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About Nine Mile Magazine 
Nine Mile Magazine is published twice  yearly.  Our purpose is to showcase the best work available to us, from authors and artists irrespective of school or aesthetic whose work, energy, and vision is deeply entangled with life.  
For consideration in the magazine, submit 4 - 6 poems in Word or text at editor@ninemile.org.  Please include: 
• your name and contact information (email and home address for sending contributor's copies) 
• a paragraph about yourself (background, achievements, etc), 
• a statement of aesthetic intent about the work , 
• a photo of yourself 
We  respond within 2 weeks. If you do not hear from us, reconnect to make sure we received your submission.  Note that we do not accept unsolicited essays, reviews, video / motion based art, or Q&A's.
 
Talk About Poetry Podcasts & Blog
At our Talk About Poetry podcast working poets discuss poems that interest, annoy, excite, and engage them.  The Talk About Poetry blog provides more opportunities for feedback.  The addresses are:   Soundcloud:   https://soundcloud.com/bobherz; iTunes:  https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/talk-about-poetry/id972411979?mt=2; Talk About Poetry blog:   https://talkaboutpoetry.wordpress.com
 
Nine Mile Books 
Nine Mile Books are available through our website, ninemile.org, or online at Amazon.com.  Our most recent books are:  
	Perfect Crime, David Weiss (2017),  $16.  About this book he poet says, "The whole of it thinks about the idea of perfect crime metaphysically, in the sense that time, for example, is, itself, a perfect crime. Perfect meaning: effect without cause. A crime or situation or condition that can’t be solved." 

	Where I Come From (2016), Jackie Warren-Moore, $12. Poet, playwright, theatrical director, teacher, and freelance writer, Ms. Warren-Moore's work has been published nationally and internationally.  She is a Survivor, of racism, sexism, sexual abuse, and physical abuse, who regards her poetic voice as the roadmap of her survival, a way of healing herself and of speaking to the souls of others.   

	Selected Late Poems of Georg Trakl (2016), translations by Bob Herz, $7.50 plus mailing.  This book includes all the poems Trakl wrote in the last two years of his life, from Sebastian in Dream and the poems that appeared in Der Brenner, plus some poems from other periods showing the development of the poet's art.  

	Letter to Kerouac in Heaven (2016) by Jack Micheline, $10.  One of the original Beats, Michelin's career took him from Greenwich Village to San Francisco, with friends that included almost everyone, from Mailer to Ginsberg to Corso and others.  He was a street poet whose first book included an introduction by Jack Kerouac and was reviewed in Esquire by Dorothy Parker.  This is a replica publication of one of his street books.  

	Bad Angels, Sam Pereira (2015).  $20.  Of this poet Peter Everwine wrote, “He’s an original.”  Pereira’s work has been priased by Norman Dubie, David St. John, and Peter Campion. 

	Some Time in the Winter, Michael Burkard (2014).  $16.  A reprint of the famed original 1978 chapbook with an extended essay by Mr. Burkard on the origins of the poem and his thoughts about it. 

	Poems for Lorca, Walt Sheppperd (2012).  $9.95.  The poems continue Mr. Shepperd’s lifelong effort to truly see and record the life around him. Lorca is his daughter, and the poems constitute an invaluable generational gift from father to daughter, and from friend, colleague, and community member to all of us.   


Appreciations & Asides
Miscellaneous notes on art, literature, and life, from artists and critics we love or just statements we find interesting here and there.
 
ONCE, FAR BACK IN MY CHILDHOOD, WHEN I HAD barely learned to read, I felt an intense emotion and set down a few words, half rhymed but strange to me, different from everyday language. Overcome by a deep anxiety, something I had not experienced before, a kind of anguish and sadness, I wrote them neatly on a piece of paper. It was a poem to my mother, that is, to the one I knew, the angelic stepmother whose gentle shadow watched over my childhood. I had no way at all of judging my first composition, which I took to my parents. They were in the dining room, immersed in one of those hushed conversations that, more than a river, separate the world of children and the world of grownups. Still trembling after this first visit from the muse, I held out to them the paper with the lines of verse. My father took it absentmindedly, read it absentmindedly, and returned it to me absentmindedly, saying: “Where did you copy this from?” Then he went on talking to my mother in a lowered voice about his important and remote affairs. That, I seem to remember, was how my first poem was born, and that was how I had my first sample of irresponsible literary criticism.
—Pablo Neruda, Memoirs trans. Hardie St. Martin, (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, January 15, 2001)
 
I AM FILLED WITH AWE, WITH A PROFOUND, MYSTIC, silence-enjoining awe, in the presence of the religious greatness of the damned, in the presence of genius of disease and the disease of genius, of the type of the afflicted and the possessed, in whom the saint and the criminal are one…  
—Thomas Mann, "Dostoevsky in Moderation," 1945, explaining why he had not previously written on Dostoevsky.  
 
I NOTED IN MY DIARY, "WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS IS coming next Monday." He read his poems in the old Capitol Building on campus. The head of the English department introduced him and said, "Tonight we have William Carlos Williams, one of the finest poets now writing in English." Williams stood up and said, "Goddam it! How many times do I have to tell you, I write in American, not in English!" 
—Robert Bly, "Remembering Paul Engle in Iowa City:  When Literary Life Was Still Piled Up In A Few Places," http://www.robertbly.com/r_e_paulengle.html
 
BUT HOW CAN YOU REALLY CARE IF ANYBODY GETS it, or gets what it means, or if it improves them. Improves them for what? For death? Why hurry them along? Too many poets act like a middle-aged mother trying to get her kids to eat too much cooked meat, and potatoes with drippings (tears). I don’t give a damn whether they eat or not. Forced feeding leads to excessive thinness (effete). Nobody should experience anything they don’t need to, if they don’t need poetry bully for them. I like the movies too. And after all, only Whitman and Crane and Williams, of the American poets, are better than the movies. As for measure and other technical apparatus, that’s just common sense: if you’re going to buy a pair of pants you want them to be tight enough so everyone will want to go to bed with you. There’s nothing metaphysical about it. Unless, of course, you flatter yourself into thinking that what you’re experiencing is "yearning." 
—Frank O'Hara, "Personism:  A Manifesto," The Selected Poems of Frank O'Hara, ed. Donald Allen (Vintage Books, 1974)  
 
READING ONE'S FRIENDS' BOOKS IS A GOOD DEAL like kissing their wives, I suppose. The less said about it, the better.
—Wallace Stevens, quoted in Michael Schmidt, Lives of the Poets (Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2010)
 
WHAT DO THEY MEAN WHEN THEY SAY : ,, I DO NOT like your poems ; you have no faith whatever. You seem neither to have suffered nor, in fact, to have felt anything very deeply. There is nothing appealing in what you say but on the contrary the poems are positively repellant. They are heartless, cruel, they make fun of humanity. What in God’s name do you mean ? Are you a pagan ? Have you no tolerance for human frailty ? Rhyme you may perhaps take away but rythm ! why there is none in your work I whatever. Is this what you call poetry ? It is the very antithesis of poetry. It is antipoetry. It is the annihilation of life upon which you are bent. Poetry that used to go hand in hand with life, poetry that interpreted our deepest promptings, poetry that inspired, that led us forward to new discoveries, new depths of tolerance, new heights of exaltation. You moderns  ! it is the death of poetry that you are accomplishing. No. I cannot understand this work. You have not vet suffered a cruel blow from life.  When you have suffered you will write differently ? »
—William Carlos Williams, Spring and All (Contact Publishing, 1923) 
 
I HAVE WRITTEN A WICKED BOOK, AND FEEL as spotless as a lamb.  
—Herman Melville letter to Nathaniel Hawthorne on finishing Moby Dick, November 17, 1851. 
 
THERE IS ALWAYS A SOCIAL EXPLANATION for what we see in art.  Only it doesn't explain anything.  
—Albert Camus, Camus at Combat: Writing 1944-1947 (Princeton University Press, 2007)
 
BUT THE LIFE ONE LEADS CUTS OUT ALL THE LIVES one might have led; one is never a virgin twice; events engrave themselves. Life is a unity to the soul. We meet events halfway; they are part of us, and we are part of them; nothing is incidental. Ahead comes the point where all events exist at once, and no new ones arc in sight, the point on the edge of death, which is a reckoning point.
—Malcolm Bradbury, “Eating People Is Wrong” (Academy Chicago reprint, 1959) 
 
I BLAME HIGH SCHOOL ENGLISH FOR A LOT of our common misconceptions about poetry, particularly for inventing the idea of a poem as a kind of linguistic code you have to crack in order to get at some deeper meaning, as if poetry’s primary goal was to illuminate some facet of human experience by deliberately trying to conceal it from the reader, which is about as fundamentally moronic as inventing a satellite navigation system that intentionally diverts cars into a lake, in the hope that the experience of being in the lake will allow drivers to better reach their intended destination.
—Hera Lindsay Bird, author of Hera Lindsay Bird (Victoria University Press, 2016), from her essay "Eight Contemporary Poets I Love and Two Dead Guys I.” 
 
COMING ROUND AGAIN TO THE STARTING POINT:  Language is a means of communication. To charge language with meaning to the utmost possible degree, we have, as stated, the three chief means:
I.  throwing the object (fixed or moving) on to the visual imagination
II.  inducing emotional correlations by the sound and rhythm of the speech.
III.  inducing both of the effects by stimulating the associations (intellectual or emotional) that have remained in the receiver’s consciousness in relation to the actual words or word groups employed.
(phanopoeia, melopoeia, logopoeia)
Incompetence will show in the use of too many words. 
The reader’s first and simplest test of an author will be to look for words that do not function; that contribute nothing to the meaning OR that distract from the MOST important factor of the meaning to factors of minor importance.  
—Ezra Pound, ABC of Reading (New Directions paperback, 1960)
 
I WOULD ADDRESS AN AFFECTIONATE EXHORTATION to the youthful literati, grounded on my own experience. It will be but short; for the beginning, middle, and end converge to one charge: never pursue literature as a trade. 
—Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Chapter XI, Biographia Literaria (1817)
 
IF WIT BE WELL DESCRIBED BY POPE, AS BEING “that which has been often thought, but was never before so well expressed,” they [the metaphysical poets] certainly never attained, nor ever sought it; for they endeavored to be singular in their thoughts, and were careless of their diction. But Pope’s account of wit is undoubtedly erroneous: he depresses it below its natural dignity, and reduces it from strength of thought to happiness of language.... If by a more noble and more adequate conception that be considered as Wit, which is at once natural and new, that which, though not obvious, is, upon its first production, acknowledged to be just; if it be that, which he that never found it, wonders how he missed; to wit of this kind the metaphysical poets have seldom risen. Their thoughts are often new, but seldom natural; they are not obvious, but neither are they just; and the reader, far from wondering that he missed them, wonders more frequently by what perverseness of industry they were ever found.
—Samuel Johnson, "Essay on Poetic Theory," Lives of the Poets (1779)
 
THE HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY AND OF LITERARY CRITICISM has shown that apparently innocent words tend to become ideologically charged, as if they wanted to turn themselves into manifestos or institutions: structure becomes Structuralism, form Formalism, existence Existentialism, phenomenon Phenomenology, pragmatic Pragmatism, and in each case disinterestedness gives way to a note of institutional arrogance. The only hope seems to me to remain in efforts of particularity, analysis, and irony. These efforts will not release us from the murky air of rhetoric, but there is no escaping that. Each of us wants to win.
—Denis Donoghue, Adam's Curse: Reflections on Religion and Literature (Erasmus Institute Books, University of Notre Dame Press, 2001)
 

This Anthology: Lyric Flowers & Sophocles
“Anthology” is the Greek word for flower gathering. Surely reading the “Greek Anthology” we’re among lyric flowers. Having entered that garden we never forget it. 
Inside the Greek Anthology are flowers atop flowers:
 
On Sophocles (Anonymous)
 
Thy light is out, aged Sophocles, flower of poets, crowned with the purple clusters of Bacchus.
 
I don’t know about you but I’d love to be crowned with the purple flowers of Bacchus. 
Now it’s possible that some anthologies are not constructed from flowers at all. They’re amalgams of taste, engines of literary war, products of canon formation, or by contrary design, they’re necessarily out to fulfill missions, important ones, and we should say “intentionality” is a good thing for editors to practice with irony and commitment. I am fond of many poetry anthologies.
This isn’t really an anthology but the plan all along was flower-like—we wanted to give some excellent poets the opportunity to gather ten to fifteen poems for inclusion in Nine Mile Magazine. “Run with it,” we said. 
The result is remarkable. Poets have larger capacities than the customary “three poems and you’re out” literary journal affords.  
When you give poets 10-15 pages the poems speak to each other, trends occur, or edgy refutations happen, or agreements and elaborations turn up. 
I think I can safely speak for my co-editor Bob Herz when I say we were unprepared for the sustained vitality and broad excellence of the poetry we received, and that we are very grateful for it. 
 
—Stephen Kuusisto 
 

In Praise of These Poets
Back in the Dark Ages, when I started writing, there were clearly definable poetry camps, some of them quite hostile to each other—Deep Image, Black Mountain, Language poets, Beats, Neo-formalists, Neo-surrealists, etc.  Schools, the euphemism we used for these movements, were the big thing, often characterized as being of or by poet-leaders or poet-Muses:  If the schools made you -ish, the individuals made you with, or of:  Thus, you were of Bly or Deep Image-ish, or with Creeley or Black Mountain-ish, or of or like Tate, Merwin, Merrill, O’Hara or New York School-ish, etc., with all the appendages also interchangeable. The late Bill Knott, in one of the many possibly apocryphal stories about him, was asked at a New York dinner party, “And what do you do?”  When he answered, “I’m a poet,” his interlocutor responded with a conversation-ender, “O really,” an experience that led him to create a new school of poetry, “Aurrealism” (O-realism being the pun).   It was a nice joke, and a great send-up of the camp nature of the poetry world.  He published a book, Aurrealism:  A Study (Salt Mound Press, 1969, Syracuse, NY).  
The schools had their magazines, and the magazines had their styles, mostly of the schools but not always.  There was a New Yorker style, a Field style, a Fifties (later Sixties and Seventies) style, a kayak style, each shaped by editorial allegiance to a kind of writing, with a confidence that this was the key to a kind of poetry that reflected a kind of truth that was so desperately needed in those desperate times.  Call it poetry’s version of the rock’n’roll cliche, “three chords and the truth.”  I’m not mocking this poetic zeitgeist; it helped launch a generation of really interesting poets, most of whom have strayed far from those beginnings.  But there was something comforting in the way things were, even in the thrashing and arguing and noisiness of it all.  We regarded as a badge of honor even the put down by critics of Naked Poetry:  Recent American Poetry in Open Forms, the anthology that all newbies liked so much, as it showed that we who embraced it were a saved remnant working on the right side of change and history, while those critics were huffing and puffing in their losing rear-guard action.  Even Robert Bly’s famous (and unjustified) woodshedding of James Dickey made us feel like there were life and death matters being taken up, in a way that made the argument necessary and central, to the times and to poetry in those times, to what poetry could be, and what it was necessary for it to become in order to save us all. 
For young writers starting out this made it seem as if there was a way to learn your craft and be supported, even celebrated or validated, if that’s what publication is, by working at it and becoming part of a like-minded crowd working in your aesthetic subject-area with your same sense of craft.  That feeling of community was very important, as it gave support and indispensable opportunities for discussion, criticism, and affection.  The old schools largely passed into obscurity over time, with the death or change of editors and poet-leaders and new stylistic developments and fads, but that sense of community remains as a central virtue offered in the country’s many writing workshops.  
In any case, things are different now than they were in those bad old days, and it may be that the this anthology issue of Nine Mile Magazine is a proof:  There are no schools represented in the poets selected, no “kinds” of writing that they all share, no flags of allegiance in the aesthetic statements.  What is here instead is an extraordinary diversity and quality of work, a demonstration in poem after poem that such quality and focus is no unique one-off but is central to the work of each author.  In a broad selection like this, we see plainly how they work, and what their work is.  Each poet brings something individual to the page.  Each poem is individual.  I find it invigorating to see such strength and diversity; and in this age of Twitter and Facebookian rages, it also seems very hopeful for the future of this art that I care about so very much.  
We used two criteria in selecting poems and poets for this anthology issue:  first, that the work must be good.  Second, that there must be something exciting in the vision of the poems.  We modestly believe that we have succeeded in meeting both criteria.  Because all of the work here is good, and because it is exciting.  I like the way reality enters into and negotiates with each poem, different in each, compressed here, expansive there.  Consider a poem by Lily Ruban, a poet new to us in this issue, where the person and the season conflate in the first nine words—
 
To die inside the comfortable clothes,
autumn is snug.
 
This poem ends in a place utterly surprising: “I am sixteen, I swallow ornament of your epaulets. / I swallow cement, I swallow sentiment.”  I am hard put to find even a descriptive genre for Ms. Ruban’s work.  It is compressed, fast-moving, full of strange images but not exactly surrealist or—to pick up a Robert Bly epithet—leaping, though it has elements of these things.  There is tremendous compression and tremendous speed throughout.  But always, the allegiance is not to the flash, the word, the metaphor, but to the world.  In poem after poem we see facts of the ordinary world always gathered at her doorstep, generous in their indolence, and neither happy nor unhappy to arrive in such surroundings:  
 
The verdure here has broad generous leaves,
most light that reaches us is filtered through its veiny palms.
There is a ventilator under every ceiling.
It's south, and the floor is wooden.
 
See how the poem moves so strangely from that description to “The human silence is full of bird song. / Small white buds on the verge of flowering / of some late-blossoming plant.”  I don’t know how this happens, or why, strange and magical as it is, it should seem so coherent and true, but I love it.
If Ms. Ruban’s work is full of surprise in its movement from the quotidian to the extraordinary, the finding of the fantastic in the world she inhabits, she is hardly alone.  Diane Weiner takes us to a new territory created by a spiritual relationship of a different kind, with a sort of twisted Virgil, a dark Baudelairian sister—
 
Golem and I become one subject, comrades twinned. 
Solace in pale hues, a new weird land, familiar. 
 
Where the relationship forged is the new sudden country, half map, half real, and both strange and familiar.  The relationship is with a creature she identifies as a Golem.  These beings are, she tell us, “in a way, lifeless and immortal, dead but not zombies.  In order for them to become animated, spiritual power words might be written across their (sometimes muddy; possibly wooden) foreheads; at other times, mystical invocations are placed within their mouths…. As releasers of cosmic time, space, and imagination, they can visit you, make things go bump in the night, or disappear from your drawers and then reappear in your closets.  Golems can take you anywhere, make you think nearly anything.  They might even have the power to put you in touch with the sensation of being inside a black hole, although they were invented (or, if you prefer, noticed) before we knew about black holes.”  Look where this poem goes—still compressed in every line, and never predictable in its flow, yet its direction and moments of arrival seem right, for having arrived where it takes us, where else would we be?  
 
Sit still and deal the damned Aces. 
I don't think so. 
No way to the lion wardrobe 
no owls 
no garden secrets
no safe magic 
for tonight. 
 
If Weiner’s work centers on the exploration of a world through a relationship with this singular out-of-material-universe entity, Dylan Krieger’s work lingers in multiplicity, bringing us an encyclopedia of strange characters, things, and places:  zen arsonists in furs, gypsies, seasonal demons, daymares, Russian to-do lists, a manic dragon, a right-to-death website, an eccentric medic, ants in spotlight… all swept up in that headlong rush into world-wisdom or (and?) painful stasis that marks the conclusion of so many of her poems, or if not a conclusion, at least a point at which the poem must end because it can go no farther in its exploration of the pain-boundary that exists between all human beings.  Ms. Krieger’s poems are often a negotiation with darkness or with chronic pain caused by the speaker or the world.  Consider the upsetting questions in one of the poems—
 
what’s the exact right amount of deer in the headlights?
of interlocutor pressure on the knot but not the muscle?
 
