
No Words

K E V I N  A D O N I S  B R O W N E

Ent yuh name Man?
— Every mother, everywhere

I. Man
. . .!

. . ."

. . . shhhhhhhhhh . . .#

. . . m, m, mm, m, mm, m, m, m, mmm
m, mm, m . . .$

. . . c, c, c, c, b, b, b, b, b, b . . .

. . . t, t, t, t, t, t, t, t . . .

. . . f, f, f, f, f, f, f, %%, %%, %%, f, f, f . . .&

. . . shhhhh . . .

When I’m overstressed, my throat constricts.
I close my eyes and try to swallow, and when I can’t catch myself after the first or second try, 
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my heart leaps, then gallops. The constriction travels 
past my collarbones, pulling inward from my shoul-
ders toward the centre of my chest. Breathing turns 
shallow, and I feel the constriction tightening in my 
gut, sinking, rooting at my navel. I clench my body 
for fear of spilling out. If I’m standing, I shift my 
stance from left to right, then back. If sitting, I move 
in my seat. I shake my feet, never loosening my core. 
I stretch my fingers and toes. It reminds me of a dream 
I had of my maternal grandfather’s ghost and of the 
visions I’ve had of my own untimely death, until 
I get pulled back into the everyday of it all. Panic is 
part of it: the debilitating normal of everyday life and 
the push to be in it because however close to it or far 
from it we stand, there we are: in it.'

I am forty-six years old and a Black man,
a Black mind in a Black body,

a cliché: endangered.(

I remember when I was twenty-seven, but 
only barely.)

I am considered an enemy of the state  
(as are you).*

I am in mourning.

The constriction persists because, like you, I’ve 
managed, so far, to outlive the recent dead. And 
because I’ve managed to do this, I have the privilege 
of wrestling again with what it is supposed to mean 
that I and my people remain endangered—the priv-
ilege of living in terror, which is to say living while 
Black. We remain endangered because we are Black 
and because we dare to breathe in this world. Viewed, 
still, as a commodity to be processed in various ways, 

!    I should say, at the outset, that I have no words—only breaths in 
the shape of letters that call attention to themselves. Breaths and 
the spaces between words when they come apart. No words, though. 
You should know too that the text, real as it might appear, is only 
the facsimile of a subtext, easier seen than read. Its barnacled 
surface is buoyed by the submarine meanings it disturbs and will 
eventually betray. This is the nature of words.

"    But if I had words to share, I would probably confess and get myself 
in trouble. I would probably say that I want to burn everything. I am 
enraged, you see, and rage demands !re (only !re, or tears). I may 
not look like I’m burning, but this is only chemical: things composed 
of different elements tend to burn a bit differently. I am on !re 
though. You will have to look at me askance to see what staring me 
in the face will not show. See me from the corner of your eye.

Then, smouldering, I would confess to knowing in my gut that 
this Man looks like everything to me. They all do.

So I begin there: in a state of perpetual, familiar harm. Meet 
me there, and let every coagulating word revive and save what 
cannot be saved. Let them raise what even mothers (summoned 
in the waning moments of a dying Man’s life) cannot save.

#     Transcript of a recording of a downpour on an insulated roof in Erin, 
Trinidad. April 2020.

$     I sometimes forget the words to these songs, humming until I hear 
them again. I close my eyes to catch the vibrato. If I listen carefully, 
I hear what I think is the quiver of prayerful lips. (The quiver is really 
from the apparatus lodged, typically, in the throat.)

&    If you sense an echo, it is only because I’ve been gutted. I feel self-
conscious, so try to look past it.

'    Newallo John Wright died on October 13, 1988, at the house he built 
in San Fernando. He was seventy-nine and surrounded by family, who 
prayed the rosary. My mother says I sit like he used to sit.

(    George Floyd was forty-six, but the police killed him.

)    Breonna Taylor would have been twenty-seven, but the police killed her.

*    What is it about us? Is it what we do with sound in the absence of 
sound? What we do with words in the absence of words? Because 
we make a way out of no way? Get over when there is no getting to 
get? Is it what we do with our bodies?
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we breathe, and our constricted breath—or what-
ever might result from it—is a natural resource, 
our energy appearing infinitely renewable. Our 
su%ocating is billable, as essential to the operation 
of this world as any other thing. This is a truth most 
self-evident to us. More so now, but it has always 
been this way.

And because of this, I am overcome, beset by spir-
its and silences. Haunted. (This is how I know I am not 
dead. The dead haunt; the living are haunted.) I want 
a calculus that is a bit more divine, but damn. Damn.

