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The Future Is Here

Man burns at a certain degree

but I always burned a little slower.

When | went into school

| left a trail of blackened footprints

to my classroom of spelling words,

never starred. At the end of the earth

we’ll be locked in our own spelling mistakes,

our arms around the legs of our mother

so she won’t leave, our heads filled with beer, the light
receding. What kind of death is reserved for me?

The green plastic soldier has his gun up against everything.
And what does one do with a gun really?

I’ve only held three my entire life.

The third | held was the first | used.

I was with Rebecca and her father, deep in the woods of Vermont
when she was staying with me in the heap.

I shot at a beer can until my hands went numb.

And | loved her the whole time;

the car accidents and barbiturates, the way

she got wasted, knocked her teeth

into her lap and told me

I loved her too much—what was all that?

What man does is build whole universes out of miniscule
disasters and educational degrees.

I have mine in an enormous envelope two feet behind me.
My name looks good in gangster font.

It makes me want to alight

on the thigh of my beloved like a moth

because | know all careful grief

comes out from behind the thigh

and makes a fist at the grey sky above Brooklyn.

The destroyed continue

into the snow-filled future, shoveling.

And love is either perpetually filthy

or intermittently lewd.

I’'m sweeping the entire apartment because it’s mine forever.
And that’s valid, too: domestic eroticisms. The way

he gets up out of bed before you

and puts on clothes and can’t find his keys.

All of it, without parents, without children, without roommates.
It feels good to get something

back. And the whole feels

detrimental and complicated and forever stimulating.
Which is why we live—and why we send out

balloons into the atmosphere

with notes tied to them that say

Nothing bad can touch this life

[ haven’t already imagined.



Bianca Stone
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I Have Watched Toxic Men
I have watched toxic men in the dark of an old theater and felt what Lorca called Duende and what my
therapist calls displacement.
I have watched toxic men weep while eating hot chicken wings, dousing their lips in mercurial milk.
I have watched toxic men undone in a paper bag, eyes luminous as mollusks, cacophonous clams.
I watched toxic men watching their own movies.
I have watched them unfold their genitals like unformed vowels and slowly stroke them into being.

I watched toxic men every afternoon one winter when my heart was the wrong end of a violin, candescent
as a beetle rotisseried under a heat lamp or souvenir off-gassing in a mini-mart.

| watched them as a comet, ellipsis, a glow-in-the-dark word for every ugly feeling.

I watched them while dissociating, brought back to my body the way a cicada might crawl into its
abandoned husk.

One spring | did not watch them and my husband and | saw The Apu Trilogy at Film Forum.

It was the month before | got pregnant and | remember walking up subway steps, white blossoms bursting
out of cherry trees, innocent and obscene.

I don’t know why I’m thinking about it now except it was a time when my body briefly belonged to me
and I could squander it:

the solitude of an almost spring afternoon spent inside a theater, could absorb the crackled radiance of
Satyajit Ray

then walk back out into the world holding my love’s hand as if sauntering through an extended hum;
gush and séance, everything holy splayed out like a word fallen from god’s mouth, suddenly without

purpose and seen.
Kendra DeColo
2
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Jellyfish
In Victoria, we watched from the rocks
as the jellyfish floated towards us.

A jellyfish has no brain so its thoughts
are different, tentacles trailing from its head

like ribbons, like something shredded,
like what you say but shouldn’t.

I thought if I touched one, | would never
stop. | thought | wanted to be stung.

My mother wore a long blue dress.
She had brought a man with us.

My eyelids were heavy from watching.
We slept in a trailer with the sea

on one side and the hills on the other
and inside the hills were goats

with bells on their necks.
Jellyfish bloom suddenly and in large

numbers. Like when you turn a doorknob
and the room comes rushing towards you,

all its lamps and clocks.
This woman was not my mother.

She hummed to herself.
She glowed underwater.

She used her body to propel herself forward.
The moon jelly swarms, which implies

an active ability to stay together.
The moon jelly is also called Aurelia.

Everything has another name.
In Victoria, | did not yet know

my own secrets. That | think with my body
and this means | am not good.

That it’s dark and the hills are ringing
and I am silent and twisting inside the sea.



That what stings is beautiful.
That what is beautiful stings.

Laura Read
3
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Impact Sport

By age 15 | was a hungry, red wolf.
I worked at JoAnn Fabrics one
summer—scowling women forming

lines at the back of my hangover and a
terrible crush that kept blooming over
floral-patterned fabric beneath my palms.

I scanned coupons and resisted knowing
the definition of a window valance. So
many sighs from women in search

of a texture, a measurement, some small
tool that | could never afford. After |
learned the cameras were decoys,

it was over: stickers, hot-glue guns,
a bounty of expensive scissors | never used.
Most nights | brought sneakers and ran

the four miles back to my childhood home,
happy to be moving in the dark from white light.
It was worse than McDonald’s, which in truth

was fun: working the butt of
every parent’s joke in the *90s, living the
worst-case-scenario at 16. Kind of

punk rock the way MJ and | figured out
how to deliver unrecorded beverages
in the drive-thru and pocket the

complicated math. Though it was here
where | found the limitations of my face,
where the fry guy would hold me

by the shoulders in the walk-in freezer
and plant a greasy mouth on mine. And
what else could you do but laugh about it

later with MJ in the same freezer
sitting next to the chilled cookie dough
with a fistful of nuggets, each of you

taking too long of a break, taking
mouthfuls of soft serve and the feeling
that we could never, ever truly die.



Fast-forward to college and I’m at the
campus bookstore, I’'m at the library,
I’'m cleaning professors’ offices and

watching their sick cats. But worst of all

I’'m telemarketing, which was an unknown

guantity of death, a bait-and-switch

operation for selling car listings
with a scripted, ghost’s voice
though the phone. Later,

I’d be back alive and against
the clock trying to find a thrifted
shift that would everlast dancing

in New York City all night. The
origins of the phrase “go-go dancing”
derives from the French a gogo

meaning abundance, meaning galore,
which links to the word la gogue, or a
French word for joy. I don’t know if

I ever found happiness, shaking my
ass over glass cups and faces going
gloss. But most nights in that
mechanical suture | felt like air,
maybe freer than a walk-in freezer,
my time and movement in abundance,
like no one could ever clock me in,

like no one ever could touch me again—
not my face, not my hand, not my teeth,

my, what big—
my, what sharp—

like I’d never eat that red hunger again.

4 Jessica Q. Stark, “Impact Sport,” Moist Poetry Journal, collected in Buffalo Girl, BOA Editions, Ltd.
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Death parade

Once | had a boyfriend from Kentucky who liked to hear me
talk: Tell me about 9/11 again. An English professor in
training, he didn't believe the disaster was a big deal outside
of its rhetorical possibilities.

It is easier to believe in the look of an object than in the
object. For instance, he scouted eBay for replicas of the
black patent boots the Kentucky state police had issued to
his father during the strike in Harlan County. They looked
French, in the way certain high-fashion cuts sometimes
trickle down to the mass market.

**

Every so often, | try again to find that post-9/11 air.

Back then, | lived with an asthmatic roommate on
Thirteenth Street and both of us waitressed at a cafe outside
Beth Israel. I mostly remember talking about the air with
my roommate and other people at the cafe. Letting a day
pass without talking about the smell of the air felt wrong,
and yet to do so now approaches cliché, decades later when
9/11 has been so thoroughly discussed.

**

According to scientists, when a memory includes vivid
details, we feel confident about it, but most of these
“flashbulb” memories are not accurate.

Reiterating my memories of 9/11 hardens them, separates
me from them, while | want to move closer, to turpentine
away their finish.

In the restaurant where | worked, a paramedic asked me if |
knew what we were breathing in. I said I’d read it was the
contents of the WTC, filing cabinets and computers charred
and transformed into tiny particles. Bodies, too, she said.
The buildings contained people. | wept at the time, but when
I share that anecdote, it enters the minds of others and means
less to me.

**

The terrors of years ago have quit offering useful advice.



When | was a kid, everyone talked about Love Canal as a
toxic dumping ground, or radiation from Three Mile Island,
and today no one talks about either.

**

Now the coronavirus has arrived. It was always going to
arrive; it was predicted, like 9/11.

**

A parade is a string of symbols, but a parade is also a display
of power, prosperity, or the national mood, the definition of
each being a matter of control.

**

Several summers ago, | attended the sesquicentennial of my
small hometown, a parade of cars with the tops down, fire
engines, dignitaries throwing hard candy into the street. One
man dressed like Abraham Lincoln, complete with stovetop
hat made of paper mache. He sauntered down our main
street on stilted boots, tossing candy.

I can’t see the sidewalk in front of my old apartment, and |
can’t picture the walkway leading to the house I live in now.
I do have the memory of every kid in town shoulder to
shoulder at the curb, crouching in the sun, anxious for those
boring butterscotch candies to ricochet off the pavement,
toward their small waiting hands.

**

People didn’t have kids after 9/11, and so there are fewer
adults of college age today. This is one of the facts
distressing my field, higher education. The pandemic is
another.

At first the pandemic was all of the things we couldn’t have.
Then it just was. A cough was a harbinger of death. Then, it
was a cough.

I phoned friends still living in New York, losing their minds
for any reason besides the cold-storage morgue trucks
parked outside the hospital. She didn’t do the dishes. She
left out the margarine. On the news, a commentator called
the numbers on our screen, the uptick in fatalities, a death
parade.

I live in one of the states that didn’t close down. I got on
videochat with a local friend who had the virus, delirious,



rasping that she’d see me soon. She was the one struggling,
but I couldn’t stand to look at her pretend everything was
all right. Her sunken posture in the recliner and the fever
shining through her skin, that is inside me now. Will | keep
it?

**

It is tempting to want always to reduce the thing to its detail.
To make it small.

That morning | wore heels, and because | had to walk forty
blocks that day, I no longer wear them, | said for the first
time a year after 9/11 at an event commemorating the
cataclysm. I don’t remember the walk home at all, but I
would say it again and again.

5 Erin Hoover, “Death parade,” Prairie Schooner, collected in No Spare People, Black Lawrence Press
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Preventing a Relapse

If you begin with the moths,
their bodies marred to a dark vernacular,
their stars more savage than the excellent seas,

their sob of crows with coal-born wings,
their scansions of the lullaby rain,
their boneless worship longer than the wind.

If your luck runs out when the tide comes in.
If you pry the barb from the appetite beast.
If you hang the sky from its collapsed-rag wings,

their antithesis of candelabras.
If you sleep on a plain reed mat. Are glad
for dusk that dances silence half to death,

one minute ordinary, delinquent the next.
If you let each moment fragment like the moon.
Linger with the sky the pigeons ask

while going down to their now-dry rivers.
If you let your skin feel the relent.
If you elegize the soft occasion.

6 Jennifer Militello, “Preventing a Relapse,” New Orleans Review, collected in Body Thesaurus, Tupelo Press
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Lion

Split dandelion, peeled down its silvery stalk, split head eyeing two directions. In one, I’'m headed west in
a Volvo stationwagon held together by a filigree of rust. In the other, I’'m drowning in the bath, pristine
and lavender. Either way the path rolls up behind me. I could dazzle in the volts of the car battery. | could
rise, fragrant and redeemed. A relief to know it’s always earlier someplace else. Somewhere—dear lion,

dear crown, my dear sweet resting place—the ruin I’ve made is in one piece.
Melissa Stein
;

7 Melissa Stein, “Lion,” The Literary Review, collected in Terrible Blooms, Copper Canyon Press
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The Itinerant Girl’s Guide to Self-Hypnosis [ was born in a town of vegetable gardens...]

I was born in a town of vegetable gardens, anthropology professors, pregnant teenagers drinking Cokes,
and signs in bar windows saying, No Indians. A place of myth and history. Kansas. This morning | woke
thinking, I have all of it left to do, and wondering what it was. My best artist friend has a five-year plan that
reads something like, Build a mountain of plywood. Learn to breathe out of my eyelids. Love. I guess I'll
do that, too. Some version of that. I guess I’ll learn to pray without ceasing by committing to my part.
Here’s what I found recently: A worksheet from 3rd or 4th grade divided into two halves asking, What
makes you happy? and What makes you sad? For sad, | drew a dog getting hit by a car and a horse with a
broken leg. Sad for the animals. For happy, | was there in crayon with puffy pigtails, enjoying an ice cream
cone on a sunny day. With tulips. There was also a drawing of a shirtless guy surfing an extravagant
pompadour of a wave, a moon man in profile above, having a laugh in a cage of pointy stars. | wrote a
caption: At night. I may have been born chronically homesick. But don’t tell me I don’t know happy.

Joanna Penn Cooper
8

8 Joanna Penn Cooper, “The Itinerant Girl's Guide to Self-Hypnosis [l was born in a town of vegetable gardens...],” collected
in The Itinerant Girl's Guide to Self-Hypnosis, Brooklyn Arts Press
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Continuity

Before getting into the cab, she hands him a cup.
Then, after they kiss, she hands him the cup again.

As they walk, she hands him a man-made substance.
Then, after they kiss, she hands him the cup again.

She hands him a chalice of lightning
And he hands her a chalice of fire.

Then in the next shot, after they kiss,
They exchange chalices again.

When she goes through the metal detector,
She carefully places a pair of hoop earrings in a plastic tray.

When she retrieves them,
They are two silver bangles she fits to her wrists.

When they climb from the cab in the rain, her hair is wet,
But when they kiss on the sidewalk, her hair is dry again.

After she takes off her helmet & breastplate,
And enters the water wearing nothing but courage,

She says to him, “You are nude,
But you must be naked to win.”

But the subtitles read,
“To survive you must bear the heart.”

When they climb from the river, her hair is a river
Where night has fallen, tangled with twigs & stars,

Parting like a path of escape,
But in the very next shot,

As they climb from the river,
Her hair is braided with wire & string.

When he bangs on the rain-streaked window
Of the cab yelling her name in a pivotal scene,

Briefly reflected in the window in the rain
Tangled with wires & stars above a river

Is the hand of a fan or stagehand or bodyguard,
Body double, bystander, interloper, beloved ghost,
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And the two of us watching from a bridge on the far side.
Terrance Hayes
9

9 Terrance Hayes, “Continuity,” The New Yorker, collected in So To Speak, Penguin Books
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Notes on a Monument to Ether

A man perches atop a pillared tower. He is seated & draped across his lap is another man, nearly naked,
who seems to be unconscious.

The men are meant to represent the discovery that ether could be used as an anesthetic. The first successful
demonstration of this was at the nearby Massachusetts General Hospital (where my brother was born), in a
surgical theater that is now known as “the ether dome.”

/

The origin of the word ether is akin to the Greek aithein, which means “to burn brightly,” & to the Sanskrit
idhryas, “of or like the brilliance of a clear sky.”

/

Neither shall there be any more pain is etched into the side of the tower. It comes from the book of
Revelation & points to the one place where (as far as we know) there truly is no pain—death. In this life.
when it comes to pain, you can either feel it or you can numb it. Yet spend too long in that realm, wrestling
with whatever it is you hope to numb yourself from feeling, & soon enough very little else will matter.

The word anesthesia is from the Greek anaisthesia, a lack of feeling.

Revelation is another word for apocalypse, which I always thought signaled the end of the world. But the
word apocalypse comes from the Greek apokalyptein, “to take the cover off.”

The word revelation comes directly from the Latin revelare, “to unveil, uncover, lay bare.”
To uncover, in the sense that it is revealing some deeper truth.
/

In my twenties, when | lived in Boston, | would have passed this statue nearly every day, yet | didn’t take
it in—it never spoke to me. | never looked up to see the man lying in another man’s arms, this pieta. This
says something about the statue & something about me. Did I even have a deeper truth? My friend Richard,
who lived with me in that abandoned strip joint, had just tested positive. | was working in the shelter, |
knew everyone who slept outside by name. | knew my father’s name, the way he used it as a blanket. If
asked, I’d tell you the apocalypse had come a couple years earlier & now we were all walking through the
ruins. Now we were walking in its shadows. Now we were painting curtains on plywood to make the
abandoned buildings look lived in. But | was using the word wrong—I wasn’t seeing what had been
uncovered. | stopped to look at a box on the sidewalk & realized someone was alive inside it.

/

It was in Boston that | began to consider myself a poet, yet (or so) | anesthetized myself daily with whatever
I could find, for most days it seemed | felt too much (neither shall there be any pain).

What | felt created a tension in my soul, for I could not transform it into words. Tension is essential for all
art, yet for me, at this time in my life, it was not a useful tension. | didn’t know how to use it.
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Anaisthesia is the negation of the root aesthete, from the Greek aisthetes, “a (keen) perceiver.” Though I
called myself a poet, | was (clearly) not a keen perceiver.

/

Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) contains the first recorded use of ether in the poetic sense of “heavenly,
celestial.”

The word ether first appears before 1398, the year of Trevisa’s translation of Bartholomew’s De
Proprietatibus Rerum. The etymological dictionary defines ether as the “upper regions of space; constituent
substance of stars & planets.” Ether was both the stuff the planets were floating in & the stuff the planets
were made of.

What the planets were floating in is what we now call “dark matter”— we now admit that we know
essentially nothing about it.

/

Essentially. That’s another word like ethereal. It comes from the word essence, which also came into use
sometime before 1398 (around the years The Canterbury Tales were being written).

Essence, from the Greek ousia—"being.”

The general sense of essence as the most important or basic element of anything is first recorded in 1656
in Hobbes’s translation of Elements of Philosophy.

Essence, see IS.

/

The main reason to take drugs is for the promise of the pain to go away. Feeling no pain is what we used
to answer, if asked how we were (hame your poison) after a few beers.

It only becomes a problem when we take it to the point where (to be or not to be) there is no is.

/

Francis Bacon’s triptych In Memory of George Dyer is a tribute to his lover, who took his life on the evening
of Bacon’s greatest (up to that point) success. Bacon’s painting was influenced by his reading of T. S.
Eliot’s The Waste Land, especially the lines: “I have heard the key / Turn in the door,” which Bacon
represents in the central panel, in which a figure (Dyer) turns a key in a lock.

/

Let us go then...

/

Bacon’s bodies are often cut open, dissected, flayed.
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Michelangelo would cut up cadavers to learn human anatomy. As it was illegal at the time to desecrate a
body, he had to do this in secret, in a back room of the Basilica di Santo Spirito.

Santo Spirito. Holy Spirit.

An essence, something impossible to hold on to.

In the room the women come and go...

Michelangelo, searching for something inside us he could hold on to, something essential.
It is said that cutting these bodies open left him with a taste for nothing but bread & water.
This is a man / this is a tree this is bread.

Bread is essential, water is essential.

It is is the most basic, elemental sentence.

It is raining. It is broken. It is full. It is finished.

It is finished is one of the seven last phrases of Jesus.

Itisn’t is always just on the other side.
Nick Flynn
10

10 Nick Flynn, “Notes on a Monument to Ether,” BOMB, collected in Low, Graywolf Press
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Cassiopeia
Meanwhile, a stranger’s grandma spoons cold
butterscotch pudding to her lips beside your own grandma.

They prefer custard but won’t complain to the nurses.
Revolutions happen elsewhere. The once beloved’s face

becomes unfamiliar, the moustache greasier, and it is the least

you could have hoped for, but it doesn’t satisfy.

Your brother is doing well because you have adjusted
your definition of “well.” He wakes sober in a house

of sober men. They eat dry toast, and he drives to the tiny
Cape Cod airport to wave his arms around and drag

cigarettes, the weight of himself, and duffel bags
filled with souvenir driftwood and bathing suits

along the tarmac all day. The Vineyard people offer
pinched smiles to his dropped R’s and the desire to feel

another, very particular way plays beneath each
moment like Muzak. He resists. How noble,

to resist. How unlike the gods. Meanwhile, the mortals
are fasting. Your sister listens to the same screech

on repeat and walks along the White River, seeing
only the stones beneath the low, clear water, surprised

by its sting when she kneels and leans to press
her face against their shine. She has not cut her thighs

in weeks. And you go on not calling your brother
or grandmother, crying each time you fold clothes.

Elsewhere, sickness spreading is one way bodies
communicate. Your mother sends a card

with some money in it, says her husband is dying
so slowly he seems fine. You make the same corn salad

for a different set of dinner guests, put on Nebraska
one more time. Meanwhile, the constellations. Cassiopeia

hanging upside down from her throne and you on Earth
just gawking, wondering what kind of person you are,
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and if you’d be the one to open up your arms
when she’s no longer able to hold on.
Caylin Capra-Thomas
11

1 Caylin Capra-Thomas, “Cassiopeia,” New England Review, collected in Iguana Iguana, Deep Vellum
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Dry Season

It had ended and ended

badly so 1’d stopped drinking
and started again or was

about to when an old friend
bought me a nonstop to stay

with him in Colorado this was early
October and the first snows

had driven the elk down

out of the upper ranges

backing up traffic into Lyons
and drawing crowds of tourists
who posed alone or with

their blonde polo’d families a safe
distance from their wildness |
watched disgusted | thought
there is nothing worse

than this shit knowing of course
that there was much worse and that |
had done it | lay down

on my friend’s bottom bunk

and woke in the morning

and wandered into the living
room where vaulted windows
looked out on a parched field

and there was an elk there

then four five clustered

between boulders picking at

the stunted shrubs even larger

up close than | expected the night
before | left for good I slept

on the living room floor

and she came out shivering

and sobbing asking me

to hold her just for a minute and |
said no | said no because so
many times before | had said

yes and not meant it and just

like that I knew | was

small and cruel and moved

out across the placid bay

and shut myself up in my one-
room apartment and drank

and watched spaghetti

westerns A Fistful of Dollars
Duck You Sucker the elk
meandering closer

to the window where | stood
scowling into the light | pressed
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my palm to the thick sheet

of glass between us and smacked it
once hard and not one of them
turned so | hit it again both

hands this time making a sound
like an empty plastic tub a
hollowed-out thing and the closest
lifted its head ears high

tuft of white tail twitching

and looked calmly upon me
without recognition

and went on eating the wild grasses

12 Edgar Kunz, “Dry Season,” collected in Tap Out, Mariner Books

Edgar Kunz
12
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Come Again
These are the runes that ruin me, today’s telling typos:
Heavy police pretense. Thank you for your corporation.

Jane invents the word era-ist for those of us
who discriminate against the past. Careful, it’s not erased.

The birds persist in rapid-fire accusation: Isn ‘t-it-so? Isn 't-it-s0?
then feign ignorance in response, slurred syllable made two: Me-e? Me-e?

The waitress apologizes, Sir, there’s no syrup, so so sorry, Sir.