And then watch in fascination to see how this poem moves from this point into a description of a violent family history, a comparison of city-country geography, until it seems to find relationship in a kind of sexual surrendering, but on terms that it along dictates—
 
i’m not sure if i’ve ever met anyone i would call 
“well adjusted,” but if such a thing exists it comes
 
with fewer addictions and flying fists—the hardship
is what holds us hostage in or out of the hospital
hopscotching in circles forever—behind the times
 
perhaps, but ahead of the apocalypse—too cagey
to get close to anyone but a chainsaw and a 
crystal ball…
 
**
 
		…i’ve shown off my weak spot
rolled over in the sandbox. i am brimming with 
 
the juices of surrender—here, feel, touch
 
And perhaps you will wonder then, as I wonder reading this and other of her poems, who is this person who is speaking, how does this voice, which touches on so many strange things in the course of any poem or even any set of lines within the poems, come to seem so authentic, so real?  I feel, as a reader, as if I know her, and so never doubt the voice.  Maybe more important, despite the seriousness of the situations she describes, I never doubt that she—this character—will survive.  I never doubt her strength.  “Cruelty,” as she says ever so sardonically, pushing it all as hard as she can for effecting the outline of a truthful utterance, or at least, a truthful response, “builds character.”  Do I believe that?  No, of course, not.  But I believe this speaker.  Kieger’s work has been justly celebrated, with the New York Times calling her first book, Giving Godhead (Delete Press, 2017) “the best collection of poetry to appear in English in 2017.”  Some lines in one of her poems here characterize nicely what I love about her writing:  “viruses and diamonds:      a tale of never / getting better          making a high-pressure /home among hot coals     in your spinal cord.”
With the work of Andrea Scarpino in this issue, two distinct things are taking place, both serious, and we get to witness the grappling of the poems with life itself.  In the first several poems, the poet is dealing with the terrible effects of an assault upon her and the dereliction of witnesses who fail to witness, of friends who abjure friendship for inexplicable reasons.  We have the poet all but crying out to them in letters never sent, in poems that act of necessity as life-preservers on a sea of betrayal.  How could they not know, these friends?  How could they not judge?  Were they judging her, and not him?  Were they not friends?  Here:  
 
E, I didn’t think you’d leave him. 
 
But I didn’t think you’d write 
in his defense, say I was killing him,
 
ruining his career. I’m sorry 
I was the first to report. 
 
But there are others, a dozen at least.  
I walked today in crisp, cool air, 
 
breathed deeply the scent of burning leaves, 
thought of walking your Labrador. 
 
I miss you, I mean to say. I mean to say, 
I can’t stand the sight of your purse. 
 
E, you knew and you did nothing. 
 
That seems plain enough, sad enough, terrible enough.  But then as if unable to let the sense of violation go, to acknowledge that even the mediation of poetry is insufficient to deal with betrayal or heal the breech, she comes back again:  
 
I dreamed of you last night. 
We stood in your dining room, 
held glasses with big cuts of ice. 
 
A told jokes, I heard you 
laughing, and your wooden floor
slipped away from under my feet. 
 
I disappeared into darkness, 
woke with a sadness deep 
in my chest, an ache that reached 
 
my knees. This will never be over, 
I thought. I will never be done with this. 
 
This is a poetry of witness, a j’accuse against the morally numb, the turners-away, the happy in impervious ignorance.  In another poem we learn that the violation occurred at a poetry workshop, where the talk and the interaction should have been about aesthetics, and the joy of poetry, the happy minutiae of line breaks and metaphors, but where the hoped for enrichment became instead dystopian, hostile, unsafe:  a life-marking, negative, scarring event.  In these poems she approaches the event and its witnesses from several sides, trying to understand.  This is dangerous territory for a poem as the work can descend into treacle and rancid judgment and synthetic vapidity; but hers never does.  Its questions are honest, a search, for she is someone to whom something has been done, who has been betrayed, but she is not a victim in any classic sense.  She has strength, as other poems in this group show us.  Scarpino has a toughness, and knows the origins of her strength, in case anyone could ever doubt it or her, as she points out in another poem here:  
 
Two days, three nights I slept. 
And when I stood again, I knew the lives 
 
of the beasts, knew I was one of them, 
claw and fur and voice, rip of flesh and bone, 
 
heart beating warm between my teeth. 
 
I don’t think I need dwell too much or too long on the incredible pleasures to be had in reading the work of a poet as skilled and accomplished as Cyrus Cassells.  Let me share these lines from the first sections of his beautiful “Two Poets Quarreling”:  
 
The Big Dipper spilling into a grammar  
of almonds and valley wind,
muscatel and bougainvillea—
Near the lordly bell tower,
under the polestar rovers, 
we were quarreling in the path
of billowing jacarandas—blue-violet shreds
italicizing the town walkways… 
 
Out of love, I’d come 
to marvel at a Mediterranean Oz
of innumerable lemon rows,
 
**
 
Hard to believe, after half a century, 
I’m here, relishing your Mallorcan home, 
ensconced under another unbridled, 
shedding, May-time jacaranda— 
My able doctors insist I’m dying,
but what’s death 
after the doleful exodus of so many souls
during and following the civil war?
 
Wasn’t it passion that turned you 
into a poet?
 
I heard heartening bells emit
from the mountain monastery,
the sound of cormorants’ cries,
while the valedictory sun and headland sky
became an ecstatic carnival of fire.
 
** 
 
Did your death stop my singing?
It did. For a dozen years, it’s true,
no public performances
(underworld, chrysalis, total eclipse),
then I had Francesc and Lluc Maria fashion
fitting music for your poems—
the earliest ones evoking
port-of-call nets, pine-laden summits, 
fields of shimmering olive and citrus,
and Lord, I was impelled, all systems go, 
to sing again.
 
There is such beauty in the slow psalmistry of these lines, the steady accretion  through melody and rhythm that creates this character, this voice:  We are being spoken to, quite beautifully, by one who knows what that beauty is worth, and how the memory of that beauty, the moment of it and the passion of it, still saves.  The poem does not seek to offer an appreciation of beauty as it was then, when first seen and appreciated in those days; for that moment is gone, surviving only in the memory of what was.  The ability to react as he did then, to the singular moment, is gone.  The reaction now is the reaction in this time, to the memory of something, and the appreciation of it must come now, in its complexity, in this moment.  The surprise is in how much the power of those moments persists.  He captures it beautifully: 
 
Your near-kiss was the truce—
there, amid the frail firecracker shreds 
of Mallorcan jacarandas,
where, in reverie or earnest prayer, I find, 
as I move toward the dark frigate
of ever-demanding Death,
your point-blank beauty again…
 
We experience another extraordinary sinking-into beauty and wisdom in the work of Philip Terman, as we see him confronting in several of his poems issues of age and generation with honesty and resoluteness.  I find the first observation in his poem “On Turning Sixty” chillingly accurate:  We all of us live with the notion that just beyond the next crook in the world’s road of the inevitable will come this gift, a revelation of truth from which we will emerge as the true wisdoms-warriors we were always meant to be:  
 
Thirty years ago I figured
in thirty years I might know
all those things I didn’t know
 
then, my place in the world,
the world itself complete
and contained in its meaning,
 
that there was an agreement
on how to act and treat others
and thirty years ago I believed
 
I might acquire the solutions
and the means to achieve them.
 
Dylan Thomas began his wonderful poem on birthdays and aging with the lines “It was my thirtieth year to heaven / Woke to my hearing from harbour and neighbour wood…” as a young man knowing nothing of the terrors of aging except that they would come eventually, while Terman, flashing forward and backward from his 30’s to his confronting 60’s begins in the opposite vein: “On my 60th birthday / I rose in the still dark / and cold and put on / my father’s army coat—” He continues:  
 
… I turned
toward the moon-
drenched field, the pond,
warming my hands
in the pockets, wanting
not the emptiness I knew
but something I missed—
a scrap of paper scripted
in his familiar hand that
would reveal the secret
and simple sentence
scrawled in the glory
of his youth, wise
words only combat
would reveal that could
teach me how to encounter
this last phase of my life.
 
… Here you are again, full
moon mirrored in the water,
keeping me warm.
 
—a beautiful acknowledgement of love crossing generations, not as wisdom, but as pure emotion, as a warmth passed down the years, an incommunicable knowledge of the moment of life in words, tremendously eloquent in conveying the weight of that touch.  I find such strength in the way that Terman confronts these issues of aging and memory and hope.  As he says in another poem, abut protecting blueberry bushes, 
 
	…preserving 
Our labor for their beauty against
 
What we can’t control, one eye
On hope, one eye on the forecasts—
Rising early, pulling up the shades
 
To the full sun, the white grass,
We return to our immediate earth
And uncover what we hope we’ve saved.
 
 
—not, please note, what we’ve saved, but only what we hope we’ve saved, a different thing entirely but an acknowledgement of the world as it is, for we cannot know, from our season of work today to another’s season tomorrow, the truth of what will remain through our effort.  We can only hope.  We find this strengthening hope in poem after poem in this group.  It is a strength that draws beauty with it, and with beauty and its perfectly stated prayer of hope, our assent.  
I find myself coming back again and again to the poems of Patrick Williams, trying to understand what happened in them, and why, how they move so seamlessly and gracefully from point to point:  “Think about the radio,” he says in the first lines of one of the poems here, “Think about Unalaska.”  And you want to say wait, what is “Unalaska,” and how does that relate to “radio”?  When you know that Unalaska is is the largest city in the Aleutian Islands, or that the name, in its original untransliterated form from the Aleut (“Ounalashka”), means “near the Peninsula,” what do you know?  It helps a little more to know that the Japanese attacked the island in World War II, interning nearly all the native residents in prison camps, and that many died of their harsh treatment.  Those facts give a starting point, as the poet tells us about prisoners hearing messages meant for others, “the reverse / of that song those two mice sang about the sky” (“Somewhere out there beneath the pale moonlight / Someone’s thinking of me and loving me tonight”), and then:  
 
Our oldest sets fed on the luckiest fragments
of an untrustworthy spectrum of static 
you couldn’t pause a warm dial on for long. Apt to
drift, nudged in each untouchable breeze, jostled off 
mark whenever some sleepy relay tech’s trip out 
for coffee cooled the transmission machinery.
 
This is from “Dead Air Is An Impossible Crime,” a poem whose narrative moves from the radio wave to a car radio to a break-in which leaves a ragged “wormed out” wire-exposed gap where the radio had been, all of it to the sound of something untethered, moving through the lines with a life of its own, following its own thread of associations, sometimes even confessing the loss of thread (“Apt to / drift…”).  The world, the poem says, steals whatever it can put its hands on when no one is looking; it is untrustworthy, filled with sounds intended for recipients and missing their marks.  Its warning signs of theft and loss come always too late, after the bad act.  Is there a solution to this problem?  In another poem, “Against Method,” he suggests that we seek a level of protection: “Secure the home, rather / than attempt escape / into another dream” because in the end you don’t get to decide what matters:  “the wind decides what lasts.”  This is desperate, but Williams in many of these poems seems to have made peace with the kind of future he describes, or rather with what he views as his relationship to it, as the arbitrary beast that it is, and he wants to control that relationship, by not giving it any more than it has earned.  As he says, 
 
The notes in the microfilm are
apologies, high-contrast reminders
that we are only adequate for our 
time, but we know enough about futures
to guess how we will fail them. When I pose
for portraits, please know I struggle for this 
joyless look because I don't want to grant 
a future seer a smirk to understand.
 
In  another poem (“Life Hacks”) he says, “Unplug your surge protectors and unlock / your doors before you choose to disappear.”  What I love in these poems is the constant fencing with death, a way of not resigning to it, but thrusting and jabbing and playing.  It is a vital play, a joyous conscientious entry in the permanent life-discussion we all have with our time remaining, a wordy arm-wrestle engaged in full knowledge that it must fail in the end, and that the loss will be complete.  
With the poems of Jody Stewart we have something different, joyous but in a different tone, a different way:  For hers is a poetry of celebration, a look still at the end of life, but with such enjoyment of the here and now, this constant today where her poems find virtue and joy in every incident and moment.  As she says in the first poem of the group here, after describing a summer morning and a boy and his mother, 
 
This is somewhere on earth, I promise you. 
This kind of happiness without end.
 
In the next poem, celebrating “What The Wish Needs To See,” she says of her subject, “you can’t yet know how much the world’s beauty / wants you, on this wide- // open birthday of your first deep kiss.”  I could make an anthology of her poem-endings to demonstrate what joy she takes in this world as she lives in it and finds much to praise.  In the “St. Vlas Elegies” excerpt she says, 
 
These girls are not alike but, this moment, 
 
Are the same strained form of a wish
Reaching beyond walls and window out
Into the thick snow. Who would think
Of sleep for them, or any ending to this day,
 
Or any end at all.
 
It is this being-aliveness that enthralls me, in poem after poem, found in the situation as presented or found as a hidden wonder, a beautiful certainty that in the middle of anything there is light and joy.  The “Luminist at Age Eleven” shows this theme clearly, the child in bed in her room while parents sigh at how contrary children are, but unknown to them and unwatched by them is the sickle moon down the lane, stopped above the orchard:  joy waits everywhere, if only we will look.  
I find something Jarrell-like in Stewart’s poems about children, her ability to understand and characterize what they see and how they feel, her close observation of how life happens for a child.  “You’re never prepared,” she says. “You know, / Hearing the rain break up in syllables, / That the broken speech of adults / Has finally deceived you.”  I read lines like that and I am transported to my own childhood, where every day brought one kind of necessity or another to protect my sense of beauty and of myself in the world against the murmured disapproving speech of distant adults, who talked so much and understood so little, who gave so much unnecessary and unflattering advice for the solution to problems they totally and sometimes wittingly mischaracterized.  The joy I speak of is here even in poems of disappointed relationship, as in “Nightblind,” where she imagines that she is driving and thinks of truck drivers: 
 
Aiming for their small red lights,
I name the drivers: Texas John
with a load of drills, Norman out of Tulsa
for Safeway again, and hailing 
mud-splattered from Florida
is Skinny Bill “Truckin’ for Jesus.”
 
If I sit beside him high up in the cab,
he tells me he’s moving pom-poms and batons,
and that it’s God’s will you’re gone.
 
Or again, in telling of a lost relationship in chilling matter-of-fact words (“Later that year / I stopped loving you”), she finds hope in the witness of a couple she met earlier:  
 
           			….Later that year
I stopped loving you. The walls closed in. Still,
I praised the grey-haired Bergers back
in Tennessee, with their opened tins
of fish & baby peas. That bright hunk of metal
anchored in their yard had ruffled curtains
& plastic figurines. But its stories of travel
continued to gleam in the shadow of that house
where one old man & his wife
curled into each other without question, or fear.
 
She says, in her notes on writing, “I wanted to be my best self. ”  Lovely.  It is a beautiful wish, and yes, I want to say, yes, poetry should confer so much on all of us!  
Saara Myrene Raappana brings another kind of unique sensibility to her poems, with what she calls “vulnerable honesty.”  She says, “I’m much more comfortable with craft and invention than vulnerability, but without vulnerability, the magic of the poem doesn’t appear.”  I think that’s true, an observation applicable to everyone’s poems as well as to hers.  Part of the joy of the poems collected here is the way she engages with a character called Kelly.  She says about this character, 
 
I’m not sure where Kelly came from. I don’t like writing about my actual family because they’re all either alive or the beloved, protected dead, and it’s not their fault that I write poems about private, difficult things. So when I write about them, I make up names, and I mix things they did with things I made up or things other people did, but it’s always rooted in a real person or two. Kelly, though, is different. She has no antecedent (except, if it’s true that the writer can only write herself, me). She might be a wish. I always sort of longed for a sibling, but it was usually a brother. Because women confused me, and on TV, siblings hate each other, but eventually a brother will punch someone on your behalf, and I had a lot of rage and a weak punching arm.
 
Kelly, however invented, gives Ms. Raappanna license to engage her real subject, which is America.  She asks, “Do I think every dream should be a dream that someone has of you, America?”  And immediately one senses that for her, the answer is that every dream is a dream of America, one way or another, that “should” is a masquerade word for a wish that maybe sometimes it would not be, as one might wish that it was not raining or that one could fly in stead of this drudgery of walking or driving everywhere.  In “Once Upon America” she tells the extraordinary reverse-tale of Hansel and Gretel, where this time the two are hi-tech and dark like Batman, coming upon the witch and saving her, sort of, in a way that condemns them both.  This is the American Inquisition of the imagination, all self-righteous virtue and property theft and training in to literacy, and then punishment:  
 
I drifted into sleep while Kelly spun a tale of two kids
 
lost walking in a forest with a basket of apocalypse. They come upon a witch’s den.
They claim she tried to eat them, but their numbers and their weapons tech were far superior.
 
They name her home after themselves and teach her how to read.
They whip her if she fails to call out to their gods when she’s in pain.
 
The relationship of the poet to her made-up friend reaches an apotheosis in the extraordinary “Superman vs. Batman,” a piece I almost want to quote whole for how perfectly it draws distinctions and enforces the fact of separate lives:  “Imagine skin / sterile as space: Kel’s razor bends when she begins to cut / her arm, but mine draws blood.”  Kelly’s eyes are like suns, giving light, repelling ugliness, the eyes of a true Kryptonian exiled to this planet; while the poet’s fill with everything she sees, good and bad, all the meaningless detritus we pass in a day, the eyes of a Batman, condemned to make something great of the junk of this world in order to exceed its limitations.  And then the conclusion, sad and wonderful, both an invitation to partake in loss and a fighting back against it, as life asserts itself:  
 
….She says that both our nighttimes are the same: sky calling us 
 
to join it in its black expanse of loss. I don’t know if 
we’ll jump, but what I know—know better than the certainty 
 
of ground—is that, to falling bodies, flailing is a desperate prayer to fly. 
 
One reads the work of Ona Gritz with a sensation that we know this woman, have known her forever, this person who tells us so much, whose voice seems to hold nothing back about how the world around her is shaped and whose vision upon it is as finely tuned as a microscope focused on a slide where many marvelous things are happening all at once.  I love how she reveals her love, and her fear, not a simple “I love you” here or “I love what you make me feel that I want to become,” but the complex of all of this and more.  In one of the poems her admiration of watching her sister steal a cigarette in the bathroom is followed by the perfectly pitched sisterly pride and stolen joy of 
 
“Ona's an angel,” she tells people, 
with a twisted smile. “She's a good girl.”
It's true. My goodness is like clean water 
inside me or cold milk. Still I like the way 
her secrets burn beside it, dirtying it just a little.
I like the dusky scent that lingers in our hair.
 
That aside is brilliant and unexpected and accurate, secrets burning beside goodness, “dirtying it just a little.”  It is love that Ms. Gritz understands, how it animates the gestures around us, compels us to certain acts or sometimes to rash ones, how what it brings to a situation changes everything.  Look how getting her hair cut becomes a realization of needs and desire, so that it becomes not a visit to a hairdresser but a vital part of a crusade against loneliness, an upended meaning:  
 
Dramas played out in late night phone calls, 
the curling cord patterning my wrist, 
but, really I was alone, a girl jealous 
at the sight of auburn falling from a clip 
like root beer in a Tom Waits song, 
or my roommate's artful bangs. 
I studied hair with hate-beams of longing 
because it was love I wanted, 
to be discovered, finally held. 
It was what we all wanted, I suspected, 
though none of us were willing to say it…  
 
Or the terror of realizing what actually lay behind the symbol of what should have been a happy marriage as she forces the wedding ring from her finger:  
 
…soon the redness goes 
and there is nothing. 
Not one sign of that yoke 
I wore for a decade 
thinly disguised as a jewel.
 
I love how she speaks of the growing knowledge of her child, of her relation to him in love and pain, or the feeling of vitality and excitement of being a girl of 20 walking through Washington Park, or of being 16 and just discovering "how you glow.”  Every moment of every poem here is a moment of discovery, of excitement.  It is perhaps its strength that each moment comes from honest appraisal, as she explains in her aesthetic notes:  
 
…I write from lived experience. I always have. But more than that, whether I'm writing poetry or essays or memoir itself, I write with a memoirist's concerns. I'm interested in where personal experience, when explored honestly and unflinchingly, taps into something that's true for nearly all of us. 
 