Wrestling and almost out of breath, I reach as 
I have been taught for what I know and often forget: 
a word, and a song.

Sing: 
See me through, Lord Jesus
See me through
There’s a race that I must run
There’s a victory to be won
See me through, Lord Jesus
See me through!+

“See Me Through,” a spiritual for my shaking spirit, 
for my self, shaken in this moment by spirits. A song 
for another one of my people, who know (as we who 
remain know) the profane calculus of Black Life: one 
more is also one less; one more is no more. See me through 
before they see through me, before I am outlived 
and forgotten. See me through this silence to what 
I have missed, what I have failed, in all my shadowy 
enlightenment, to see.!!  Show me what I have missed, 
let me hear what I have not heard.
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!+    Direction: Clap, if you have hands to clap, in a steady one-two, 
one-two rhythm. Pick up the pace to double time. Rock. Bend your 
knees. Come. Bring the chorus with you. Take it, as if by the hand. 
Pull it gently with you.

!!    Direction: Let the singing subside. Let the voices drop of their own 
accord. Take a breath for yourself.

!"    It is, I think, and I wish to die as my grandfathers died: old.

!#    These things that compose me are not mine to hate. They belonged 
to those before me, and to those before them. I know this as I know 
myself. I know, too, that to hate these things about myself is to hate 
myself. It is to hate what—and who—it was that made me. It is to 
hate space and time, to hate those who loved me into being. I have, 
at one time or another, hated everything about my Black self.

!$    There are many, not just the dead, who !nd themselves as 
inadvertent everythings in the dried-up eyes of cynics who are 
forced to exhume their own people. Their !ndings are usually 
thus (or close to thus): Uprooted people and our descendants 
are harder to exhume than you might think. Between the ground 
and the open air, they are harder to grasp than you might want 
to believe. How else but through symbolic devices—like metaphor, 
but there are others—can one claim that which can no longer 
be owned? How to call as mine and ours that which no longer 
resides in anything we can hold or protect, a thing more likely 
to possess than be possessed?

See:
His long long face
His broad broad nose
His thick thick lips
His dark brown eyes
His Black black skin

I’ve watched his transfiguration. His face hard then 
soft, inscribed flesh soft then hard, anguish pouring 
into terror, terror churning into fear, fear drying on the 
street. A sculpture of a man, wrestled, flattened, then 
raised up. He is—this Man—what we have learned art 
is supposed to do for us, for humans: teach us to our-
selves, showing us more than what mirrors can show. 
Light loses itself in him. He is everything and everything 
we have been taught to hate—some of us to hate even 
about ourselves. He is everything—long, broad, thick, 
dark, brown, Black—and more than everything. 
A mural: Black Life in Perpetual Memoriam. I regard 
it now—the art we su%er and often die to become—
and wonder (secretly) if it is better to be alive.!"

Speaking for myself, I have hated my own round 
face, my own sharp nose that flares, my own lips like 
dried bauxite, my own jaundiced eyes and teeth, my 
Black black skin.!# But I know better. There is more 
to me than this self-loathing, a better, more beautiful 
path to my people than this. I need an everything 
that will reflect this understanding. We need a new 
everything. Everything that, in a way, would defy cer-
tain metaphors.!$ Understand that I am not against 
metaphor, in general, only the ones that make less 
of me to argue that I am more than I am. I am not, 
for instance, a beast with superhuman strength. My 
defiance of metaphor may be a superpower—a talent 

in need of parables and bodies to breathe life into. 
But I am not superhuman. I am not subhuman either. 
I do not—cannot—claim one or the other, and not 
so I can claim the human in me. I am, like you, the 
thing itself: a human life in perpetual imagination of 
itself. And I wonder if this is what it means to exist in 
memoriam of a future that is better than this.

I am made up—composed—but not a concept. 
Nor are you, for that matter. Nor is he. And yet, 
in his face I imagine the subtle crags and clefts 
of an ancient monolith. I might be forgiven for 
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!&    Who is it that would lie like this for you? A mother? My mother 
would, and has.

remembering a grand bushfire sweeping the breadth 
of the low, sprawling hills I see on my way to visit my 
mother in San Fernando. The sun rising on me naked 
in Manzanilla, kissed and loved in the salt, sand in my 
mouth. No need for his lips for that. Or his eyes to 
see. I have seen. I am seeing. But how, Lord?