Trying to get from here to there, familiar with Flower,
one has to ask: is Hope a one-way street?

A man once promised to meet me at Liberty, but now’s not at it.

Did we install the filter backward?
An errant arrow faces the wall like a dunce.

I make: my bed, peace with, amends, and light of—sure.

Epistolary too’s a kind of aim, a game like pool in which you can’t
just shoot, must point to the greener pasture’s pocket first.

On the patio, the woman on her second wine carafe
screws up her courage to ask the waiter: what are legs?

Across the Missouri border:
CHEAP SMOKES FIREWORKS WHISKEY WORMS.

At Bruno’s, I'll have another one slurs to I’ll have an urn.

Inking inklings in the crossword, | pen a cramped crescent in
after | mis-guess the answer for hole-making tool:

It’s auger, not luger. I'm off one letter. I’'m off again.

13 bora Malech, “Come Again,” Tampa Review, collected in Flourish, Carnegie Mellon University Press

Dora Malech
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Little Matter

Field trip-sized headache.

Ad for a cruise ship
that bops the arctic

in the puss. Little girl

getting her master’s
in the pathetic fallacy.

Ad for a fork
with a flashlight attached

SO you can eat
in the dark.

School play about
a log cabin where something

boring once happened.
Documentary about making

eye contact,

about answering-machine
tape. Student essay

called “I Hate
the Past” with a Works Cited page

a mile long. Two bullies
having a taunt contest.

One calls the other what
the other called the other.

Makes you want to give up
and paint wooden ducks

or smuggle model boats
into bottles

like a fart in a dream.
Imagine
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a submarine the size
of the Azores carrying all

the Tom Clancy novels
that retired guys ever read

at their beach houses
in Maine. Now imagine

a Tom Clancy novel
about feelings and art.

When you’re done
put the toilet seat down,

pull down the shades.
My lines are short

because they’re afraid.
Gregory Lawless
14

14 Gregory Lawless, “Little Matter,” collected in Dreamburgh, Pennsylvania, Dream Horse Press
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The Ideograms [Five days later | thought...]

Five days later | thought
of a good comeback.
I want to come back to the still gloomy sea.

Any deviation from the plan makes me crazy.

The rain fell all over Minnesota’s beer halls.
The streets were wet and confusing.

You were sleeping at home

in the cat-blackened gloom.

I’ll be home in four days.

I have new shoes,

sunny music.

The sun is shining.

The sun is shining on the river.

But | am like the rain

falling on an abandoned couch

with a tree growing out of the middle of it.
You are the tree.

15 Matthew Rohrer, “The Ideograms [Five days later | thought...],” collected in Rise Up, Wave Books

Matthew Rohrer
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The Insecurities of These Blood-Thirsty Savages

come from the usual place. “39 Ways to Make His Head Explode.”
“Are Your Breasts Too Circular?” She knows she is a monster.

Hair everywhere and that dimple on her thigh so deep it tunnels

all the way to China. Not to mention the way she snorts in hot yoga,
giggling each time the yogi purrs, “Deepen your dog,” or the way

she wants to name her only daughter “Agony” just for the sound of it,
or the thing in the drawer of the nightstand that secretly keeps her sane.

Quan Barry
16

16 Quan Barry, “The Insecurities of These Blood-Thirsty Savages,” collected in Auction, University of Pittsburgh Press
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Instars

| keep passing my driveway, keep

circling the block, circling,

waking up in the house of butterflies.

It’s hard to think about Tom. It’s hard not to.
I want to go back. | want to start over.

| found my umbrella.

Years later | still have that corsage.
My mother corrects my hair brushing:
“Start with the ends,” she says,
“You’re doing it all wrong.”

They say it was an accident.

Not the driver’s fault.

You gave the guinea pig an aspirin, but still, it died.
Who could have known?

Everything smells like gin.

Snow falling beneath streetlight. Moths?

A magic carpet—could it be? Or just a migration of butterflies?
I walk down Hennepin Avenue.

From across the street, a man in a wheelchair shouts:

“Hey, you got some nice legs!”

Am | offended? Should | be?

I can’t stop moving.

The new drug is the same as the old one,
Only the name’s spelled backward:
Xanax, the last palindrome.

Chaise lozenge, chaise life raft,

Chaise in the shape of an antidepressant.
A life-size molecule, plastic and clear.
Umbrellas at the drive-thru restaurant.
Flowers of a fiberglass planet.

There are no paper towels.

When Tom died, | tried not to move and not to cry.
I still can’t breathe underwater.

Butterflies have been known to drink tears.

Imago is the last stage of butterfly life.
Death can’t put a name to a face anymore.
Adulthood reached, maturity attained,
I rake the boar bristle brush
Through my wet and squealing hair.
Cindy King
17

17 Cindy King, “Instars,” Twyckenham Notes, collected in Zoonotic, Tinderbox Editions
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Granite

In your granite bedroom
inside the wallet in your purse

I’m scavenging
your unfiltered thoughts

a page with your savings
in the lace of an unschooled scrawl

rather than burn on the moon
I hurl myself

against the cold door
because | pity the door

| can never revive the violin
locked without leaves in a tree

Jane Miller
18

18 jane Miller, “Granite,” collected in Thunderbird, Copper Canyon Press
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Double Sonnet Ending in New Testament

This poem is meant to have the make and model

of a vehicle in it, include a food | dislike, a musical
instrument. He gave up the cello. There were multiple
mandolins on his worktable. An item that is broken
beyond repair? My body. That’s easy. This & this

& this. A love note that falls into the wrong hands?
Every poem | have ever written. Please stop posting
your thumbs-up sonogram pictures. I don’t care

if you’re 43. If you’re an exception or a miracle or
whatever you are. A bird of prey. His son was learning
to be a falconer. Are these like vultures? I’m not sure.
An item of lost clothing—this doesn’t happen often
now that I’'m married. Remember those bras

that went missing in apartments, knapsacks, cars?

Bless that time: fear of conception. Holy ruckery

& whiskey & some guy. | drive the highway

in my Honda Civic to the phlebotomist, try to arrive
early to avoid the trainee who always leaves

the bloodless needle halfway in my arm, then

calls for help to the other woman who looks like

a former heroin addict or the Mennonite; both can
deftly navigate my scarred veins. Falcons are

the fastest moving creatures on earth. Your baby

this week is the size of a poppy seed, a sweet pea,

a black olive. I hate olives. In the lab, they play
Spirit FM & don’t know anything about me. The DJ
croons, “lI am the vine & you are the branches. Those
who remain in me, & I in them, will bear much fruit.”

Erika Meitner
19

19 Erika Meitner, “Double Sonnet Ending in New Testament,” Plume, collected in Holy Moly Carry Me, BOA Editions, Ltd.
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Ghosts

Some ghosts are my mothers

neither angry nor kind

their hair blooming from silk kerchiefs.

Not queens, but ghosts

who hum down the hall on their curved fins
sad as seahorses.

Not all ghosts are mothers.

I’ve counted them as I walk the beach.
Some are herons wearing the moonrise like lace.
Not lonely, but ghostly.

They stalk the low tide pools, flexing

their brassy beaks, their eyes.

But that isn’t all.

Some of my ghosts are planets.

Not bright. Not young.

Spiraling deep in the dusk of my body

as saucers or moons

pleased with their belts of colored dust

& hailing no others.

20 ki Petrosino, “Ghosts,” Poem-A-Day, collected in Witch Wife, Sarabande Books

After Anne Sexton
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Low-Effort Thinking

Did you know that when mob bosses want somebody killed, they get the one of the victim’s
friends to do it?

That way, if you go to your friend’s house to kill him and are seen entering by a nosy neighbor
or if, after the deed’s done, investigators find your fingerprint or a strand of hair, it can be
explained away.

“I was just dropping off some cannoli,” you could say. “He looked okay to me. Said he had to
get his taxes in and find a math tutor for his kid, but otherwise, fine. Is there a problem,
officer?”

This is what’s called high-effort thinking.

The opposite of high-effort thinking is low-effort thinking, which leads to political conservatism
according to the scientists who tested that hypothesis by conducting two experiments, one
boring and one not.

The boring experiment consisted of assigning one group of volunteers to react to items on a list
of liberal and conservative statements such as “Large fortunes should be taxed heavily”
and “A first consideration of any society is property rights.”

Meanwhile, a second group was given the same task but instructed to listen simultaneously to a
tape of tones varying in pitch and to count and record the number of tones that preceded
each change.

Ha, ha! I’d go batshit, too, wouldn’t you, reader?

Or at least I’d make conservative choices, as everyone in the second group did.

&®

Popcorn movies as well as most bumper stickers and t-shirts tell us that decisive action by one
person saves the day, but in reality, usually that gets you jack diddley.

No, no. False starts, trial and error, teamwork: human progress is built on these.
And patience. Wittgenstein said, “Philosophy is like trying to open a safe with a combination
lock: each little adjustment of the dials seems to achieve nothing, and only when

everything is in place does the door open.”

&®

Case in point: it’s 1967, and Albert King is in the Stax studio, and the recording session for his
next album is almost done. Thing is, they need one more song.
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Now William Bell is in the studio as well, and Mr. Bell has a verse, a chorus, and the bass line to
a new song worked out, and when he tries them out on Albert King, the bluesman likes
what he hears and asks for the rest.

Well, there is no rest. So Mr. Bell goes off with Booker T. Jones of Booker T. & the M.G.’s, and
they stay up all night and finish the song, which they call “Born Under a Bad Sign.”

The next day, everybody comes back to the studio, and here’s where the story gets good.
“Albert King couldn’t read,” Mr. Bell says in the course of an interview about the incident.

“You mean he couldn’t read music?” says the interviewer. “A lot of musicians can’t read music
—FPaul McCartney can’t read music.”

“No, I mean he couldn’t read!” says Mr. Bell. “Couldn’t read English. Couldn’t read words. So |
stood next to him in the studio and whispered each line to him, and he sang it.”

Amazing, huh? Or maybe not.

If you’re a musician, especially a successful one, almost certainly not.

Good musicians always take their time, and the best musicians listen to others.

As they learned their craft, the Beatles played a stint at a Hamburg club called the Indra which
was managed by Bruno Koschmider, described by Beatles’ biographer Bob Spitz as “a

florid-faced man with a preposterous wig-like mop of hair.”

Koschmider would yell “Mach schau!” (“Put on a show!”) during the boys’ lackluster
performances.

At first the four musicians laughed and staggered around, knocking over mikes as they made fun
of the silly German man. But when the audiences went crazy, the boys saw the value of
“putting on a show” and became the band that changed the world.

&»

And now for the fun experiment.

Mixed-sex groups of experimenters waited outside a bar and asked potential participants if they
would complete a short survey on social attitudes and then consent to being tested for
blood alcohol levels.

Ha, ha again! Can you imagine how much fun it was for the psychology students to accost a
bunch of drunkos and ask them to agree or not with statements like “Production and trade
should be free of government interference” and “Ultimately, privately property should be

abolished”?

The drunkos didn’t care; they were drunk.



The drunkest among them registered more conservative attitudes because alcohol limits
cognitive capacity and disrupts controlled responding while leaving automatic thinking
largely intact.

®

By the way, if you’re wondering if conservatives are all dumb-asses, the answer is “Not quite.”

That’s from principal investigator Scott Eidelman, who devised both the boring experiment and
the fun one.

“Our research shows that low-effort thought promotes political conservatism,” says Dr.
Eidelman, “not that political conservatives use low-effort thinking.”

Those undergraduates must have had so much fun interviewing those drunkos.

“Excuse me, drunko, would you agree that rich people have the right to shove as much money up
their backsides as they like?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah, and guns and cocaine and—BLOOOOORCH! Excuse me. Say, who are you anyways?”

Oh, Jesus. | better not laugh again or | might not be able to stop.
David Kirby
21

21 David Kirby, “Low-Effort Thinking,” The Account
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In Context

The people in the coffee shop talk about boutique

firms and methodology while behind them strange

artwork morphs out of the wall in 3-D. The mother

and her five-year-old have an argument about clothes

in front of the pregnant nude photographs she had

commissioned in her third trimester, when the world

felt heavy but easy and she used websites like Pinterest

without irony. I read the tabloids alongside the news headlines
and the interest pieces on Buzzfeed like “Woman with Third Boob
Wants to Be Unattractive to Men.” Meanwhile my students

are writing terrible and heartbreaking poems about children

dying in Syria and we discuss the necessity of imagery

and show, don 't tell. At this point | am a robot regurgitating
tropes and when | tell my students we are going on a field trip
one smartass says she hopes it’s not to the art museum again,

and I say no, not to worry, we’re going to a sweatshop up the street,
and I sense some of my students are scared and some are excited
and they are all clutching their notebooks and pencils

as we line up outside the building, which is made of dark concrete
with no windows and which seems to be vibrating slightly

the way all my students are vibrating slightly

and everyone stands on tiptoe and peers around each other

as | slowly open the door.

22 | auren Shapiro, “In Context,” Forklift, Ohio, collected in Arena, Cleveland State University Poetry Center
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I always think of Pauline going
down the stairs | always hold
on thinking how going down
she must have tripped she

was always going fast after

all we called her the Flash

and when her husbhand

found her it didn’t matter

that he was an ER doc he
might as well have been a post-
doc in art history he might as
well have been a window
washer or mortician there

she was at the bottom

of the stairs with that busted
sack of onions sweet onions
she’d have sliced and cried
over and eaten raw with a little
salt and she’d have handed
you a slice like a sliver

of moon and if you

were in a dark

time she’d have

said hey friend hold

on

2 Andrea Cohen, “Onions,” The New York Review of Books

Onions

Andrea Cohen
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Degenerate

It’s true, I’m full

of dead lawn chairs

and wet parking lots,
lottery tickets and gray fires
burning at the edges

of small towns.

I’m a wild donkey dusted
in frozen rain.

I’m dumb as a cistern.
I’m the wrong mix

of air and gasoline,

a piano stored in a barn.

I hear the snow fences
near Powder Creek
trying to draw my grave
on December’s maps.
But I’ve pressed my ear
to the hive of your back
with its blue vapors

and lost tribes.

I’ve listened to the owls
coursing inside you.

I’ve held the night’s wrist
against my face,

trying to get back

to the signal fires

of your hips.

24 Michael McGriff, “Degenerate,” Alaska Quarterly Review, collected in Early Hour, Copper Canyon Press
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Frock
If you wear it, child,
wear it until the hem frays, until the thread

slithers from stitches,
until the flowers become splotches.

Loosen it around the chest, the
hips. Measure your body by it.

Discolor it with perfume, lotion,
honey, sun. Never scrub it.

If you hike it, hike it up. Summon July in it.
Name the hem after prayers, the

buttons after days. Touch
yourself through it. A secret? A tip?

Someday, let it puddle the floor.
This will break your father's heart.

2 Hala Alyan, “Frock,” collected in Atrium, Three Rooms Press
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Halloween in the Anthropocene

& Memphis is out in Full Fang!

Skeletons skip down our pitted streets.
Whole families with matching hobo stipple
roam tragicomically through the sprawling
candy deserts: polka-dot bandanas

on sticks, flapping Chaplinesque shoes.

Unclaimed pumpkins pile high

behind razor wire. The air’s thick

with caw & trouble. Our porch light’s out
but we stay in, listening to the festive cackle
of semiautomatics in the autumn night.

Some faceless Handmaids do a spooky
hopscotch in a Walgreens parking lot.
Two drunk men in tiger masks loll from
the window of a passing truck to tell some
Handmaid she’s “thicc as shit.” Anyway,

Witches are back! They straddle plastic
brooms—streaming

across the moon’s bright knuckle: hedge
witches & wicked witches. Waves

of Sabrinas: blonde bobs, black
headbands, whole hexes of freckles!
Here come the Elphabas & Endoras,

the Elviras & Elsas. Even a couple

of Baba Yagas—bewitched huts
strutting forth on sexy chicken legs!

So what if it’s a bit
more wink than Wand.

We’ve stopped scaring ourselves
on purpose, stopped wearing our Weirds
on our Outsides. My sweetie’s spilled on
the couch as Melted Clock. I park myself
on the dark stoop as Empty Pyrex Bowl.
According to the Post-it Note on my face,
my nickname is No-Treats-for-the-Wicked.
I’m a weird white lady on an unlit porch.
No one dare approach this childless abode—
not for phantom candy. Certainly
not for clarification.
Karyna McGlynn
26

26 Karyna McGlynn, “Halloween in the Anthropocene,” collected in 50 Things Kate Bush Taught Me About the Multiverse,
Sarabande Books
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Abiding

When | married him, there were things | thought were jokes that were not jokes. In thirteen years | have
often changed my mind about which are which.

“A Blair will sooner knife you than shoot you,” the old timers say with a laugh and serious eyes that hold
your face longer than you would like.

He is an atheist who believes in haints and the resurrection of the body, and when he dies, he wants his
remains left in the holler beside the foundation of the cabin where the first Blair was born. He’s upset
about how there are no wolves or bears left on that fifty acres to render his body. It’s one of the things
about neighbors you have to abide.

He has kin he won’t claim living out on Monkey Mountain Road and uncles with show caves and cousins
with haints and criminal records, a grandpa with one eye who drinks and who everyone calls crazy.

There is a code about family and what you do for them, which is anything, and everyone else, to whom
you owe nothing, and whose living gets in the way of your living, but they also have family who would
do anything, so you abide each other as best you are able.

He does not want his organs donated. He says, “I don’t want to find out later that I need them.”

I didn’t take his name, but I have his power of attorney, so I thought it right to tell him I would feel a
moral obligation to donate his organs despite his wishes. | told him this so he could make someone else
legally if it matters so much. It was a question of conscience for me, it was my code.

His code does not abide other codes. "I have taken many of your responsibilities off your plate. Our

daughter carries the name. My father will take care of my body." As long as his father doesn’t die and his
daughter stays obedient, I won’t have to think about getting my hands corpse-dirty or shovel-blistered, or
contemplate jail time for illegally dumping remains. So | think about neighbors who need organs instead.

Then he’s not mad anymore and he says, “Nevermind. I’1l just make sure I take you with me.”

I’ve asked him in my most serious voice not to threaten to kill me anymore, because I can’t tell what parts
are kidding.

“Death,” he says, “is a gift.” He won’t squander it on anything less than a boat full of fertilizer
somewhere along the Colorado. Is that a joke?

Is it a joke that I will be tied to the mast?
It is most likely a joke and well delivered and hilarious.

When we were dating he talked about how much he wanted to jump a train and tramp. We were reading
so many books together | thought we were having a different conversation. We made up hobo names and
I chose Marge because that’s a name that is also a funny sound.

He chose Head-in-a-Bag Hobo because he was starting to realize he’d never have it in himself to vanish
as long as I was alive, but in grief he’d be unable to hold himself back. When he left, he’d carry my
shrunken head with him in his bindle to be his love and his weapon against the bulls and other murderous
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insane hobos in the yards.
I thought he was so funny and romantic.

There was a year we were living on seventeen acres in Ohio, and every six hours or so a train skirted the
edge of the field. When | was pregnant we sat on the trellis bridge and skittered stones across the frozen
creek while we picked names and listened for a distant whistle.

When the baby was gone, I sat at the window and watched the wind blow the grass and for months it’s the
only thing I remember. But he remembers that he had finally worked up the nerve to go, and | held his
hand and cried and said, “Please, I can’t lose you too.” So he didn’t go. And now we have a living child
whose name is Blair, and if I die, he’ll take her along, and if I don’t, his whole life will be something
different. He promises he can abide that because we are family.

This means | should put his whole body in the woods for the wolves that will never come. That | should
stop thinking about mothers on dialysis and children who have gone blind and how a heart falters into the
straightest green line you’ve ever seen.

I thought Blair was something | was becoming and he did too, but when we’re being honest it’s clear I
have no honor and he tells no jokes. We’re right to fear each other.
Kathryn Nuernberger
27

s Kathryn Nuernberger, “Abiding,” Iron Horse Literary Review, collected in Brief Interviews with the Romantic Past, The Ohio State
University Press
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Burnt Plastic

Today in the taxi | picked up a Wall Street type on Park Avenue near 48th Street. He was going to Montclair,
New Jersey. His house was on fire and he spent the trip on the phone barking orders at his wife, his roofer,
his contractor, his insurance company, and at me.

He kept saying: “Go this way!” or “Which way are you going?” He said to someone that there are firearms

and ammunition in the house. Periodically he held back tears. It was a long 25 miles for me, and | suppose,

longer for him. We got there, and the house was burning. The Talmud says: Nature rules over all things
except the terror it inspires.

Sean Singer

28

28 Sean Singer, “Burnt Plastic,” collected in Today in the Taxi, Tupelo Press
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Dear Utah

State in which I have lived longer

than any other, state of my discontent.

Horace said skies change,

souls don’t, although like most,

I blame anything but myself.

You are the place where | moved for work

and the place I’ve complained about

for one-third of my life,

the locus I’m trapped in—

an aging otter in an arid zoo.

You are my theremin—vibrations

and tremors | feel without touch.

Sometimes a fly-over sense

of being left alone, even though

the bank teller calls me by my first name.

We Utahns wear jeans to the symphony

and use family as an excuse

for not showing up. We drive streets wider

than highways while the “blessed”

call the shots, where one in five

carry a gun. | roll my eyes at special

rings and garments that mark

me as having no ward. You are the state

I must explain: watery beer

or restaurants near schools without liquor.

You are also the state where I’m never

lost: your mountains close—gray rock in summer,
whiter in winter, green in May before drought—
tell me where and when | am,

along with the copper mine seen

from space, the salt lake too shallow

to swim, the townhouses jammed into

crevices of valley like aphids on a leaf.

Humans are edged by wilderness

where elk, coyotes, moose, and mountain lions—
and no mosquitos! no mold!—roam.

O Utah, you’re a kinky rectangle and I’'m a pear
wasted on a December tree.

We’re both queer as cupcakes except you
pretend you’re white bread.

Natasha Sajé
29

2 Natasha Sajé, “Dear Utah,” Painted Bride Quarterly, collected in The Future Will Call You Something Else, Tupelo Press
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The palms along
Dolores Street
do not belong.
The past looms
like chat rooms.

At the top

of the park,

a fellow

suns himself.
(They call the hill

the fruit shelf.)
The view
from here
ruthless—
more or less.

We play a game
of name

the building
that was razed.
Ding, ding.

Downtown
off-limits
as a wish,
or noun.
The weeds

like all the right
wrong words.
Or none.
Swish, swish.
I’d trade

interest rate

and day trade
for clean-
your-house-
in-the-nude days,

and date-the-broke-
actor days.