“This simple shell,” begins a poem by Dan Simpson, “tells / a hundred stories, / hides / a hundred more.”  But this poem, that begins in such a sunny way, ends with gruesome nightmare:  For at its end-point is the house of Anne Frank, who would not live to adulthood, whose joys are stolen by weasels and whose music is a smashed crystal, and whose final place of cramped living and dying is now “open to the public,” a place that contains now no more mystery or life or promise.  
More goes on in Simpson’s poems than the revelation of a hidden world, but that is one of his great strengths, that and his ability to praise.  I love the story told in “Chance Meeting,” where the railroad car fills at the end with the sound of music even though future contact between two might-become lovers is unlikely (a shouted number is all they have between them at parting), but the music seems enough of an act of praise in that world for the finding of a moment of affection and openness.  It is a poem that makes me smile every time I read it, so full of hope, caught and framed so well, and ended at just the right moment.  
And then there is the stunning “Why We Need New Year’s Day and the Passage of Seasons,” a hymn in praise to the secret life of all of us who create and hope and move in this world to make something different of it and of ourselves (“Let none of us simply swallow our lives whole”).  I quote the last part of the poem here:  
 
Praise, then, to the policeman who paints portraits,
and to the bank teller who keeps a journal.
Praise to the thwarted shop steward who keeps
his standing appointment to play catch with his child.
Praise to the heartbroken social worker who subscribes to the symphony.
Praise to the math teacher who photographs birds,
and to the roofer who, hoping for hope,
believes that next year his team will do better.
Praise the toddler and the hospice-dweller
as they stumble in new passages.
Praise all who breathe.
Praise all who once breathed and now nourish the ground.
Praise all whose stories have already been written,
and all those who still have at least one more chance.
("Seventy time seven," says Jesus,
are the chances we each should have.)
 
Let the fireman remember his own life as he chops with the axe.
Let neither the minister neglect his wife,
nor the doctor, her husband.
Let none of us simply swallow our lives whole.
But if the minister, the doctor, and we should fail,
let us have new years and fresh seasons.
Let us have seventy times seven chances.
 
Simpson says of his work that “I hope to be surprised by every poem I write, no matter how familiar the building blocks I use.”  He does that here for me.  I love the generosity of his catalogue of hidden lives, of secret hopes and aspirations.  So often the work of his poems is to bring us together like this, by finding and marking our possibilities.  
This seems to me the right place to end this introductory essay about the delights I find in reading these poems by these poets.  No, there is no “school” in the old sense with which I began this essay, only a collaboration of excellence, an attempt by highly talented people to bring their gifts to bear to describe their engagements with the world, to walk with us awhile and share their gifts and vision with us.  That seems praise enough.  
 
—Bob Herz

Lily Ruban
To Apichatpong Weerasethakul
 
The verdure here has broad generous leaves,
most light that reaches us is filtered through its veiny palms.
There is a ventilator under every ceiling.
It's south, and the floor is wooden.
 
Hospitals here look like summer huts,
but the doctors and nurses are dressed in familiar white gowns like at ours.
Scalpels, stethoscopes and droppers.
It's south, and the small town perches a hill and overlooks a valley and a sea.
 
Every bed is a canopy bed
with transparent curtains to protect the sleeper from serpents and mosquitoes.
The human silence is full of bird song.
Small white buds on the verge of flowering
of some late-blossoming plant.
It looks like cherry blossom,
but it crowns very dense grass.
It's south, and it's almost past August.
 
Marina called me when the war had just started:
«I am so worried about your grand-parents,
have they been evacuated?»
 
Marina is still alive and living in the downtown.
She occupies the flat
where her ill father used to live so lonely
after she died.
 
All the day she sits on the balcony and reads,
as concentrated over her read
as a university professor.
She reads all the novels Frau Jelinek has ever written.
The tight braids of her hair are busy too,
they count the crows against the blue sky of Kiev.
(Kiev is her hometown,
Kiev is also the capital of my home country).
 
It is crypted, the battered conspiracy,
the coordinates of her balcony kept more secret
than any military data on the eve of war.
But Catherine told me which section and range, the cemetery.
Despite myself my hands loosened that soil.
 
My mother is alcoholic,
she drinks everything she can find,
talks with drunkards, homeless strangers
in the streets of Novosibirsk.
I drink tea with berries,
I am a highly addictive personality too.
Chocolate has won the space in my brain
meant for something bigger, maybe God.
And do you remember the degree of my former addiction to you?
Compulsiveness, transcribed
from mother,
a copy-paste quality.
To exorcise, with candles and tar,
the home, the city and the bed.
I am so afraid to spill placenta like her,
it’s never too late.
At my age she used to be normal,
even successful, an immigrant
(in my country ‘immigrant’ is a definition
of success).
My mother’s lifetime,
the rotten deck of a sunk ship.
I was so worried that the pen would not poise
against the paper flatness again,
metaphysical geometry of writing,
a cartoon, a magazine.
I was so nervous, I thought I would never write again
but then woke up to my brother saying: she ran off.
The wretchedness immediately fossilized into
this salt crystal.
 
Not loosing
loosening           my sanity
Shabby bridle
     since the day on which     I was born
 
Mother          is     coming     for     a     visit.
‘MOTHER IS COMING FOR A VISIT’
Every second hour is a          lesson of yoga
                    to calm the irregularities,
                    the irregulations.
 
Words          originating from medical lexicon
are acrobats
 
so precise their relationship to the world     is.
 
The doctor told me a fairy-tale on the necessity      of
                              a heart surgery.
We scheduled an appointment.
I agreed, it was not as if      he was trying 
to sell me      something      I didn’t need.
I cancelled due to my spontaneous journey to      Denmark
where I fell          so many times
           for you
 
She has her most beautiful dress on,
if you lift the skirt, if you lift the skirt,
you will see many chaotic stitches underneath.
The useless stitches on the lining to sew something that wasn’t torn.
 
Why did she do it? - you would stare quietly.
The sight of the useless stitches would startle you in the same way
as if your were seeing results of a scarification.
 
Her fair-haired prestance is even lighter in the middle of summer
and in the beginner's yard.
 
She scoops a thin-fingered handful of honey
and rubs it into her scalp. 
I don't utter words that I don't know how to spell, - she says.
 
I can see a drop of melted honey travel down her cheek,
an amber tear.
Her fingers are sticky but the necessity to wash them doesn’t occur to her.
She continues to touch objects, leafs through a book.
 
She vacillates between normality and unkempt madness.
I wait for the rain of camomille petals, it will wash everything.
As for the strange stitches, she was fighting a nasty demon,
she explained.
 
The honey evaporates and becomes a halo,
high and rich, above her.
 
My home country is at long-drawn-out war.
I go back sometimes.
Grandparents are so old they touch beneath the ground.
Especially my grandfather who works in the garden all summer long
and collects the edible roots.
Especially my grandmother who cooks, cleans and irons in the loving memory of the dead,
their nerves and graves.
 
To hold my grandparents' hands is to kiss their faces
is to pray.
 
They look and talk groundward,
the path from their apartment to the country house
lies by two municipal cemeteries.
Memory bids goodbye.
 
Every « where do you come from » is a slight trauma,
superficial damage.
In the context of writing exchange the same question sounds genuine and relevant.
 
"The country we are coming from is at war", - we say at a dinner table,
the immigrant girl and I.
The accent gives us away.
I became an immigrant too late in the girl,
the speech apparatus would never adapt enough to disguise the foreignness.
Although yet another girl went to Ireland and pretends she is Irish now.
She is a singer, they believe her unaccented speech.
« I am a twenty-first century Jew », she says at a different dinner table.
Maybe it is good this way, this is how she avoids bringing up our home country at a dinner time conversation, which name has become a synonym to the word 'war'.
War gobbles at these people's comfort.
We are not willing to speak about war and the part of our family dead to it.
 
My home country is in war with my own country,
some of them even have a term for it—civil war,
others just call it an armed conflict.
 
To die inside the comfortable clothes,
autumn is snug.
I swallow a beta-blocker and sleep for sixteen hours.
It wasn't supposed to act like a sleeping pill, was it?
Another doctor in the emergency service
snatches the medicine pack away from me
with the following words:
«you don't need these,
your heart is fine».
 
And he shoves his temple
with his index finger:
«It's in your head, girl».
Not an off-you-go gesture.
 
I swallow a calmant,
a scoop of white snow.
On the interior of the hospital premises
it is always winter.
 
I am sixteen, I swallow ornament of your epaulets.
I swallow cement, I swallow sentiment.
 
We interviewed each other,
she kept her possibilities ajar.
When I left, she looked about
in slight loss and with a knowing smile.
She looked at me and then she mildly looked away - 
in a goodbye gesture.
 
I heard about the pact the southern countries recently decided upon, -
I said to her as if it didn't matter what we should discuss.
The room of our conversation didn't have corners.
 
It didn't matter what we said to each other, 
as long as I could sit opposite her,
the enveloping and reflecting presence
of a lookalike.
I gave her the same book I gave to G.,
just because I happened to have it with me
by glorious chance,
and she manifested interest in Barthes.
Barthes was the only writer we mentioned in two hours.
 
It seems like we have met before, maybe in the surface of grey asphalt,
eye contact so steady and planned.
It seems like we have met before, maybe inside of lead ores.
 
A gesture of crumpling a dress
in view of cold fabric.
 
Dead cold dress,
moistened texture of folded fabric
that hibernated in the fridge for a fortnight
because I suddenly had an idea to put it there.
 
The weather forecast announced a heat wave.
I thought that maybe I could back myself up and keep the tomorrow dress in the fridge.
So I would grant my skin with cold fabric after waking up from a hot sticky night.
 
I thought that fridge with clothes in it would resemble a wardrobe.
But it resembled a morgue,
the morgue of her slit wrists and her poisoned abdomen.
Right in the middle of a kitchen there stood the
morgue of her delights.
 
My braids held my sister's ending,
the pillow wet with tears.
Un, deux, trois, the dough is rising.
Un, deux, trois, the wedding cake is in the oven.
Un, deux, trois, a cotton tablecloth welcomes guests.
 
My sister's dresser is locked.
She would never let me wear any of her clothes.
I resented her for this.
Much later when I borrowed my corset to T. and after this episode couldn't wear it anymore
(even though I loved T.)
My sister always locked her dresser,
I had to break in after she died.
 
My sister and I were exactly the same height.
This is how, when we kissed each other we had an impression to kiss ourselves.
As a teenager I have kissed my own reflection in the mirror many times.
Then I met her and her lively eyes sparkled.
 
Her braids, the stiff stalks,
her breath, the winter of a decorative pond,
we have never been to the village where God planned a home for us.
 
From within a body with fever it is easier to be under your command.
Crimson tint of your eyelids, crimson tint of my lips.
 
As my body has not yet become a mother,
I can still savor memories from the last century.
As my body has not yet become your lover,
I can still savor memories from the past life
on how she was dying, and the last moments of her life were the most blissful.
A lifetime's fragment crowned by bliss.
 
Deadly illness gobbled her body, the memory of it still in my saliva.
Tears, sobs, excited hot mind.
"She went far outside the village to cut brushwood for evening fire.
She got wet under the rain, caught cold and died from pneumonia," - the fairy tale says.
And now there is new light:
a healthy sleep, a happy day, a happy day.
 
The day I waited for so long, on which you arrived.
 
Menstruation is a heavy delight.
It is a laughter in the lower belly
as blood downpours and trickles through
the lavender* girl.
Womb's lining being shed, - a dress lining
stained from two hours of sitting and reading.
 
I asked my doctor. He said my question was too precise, he didn't know.
"It doesn't matter after all", - he said.
Even the woman I inquired for a similar experience
responded with a slight bewilderment.
I wondered why, during my menstruation,
as I stick my finger inside to clean the remnants, the blood clots, -
I felt the cold.
A quaint cold.
That of a cool draft in a corridor, a chilly passage.
The vagina is colder than the finger
while the two ovaries are unchangeably the hottest organs.
 
Wise, predictable climate, exorcised of all illnesses,
placed on to the palm of snow white bedding,
the lavender body
lies in wait of a novel bleeding.
 
____________
* The English word lavender is generally believed to be derived from Old French lavandre, which itself is ultimately derived from the Latin lavare (to wash).
 
I used to stalk her, ten years ago.
Giant pods paved her street
and cracked under the tires of passing cars.
A gorgeous brunette driving fast one of the cars,
maybe it was her.
Ten minutes later something stirred behind the curtains of her window,
her mother, her cat, maybe her.
 
What is the species of tree still growing each side of your street?
It sheds arm-sized pods on to the ground.
Its branches overhang your balcony,
its branches bang at the window in your room
when an especially strong gust awakes,
reaches, touches
your forefinger.
 
A honey locust that is,
North-American like my toes,
the barbed wire my godmother conjured
to keep you fast asleep and away from me.
She wants my safety, you lose your mind.
As soon as you leave my town,
I send you a short telegram on what you mean to me.
The telegram will say: "I love you".
 
Before I obey, I pick a souvenir from the ground,
a brown pod full of seeds of an invasive weed.
 
____________
Honey locust, or Gleditsia triacanthos, is a deciduous tree. The fruit of the honey locust is a flat legume, a pod that matures in early autumn. Honey locusts have thorns growing out of the branches, single or forming dense clusters. It is considered an invasive species.
Books sit in my broken hair,
assiduous of honesty.
I sit with a book and nothing stirs
but a hair fallen from your brow.
 
You are aging into the end of your thirties
in stop motion, dead and young.
Both are women, but the older one is more
animal than girl.
 
No, it’s not my corpse, it’s the death of my
female twin,
a beautiful girl with a robust body and
a healthy loin of purple heather, a wife.
 
I count the days of her alcoholism:
three simultaneous years.
She wanted to be cremated,
I wanted a flannel-upholstered coffin.
 
Now that she is dead, both of us are winners.
I will dream about her under my wrinkling face.
Dreams in which she will disclose to me the secret
of her glowing complexion.
 
Deferred instincts, a well-exorcised passion.
Nobody listens to how my muscles
excel at sex.
Oral dictionaries, tales carved into stone,
I heard that Masha divorced from you, sucked you
to the bone.
Now yours is a vampireless flat,
second floor, harsh sun on the porch,
a planned vacation.
 
By how many men from inside of you
I feel cornered, overrun.
Pursued, and always found
although I tried to hide inside an Indian sari.
In this situation I cannot commit a slightest motion
to your encounter.
Long dress calcified, ghostly limbs yet thinner than
in the previous girlfriend.
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ABOUT THE POEMS
 
The poems were written in the summer 2017. This summer poetry started to feel like a cut on the skin of reality. I just had to live and watch out for the quotidian to open. Things kept unsaid or said only in the prose dimension have finally found an outlet (so prose doesn’t really relieve at saying). Inside the cuts I ran into words to speak on Marina’s death, her incineration in New York, former obsessions and the haunting mother. It has been therapeutical for the first time. I didn’t believe that poetry could be therapeutical before. Poetry used to drain me. The most recent writing granted me with strength and stability.
I am forced towards poetry out of anxiety. Diane Lockward’s phrase is always on repeat in my mind like a protective mantra: «Poets belong in a witness protection program». I write in order to snatch out some longevity for my body. Present life is a sure thing, fear of change and reincarnation. Death is loosing touch with bookshelves. Death is erasing memories of a deceased lover, - now that there is only me out of the two of us left to remember, the thought of it is unbearable. Maybe it is more about death drive than libidinal drive.
On the other hand the writing would not be possible without an addressee. There is a new one.

Philip Terman
Late Frost 
 
A mid-May ritual,
This spring-tease of almost
Early-summer.  We open windows,
 
Break out lawn furniture,
Scrub the grill, rototill
And weedwack and mow 
 
And plant and check out
The purple tulips and pink
Peonies and the tiny pulsing robin
 
In the nest on the rafter,
Its mother scurrying off
To snatch the green blueberries—
 
Time to store Down coats
And heavy sweaters back
To the back closet—but, wait—
 
This is Northwest Pennsylvania,
Where Winter the Trickster
Tricks us again—air cooling,
 
Temperature dropping: wind,
Then rain, hard, fast—
Isn’t that sleet?—then flakes, fat—
 
If this were November we’d call
Them pretty, we’d watch beside
The woodstove out the window,
 
Retrieve our Russian novels
For the long haul of hibernation,
But now it turns around our hearts—
 
Worrying the flowers freezing,
The blossoming trees fruitless—
And so, at dusk, when the wind
 
Dies down, we cover up what we can
With anything available—turned-over
Buckets and trashcans, wrap
 
The blueberry bushes with tarps
And soft blankets, preserving 
Our labor for their beauty against
 
What we can’t control, one eye
On hope, one eye on the forecasts—
Rising early, pulling up the shades
 
To the full sun, the white grass,
We return to our immediate earth
And uncover what we hope we’ve saved.
 
Spring Chronicle
 
You say you want spring?
You say you’ve earned your daffodils,
your peepers, your swirling wind song,
your sudden splash of light on the water?
You say the snow stayed you inside,
the ice broke you, the deep-freeze
pierced your marrows into subzeros?
You say your mind became unhinged.
You say that maybe you lost your faith 
a little, in the bare feet in the soil, 
in the later light, even in the trillium?
What do you say now?  To the earth
softening?  To the deep light of late afternoon?
What do you say to your quickening heartbeat?
 
*
 
The garden strengthens hands—
 
Absorbing the soil, the speared leaves of the lilac,
The corn up and out, the hyacinths and roses overgrowing the arbor,
The strawberries safe from the squirrels—
 
Why look any deeper than the garment of the moment?
 
My roost is a woodpile, my window a wide open meadow
Of fresh cut hay and wild flowers,
 
A robin nesting on the rose-vine in its visible hour of budding.
 
*
 
Spring morning brings its recklessness,
Its flitterings and bird chatterings,
Its newly sprung green promises.
 
You think you’ll never say anything
Again, and then this beauty arrives,
Without conditions, save your
Acknowledgement, walking through it,
 
Praising this miracle of heartbeat
And breath after breath.  How often
 
All this went on without you, how often
You cursed the inconsequential, desired
The ephemeral. Now it calls you out,
 
Exposes and forgives, offers up,
No matter what, this birdsong.
 
*
 
In spite of our sins,
Spring is sprouting again—
 
The newly sprung leaves
Of the blueberry bush don’t
Seem to care about our concerns,
Our fears, our issues, certainly
 
The robins are either unaware
Or apathetic about our worry
About work or how we wander
Aimlessly in the wider world.
 
Whatever, they signal, 
 
Continuing about their business,
An example for us all.
 
*
May, mid-afternoon, spreading mulch
Into the raspberry vines—
the cardinal’s pretty bird, pretty bird.  
 
Or that’s how its notes sound to us,
Not experts in bird speech, but 
The song calls us to itself—
 
Readying the garden, envisioning
Our future harvest, though how
It will arrive at its imaginary abundance
Will depend on our attention,
 
The everyday process of weeding
And watering, of keeping ears
And eyes to the weather,
Of losing ourselves in our labor.
 
 *
 
Poet, I too can visualize
The school of orange-into-gold koi 
Swirling in the shadow of the pier.  
 
And what do you make of the clouds’
Designs under the surface? Do they,
Too, speak of oncoming rain?  
 
No telling all we have in common,
You and I, you on one side of the veil 
and me on the other.
 
Tell me: that thin-necked, pointed-beaked bird
That landed silently and silently
Flew off without so much as a farewell?
Was it a heron?
 
Or was it you again, with instructions?
 
Turning Sixty
 
1
The decade my father died, 
twice as old as I was only
a few minutes ago, I swear,
 
when I was writing lines
about how I wanted to live
my life, and now I admit
 
I’ve lived it, or most of it,
perhaps almost all of it,
and who is it I’ve become
 
in the meantime? And
have I reached that person
thirty years ago as I walked
 
the streets of Seattle 
or Cleveland or New York
I dreamed of becoming?
 
Thirty years ago I figured
in thirty years I might know
all those things I didn’t know
 
then, my place in the world,
the world itself complete
and contained in its meaning,
 
that there was an agreement
on how to act and treat others
and thirty years ago I believed
 
I might acquire the solutions
and the means to achieve them.
Sometimes, my mother, turning
 
away from the mirror, would ask,
the way I sometimes ask my daughters:
How did I get so old?
 
and pause, expecting an answer.
 