No daylight between us. But how?
No light, and I have never been Blacker than 

I am right now. I am grounded—Blacker than ever, 
old and cracking, almost silent—reminded not only 
that I cannot breathe. No, no. I am reminded that 
the existential reality of my life is that I have not 
breathed in years. Alive and unbreathing, I am, with 
those like me, a paradox. I squeeze through my own 
cracks, insisting as (before) I go. Before light loses 
itself in me and the sound decomposes in my throat.

II. Surd
Every exhalation is an insistence on life and an 
invocation of the dead.

Breathe past the constriction. Push.

Push
Sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh,

sh, sh, shhhhhhhhhhhhhhh
Again: Sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh,

sh, sh, sh, shhhhhhhhhhhhhhh
And for good measure: Sh, sh, sh, sh, sh, sh,

sh, sh, sh, shhhhhhhhhhhhhhh
One more (is one more)

I have breath in me, still.
I have words. I am not dead. I have words, but 

I feel as if none of them are mine; the breath that 

bears them feels borrowed. I want them to be mine, 
but they feel, in my mouth in this moment, like an 
unsettling inheritance. Or like the lies a person who 
loves you will tell to keep you calm. A lie to keep 
you safe. A kindness. Everything is going to be all right, 
my love. Try not to worry. Breathe. See how easily your 
loved one would lie for you. See how a stranger 
would lie for an entire people.!&

Lies, prostrate on their tongues.
Lies prostrate on the street.
Lies, dead as doornails, silent as graves.

It is said that the dying see things the living cannot 
see. They hear things, too, that the living miss. (It is 
known that the living can only see the dying as they 
die, can only hear it. They can never see death itself.) 
Dying is the final act of resistance, a departure from 
form and a return to something other than form. It 
is life, refused. I have not seen or heard these things 
the dying hear and see, however close to death I have 
been, only because I am still alive. I have watched 
parts of my fractured world come together, been 
struck dumb as my words have slowly come apart, 
silence threatening to betray me. Such that my own 
breath labours in vain to articulate its deeper subtext:

I name Man
I, Man and Brother

K E V I N  A D O N I S  B R O W N E



B R I C K

1 4 1 4

K E V I N  A D O N I S  B R O W N E



1 5

I name Daughter
See me, how I tremble
Tremble with me

It bears saying that while alive we are not super-
natural. We have our gods and our incantations, our 
rituals and our fetishes, our sceptres and spectres, 
our masks. We die. We are not supernatural, only 
thought to be. It is only the thinking that makes us 
so. It is the thinking that puts the gun to the chest 
and head, that locks wrist to crook of elbow as fore-
arm crushes larynx, that binds rope tight enough 
that what it binds will turn to ash long before it 
would break. It is the thinking that will kill or 
call others to kill, will sweeten bitter repressions 
with talk of reform, our blood refined for its sugar, 
sweat and tears dried and ground for salt. It is the 
thinking that bends the knee. We know what they 
think of us.

And we know that it is also the thinking—ours—
that has saved us and our souls when nothing else 
would or could. We have appealed to the supernatural 
in word and in song. To be supernatural ourselves, 
though, we would first have to die. We know this. 
Death will come for us all. But how, Lord? Victory 
aside, we know that how one dies matters. Is your 
dignity assured if you should die at the hands and 
knees of a man sworn to protect you? Are they the 
same as your hands and your knees? Does the lie told 
to keep others safe from you make your murder any 
less absurd? Will the haunting be worse if, accused 
of living while Black, you refuse to pay the forfeit 
with your life? Is there a better currency than your 
constricted breath? Are you a thief, a liar for having 

refused that your pounded flesh—your murder—be 
the cost? Are you sanctified if you are served up to 
protect what you should never have the audacity to 
possess? Are you damned? Am I?

. . .!'

I am told these words I wish were mine are experi-
encing what those who study sound and math and 
philosophy refer to as a surd. A sound that is breathed, 
rather than uttered. Breathed. Like an ellipsis, not as 
epigraph but centred, like the body laid in state. An 
irrational thing. A phenomenon defiant in its essence 
and in its entirety. It is the saying of what cannot be 
said. When words come apart, when they lose their 
integrity and fail, we find that the breath becomes an 
irrational thing. No utterance, no word can save it. No 
word can do what breath can do. Try to remember. 
A surd is nothing like us, with bodies that sometimes 
need to be saved. ,emember, too, that this is not a 
word but a silence disturbed by form—a resurrec-
tion of the unspoken to do an impossible thing for 
an impossible people. I have no words of my own. 
I have no words, only the ghosts of words that refuse 
absolution. I am haunted and must write myself out 
of death. History reminds us that our bodies are hard 
to steal (though we were stolen). Spirit, harder to 
grasp, is harder still to break (though we bend and 
crack, from time to time). Lord, but the voice. It 
eludes me.