Urinal talk:

this is as close

as we can get.

A Walk in the Park

44



Show don’t show,
and yet, and yet—
the city

part sunny
aggression,

part accent piece.
Rush, rush.

The smoke;

the dirt;

the sky—

I spy

the gospel
in the park,
septic,

lush as real money.

Randall Mann
30

30 Randall Mann, “A Walk in the Park,” The Adroit Journal, collected in Deal: New and Selected Poems, Copper Canyon Press
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Ancestral Poem

And so we settled upon the shore

of a nasally Midwestern sea

governed by a moon that hung

like a medal we’d won above

the subdivision. Evenings,

the starlings made an ecstatic
calligraphy against the gloam,

landed upon the slack, black

wires, our antique telephony

rippling between their toes.

From my vantage in a second-story
window of the split-level ranch

where we kept our things,

I could see some moths mistake

the neon heat of a Blockbuster

Video sign to the west for home,

your babaji watering the impatiens

in their beds beneath a local cosmos.
Crisscross of the pinkening contrails,
your bibiji nursing her twilight

chai in a patio chair. She said a thing
then that made them laugh, the clouds
like painted bulls tumbling across a cave wall
in this, the only known record of these events.

Jaswinder Bolina
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The Workshop

One student writes an intricate poem using a spider web as metaphor for a failed romantic relationship.
Another writes a political manifesto with line breaks. Three write autobiographical narratives about
childhood traumas. | am also a student but when | turn in my imagined historical encounter between Clara
Barton and Florence Nightingale the other students look at me and say, Write what you know. Next week |
turn in a poem about a poet who is tired of other poets’ lousy personal narratives so she brings in a gun and
shoots all the poems in the chest before taking the life of her own poem. The professor calls campus security.
At the station, the police officer asks me questions about my family and emotional state. This isn 't about
me, | say. This is a failure of imagination. We take this kind of thing very seriously, he says. It isn’t a joke.
His office is full of the usual detritus—framed certificates of completion and honor, the college calendar,
an inspirational photo of skydivers. On his desk there is a picture of his wife and two young children. He
sees me looking at it and turns it away.
Lauren Shapiro
32
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Two Sonnets

It was the only world he knew back then:

brown fields, oil pumps like great birds that rose
and fell, big-haired women, roughneck crews.
The rig lot sunk in mud when storms blew in,
and country songs that told of love and sin.

At night he stood alone on deck, the dark ooze
bubbling up, drill pipe grinding, a moon in trees
that shrouded it. Dirt, grease, the cold night wind.
The bunkhouse calendar displayed a girl, nude
and smiling, dark hair spilling down her back.

He had never known a woman, and never would,
he thought. But now, ten years later, his bed
grows warm, she snuggles close, and her hair, black
as oil, comes down the way he dreamed it should.

The sudden kiss, some awkwardness, the bar

of soap she drops onto the bathroom floor.
Would you, please? she asks, and hands me more
of something said to fill her hair with stars.

I love to feel your hands, your fingers, there.

As she looks up, the shower’s heavy downpour
casts her as weather’s orphan: the plumbing’s roar
and thunder, clouds of soap-streaks in her hair,
her eyes, the look of children in a storm,

the ones too brave to run back home in time.

But soon the drops that diamonded her face
seem more like tears, and grief begins to form.
For that was long ago, and now | dream

of hair in rain. A girl | loved. A time. A place.

3B H, Fairchild, “Two Sonnets,” collected in An Ordinary Life, W. W. Norton & Company
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Sea Change

Fresh back from Alaska

North can’t stop talking about it:

the scale of the ships, the mountains,
the hauls of kings brought up

in a hundred and fifty fathoms

of net. You’re not picking up nickels,
he says. You’re locking down a buck
every time you touch a fish.

His stories leave me sheepish

about our humdrum routine:

circling the store to make sure
closing crew’s gone, then dropping
into hills of black plastic bags

we sort by weight. North foxtails

the heavies toward me, | rip in and fish
for what’s good: grape juice,

squash, hotdogs dusted with floor
sweepings we’ll have to singe off.
All summer, he rode the open sea,
hoisted ropes hand over hand,
pounded meals of raw salmon. Now
he’s built like a Greek statue:

sleeves rolled, forearms popping veins,
and each time he flexes to lift a bag
he looks godlike, unbreakable.

Dude, he says, I bet we could

sell this shit, start a business.

Profits. Employees. A marketing
approach. How far his mind goes
I’m afraid to imagine.

I sniff to see if the chicken in my hands
is bad. It is. Who would buy this?
Anyone. People like us.

I wipe cold grease on my pants.

But we wouldn’t buy this.

North shrugs, drops a rotten plantain
and reaches for a persimmon.

Anders Carlson-Wee
34
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Boom Box

My father leaves again. Returns, falls asleep

in the driveway with a warm six-pack of Pabst like a fist
between his thighs. He swears

he has not been gone that long, is not

that drunk. My mother smokes more now

than before she quit. The fire

was four years ago, we’re still living

in a trailer parked behind

the charcoaled foundation of our old house.
Before it’s too late I should

mention the rifle, the box of bullets

I found in the back of the closet

behind the skin mags, the vibrator.

My parents don’t even talk to each other

but the body is capable of all kinds of lies.

My mother will not let me listen

to Run-DMC, which she says

is because of God but | know better.

All those gold chains, such audacity.

She doesn’t know anything about me.

| steal Marlboros one at time,

matches from the back of the stove,

I’'m cutting the sleeves out of my t-shirts

these days, freaking out the neighbor kids

by spelling pussy on my Ouija board,

trying to make it sound like bragging,

telling them how this summer I’m going to get
Stella from up the hill to pull up her shirt for me.
I carry my boom box everywhere,

my secret cassette of Raising Hell,

and sometimes the gun. | can make

you believe anything. Maybe

my father hits me. Maybe the war

changed him, though | never knew him before,
so what do | know? Maybe | shoot

at squirrels but can never hit one.

Maybe I’'m hanging out on the girders

of the old bridge with the volume on 10,
hoping one of these songs will piss off someone
enough to stop and give me a talking-to.
Maybe I’m setting fire to sticks

and dropping them in the water.

Maybe I killed one of the coon hounds

caged up by Stella’s asshole dad

who maybe hits her sometimes, too,

maybe hurts her in more silent ways.

Maybe I hope she is as lonely as | am.

Maybe this is the most fucked-up time
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in the history of the world

to be fourteen, maybe there’s poison
in the river that feeds our wells.
Maybe I can feel my skin blistering
from the inside out, maybe the bruises

are bleeding into each other. What a mess.

Maybe the gun never even goes off.
Maybe it’s only the music announcing
[ am here. Maybe I’m shouting

my own name, over and over, synced
with the beat. Boom, boom,

like that. Boom.

35 Amorak Huey, “Boom Box,” Bloodroot Literary Review, collected in Boom Box, Sundress Publications
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Saturday Morning

When the dog won’t stop barking, I meet
my neighbors in front of the blue house.

It’s early and in our pajamas and robes
we look like delegates from the Land of Nod.

Someone pounds on the door as the sky
darkens with the black Lab’s consonants.

Then we shrug and go home to lie rigid
as fossils, or maybe make love to

the steady hectoring like couples at some
Fascist bordello, or perhaps just turn

on the TV and find Pluto banned to the back
yard. Mickey frowns over the yellow fence

The last time he heard a racket like that
Minnie was having a nervous breakdown.

He certainly hopes history isn’t about
to repeat itself.

36 Ron Koertge, “Saturday Morning,” collected in Fever, Red Hen Press
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Nineteen Forty

The sun just drops down through the poplars.

I should sit out and watch it rather than
Write this!

The red of it sweeps along the houses past the marsh
To where L. is picking apples.

The air is cold.

Little things seem large.

Behind me there’s moisture like windows on the pears.

And then the planes going to London. Well, it’s

An hour before that yet. There are cows eating grass.
There were bombs dropped on Itford Hill. Yesterday,
I watched a Messerschmitt smudge out in the sky.

What is it like when the bone-shade is crushed in
On your eye. You drain. And pant. And, then, dot, dot, dot!

Walking Sunday (Natalie’s birthday) by Kingfisher Pool
I saw my first hospital train. It was slow but not laden,
Not like a black shoebox but like a weight pulled by

A string. And bone-shaking!

Private and heavy it cut through the yellow fields:

And a young airman with his head in his hands,

With his head in a fat, soiled bandage, moved

His good eye, and nothing else, up to the high corner

Of his window and through the cool, tinted glass watched,

| believe, as
individual wild ducks scraped and screamed in along a marsh.

37 Norman Dubie, “Nineteen Forty,” collected in The lllustrations, George Braziller, Inc.

They got Lewes at last yesterday.
—Virginia Woolf

Norman Dubie
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Testimony

Numbed up from rum and slushies, smoking bowls
in a friend’s friend’s backyard, time’s a minor chord
the night keeps playing. Dude, we need to go,

we say, but don’t. We’re good at being bored

in front of everyone. But cross our hearts,

the worst we ever feel is incomplete,

just texting, checking Tinder, taking shots

for an album called More Pictures of Our Feet.

It’s August, nothing left to talk about

but June, when we were tan, and got along,

instead of laughing at the girl who’s not

our friend or year—just some dumb stumbling pawn

the night keeps playing. Dude, we need to go,
we say, then get the liquor from our trunk.
We can’t remember having so much fun,
though most of us are almost way too drunk,

just texting, checking Tinder, taking shots

of three guys showing off a halter top.

Numbed up from rum and slushies, smoking bowls,
we never wonder should we make them stop

instead of laughing at the girl, who’s not—
who’s passed out, galaxies away by now,
in front of everyone. But cross our hearts,
it makes us sick, or will, admitting how

we can’t remember having so much fun;
that’s just the sort of muddle summer was.
It’s August, nothing left to talk about

but what will happen after nothing does.

38 Caki Wilkinson, “Testimony,” The Hopkins Review, collected in The Survival Expo, Persea Books
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In the Future a Robot Will Take Your Job

It’s not my job to make you happy though
it was my job to make my last husband happy

despite the fact | was paying him through the nose
with my student loans and sending him swan

bouquets at great expense, their intricately
lettered placards pleading Please don’t hit me

again. I still can’t stop smoking. Sometimes
it feels like I’'m standing on that back porch

staring out at the lawn from my middle-aged
face, squinting into all the gray hair looking

back at me from the clouds of my future: I am
bones. Bones crack inside a body like glass

in a sack, rattle shards against the dresser
drawers after a body is flung from

a bed. He’d been laid off. The toll this took
made his face undertake a dance of tremors:

one eye atwitch blinked, the other winked,
stuck on its lie like a typewriter key stuck on

a letter. Now he is asleep. Darkness seeps
from out the room into the hall. Hands press

air to meet the bed, feel it out in the soft black.
Now I fold myself beside him: dreams wait

on lavender cusps of cloud-breeding gods—
then two hands sudden press, elbow edges

jangle, my tailbone landing hard on wood.
Why not just go ahead and fashion my coccyx

into a key chain? Stop blaming the economy.
Who pays for husbands anyway? Mine needed

a job not to hit me. He lost his job. Then there
were no jobs. In the future a robot will take his job.

It would take a robot to make him happy.
It will take a robot to make his robot happy.

Cate Marvin
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39 Cate Marvin, “In the Future a Robot Will Take Your Job,” collected in Event Horizon, Copper Canyon Press
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Everyone Has an Old Neighborhood They Drift Back to in Dreams

They called me Spike, and not because of my hair. Everyone knew | was trying hard. All the cashiers on
duty. Blue polyester vests behind the counter. Alma made us polish it even though it was not real wood.
Lemon Pledge in archipelago. Soft-hit remakes on the radio. Hit after hit. Vibrant pink of my best rag.
Evening shifts straddled midnight like a bar stool. You’d clock out on a fresh day, already ruined. We
laughed at a lady buying six enemas and a box of red licorice. At the barrel of leaves that swirled in through
automatic doors. Laughed when Old Jeffrey pretended he couldn’t choose between cashiers. Sixteen
dollars, all singles, all damp. One nickel. A separate bag for each item. In the employee parking lot,
floodlights flooded a loading dock and nothing else. Night birds crossed in factory smoke. House lamps in
the hills like a children’s book with kids asleep in narrow beds.
Mary Biddinger
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Today’s Alchemy

On a Top of the Pops from 1980,

Phil Collins in his Hawaiian shirt

dances awkwardly, lip synching,

his bald spot flashing pink and blue.

The couch I just bought is already

wearing out and gray dust covers
everything, even the sky and distant

tangle of trees. Out the window | watch

a new lamb unfold onto bent legs.

| feel a pulley in my chest whenever

I look at her movement, crumpled

and blind, automatic. Her pupils

are rectangular like the pupils

of all prey. I could hunt her if

I wanted to. But my natural instinct

is a long Formica counter with a row

of harmless ladies stalking their feelings,
collapsing and stuck in their own black holes.
Phil Collins, my flamingo in flight,

my looped dancer of mediocrity: all | have
is the external. Boys and girls on the greatest day
of their lives dance and push each other

to the stage as the camera swings up to blue
lights before collapsing skin and young joy
into me, their silent mannequin.

4 Julia Story, “Today’s Alchemy,” collected in Spinster for Hire, The Word Works
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Foreign Affairs
Back in the city after my lover’s funeral
I met with a man who had treated me,

during our months together, like a chore.
He had just moved to the city to write poems,

which he’d convinced me I shouldn’t bother doing
because nothing about my life was interesting.

He was sorry for my loss, he said.
He handed me a mug I’d left at his place,

a serious gray mug sent by a magazine
| used to pretend | enjoyed reading.

He wanted my gratitude for bringing this mug
across four states, my gratitude for remembering

it was once mine. Clean, empty, it reminded me
that for a long time all | could manage

was to get high and fake orgasms and try
not to die, which | am still learning how to do.

42 Carolyn Oliver, “Foreign Affairs,” The Commuter, collected in Night Ocean, Seven Kitchens Press
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The Paper Anniversary (1)
Paper gowns are not as soft as cloth gowns are not as soft
as silk as milk which is only soft until it sours

here in the wee hours | sulk the bulk of my body
my thin skin  the membrane of my weak brain

after the fanfare  the hoopla the careful decisions
sloppy incisions | write about the violets gone blue

the violence  that roses are red that also pale yellow
hello?  it’s been one year what have | to fear?

these queer balloons pop pop
pop

43 Nicole Callihan, “The Paper Anniversary (1),” collected in This Strange Garment, Terrapin Books

Nicole Callihan
43

60


https://www.nicolecallihan.com/
https://www.facebook.com/629882237/posts/10161629649652238
https://www.terrapinbooks.com/store/p55/garment.html
https://www.terrapinbooks.com/

The Imperial Ambassador of the Infinite

One August afternoon

he came back, after thirty years,

and they stood in the garden briefly,
no more than twenty minutes.

We know she shaded her eyes

with her hand, because someone saw her.
He held his hat in his.

We know not what they said

and I never think of it, except

when | see the windshield of a car
smashed in the street, its silver

loosed like the sea itself.

Except when I run away from home
by hiding under the bed.

Except when | think being alone
hasn’t been invented yet,

except for the mirror,

and there there are two too,

standing cold and damaged and drenched
in their own awkwardness,

which is the awkwardness of Mercury
bringing a message to himself

(after so many years!), and except
when | see the bee,

stoned out of his mind,

leaving the flower forever.

Mary Ruefle
44
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University Press

61


https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/mary-ruefle
https://www.facebook.com/629882237/posts/10161631311287238/
https://www.cmu.edu/universitypress/
https://www.cmu.edu/universitypress/

Obit

The Doctors—died on August 3, 2015,
surrounded by all the doctors before them
and their eyes that should have been red
but weren’t. The Russian doctor knew
death was near before anyone else, first
said the word hospice, a word that sounds
equally like hospital and spice. Which is
it? To yearn for someone’s quick death
seems wrong. To go to the hospital
cafeteria and hunch over a table of toast,
pots of jam, butter glistening seems
wrong. To want to extend someone’s life
who is suffering seems wrong. Do we
want the orchid or the swan swimming in
the middle of the lake? We can touch the
orchid and it doesn’t move. The orchid is
our understanding of death. But the swan
is death.
Victoria Chang
45
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Love Letter: Final Visitation

I come back to you
in the interregnum of wisteria,
in the epoch of the armadillo’s
fetching leprosy: storm season, mold season, season of
Savannah’s ghosts rotting for
the sozzled gawkers. Parked in
the public fountains, your banshees rattle
their Marley chains, carry signs that read
Will Work for Any
Human Sympathy.
But there’s none left over:
we blew, we consumed, we squandered, we lavished,
we bounced that check high as a Super Ball and snickered
as it leapt away.
O, we were numb, dumb, and increasingly
wasted; put pigs in the Piggly Wiggly, did ravage
and damage. We read the infected stories, mumbled them
high at the lip of the Devil’s Pool. What is a Kiss
but the mouth’s potential for wreckage?

I come back to you: yes,
wept for, wracked, and now unfamiliar—
the cauldron’s cold in the shed and I can’t
put a hand to my planchette, no matter where
I look. Peace, peace, | free and undream you.
The priestess of nothing,
| am pleased to be plain.

46 Erin Belieu, “Love Letter: Final Visitation,” The New Guard, collected in Slant Six, Copper Canyon Press
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Allegory

I loved the north. I remember that.

The quality of light, yet I don’t have the will
to describe it. Thimbleberries,

things out of fairy tales.

Green water overpowering the night.

That impersonal bashing sound.

Cold fingers combing through stones.
Looking for something. I don’t remember
what. Blue fingers. Lips.

A blue garment | called my power shirt.
Green-blue. Big enough it floated in the wind
and barely touched me. Grief

that | had to leave and everything

leaving represented, an ache

in my guts, work, a premonition, but still

the belief | would one day return.

It would all be here waiting for me,
unchanged. But even the body

of water grows tired of itself.

| yearned only for what | had.

I am tempted to list those things,

but the time for listing is over.

I’1l mention that there was a monastery.

Monks with long beards who made jam

from wild berries and baked heavy

loaves of bread. In their literature

they wrote of winter as their season of suffering.
There are worse things than winter, | wanted to say,
handing them money for bread.

I wanted to lift my shirt and show them my long scar.
When | was still bleeding, | changed my tampon

in the woods behind the monastery and left

the used one behind like the scat of a wild animal.
Blood in the air, the scent of it like wet pennies.
Tearing into those loaves.

The wind with its one-track mind.

It had broken me down and starved me.

It was a place filled with plotless stories,

music without melody.

How can I explain. I'm sure you’ve heard
discordant music, but that’s not what I mean.

And you’ve read stories in which nothing happens.



Maybe composed of a series of low-grade epiphanies.

Or flamboyant description that in the end comes to nothing.
Sooner or later, those authors all died of syphilis.

The tubercular ones were the meaning-makers,

as if meaning would keep them alive.

But meaning, in a gale, is the first to go.

In the north, all forms stood for themselves.

There was no need to fill them with anything.

Chalices in which wine would be superfluous.

And every moment a form, a string of tongueless bells.

There is a poetry of rage and a poetry of hope.
Each fuels the other, looks in the mirror and sees
the other. Or wields the other. Isn’t it funny

to imagine hope, not much more than a toddler,
wielding rage in its fist like a cudgel?

When | was in college and working on a paper
about Hawthorne’s story “My Kinsman, Major
Molineux,” I had to find “cudgel” in a dictionary.
We were to explicate the symbol of the cudgel.
Later it would be the gold doubloon in Moby-Dick.
What is “explicate,” I wondered. What is “cudgel”?
Dictionaries then were musty and heavy and old.
You had to go to them. They did not come to you.
When | was north, | read books with flimsy pages.
Books without symbols. Only facts.

And photographs, not drawings.

I did not have to rise to them, or kneel at their feet.
When the house burned, struck

by lightning, they burned with it.

The air in the north was cold and thin.

There were enemies but not tyrants then.

Ghost towns and towns. Ships and shipwrecks.
Ships and mirages of ships.

Who could tell the difference?

A herd of white deer whose ghosts,

after the deer were shot, looked as they had in life,
white, their eyes rimmed pink.

Sandhill cranes flew over,

their calls like bones rattling in a wooden box.

It seemed as if one gravedigger covered the whole region,
his face bashed in by his own shovel.

At a bar called Chum’s I shot



pool with the locals, drank myself under the table.
Whatever filled my glass was colorless and lethal.

No one spoke to me, as people in the north

did not speak to strangers, and | was a stranger.

One murky country song played over and over

until I began to believe it was the only song in the world.
During the day, the light in the trees was green-gold.
That’s all I’'m going to say about it.

There are too many poems about light.

Whatever the north was, | miss it.

My life since has grown thick without it.

Thick, like sorghum syrup, with experience.

Heavy with memory’s tonnage, such a drag, such a load.
It has no place here. Be, or leave.

I wish | was less, a recipe composed of a single ingredient.
I once knew a singer with a voice like that.

The high, thin sound of the white plastic flutes

we were forced to play in elementary school.

Each note the same as the last,

and each instrument the same as the next,

like a lineup of factory-raised chicken eggs.

The thin-voiced singer moved to Ireland.

Bartended. Smoked a pack a day.

Some would say her voice was ruined,

husky now, dragging itself through the lower registers.
Many thought we looked alike but I couldn’t see it.
Now that her long hair is frizzed by time,

her garden unruly, her hem scraping the floor,

and her voice raw and low as something that echoes up
from an open pit mine, | see the resemblance.

In the north, there was not much to buy and little to sell

but for bread, and jam, and meat pies wrapped in wax paper.
I collected materials from the woods floor,

and using a toy hammer and tiny gold nails

built a boat that would carry a message out into water.

I enjoyed building it and composing the message,

which was not unlike every other message sent into water.
It was a child’s message, really.

I rolled it into a scroll, and encased it in a plastic film cannister,
and attached it to the boat with waterproof wood glue,

but as soon as | launched it into deep water,

and watched it drift and bob toward sunset,

I lost faith in it, or interest.

Once it sailed away, it seemed to have little to do with me,
or nothing at all to do with me.

66



During the plague,

which has become a way of life,

I collected the ends of bars of Ivory soap,
worn too thin for bathing or hand-washing,
but useful maybe later when things like soap
begin to disappear off grocery shelves,

or what’s left of the money dries up.

I imagine tethering the scraps together

with rubber bands I’ve saved and lassoed

to the glass door handle that leads to the attic.
One long winter of the plague a raccoon lived
there, in the attic. | could hear its claws as it wandered
in circles over my head. My ceiling, its floor.
I know you’ve lived it, too. You understand
that you can cross a hundred bridges

but there is no way to go north again,

by which I mean it’s time to put to bed,

like the row of the giant’s children

in their matching nightcaps,

our allegories of innocence.