2
On my 60th birthday
I rose in the still dark
and cold and put on
my father’s army coat—
hanging in the closet
for years—from the last
Great War, he’d say,
the only war worthy
of the fight. I turned
toward the moon-
drenched field, the pond,
warming my hands
in the pockets, wanting
not the emptiness I knew
but something I missed—
a scrap of paper scripted
in his familiar hand that
would reveal the secret
and simple sentence
scrawled in the glory
of his youth, wise
words only combat
would reveal that could
teach me how to encounter
this last phase of my life.
When he was my age,
he had seven years left.
They weren’t lucky: bad heart,
aggravation at work. True 
to his generation, he wasn’t
eloquent, only that
he was a sergeant and
he lost his two front teeth.
Daddy.  What I still called
you in those distant years
when we were adults together.
Here you are again, full
moon mirrored in the water,
keeping me warm.
 
The Lady Slipper
 
Illegal to pick in Minnesota,
discouraged anywhere without permission,
 
hidden in ferns, mossy hummocks,
imperiled right here in Pennsylvania—
 
so difficult to propagate
even Darwin couldn’t cultivate it.
 
As only a gardener would know another gardener,
you knew that she—whose attention is so acute,
 
can spot, even in the darkest, dampest woods,
almost any flower—has never, on the lookout
 
as she always is, come upon one, shy as they are,
preferring dappled to full sunlight,
 
shadowed leaf mulch, hidden, they hope, from deer,
sensitive—who isn’t?—to hydraulic disturbances.
 
For her, they were in the stratosphere,
right up there in her wish-to-see-before-she-dies list
 
as in that almost impossible-to-find mysterious mushroom, the morel.
Once, when a local who-shall-remain-nameless
 
led her into the woods way beyond his cabin
to his secret patch and allowed her
 
a long longing look, he joked:
Well, now we’ll have to kill you.
 
But you, who shall also remain nameless,
risked your neighborly reputation
 
and uprooted one, the Queen’s—no less than Aphrodite’s—Slipper.
You snuck it in the back of your truck with a bucket of aerated soil
 
and presented it to her, your fellow nurturer
of the rare, the terrestrial, for what requires patience 
 
and attention and a little luck—
this little lady, reserved, modest, vulnerable, pink.
 
This Crazy Devotion
 
Walking my dog in the cemetery
across the road and there he is again—
 
car parked at the edge of the woods,
sitting on his folded chair, listening
 
to music from the transistor radio
he’s placed on top of the pink granite
 
sculpted into two hearts, one for her,
one for him.  Between their names
 
an open locket: both smiling, she’s
leaning her body into his body.
 
Chrysanthemums and roses
in black vases, six solar lights, a statue
 
of Jesus, a metal pumpkin, a wind
chime. Daily, unpredictable hours—
 
sunrise, mid-afternoon, after dark.
At Christmas he shoveled a path
 
and hung lights and decorations
on the nearest tree.  He told us
 
he’d be joining her soon.  Once,
we heard a gun going off. We rushed
 
to the grave but there he was, 
quiet, meditating. I steer
 
my dog off towards another field,
leave him alone in his grief.
 
I’d like to tell him to leave 
the dead alone, to return 
 
to his daily tasks, we neighbors
are concerned about this crazy devotion.
 
 
But there he still is, New Year’s Eve, 
in the cold and oncoming dark,
 
keeping his companion company,
as if his attention wavered,
 
she would leave him alone for good.
 
In Heartbeat And Flight
 
The struggle for company.
As now, late afternoon, late October,
 
Dusk slowly settling in as you write
Above the pond, the trees emerging
 
Among the ripples.  How did you arrive
At this place, this moment that once
 
Was nowhere you could imagine
Like the future you can never predict
 
No matter how much wisdom
You attempt to accumulate, no matter
 
How often you try and fail to capture
how the water holds the drifting clouds,
 
how the silence carries the wind’s rhythm,
How that doe all-at-once appears
 
out of the white pine? Your page,
too, will be swallowed by the dark.
 
That fawn, feeding in the field—
Why so solitary?  
 
Is she the same one who, at dawn,
You and your dog caught following
 
A buck and a doe soaring across
The Henry’s farm, bounding
 
Over the barbed wire fence?—she halted,
Stood, stock still, stunned, nose poking
 
Through the gaps?  Can this be her,
Searching into the distance?
 
There’s nothing you can do to save her.
 
To You, Sylvia
 
Thank you, Sylvia S. Vogal—whoever you were,
You and I have much in common—-specifically,
 
This book of thatched cardboard cover, binding
A bit loose but still holding together, that I discovered
 
One off-day scrounging through the barn loft—
Whitman’s book, selected and edited by one
 
Christian Murley and—surprise—illustrated
By Lewis C. Daniel—copyright MCMXL,
 
The same year that you wrote beside your name:
Sylvia S. Vogel, September, 1940,
 
And it occurs to me it’s September now, 76
Years later—perhaps you’re in the graveyard
 
Across from that very barn I found you in—yes,
Sylvia, you, because who are we, really, if not 
 
The books we read—and if Whitman isn’t part
Of you and me, we haven’t really read him, have we?
 
And when I opened the thick volume, pages
Intact and just a bit stained by time—it was
 
“To You,” the poem I mean, which I hadn’t
read before, and so I read it now, to you, Sylvia:
 
“Whoever you are,” it begins, “your true soul
and body appears before me…I place my hand
 
upon you, that you be my poem, I whisper
with my lips close to your ear, I’ve loved
 
many women and men, but I love not better
than you,” dear Sylvia S. Vogal of September, 
 
1940, who left this book for me to find in September, 
2016, in a barn across from the graveyard where
 
you are, and where I’ll be, reading together
this dusty edition of Leaves of Grass.
 
Starlings
 
At dusk you walk across the road
and beyond the church, the cemetery’s
fallen leaves, the mowed field corn,
 
until you reach the edge of the woods,
and step a little into the woods, and hear,
though you can’t locate them,
 
the shriek of the starlings.
You first found out about death
at Camp Wise, after a ghostly story—
 
you couldn’t fall asleep thinking 
about this new thing, this nothing,
yourself ending, and everyone you knew
 
becoming no one, and you began, quietly,
afraid to waken the others, to weep,
and you rose from the stiff cot, tiptoed
 
to the counselor’s bunk, whispered
if he was awake, and now he was,
and he quickly dressed, old in his glasses,
 
and walked you outside, into the trees,
the dark, damp, fresh, everything strange
at this late hour, and you asked:
 
Is it true?  and he, groggy:  Yes, 
but not just you.  All of us, even—
he looked up—the stars.
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Cyrus Cassells
Two Poets Quarreling Under The Jacarandas
 
I. The Quarrel
 
The Big Dipper spilling into a grammar  
of almonds and valley wind,
muscatel and bougainvillea—
Near the lordly bell tower,
under the polestar rovers, 
we were quarreling in the path
of billowing jacarandas—blue-violet shreds
italicizing the town walkways
under our moonlit sandals.
Half-drunk, en route to the hill
of the hard-at-work windmill, 
dear ghost, tell me, what were we
at loggerheads about?
So help me, I can’t recall—
 
Out of love, I’d come 
to marvel at a Mediterranean Oz
of innumerable lemon rows,
to reach your family’s finca
at the tramuntana’s hem,
where Flor, your mother, revealed 
an infallible, carved eagle,
forever guarding your filigreed cradle—
 
That clashing moment
under the giveaway branches,
when your mutinous bangs erupted
over your brows,
your expressive mind racing past
your prepossessing body—
your suddenly unruly hair,
turned almost caution yellow
in moonlight and lamplight,
why is that the singular moment
I can’t relinquish?
That’s as real and vital to me now
as my gnarled hand
holding up a morning glory
in your boyhood garden,
fifty years after the revolution and civil war—
 
II. Carnival of Fire
 
Hard to believe, after half a century, 
I’m here, relishing your Mallorcan home, 
ensconced under another unbridled, 
shedding, May-time jacaranda— 
My able doctors insist I’m dying,
but what’s death 
after the doleful exodus of so many souls
during and following the civil war?
Your last surviving sister, Maria del Sol,
still witty and perceptive,
still unfettered in her approach 
to Catalan life and politics,
not in the least provincial,
embraced me at the wrought-iron gate
but at supper, she whispered, slyly:
 
Batman and Robin, 
Estragon and Vladimir,
Sancho and Quixote:
Half the island debated
if it was love, the pants-off kind!, 
she laughed, or merely friendship—
 
So I ping-ponged back: 
Mari, what do you believe?
 
I have my theories.
Wasn’t it passion that turned you 
into a poet?
An even greater one than him.
That had to be my brother’s doing.
Possession almost!
 
I didn’t answer your testing,   
never-taciturn sister;
in mischief’s name, she didn’t expect, 
much less require an answer;
I know, beneath it all, Maria was itching to ask:
Why did you lie and pretend
you visited him in the sanitarium,
when I know otherwise?
But even for her, there are limits
to her X-ray frankness—
 
So, as ever, I carried on, safeguarding 
our youthful link, our secrets,
then segued into the lissome garden,
where, in lieu of your impassioned voice,
proclaiming, at the war’s outset,
rage and bigotry
brought us to this bloodshed,
I heard heartening bells emit
from the mountain monastery,
the sound of cormorants’ cries,
while the valedictory sun and headland sky
became an ecstatic carnival of fire.
 
III. Torch-Pass
 
Did your death stop my singing?
It did. For a dozen years, it’s true,
no public performances
(underworld, chrysalis, total eclipse),
then I had Francesc and Lluc Maria fashion
fitting music for your poems—
the earliest ones evoking
port-of-call nets, pine-laden summits, 
fields of shimmering olive and citrus,
and Lord, I was impelled, all systems go, 
to sing again. 
The infernal vortex, the battle between brothers
was a memory, 
and marauding Franco’s irascible ban 
against our sacramental language 
(Don’t bark! Speak the language of the empire!)
began to loosen a little.
No, it wasn’t adequate 
to broadcast your captivating words
before a reverent crowd, 
to eulogize your genius
in a candlelit island chapel 
or a Valencia concert hall;
I was gripped by a galvanizing desire 
to compose poetry as well.
A tenor and storytelling prodigy, 
yet I’d never fashioned a single stanza
in the time preceding the war,
but after your upending death,
every word of our denigrated language
became precious ore; 
in this torch-pass, I let go 
interpreting bel canto and perfecting stories: 
 
I became all poetry,
all silence and verse—
 
IV. The Keats Mirror
 
What god would make a Keats
and subtract his breath?
That’s what you lamented 
when we made our avid pilgrimage 
to the “live-in-the-eye” poet’s  
narrow room, overlooking
the folderol of the Spanish Steps, 
and when we gazed on the pauper’s bed
where lamp-like John died
(at the very last, the prodigy’s lungs
“completely destroyed,”
the whole flummoxed chamber
of his exhausted thorax
utterly blackened)—
we were mercifully undone and lucky
to mourn in peace for awhile—
 
Then, worshipful students, 
unflagging fans, we bought Parma violets 
for the gone-to-soon poet’s 
innately humble grave,
beside the stone of his loyal helpmate, 
Joseph Severn.
There in the lulling corner    
near the cat-loved pyramid of Caius Cestius, 
in the Protestant Cemetery, we overheard
a little towheaded schoolboy ask,
And where is Mr. Keats?
In heaven?
And his fanciful mother answered:
I imagine he’s on Hampstead Heath, son;
I imagine he’s busy being a bee
or a nightingale—
 
In that Roman place of tranquil, 
sun-reaching cypresses,
you shared the endearing tale
of a blissfully truant shepherd
that stalwart Severn once spied 
dozing against the poet’s grave—
 
And from the lofty but regretful 
crow’s nest of old age
and impending death
(Why do we love and fail?
Why are we meant to live and feel
the myriad ways we die?)
now I realize: you were my own 
confounding Keats, my heart’s crash 
(who could have forecast
you’d suffer the nightingale poet’s,
the writ-in-water dreamer’s fate?),
but I was no wartime Severn 
by your bedside—
 
V. The Hill of Muses
 
With our small coterie of dreaming-out-loud 
scholars and writers,
we quit prodigal Rome and blatant Naples
for fabled Greece. 
Though web-spinning Hitler, that master builder,   
had wheedled his way to power
the previous winter, 
on that intoxicating summer jaunt,
our own portable student world seemed
beautiful, impregnable—
 
In a downpour, we realized, 
on the final dusk of our Aegean tour,
we were adjacent to Socrates’s jail 
and the panoramic Hill of Muses, 
with its vista-facing tomb 
of the great Roman consul Philopappos,
and in your weather-marred hat 
and soggy, cream-yellow linen,
amid the stern pines, the soft bodies 
of short-lived cicadas, you laughed 
at the coincidence, insisting:
tempests, Mussolini—it’s a messy world,
but wherever there’s laughter, Salvador,
there’s freedom—
 
Word-sorcerer, the way you saw it,
as tenacious Greek and Latin pupils
(all of twenty, tanned and resourceful
as stranded Crusoe and Friday,
those foraging castaways),
we reached back to the pagan
to find a puissant syntax to describe
all we meant to each other:
jejune seekers, atavists, strays 
from the classical world;
in timeless Greece, we didn’t need to label 
our clandestine touching 
as trespass, apostasy, or a Judas goat, 
only tradition—
 
VI. Ashes and Jacarandas
 
In the dire war aria that begins
the terrible news continues,
the doctors detected TB, 
and, with greyhound alacrity, at Three Kings,
you were gone: even younger 
than your cherished Keats—
 
Forgive me, in that downfall winter 
of meager rations, reliable bombings,
mid-way through the impinging war,
I couldn’t reach the sanitarium in time,
so I had to envision (till I believed
wholeheartedly in the fantasy)
the hovering nurses, the frowning doctor
with his chilly stethoscope,
the final, apocryphal embrace—
elegizing your unbearable passing 
in mid-life verse, as if I had been there: 
Lord help me, I wanted to be there,
to embrace you, yes—to hold even your urn 
at the ash-gray end—
 
I lied, my poet, when I claimed 
I couldn’t pinpoint 
the wellspring of our long-ago quarrel:
it was politics, of course, and more:
in the eleventh hour of the Republic, 
in that engrossing chaos, that free-for-all
in which a man might be murdered
just for wearing a tie,
you’d urged us to flee the country, 
and I had confessed, foolishly:
I couldn’t imagine giving up Barcelona,
even for you…
 
In the island moonlight, you halted,
to emphasize your point; 
your insurgent bangs cascaded
over your impressive forehead 
and penetrating eyes, 
then, all at once, you jettisoned
your fail-safe, wire-rimmed glasses,
and pulled my wary face to yours,
like a Roman or a Neapolitan!
Your near-kiss was the truce—
there, amid the frail firecracker shreds 
of Mallorcan jacarandas,
where, in reverie or earnest prayer, I find, 
as I move toward the dark frigate
of ever-demanding Death,
your point-blank beauty again…
 
Here, Sir Fire!
 
after Picasso’s drawing  Caballo Corneado
 
Lamp-black,
the shadow of my mane on fire.
My unstinting hooves,
my breakneck soul insisted
I could be masterless,
free of reins.
But now, impinging king,
agile arsonist,
your once-allaying,
song of protection
has been unmasked
as a match-flare, a hunter’s snare,
a burning meadow—
 
Surprise:
a disavowing,
an armed and quisling fist
thrusts up
through the beleaguered topsoil,   
the blackened grasses,
and only blood wells              
from the oracular guitar—
 
No more blandishments, no more
pious disguises:
dissembler, betrayer,
flame and conquering knife, it’s you,
it’s you who’ve come
to pierce my point-blank belly—    
Taxidermist
 
by Francesc Parcerisas
 
Go to the end of the carpet 
with its patterned palm trees,
as far as the display case,
shadowy with dreams,   
where time has stripped away customs
in a raucous carnival of stuffed animals. 
Countless memories surface when you witness
kids pressing their noses to the glass!
Toss a coin, eyes closed, and you’ll see
the moth-eaten beasts depart,
apathetic, yawning, commenting,
with red maws and ruined teeth,
on how unpleasantly men age,     
while fretfully, anxiously, we mill about,
hairless, stuttering, nodding as if comatose,
in our mean glass cage.  
 
Mud Pie
 
by Francesc Parcerisas
 
The gush pouring fearlessly from this old hose
forms a see-through basin of bright water.
Naked children sip from garden pools
with the same thirst they have for knowledge,
a thirst that makes the quest for truth unending;
once again, they’ve come to stir up
impossibility, with never-sleeping twigs,
flour-dipped fingers, and pails
the colors of exotic birds.
Each pie is kneaded with a tiny
palm-sized share of mud,
and the bluest of skies 
and minute blades of grass
are also “the world on the very first morning,”
an exit from chaos—an existence 
lacking emptiness or errors, 
bereft of muddiness.
Nevermore will the gods’ almighty work 
turn out to possess
such marvelous simplicity,
lucent and transcendent, 
as the children construct a marketplace
out of mud and dark trees.
Comparing little pies,
they compare their own burgeoning power     
with the reality that the terror
of darkness and undying waves,  
of unfathomable love,  
will forever exist
and go on repeating.
And we, the puissant gods, 
who spy on the children,
partly envious,
from the obstinate shadow of the affirmations
that obscure defeat,
see, as well, each rib
destined to be born from the mud.
When the kids doze at last,
weary of imitating the world,
capricious, ill-tempered fate’s
legacy will be merely
grains of dry sand, 
only the little words of their game:    
the memento of a glistening morning, 
naked and alive,
like the shard of a bottle 
shining amid darkened grass.
 
