity was making bombs.  So I learned how.  A rudimentary 
one.” 
“And then?” 

“She and I broke up before they got together their plan of attack.  And then they got 
arrested, so nothing happened.  No one ever came to speak to me.” 

“Cabrón.  Étienne, you are full of surprises.  You look like you wouldn’t even make s’mores 
on a camping trip.” 

“I know how to make s’mores.” 

“And who are you going to bomb?” 

“I don’t know.  Whoever you want.” 

Lenora laughed, jumped up, knocking a couple of pieces off the table, and hugged me.   
“That’s very sweet.  I’m afraid you might actually do it.  But we don’t work that way.  We’re 
not guerrillas.  My parents fled from the militares, The FMLN, all that.  My comadres and 
compadres and I are hard-nosed, but not violent.” 

“I feel embarrassed to have said I know something about ballistics.” 

“Look, why don’t you write a poem instead?” 

“About your struggle?” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Aren’t you Latinx?” 



 
“I don’t go around being Latinx all the time.  I’m more than one thing.  I think you know 
that.” 
 
“So it’s not your struggle?” 
 
“Not mine.  Not yours.  Write a poem about our American struggle.” 
 
“Well—I’m not even American.” 
 
“What?  My God, another surprise.  Okay, well, the French Revolution, that was radical.  So 
guess what, you qualify.  I’m sure your great-great or somebody was jumping barricades in 
that fight.” 
 
 So I went home and wrote a poem.  I was eager to push back against my innate 
romanticism, complicated by surrealism, that steadily became realist then hyperreal then 
post-structural and finally defaulted back to romanticism.  I don’t actually understand my 
poetry very well, though everyone else seems to, so in truth, I don’t know what my style is.  
But I wanted to make a statement for once, in plain English, as they say. I decided it would 
be about illegal immigration, the authorities’ merciless pursuit of so-called undesirables in 
the present day.  I came up with this: 
 
Search 
 
As I sit on my porch 
in the chill of evening 
in reflective silence 
a helicopter flies above 
and circles 
our neighborhood 
low in the sky 
over and over                             
blade chop unceasing 
red light blinking 
searchlight sweeping 
the ground 
like the eye 
of an angry god 
too lazy to do 
his own dirty work. 
 
 
When next we met, I handed it to her like an anxious school child bringing home a 
composition from third grade.  She read it with intensity, making thoughtful noises, and 
handed the printed page back with a smile I could not decipher. 
 
“So?” 



 
“Perfectly competent.  I can’t find fault in it.” 
 
“You said write a poem.  So I did.” 
 
“And it’s super.” 
 
“Super?  Nobody even says that anymore.  I feel the smack of a left-handed compliment.” 
 
“Not so.  There’s nothing wrong with your poem.  Tell me, though, what’s it about?” 
 
“Immigration, obviously.  The plight of border-crossers.” 
 
“Is it?” 
 
“’What do you say it’s about?” 
 
“A person sitting on his porch and a helicopter is creeping him out because he has no idea 
why it’s up there.  It could be looking for illegals, could be a news chopper, or soldiers doing 
military training, or a sinister group coming to get him for unspecified reasons.  Aliens, for 
all I know.  The matter is indeterminate.  That’s why it feels scary.” 
 
“So then I can’t write specifically about Mexicans getting harassed?  It would be different if 
you wrote the exact same poem?” 
 
“I didn’t say that.  My family is from El Salvador, but look—I’ve never told anyone this but 
you.  It’s my deepest darkest secret.  I’m trusting you.” 
 
“You know you can.” 
 
“Well if you do rat me out I’ll tell everyone you made a bomb.  So anyway.  My family is 
Salvadoran.” 
 
“I know that.”   
 
“But they were not exactly “of the people.”  They were in banking, and lived comfortably for 
generations, indirectly oppressing their own.  By omission I passed them off as being on the 
right side of history.  So if you can’t write the poem, I can’t either.  Maybe that’s why I love 
indeterminacy so much.  I hate declarations, if you want to know.” 
 
“Yet you just made one.” 
 
“Busted.  Étienne.  I love your poem.  I’m envious of its seemingly direct clarity.  Yet the 
poem is much more interesting if it’s about a man, possibly paranoid, wondering what the 
hell is going on around him.  I go through the exact same feelings as you when I sit on my 
porch and get the overfly.  Those helicopters are strafing us all the time, fighting crime or 
surveying us.  Then I start thinking about drones, and Amazon Echo, and the algorithms that 



are predictive of all my movements and thoughts and future plans and wonder whether I 
will soon be the undesirable for any of a thousand reasons, the least of which might be my 
ethnicity.  So I admire your poem.  It’s—”  
 
“Universal?” 
 
“I was going to say quintessential L.A. You ought to go to a spoken word festival and drop 
it.” 
 
“Yes, that’s so me.” 
 
“You keep it up and I’m going to make you honorary Latinx. Then you’ll really know what 
writer’s block is all about.  I’d like to write a children’s book about a shy turtle and a 
talkative canary, but I feel like with my surname I’d have to sound like a prophet.” 
 
All the while we talked, and the clouds moved on, and wind silted our hair with  light urban 
grit, she had steadily been backing down my absent-minded moves of the chess pieces, and 
she had me one move from checkmate.  I conceded, and she graciously stayed her hand 
from delivering the mortal blow. 