47 Diane Seuss, “Allegory,” Poetry
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Night of the Living, Night of the Dead

When the dead rise in movies they’re hideous

and slow. They stagger uphill toward the farmhouse
like drunks headed home from the bar.

Maybe they only want to lie down inside

while some room spins around them, maybe that’s why
they bang on the windows while the living

hammer up boards and count out shotgun shells.
The living have plans: to get to the pickup parked
in the yard, to drive like hell to the next town.

The dead with their leaky brains,

their dangling limbs and ruptured hearts,

are sick of all that. They’d rather stumble

blind through the field until they collide

with a tree, or fall through a doorway

like they’re the door itself, sprung from its hinges
and slammed flat on the linoleum. That’s the life
for a dead person: wham, wham, wham

until you forget your name, your own stinking
face, the reason you jolted awake

in the first place. Why are you here,

whatever were you hoping as you lay

in your casket like a dumb clarinet?

You know better now. The soundtrack’s depressing
and the living hate your guts. Come closer

and they’ll show you how much. Wham, wham, wham,
you’re killed again. Thank God this time

they’re burning your body, thank God

it can’t drag you around anymore

except in nightmares, late-night reruns

where you lift up the lid, and crawl out

once more, and start up the hill toward the house.

48 Kim Addonizio, “Night of the Living, Night of the Dead,” Chelsea, collected in Tell Me, BOA Editions, Ltd.
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Testimonial

It’s difficult to care, much, for so much death.
Look, my whole side aches, more than

all the days | have should engender. But,

here | am in this fried air and the melody

is Beyoncé and in an hour it will be time

to go do this job that nobody cares for.

Not the manatee whose flesh was razored
open by a cheap boat’s propeller.

What ruin! It’s amazing the sea exists at all.
That in it are any radiant fish. | want

to apologize to them but what a stupid thing.
The other night in the news were

images of birds dying in a sick heap.

Dead in feathered circles

atop black, wet sand and island rock,

and watching the footage | thought

how the filmmakers obey a Prime Directive,
of sorts. Saving nothing. Never

interfering. No injections that glow and gloss.
I was this morning singing

an old song from a past life

in which | was alarming and vast

and my politics were just

depressing, and since then,

since the raw dawn and its sad hymn,

I’m wondering why any of us keep on.

Out on the warm ocean

there is an island of plastic refuse

that is the size of Texas,

and that fact is way beyond anything that feels real.
My favorite show was canceled.

Nobody was watching.

Besides me. | glowed before it like a mirror.

I woke up thinking about

dead lawyers and scarred antagonists

and what it means to invest

one’s whole heart in a fiction.

I am telling you the truth. I am telling you a secret.
A holy thing. A spell.

A password. | love you. Knock knock. Who is still there?

49 paul Guest, “Testimonial,” The Kenyon Review

Paul Guest
49

69


https://www.paulmguest.com/
https://www.facebook.com/629882237/posts/10161640221862238
https://kenyonreview.org/

The Village Sparkles

In German, Vagina is always capitalized.
It is subject, therefore, important.

In America, who knows what is important.
Like Roberts or Vagina or Julia Roberts and Vagina.

Actually, this is a dodge. My hand hurts.
My heart aches. Intemperate spices breach summer air

and yet, | blush. Nutmeg, cinnamon. Who can handle Spring or
Penis in Winter. Cardamom, ginger. Garlic for Luck.

Who cares about Dream?
Important, subject.

Action. Where is action? If we weep too much,
we go crazy. If we don’t weep, we go crazy.

Crazy, he calls me. What a great line.
Willie Nelson looks like tobacco spit in snow.

But what a great line. Crazy, who calls me crazy?
The one | want hollers for me, STELLA.

STELLA walking the floors, diva in the making,
clicking my Italian boots’ steel-edged heels.

Vagma or Vocation. Vaginal, vocational.
Love or Lust or Limits at the gas station.

Everything reckons on days when heaven releases perfume.
Come claim my loving heart, | call to him.

I want you funny and hungry
and wrinkled with sweat.

Sunday morning, after Church
the Village sparkles. I tell a good friend.
You know, | can smell men.

for Susan Wheeler

Patricia Spears Jones
50
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Tunnel
The wind blows through
the chain-linked yards of Allston Street:
It lifts the neighbor’s forsythia into a Ferris wheel
of light and tips the girl aloft for the first time.

Now the petals follow her
along the cellar stairs in a yellow yelp

of March, passing the candy dish, filled
to overflowing by invisible hands—

ominous bullseyes, endless M&M’s;
to the first floor tenants newly married;

the glamorous man with a green anchor
on his arm

renames her “pea-nut” and drives diesel trucks,
which excites the child, tremendously.

In the wind tunnel, now their living room,
the couple talk as if they live
among horses and lobsterpots.
As they embrace her,

she knows this is the encyclopedia

of her real world. The life of undershirts
and pipe smoke,

penny candy. Love so fresh it appears
palpable.

The wind of her heart now

follows her up more stairs to the other mother,
other father, then drifts down

hallways so grim it seems an aunt in Cincinnati
has just died

and then nine cousins drowned, too.

The wind follows her through the attic of the dead
where she touches their beautiful
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chins with her thumbs. It is peaceful here

when she walks through herself
leaning above the current’s edge.

Susan Rich
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The Optimism of French Toast

No matter how many years since

the first bite passed my lips, that business

of eggs and day-old bread, ribbon of syrup,
fireflies of butter sparking my tongue's buds,
I think of my Acadian ancestors

landing on the shores of Nova Scotia, dragging
logs from the deep woods, fashioning windows,
hanging laundry from two oars dug into sand—
the flags of domesticity flayed by the wind.

I see the fruits of their labor rise up

from the marshes: beets, parsnips, cabbages
and corn, and the wheat they ground

to powder and baked into bread.

And the chickens shook out egg after egg

we broke into shallow bowls, beat

with a spoon, each thick slice dipped

into that loom of albumen, chalazae and yolk,
then laid on a scrim of grease in the pan
where it sizzled its solitary song.

How could these French be

considered a scourge, their houses

burned to the ground they had worked,
forced to take the tangled circuitry

of dirt roads with nothing but what

they could carry on their backs? No time

for funerals, no place to go. And yet

here |1 am at my kitchen table listening

to Clifton Chenier on the radio, daughter

of a people who refused to die: sacks

of wheat on their shoulders, spoon

in a belt loop, sugar sprinkled in a pant cuff,
a sleeping chicken hidden under a coat.

Dorianne Laux
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Gosha Rubchinskiy x Timur Novikov
In the image it appears to be summer. June
wanting the land with its whole green mouth.

Boy models lean like Baroque furniture,
objects for fainting. History, a bad streak, a thin line

like their lips, mostly closed, but in some images,
slightly parted—small pink, half-no,

which can mean a thousand words, though,
I think most often: why.

In Untitled by Timur Novikov
a tiny, literal tractor discovers the surreal,

and it is a field that swims.
Everything is so delicate in this world,

I imagine God would be a spoon.
Even the infinite rendered a girl, snow.

53 plisha Dietzman, “Gosha Rubchinskiy x Timur Novikov,” Pain, collected in Sweet Movie, Beacon Press
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Heart Valve

Every evening at 5:00 pm, the third wife would raise a bottle of liquor above her head and yell Ding-dong!
It was five o’clock somewhere and somewhere was here. She was the kind of person who had heavy, brown
ceramic mugs shaped like Moai on hand at her homemade makeshift outdoor bar; the kind of person who
garnished drinks with fruit chunks and paper umbrellas; the kind that stocked the cabinets with pineapple
juice, grenadine, and apricot schnapps. And now she was dead. The woman who put tiny, decorative, shell-
shaped soaps in the bathrooms when company came over was dead, and she had left us alone with our
father. She had been pulling the tubes out of her arms for several days, screaming I’m no longer beautiful
let me die. They put the tubes back in each time, of course, but soon enough she went under and was gone.
Without her, our father was difficult to wrangle. He was a complicated man. The rules were different. He
had a bad heart valve, which made it difficult for his heart to pump, but he also had anemia, which thinned
his blood and kept him alive. Cancer was keeping my father alive. He still said, You 're an abomination, but
I could deflect him more easily now. | know, dad, but would you like half a sandwich? It was enough to
change the subject. He wanted to keep living in the house, so he did. And since | was living in the guesthouse
and helping out, he reinherited me. Everything was fine until the night I came home and found him in the
living room, stuck in an Eames chair. He had been stuck for hours. The next day we started visiting assisted
living facilities. My brother left New York to help. He moved into the house with me. | had already claimed
the master bedroom with the Jacuzzi and walk-in closet, the glassed-in gym, and the side patio; he took the
office, maid’s room, dining room, and library. He turned the office into his studio. I made a studio in the
garage, under the guest house. We shared the kitchen and the pool. Our father had a single room at assisted
living, but it was large. We brought over furnishings from the house. It was a strange edit, a condensed
personality. Now he had comrades. He charmed the ladies in the dining room. He met a woman who had
also been a lawyer and they started sneaking into each other’s rooms at night. They held hands at lunch.
They took naps together and listened to books on tape. I think it was the first time he had actually fallen in
love. She managed to stay alive for seven months. After she died, he moved to hospice. He was angry and
extraordinarily sad, and it had done him in. | did not visit him, he wanted to spend the time with the other
son. It was the right decision. He wanted to be buried and not cremated. My brother bought him a new suit
and new shoes, selected a casket. The executor said the suit was a waste of money. The rest of the formalities
had already been decided. We carried out his wishes as instructed. His lawyer made sure we did.

Richard Siken
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Absence

There are men and women huddled in rooms tonight
discussing dark matter, the non-stuff, the anti-
things that fill the universe. Imagine writing
that grant. Their children are of relatively
specific dimension, their houses occupy

nearly calculable space. Seven have dogs.

One dreams of playing in the British Open
nude. Yes, exactly like your father.

Of special interest is the woman in an office

in Princeton in a swivel chair looking

through a window at the pond where Einstein’s
said to have sat and thought about sailboats,
the little ones German children race on Sundays.
She whispers Bolivia, a word she caught

on a map earlier and hasn’t been able to shake.
She has never been there. She has never left
the east, finds Bar Harbor exotic, thinks

of lobsters as the first wave of an alien invasion.
Together with a colleague she is trying to total
the mass of everything, the mental equivalent
of 27 clowns cramming into a ’60s vintage Volvo.
What she likes about the word Bolivia

beside the sexual things it does to the tongue

is her feeling that anything you do there

might cause people to dance. She would like

to dance now. If most of what exists

can’t be seen or spread on toast

or wedged under a door in summer

when you want to fall asleep on the couch

to a wind that began somewhere near Topeka,
it’s acceptable to dance on a desk in an office
paid for by the Rockefeller Foundation

in an attempt to resurrect that once

good name. And even as she pictures herself
clearing and scaling the desk,

she is striding to the board and brushing

away a series of calculations

and replacing them with another, more

elegant run, adding at the end the curlicue

of infinity, which normalizes the equation,
which makes her noodling momentarily right
with God and explains how a pinhole

could have the density of a universe, how half
of Jupiter could lie balled in your shoe.
Bolivia, she says, spinning. Bolivia,

she repeats, grabbing Bill Morrison

by the collar. Bolivia, he answers,

embracing the odd particulars of revelation,
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kissing her hand in a burlesque of manners,
knowing it’s just made chalk beautiful,
aligned the glyphs of mass and spin

into a schematic of everything. Then briefly,
looking over his shoulder at the board,

she realizes in essence she’s trapped
nothing, not the stars but the black leading
between the light, the same absence

she feels at night when looking up a force
like wind rises through her body, leaving
no trace except the need to be surrounded
by anything more comforting than space.

55 Bob Hicok, “Absence,” Boulevard, collected in Plus Shipping, BOA Editions, Ltd.
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Essay on Need

By the third night of each disappearance | grew desperate.
I imagined her running. I imagined her among wild dogs

making offerings: Bic lighter, crabgrass.
Howling to seal the trade. Meanwhile I slept

with her army jacket over my head.
Meanwhile | looked for her

in the faces of babies. | knew this was the price
for the daily impersonations, living

somewhere without snow, without
parents, phone calls with the landlord and the city

and the bank, thrift store mattress and car driven away
in a truck, and I knew if she came back I couldn’t ask.

So the washing machine, the mechanical landscape.
So the pancakes turning black on the stove.

I woke up and woke up. | tried to get on with it.
Washed the sheets, burst the tomatoes.

Front door broke and electric’s due I wanted to say.
Come back I see you in all our spoons.

% Gaia Rajan, “Essay on Need,” swamp pink
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Ode on the Brides of India

Ketaki tells me that her husband’s mother and grandmother
insisted she have her nose pierced for the wedding
so she could wear a family heirloom, a gold hoop the size
of a tea saucer, and throughout the four days
of the wedding her nose was bleeding, and she couldn’t eat
because her face hurt so much, and when the photos
came back her mother-in-law said, “Why weren’t you
smiling?”” and she wanted to say, “Because I didn’t
want the blood to run down my face,” but when her photo
was placed with the other daughters-in-law they, too,
had the same look, and then there was the matter of astrology,
a bride and groom having to match in 18 out of 36 areas,
and Ketaki and her husband scored an eight the first time,
but after bribing the astrologer they squeaked by with 18.
Ketaki told us about a woman who was told her hushand
would die in two years, but she married him anyway
and he dropped dead in the allotted time. A few weeks later
on a train to Jaipur, Una tells me about the morning
of her wedding, waking early and her uncle placing neem leaves
on her body and covering her face with turmeric paste
for purification. As soon as he left, she jumped into the shower
and washed everything off. Taran says her Sikh wedding
was much less complicated than a Hindu wedding. The bride
wears red, because white is for widows, and black
is just plain bad luck. Weddings always take place early
in the day. The bride and groom walk around the holy book
seven times. Taran’s husband says Indian weddings are a hedge
against divorce. They are so difficult no one would ever want
to do it twice. Taran says the bride’s mother gives the groom
a coconut, which he takes to the wedding and puts under a fire,
and that’s when luck begins. But what is luck? Before it was outlawed,
a widow would jump on her husband’s funeral pyre
to join him in the afterlife, and then there is joyhar,
or mass suicide, as in the case of Queen Padmini,
who jumped on a fire with all her ladies when a rival king,
who lusted after her, attacked her husband’s fort
and was about to breach the walls, and 1 think of the horoscope
my sister did for me and my husband for a wedding present,
and it said we were an incandescent match except for raising children,
so thank you, Margaret Sanger, for helping me dodge
that bullet, and while I’'m at it, thank you, India, for your women
who work in the fields in saris of magenta and gold,
like bright jewels in the sun and the chic women of Mumbai,
clicking along on heels, but also the girls who are sold
to families that work them like slaves or the woman killed
by her husbhand because he wanted to take a new wife
and that wife, too, because they say a second murder is easier
than the first. O brides everywhere, what is it we hope
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for, what is it we want? It’s hard to tell, and sometimes
we make these choices before we know what we
are doing, and those of us who hold back, we don’t know what
we want either, but it’s something we can’t see, but we know
it’s out there somewhere, though there’s a feeling in our minds
of a life so free that it might not be possible in a body
with all its rivers and continents of desire, but there it is,
and if we can dream it, maybe it can come true.

Barbara Hamby
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from “The World Doesn’t End”

We were so poor | had to take the place of the bait in the mousetrap. All alone in the cellar, I could hear
them pacing upstairs, tossing and turning in their beds. “These are dark and evil days,” the mouse told me
as he nibbled my ear. Years passed. My mother wore a cat-fur collar which she stroked until its sparks lit
up the cellar.

Things were not as black as somebody painted them. There was a pretty child dressed in black and playing
with two black apples. It was either a girl dressed as a boy, or a boy dressed as a girl. Whatever, it had small
white teeth. The landscape outside its window had been blackened with a heavy and coarse paint brush. It
was all very teleological, except when the child stuck out its red tongue.

The stone is a mirror which works poorly. Nothing in it but dimness. Your dimness or its dimness, who’s
to say? In the hush your heart sounds like a black cricket.

Charles Simic
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Keelson

Like a cracked cup of milk, the swan leaks
white on the wet dock. It’s hard to know

if this is normal. I’'m worried, and ashamed

to be. “Sensitive,” it was called by the family,
in the hushed tones of a fatal diagnosis.

My grandfather, also sensitive, was a “great
reader,” they said, a crease in his cuffed pants,
fedora on his head in all weathers. He retired
early from the Coty factory, lungs clotted
with sweet-smelling powder. Our rounds
included the library, the church, the river,

and the shoe store, each equally holy,

he and the salesperson zealously attentive

to the room needed for my toes to grow.

As he aged, he drank less and talked more,
played Simon & Garfunkel’s “Parsley,

Sage, Rosemary, and Thyme” on his Victrola,
cooled tea in a saucer, drew in his shaky

hand what looked like boats with crosses
inside. “Keelson,” he wrote underneath,

“Use this as a keelson.” He’d dreamed it,

he said, many times, God gave him the vision.
How could | understand? | never saw

my immigrant grandparents exchange a warm
word, not a touch, not a glance, but | worried
them, joined them in that worry. They

sent me to drama camp once to help me
“come out of my shell.” The teacher said

I had the melancholy look of an Audrey
Hepburn, only less “buoyant.” Teachers

used to say, when you misspelled a word,
“Look it up in the dictionary.” How can you
look it up in the dictionary if you can’t spell
it? Before the internet, nothing and no one could
ask you, “Do you mean SWAN LAKE?”
when you looked up SWAN LEAK. Now,
when a Swiss friend texts “Let’s go for perch
in Morges,” my heart leaps with the poetry of it,
like a fish on the line, like the invisible keelsons
bobbing toward the dock. Look it up: you can
listen to a French speaker pronounce Morges,
see Audrey Hepburn’s Swiss home nearby,
memorize the French words for tea, yogurt,
and cherries, which I long to buy

at market each day, and which, every day

as | practice, tumble from my mouth like
body parts from a dump truck. How familiar,
how reassuring | envision the puzzled, pitying,
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mildly disgusted looks of incomprehension on
the vendors’ faces to be. Which is why I stopped
speaking in the first place, and would sooner

go hungry than ask to be understood.

59 Kathy Fagan, “Keelson,” swamp pink, collected in Bad Hobby, Milkweed Editions
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Mystery of Jerky

What | choose to eat, at a BP station in Nebraska,
is a thin, reddish- brown tube of meat product

I discovered shrink-wrapped and hanging
between the wiper blades and tire gauges

on a countertop above the engine coolant.

Why | or anyone would eat this is not clear.

The Plains Indians, the buffalo hunters,
cut the heart from a fresh kill and ate it
raw, hoping the great beast’s courage
would pass into them.

But as | stand here

in the air- conditioned gas station,
chewing on this tube of what might
once have been meat, | can assure you
that is not what is happening.

60 George Bilgere, “Mystery of Jerky,” collected in Central Air, University of Pittsburgh Press
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I’m Smarter than This Feeling, but Am I?

I watch your film about fisting: orifice as cave,

as grave, as starlit wormhole dug in space.

You’re obsessed by interiority.

By the drunk shipwreck of it. By our inside rivers

so alien, we might as well call them Sweden or Pluto or 1973
and what’s the difference, all of them are out of reach.

I know we’re both smarter than this feeling

because we have talked about desire and her little games.

I cry easily as [ watch. You’re old school.

You want what O’Hara wanted, I think, which is a kind of boundlessness
that won’t kill anyone. Edging. You don’t believe in bodies.
Everyone is dust, condensed by circumstances.

You see what | was before | was a was. An am.

What’s your thing with smut, I ask.

You say it’s not smut, it’s a love story.

To be taken apart is as important as being put together.
Near-annihilation reminds you of a limit

and ask yourself, who do you trust at your limit?

At a party last night in Chinatown, | invent you

walking through the door. It is warm and | smoke

a cigarette on the balcony. Everyone is a producer

and talking about Kathy Acker and what would | say

if I could? That | want our years to keep meeting.

I don’t want 1973 or a failed planet or even Sweden.
Instead of saying this, | ask about your film.

We put the art between us because the art exists

and we do not. This is called sublimation.

We puppet our meat in the grey twilight

of the real world and | pretend

I’'m not speaking to Time.

Megan Fernandes
61
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On Dark Days, I Imagine My Parents’ Wedding Video

My mother, Anita Bryant, waves to the cameras
without looking at the men behind them, keeping her chastity
intact, unassailable as her perfect coiffure, dark

as coffee, the white saucer of her face. The news
conference is a whirl of men and microphones. Save
the Children blaring on a banner behind her.

I am waiting to be born, a child unlike others,

one my mother would not save. The reporters’

blazers are plaid, unbuttoned; he’s disguised

like them, the man approaching the dais,

my father. | love my mother, innocent, smiling

at the softball questions, | like the hiding in plain
sight that the man and the Anita are doing

before they become my parents. 1 like knowing

more than the camera. And here is the moment,

their kiss: the man slaps a pie square in Anita’s face.
She hadn’t seen him coming. She was saying,

What they want is the right to propose to our children
that theirs is an acceptable life. Then it’s time for cake.
I like his hate which hates her back. She is my mother
because she says, At least it’s a fruit pie, then begins
to sob. 1 like watching her dissolve,

thirty years ago now, my father dead, buried,

and no one remembers his name.

James Allen Hall
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| Have Cried Off All My Makeup

on a Tuesday. The marching band

sweating on the dry grass below the clock tower
disgorges its spit valves, primes the batons

for maximum sincerity. | huddle behind

my office door in the dark. In the hallway,
Margot is looking for a stapler.

She knocks on all the doors.

She cannot be satisfied, and for the first time,

I understand her, her wiglet askew, eyeliner
cracked up in crow’s feet. Margot doesn’t want
your mini stapler, your tot stapler, your pocket
stapler, Jeff—she needs

security, has worked too hard

for it all to fall apart. | hold my CV

as proof I am real. It’s true [ am not

exactly living in my car, but it is also true

I am not exactly living anywhere else.

I’ve forgotten what’s in the boxes

I markered with my name

and what could bring me to need

what’s inside. I spirit into the swank

and seedy, a diplomat brokering accords

with desire. Men have trouble guessing my age
which makes it hard for them to know

in which way to dismiss me. Each twilight

I pull out a map to sleep, drive

down truant streets and kids with night

in their eyes. Me a mouth in search of words.
Toledo’s teeth of glass and wood.