Vienna, Christmas 1939
 
by Francesc Parcerisas
 
Just turned ninety, 
the oldest woman’s already blind;
her last daughter,
guiding her by the arm,
she’s barely in her sixties.
Unnerved, they descend
Viennese stairs adorned for Christmas,
hearing in the silence
the Wehrmacht’s echoing boots.
Two solitary women,
petrified, leaving in their wake,
table runners and bibelots,
books read aloud, births, and photos,
which kept them engaged for decades,
in a place as inalterable 
as the written orders and the stamp,
still damp to the touch,
symbols of the executioners’
and their followers’ rationales.
In the countryside, it doesn’t matter   
if they have to build a fire,
or if, in the holiday street,
there are crowds, rain, or snow.
It doesn’t matter if they identify
with the young, or if they think
the well-brought-up boy in uniform,    
wishes the night could be 
more compassionate somehow
when he comes to arrest them.
Now they imagine all this
as the arm of Cain and the leprous
fire on the plain, raised
to subdue the angel’s flaming sword,
and like a young shepherd boy
featured in a Christmas pantomime
in which fantasy
is cousin to innocence,
they’re sure that history, in turn,
will end well—before a plunging guillotine  
savages the play—
and that justice for children and Jews,
justice for the humble,
is sure to triumph.
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Dylan Krieger 
prognosis: endless
 
viruses and diamonds:      a tale of never
 
          getting better          making a high-pressure
 
home among hot coals     in your spinal cord
 
          growing old           surrounded by all your fine feathers 
 
yet refusing to molt              strip to your skivvies 
 
          and revolt          skin sack to skin sack
 
take your rape out           in the rain and let it
 
          disintegrate           there’s a saying for how to stay sane 
 
under this apocalypse          coffin but i’ve forgotten it
 
          i’m basically          a potted plant at this point
 
and the singing really          does work wonders
 
          outside a           pharmacy in florabama i had you
 
permanently pegged          an unremittant coastal quake
 
          ochi chernye            asking so sweetly if i was a gypsy
 
humming the russian          in your apneic sleep
 
          but unlike           the fibromyalgia, allodynia
 
the singing suspended          edge of my seat
 
          watching           the hoarfrost for where 
 
the perennials end          and my seasonal demons
 
          begin               turning tail     
 
the trees that grew around obtrusions
 
rapidly approaching 
the warpspeed/burnout
coin toss      i offer up
our crooked childhoods
as merely metaphorical
for those sad saplings
stretching their tendrils
around their own undoing
immovable bench or 
boulder trying its damnedest 
to stunt the up-and-coming
the mother of invention
is a bitch      but what of it?
in her vitriol is a continuity
with that rusty blood color
of the earth in the south
you’ve got to respect that
about clueless tourists
at least they know 
when to step back 
and let the world 
eat out its murders
 
death drive survives
 
the daymare disrobes 
as follows: 
 
cozy up 
to a headstone
 
this could take all year
in the churchyard where
 
no two bones are brothers
something about coming clean 
 
always sounded dirty to me
the paradox of fucking 
 
off and on in one slow motion
the domes of great prophets go 
 
crunch in a box just like the rest of us
sell my penname the endtimes 
 
and i don’t mean the magazine
who else thinks the last gasp 
 
of this planet as we know it 
might feel as satisfying 
 
as crossing the motherland 
off your to-do list in russian
 
i’m so type A i can’t help
wondering that way—A for
 
anxious, anchors, anal-
retentive a feather
 
would stand a better 
chance at permanence
 
and yet i have to leave 
my scent on every 
 
crooked leaf of every
crooked tree as if 
 
my particular cocktail of
chemicals offers anything
 
beyond a hard-wiring for fiery 
affairs with bad bedfellows 
 
tell the solar system 
to sleep it off already
 
as a species
we’re the kind of tired 
 
no inanimate object or
concept of self could survive
 
as a beast brigade
we are welling up with
 
psychosexual 
possession by hecate
 
puritanical repression
reversing like sewer backup
 
the blackout is beautiful
i assure you
 
everyone is doing it
you don’t even have to 
 
know your blood type 
or resting heart rate 
 
to take your pulse
on vacation
 
over the rainbow
to vacate the seen-straight
 
with your larynx hanging out
play the ancient no-more-pain game
 
for a soft-focus slaughterhouse
 
the risk of addiction
 
sick, yes, but not to death. that would be too easy, a remedy in and of itself. they stick a secret needle in my IV, and for a second i forget i’m screaming. the cheap hospital sheets play on my pain receptors, but by then i’m elsewhere, too numb to mind. hey nursemaid, this isn’t shakespeare. i’m not a put-upon prince and you’re not a fairy barely filling green space. but if we’re being honest, i could get used to this—the silent drama of the nausea storming my internal sewers, the chewed-up whiplash of a sleepy slapdash chemical solution—what a rush, to trust the intravenous genius of the poppyseed to bind my fluids, truncate the once-useful bruising of the brain for a future stage of evolution, and here i am, hopeful young surgeon, able to talk to you calmly without howling out our mutual ruin. but i highly recommend taking it while you can, because the comedown is a manic dragon no lucky junkie can outrun
 
worse than terminal
 
i first read this sentiment on a right-to-death website
 
every celibacy has a shelf life 
 
sobriety almost always lights itself on fire
 
gather round the water cooler if my disease looks terminal
 
enough to entertain you through the fiscal quarter
 
with bosses like this, who needs rubberneckers 
 
pitching mini-flags in their dashboards behind a stretch escalade hearse
 
but by year five of eavesdropping on the word chronic
 
there’s no hiding you’re bored
 
no number of shoulder massages or polite i’m sorry’s will exactly “work”
 
if by that you mean not palliative comfort 
 
but a measurable fester among cancerous cells
 
a battle between a body and a well-branded franchise 
 
chemo won’t kill what i have
 
without taking down the whole has-been animal with it
 
clip my lymph nodes and tell me i’m the best spayed bitch that ever lived 
 
i’m woke enough to know i will miss being owned
 
and when they put me to sleep they’ll peer into my autoimmune DMT dreams
 
and see the freakout of my connective tissues
 
itching to lock onto some eccentric medic’s leash
 
walking pharmacy/portable pothead
 
the haze behind my eyes has been draped there for a reason
open up my mary poppins hospital bag and behold valhalla 
uppers     downers     dusters    dancers    seers     shooters
assume anything edible harbors effects on your head space
anxious? nauseous? how about just plain annoyingly sober? 
don’t you fret, the devil’s here now, manifesting as manic pixie 
turned abject mess of a human being. don’t call her an addict 
or she’ll get all uppity about chronic pain conditions. i imagine 
people whisper these things, but really i’m not that important 
at the corner drugstore, however, i’m the ominous transfiguration 
of adulthood into paranormal tantrum, dark makeup laughing 
over loudspeaker: the secret to not killing yourself is oxy
moronically, dying countless times a day until your lips
unlock lost wisdom, until staying in business becomes 
an exercise best left to potted plants and other non
nomadic                freaks of fortune 
 
paci-fascism 
 
while mom & dad          slow clap          fox news
     the slinky from last christmas          finally makes it to the basement
and my sister & i           strike matches          in what we once called
     the coal room but nothing          combusts like it’s supposed to
the word divorce           twinkles but           fizzles out on our lips
     and we begin naming all          the elephants piling up 
behind the fridge          i’m against          violence but the urge 
     to eye-for-an-eye grownups           who abuse power is a bitch
to 86 the taste           of concussion           i’m glad i no longer 
     remember what we were          told we’d wronged or broken
something about           crying over           a non-physical malady
     well here it is, mommy          dislocation between 
the ophthalmic &           mandible          bet it matches
     the curve of your palm          under a microscope     
step right up to           the bone show          be my guest
     it isn’t pretty, how i live           attracts      ants 
under the spotlight          to be extinguished      with their twitchy little limbs
 
empathy machine
 
this is what i envision when i think of the midwest
eerie overcast and fragile branches
a farmhouse fading past horizon
 
in this rendition, you are both earnest parent and wily child
whitman was right about the multitudes
they always misinterpret dirty talk
 
as an invitation to fake second sight for the 7 of pentacles
but all the fruits of my labor, etc.
couldn’t change you 
 
into a mardi gras parade float, so i just hang back 
with my long face and the quiet
knowledge that we must contain
 
several of the same people, one damsel or another
if i sound strangely southern now
i’m sorry but the empathy
 
mechanism hanging from the trees grows fuzzy
speech patterns when you rub its belly 
with your thumb and forefinger
 
i’m going to whisper a dizzy melody into your ear now
are you ready? no one 
ever is, really
 
if you’re looking for honesty, check another tavern
this is sorcery, the story not so much 
true as an illusory boondock
     
somewhere too untouched to tell the difference 
between our separate pain centers
flashing incendiary colors
     
the ripples in our puddles mirror each other
and when you’re swapping out
my bandage for the winter
 
i’m almost glad to rot
 
cruelty builds character
 
this might be the saddest maxim i could manage
what’s the exact right amount of deer in the headlights?
of interlocutor pressure on the knot but not the muscle?
 
mother never taught me what the doctors wanted
to disclose: the family history of my hip bones
the late-onset schizophrenic hormones
 
the scotch-drinking comes with irish silence included
i’m not sure if i’ve ever met anyone i would call 
“well adjusted,” but if such a thing exists it comes
 
with fewer addictions and flying fists—the hardship
is what holds us hostage in or out of the hospital
hopscotching in circles forever—behind the times
 
perhaps, but ahead of the apocalypse—too cagey
to get close to anyone but a chainsaw and a 
crystal ball. all i’m saying is i know it’s problematic
 
but i find damage attractive, so yes it sucks to suffer
but would the soft fur of suburbia be preferable? 
i’m not actually as sure as you would figure
 
even after the hairpin whiplash of college parties
and their guarded powders, miracle of miracles
my mouth can still open all the way like a 
 
mint-condition human. the nurses tell me 
i was lucky and i place your fingers just below 
my cheekbones and let you catch the swing
 
unhinge in one direction, and the sex is better
after that—no contest. i’ve shown off my weak spot
rolled over in the sandbox. i am brimming with 
 
the juices of surrender—here, feel, touch
 
the other, confronted
 
let the layers have a life of their own
 
i ran out of drugs so i cat-called the fog: 
 
 
the hottest part is you    
could kill me 
and i      
wouldn’t stop you     
 
 
as long as the episode ends with 
 
no one getting arrested or 
 
 
dolled up for work the next morning 
 
still tripping in the periphery hoping 
 
 
no one will notice how recently 
 
we rinsed off the whiskey
 
 
zen arsonists in furs swapping 
 
bottomless throat tricks
 
 
hint: quit all the useless struggling 
 
and get hungry for motion sickness
 
 
when i told you i was           all in
 
i meant you are the biggest thing 
 
 
i could spend the rest of my nights
 
attempting to      swallow entirely 
 
 
sputtering with full lungs like
 
this way? maybe? but never enough
 
 
to catch the car our pack of dogs 
 
tails trembling for centuries: 
 
 
fenderless human skull hollowed out 
 
for this particular predicament:
 
 
articulating      why i’m wet
 
drink yourself into the mood
 
some days louisiana is my soulmate
just by selling me the right cognac
and smiling at my shaky face melt
no judgment from the river or 
curbside buskers in the quarter
every morning a hungover heron
fishes toxic prey from the lake
like it’s mocking me for drowning
my neuralgia in a watered-down
to-go cup my libido needs to function
no offense to anyone’s seduction game
my body is only able to accommodate 
one headstrong throb at a time
the suicidal or the sexy kind
pleasure-survival or the death drive
but somehow when you choke me
tight enough my fright combines them
full-on phobia fetishists and we laugh
late into the night at the flimsiness
of intracellular life, admire our 
respective viruses for shouldering 
the next extinction-triggered takeover
maybe they never saw us coming
but we did, over and over the arm 
of the sofa a poorly upholstered 
token of affection for happy hour
drink specials and the bareback
danger of your roommate getting
home any minute i’ll miss that
black bayou inside you but by 
dawn the awful birds returning 
will remind my jaw to jumpstart
its hurting and everything will 
trickle back to normal between
the gulf and my outpouring of
murky mass-produced daiquiris 
between the secrecy of my 
disease and everyone i wish 
would touch me at the shoreline 
deep in the duckweed 
where i can’t scream
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Having suffered from a combination of chronic migraines, severe TMJ, and fibromyalgia for over two decades, I envisioned soft-focus slaughterhouse as both a memoir (a personal “chronic-ill,” as I initially dubbed it) and a statement of solidarity with a larger community of “spoonies” whose chronic conditions—and the often devastating psychological ramifications of those conditions—are too frequently downplayed, written off as a cry for attention, or entirely overlooked by friends, family, and a medical community more incentivized to treat diseases categorized as curable or terminal.
In its dense cycles of assonance and internal rhyme, soft-focus slaughterhouse endeavors to mirror the frustrating throb of chronic pain’s flare-ups and remissions, and the corresponding cycles of hope and despair that accompany and punctuate their rhythm. From its opening poem recounting the “first burn” of childhood to its conclusion on the “coded signals” of pain’s artistic renderings, the project explores the challenges posed by seeking treatment for misunderstood or “invisible” conditions, self-medicating, communicating physical needs and limitations in relationships, empathizing versus competing with others in pain, romanticizing silent suffering, and the cruelty of religious solicitations based on divine healing.  
 

Diane Wiener
Selections from The Golem Verses
 
5
Golem joins me, we ask questions. 
What spatial, tactile, and linguistic messages could be used to assure that everyone has access to the news about colliding neutron stars, without sight or sound? 
Astrophysicists explain the vibrations, and, yes, I am relieved, as I was with learning of solar eclipses' multisensory lives.  
There's even an app.
A lattice, my hands, depicts shadowed crescents on cement, 
the fascism and eugenics so prevalent in the news are again refused.   
I remain conflicted about astronomy, considering people without food or shelter.  
The discovery of the origins of the universe nevertheless is unmistakably profound.
If gold and platinum shatter in fragments careening off colliding neutron stars, those bits swallowed up by the black holes left behind are likely inhabited by fairies. 
Devonian remains of molluscs might have lithic gold and platinum traces, for all we know.  
But the poetics of the first question seem lost, Golem thinks, quietly beside me in the woods.  
We are, after all, talking about the music of the stars.
6
Golem and I become one subject, comrades twinned. 
Solace in pale hues, a new weird land, familiar. 
Finally, I know what tired feels like, 
not just how it means. 
No sled to drive me home, flying. 
No bottled messages, thrown, oceanic. 
Sit still and deal the damned Aces. 
I don't think so. 
No way to the lion wardrobe 
no owls 
no garden secrets
no safe magic 
for tonight. 
 
11
Alarming, thrilling, a relief, 
how easily the abstractions fall from your mouth, Golem, 
voweled with everything contained, released.  
We dogs follow ourselves all of these lives, hoping, and then, 
boom, 
we are encircled at the tapestry corner, 
muddy mouthed, sated.  
You laugh when I say I didn't know you were the Marshmallow Man, hunting ghosts, 
despite resemblance to the Tire Guy, believing your own materials.  
No animals or trees were harmed in the making of this broken record movie.  
Tired of being the joker, I set the needle right, 
come back into the room to find you 
covered in lotus emerging sleep.  
I turn out my feet to smile.
 
15
Let's go for a ride. 
I'll speak the truth to you, nothing else, in broken strings, wilted beet greens, and the smell of garlic rushing through the house with its own children. 
We'll take your sloping roller coaster, though it and I cannot soothe divergent insomnias, or stop that loud banging noise, achy wheel rims, a rusty timing belt mind with its fish eyes, never resting.  
I’ll watch the marinara sunset, one of your unmitigated joys, before grief became ancillary and was still the ground.
Golem, you say all this to me, but not just because you can, and I let you. 
You sense the beanstalk that I nearly climbed away from here, but we both know it’s not tall enough to get that far.  
We know I'll stay.
 
16
I'm afraid, now that I've found you, again, you'll leave.  
Maybe I should have thought you to myself. 
I don't believe in keeping, Golem,
I collect books that I have no time to read.  
Imagining you within this world that can be no one else's, 
why tell anyone, 
but I want to share 
what cannot be held. 
 
19
Golem, let's have
papery papayas
timely tangerines
glorious guavas
resplendent radishes
aspiring asparagus
nocturnal nectarines
persuasive pomegranates
vibrant vine-ripened tomatoes
courteous cauliflower
beneficent broccoli
profound plums
ornate oranges
gracious, graceful grapes
gladdened grapefruit
splendid starfruit
beauteous bananas
tremendous turnips
political parsnips
amicable apples
engaged, endearing endive
robust romaine
festive figs
appreciative apricots
amiable artichokes.
 
25
You have given me, Golem 
more than safe haven 
clean forks 
return trips 
tight buttons.  
 
We think together about things besides 
unfurled caterpillars 
sick plants 
rescued worms 
approaching sand.  
 
These are not just lists 
affirming strategic refusal 
verbs being nouns 
double meanings 
plaid stamps 
fear plays 
or even arteries.  
 
I'm done
with hiding places, 
preferring refuge. 
 
You move my chin under the word spigot, 
the widening faucet washer won't be replaced.  
 
I don't have to be told twice to drink up.
 
26
Although we've been advised the clouds are full, 
Golem and I take to the sky. 
I don't know how it happens, 
expecting carpets, escalators, pterodactyls. 
The dragons are busy with their seasons, and pay us no mind. 
We pass by no echoes, 
but know Ironwoods or Mesquites 
must have nursed these gigantic Saguaros, 
now grown and peppered up top with Opuntia. 
There are no dust specks or poppy fields, 
Peter Pan has clearly left town. 
An egret family watches. 
I'm so pleased. 
We arrive, sit. 
My relief at having nothing to do 
reflects a pile of thick old wishes 
headed in a dire direction. 
I choose another me, 
leave familiarity on wet stones 
by the edge. 
A fleeting allowance, 
I accept this cold lake gift, 
bite into an apple, rest.
 
31
Left in your not right mind 
is the notion that telling 
your kind of stories 
right before bed 
is somehow a good idea.  
Even you must know 
night breaks up terror 
into particulate matter, 
reconfigures shadowy shapes, 
a set of unexpected knives 
thrown about the floor 
of a barren house 
you don't actually have.  
I visited the horror movie garage, 
the tree grown through the western wall, 
roots upending any hope of foundation.  
Golem came by with a whistle, 
we fled, easily.  
If only I could forget the creatures 
blown onto adjacent shores, 
swollen gills open, 
odd beauty, 
sinewed optics intact.
 
32
Without barometers or bibles, 
remade words percolate, 
ground up, pressed, 
newsprint putty remainders, 
thread in uneven dark wood, 
divergent coordinates imperceptible. 
Even if I lower the thermostat, 
white heat is on, 
however many ways there are 
to imagine escape, Golem, 
we could not care, 
get or be lost.
 
36
Balancing me, first, on your shoulders, Golem, 
we race through the thicket, 
four trips' worth of holy sacs strapped across us, 
long handled soft nets in all hands. 
Sweeping in wide turns, 
we scoop up the smallest animals, 
bring them to the breathing fields, past hills, 
offset altogether from captors, 
plenty of grazing.  
The third go round, tendons lengthen, 
my feet, firm on your scapulae, hold me up. 
Strength is no surprise, 
we can't hurt each other, 
nothing is wrong, 
no bad will come, 
it's alright, 
here we go. 
As the beloveds say, 
there, there.
 
39
We are having a moment.  
It could be a chilly Shabbat.  
Then, I ask, 
What do you think about spiritual utilitarianism, Golem?  
The greatest good for the greatest number, in the afterlife, 
where or when every soul is created equal, 
has a fair pacifist shot.  
I explain, wait, look eagerly at you.  
You are swinging your legs, eating a bag of chips, 
one eyebrow raised, hands sticky with curiosity.  
A fair shot at what?  
You ask, amused, kind.  
Isn't death what humans call the great equalizer, anyway? 
You continue, fists full of chips,  
And, if we're not talking about redemption, what, then?  
Considering you, your responsiveness, 
I put my hands on my temples, close my eyes.  
I look up, again.  
The trees are bare, the radio plays top 
40 hits from 1982.  
I have a tape of all of this, the little scenes I've concocted.  
One way to take myself less seriously, while taking life to heart, accumulated.  
Pass the crunchy.
 
50
It's raining, 
not simply when we permit it, 
reliant on attitude 
and circumstance, 
while dismay is a reply anticipated, 
some pine for a downpour, 
cannot buoy, puff in its missing strokes. 
Pacing with undimmed lenses 
beside a violet chorus, 
tempest Golem refracts.
 
54
Sized up time 
packed in smooth inks 
is drawn to sail. 
Golem hopscotches poker, checkers, backgammon. 
Glossy cards bridge shuffling to juggling. 
Ambivalence about aquaria aside, 
we know no nautilus visit happens, 
except by passing street signs. 
Maybe that chemistry building really was a flash cube, 
near the oak held up honestly with my bare hands. 
Don't spill any beans over candied lands from this height, 
Golem cautions, 
Someone could get hurt without training 
in the proper use of ladders and chutes. 
The mystery of how that seesaw flew against the tide 
with its swinging comrades 
will not be solved today. 
Affairs transmogrified, 
here peers a salty lighthouse business.
 
60
Golem says that poison in the long haul with repose is not bound by a coupon apology, redeemed to win vesseled trouble, tomorrow. 
This contraption like a shorter drawn life lot exceeds and loses in tandem, its secular grace hope's intercessor.  
If and when we do the puzzle, again, we may get identical outcomes with different results, completion a goal assailed.
Tie the bows, hem your brushed brown trousers. 
Lean in, I'm here.
 
ABOUT DIANE WIENER 
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ABOUT THE POEMS
 
These poems are selections from my first full-length poetry manuscript, The Golem Verses, currently under review.  In the collection, I begin with "A Note to Welcome the Reader," crafted at the suggestion of (and in collaboration with) my close friend, poet Elizabeth Anne Socolow.  This introduction—more a kind of a linear situating—has been transformed and expanded, below.
In some facets of Jewish culture,  Golems are among the fantastical figures that influence our sense of reality.  They are, in a way, lifeless and immortal, dead but not zombies.  In order for them to become animated, spiritual power words might be written across their (sometimes muddy; possibly wooden) foreheads; at other times, mystical invocations are placed within their mouths.
As releasers of cosmic time, space, and imagination, they can visit you, make things go bump in the night, or disappear from your drawers and then reappear in your closets.  Golems can take you anywhere, make you think nearly anything.  They might even have the power to put you in touch with the sensation of being inside a black hole, although they were invented (or, if you prefer, noticed) before we knew about black holes.
Golems have been among us since the Middle Ages.
In these poems, I welcome a Golem as a friend, traveling with her wherever she takes me, terrifying, unfamiliar, and, yes, as familiar as vegetables.  During a six week period in the fall of 2017, 61 of the poems animated feverishly, reflecting themes and messages that go beyond the interlocutory.  And, while Golems have at times been depicted as limited in speech or as voiceless, and even as unintelligent, the Golem in these poems is quite actively and simultaneously an addresser, an addressee, and a subject.  If she is disabled, which is debatable, her disablement is an accepted, integrated part of her wild identities and honest labors.
 

