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Advance Praise for Stones: 

“Everything Jeanie Kortum writes (and does!) is informed by a huge heart, a gentle and tenacious 
intelligence, a fierce longing to tell truth stories, a passionate dedication to the betterment of 

humanity. She is a wonderful writer.”—Anne Lamott, NYT Bestselling author of Bird by Bird, 
Operating Instructions, and Imperfect Birds 

“Not since Alice Walker's Possessing the Secret of Joy has a novel so boldly placed female 
genital mutilation at its heart. Stones does not turn away but looks directly at this ancient rite, 
encompassing and also challenging modernity's response to it. Stones is as rewarding as it is 
provocative.” —Professor Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Director of the Hutchins Center for 

African and African American Research, Harvard University 

“As a survivor of female genital mutilation, I welcome the complex tale Jeanie Kortum has spun 
in Stones. On so many levels, her fiction tells the truth about a custom whose psychological 

density and convolution escape the rigid categories of sociology and statistics. In their place we 
find spirituality, tribal identity, myth, mysticism, and art—beliefs that anchor FGM in defiant 

emotions that must be uncovered and addressed in order that we activists will sooner see the end 
of a noxious tradition.”—Khady Koita, author of Mutilée (2005), translated as Blood Stains. A 

Child of Africa Reclaims Her Human Rights (2010) 

“Appeals to human rights go only so far; statistical analyses, medical persuasion, and lofty 
sermons cannot address the roots of FGM (Female Genital Mutilation). Only stories like 

Kortum’s Stones do, with its intricate heights and depths, emotions, inventions, and 
insight.”—Dr. Tobe Levin von Gleichen, Associate, Harvard University, Visiting Research 

Fellow, University of Oxford, CEO, UnCUT/VOICES 

“Jeanie Kortum is a storyteller in the ancient tradition that she writes of: at once poet, 
dreamweaver, detective, medicine woman, and visionary. Each sentence of Stones is a work of 

art, each word a surprise and at the same time deeply remembered from an indigenous past buried 
in our cells.... An epic poem, a healing spell, an ancient incantation and a page-turner novel, the 

reader may emerge as changed and awakened as the characters and cultures in these pages.” 
—Kim Rosen, author of Saved by a Poem: The Transformative Power of Words and  

founder of the S.H.E. Fund. 

“At the heart of Stones is a harsh tradition, female genital mutilation that tethers its tribal actors to 
the Kenyan earth, the cradle of humanity. Tradition encroaches upon the modern as the young 

anthropologist intent on scientific investigation assumes the role of a messianic heroine... Carried 
by the soundscape of Kortum’s story, readers search for origins, struggle with change, chafe 
against inevitability. They are also granted the opportunity to loosen the chains of conflicted 

complicity through the authority of an extraordinary language.” 
—Professor Dr Maria Jaschok Director, International Gender Studies Centre Lady 

Margaret Hall, University of Oxford 
   

“Reading Stones made my mind sweat, like listening to poignant music can do. Partly this is 
because of its tasty flavorful words, which exceed what we call 'poetry'. And partly it is because 

in the protagonist Emely/Amely, one experiences a human being turning into a divinity…” 
—Shao John Thorpe, author of The Cargo Cult 
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In Stones: A Novel, by award-winning author Jeanie Kortum, Emely is swept into 
the ultimate battle of opposing minds, souls, and bodies—one that could determine 

the future not just of her tribe, but women everywhere. 
 

When Jeanie Kortum witnessed a clitoridectomy in Kenya, 
she was spurred into action to create a story with enough 
emotional depth and suspense, people would at once be 
entertained but also more fully understand the intricate 
societal and interfamily politics behind this ancient ritual. 
FGM is a worldwide practice that has affected 200 million. 
Since 1990, the estimated number of girls and women in the 
US who have undergone the practice has more than tripled. 
In Stones: A Novel (She Writes Press / UnCUT/VOICES | 
July 18th, 2017 | $16.95), protagonist Emely returns home to 
her tribe in Africa after earning a master’s degree in 
anthropology in the US, she finds herself drawn into a high-
stakes struggle between the linear, academic world she’s 
adopted and the intuitive, magical expansiveness that is her 
heritage. 

As Dr. Tobe Levin von Gleichen—Associate, Harvard 
University, Visiting Research Fellow, University of Oxford, 
CEO, UnCUT/VOICES—says in her foreword: “Jeanie 
Kortum has taken years to produce a lyrical mystery in the 

genre of magical realism that spans millennia well beyond recorded chronicles. Like Alice 
Walker, Kortum places female genital mutilation (FGM, affecting 130 million women) at the 
heart of the story, exploring most intently the toxicity of the secret, the omertà surrounding 
“ritual” torture to which (mainly) women subject little girls. Silence is a weapon that 
fractures mother-daughter bonds and in a sense excises worlds, obstructing the intimate union 
of mother and child at the origin of human life. Intertwining the sacred and profane, Stones 
journeys back to the beginning to recover the healing knowledge that all things are one.” 