Without mountains I don’t know where I am
and wind to the river, ask its banks

what it is they are hungry for. Is it me?

Is it my children? Is this where my own

have gone? I’m forgetting if I remembered

to make them. | am beloved

and only the river knows my name.

My head is underwater.

On the banks, children wave.

Their parents shout good luck.

Erin Adair-Hodges
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Sex Talk
“After a fight, men want to have sex, but [ don’t,” my mother said.
She glanced at undergraduate me from the driver’s seat as if a membrane
had been breached and asked, “Do you?”

I wanted to change the subject.
We were returning from the mall through the stony suburb

where the model lived, the one who said, “Nothing comes between me
and my Calvins,” where the fire department floods the common

every winter for skating, creating warty ice ungroomed by Zambonis,
grass snagged in its skin like ingrown hairs. My mother kept looking

at me, her eye a sideways question mark, tricky liquid liner painted
along the lid, pupil unrelenting.

Everyone in the family except

my mother owned their own lockable room. She had to read her Harlequins
out in the open like a gazelle. We stalked through, asking and asking:

“Where is the,” “Why can’t [,” “Help me.” Nightly, her shirtless husband
arrived with a pump-jar of Jergens, demanding she moisturize his back,

scaly from chlorine, but | knew—spy crouching on the stairs,
fingertips brushing wallpaper embossed with creamy trees,

its surface all bubbles and seams—what he was after.
Once, at a modernism conference, a guy chased me around the canapés

while lecturing me on Marianne Moore’s asexuality.
I knew my mother didn’t like sex, but [ never asked

was it generally or just sex with my father. Nothing
gets between me and my shame.

I don’t know what Moore wanted,
just that she wrote cryptic poems under her mother’s surveillance.
Heterosexual marriage: she, too, disliked it. She was nearly sixty
when her mother died.

Now, I know death’s intimacy.
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How honesty frightens me. My mother is everywhere:
cells lodged in my body, invisible flakes of skin on sweaters,

a baggie of ashes on the bookshelf.
Not after a fight.

Until adrenaline burns off, ’'m hot the wrong way. Clenched.

I hope she knew what an orgasm feels like. (During my first,
a rainbow tree grew between me and my eyelids, privately.)

She said to us, over her book, “No, I don’t want
to hug you goodnight.”

64 Lesley Wheeler, “Sex Talk,” The Gettysburg Review
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Nights at Ruby’s

Jane leaned toward us across the table at Ruby’s

to make a point about a book. This was 1954

and her point was sharp. Her nose was sharp

in a good way, this was a type of beauty,

this was beauty with edge. Jane’s fingers were long
tapping the table in 1954 at Ruby’s

to make her excellent unexpected point about a book

and there were no other tables, no other cafes,

no other streets that could matter at all

as we were so smart-funny together

saying “lizard wisdom” and “black umbrellas of fate”
and “the motif motif” and “Ginger breaks free

in Chapter Three.” There was no place else.

And so

if you speak of Wendy with two-color hair

leaning across some table at Como’s in 2001

to make some arguably cogent point about some derivative book
in 2001, for godsake, | can barely hear you,

you speak from behind so many scrims of gauze

with your little voice so thinned and vagued

by the wrongness of it not coming from Ruby’s in 1954—

I want to feel embarrassed for you

as you lean forward claiming some Wendy was so smart

in Dobo’s or Como’s in 2001,

2001 a year so disastrously unimportant!

You say Wendy’s hands hilariously shaped a plot in air

and the five syllables of “hilariously” sound so presumptuous,
so exorbitant, so unweighed, so deeply uninformed,

you actually say that in 2001 Wendy’s eyes “sparkled”

as she called some book Esther Goes Wester on the Retro Metro—
that’s a tinsel kind of sparkle, it wipes off in a blink

but you can’t see why. Please don’t talk so loud.

You and your zippy friends,

you’re drowning the beauty of 1954
and you can’t even hear the ship going under
and it’s me, what meant me, what | meant to know as me

so | am going to wake up early each morning
and think of sarcastic things to say to keep you small.

55 Mark Halliday, “Nights at Ruby’s,” Black Warrior Review, collected in Jab, The University of Chicago Press
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from “Act Two. This Tide of Blood”

4, Azriel

Because someone has to pick up the pieces
of G-d. We get the call & don neon vests

to sort the flesh from flesh. There is a kindness
in looking. To bring even a finger to burial.

Here is a human bomb. Here is a wedding hall.

Now scrape the bride & groom gently from the walls.

They scatter higher—onto trees, roofs, balconies.
A ladder to gather them up, to put them together

like a puzzle. Something pushes them to do this.
No matter what they have done, each human

in the image of G-d. A baby strapped in a stroller
ID’d by the stroller. There is a kindness.

Everybody wants his company to grow.
May HaShem help us go out of business.

66 Philip Metres, “Act Two. This Tide of Blood [4. Azriel],” collected in Shrapnel Maps, Copper Canyon Press

for Zaka
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Elegy

Think of nothing so much
as light thinking of where
it will hide when all
the bulbs have gone out,
and follow Vita Sackville-West’s advice
to plant flowers you can recognize
in the dark because elegance,
said Madame Errazuriz, means
elimination, a room edited
to make room for more
room so that every object stands
in relief. | have been memorizing
the room, Queen Christina replied; in the future,
in my memory, | shall live
a great deal in this room. Inviolable,
really, like the violence,
the violins in the andante of Schubert’s
fourteenth string quartet, the v sound,
Poe claimed, is the most
beautiful of all because it is
the sound heard in violets
and viols, although | have come
to prefer the sound of x because it marks
the spot in exile and exit, exquisite
and exact. Before she was
Harriet Brown, Greta Garbo
was Greta Gustafsson. Once
you were here. Now you are
the most elegant of all, the future
as we imagine it
to be: a beautiful room, vacant
except for the blonde light
flooding its face, like Garbo
staring ahead at the end
of Queen Christina, already
thinking of nothing, no longer
needing her director’s advice.
Angie Estes
67
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The Unrecorded Conversation

Maybe genius is its own nourishment,

I wouldn’t know.

Gould didn’t need much more than Bach
whom he devoured

and so beautifully gave back

we forgave him his withdrawal from us.
Food frightened him, as people did,
though it was known he loved

to call Barbra Streisand at 3 a.m.

He must have liked hearing in her voice

the presence of sleep, the slightest variation.

Jeanne Moreau was in her late sixties
when | heard her say she lived alone,
adding, by choice— a smile in her words
missed by the interviewer who pushed
ahead, pleased to let us hear a woman
who’d learned to live sans men. “What
do you like best about your solitude?”
asked the interviewer. “Ah,” Moreau said,
“inviting people into it,” and I was Jules
or maybe Jim and in love again.

Gould retreated to his studio

at thirty-one, keeping his distance
from microphones and their germs.
He needed to control sound, edit out
imperfection. His were the only hands
that touched the keys, turned the dials.

In my dream, Moreau calls, inviting him in.
It’s easy for Gould to refuse,

which he does in French,

one of his languages, and with charm,

one of the vestiges of the life

he can no longer bear to live.

Isolation is the indispensable component
of human happiness.
—Glenn Gould

Stephen Dunn
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Call & Response

Between the living
& the dining rooms
the woman screams

& the girl who hears asks me

to ask the woman to please stop screaming

to please stop begging for her mother’s water
a sip of her mother—

I am thirsty, she tells the girl

but what can we do? Trace her back
to the Jew dressed in gingham

who killed herself in our kitchen
after the war? | cannot hear her

as my breasts fill & let down a river made
for another mouth.

69 Maya Pindyck, “Call & Response,” collected in Impossible Belonging, Anhinga Press
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The Way Mirrors Happen

Going up the stairs of your house with laundry
like one of the washers

of the Magdalene asylums for fallen women,

you pass the tall, always unclear mirror

and glance quickly at yourself, meeting your eyes,
like a waitress commiserating by sight

with the only other waitress

at the steakhouse of off-duty men.

A whole needlecraft passes between you,

a fleeting empathy that hardens and endures.

Your job has become a conduit of static electricity.
Wrinkled tea towel, faded underwear.

You are both undercover

in the Domestic Tragedies Department

playing housewife. That you are somehow not separate
from your reflection

cannot fully resolve in your heads.

And it is a weird comfort.

To think one of you

will no longer look out

after the other has collapsed.

Bianca Stone
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Epistemology of the Shower
We were thirteen. R explained that her parents forbade her showering alone
because she had been masturbating. She didn’t use that word.

I was lying on a blow-up mattress beside her bed. Our habit
on Saturday nights, so together we could rise at seven and ready ourselves for church.

This was why | would have to shower with her in the morning. A masturbation monitor.
Each of us, she quoted, has a habitual sin.

To offer some sin in return, | said, | think I might be a lesbian. 1’d never met one
as far as | knew. | knew the word, | thought | knew what it signified.

How do you know? she asked, and through the dark I could hear her terror for my soul.
| retracted: Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe | just hate men.

My habitual sin, we already knew, was hating
my father whose habitual sin was hitting me. Through the dark, R reached for my hand.

I was nineteen when | concluded that | was wrong, that the word | needed—
insofar as a word confines desire—was bisexual, whose sound | loathe. No music.

But at this party there’s music:
a Greek song loud as in the center of the room a man dances the zeibekiko.

Wild cheers as he circles and circles a glass of red wine. To finish, he falls
to his knees, picks up the glass with his teeth, tilts his head back.

| dated that man for a while, I’ve seen him dance this dance.
Tonight | miss the finale. I’m out in the stairwell

kissing A, whose long auburn hair preserves my modesty
as bliss destroys thought.

But the next morning, in an unfamiliar bed, 1 do think of R’s question, answerable
only by the body—Ilike, I’d argue, faith, the faith that habitually tumbled the two of us

to the sanctuary floor, overcome by the Spirit. She kept her faith.
She grew up to be a godly woman; I racked up habitual sins. | desired, desire

such knowledge from this world that if age one day empties my mind
I sometimes think 1’d be grateful. Imagination, too,

is old habit, assiduously maintained
despite consequences. For instance, | can easily imagine damnation, as I did in R’s room,

my hand in hers. The usual visions of hell. Then the shock of sun, the shock of cold water;
some boiler problem. We showered anyway, together as commanded. Shivering, wet, we
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slid our hands across each other’s bodies for warmth, ostensibly.
One pretext leads to another:

| pretend not to understand the shower’s workings
so that A will help, and then join, and then and then and then—

I learned you can separate pleasure from disgrace, though
it’s hard to make a habit of pure happiness, when there’s so much to know.

Elisa Gonzalez
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Love Letter with Nightguard and Liam Neeson
Stoic and stately bouncer of the world’s smallest
strip club, I am delighted every time | pull you out

like a Sunkist can from a creek
so | can say good morning to my husband,

delighted my teeth survived the night
cloaked in their velvet slurry

like a monk feral beneath his robe
delighted to feel my tongue do their figure eights

on the roof of his mouth even though,
let’s be honest, we are middle-aged

and married and the last time we morning-
fucked was before my uterus swelled like a prize

pumpkin, back when we could watch a matinee
directly after, still wet with 11 am, a giant cup of soda

sweating between us under the glow
of Liam Neeson, surly as a saint

or Tom Hanks cowering in his ship,
waiting for that perfect line (say it with me)—

I am the captain now—whoever thought | would miss
watching a past-their-prime star

pay off his alimony, Liam Neeson
hovering above us like a renaissance angel,

that years later | would whisper his words
into my husband’s ear (say it)

“what I do have are a very particular set of skills "—
and it would almost transport us back

to when we could sit in the dark sipping
collective air—

Oh guardian of syllables, flash dancer in the supermarket aisle
of anxiety where the only things left are musky bottles of Mountain Dew—

I used to love rest stops, the constellations of key chains,
lighters with zodiac signs, and silk-screened wolves, oh the wolves—
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Did I start grinding my teeth then when the world first signaled its descent,
the two halves of my body swing dancing

as if pressure might crown a spark, my mouth a parking attendant
in God’s strip mall holding her citations

and spitting out a star—
Lord, | want to taste everything now that oranges are hard to come by,

want to know what my husband feels as his mouth circles the perimeter
of an ice cream sandwich, his teeth glimmering

like the shores of my childhood where treasure
proliferated from the ocean’s inky jaw

steadily grinding against itself—the way
anything is ever born, Liam Neeson

struggling through a movie
so bad it becomes the only one | want to remember.
Kendra DeColo
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Jane Doe 1-9

The president of my college has been accused by nine Jane Does.
Jane Doe is what we call an unidentified body.

One Jane says he put his hand on her breast.

One Jane says he showed her his penis.

One Jane took notes of everything he said and did.

Smart girl, he might have said.

The road | drive to the college is lined with evergreens.

It’s not that evergreens don’t lose their needles

but that they replace them quickly.

My mother’s name is Jane. She was an only child.

Lonely in the woods of childhood.

I read mysteries inside that silence, stared at a shaft of light
where you could see particles of dust.

I couldn’t believe I hadn’t known they were there.

One Jane says, Of course she did not come forward.

Would we have believed her?

One Jane said, Don’t walk home in the darkness.

One Jane said, Yes, she had sex with him but she was afraid for her job.
One Jane said he texted her 559 times in one day.

One Jane destroyed the records.

One Jane taught me how to read, sketch of a girl on an empty page
with her brother Dick and their dog Spot.

I liked how only some of the page was picture.

People can appear from out of nowhere.
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There’s also a younger girl in a red wagon.
Jane is pulling her.

But she is also Jane.

Laura Read
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The most famous athlete

in the country wanted you as he
wanted many women,

but then, he wanted you

more, that elite gloss to your hair
and skin, photogenic emblem

of where you came from

and where you’d go,

Nicole, you pink-skied Los Angeles
of possibility, not his wife

but you. More than anything,

you were young
in those three weeks

between the day you finished school
and your first club shift,

all spray tan and Hash jeans,

in the days and hours you weren’t
yet with him but alone.

After that, did your mind

ever quiet, did you stop considering
him and think about yourself?
Because | can tell you where | was

in that thin cut of time

when like you I didn’t belong

to anyone, riding in the Chevy Malibu
of an 18-year old boy. An adult,

I whispered to my friends.

I was 15 and I couldn’t stand my face
in photographs, so none exist,

but people would have called me pretty,
no ice queen—not like you—

a girl lukewarm and unchic

though as perishable

under the right

circumstance. In 1994

June was no different

than in every year prior or since.

In evening the stupid moon hung

in the stupid sky even with the sun
shining, the piece of earth we knew
closer to the sun than it would be
nearly all year. I was in his car,
school was out and the whole day
felt like squinting through

the hot, greasy dust on a windshield.

Three weeks
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Earlier that day, alone,

I cut my nails too short out of boredom,
binged mint ice cream out of boredom,
I waxed nonexistent hair from

my upper lip. | never thought

about myself because like you,

I was the culmination

of every falsehood I’d been taught,
the days whipping by me

as | willed my time to run out,

I was that close to feeling loved,
but that night, Nicole,

we turned on the radio

and your hushand had realigned

your murder story to his own orbit.
He threatened to shoot himself
zooming down the freeway—

or crawling, as it appeared to us
from the eye of a helicopter. Slow.
Penitent. It was like any of the cop shows
we watched to teach us about danger.
I’d like to say I learned that day
about men who don’t think women
are people at all,

but I already knew, all over the country,
girls like me knew.

4 Erin Hoover, “Three weeks,” On the Seawall, collected in No Spare People, Black Lawrence Press
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from “The Itinerant Girl’s Guide to Self-Hypnosis”

Nothing much happened today, unless you count seeing a hawk on a low branch in Central Park. Unless
you count going to the Guggenheim and getting dizzy.

Haunted tries to happen, but I’'m too dizzy to notice.

Strong iced coffee. Meeting a friend for lunch, I talk in a very animated way for thirty minutes before the
coffee personality goes away again.

Summer birthday. Wildflowers, Hudson.
Thirty-nine and

Few summer activities to report in July. I travel down Manhattan to sit in the Quiet Reading Room. I’'m
looking into Bernadette Mayer. A man follows me into the Quiet Reading Room and sits on the other couch.
I make a face at him. I start reading Bernadette Mayer and making little snorts and chortles. The man gets
up and leaves.

When we were children, we were all sort of dry and made of hair and limbs, with boys just a bit warmer
and drier. Then we were teenagers and made of shoulders and hips and different hair.

Voice says, The hum and click braiding. Voice says tethered in the paddock. (What’s a paddock?)

I call my grandmother and she says, “Don’t ever allow yourself to get used to something that’s not good
for you.” Useful all-purpose advice.

For a few days, | skulk around the apartment thinking phrases like, It liked to have killed him. Some of my
family might say such a thing.

Found in summer notebook: Stop having ideas about ideas. (Tethered in a paddock.)

Yeats said it this way: Tragic joy.
Joanna Penn Cooper
75
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from “Calaveras”

9.

At nine
years old

I satin
understudy

at the bar,
worshiping

Shirley Temples.

Grandpa smiled

and said
Let’s go

as | chewed
a maraschino,

Dante’s devil,
a cherry

in nine

rings of ice.

I finished
the meat,

threw down
the stem.

I laughed,
enjoying

the tart tingle
of grandpa’s

old,
red bones

teetering
in beer.

78 David Tomas Martinez, “Calaveras (9),” collected in Hustle, Sarabande Books
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For My 20-Year-Old Sister on My 30th Birthday

Nobody knows what they’re doing, Maddie.
Sometimes | can see, as if from above, the wave
of each fresh generation gathering, drawing

more of itself into itself and looming, perilous
and untenable, above the lower water.
The collective breath of newborns responsible

for the atmospheric shift. Freaky shit. The morning
shows call it sweater weather. | call it death knell
with elbow patches. Best case scenario, | say,

how do you think the world will end? It’s near two a.m.
and you’re walking uphill in Worcester in a silver
dress, shivering like the moon must shiver

in her lockstep tidal darkness. Know me, sister.
| bequeath you the decade between us. It was
useless and warm, like a house party.

Like a house party, | spent it in the kitchen,
counter-top-perched, glittering so lightly
no one noticed my gravity. | felt like | knew

something then. It was mostly a feeling. Best case
scenario? you say. Dinosaurs return for a feeding.

Caylin Capra-Thomas
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Michael

If we met up in the iced-over lot at the neighborhood’s edge
we were kids in—grid of low-slung ranches sunk

under the lengthening shadows of larch and pine,

each street slanted toward the state building where our folks
collected their checks on the first of each month—

and if your eyes were glossed with oxys and a week
without sleep, body a loose frame of copper piping propped
under your oversized coat, and we stood, face to face—
Michael, what would be left between us?

What would remain of tunneling under chainlink

after the Wilsinski house burned down, slipping
between the brick pallets and front-end loaders, looking
for something to claim? Or that July we worked stripping kudzu

and poison oak from your sideyard on the promise of a few bucks
from your dad, our longsleeves matted with pine pitch and sweat?

We found a yellowjacket nest, a paper lantern buried deep

in the brake. You dared me to hit it with a Wiffle ball bat

and I did and the yellowjackets stitched my chest and arms
with fire. | came back last Christmas and sat on the hard edge
of my little brother’s twin bed as he showed me how to thumb

an imaginary bullet into a handgun with REPLICA etched

on the barrel. Taught me words like breechblock

and chamber-throat. Blowback and primer. Showed me how

to switch off the safety, to keep my finger away from the trigger
until I’m ready to pull. The way your brother Daryl

took himself out of this world. | thought of you, thirteen,
weighing out nickels in your bedroom at your dad’s place.
Twisting a dutchie, licking it shut. You didn’t give a shit,

but I staffed a paper towel tube with dryer sheets and we blew
our smoke through to hide the smell. All I have of you now

is rumor: a few run-ins with the cops for small stuff—
petty theft, possession—that you knocked up a girl

from Willimantic. That you were faded on cough syrup
and drifted into oncoming traffic on 84, limped away
with a sprained ankle but otherwise fine. There was a time

when | thought | knew what swerves us from disaster,

what separates us. All | can do now, Mike, is praise the state-
cut checks and the baggies of pills. Praise the quick transaction,
the no-look pass, twenty twisted into a palm. The Robitussin-
kiss, the slow drift of the wheel. The soft shoulder.

Edgar Kunz
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Drift

In the desert
they found fossils
of my father
as a young man,
his Converse sneakers
dripping with tar, stacks
of old beer cans
and all of his hair.
One paleontologist
took pictures
of the whole dig team
packed into his wrecked
yellow Mustang,
with the scarred
fender and dented
doors. That was before
he learned to walk
upright and carry
a briefcase. Now his body
is held together
with a necktie
and mortgage,
and his offspring
have scattered
to climates
he cannot survive.
Still, we call him
once in a while
just to hear
his rough voice,
that prehistoric
grumble, like continents
cracking and drifting
apart, carrying some of us
this way, some
of us that.
Gregory Lawless
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from “The Ideograms”

I hear my baby crying.

Even when he’s not crying.

I hear steamships.

| hear phantoms.

The baby is not crying anymore.

All of my love rushes outwards to fill

the empty city. Rush. Rushes out of my ears.

Do you hear that? she says.
It sounds like a boxer punching a horse
through the top half of a barn door.

Matthew Rohrer
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Harmony is Mostly Revolutionary

& now everybody is some kind

of delicious fetish. A whole

chorus of proclivities, full-throttled

in the washbowl of next-door

freaky: those Picasso lickable

toes ones. Candle wax on skin

for some. Those forehead-camera

recording ones. Wigs are optional

on some of them. The it happens

to a lot of guys, sitting on the edge

of the bed just like a rerun.

The suctioned toys on the wall

for solo fun & the Yes whatever

& then somes. Meanwhile,

another antagonist wobbles by

the conjunction of satisfaction

on a busted heel. With that rip

in her stocking, she’s as oblivious

as a cloud in the early evening.

So thick in her own arbitered

heart she can’t hear the tassels

swishing or the cuffs clinking.
Adrian Matejka
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Stand-In for a Shooting Star

static on the screen of an old TV
steel shavings, mercury
streak of rain catching the light
fork of lightning prodding the night
drip, a flash, God’s lost eyelash
faucet’s splash in the curve of a spoon
spit curl on the face of the moon
a dot, a dash
smear of snot
a comet’s tail, cum shot
cup of black coffee, a half and half swirl
a run in the stocking worn by a dead girl
Cindy King
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Memory

Shouting shayna maidel
literally beautiful unmarried female
translation pretty girl

implied open the goddamn door
my savior breaks in on me
humping my boyfriend one afternoon

despite Bob Dylan protesting in stereo
behind a closed shade and door
Gary’s hand is inside my pants

and I’m coming practically by breathing
Jesus whereupon she screams what
in hell is going on?