Patrick Williams 
Night Game
 
The unspectators patrol in orbits—the field, 
the loge, the cheapest seats—casting upward
stares as eighty thousand, post-frisk, 
struggle with the climb in full network glow.
 
They figure brinks of fights, step absently 
between sides and ride out drones.
They chart back arcs for whatever’s thrown 
in the crescendos to third-and-anythings. 
 
Visitors absorb it with what passes
for grace, until you meet their eyes: it’s quiet 
rage swallowed and banked on off chance
their own home seats come through.
 
Out past the doused grills and pallet fires, 
someone ejected’s facedown in Smokes Creek. 
Toxins waft low and sting the eyes of anyone still 
searching as the last traffic is flagged away.
 
Many Parts Fall Into Backyards
 
A famous artist I met via Craigslist
took something off me second-hand
and destroyed it in Lyon at the end
of “My Generation.” A museum piece
for the ages. If you want proof,
there’s a Youtube. We got coffee
and broke a twenty in a shop a block
away, just about where the tailfin fell
on halftone sixties snow. Evidence
is everywhere: a giant jigsaw he’d done
of that morning’s Times lead shot
was too high-contrast, too inky and blocky
to make the landmarks. But you clearly
see a stark italic UNIT in the photo
from the eighteenth, the one up Sterling.
Nearby: another callously legible fragment
of crumpled fuselage, NITE this time, no D.
The next smoldering tableau reveals Pillar of Fire
above some cops and firemen who move
a heavy stretcher from the church’s shell.
In the nineties, a sculptor snipped off
the remnants of its wrought iron fence
to cover his windows at 109. They keep
everything out, he told City Desk
this morning. They fit perfectly.
 
Dead Air Is An Impossible Crime
 
Think about the radio. Think about Unalaska.
Think about all the prisoners hearing one-way 
messages meant for other prisoners; the reverse 
of that song those two mice sang about the sky.
 
Our oldest sets fed on the luckiest fragments
of an untrustworthy spectrum of static 
you couldn’t pause a warm dial on for long. Apt to
drift, nudged in each untouchable breeze, jostled off 
mark whenever some sleepy relay tech’s trip out 
for coffee cooled the transmission machinery.
 
The buttons you recall punching are grubby 
teeth in the dash of my father’s old Cheyenne.
They popped toward lonely signals or empty fry, 
the odd ugly blast when no one registered anything 
but the lack of refrigerant in the A.C. It was still 
those cool cans of freon back then. Somehow it was 
o.k. for me to sweat out sickness on the passenger’s 
floor-mat the whole way back across Mississippi.
 
On video, the Very Large Array nods and nods out, 
its nodes in heavy unison. Twenty-seven antennae 
set to listen for masers and black holes, attuned
to supernova remnants. The rare official car 
slowly patrols sun-cracked roads among them. 
 
I’m told my cubical reverberates in serial bleats 
of that eerie nineties office ring. Every tinny robocall
timeshifts to voicemail and is marked unheard. 
 
Break in for anything is what most cars convey
when left unattended. What’s left of the stereo 
is wormed out optic nerve. Limp, with no eye. 
Some wires must have crossed themselves 
in the violence, otherwise how would the battery 
have drained enough to subdue the alarm like that?  
 
Its whisper is a barely broadcast plea: Get close. 
Kneel down. Close your eyes. It’s familiar and
somehow sad: vibrato squeal, inverse squeal, 
UK siren, upward sweep, octuple buzzer dash 
and rest, repeat repeat repeat repeat.
 
Against Method
 
Secure the home, rather 
than attempt escape 
into another dream. 
 
Find the leak or the popped 
hatch & make a call. Work out 
your new synesthetic 
 
parallax. It’s necessity. 
Feel the chance effluvia creep 
& transubstantiate that 
 
honey-lemon lozenge to electric 
grapefruit, like now. It’s sure 
to spoil dozy lids & wreck 
 
a morning mood. In average 
households, folks pour little 
bowls of cider vinegar 
 
to wick black musk from indoor 
air. How is that not worse? 
Outside, the waft unsettles
 
a thinning neighborly harmony, 
banishes the off-brand fabric 
softener scent, erases last  
 
night’s fires, fouls everyone else’s 
coffee mid-brew. If it’s a gasline 
rupture or a wild mess, whatever; 
 
aging caution flags in the yard
are only more apt now. They flavor 
the gas for exactly this. Wait curbside, 
 
unkempt, for the hardhats. 
An Econoline rambles up & hardly brakes 
before that ain’t gas you got 
 
a skunk. A spray near 
the intake launches stench 
direct to any upper floors, 
 
they tell you. To try and trace 
it down stops and restarts hearts
like smashed kneecaps do,
 
gives out a curved pulse of shock
that ripples off & just leaves 
you there, blank. Mix a solution 
 
to scrub the steps, the wall, some 
of the lawn. Let snow melt it away 
or bury it. Puff that Ozium junk. 
 
Pay someone, or don’t. It’s there, out 
front, ready to recall each evening. 
To say the wind decides what lasts.
 
Hearing Your Grandmother Has Died After Spending Your Lunchtime Run Deciding What To Say in Your Last Phone Call with Her
 
You try to remember the neighborhood
you felt like you had to be torn from 
each time you left: Irondale.
You think of your young niece, on the road
since dawn, to see her hero & confidant
one last time, learning that she won't get to.
You think of what it must be like to choose
an end like this, as much as she was able
to choose. She was able to shape it.
You try to think of someone else who managed
to lead a life in quadruplicate: schoolteacher,
mother, computer science professor, traveller.
You think about the time she ended up on your couch
in your knucklehead college house because her cruisemate
fell on deck. You can't imagine you had any clean sheets.
You think about your father was holding the room phone
to her ear, connected to her best friend,
in her final moments. He let the friend keep talking.
You think about dragging her through wind and cold
across Times Square at Christmas, through Syracuse 
at Thanksgiving, on one last trip to up to the Vulcan statue.
Always cold, always headed somewhere.
After Uber Rotationssymmetrishe Stationare Gravitationsfelder
 
Something that will never cease to delight 
& surprise me: how some teenagers seem
not to care for belongings of the dead,
until they do. Poring over browning 
papers, full of familiar witness marks
and unfamiliar stains, one looks to me,
"It's math. Is it calculus?" "I think it's 
physics. Einstein's. What do you think it means?"
"Don't know German." We come upon scratch-outs.
"Wait, this is Einstein making a mistake." 
 
Never Flew In Space
 
When they flew the Space Shuttle Enterprise
over the city aboard a sluggish 
jet, I shuddered. We were born the same year.
It wasn't built to last either, but Post-
Challenger, Post-Columbia, it's what
we have. It was lighter, weaker. (I know
now weakness can help one survive.) It lacked
thrusters and other useful things. While we 
may mourn ideals, we are only ever  
left with relics, a heatshield built for show.
 
Pairwise Comparisons
 
Photo arrays show us enough to choose
a likely concatenation of those
we've seen. The notes in the microfilm are
apologies, high-contrast reminders
that we are only adequate for our 
time, but we know enough about futures
to guess how we will fail them. When I pose
for portraits, please know I struggle for this 
joyless look because I don't want to grant 
a future seer a smirk to understand.
 
Life Hacks
 
Fill your world with people whose voices are
quickly discernible from phishing schemes.
Make sure to save extra coffee filters
to wipe away your parents' tears. Tattoo
your passwords in reverse and upside-down
on the insides your eyelids to hide them.
Fax state and local representatives
every day with evidence of breath.
Unplug your surge protectors and unlock
your doors before you choose to disappear.
 
 
Crisis Actors Acting Up
 
They search on scooters for tall bystanders.
They scour downtown for everyone's phones.
Basically guarantees coverage.
Now the broadcast is paused on a silent 
state seal. Early reviews call the state’s case 
very weak, very everywhere. All the 
objections were Boolean, and the star 
witness was bland. The court reporter cried 
on the transcript; said she'd slashed all the tires 
of the network newsvans waiting outside. 
 
Outside Avon
 
Disparate cornstalk tips transmit
topography as fluid contour in wind.
 
Thumb-thick weeds turn tree 
and take eyesore homes wholly. 
 
Ivy-climbed silos cede eyeshare, 
drop their domes, and near disappear. 
 
Bales protrude as pinion teeth
held still by loamy torque beneath.
 
Matte-beige tanks rust to betray 
ancient leaks and recent rain.
 
In shaky hand at ladder’s height: 
Solution to Oil Spill “PRAY.”
 
On a junction billboard: Cherish Life 
Heartbeat 18 days. 
 
Controlled Demolition 
 
For the Maspeth Holders, intentionally destroyed in Brooklyn, 7:00 am, July 15, 2001
 
They won’t be missed, officially.
Who needs lit pilots in firetraps?
Those tandem tanks, so long empty.
 
They even closed the BQE,
inflaming morning traffic maps.
They won’t be missed, officially.
 
The worst of us awake to see,
since Dan prescribed us disco-naps.
Those tandem tanks, so long empty.
 
Once painted bright for air safety,
their checkered rims were blown to scraps.
They won’t be missed, officially.
 
The blacked-out name of a utility
silently sponsored their collapse.
Those tandem tanks, so long empty.
 
Twin towers descend, hundreds flee 
with giddy terror; cheers and claps.
They won’t be missed, officially.
Those tandem tanks, so long empty.
 
ABOUT PATRICK WILLIAMS 
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ABOUT THE POEMS
 
Many of these poems are from a manuscript entitled An Aura Is For Forgetting, which examines the ways sense and experience and memory are mediated by the loose system of arbitrary everyday technologies that fluidly emerge and recede from our attention. 
 
Note:  Some of these poems have appeared in other places:  “Dead Air Is An Impossible Crime” appeared in Pretty Owl Poetry.  “Outside Avon” appeared in No Infinite.  “Many Parts Fall Into Back Yards” appeared in The Collapsar.
 

Andrea Scarpino
Letter I Didn’t Send E (1) 
 
Fall arrived and I unpacked
my sweaters, boots, lined jeans, 
 
thick socks, the purse you sent, 
more expensive than I could afford. 
 
I thought of our fashion talks, 
the season’s new shoes, 
 
which stores were having sales. 
I thought of the books we read, 
 
the notes we sent back and forth. 
I thought of the afternoon 
 
you euthanized the Labrador, 
called me first to come say goodbye. 
 
I sat with her on her bed, told her 
what a good girl she had been. 
 
I cried driving home through fallen leaves. 
E, I didn’t think you’d leave him. 
 
But I didn’t think you’d write 
in his defense, say I was killing him,
 
ruining his career. I’m sorry 
I was the first to report. 
 
But there are others, a dozen at least.  
I walked today in crisp, cool air, 
 
breathed deeply the scent of burning leaves, 
thought of walking your Labrador. 
 
I miss you, I mean to say. I mean to say, 
I can’t stand the sight of your purse. 
 
E, you knew and you did nothing. 
 
Letter I Didn’t Send E (2) 
 
I dreamed of you last night. 
We stood in your dining room, 
held glasses with big cuts of ice. 
 
A told jokes, I heard you 
laughing, and your wooden floor
slipped away from under my feet. 
 
I disappeared into darkness, 
woke with a sadness deep 
in my chest, an ache that reached 
 
my knees. This will never be over, 
I thought. I will never be done with this. 
That afternoon, A’s name 
 
on social media: He did it to me, too. 
Conferences named, parties, 
dates from a decade ago. 
 
Some said you were in the room, 
you stood near him as he touched 
his hand to their bodies. 
 
Some said you laughed, winked 
or rolled your eyes as if to say, Again? 
In my dream, I reached for your hand.  
 
E, there were so many names. 
August 8, 2016 
 
Dear______ and ______, 
I attended this summer’s        Conference        because        feedback 
on a new project        As soon as I arrived        lack of diversity     
homophobic        female characters depicted in overtly sexist ways
staff objectified participants        an older faculty member 
touched me        at a social event        in a sexually inappropriate 
manner profoundly altered my experience        I no longer 
felt safe        I spoke with three staff members        and was told 
I should speak to______.  When I introduced myself, he said 
I know who you are        and        hurriedly walked away        I waited for 
20 minutes        he never returned        never contacted me        stonewalled           
Although the        Conference should have been supportive        enriching 
focused on the craft of writing        profoundly unsafe 
hostile environment        fearful        for my safety and the future 
of my writing career        I have struggled emotionally        physically 
unable to sleep        to concentrate        I spent close to        to attend     
a sexually hostile environment that included assault         I hope you agree 
this is not appropriate          I look forward to speaking with you further—
 
What Happened, As Told By The Nail Salon
 
July Thunderstorm. Starry Starry Night.
Seen on the Scene, Status Symbol: 
 
Splash of Grenadine, Bordeaux, 
Ladies and Magenta-men, Cocktail Blues. 
 
Threat Level: Midnight. Lacquered Up. 
Across the Room, A Secret Story: 
 
Hanky Panky. Handsy. Berry Naughty. 
Over the Edge. Cherried Away. 
 
Wife Goes On. Partner in Crime. 
The Perfect Cover Up, Master Plan. 
 
Truth or Flare: Lady Sings the Blues.
I Just Can’t Cope-acabana. Fire & Blood.
 
A Good Man-darin is Hard to Find. 
Fight to the Finish. Kiss Goodbye.
 
I wrote a letter to the man, my friend—
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It was a joke, he said—
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Funny
I didn’t find it—
 
Letter I Didn’t Send A
 
We read your poems in class today
and talked about their iambs, off-rhymes, 
how you describe spinning out on black ice, 
a failing marriage, how sad it is 
to love the world only when you’re leaving it.
I wore black, ringed my eyes with black. 
I stood as tall as I could, 
watched maples outside our window
stripped bare of orange leaves. 
I didn’t say I took class after class with you, 
that you made us choose the stupidest line
in a classmate’s poem, that you wouldn’t move on
until we did. I didn’t say I read book after book 
you told me to, longed for you to like just one 
of my lines, to cite my own breakthrough. 
They’re beautiful, your poems. 
I taught them because they’re beautiful. 
I taught them to prove to myself that I could. 
I won’t do it again. 
 
Little Brother, 
 
You will hear the bear before she appears, 
sway-step through early snow. 
You will stand quietly, palms at your hips, 
wait for her mouth, her teeth on your neck 
guiding you past the blueberry field, 
deer spring, swallowed whole by trees. 
Where Mother can’t follow you. 
A bear with heavy hips, fur that smells 
of blood, burnt coffee, fish. 
You won’t be strong enough without 
her teeth on your neck, each vertebra, 
crush of bone. Or the wolf, beleaguered foe, 
maybe you wait for the wolf to appear. 
How long must you walk these forest trails 
before you crouch low, your eyes turned wild, 
your hair? How long till the one 
who birthed you forgets your face? 
Escape, your heart beats. 
Scuttle of squirrel, long step of deer. 
Branches spring back in release. 
Escape. You walk and wait and listen. 
Where are the frightening beasts? 
 
 
Summers on the lake, we climbed the fruit trees, 
filled pail after pail with cherries, pears, apples 
 
we sliced into pie. We swam the lagoon, 
thick muck of rotting leaves. Late afternoon, sirens: 
 
sky gone orange, strange, green haze of rain, lightning. 
Father tuned his radio. Mother stood at the kitchen sink, 
 
blue housedress, bare feet, washed plates from lunch. 
We stood at the top of the stairs, Please come 
 
to the basement. Our pillows pressed to our chests. 
She shook her head, waited to smell sulfur: 
 
Every disaster has its scent—
Or the evening on the back deck: one by one,
 
the kitchen chairs, her hands, a splintering—
Or the telephone she tore from the wall. 
 
Or the birthday cake she threw at my face.
Or the weeks I refused to speak to anyone but you,
 
mouth pressed to your ear. The babysitter arrived 
with black metal shears in her shirt pocket. 
 
If you’re not going to use your tongue, 
might as well cut it out. One hand under my chin. 
 
Hello, I said. One word to save myself. 
And Father with his glue, pin nails, black paint—
 
Those were my mother’s chairs—
Little Brother:		What do you know for sure? 
 
To move forward, they say, make peace with the past. 
Mother in bed all afternoon, nest of blankets, heating pad. 
 
Scotch in a juice glass. I nestled under her wing, 
a baby bird, and she pinched between her fingertips 
 
one long, thin worm. Blue in my feathers, blue in her eyes. 
Or the robin’s egg we saved in a bowl. Or the swans 
 
we sculpted from clay, blue veins of Mother’s hands 
as they shaped our necks and beaks. Clay dried to milky rain. 
 
Or the winter we fed a stray cat that froze, one night, 
to the front steps, its eyes open. Save what you can save, 
 
Mother said, sewed earrings in the hem of a dress, 
gold chain in a pocket lining. I craved carrots, oranges, 
 
sand in my bathing suit. I chewed my nails until they bled. 
Or the August birds fell from the sky, shattered 
 
their skulls on the deck. We buried a gull’s curved beak, 
hummingbird’s emerald throat, thin feet. Mother Nature
 
isn’t kind, Mother said. She stripped your clothes, 
ran water ice-cold, filled the yellow mixing bowl. 
 
Lifted the bowl over your head. Held it there like the sun. 
Then poured. Your skin raised red across your chest, 
 
shoulders, little-boy wings. I stood in the empty doorway. 
Or the night Mother followed me, stagger-step, 
 
with a kitchen knife in her hands. I ran to my bedroom, 
turned the lock, jumped from the open window. 
 
And as I fell, wings sprouted from my shoulder blades, 
blue in my feathers, blue in her eyes. And I caught myself, 
 
caught wing to blue air, flew fast across the lake’s dirt roads 
as she beat down my bedroom door. 
 
Once upon a time Mother rose from the sea, kelp-
tangled, salt-streaked, 
cleaved open her hands like shells. 
Little birds, she sang, Come to me. 
And we did, perched on her shoulders,
opened our beaks to drink. 
In our throats, a salty sting, 
thrashing waves. And she held us there, 
net of the tides thrown over our wings, 
net of her blue eyes. Come to me. 
And we beat ourselves against her shoreline. 
 
We were children once. 
Light shone in the trees. Rocks breathed, 
 
watched over us. The mute swans nested, 
a jumble of twigs and lake grass 
 
we watched until two cygnets emerged. 
A third, the weakest, lay on its side in mud. 
 
Its open beak, fluttering breath. 
We dripped water from our fingertips, fed it 
 
what worms we could find, covered it with felt, 
drew it a picture of the lake. 
 
It died one morning before we arrived. 
Mother Swan had to think of her other babies, 
 
Mother said. The other two grew strong, 
waited each afternoon for bread. 
 
Summer grew sticky with thunderstorms, 
sirens. Cattails rattled a warning song—
 
Every disaster has its scent. 
One evening, the mother turned, 
 
grabbed a cygnet by its thin neck 
and held it below the water, 
 
small beating wings against wide chest. 
We threw rocks, screamed, 
 
you waved a long stick over your head. 
When the mother let go, the cygnet bled, 
 
red open wound we could see from shore. 
We begged Mother to call a vet. 
 
Mother Nature isn’t kind, she said. 
Feathers covered in blood. 
 
And so we learned what hurt parents hold. 
We learned only one of us could survive. 
 
My legs loose in my hip sockets 
flailed under me, bones in my back creaked, 
 
each muscle pulled, each vertebra, rib. 
I held my hand to the wall, steadied 
 
my shifting head on my neck. Kids jostled past. 
I could not speak to them, throat bitten 
 
by bands of cold. Fever broke across my chest,
deep in my ears ached. The sofa’s white cushions—
 
how did I get home?—pushed against 
my shoulder blades, Mother’s fur coat 
 
heavy across my legs. And I became the beasts 
I knew the coat contained, brown bear 
 
stalking salmon, rumble low in my throat; 
wild eyes of the mink; grassland foxes; 
 
beaver, wood I spit out in heaps; restless rabbit. 
And their skin weighted me to Earth. 
 