A master’s degree student in narrative anthropology, Emely has examined her own roots—but 
only through an academic lens. All this changes, however, when she comes home to Africa 
and reconnects with her family’s tribe and its mystical prophecies. Sent on an assignment to 
embed herself with the last living members of this ancient tribe living the old way deep in the 
forest, Emely attempts to keep an academic distance even as the people she’s there to observe 
insist that she is the one they’ve been waiting for, and that it is her destiny to find a stone 
tablet made thousands of years before Christ and lead the tribe into the future. But resisting 
her call for change are the women in her village—who worship a secret goddess who 
advocates female genital mutilation as a symbol of true purity—as well as a police chief with 
an agenda all his own.  

* * 
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About the Author:  

Jeanie Kortum is an award-winning author, journalist, and 
humanitarian. In partnership with the National Park System, 
she founded and directed A Home Away from Homelessness 
for nearly twenty years. Her philanthropic work has been 
widely recognized by a long list of awards, some of which 
include the San Francisco Foundation’s Community Award, 
the Commission on Women Making History Award, the 
Jefferson Award, the Espiritu Award from the Isabel Allende 
Foundation and a Lifetime Achievement Award from the San 
Francisco Urban Research Association. She has been the 
subject of two CBS national news profiles and rights to her 
life story have been sold to Warner Brothers. 
  
Kortum’s award winning first novel, Ghost Vision, is loosely 
based on her experiences dogsledding to a Greenland village 
at the top of the world. She researched Stones by living with a 
hunter/gatherer tribe in Africa, during which time she 
witnessed a clitoridectomy. This experience compelled her to 
bring awareness to the danger of Female Genital Mutilation 
(FGM). Learn more and connect with Jeanie:  
www.JeanieKortum.com  

An Excerpt from Stones: A Novel 
CHAPTER 5  

 The last time you saw me alive, Granddaughter, you were only five. I was sliding up one side 
of my breath, trying to bring it in, falling down the other side, trying to push it out. And what 
were you doing? You were clinging to my neck, squeezing so hard I could barely breathe. 
And that wasn’t a good thing, because I needed all the air I could get for the matter at hand; I 
was dying.  

 “Don’t go, don’t go,” you called, only inches from my ear. No one had ever left you before. 
“Granddaughter,” I wanted to say, “can’t you see I’m a little busy?”  

 A hygienic swish of white robes, and Father Joseph entered the hut.  

 What has my foolish, God-fearing daughter done now? Get that man out of here! e last thing I 
needed in all the world was a priest.  

 He glanced at me. “Looks like I’m here just in time,” he whispered. And my daughter? Well, 
she looked at Father Joseph like he was providence itself, everything I’d taught her chased 
out of her ears by church and that small-minded, bland husband she married. She didn’t even 
keep the name you were supposed to have, “Amely,” the name waiting for you chiseled on 
the walls of a cave deep in the forest. She changed your name to the more ordinary Emely. 
Never mind. You will always be Amely to me.  

  “I thought you could administer last rites,” my daughter said, wiping tears from her eyes.  

 Father Joseph walked over to my bed, looked down, and laid his hand on my forehead. “May 
the Lord in His love and mercy help you with the grace of His Holy Spirit,” he intoned.  

 Well, you, Amely, you weren’t having any of this, were you now? You pushed under the 
priest’s arm, climbed up into my bed, pressed your hot little body against mine. If I’d had 
more energy, I would have laughed.  

 The priest put his hand on your shoulder. “Emely,” he said, “give your grandmother a little 
more room.”  
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 Room. Ha! Shows how much he knew about dying! The last thing in the world I needed was 
more room. What I needed to do was to try to get small, because I was headed toward that 
point of light out there. I had to get so small I could slip through it. And that was a difficult 
assignment, because what I was discovering in those last few moments of my life was that the 
bodily house is full of light, that there was a constant movement against all the surfaces of 
who I was. Big light, huge light, and it was just as solid as my bones.  

 Just a few hours earlier I had somehow managed to rise from that bed. I’d had one last thing 
to do. I knew I was fast becoming a “was,” but I needed to stay an “is” a little bit longer. I’d 
moved slowly toward the garden, my pain filling the hut. “Amely,” I had called. “I have 
some- thing to give you beyond the ears of your mother.”  

 In the garden, you climbed up into my lap, just as you always did, and I wrapped my arms 
around you. I knew I was giving you a bur- den—the burden to remember. e story I was 
going to tell you was the most holy story of all, but I needed to fortify you for the years away 
from me. You had the spaces inside for what the world was trying to forget. Even at the age 
of five, you possessed a steadfast purpose that chastened anything superfluous in your path. 
Everything alive was your family. Five or six dogs followed you everywhere. Everyone in the 
village thought you fed them, but that wasn’t it, was it? Somehow those animals knew you 
were their home.  