!'    . . . (emphasis mine)

K E V I N  A D O N I S  B R O W N E
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III.  . . .!(

. . .
I am in mourning, and I am not in mourning. 

What am I?!)

I am a Man, but I might as well have been riddled 
elsewhere a Woman. What am I?

I have never been Blacker than I am right now. 
I refuse to die simply because I dare to be alive in a 
place that wants me dead. I refuse. What am I?

Living is a right worth fighting for. Black Life, 
a right worth dying for, until it is better to be alive. 
And so it must be said, again, that Black Life is not 
a sacrilege. Understand that while the fear of death 
will always look savage to the killer, my refusal of 
your right to silence me is only the human in me 
insisting on my Black Life. There is no savagery in 
this premise. And my utter refusal (however unutter-
able) of injustice, intolerance, and the infinitude of 
ignorance is not a superpower. No. It is, instead, a 
refusal of what we know power is and what it has 
done to us. Everything. This must be said until it is 
learned, in spite of what you have already learned 
and what your lying eyes have seen.

That we seem ready to reject the crippling fallacy 
of racism makes this moment as much an unlearning as 
a learning. That is to say, the ethos, the very spirit, of 
this moment, which rejects the abiding discourse of 
race as a means to power in the U.S. and the world, 
and on which it marches and stands and kneels, is 
inherently anti-educational. And it is everything 
I had hoped would happen—how, by marching, 
standing, and kneeling, people learn to face death 
so they can insist life. Life. It would seem, too, that 
a prayer has been answered. This moment and the 



people—yours and mine—have begun (again) to 
rumble with the notion that the self-evident facts 
of Black Life, the desire for equality, and the pur-
suit of justice are evident to ourselves and to others.!* 
Facts aside though, we are not immune to fallacy. 
Fallacies kill us. And as our Black accused have lain 
factually dead, fallacies are sprinkled on their still, 
fertile flesh. They grow into myth, flourish into 
legend, and poison the planter."+

Of course, the caveat of this great lurch forward 
in public consciousness is that it was always sure 
to occur on the heels of a killing. The inescapable 
urgency of now is always embedded in the guttural 
surds of a dying man, a dying woman, a dying child. 
Fighting for my life is corrupted, then elevated into a 
superhuman strength. Because to those who wish us 
dead, we are the everything they have always needed: 
the trigger and the weapon, the pusher and the pipe, 
the poison and the cure, the victim and the cause. 
Everything. We have brought everything all on 
ourselves too, bearing the burden of our histories 
all on our own, as superhumans are wont to do. So 
yes, it was always going to be one of mine or one 
of yours. And it was always more than likely that it 
would be one of mine—ours, now. It was bound to 
be one of ours, as bound as you are to me and I to 
you. Knowing this—the inescapable certainty of this 
fact—is not a superpower, though it does bring with 
it responsibility to decipher a kind of meaning from 
the spoken silence:

Breathing, for those who cannot breathe, is
a right.

Breathing for those who cannot breathe is a refusal,

an open-throated resistance to honour the
silence that abides—

silence that abides beyond the sensation of
cracked skulls,

or the sentimentality of broken hearts.

A kind of silence, Lord, that is not silent, a thing that 
is and makes space for a new everything. I want that. 
Not a blank space filled like a grave with our names. 
Not an act, but the thing itself. It will be how I see 
myself through my people and the necessary noise 
of our Black, inarticulable lives. A tangible thing, 
untimely and inconvenient, beautiful and terrible, 
almost like a breath I have inherited—haunting us 
back to life, breathing life into me and mine. No 
words, except for those that are possessed. A haunt-
ing for us, the haunted.

A haunting, until it is better to be alive.       

!(    Articulation is a strange fruit. You understand this, of course. 
The voice swings.

!)    Example: A riddle, a riddle, a-ree! Water fall down. Water stand up. 
What is that? A: Sugar Cane.

!*    Let us leave happiness out of the equation for a moment. I am 
tired of having our struggles linked to happiness. My smiling rage 
 is always mistaken, my unsaid words always misread. This dance 
of mine is a war dance and a desperation.

"+     Direction: Note the vulgarity of the sequence. Then ask, how is 
it that we are the strange fruit, incomprehensible and desired, 
perpetually consumed? Ask how anyone can consume us without 
being haunted. Ask why they would.
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