Two days, three nights I slept. 
And when I stood again, I knew the lives 
 
of the beasts, knew I was one of them, 
claw and fur and voice, rip of flesh and bone, 
 
heart beating warm between my teeth. 
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Pamela (Jody) Stewart 
The Day After Solstice
 
The boy’s hands smell of cheese.
He has hugged his mother in the safe kitchen
and is stepping out into a summer morning.
He has all day. And another and another.
He cannot think otherwise.
Just down the road, a field with six grey donkeys
and a plow horse who is done working forever.
This is somewhere on earth, I promise you. 
This kind of happiness without end.
 
 
What The Wish Needs To See
 
I watch how a bright thought bursts, tessellates,
then flings itself out into orbit
as you slump in the school room chair.
I feel my heart beat knife-sharp, knowing 
 
you can’t yet know how much the world’s beauty 
wants you, its appetite sniffing 
at all your edges. Right this minute,
as fingers with violet and bitten nails
 
twirl a pen through your hair, I can say
you’ve earned those soft black shoes, an arm
sweet around your shoulders, that stream
of tangled ribbons and that wide-
 
open birthday of your first deep kiss.
 
from The St. Vlas Elegies
 
XII. The Family Rostov. New Year’s Eve
 
Visitors arrive from the silence of their carriages
Into a sudden spill of polished voices,
Of skirts spinning in the hallway.
Here, earlier that morning,
Four children had been rolling eggs
 
Along the carpet. Paper boats,
Tied with ribbons, sailed in a lacquered vase
In preparation for the evening. This story
Removes itself and asks even the youngest
To meet these shining, red-faced men
And their white shouldered women stained
With pearls and topaz, dull jewels
That suck the light from chandeliers,
From those bright-eyed children
Waiting for dessert. It’s lovely
 
To touch the pistol hidden in a cloak, to try
The Captain’s hat. The two girls
Whisper and giggle as one ties the other’s
Loosened sash. They are ready for the dancing!
 
Later, the boys climb up the stairs, crawl
Into their soft shirts and talk of war, 
Of riding the perfect horse. The girls
In their muslin shifts curl by the mirror
And wait, unspeaking, for the face
Of a first lover they are sure will be the one.
These girls are not alike but, this moment, 
 
Are the same strained form of a wish
Reaching beyond walls and window out
Into the thick snow. Who would think
Of sleep for them, or any ending to this day,
 
Or any end at all.
 
The Luminist At Age Eleven
 
She’s heard that apples go silver in moonlight,
That the lavender cloud  
 
Of phlox along the wall
Is absorbed by rocks, and that even
 
The steady village church is eaten away
On a night like this.
 
They told her when the moon shines
Through a stained-glass window, there are no
 
Reds or blues crossing the floor, that
The light is a kind of air. She pictures
 
Her foot lifting and vanishing
Through wet grass. First this,
 
Then that, depends on seeing and remembering
How it is. If apples
 
Are suddenly falling, then they are solid
When once they were just a thin
 
Scent rising from the fields. So even the best
Lit barn is a study in half-tones, and
 
Their opposites. She wonders how
Did they discover lucules, those brighter flecks
 
At the center of the sun. Could they ever
See just one thing again? Could that person,
 
Who no longer needs to imagine universe 
Or source, come back to paint the north side
 
Of a wooden house? All this 
Like someone waking in the dark. The strands
 
Of light under her door are a lamp left on
By the man and woman talking in the next room.
 
They sigh at the contrariness of children
While outside, down the lane, a sickle moon
 
Has just stopped above the orchard.
 
For February’s Dark Simple
 
Prepared by conversations –
You’re never prepared. You know,
Hearing the rain break up in syllables,
That the broken speech of adults
Has finally deceived you. We could never
Tell you how the largest truths
Come in another language, how this
Familiar room clenching blue around you
Would be full of strangers. Your father
And me. And a neighbor. Your two small fists
 
Are part of your face; they keep us out!
Someone you met at the neighbor’s house
Routed a slow death like complicated wires
Through his body. You see him going from rose
To grey on hospital sheets and imagine
The cut flowers taking your complexion
For themselves. You said,
 
Mr. O. has got a coma and began to cry,
 
I say, think of the soft cloud he’s swallowed now
That will lift him from inside-out, think
How he’s left his long, white bed
For a gentle net like any
Yellow, autumn hammock. Think of
Anything but this, think of nothing
 
Because nothing works. I try to touch your shoulder,
Hair, try to wipe your face with water 
Cooler than tears. The senses, here,
Refuse mothering and I feel criminal
With sweet-talk. How all these years,
 
Tucking the quilt around you
Was a white lie, how the largest feelings
Force us to know
We’re really all alone. Even now, while the desert
That circles this town is eating rain,
Its terrible rim of mountains can shoot
To color. You’re eight years old, curled up
In a gold chair, furious
And sad at all the sadness – even as
We bring it on ourselves. The air you feel
Stretches beyond these walls where we
Seem placed like miniature prophets.
Your tears run hot, then chill—because
 
Even as we love you, we knew nothing first.
 
Nightblind
 
When that train’s headlight veers
to kill my right eye, I panic
and the road goes black.
There are no white-line boundaries
as the radio croons “I can’t 
stop loving’ you,” so I ask
each truck that passes to rescue me
back on course.
 
Aiming for their small red lights,
I name the drivers: Texas John
with a load of drills, Norman out of Tulsa
for Safeway again, and hailing 
mud-splattered from Florida
is Skinny Bill “Truckin’ for Jesus.”
 
If I sit beside him high up in the cab,
he tells me he’s moving pom-poms and batons,
and that it’s God’s will you’re gone.
Then he lists the ways I should repent:
ashes, denial, prayer. Recalling
the brightness of your hand across my leg,
I can only say there’s not one bit of evidence
I ever knew you. No bruises,
no address, no fallen threads of hair.
 
Steering by instinct, I get to that blank stretch
where mountains flatten
and stars pitch white along their edge.
I feel stupid with your name in my mouth,
or to claim that what’s not seen
is even there. So stupid
that what I touched
was just loneliness crouched beneath your ribs
striking blindly out, within my arms.
 
Postcard
 
Dusk, the sea is between colors
and our medallion star is ready to leave for China.
This is the brushstroke hour
you have already befriended.
I am here for the first time
taking a rush of water into my mouth.
My ribs fold with a white salt weight.
 
 
Centuries ago, Mu Ch’i slipped his eye
from fog to indigo. A grain of sand
dislodged from a monastery wall.
His six bitter orbs of fruit
are still blindingly pure.
and everyday
his seventh, unpainted persimmon
ripens across the sky.
The bell-blossom moon follows behind.
 
 
Here, in California, the day shakes once
and falls. The ocean pulls closer.
With luck, you say,
a sudden streak will flash toward the stars
as the flaming persimmon dips into salt.
In this way the eye will complete the day.
It will root in the heart.
My hands return from water, the water
returns from China.
I would unstain my heart to carry it with me.
 
Apple Valley
 
Night closes softly
about the women in their hour.
It is summer, thunder
like a purple horse grazes
the moonless sky.
 
Flowers fold down
in the black heat.
You can hear a train
on the other side of the mountain.
The sound creeps
through the house
dark, into an open hand -
 
On The Outer Banks
 
In the silver ballast of their Airstream,
Fredus M. Berger & his “missus” fried up
salmon patties made of pink shreds from a tin.
They had a thin schoolroom taste
in the violet seaside dusk.
Our tent, pitched nearby on sand, stood tilted
& adolescent compared to the Berger’s
provisions & folding chairs. A yellow lamp
sizzled bugs away from our just-
getting-acquainted talk. The next day
I watched you & Fredus fishing in the surf.
The sun, the sky, all the sea & shore curved
in a huge white blank & for the first 
time ever I collapsed from heat, became
the indolent depletion of falling down:
a strangle of hair at my neck,
the running streams of my arms & legs,
those distant knees & toes. Forced
by such enormous brightness to just let go,
I touched a further shimmering world
which roared like the engine of the sun.
For a moment I slept at its center.
Somehow salvaged, I came to as Ina Berger
poured iced tea. Later that year
I stopped loving you. The walls closed in. Still,
I praised the grey-haired Bergers back
in Tennessee, with their opened tins
of fish & baby peas. That bright hunk of metal
anchored in their yard had ruffled curtains
& plastic figurines. But its stories of travel
continued to gleam in the shadow of that house
where one old man & his wife
curled into each other without question, or fear.
 
Lost Apology For S. Kazuko
 
That wintery afternoon you called me up
and asked for company, your thin
exotic voice crumpled with unhappiness.
But I was newly in love. He stood
there in my kitchen with his cigarettes
and whisky, his hawk-edged eyes
dismissive of anything but his own talk.
So I said I couldn’t meet you then,
turned right back to him and stayed
for several years. Because
the marriage crazed and you were Japanese,
lonely beneath Iowa’s bitter flat sky,
I’ve never forgotten. I’m sorry now
for that vacancy in your drab
extensive day, for giving nothing back
when you’d enchanted me
with stories of jazz-club life,
and what you’d worn those nights
you went out dancing with Mishima Yukio.
 
From Infrequent Mysteries:  Storybook
 
The town has fallen through a hole in the lake.
On the bank stand a man and his donkey
staring down through the torn water. The roofs,
steeples, pavements and trees all keep gliding away.  
The man and the donkey blame each other
because all their food, all their friends have fallen through.
But the lake is lit golden in the late afternoon.
Deceptive gold around a beautiful watery throat.
The pines on the ridge go almost black.
It’s a long journey into them to that dark
center where fires blaze at the same moment
a seam closes in the lake. The man and his donkey
are left, bewildered, gazing at the torn pages of their love.
 
Down Adams Road
 
Beyond the stone wall, a bottle
and crockery dump, the holy blue
of Carter’s ink, almost elegant—
gold rims of saucer and cup, hunks
torn from a batter bowl – all near
where the earliest trillium grow.
 
These shards of family and hearth
show themselves at spring thaw,
are less mortal than sinew or skin.
Once hands lifted that severed mug, 
pumped water from the earth.
Once throats opened to feel the smooth slip
of gravy soaked bread, squash soup,
berries and cream.
 
One late spring day, I scrambled over this wall
with a young husband; back then
we’d been in step, crusted our fingers
with dirt till our bucket was filled
with a treasure of breakages.
Most perfect was the intact Cathedral Ink—
a bottle of arches and deep, stained-glass blue.
 
We soaked out the dirt, placed it
on a light-streamed sill.  Brightness
streaked the rough wood floor with sacred blue
which we left behind when we left each other.
Fifty years—the wall has tumbled and flattened.
burying such sweet shards of family.
But—oh, I am sentimental—times were bitterly hard.
Fraud
 
 sat down on Edgar’s fingertips just as he said to the Reverend James
“And then I took my mother’s hand. 
I had no plans to take the world apart; I just woke up changed
into a bad-hearted man.”
 
Across town, a woman said “And then I took my brother’s hand
and it was made of blue knots and stone.
None of the soldiers in our backyard woke up again.”
 
Fraud, always looking for privacy and a home, 
felt this was a town to settle in.
The Reverend James thought to reach for Edgar’s soft hand
but tapped him on the knee instead. 
 
“My lad, my boy, my man” the Reverend said, “taste
a bowl of hope if your think it will help,
though I suspect that ice cream, pie and strong black coffee
are closer to the kind of TV you’d like to watch.”
 
Across town the soldiers keep up their rot.
Their drainage ditch is lustrous 
so the woman puts on her gardening hat.
 
Fraud is an expert at weaving hats, slicing mirrors,
tearing hunks of bread for birds. Fraud settles
in the first shiny red booth of The Sorry-About-That-Diner
which, at midnight, fills up then locks all its doors.
 
One Of Many For You
 
In honor of Mick Fedullo
 
Aster, dahlia, sedum, and bright
cranky kale raise a topography
for the season’s last bees,
the realm of not-dead-yet
where your book’s propped open.
 
 
I will not die knowing you are dead.
I put out my hand, 
a skim of nothing. 
 
 
Leaves, brown and falling , yet the grass
is a bright folded green as if each layer of being
was going about its single business.
 
Everything is a big What now!
 
 
All summer, unseemly orange marigolds
have plunked the garden
to a population of gossips.
Nothing seems to faze them
 
Let loose the cloud small as a man’s hand!
 
You said we are not drinking the right water. 
Our water is clear, but empty. 
 
 
Yes, I heard that you are dead but I don’t agree.
Kick a stone into the garden –
I will plant you again where it stops
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ABOUT THE POEMS 
 
I was born both optimistic and bewildered. I write from a phrase, a cadence or a sudden mouthful. When I went to my first workshop, I was awkwardly ignorant. But eventually was guided into imagery and anecdote by writing persona poems and became freed from the I which became hidden or buried in costume. Suddenly I began to gush, become playful trusting that any sense of an obvious self was obscured.
But I became impatient and yearned to write more truthfully.  I could recognize heart in others’ poems and held that as a value for myself. I wanted clarity, imagery, a little story or thought, but not obscurity. I didn’t want it to be a effort for someone to read or hear any of my work. That’s an on-going challenge. If I write train, child, handful, roadside, yellow or crow how does my selection of those words go together differently from another writer/speaker who uses just those words? Perhaps it’s a matter of the pacing, or which story is told, or the angle of sunlight. That’s the mystery, the fun. 
 
*** 
 
Writing poems is the one place, the one doing-of, where I feel most at home, integrated. I love the brooding, a window and birds,  the banging  around, pacing and cussing, the interrupting dogs of the whole thing. 
 
*** 
 
First the poems kept small and simple, then more elaborate imagery blushed out, piled up. Almost spiraling, but too weighted they went on too long and thinking was often over-stated. Then a slow paring down, trying for balances. I wanted to be my best self. That effort continues.
 
***
 
The word aesthetic derives from the Greek for ‘perceive,’ which is a whole bunch of stuff all together. The work of any poem I attempt—once I have an initial notion, image or rhythm—is the choosing, arranging, re-arranging. How might I tell a story, or its implication—of one moment, or years. How a poem and I might perceive (choose) one or two, or five things to build itself: a roadside, two burns on a child’s wrist, dusk, a vixen’s scream, an airplane too close to the trees.

Saara Myrene Raappana
Once Upon America
 
When Kelly moved up from Detroit, we’d play avalanche and lost at sea,
drape sheets on chairs, the couch, and crouch inside. We’d hide from wild things. 
 
I wanted to play Terminator war, LA 2025, the fight to save humanity,
but Kel thought forests dark with life were best for frightening.
 
Outside (the real outside) irrigation crooked the black spruce twigs, drowned moss.
It muddied what few paths there were between our house and wilderness.
 
Kel said it’s cats and dogs out there; we pictured them:
Wolves bit our sheets, and lions rolled, read bones that said our hearts
 
were tenderized and mulled for when spells needed nourishment.
We invented stars to count to quell imagined panic: three stars
 
of Batman’s hi-tech Belt, and Benetton Major, Benetton Minor.
I drifted into sleep while Kelly spun a tale of two kids
 
lost walking in a forest with a basket of apocalypse. They come upon a witch’s den.
They claim she tried to eat them, but their numbers and their weapons tech were far superior.
 
They name her home after themselves and teach her how to read.
They whip her if she fails to call out to their gods when she’s in pain.
 
After the Funeral, Aunt Sally Tells Kelly and Me a Story We’ve Never Heard Before
 
She says the sheets, hung out, shook like hung sheets
and that the gun, set out, lay quiet as a gun. 
My grandpa drank a gin fifth in the heat.
And Sally, just turned ten, hummed every single song
 
she knew. A sheet exists to fold and fold 
again, a wife to fold her children to herself, 
and gin to fold a man until he’s no
real man. My grandpa slid his pistol off the shelf
 
and tipped its open mouth against my granny’s mouth. 
Her lips, pressed tight together, looked as red
and heavy as a movie kiss. When Gramps passed out, 
Sal prayed the sheets would shield them when they fled.
 
The smoke Aunt Sally smokes today is closing on the bone, 
and larks, like larks, call out a song that fans
like something clean and light across Gran’s marker stone.  
Not one of us will speak of this again. 
Superman vs. Batman
 
We’re on the roof. Kelly’s hair blows behind her shoulders like 
a long red cape. She says the night sky makes her think a world 
 
she can’t remember blew up years ago. To me, it looks 
like robbery on asphalt, pearls in scattershot. Imagine skin 
 
sterile as space: Kel’s razor bends when she begins to cut 
her arm, but mine draws blood. She says that boys want girls with pores 
 
invisible as stars at noon. Her eyes are suns. But mine 
are sclera full of irises that hold the empty space
 
I use to catalogue a world of things—paper airplanes 
soaked with mud, a plastic paratrooper guy, the chew cans 
 
that our boyfriends dropped onto the oil-slick rainbow
of the high school parking lot. Kel’s gaze can repel ugliness 
 
the way that steel makes bullets ricochet. I’ve seen her clear 
the halls of skanks until the floor tiles shine like skin. I like 
 
to walk behind her to observe what specks stick in her wake: 
whole ecospheres crushed into tile or carpeting, what grease 
 
appears when fingers lose their grip. Kel says I should exfoliate 
my nose. She says that both our nighttimes are the same: sky calling us 
 
to join it in its black expanse of loss. I don’t know if 
we’ll jump, but what I know—know better than the certainty 
 
of ground—is that, to falling bodies, flailing is a desperate prayer to fly. 
Paradise by the Paulding Light
 
“We’re too busy mining to be scared.”—IfIHadAHifi
 
When Kelly flipped her jeep (roll bar crushed straight
and seatbelt split), they said she’d never wake. 
 
When she sat up, they said she’d never speak. 
She said they claimed her wrapped eyes wouldn’t see, 
 
but when they rolled the bandage off, she saw.
We drove—she drove us—out to Watersmeet.
 
At midnight, there, they say ghost lights emerge: 
A train, iron miners: lanterned, spectral, searching. 
 
They say the lights start slow, speed up, revolve;
they almost burn your skin. Stay still, though; they’ll dissolve.
 
We waited, still. I asked her what she’d met 
the night she crashed full-body into death. 
 
Half-past midnight: Silence. No lights. Nothing. 
Kel laughed and turned away and spat, fuck this. 
 
I’m not sure if she meant the mine that died,
the stitches in her head, the iron-hard sky 
 
—maybe whatever flies as if to knock you dead
but brushes lightly past your cheek instead. 
 
Smoke 
 
As in: 
 
What we steal from Kelly’s father
and from this week’s handsy, stingy boyfriends,
we take behind the sauna.
We pick, pack, giggle, hiss.
I hide it in my Care Bear’s head
so later I can light the snow-soaked tree
that bares its boughs inside me.
 
 
 
As in:
 
You can guess the source by its color.
 
If eye-white          Noxzema          cotton swab
then moisture           or           freshly burning things
 
soup spoon          gypsum          raincloud          key
means Frisbee          Barbie          Matchbox car
 
lake ice          wrist veins          Zoloft          sky
means cigarette           pipe           or steamroller
 
but if leather          midnight          fry-pan          tire
then black fire        steel char          blindrun           gone
 
As in: 
 
My mother at the sink: ash sizzle in the whiskey glass.
My mother and the curtains drawn, her dark and spinning room.
 
My father: midnight, on the porch alone,
the orange-red blink that’s visible to everyone.
 
 
 
As in:
 
What seeps in or what escapes.
What I blow into a stuffed toilet paper tube,
go tiptoe to release. What still seeps ventwise
to the visitation room, strokes
my mother’s throat and ash-dry hair. 
 
 
 
 
As in:
 
What tells me wind-direction
—how quick, how mad.
What tells me –stop– before I turn the knob.
What tells me –sure, walk through that door,
but only if you want to inhale fire–
 
Heart of Lion, Heart of Light
 
Kelly and I are making valentines from mom’s old books. One says a wild lion’s heart’s 
about twelve hundred grams, a man’s heart just over three hundred,
 
and that in 1901, to circumvent the soul’s unseeability, doctors weighed six patients as 
they died. They, in their passing, lightened some; doctors 
recorded twenty-one grams per immortal soul. 
 