I swear on my mother’s life in this poem
I will not let her despair
ruin a stranger’s reputation

83 jane Miller, “Memory,” collected in Thunderbird, Copper Canyon Press
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Assembled Audience

This morning on the beach there’s a small nurse shark,
whiskered & flipped on the sand & right past its shined
white underbelly, a man—dissipated, ponytailed, leathery—

filming his younger blond girlfriend with his phone.
She’s wearing a tiny print bikini—the kind that’s nearly
a thong, cheeky—& is literally shaking her ass. When she

stops he says, Did we get it? & she must have nodded
no, because he says, Aw fuck, let’s do it again. | know
what | gotta do. Héléne Cixous said to be human we need

to experience the end of the world & do you agree with her
right now in this particular moment? There’s a tropical storm
throttling toward us, & everyone is out on the sand before

the cone of uncertainty sidles its way up the Eastern seaboard—
even a bridal party in blush-colored gowns. Even a family reunion
in matched T-shirts. So many things remain uncertain. | keep

thinking of what my friend Emily, who chained herself to a
bulldozer to protest the Mountain Valley Pipeline, told me:
pipeline fighters never ask how are you? They simply say,

it’s good to see you. It’s good to see you, random strangers
on the beach. I’ve been in my house for months. You, under
your striped umbrellas. You, smoking weed in the surf.

You, fishing from the shore. You, head down, searching
for washed-up shark teeth in the shell hash. Your radios &
coolers & sun hats. | know what | gotta do. Buy bottled water.

Safeguard the soul’s passage. Check the flashlight batteries.
Map a topography of displacement & exile. Remain untouched—
the hollow space of the body—the nothing of my mouth

covered by a mask. Cixous also said my body knows unheard-of
songs. Laments. To use a gesture to communicate something.
The same crowd never gathers twice. A dead fish can symbolize

an uneasiness in your body. Someone who is unresponsive.
A portent of bad things to come. It can mean you’re next
on the hit list. An occupation of loss.

Erika Meitner
84

84 Erika Meitner, “Assembled Audience,” Shenandoah

114


http://erikameitner.com/
https://shenandoahliterary.org/702/assembled-audience/
https://shenandoahliterary.org/

The Night We Met, You Told Me About Marie Curie

The first thing you tell me is she wasn’t Jewish.
But stupid people will always look askance at anyone
who is female, foreign, and accomplished, you say—she’d
already won the Nobel Prize in Physics eight years
earlier, and in 1911, her affair with a fellow scientist
named Paul Langevin became public, so the right-wing
press vilified Curie as a foreigner and an atheist,
which is pretty hypocritical, you say, since the newspapers

portrayed her as a godless Jew whenever she won
a French prize, though somehow she was hailed as a true
daughter of France when another country recognized
her achievements and she received a foreign prize
such as the Nobel. Well, was she an atheist, | say?
No idea, you say, though certainly a foreigner, since
she came from Poland, where she studied
at an underground school called the Flying University that met

in private homes in Warsaw so that young Poles
could be free from the warped ideology of their
Russian occupiers. That must have been dangerous,
I say, and then I remember a story I’d read about
a mountaineer who’s walking across a Swiss glacier
when he hears a creak beneath his feet and then a crack,
like a trap door opening, and he drops,
jamming in the ice at belly level, the air punched from his lungs.

The lower half of his body is much colder than the top,
and of course he kicks in the emptiness until he realizes
that the movement might dislodge him, so he stops,
his toes dangling until his climbing partner hauls him
out the way you might pull a drowning man from a pool,
and you say a guy, right? A man? And | say right,
a guy, and you say you’d just read an article
about all the mammoth carcasses that have been found

lately, and the thing is, they’re all male. Swallowed
by a sinkhole, washed away by a mudflow, drowned
after falling through thin ice: the males of every species
tend to do stupid things that end up getting them
killed in silly ways, you say, and apparently
that’s true for mammoths as well. Yes, I say,
but no danger, no fun—what gives value
to travel is fear, according to Camus, and I’m paraphrasing him,

but you don’t seem to mind, so when we are far
from our own country, says Camus, we are seized by fear
and an instinctive desire to go back to our old habits,
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and at that moment we are feverish but also porous,
so that the slightest touch makes us
quiver to the depths of our being. At least that’s what
I think he said. Feverish, porous,
slightest touch: I didn’t mean to, but I’'m talking sexy now,

though we’ve only just met and I don’t want to
scare you off, so I say, okay, back to Marie Curie. Didn’t
she win a second Nobel Prize? And didn’t she die from
radiation poisoning? And you say yes, she won
another Nobel in 1911, this time in Chemistry,
and yes, she had the habit of carrying test tubes
of radium around in the pocket
of her lab coat, and she died of aplastic anemia, which they think

was caused by prolonged exposure to radiation.
She did her job too well, I say, and you nod
and say she did her job too well, and that’s it for me,
that’s when I tell myself that you’re the one,
that no matter what happens, I’'m not letting let you go, ever,
so | say can you really do your job too well? and you say yes,
because in 1204, the Venetian navy couldn’t breach
the walls surrounding Constantinople, so their engineers built bridges

a hundred feet long and hauled them up the ships’ masts
and set their far ends down on the enemy’s battlements,
though when the knights in armor saw those bridges,
they said uh-uh, no, not us—they were used to terrestrial battle
and paled at the thought of fighting in midair above
a rolling sea. Those engineers were too good at their job,
you say, and if there’s one thing I don’t want to be right now
it’s too good at my job because I’'m really really

really crazy about you and am trying to do everything
I can to woo you without letting you see how hard I'm trying.
So | say, what’s her legacy? and I guess later scientists built
on Marie Curie’s work, right? and you say that her notes
and research materials are so radioactive
that they’re too dangerous to examine, so they’re kept
in lead-lined boxes, which is when
I ask if I can kiss you and you say no, you can’t, then yes.
David Kirby
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Hungry Poem
My mother prides herself on being a Good American
expresses anger when | dismiss myself for five years

first to South Korea, then to Spain; Korea is full of assholes
she says—references a long layover and a fistful of

cashiers that hated her face like I hate my face; you’ll see—
I didn’t see, but I did come back and I did come back to her strong

arm tracing around the kitchen island, a
secret in her pocket most of the time we aren’t sick with

what wouldn’t have been
there is a decrease in white

frontal brain matter in most diagnosed kleptomaniacs, meaning what—
meaning impulse control, meaning behavioral medicine for undone things

white lilies popping up in every yard, blooming refuse to refuse
and how else should | categorize my particular brand of cruelty?

Most of my time is spent thinking up different scenarios that
aren’t sensual, don’t feel sensual, and in every other episode

I’m only here because of that stupid war—insert unknown relatives’ faces
across the airplane’s aisle, my head resting on someone else’s backrest

pointing towards the Atlantic, pointed in any direction other than home

86 Jessica Q. Stark, “Hungry Poem,” Moist Poetry Journal, collected in Buffalo Girl, BOA Editions, Ltd.
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Year of the Rat

I winch up the sky

between the shed roof and the ridge
and stand dumb as a goat

beneath its arrows and buckets,

its harmonies and hungers.

Each night | feel a speck of fire
twisting in my gut,

and each night

| ask the Lord

the same questions,

and by morning the same
spools of barbed wire

hang on the barn wall

above footlockers of dynamite.

We used to own everything
between the river and the road.

We bought permits
for home burials
and kept a horse’s skull above the door.

We divided the land,

we filled in the wells,

we spit in the river,

we walked among the cows
and kept the shovels sharp.

Tonight I’m sitting

on the back porch

of the universe

in the first dark hours

of the Year of the Rat.

I’m tuned-in to AM 520

and, depending

on how intently | stare

into the black blooms of the sky,
it bounces either

to a high-school football game
or to the voices of rage,

of plague

and prophecy.
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The wind off the river

is weak and alone, like the voice

of my brother.

He’s trying to melt the plastic coating
from a stolen bundle

of commercial wiring,

a black trickle of smoke

winding through his body

to empty itself into a pool

that shimmers with the ink of nothing.

If | had faith in the stars
I’d let those four there
be the constellation of my brother

lying flat on the ground, asking for money.

I like the song

he almost sings,

the one he doesn’t know the words to
but hums to himself

in these few moments

of absolute stillness.

And I like how he’s resting
with his hands under his head
as he stretches out

among the dark echoes

and spindled light

of all that black wheat.

87 Michael McGriff, “Year of the Rat,” Cortland Review, collected in Home Burial, Copper Canyon Press
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Golden Age Drinking

Our upstairs neighbor’s apartment is leaking
“Moon River” again—it trickles

down the stairs & under our door.

It puts chopsticks in my chignon

& spritzes the place with Jean Patou.

The girl up there
has been crying
for three days straight.

She’s pretty, pale & looks like
she’s made of matchsticks, but
she heaves her Sadness around
the building like a Giant Toddler
on a short leash.

She never seems to sleep.
When she checks her mailbox
we can see she’s a cutter.

This is the late *90s though,
so what’s happening

feels more like an Aesthetic
than a Situation.

In the Mansion of Many Apartments,
we keep facing a choice:

whether to leave certainty

for something else

which might be messy,

awkward, or mean.

When | try to look through

the prism of my early twenties

all I really see is gin, scorn

& a marble chess set. My stupid
Scorpio Earrings. | took baths,

felt wrath. I didn’t even have

a real job, just a Lover who fed me
slivers of cheese & apple off a knife
in a silver hammock we scored

for free on Craigslist. Did I think | was
some kind of French Duke or what?

By day I did my vocal exercises & listened

to cassette tapes: etymological lectures, French
lessons, Robert Lowell intoning “nine-knot yawl”
& “I myself am hell; nobody’s here—"
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By night I blew long curls of lavender
smoke & Julie London tunes through
the cracks in our ceiling like I was
fumigating millennial centipedes.

Our upstairs neighbor?
The short answer is
I don’t know what happened.

None of us did
a damn thing but drink & egg each
other on with increasingly melancholic music.

In hallways, | still see her

rhinestone spine flash & wriggle back
into the shadow of the fact:

we made a Whole Skit of her

but never even knocked.

Karyna McGlynn
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Wonders and Mysteries of Animal Magnetism Displayed (1791) as What It Is

In a stall where you count the patterns

you can make of linoleum squares

which are also triangles and diamonds,

having contractions you think are not,

because six weeks ago you were pregnant

and five weeks ago you were not, and what
you didn’t learn in health class is everything
you would ever want to know like how big

a placenta is and how veined and how

purple and how when you birth it

in a bathroom outside the classroom

where you were trying to explain

the difference between logos and pathos,
might first think a kidney or your spleen

fell out, because it seems now anything at all
could happen, you turn it over with a pencil,
careful not to break the jelly of it, but what
part was the baby part? Remembering makes
my chest hurt with flapping and repeating
geometry. Pathos is the patient Dr. Mesmer
annotated, noting her propensity for falling
into waking sleep fits, crying “My brain

is too big for my head!” and “I beg of you,

cut it off!” Logos is how he drew a diagram

to explain what was wrong with her. See how
the polar moon over her right eye is bigger
than the opposite moon over her left?

Is how his colleagues stroke their beards
about she won’t consent to the procedure.
Everyone else does. Everyone else wants to
get it over with. Everyone else wants it
cleaned out. Everyone else does not think being
yourself a coffin is the only last act to do

for a child you couldn’t. Did you know a hunk
of amber is a magnet for feathers and lint

and paper bits? Did you know they stick to it
like a miracle? What | want is the weight

of a lodestone to affix itself on the airy aether
of my womb and have it be as if my head
were sap-sealed to my rest of it and there be no
floating off and there be no sinking under

and the birds are all sleeping in a nest of stones
I buried over a blue-and-white china bowl
with milkmaids and a maypole because it was
the prettiest | had, how they never stop dancing
around the center of it.

Kathryn Nuernberger
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Ambulance

Last night in the taxi | drove to the Bronx, Washington Heights, and down 9th Avenue. The night ended
driving a couple from 110th and Broadway to the hospital on 68th and York. The entire trip the woman was
crying and moaning and the man was yelling at me: “We’re not going fast enough!”

I had to stop at every red signal, and the buildings huddled their thick trunks. We finally got to the
emergency room. | wondered what was wrong with her. People save thousands by taking taxis to the
hospital instead of an ambulance.

Kafka, late in his illness, told Max Brod, There is only one disease, no more, and medicine blindly chases
this one disease like an animal through endless forests.

Sean Singer
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The Prince of Cleveland

I realize it is time to complete the poem

presenting reasons to visit Cleveland,

but I don’t think I will be able to do so

until 1 am actually sitting in Cleveland

writing about the view from my hotel

window in a part of the city the city intends

to gentrify. The bricks of the empty

newly constructed office building

have been replaced with less historical bricks.

They have just about finished the work,

the men who painted the bricks a colonial

white & have left fluorescent lights buzzing

all night on the floors to discourage

squatters like the brother | see on the street

outside the building belted in what is either

a black leather jacket or black plastic trash bag

belting “Purple Rain” poorly, but earnestly.

He likely sings throughout the day for money

and tourists seeking the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame

where they will find a mural of Prince

but no Prince made of wax. Hotel windows

are locked not for fear of suicides,

but because open windows encourage smoking,

Outside, the voice of the Prince of Cleveland

is high as fire. | can tell he smokes.

He favors my uncle around the eyes.

Would you like to know your future? he asks

when | find myself smoking next to him.

He has made a lucrative fortune-telling

business with little more than a lawn chair,

a card table & playing cards. | decline.

One of the doors of the office building

is unlocked. Drop cloths, buckets,

trash bags. One of those old boom boxes

you never see anymore. My uncle used

to have one. It was in his bedroom

| first saw a Prince record, though I didn’t know

it was Prince at the time. | thought it was

a mustached & hairy woman on a horse.

I can still hear my host coughing & singing

a few floors below on the other side

of the office building windows & the cry

of a siren crossing the city. You don’t look up

when | look across the boulevard into the room

of your hotel, but I know you know I’m here.
Terrance Hayes
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Palliative

pallium
the cloak that covers the body on its way to burial

a cloth of comfort

comfort once meant strong and now
means soft and easeful

as in morphine and mouth sponges
as in care
as in acquiring at the end

the cloak
clocca bell-shaped

as when the world was quieter
and the sound of a bell
could ring in an afterlife

I’d like to begin anticipating

my body as a sponge

filled and wrung out again and again
by pain and the will to live

palliative
not pale

as in beyond the
staked vines on a fence dividing
governable from wild

known from unknown

Natasha Sajé
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Q+A

Do you have any scars Are you aware that you are
wearing two different shoes What was your last meal
Do you still believe the CIA is after you Have you
considered other uses for shoelaces Have you always
avoided holiday parties How often do you lie to
those you care about Why did you bring the Ziploc
bag When was the last time you felt happy Have you
thought recently about ending your life and do you
have a plan Why do you think | am asking What will
the diagnosis mean if you lie will it be different if
there is no diagnosis can you leave is it over yet will
there be an end to the questions who wants to know
these things who is important in the scenario when
will it end the scenario | mean has it played itself out
who will be waiting at home will someone be able to
pick you up what will you tell them who will give
the answer what if there is no answer of course there
is an answer it just takes a while you may have to try
different medications there will be side effects in
trying to find the solution it will be necessary to ask
the right questions do you think these are the right
guestions

Lauren Shapiro
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Barb

Oh trust me, honey, you don’t wanna know
about the pelvis of a doe | found

in a Johnny Rockets, or the bone broth

made from stray dogs, or the raccoon burgers.
That’s whiskey talk, if ever. Don’t worry—

I won’t inspect your kitchen, I don’t work
B&Bs. Besides, am | running late!

How long did you say to the airport? No,

don’t tempt me: egg whites will do me fine.
And bacon. And a pancake, but cut me off

at one, and no butter. Just so we’re clear,

all that blood and guts and gore—that’s extreme
cases. After all, it’s scheduled mostly:

they know I’m coming and I know they hide
what they don’t want me to find. Good riddance.
You think I wanna see that kind of junk?

It’s a wink-wink occupation, this line.

Like cops parked out on roads inhaling donuts
and just because they’re there the traffic slows.
That’s basically my job. Intimidation.
Where’d you find this bacon? You’re kidding.
It’s not at all the way you’d think it would be.
I’ve got a record, that’s why. Nonviolent.

It was a job | could get and get quick.

Pays fine. What | like is the power trip:

seeing fear in men’s eyes, bosses pretending
not to be bosses to buy themselves time,
saying yes ma’am, yes ma’am, yes ma’am, terrified
I’'m gonna find mouse poo on my walk-through.
To own a man like that without as much

as opening your trap—God I’d be rich

if I could bottle it. Please say there’s more

of this bacon. Bless you. I’ll wolf these strips
and zip. | grew up most everywhere.

I left home young but should’ve left younger.
Never had a plan, never wanted kids

so never needed Mr. Right. | like movies
alone and martinis together, my cat’s

name is Boots and I don’t do drama—

that about covers it. Which of these clocks

is right? Can | smoke in here? Fuck it.

You know that butter you mentioned? Get it.

I guess I close about ten joints a year.

The human factor is the biggest bitch.

Cut finger, that kind of thing. If your bleach

is off one part per million, cute, happy

to let it slide. But if that puddle of blood

didn’t leak from a piece of veal... Last year,
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if you can believe it, | found myself
working my own favorite joint, a surprise
inspection. Caught a big infraction, too.
Between us, they didn’t need to bribe me.
I could’ve found a lot more than a tooth
and still been keen to keep them clean—
you don’t just stumble into manicotti

that good. Okay, okay, another pancake.
Is that rosemary I’'m tasting? You sneak!
If it wouldn’t mean completely missing
my flight, I’d take your kitchen by force

and sniff out what your little secret is.

Anders Carlson-Wee
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What Religion Means to Me

Religion is why
Kristi broke up with me my senior year
in Holier-Than-Y’all, Alabama.
All the girls spent spring break at church camp,
came home and dumped their boyfriends

because of our ungodly desires

or theirs. Kristi ended us, then washed
my car in her driveway
to pay off a friendly wager
her words had rendered irrelevant
and to show she meant me no ill will.

I drove home down the longest country road I knew,
trailing a rooster-tail plume of white dust,
stopping to taste sweet dark wild fruit on the roadside.

I thought I understood something about the path through heartbreak,

how its shoulders were choked with kudzu

and purple-bruised blossoms smelling of homemade grape wine.
My friends all worshiped

at the First Church of Our Steeple Is Taller Than The Methodists’

and once after | visited, three men came to witness to my family
and tell my mother they were sorry
she didn’t care about her children
as she didn’t send us to church.

My twelfth-grade English teacher told us
which translations of the Bible would get us to heaven.
The vice principal argued theology
with Robyn, the only out-and-proud atheist | knew,
who wore her faithlessness like a gaudy blouse with shoes to match.
Mr. Carter thought to trump her by asking:
How can a brown cow eat green grass and make white milk
if not by the hand of God?
The worst part is, when Kristi sat me down and asked
was | a Christian
I looked deep into her tawny lion-eyes and by god I lied.

Purer, simpler faith has never existed
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than mine at that moment, nor any martyr felt more forsaken
than when she said she was breaking things off anyway
though she was happy to know I, too, would be in heaven.

I withstood this test. I still believe
religion is
the pale taste of sweat on the skin of the breast of the woman I adore,

stain of blackberries on the fingers,
hot whisper against the throat—a prayer

to be loved that only the devout can hear.

Amorak Huey
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Dream
They killed you.
Lashings in a courtyard,

your face was kept eclipsed,
but I recognized the wrists. Wilted.

The morning dull
outside the train, a New Jersey winter.

Just days ago, I left Dubai.
My clothes still smell

of desert,
an ache in my left hip like music.

| prefer it, the heat.
Like a bonbon upon the tongue,

delicate.
Still, the ice is inscrutable. Unadorned.

I hope this is how | look,
asleep,

but the pillow | wake to is crime scene.
Sodden in the red of sunlight.

I write you. Where are you?
I dreamt of it again. The blood everywhere.

They tire you, | know,
irksome,

these catastrophes
| bed.

Fine, you write back.
I'm fine.

The snow is bleached as a desert bone,
the air rebuke.

9 Hala Alyan, “Dream,” collected in Atrium, Three Rooms Press
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from “Elegies for the Ochre Deer on the Walls at Lascaux”

111. 1922

The old woman is on her side on the sofa: the vase
Beside her is a fountain of red straw.

The old woman

Has been dead for some time now.

She drank her tea and stretched out on the sofa.
She looked out the open window

Across the street to where under the trees

The local orchestra was beginning something small
By Debussy. She watched a boy

Lift his tuba off the grass.

And with his first clear note she began to chill;
Her eyes never closed. She was just there

In her purple dress on the sofa. And

Through the open window all that night the boy
With the tuba was watched as if by an animal
Or monarch. You know how passengers

On a train prepare themselves

For a tunnel: they are watching the fir trees

That darken the hillsides while, separate and shy,
They begin to enter a mountain, they straighten
Under the white ropes and cool purple curtains:
There’s a fat woman

Over there who neglects her lap dog and looks

As if she was stabbed in the neck, the banker
Beside you was maybe kicked by a horse in the head,
And even the child across from you

Stops sucking on her mother’s breast and looks up
Having swallowed perhaps a coin or hatpin,

The victims of composition as dead passengers

On a train each secretly positioned

For a dark passage through rock where the ochre deer
Stand frozen, where everyone stops talking

To watch like the old woman on the sofa

Staring past her open window for a week, wanting
Very much to be discovered, she looks almost alive
Like the elephant gone perfectly still

In the mountain pass after hearing a train rush

By below him; he sniffs the air

And glances down into a forest where like him
Everything alive had stopped moving for a moment.
The train went by. The local orchestra sits

In its folding chairs and sips away at sherry,

133



All of them that is
But the boy with a tuba who looks
Across the street to an open window and further even

Into the dark house

Where nothing has moved for hours, where
You’ll hear a voice that’s not enough,

That speak to us under the trees

Just before the white baton flies up:

What it says might be read aloud to children:
Tell me about the woman of many turns

Who had her tables cleaned with sponges
Who walked the beach like a motionless
Moving elephant

And who talked to the hyacinth, gull, and ant.
Tell me about the woman of many turns.

And tell me you can'’t...

Only if it had been a rainy morning

There wouldn’t have been

The freshly cut flowers in the hall,

Or in the garden in the sun

The small toad wouldn’t have thought her straw hat
Was a second sun that had cooled

Like everything else around her.