 Holes, more light. I was fast turning to lace. I had to tell this story quickly. “ e ways of Jesus 
are fast spreading across this land,” I began that day in the garden. “They are erasing the old 
ways. Even your own mother doesn’t believe. But the story I will tell you goes back to a time 
even before Jesus was born. It goes back to the first fire. You must not be careless with it, 
though; this story belongs to many. It’s not just yours to give away.”  

 I was wearing my favorite old brown sweater. You stuck your fingers into its holes, hooking 
yourself into me. Somehow, you knew this story needed all ten fingers.  

 “There will be a time when you will use this story to save your life,” I continued, “and the 
lives of others. Do you promise to be careful with it, granddaughter?”  

 You looked up into my face, your eyes dark and serious. “Yes, Grandmama,” you solemnly 
promised.  

 If I weren’t dying already, the lie you told me that morning in the garden would surely have 
killed me right then and there.  

 I told you the story then, trying to tell it so well you would al- ways have its melody to lean 
against. When I finished, you were quiet. “Where are you going, Grandmama?” you 
eventually asked. I remember looking down into your sweet face. e light behind me shone 
through me, and I saw some of that distance in your eyes as well.  

 “Far, far away,” I replied, trying to soothe you. “But close enough so that I will always see 
you.”  

 For the last time that afternoon, we sat together in the garden, and I said good-bye to 
everything I loved: plowing with my favorite ox, all the animal’s improbable and 
miscellaneous parts moving together across the red loamed earth; cooking chapatis over my 
re (how many had I made in my life, circling, circling always, crimping the edges of the 
dough with my fingers, making that small wheel that spun my days forward toward this, my 
final moment?). I remembered as well the many times I had walked to the river, the soles of 
my feet burning with all that inhaled sun; the talk of the women running into the water, 
coming back as song; the dimpled bottoms of my grandchildren spill- ing over my arms. I 
remembered taking an ax to a tree for firewood, the split-open, just-been-born smell of it all; 
going to the fields for maize, the dry shiver of all those unclothed sheaths, the plump 
sweetness wait- ing inside; pounding the maize at the grinder, powder leaking down . . . this 
village, its noisy storms, its green pastures spilling toward the sky; love given back, really.  



 But most of all, Amely, what I hated about dying was leaving you. You were and are my best 
thing. Always, my best thing.  

 And now, a few hours later, I was back in bed doing the hard work of dying.  

 Father Joseph reached down into his robe and drew out a small, green velvet bag. “May the 
Lord turn His countenance to you and grant you peace,” he said in his important sermon-
giving voice. He pulled the tassels of the bag and took out a silver cross and a small bottle. 
“Christ is the only true God,” he said as he unscrewed the bottle. “May this pagan heart 
accept Him tonight.” He splattered me with holy water.  

 Another voice began to hum in my ear. I am waiting for you at the edge of light. Friday, 
September, April? You say your tiny words, mount the tiny hills of your days, and none of this 
matters. I love perfectly, because I love nothing in particular. Words like lungsful of air, 
words that glowed in the dark. e Great Mother, the hard stone of prayer inside the blue, blue 
sweep of her sky.  

 No more pain now, I was traveling toward her, into her, becoming her. I could barely hear 
Father Joseph now.  

 Actual death is a little like floating. Loosened from the strange and wonderful grip of 
mortality, my body was changing. I was becoming pure movement, owing into the curve of 
the sky. Women out there, many women, pulling me toward them—a hand, breasts, more 
hands, smiles . . . oh, such welcoming goodness! I was moving toward them, but before I was 
with them all the way, I turned one more time to look at you.  

 You knew I was leaving. Your eyes were large, and I could see that you’d reached down into 
yourself, to the place where you really live. And then what did you do? You leaned over the 
emptying husk that was my body and tried to give me your five-year-old breath. Your lips 
were warm and slightly damp against mine. I didn’t take that breath, and that’s how you knew 
I was dying—I had never refused anything from you. And that’s also when you pressed your 
body even tighter against mine. Even the priest and my daughter knew now to stay away.  

 Climbing, climbing, I was moving away from my final stillness, riding my last singular 
breath far away from the deep green of my home, toward and into the great indestructible 
Mother. I was small now, small enough to get through that single radiant point of grace out 
there. One last look back, and that’s how I know that in that final moment, you leaned over 
and pulled my last breath into you.  

 Mama, daughter, grandmama, the slide of those small syllables no longer t; you don’t name 
one breeze in the wind, one wave in the ocean, do you? Africa, Okino, I belong to so many 
now, I am no longer just one name. ere is no separation when you’re dead—no black, no 
white, no otherness. We all just run into each other, swirled together into one thick, rich 
consciousness. What someone knows in America flows into what someone else knows from 
Tibet. All experiences run into each other, too; lawyers, teachers, plumbers, doctors, and 
chefs— we have all sung our children to sleep.  

 And what we know is this: you’re in trouble, Amely, and we, the dead, watch.  

* * 
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