Only if it had rained along the coast

All that morning outside her open window.
If she wasn’t in the garden in the morning
She would have been alive to see

The silver tuba like a snail

Returned to the grass after the concert.

The butterfly buttons its shirt twice

In the afternoon. After working

All morning in the garden she walked

Down to the ocean and looked across to France

Where the ochre deer have stood motionless

On the cave walls for centuries.

To the hyacinth she speaks French. She doesn’t
Speak to us at all. This collector of black tea:
Souchong and Orange Pekoe brewed with the seeds
Of the St. Ignatius’ bean, swallowed hurriedly

In the shade of a little country parlor. She doesn 't

Speak to us at all.

Does the barbarian cutting the throat
Of a speckled doe in China ever enjoy his solitude?
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Perhaps, he’s always been alone

Like the corpse dressed in purple on the sofa.
They were both strong.

They have both eaten venison.

Their venison is historical and ochre.

How do we remember them? Let me
Tell you about this woman

Who’s resting on the sofa

Like a fawn fading into leaves and rocks.
She’s positioned for entering

A tunnel, and, yet, for her it was simply
An open window through which a boy
Reaches out for his tuba smiling

Like the Hun

Who’s charging through the Empress Dowager’s
Gardens, leaning down

From his horse he grabs a virgin by the hair

And lifts her off the grass

And having seen enough, this ordinary old woman
Saw an end to her suffering. And, then,
A white baton flew up!

Norman Dubie
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from “The School by the Zoo”

XII. Women’s Studies

From boyfriends, dreamier than Irish setters,
to kiss-lock bags, pain pills, and debutante
genderlect (“Love ya lots” in bubble letters),
history is just an afterthought.

Stunning, how these facades of nonchalant
facility (laboriously wrought)

elude the eye. Like one of Rubin’s vases,

a double-take shows two opposing faces.

Work hard, play hard; in time they’ll reconcile
both modi operandi sublimate

their baser faculties in Old World style.

Then garnished with Phi Beta Kappa keys,
they’ll stand in line, either to graduate

or register (Masters and PhDs),

and spend the years that follow making sure
nobody knows the kind of girls they were.

Caki Wilkinson
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Rendezvous with Ghost

Did it transpire to rise from beneath the floorboards?
Did it escape into the room through a heating vent?
Suddenly, my head, palpable as an apple, felt its eyes.
The folding chairs woven into the room by their rows.
The shining caps of knees bent that belonged to bodies
that sat with ears attentive as rabbits struck midfield

by a passing motor. The poem being read gave us back
the image of those metallic blankets underneath which
migrant children in pictures slept. It was then | felt it.

It was not like saying It has been so long, where have
you been, though | felt that. It was not like saying, Nice
you finally turned up, where’s my ice cream? And though
it did tickle, I once read about a person who was tickled
to death. It felt like the opposite of death, which means
| felt my hands lying like quiet historians on my lap,

as if my books had been alphabetized behind my back.
I’d been waiting so long I’d given up. I’d always hoped
it’d be grandiflorous, sweet as a clove cigarette, or shot
through with delinquency, circumspect. It was a fancy
fashioned from the idiocy of loneliness, bad as a shark
movie, sad as an orphan’s eyes in propaganda in which
the child you sponsored did not exist. It is memory like
this. Once, we curled inside an elegy like a worm inside
a jumping bean. Afterward, | stood and left, walked

the halls of the historic hotel, found my face in a mirror,
and told no one. But | love him. I love him. I love him.

Cate Marvin
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Amaryllis

Having been a farmer’s daughter
she didn’t want to be a farmer’s wife, didn’t want
the smell of ripe manure in all his clothes,
the corresponding flies in her kitchen,
a pail of slop below the sink,
a crate of baby chicks beside the stove, piping
beneath their bare lightbulb, cows calling at the gate
for him to come, cows standing in the chute
as he crops their horns with his long sharp shears.
So she nagged him toward a job in town;
so she sprang from the table, weeping, when he swore;
so, after supper, she sulks over her mending
as he unfolds his pearl pocketknife
to trim a callus on his palm.
Too much like her mother, he says, not knowing
any other reason why she spoils the children,
or why he comes in from the combine with his wrenches
to find potatoes boiled dry in their pot,
his wife in the parlor on the bench
at her oak piano—not playing
you understand, just sitting like a fern
in that formal room.

So much time to think,
these long hours: like her mother,
each night she goes to bed when her husband’s tired,
gets up when he gets up, and in between tries
not to move, listening to the sleep of this good man
who lies beside and over her. So much time alone,
since everything he knows is practical.
Just this morning, he plunged an icepick
into the bloated side of the cow unable to rise,
dying where it fell, its several stomachs having failed—
too full, he said, of sweet red clover.

Ellen Bryant Voigt
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Notes from the Underground

Brother lives in a special school, its name is unspeakable. No one is dead yet. At night, we listen as
Mother shuffles furniture around and peels off the wallpaper. Sofas and chairs turn fickle, they abandon
us, hideous imposters take their place. Sometimes there is food. I peel a single tangerine, it’s precious,
and build a tangerine trail through the house. We 're beggars here, | whisper to Little Sister. She accepts

her first segment. She’s learned how to make it last.
Carla Sarett
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November Rain

I’m thinking of painting
the bedroom a color called

November Rain, which |
can’t discuss without

picturing Slash standing
at the top of a cliff after

the accident, still rocking
even though he’s dead

and has no electricity. |
don’t want to model

thinking or what memory
does. Mostly I just want

people to listen to me and
then maybe understand me

but I don’t even care that
much about being understood.

Underground the trees help
each other: even separate

species send messages to
roots smaller or stranger

than their own and in a way
hold each other before

they plunge from their
underground cliffs, and all

| see are the clacking
branches, leaves trying

again to grow, the music
inside all kinds of things

that I’1l get around to
one of these days.

Julia Story
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A Step Past Disco

| took a step
past disco.
Could still
discern

the strings,

the horn,
like a burn
slow to heal.
Infectious,
the hook

already
curled

in the body
like a comma,
or a buddy.

| took.

I clicked/
unclicked,
hope

a velvet rope.

Disco:
Lyrics
either

for just
one night

or love

for life—

no in between.
The drama.
lam

between,
young enough
not to have
lost

all my friends,

old enough
to have felt
(I feel)

any moment
the ferryman
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will visit.
Rock

the boat,
don’t rock
the boat.

Disco,

I took a step.
It’s been
years.

Of forcing

functions,
token
liberation,
coercing
conjunctions,

and stroking
myself,

the celluloid
dead

my valuation.

A void.
Men come,
disposable
as thumbs,
opposable

as income.
The ones

I met

a data set
of none.

Nay, nay,
Fluffy,
they used
to say.
Who are

they?
Crooked
lashes,
side-eye

like a dash—
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broken
wishes—
the dance,
the outline
of religion,

and splashes
of Jean Naté

choking the air.

Fragments,
like errors,

the distance.

103
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More Like Wings

It wasn’t an illness as much as it was a grouping of blackbirds on a telephone wire, or at least that’s what
the doctor said. She asked me to stick my tongue out farther. She said, this is a pale tongue, indicating your
poor diet. She asked me what | had been feeding myself, if | ate crows, etc. I told her about the handful of
almonds, the coffee. She asked me to lift up my arms. Like this? | asked. No, she said. More like wings. |
made my arms into wings. Also, | scratched at my scalp. She explained this was a consequence of being
around children too much and too often. They are dirty, she said. But | love my children, | told her. | am
not here to talk about love, she said. While my arms were out it occurred to me that I missed the physical
world, that if [ were to rid myself of anything, I did not want to drag it and drop it into some “pretend” trash
can | wanted to burn it, or shred it, or fashion it into huge paper wings, hurl it off a very high building, and
see if it could fly. You can put your arms down, the doctor said. But I couldn’t. I could only lower them a
tiny bit, then lift, then lower, and lift and lower. In this way, | experienced flight for the first time. | found
my kin along the telephone wire. From my throat, | released one final call, but the doctor, having perhaps
been distracted by her own longings, had already dismissed herself from our virtual appointment.

Nicole Callihan
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Lost Horse

You wake up. It seems you went out
for more popcorn during the night.
You can’t have missed much,
but just to be sure you lean
to the person next to you and whisper
what happened? She tells you
a horse has just fallen
from the top of a cathedral.
Sorry to have missed it,
but at the same time relieved,
you go into the kitchen
and whip up some eggs.
You are a young man in love with your wife.
You were not made to be so terrible.
Mary Ruefle
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My Hand and Cold

Of surgeons putting their knives to erroneous

body parts, stories abound. So can you really blame
my neighbor for how, heading into the operation,
he wrote across his good knee NOT THIS KNEE?

The death of me: I’m never half so bold. You will
feel, the doctor said, my hand and cold—

and | thought of the pub quiz question: which three
countries are entirely inside of other countries?

| bought the bound ONE THOUSAND NAMES

FOR BABY, made two lists: one if she’s born breathing,

one if not. The second list was longer. So much

that | might call her, if she were never to bear
the name, never turn to it, suffer shaming, mull its
range and implications, blame it, change it, move

away to San Marino, Vatican City, Lesotho.

Natalie Shapero
106

106 Natalie Shapero, “My Hand and Cold,” collected in Hard Child, Copper Canyon Press

146


http://natalieshapero.com/
http://www.griffinpoetryprize.com/my-hand-and-cold/
https://www.coppercanyonpress.org/pages/browse/book.asp?bg=%7B9A3A8F55-51A1-4E07-83C1-76A60F263D2B%7D
https://www.coppercanyonpress.org/

One for My Baby

colemanite white livid cicatrix
that scar
left sometime in the *90s  during your black-light
bright unpromising 20s acetylene that night
(whoolordy!) what didn’t happen? who

knew a lung collapsed so easily?

and the car lighter briefly kissed your wrist—
not a name you write in the family
bible it was nothing (trust me) a fetching
stubble a season wolfed down
to the ground clean and ugly the winter
fields gray something grew there till
may day and now it’s all
blizzards blizzards blizzards
as far as your eye can’t see but still
the minuscule moon on the bone
where you’ve worn it for X

many years—so discreet and sure

why wouldn’t it hurt a little? for instance people
leave like road burns and abrasions:
remember the girl on the green line train
who said but grief is for suckers

mom to the woman in the seat beside me squashing
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a damp paper bag
to her face and the girl now just a voice a high
girlish meanness how
incongruous | thought that veil of
gloss burying her kissing her pretty (I don’t forget

your fucking) her unkind mouth

Erin Belieu
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Everyone Knows Beauty is Its Own Blank Slate

Friday night in the Walgreens parking lot—all the teen girls in terrycloth or stretch lace, their boyfriends so
hot and so stupid a flock of starlings could fly right through their foreheads. The kind that would remember
your bra size but not your birthday or eye color. Wax themselves into a corner working the late shift at
Rowdy’s. It was mid-Michigan in the 90s. The best thing a teen girl in a floss choker necklace could hope for
was a dude stupid enough to love her from the rowboat he’d pushed off a dock without oars. The yearbook
competition might have been for “Cutest Couple” but top of that rubric was a set of thick-lashed guy eyes
with zero thought behind them. Once Tiffani and Crystal threw down behind Big Boy in a dispute over the
merits of Bobby Ash. He looked equally good wet or dry. Spelled “monster” with a u instead of an e. Built
the fastest sail car in physics class, but wrote Mindy’s name on it instead of his own. Nobody knew if he was
actually stupid or just great at pretending, a sort of intelligence in itself. This only increased his appeal. School
board members condemned the stupidity as a fleeting trend, like huffing Wite-Out or herding swans into the
cafeteria as a senior prank. But every Friday in the Walgreens lot the boyfriends milled around like auditioning
for a Marlboro ad. Baker Paul staggered out to the parking lot with the day’s unsold donuts to pass out to the
guys for free (they would never be able to count change). Stupidity illuminated the back seat of every Camaro.
We treasured the boyfriends as we did their homework Sunday night, writing answers in dull pencil with a
non-dominant hand.
Mary Biddinger
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Ballad Without Music

I dreamed | wrote a book called Outside the Twat System.
I dyed my hair to match the book cover.

There was a dinner before the reading in New York.

At the table sat luminaries.

Famous, beautiful, handsome.

I don’t know where to put my personality.

Do | have a personality?

It was one of those dinners where the food is too expensive.
The food is too expensive but you’re starving.

At the reading someone famous yelled out a request.

It was for a poem about nipples.

I was wearing a skirt, out of character for me.

I think I’'m supposed to feel delighted.

I do feel delighted but something lurks beneath it.
Something lurks like a frog waiting for flies.

Later, at the hotel, the bed was king-sized.

King-sized decorative pillows you had to move off the bed.
I placed them on the decorative chair.

Others have slept here, | thought, feeling squeamish.
Squeamish, but I was tired.

My purple hair splayed out on the pillow.

I should be lonely, | thought.

I could have been happily married.

Some people are happily married.

I thought back to two creeps.

Two creeps who gave me good advice.

One said you can’t prevent the unpreventable.

You can’t prevent the unpreventable but you can tolerate what comes.
The other said Diane, you are in danger.

You are in danger of becoming an artifact.

On the airplane the next morning | had a realization.

I am one of those as if personalities.

It’s as if I’'m gregarious but I’'m not.

It’s as if I’'m an open book but my book is on lockdown.
I don’t believe this was always the case.

I didn’t start faking it until 5th grade.

In 5th grade I started borrowing my best friend’s clothes.
I realized beauty was a matter of income and opportunity.
In 7th grade | landed the hottest boy in school.

In 8th grade he dumped me and | peroxided an orange streak in my hair.

In high school | was pursued by the drama teacher.

He wanted me to act in his plays, so | did.

I acted, and my allegiances began to shift.

I switched lanes.

Whatever life was supposed to be, | was aiming for something else.
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| aimed, but | stumbled.

I stumbled so often I got a permanent limp.

There was a life, and then there was an inner life.

There was an inner life, and then there was an afterlife.

There was an afterlife, and then there were ideas about the afterlife.

When 1 finally lived alone, | became a body moving through empty rooms.

I became a mind whose only encumbrance was exhaustion.
When | washed my hands, I shut my eyes.

Everything disappeared but my hands in warm water, scrubbing.
I wondered if this is happiness.

I can hear the furnace click on and off.

I can hear the wind try to spiral down the chimney.

I am a homeowner, mortgaged to the rafters.

Yesterday | saw a mouse, generally minding its own business.

I am writing a book called Outside the Twat System.

109 piane Seuss, “Ballad Without Music,” Couplet Poetry
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Now that you’re finally happy

you notice how sad your friends are.

One calls you from a pay phone, crying.
Her husband has cancer; only a few months,
maybe less, before his body gives in.

She’s tired all the time, can barely eat.
What can you say that will help her?

You yourself are ravenous.

You come so intensely with your new lover
you wonder if you’ve turned

into someone else. Maybe an alien

has taken over your body

in order to experience the good life

here on earth: dark rum and grapefruit juice,
fucking on the kitchen floor,

then showering together and going out

to eat and eat. When your friends call—

the woman drinking too much, the one who lost
her brother, the ex-lover whose right ear
went dead and then began buzzing—

the alien doesn’t want to listen.

More food, it whines. Fuck me again,

it whispers, and afterward we’ll go to the circus.

The phone rings. Don'’t answer it.

You reach for a fat éclair,

bite into it while the room fills

with aliens—wandering, star-riddled creatures
who vibrate in the rapturous air,

longing to come down and join you,

looking for a place they can rest.

110
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Kim Addonizio, “Aliens,” Alaska Quarterly Review, collected in Tell Me, BOA Editions, Ltd.
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Homage to Life, 2003

This black trapezoid isn’t named death or murder or what a lover promises in the dark. Agnes named it
Homage to Life. Near the end of her life, Agnes lived in an assisted living facility. Everything violent in the
world can be made beautiful with language. Someone passes, departs, or succumbs. This is called
advertising. The grids are finally gone. Even while at the facility, Agnes drove to her art studio each day to
work. | think about the people who bathed her, who cut up her food into trapezoids. | wonder when she
stopped painting and if she knew. | have a feeling the shape of her last breath was no longer a rectangle. |
have a feeling her last word was in the shape of sovereignty. Every poem is trying to be the last free words
on earth.

Victoria Chang
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Envoy
I was trying to look a little less like myself
and more like other humans,

humans who belonged, so | put on a skort.
Purchased in another life, when | had a husband

and wrote thank-you notes and held dinner parties,
the skort even had its own little pocket,

and the fingerprint stains yellowing the fabric
were almost invisible, nothing to be ashamed of

as | walked past homes and faces
with their welcome signs and their no-trespassing signs.

I was hoping to look domesticated,
or at least domesticable,

that | too could walk the trails
and then return home, stretch out

beside another human and watch something
on a big screen until it was time to sleep.

I too had veins at my wrist,
and I’d read Maslow,

with his hierarchy of needs.
I remembered that love and belonging

were pretty basic, and that at the top
of the pyramid was transcendence.

Late that night I took off the skort
and lay down on the kitchen floor of a house

where years ago a boy and his girlfriend
overdosed in the basement, a fact

I try not to remember.
There used to be a cross staked outside,

beneath the blue spruce that died
when the place was abandoned.

Because | am afraid,
I left the outside light on.
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Halogen burns hot, so bright
it must have stunned the imperial moth

shimmering against the window screen.
Most moths would rather spin around lights

than mate, which is all they are put here to do,
and sometimes they just tire themselves out

flying at night. This one was disguised
as an autumn leaf, though it was only midsummer.

Size of my hand.
As much enigma as legerdemain,

very temporary,
at most she would live a week.

Something about the way she waited there,
wings outstretched, still as a flat lichened stone,

made me want to rescue my copy of Maslow
from the basement and study the hierarchy again.

In the diagram | saw sex at the very bottom--
along with eating, drinking, sleeping.

| wondered if that meant it was foundational,
or optional. The moth, vibrating there

in the circle of light, seemed to be choosing
transcendence over other basic needs.

Imperial moths have no mouthparts,
they don’t eat, they make no sound.

In the morning, | buried her
under the ghost spruce as cars sped by.

Before | tossed the dirt back
over the shallow hole, I took a photo,

to prove there really was such a thing
as an imperial moth.

To prove she wasn’t alone.
Wings made of iridescent chitin

arranged to look like leaf litter,
in the dirt she glowed a little.

Catherine Barnett
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The Teacher and the Student

At one time they could have been

lovers, one taking the train

fifteen minutes after the other

to not arouse suspicion, her black silk

skirt for Christmas left

hanging in the closet, the ivory

blouse with mother-of-pearl buttons

left with one unbuttoned on the

hanger, the pleated lace jabot

to warm the neck in church but also

for elegance, left on the dresser

whose top drawer held her mother’s Psalter
and a fist-sized burlap satchel of lavender
scenting her camisole and stockings,

because her teacher, meeting

his students in seminar each day and even
Sunday afternoons if they were serious
enough about Augustine’s City of God to translate
the text themselves with the aid of a dictionary
had already seen her in everything she owned,
his gaze glued now to a cardboard ticket.
He’d gone first, and did not imagine her
moving forward on the later wheels

of an older train that braked and squealed
through those fields she worked earlier
summers, and even kissed a farmhand for fun,
telling the boy she might be back,

the fields of wheat that looked to her

like letters of a bemused alphabet,

catching her breath inside them, wondering
what school would be like when it came,

as if he could forestall what would take place
between them, hunker it so deep

inside his person, the way they would sit

at once together on the bed, the sheet pulled tight
in the way of train station hotels,

in that town two towns north where no one
knew them, as no school existed there,

where not one person would think it strange
that older and younger could be aligned

by rings so new and cheaply made

they looked like they came from a Spring Fair
and hers on the wrong finger out of fear

she might offend some god she’d been convinced
to discount since her father died at thirty-five
from syphilis her mother would describe

as punishment but would not say from what.
Keeping to his half of the seat,
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the ticket taking up both of his hands

like bread doled out in some orphanage,

the scene could live like iron in the earth,

hard in the senses, liquid underneath.

She reaches for his top button with both hands

as he remembers what she asked in French

on the first day they knew they would tell each other
their troubles, not just their interpretations.

How did the philosopher who built the Church
want us to talk about our hearts? The one who knew
why Adam and Eve covered

their genitals rather than their mouths,

their mouths, which had done all the sinning—

not out of any fear of God,

but since they couldn’t face what they had done
without talking about it.

113
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2020

Maybe you need to embrace disappointment.
The way you don’t sleep at night,

dreaming of dry dust on furniture

and the pleasant odor of plywood

and what it feels like to peel skin off

of your thumb. Maybe you should begin
that perfect novel which will

save you. Pluck you from the ruddy jaws

of a monster that is right there

beyond your failing sight. Not today,

Satan, or Ronald Reagan—

you learn that often enough evil is not about
nuance. It was raining

the day | was born

and years later [ haven’t learned much more
about the stars: fire

and cold light afloat in the murk of the cosmos.
Last night | read about

the doctors who removed 526 teeth

from a boy’s dying jaw:

hours in they feared there was no end to it.
That his pain was infinite.

Their hands trapped.

Bits of white bone arrayed in a spiral

beside his sleeping face

and it was lovely and an evidence of the divine.
Well, not really. Maybe you

aren’t real, aren’t listening to the wind

as it goes through the night

like a sad prayer beneath the stippled sky.
Maybe. Just maybe things will get better.
Give it a year.

114 paul Guest, “2020,” The American Poetry Review
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The Thermopolium

Even in 79 AD, people loved street food,
all the young Romans flocking around
the sizzling terracotta pots, the stalls frescoed
with chickens and hanging ducks, hot drinks
served in ceramic two-handled pateras
filled with warm wine and spices.
Their sandaled feet glimmered

as they milled around, waving hellos,
smudging one another’s cheeks

with kisses, murmuring gossip,
complaining about the crazy rise

in the price of wheat. Soups and stews,
skewered meats, stacks of flatbread,
honey cakes and candy made with figs.
They sprawled on the steps or sat

near a neighbor’s open door, stood
under a blur of windows, someone
playing a lyre, barefoot children
singing the Ode of Horace. Just like
New York before the pandemic,

before the many retreated and retired
to their living rooms to watch the news
on a loop, alone with a cat or dog,

a furry stay against the nothing,
nothing, nothing of loneliness,

their dreams a passport to fear.

| used to see the excavated people

of Pompeii, frozen in time, caught
curled in sleep or kneeling, a couple
fucking, though there is one

of a possible father propped

in what looks like an easy chair,

a mother bouncing a child

on her lap, as if they’d decided

in their final moments to be

happy, to go into the afterlife

covered in ash, buried alive

by joy.
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Ancient Snack Stall Uncovered in Pompeii.
—The Daily Star

Dorianne Laux
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Stories from Strange Lands

I tell you my lovers never last—
I’m serious, but my sincerity

sparks laughs. You read me
over the telephone lines

reportage from tonight’s bath:
If God = love (+ 1 yogic breath)

then it’s best to locate our days
fucking in a feather bed.

This is an ecstatic theology
we heartily agree on—

a praxis that’s not half bad.
But what I really want

to offer, my beloved,
is news from another land.

When a good man, a worker—
a trapeze artist or Cleveland dad—

becomes injured, the French believe
it merely deepens his craft,

artistry entering the body
with a dangerous leap or a fall.

The story makes of mistakes
something holy. My first near miss

of your kiss, your undisclosed desire
for reading trash. Our skill set working

as we continue our lives

over a landscape of scars and of mishaps.

116 sysan Rich, “Stories from Strange Lands,” collected in Cloud Pharmacy, White Pine Press
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Love Poem by the Light of the Desert
I didn’t expect the desert, its longform.
We took ourselves to water.

I cannot say everything was beautiful,
but mostly, yes;

I am grateful for the names of God
we are allowed to speak, and the hidden.

We didn’t intend to see them fucking among the trees,
as deer to me, in my particular way.

I have rejected certain discourses,
I have accepted certain discourses.

A man you work with tells me he knows
everything there is to know about religion.

| practice a certain docility in my discourses.
I tell you again, again, the desert,

something dead-already, resurrected: the tightly-metered
voice calling out kidnappings, the weather,

mildly apocalyptic all June.
In the river you are cold in my mouth.
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Balaccomhayytoc, or why didn’t someone ask me sooner?

My plan was to be happy and write about a Greek word
that means “made to wander over the sea”

if 1 could learn how to type it in my old version

of WordPerfect, but | made a mistake and looked

at Google News: the Ohio legislature has approved a law
banning abortions once a fetal heartbeat can be heard,
or six weeks in most cases. Now I’m stuck, as politics
and poetry get along about as well as lips

and soldering irons, hawks and wet cement;

and amazing clouds are just now rolling past

the mountain | sit in front of every morning,

wide spaced and red as pomegranates on the bottom,
each a kind of boat; and I’'m incapable

of the Vulcan mind-meld, which would allow me

to put my hand on a stranger’s face and perhaps
understand why anyone wants to tell anyone else
what to do. I don’t even want to tell myself

what to do, making me a horrible state senator

from Ohio or Greek king who condemns a man

to live in a boat on the sea and have moussaka

and retsina no more, but [ don’t think it’s my biz
whether my jizz ultimately becomes a tot or not,
since I’m not the one who has to slosh around

nine months with a wee fish inside my wee ocean.

If | heard one three hundred eighty-ninth

the concern for the sacredness of life

once the kid has popped and needs grub

and love and shoes and shots, once there’s more

than a lub-dub in the tummy, I’d at least

be impressed by the moral consistency

of the vision, but usually those insistent

on nixing a woman’s say on whether

she creates a human being, won’t give a fig

or farthing to the living

once they’ve imbibed actual air.

It’s clear the solution’s to never read

the news before I write, never live

in Ohio, never be or love a woman

who wants to steer her own ship, Greek or not.
Problem solved, easy peasy, what’s next?

Bob Hicok
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Bed

You have to understand: there was no noon, no down. Time passed. Day turned to night. | woke and slept.
I drank, | ate a bit, | slept. There were few nouns. They wouldn’t connect. I didn’t know fan. I kept kicking
off the blankets and pulling off my clothes. The people came and went. I didn’t know now, I couldn’t find
the latches, and every few hours | found myself at baseline, staccato, returned to tonic. The light moved
through its stations: soft white, blur-white, buzz-white, white-white, cream-white, cream, tan, black. My
dreams were flickers, my days were smears. | slept in a mechanical bed, three feet in the air. Time and more
time. The questions were confusing. | answered in song lyrics and scraps of poetry. Twenty-nine dollars
and an alligator purse. It would have been funny except for the yelling. And the fear—the mind that didn’t
work, the leg that wouldn’t move, the people who should have arrived but didn’t. I pitched fits; cried jags,
hair-triggered—it was neurological, endless. Finally they knocked me out. They clocked me. Soft white,
blur-white, buzz-white, white-white, cream-white, cream, tan, black.

Richard Siken
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Ode to Driving on Venice Boulevard with Emily Dickinson

What thoughts | have of you tonight, Emily Dickinson,
driving through deserted streets slick with rain,
neon glistening like Christmas on the wet pavement,
red and green lights, and you in your white dress
looking out on LA, only a dream when you wandered
through the woods in front of your father’s house
in Amherst, but now its freeways are rivers of methane
and you with your passionate heart drumming
through your letters, longing for a master to tell you how
to become Emily Dickinson, but you were writing
to yourself, Daisy and Master in one small body,
and how does any woman become herself in this crazy world,
I ask as we pass the Monkey Tattoo Parlor and gas stations
glowing like extraterrestrial landing platforms,
and in the neon shimmer we can only see the moon and the North Star,
maybe Orion’s belt. O Emily, where are the stars,
like a carpet of light in the night sky? Where are we, abandoned
in this chariot of doom? | quote you to yourself, Wild nights,
wild nights, were | with thee. | am here with you, but the only stars
are on billboards like postcards from a race of giants,
and I am flying home tomorrow to an apartment in Texas,
flying home to nothing but my own thoughts
shot like avocados in the tornado of my mind, eating lonely bowls
of cereal, drinking lonelier glasses of wine, and looking
out my window at the three houses across the street, but tonight
I’m in California, my mother across the ocean in Honolulu,
the library of my brain with me, the women and men who share
my secret thoughts. I recite Hamlet’s soliloquies to you,
and you say, I, too, have lost all my mirth, in the field
of my tribulations. Now that’s an Old Testament word,
and we trade them—my iniquity for your retribution,
and we are in a desert tent twenty thousand miles from Egypt
praying to the Lord for some kind of release, but who is this God
but another master, who can tell us nothing about the dark night
we are driving though with its taco stands and tanning parlors,
yoga studios and grocery stores locked for the night, meat
and apples resting in the dark while palm trees sway in winds
from the ocean with its islands where women live trying
to become themselves, but at war with their bodies and every missile
thrown from their own minds into the hurricane of their hearts.

Barbara Hamby
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from “The World Doesn’t End”

He had mixed up the characters in the long novel he was writing. He forgot who they were and what they
did. A dead woman reappeared when it was time for dinner. A door-to-door salesman emerged out of a
backwoods trailer wearing Chinese robes. The day the murderer was supposed to be electrocuted, he was
buying flowers for a certain Rita, who turned out to be a ten-year-old girl with thick glasses and braids....
And so it went.

He never did anything for me, though. | kept growing older and grumpier, as | was supposed to, in a ratty
little town which he always described as “dead” and “near nothing.”

In the fourth year of the war, Hermes showed up. He was not much to look at. His mailman’s coat was in
tatters; mice ran in and out of its pockets. The broad-brimmed hat he was wearing had bullet holes. He still
carried the famous stick that closes the eyes of the dying, but it looked gnawed. Did he let the dying bite on
1t? Whatever the case, he had no letters for us. “God of thieves!” we shouted behind his back when he could
no longer hear us.

Margaret was copying a recipe for “saints roasted with onions” from an old cookbook. The ten thousand
sounds of the world were hushed so we could hear the scratchings of her pen. The saint was asleep in the
bedroom with a wet cloth over his eyes. Outside the window, the author of the book sat in a flowering apple
tree killing lice between his fingernails.

Charles Simic
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Fountain

Dogwood white knuckle it through January, February, March:
what do your pockets want with those hard stars?

Commissioned in the nineteenth century for thirsty horses,
municipal fountains in Kansas City, where visitors and locals alike are now invited to kill time,
outnumber those of Rome.

We mark time in our own ways.
My dementing dad photographs sunrise and the moon in its phases:
calls each of them sunset.

I live in fear I’ll age like him: I think
the word persimmon at sunrise, and for half and quarter moons, paper crane.

An addict and dad at sixteen, my best friend’s son knew his mother was dying.
Her hands stroking the cat were perfect.
His hands, folding cranes out of rolling papers, matched hers perfectly.

We call all paper things ephemera,
but one thumb-sized bird has hung on my bulletin board for so long
its pin’s rusted out.

He is motherless now, incarcerated.
I am motherless now, aging.

I waste my time in the nature store. The shells of the aggressively predatory
snails are so beautiful,
my impulse is to put them in my mouth,

their perfection owed to repeating patterns,
what mathematicians call self-similarity.

The cat blinks at sunrise from my belly, as the cat before her did and the cat before:
ribbons of cloud and blue.

When | shower, water sprays from my fingers like change for the poor box
or the unclenching fists of dogwood, unfolded origami,
cat iris, the star in the persimmon where the seeds once slept—

I said like, as in: like we kill time.
I mean metaphor, as when time kills us back.
Kathy Fagan
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Sonnet

You jerk you didn’t call me up

I haven’t seen you in so long

You probably have a fucking tan

& besides that instead of making love tonight
You’re drinking your parents to the airport

I’m through with you bourgeois boys

All you ever do is go back to ancestral comforts
Only money can get—even Catullus was rich but

Nowadays you guys settle for a couch

By a soporific color cable t.v. set

Instead of any arc of love, no wonder

The G.I. Joe team blows it every other time

Wake up! It’s the middle of the night
You can either make love or die at the hands of
the Cobra Commander

To make love, turn to page 121.
To die, turn to page 172

Bernadette Mayer
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The Ineffable

I’m sitting here reading the paper,

feeling warm and satisfied, basically content
with my life and all | have achieved.

Then I go up for a refill and suddenly realize
how much happier | could be with the barista.
Late thirties, hennaed hair, an ankh

or something tattooed on her ankle,

a little silver ring in her nostril.

There’s some mystery surrounding why she’s here,
pouring coffee and toasting bagels at her age.
But there’s a lot of torsion when she walks,
which is interesting. | can sense right away
how it would all work out between us.

We’d get a loft in the artsy part of town,

and I can see how we’d look shopping together
at our favorite organic market

on a snowy winter Saturday,

snowflakes in our hair,

our arms full of leeks and shiitake mushrooms.
We would do tai chi in the park.

She’d be one of the few people

who actually “gets” my poetry

which I’d read to her in bed.

And | can see us making love, by candlelight,
Struggling to find words for the ineffable.

We never dreamed it could be like this.

And it would all be great, for many months,
until one day, unable to help myself,

I’d say something about that nostril ring.
Like, do you really need to wear that tonight
at Sarah and Mike’s house, Sarah and Mike being
pediatricians who intimidate me slightly
with their patrician cool, and serious money.
And she would give me a look,

a certain lifting of the eyebrows

I can see she’s capable of, and right there
that would be the end of the ineffable.

George Bilgere
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Letter to a Young Poet

If you haven’t taken the Amtrak in Florida, you haven’t lived. At 2:00 a.m., seven months into the pandemic,
I’'m looking up where Seamus Heaney died. It was Blackrock Clinic overlooking the sea and I wonder,
sometimes, what is my thing with the Irish, but if the white kids can go to India for an epiphany, maybe it’s
fine that I go to Ireland. Don’t read Melanie Klein in a crisis. She’s depressing and there are alternatives.
Like Winnicott or a lobotomy. Flow is best understood through Islamic mysticism or Lil Wayne spitting
without a rhyme book, post-2003. To want the same things as you age is not always a failure of growth. A
good city will not parent you. Every poet has a love affair with a bridge. Mine is the Manhattan and she’s
a middle child. Or the Sea Link in Mumbai, her galactic tentacles whipping the starless sky. When | say
bridge, what | mean is goddess. People need your ideas more than your showmanship. LA is ruining some
of you. All analysis is revisionist. Yellow wildflowers are it. It’s better to be illegible, sometimes. Then
they can’t govern you. It takes time to build an ethics. Go slow. Wellness is a myth and shame transforms
no one. You can walk off most anything. Everyone should watch anime after a heartbreak. Sleep upwards
in a forest so the animal sees your gaze. | think about that missing plane sometimes and what it means to
go unrecovered. Pay attention to what disgusts you. Some of the most interesting people have no legacy.
Remember that green is your color and in doubt, read Brooks. In the end, your role is to attend to the things
you like and ask for more of it: Bridges. ldeas. Destabilization. Yellow tansy. Cities. The wild sea. And in
the absence of recovery, some ritual. In the absence of love? Ritual. Understand that ritual is a kind of
patience, an awaiting and waiting. Keep waiting, Kitten. You will be surprised what you can come back
from.

Megan Fernandes
125

125 Megan Fernandes, “Letter to a Young Poet,” New England Review, collected in / Do Everything I’'m Told, Tin House Books

170



https://www.meganfernandes.com/
https://www.nereview.com/vol-43-no-1-2022/letter-to-a-young-poet/
https://www.nereview.com/
https://tinhouse.com/book/i-do-everything-im-told/
https://tinhouse.com/

Please Enjoy These Coming Attractions
A friend keeps writing about the little blue pills,
every poem a time bomb he plants inside his body.

My little brother says he knows how he’ll end it too:
plastic bag over his head, cinched with rubber bands.

A lover said he loaded the gun once, clicked the safety
off, held it to his head. The barrel left a surprised O

at his temple for a day. My former teacher crushes crystals
dirty gray, in a bowl, then holds them in his palm,

the charred remains of pleasure. The college freshman
shows me the delicate x’s the X-Acto made, crossing

his blue veins at sixteen. Chris hanged himself
on a closet door with hotel towels on vacation in Peru.

Every gay man inhabiting my students’ short stories
crossed out by AIDS or hate crime. Is it any wonder

I have failed to imagine my life won’t end
in autopsy? Hey, straight reader.

Spin this loaded gun between us.
Let’s see whose life it chooses.
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Song in the Key of Men Who Try to Fuck Me Then Say They Love Me as a Friend
Save your tongue for tits & whiskey. Don’t apologize—I’ll do it for you.
I’ve nursed your sputtering heart hale, resuscitated you.

I’d had other plans, an accidental expert. It started young, you
in high school with your little hard-on, rubbing out the light so I couldn’t see you.

What a good teapot I am. I sit to steep your other love’s leaves.
The only thing I’ve ever been called to—in college my major was you.

Your familial complications, your map of shifting borders.
| get called in to broker peace, suited authority on translating you.

Charismatic preacher gospeling that I am only worth wanting
sometimes. | hallelujah in white, renamed by the river for you.

Early spring brings bud, then snow. No one single coat will do.
What does your now-wife know of your weather? Has she insured against you?

This house made of books & beers collapses, turns shack. You
say Erin is the name of a country. That’s true—& we’ve no shore for ships like you.

Erin Adair-Hodges
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Bad People

The guys who drank quarts of Busch last night

here by the backstop of this baseball diamond

had names given them by their mothers and fathers—
“Jack” and “Kenny” let us say.

Jack might be

a skinny guy in a black fake-leather jacket,

he’s twenty-five, his gray pants are too loose on his hips,
his jaws always have these little black extra hairs,

his mother won’t talk to him on the phone,

she lives on french fries and ketchup,

he hasn’t been able to send her any cash

in the last two years, ever since he lost

his job unloading produce trucks at Pathmark;

Jack’s father disappeared when he was ten.

“No big deal,” Jack says, “he was a bastard anyway,

he used to flatten beer cans on the top of my head.”
Kenny offers a laugh-noise. He’s heard all that before.
Kenny is forty-eight, a flabby man with reddened skin,
he is employed at the Italian Market selling fish

just four hours a day but his shirts hold the smell;

his female companion Deena left him a note last month:
“You owe me $12 chocolate $31 wine $55 cable TV plus
donuts—I have had it—taking lamp and mirror

they are mine.” Kenny hasn’t seen her since.

He hangs with Jack because Jack talks loud

as if the world of cops and people with full-time jobs
could be kept at bay by talking, talking loud...

(I’'m talking gently and imaginatively here
as if the world of bums and jerks could be kept far off—)

Jack and Kenny. (Or two other guys dark to me with wounds
oozing in Philadelphia ways less ready to narrate.)
Last night at midnight they got cheesesteaks at Casseloni’s
and bought four quarts at the Fireside Tavern
and wandered into this park. After one quart of Busch
Jack said he was Lenny Dykstra
and found a stick for his bat. “Pitch to me asshole” he said
so Kenny went to the mound and pitched his bottle
for want of anything better and Jack swung in the dark and missed,
Kenny’s bottle smashed on home plate and Jack heard in the sound
the absurdity of all his desiring since seventh grade,
absurdity of a skinny guy who blew everything since seventh
when he hit home runs and chased Joan Rundle around the gym
so Jack took his own empty bottle and smashed it down
amid the brown shards of Kenny’s bottle.
Then they leaned on the backstop to drink the other two quarts
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and they both grew glum and silent
and when they smashed these bottles it was like
what else would they do? Next morning

Nick and | come to the park with a rubber ball

and a miniature bat. Nick is not quite three

but he knows the names of all the Phillies starters

and he knows the area around home plate is not supposed to be
covered with jagged pieces of brown glass. Like a good dad

I warn him not to touch it and we decide to establish

a new home plate closer to the mound (there’s no trash can
handy). “Who put that glass there?” Nick wants to know

and to make a long story short I say “Bad People.”

Nick says “Bad? How come?”

128 Mark Halliday, “Bad People,” Indiana Review, collected in Selfwolf, The University of Chicago Press
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Set Designer

Once, Mark Leidner talked me into doing set design,
unpaid, in the Poconos

where | would be forever traumatized

by the overpopulation of deer,

growths on their bodies and bald patches,

limping and scarred from being hit by cars,

and the one the crew called “jawbone”

that kept coming around

because its jawbone was hanging off, unusable, from its head
while the body wasted away

and I brought out mashed potatoes

that it lapped up with a long tongue.

We had to fire the creepy sound guy

who was clearly on drugs

and I found a big plastic gallon of Dewar’s
in the Airbnb cupboard

and a guitar

and got drunk alone on the deck of the cabin
amazed no one would join me.

I woke in the middle of the night

for my usual routine of self-hatred

until I realized how excruciating it all was
and instead wrote down on the set schedule
“remember how good it feels to be good to yourself”
carrying it around with me ever since.
Hoping I will.

129 Bianca Stone, “Set Designer,” collected in What is Otherwise Infinite, Tin House Books
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I Listen to George Harrison’s “Apple Scruffs” After My Miscarriage

the glissando of the harmonica part so much like counting backwards,
autumn light erupting in blisters,

how | joked with the anesthesiologist
before blacking out I wasn’t sure I wanted to go through with it

but when | woke could feel the wadded suture of my tongue,
heard myself croon, was | your best patient ever

because didn’t [ want to have succeeded at something, even if only hiding my suffering,
how the first day | went about my business bleeding into a winged pad

pulsating with contractions, the harmonica part like something opening
at the glossy hinges what can’t be folded

back to its original form—throbbing and iridescent under my life
like a vellum pit of stars—I loved knowing a woman’s hands secured the needle

into my vein, secreting glyphs of narcotics
before going home groggy and emptied

eating ramen noodles for dinner and the harmonica part—
little spark of vowels greased and effervescing—

isn’t that what was waiting for me on the other side
like a sun touching the edge of a windshield

and didn’t [ know I would carry this with me for the rest of my life
and that it is good, the way an injury is said to work labor into the worker’s body,

that to grieve is not always downward but sometimes a fervent ascent,
not a bridge or hook but a brilliant spill
with no desire to land

Kendra DeColo
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The Lucky Penny

Once | was drinking at The Lucky Penny
with a woman named Becky.

We waited tables together.

She was small but could carry those big trays
that hold six plates.

Becky took me to bars where | never went
on my own. But this bar

was where | used to drink in college.

So | sat down next to my girl self

on a wobbly stool.

She looked like she was just playing

at sorrow. When she asked if she could

just go to his apartment to see

what he was doing, | said Why not?

She said she would run the whole way

and just look in and then run back.

What | like about an Edward Hopper painting
is that it’s an open window.

He was making a sandwich,

sweeping a knife across a piece of bread,

and he didn’t look up.

The lamp he would break was still whole.
For once, he was innocent.

When she came back, she said all the lights
in the apartment were on

and I said it’s just like Hopper,

but she didn’t understand.

I said it was just a room with a person in it
whose feelings rose in his face for a moment.

Laura Read
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from “Forms and materials”
Back then, I thought the only people
who understood “friend” as I did were long-gone

religious sects, Mennonites in cloisters
or the Shakers channeling lust into labor,

turning out sweaters, rocking chairs.
What word
for me isn’t ill-fitting, unclaimable?

A painter | know, a man
who gave birth around the same time | did

said we didn’t have the language as teens
for what we are

and to me that made sense,

why he transitioned in his forties after a lifetime
of femme and why I can be honest now

about what the sex | had got me, a whack
a-mole, a broken lease, a yeast infection?

For decades I argued with would-be and former
lovers but | always gave them (mostly him)

what they wanted. | gave a kiss. A layover
in Saint Louis. A Sarah Lawrence girl

who spills her gimlet at last call pogoing
to the Stooges’ | wanna be your dog

in an ex’s memory. But who will | give
my honest answer to this: What are you, anyway?

Sir Talleyrand,
I read in the op-eds that The Future Isn’t

Female Anymore,
but I’11 still dedicate this volume to you—

I’m not a pronoun,
an orientation, though I am that, too.

I am the word continue.
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I am. [ was. We were. | can’t explain it to anyone
who once touched me except each time,

we were two people who bristled
and bubbled in exact specificity. Probably.

We had lives that formed us, these materials,
but marriage is terminally abstract

and so am [. I didn’t want women or men, only an
~ intellectual life ~

but instead | got chased from the dinner party
by some Puritan goody claiming | had designs

on her insipid mister, wrong idea,
but a clue to woman as domesticated pet

or wormy colonial acre. Until recently,
no credit without a husband’s aye. Exiled,

| sat on the porch stoop or at Waffle House
spitting out a twisted little laugh

at being thought a slut, word like a glass bowl
refusing to break—ontologically incorrect,

irresponsible word. About his famous
character, the woman an A awakened

the male novelist wrote,
The world’s law was no law for her mind.

Pain is always the vehicle, pain is feminine,
and for a while, | let anathema fill and vacate me,

an unsteady dot on the landscape, invisible
except to itself, flashing.

Erin Hoover
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