(Those same men—pioneers—weighed dying dogs to certify the soullessness of beasts.) 
 
But when Kel reads aloud—i carry your heart with me(i carry it in my heart)—we don’t assume
that Cummings boxed his lover’s fragile, chambered organ up inside his own.
So heart can’t be mere muscle, and every lion’s soul must be the size of four men’s hearts.
 
When dying Richard I the Lionheart (arrow, gangrene, opaque heat) forgave
the Châlus boy who’d shot him dead, Richard gripped that child’s fist 
and whispered, by my bounty know the light of day. 
 
Richard’s cooks knew meat, how best to keep it; they embalmed 
his heart and put it in an iron case for transport home to Normandy. 
 
(Envision a soul as light. See four hearts of light rising.)
 
When today’s archaeologists sieve the dust of Richard’s heart, 
they find daisies, mercury, and Frankincense. Plus creosote and lime (perhaps). Britannica  
calls it unsightly: something that’s impossible to see. 
 
We swoon over the Châlus boy (minutes before he realized the men approaching meant 
to butcher him for butchering the Lionheart) walking through the cornered streets 
the way light saunters over wild clematis. Picture that boy 
 
like Richard and his lion’s heart advancing on the Holy Land: breastplate barrel-wide, 
ribs straining with heart. Imagine men who theorize 
but never see the light inside him lioning. 
 
Psalm with Pleather Teddy Bears
 
Anshun, Guizhou, China
 
At first, I notice not Jing Jing selling broth; I see her shoes: Purple. Toes tipped 
with pleather teddy bears. She lifts her ladle full of hog skin curls in hen-foot broth. 
She points and says my hair is yellow as the sunshine in America.
 
She says Transformers, Madonna, Beyoncé, Titanic. She says American girls are all 
in love with love. American girls are all in sex with sex.
She taps her muddy gym-shoe bears. We both laugh a bit hysterically.
 
In Florida, once, this crypto-hobo hipster took me dumpstering, and, sorting rotten fruit
from good, told a parable that down there, all women are the same 
shade of America. I laughed again. I laughed politely. I feel terrible enough 
 
to reach into the earth, straight to America, and pull him through. 
 
Today, my mom Skyped in to say that Kelly died: a razor blade, risperidone. 
As kids, we’d play Columbus. She’d stand up tall—naked, 
wearing bubbles—and yell THIS BATHTUB IS AMERICA.
 
Jing Jing hands her baby off to me. She wants a picture for her mama 
in Shanghai who, wearing coveralls, paints yellow hair on novelty angels for America. 
 
When I sleep, I see vixen eyes that leap like sparklers into ditches. I see pleather bears 
searching for honey in the marigolds that find themselves encased in amber waves of dew. 
 
Do I think every dream should be a dream that someone has of you, America?
 
A Crate of Satsumas in Guizhou
 
In response to Wallace Stevens
 
With only my mind I love these new oranges. 
Watching them, I imagine them. I do not speak. 
 
I want to swallow them the way snow absorbs
gasoline. I love them the way noise loves 
 
diesel engines or coughing loves smog.
Walking, I watch fruit women watch me. 
 
I watch, but to see? There must be some me who
can see a Miao farmer scatter night soil for her cabbages
 
and the basketballs of campus calling their thuds at dusk. 
Could I speak if I stop telling myself I cannot speak? 
 
These satsumas, I overhear, grew too big, their meat’s 
like squash, so blond, so stringy, worthless, whah!
 
Still, they accept the winter drizzle of this city,
cooking oil sputter, the summer of a space heater.
 
When I say heart I mean
 
 
that once upon a time          Lionhearted Richard fell          arm arrow-
 
struck and gangrenous          his wartime kin embalmed his heart
 
with quicklime          frankincense        and spice 
 
they locked it in a leaded box          to keep starved wolves 
 
from tracking and          devouring it          they mixed and cast
 
what spells they had          to render Richard’s 
 
many-chambered life          into the stillest          flattest stone
 
 
 
that in tenth grade          when Mr. Barry ordered bovine
 
hearts for Bio-1 dissection          they arrived
 
sliced open          unrolled flat
 
because he hadn’t checked the box that specified
 
he wanted hearts to study           not
 
to eat          that’s how I learned
 
the heart          pressed flat          is meat
 
that to dissect the organs Mr. Barry handed out
 
Kelly and I           ticked back and forth between
 
the flat cow heart           and Bio textbook diagrams
 
we had convinced ourselves           that we were wise
 
enough          to take a thing          our world had crushed 
 
and planned to eat          and          like two awful
 
Jordached gods            restore it to its shape
 
 
 
 
that mammals keep four rooms          with walls that close
 
to draw oxygen through         and then expand
 
unleashing          blood like sunlit air
 
to slow it down           breathe slow
 
my mother said          shhhh-sh my dear           you are
 
as safe as kids in lands we bomb are not
 
that heart’s           a chunk of body           breathing blood
 
a fragile             chambered organ           that condemns the brain
 
to rot if it allows itself to sleep          tired flesh
 
inside tired flesh that          like a fist          has to unfurl
 
to keep from choking           what it wants to hold
 
 
 
 
that once I read in Time about a boy who          walking
 
home from school          picked up a round          and stone-ish thing
 
but since          it was U.S.-occupied Iraq          no heart-shaped thing wasn’t
 
a bomb            the doctors called him           Lion Heart
 
 
 
that even with no hand           or face        or stomach left
 
his heart          like something grand           and terrifying in
 
its hunger           kept on           breathing breathing breathing
 
so see that  boy as light           see hearts of light           that rise
 
and fall           in a lead-dark hospital           imagine
 
bed sheets filled          and flattened           filled 
 
Happily Ever After
 
once upon a time the forest opened like an atrium
 
to pull us in          we drizzled through 
 
snow brambles into marsh           and in the marsh 
 
there was a sugared house           that when it saw 
 
the blush of us          unlocked itself      and once upon 
 
a time the witch’s heart          (which was a heart inside 
 
a heart that beat inside           the homeland’s chest) 
 
applauded us       she fed us lime and Frankincense 
 
and once upon someone had left a trail of stones like stars 
 
to guide us back           after we’d killed the witch the way
 
you clear-cut and tidy any unpaved thing            once upon
 
her heart clapped time and           dying           closed
 
upon itself     the witch is dead in brain     but since 
 
her heart knocks on      we keep her up with plungers 
 
in the vein        machines that beep       our medicine 
 
is thumbs and fingertips           but once upon           a doctor 
 
used her ear to find           the body part that never sleeps
 
the blood and chambered meat     that’s like a rock squeezed 
 
in a fist rapping its knuckles on the sweet door of the body. 
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ABOUT THE POEMS
 
These poems are from a manuscript about women and forests and mountains and superheroes and wolves and constellations and birds and several different things a heart can be. Also, Batman comes up a few times. 
My job as a poet is to combine craft and invention with vulnerable honesty. Each of these requires study, practice, attention, and revision. I’m much more comfortable with craft and invention than vulnerability, but without vulnerability, the magic of the poem doesn’t appear. I’ve always wanted to be one of those writers who puts a lot of their personal life right in the page, but so far, I’m not. I layer it and change it around and lie about small and large details to create a world that hangs in a logic that life doesn’t, that looks sort of like life but isn’t. The challenge for me, then, is keeping enough truth that I’m still letting vulnerability rest in the poem, to relinquish control in the midst of all that control (craft). Sometimes that’s an admission; sometimes it’s a surprise.
I’m not sure where Kelly came from. I don’t like writing about my actual family because they’re all either alive or the beloved, protected dead, and it’s not their fault that I write poems about private, difficult things. So when I write about them, I make up names, and I mix things they did with things I made up or things other people did, but it’s always rooted in a real person or two. Kelly, though, is different. She has no antecedent (except, if it’s true that the writer can only write herself, me). She might be a wish. I always sort of longed for a sibling, but it was usually a brother. Because women confused me, and on TV, siblings hate each other, but eventually a brother will punch someone on your behalf, and I had a lot of rage and a weak punching arm. But Kelly, ultimately, is all the casual, deep complex camaraderie I’d wanted in a sibling—except for when she dies, of course. That was unexpected, and it hurt. 
I’m wary of saying that my products (poems, characters, ideas) do things on their own because I try to avoid lying, and that statement feels about the same shape as a lie. I am the writer; I choose the words that make the tiny, page-bound world, so if one of the people I made out of words jumps or cries or winds a ball of yarn or dies, I did it; not them. Still, Kelly died, and I did not plan it, and because I didn’t consciously know I was going to write that she died until after I’d written it, it felt like she’d gone and done it all on her own. And once I had written it, I knew it was the truth. Or as true as the suicide of an invented cousin that symbolizes yourself and your imagined sibling can be. So I couldn’t, in good conscience, undo it. But the poem where Kelly dies (“Psalm with Pleather Teddy Bears”) was one of the first Kelly poems that I wrote, so then I had to go back and figure out what she’d been doing before that. Like getting to know someone as you grieve them, which is always a little bit how grief goes, at least for me. 
So Kelly ended up feeling very alive to me, and then very dead, which was not what I planned, which goes back to letting go of control, which leads to that shock of vulnerability, which maybe is a willingness to break open and remain a bit open, which is one of the things that a heart can be. 
 
Note:  Some of these poems have appeared in other publications:  “Once Upon America” first appeared in Eureka Literary Magazine.  “Heart of Lion, Heart of Light” first appeared in Pith.  “Psalm with Pleather Teddy Bears” first appeared in Tinderbox Poetry Review.  “Happily Ever After” first appeared in DIAGRAM.
 

Ona Gritz
Circa 1985
 
I went to the gruff old men of Aster Place, 
with their unwashed combs and indecipherable accents, 
to get my uncooperative waves lopped off. 
When I left, what I had was boyish, a showcase 
for drop earrings bought on the street for a five. 
This was the decade of black lace blouses,
ridiculously baggy pants, 
yoga class in Alphabet City, 
breakfast an afterthought in Washington Square. 
Dramas played out in late night phone calls, 
the curling cord patterning my wrist, 
but, really I was alone, a girl jealous 
at the sight of auburn falling from a clip 
like root beer in a Tom Waits song, 
or my roommate's artful bangs. 
I studied hair with hate-beams of longing 
because it was love I wanted, 
to be discovered, finally held. 
It was what we all wanted, I suspected, 
though none of us were willing to say it. 
Such a cliché. A poem ending in a rhymed couplet, 
a feather cut generously sprayed.  
 
Watching My Sister Sneak a Cigarette
 
"Don't tell," she says, striking a match 
to what looks to me like a fresh piece of chalk.
The bathroom clouds and the smell 
is bad but in a good way, like she is, 
my sister who knows where to get such things. 
"Do rings," I command and she sends 
bracelets of smoke chasing each other skyward. 
"Ona's an angel," she tells people, 
with a twisted smile. "She's a good girl." 
It's true. My goodness is like clean water 
inside me or cold milk. Still I like the way 
her secrets burn beside it, dirtying it just a little.
I like the dusky scent that lingers in our hair.
 
My Sister Has Gone Missing Again
 
The house is sluggish without her,
the TV cackling though nothing is funny,
linoleum colder than it should be, the ticking 
of the kitchen clock on too slow a speed.
 
I pull at the sticky drawers of her desk,
stare at the loopy writing in her diary, 
try on her blue headband and apple seed necklace 
because she's starting to seem pretend.
 
One night I press the extension to my ear,
hear her cry to our mom that she's afraid 
they hate her, to our dad that she's afraid he'll 
change the locks. "Then come home," I whisper.
 
"I know, Baby," she says, which isn't exactly yes, 
but isn't no either, so I hold on tightly to that.
I carry it around for days.
Wedding Ring
 
I pry and twist, squeeze, cajole,
finally grease it with butter. 
One strong yank and it's off. 
My finger pulses, raw from friction. 
Though soon the redness goes 
and there is nothing. 
Not one sign of that yoke 
I wore for a decade 
thinly disguised as a jewel.
 
Swill
 
Waking, find him drenched 
in your milk, cotton sleeper 
sodden on his chest. 
See that even sour, 
even hardening to a crust 
on his mottled cheek, 
this is his bliss. 
Latching on, he shivers once 
and his body calms. 
He forgives this place 
its noise, excessive light, 
air too cool and dry. 
Beneath your flesh you 
carry his real home 
as pulse and ache, 
as this fluid gushing forth 
to fill him up, to claim him.
The way he claims it 
and with it, you.
 
Bridge of Sighs
 
It's a corridor, really. 
Bare prison cells on one side. 
On the other, those two famous windows 
overlooking the canal. 
My son stands at one, waves
through the stone latticework, 
his pale hand anonymous 
to the gondola riders 
who glance up startled and respond. 
He's thirteen and all week he's 
impressed me with how he's taken on 
this new-to-us ancient language, 
and leads us through this labyrinth of streets. 
So grownup, I write in emails, 
though right now, his arm, 
crammed through that unlikely slot, 
recalls how it pushed through me years ago, 
as soon as his head was out, 
tearing my flesh in his rush to explore 
his first foreign land. 
 
A Taste
 
My seven-year-old son
spends Thanksgiving on base,
shares bread and bird and thanks
with his aunt, his cousins, their friends.
My ex is the only father at the table.
The others are in Iraq,
pictures of these children 
tucked into fatigues.
Though I’m not there 
I know fear sits heavy at this table,
fear of what may happen to these men,
as in Iraq, families gathering for meals
share a fear of what these men might do.
When he returns, my son owns 
G.I. Joe complete with ammo.
I wait, braced for bloody battles on the rug.
But my boy has had a taste 
of war, of missing fathers.
He holds the soldier tightly in his fist
where he can neither die nor kill.
 
On the Anniversary of My Mother’s Death
 
I’ve stripped the beds, gathered 
up novels that lay piled on the floor, 
dusted as far as I could reach, 
rubbed Pledge into wood, 
and as our towels and sheets 
made their way through the spin cycle, 
ran the vacuum over all that’s dropped 
from our kitchen table. When I think 
I’ve done enough, I think maybe 
I’ve done enough to please her, 
though behind its doors my closet 
is still a wreck. For months,  
I left that box beneath the jumbled 
shoes and fallen sweaters, while I kept 
trying on the truth–her body burned 
to bits she’d have quickly swept way. 
 
My Menstrual Cycle Speaks
 
My first lesson for you, 
with my sometimes sudden splat,
sometimes thick slow syrup, 
was to be prepared—just like they taught
in Girl Scouts, though I also taught you
you won't always be that good, buttoned-up girl.
I showed you that blood doesn't only live
on the scale between 911 and a Band-Aid.
It's also a mere nuisance, 
a simple human female fact.
As for rage and deep sorrow,
occasionally they're just moods. Remember 
that long ago winter evening on Bleeker? 
You gazed out a pizza shop window 
and thought, suddenly desolate, I have no one.
When you realized you were due to bleed
the grief lifted as though someone pulled it 
by a marionette string. That was me.
I taught you a new way to read a calendar,
put you in cahoots with the moon.
Once, I said, Yes there is a baby,
and many times before and since,
I told you, No, none.
Whether you met this news with relief
or heartache was not my purview,
though I might've had a hand 
on the volume controls.
These days, I'm in charge of nothing
but the thermostat, 
which I play with like a toddler 
given free rein in an elevator.
You might want to peel off that sweater. 
Up we go.
 
In a Campus Library
 
	with thanks to Maxine Kumin 
	for Making the Jam Without You
 
There were blackberries on boil
in the book I held that afternoon, 
a woman alone in a fragrant kitchen,
and beyond the house, horses 
in tight stalls, though I knew this 
from a different poem. In this one, 
a girl my age slept in another time zone, 
far from the rituals of sweetening, 
boxes of pectin, mason jars washed 
and waiting in rows. Rereading now, 
I live in the skin of the mother, 
the volume of silence in my child’s 
absence overwhelming the room. 
But at nineteen, I was still a daughter,
fresh from Queens where the jam 
we ate was store bought on sliced white.  
Yet, crouched in those quiet stacks 
I suddenly felt homesick as I tasted 
the word brambles on my tongue.
Washington Square, 1982
 
Walk through Washington arch and anything 
might happen. First day breaking eighty. 

You, a girl of twenty. High tops, no Mabeline, 
sundress flowing like fountain water 

down your thighs. Men swallow swords. 
Magic Zack levitates his cigarette. 

Boys on skateboards leap off ledges, 
land like cats. You listen for his guitar, find him 

singing Sweet Melissa to a slew of willing girls. 
Today it’s you who wins his crooked smile. 

At Heaven’s Door you add your voice 
in perfect pitch. Potter’s Field may lie beneath 

your feet but you’re pulsing, a wealth of summer 
days before you, sun on your shoulders like mink.
Midsummer
 
They’re catching fireflies but the teens 
in the grass are after each other. 

Boys, jeans hanging from their hips, 
break into sudden games of chase. 

The girls, shoulders golden under 
spaghetti straps, make a squealing show 

of trying to escape. Mostly, they hover, 
as easy to seize as the languid beetles 

flicking their strobes. Captured, those 
bugs have no more spark than houseflies. 

Of course, foreshadowing gets lost in the dark 
stand of trees and heat of midsummer 

when you’re sixteen and only just 
discovering how you glow. 
That Hand
 
I wanted to show him the first house
I’d ever lived in, though it wasn’t much,
a bungalow, really, wood broken off 
in places, white paint dirtied to gray. 
Still, it was part of my story like I hoped 
he would be, so I paused there, rousing 
a mangy dog who’d been sleeping 
in the shadows, and who, if I remember right, 
wasn’t gated in or chained. As he lunged
in our direction I grabbed the hand 
of that young man and held it, 
even after the dog lost interest, melding 
again with the shade. That hand 
in that moment felt like it belonged 
to a person who could save me if he had to, 
who would choose to do so. This is how 
it happens sometimes. You mistake someone 
for an idea you have and settle for that. 
It’s like marrying a trick of the light.
Keriah
 
My rabbi offers to pin a loop of ribbon 
to my bodice. Its function, to be torn 
in place of the cloth. But this time, 
I want to rip the thing itself, my thrift shop 
Donna Karan with its squared neckline, 
its seams that hug my hips. I watch as he 
leans into the space between us, the place 
reserved for such intimate acts. His face 
knots with effort as he splits the corner 
near my right shoulder. There, he says 
and we nod under a sky just beginning 
to bruise. I finger the small break 
in the fabric, one another woman might 
stitch, cover with a broach. I plan 
to toss the black heap in the trash 
since I’ve run out of parents to bury 
and I won't ever dance in this dress.
Dowager’s Hump
 
Once again, I am 
thinking of your body, 
the master copy for my own. 
When was it 
that your back first bent 
to form a question mark?
And, Mom, what question 
held you so much in its clasp 
in those last years
that you asked it 
with your whole self?
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ABOUT THE POEMS
 
My friend, the writer Beth Kephart, recently used a phrase in her blog, Juncture Notes, that I'd never come upon before, yet met with an instant sense of recognition. Memoiristic poetry. What a perfect term for the kind of poems I write. On the simplest level, I connected to it because I write from lived experience. I always have. But more than that, whether I'm writing poetry or essays or memoir itself, I write with a memoirist's concerns. I'm interested in where personal experience, when explored honestly and unflinchingly, taps into something that's true for nearly all of us. "The good writer seems to be writing about himself," Ralph Waldo Emerson said, "but has his eye always on that thread of the Universe which runs through himself and all things." William Carlos Williams put it this way: "The local is universal." I don't mean to suggest that when I sit down to write I consciously think, "Okay, what have I been through that will speak to humanity at large or will somehow reflect the human condition?" I write, as I think most of us do, from my obsessions. When, in 2002, my parents died within two months of each other, I wrote poem after poem grappling with that loss. At first this troubled me. I thought I was writing different versions of the same poem over and over. But I wrote about motherhood all the time too and I didn't judge myself for it in the same way. After all, as children grow and evolve, the experience of parenthood changes, offering new insights and new material. Eventually, I realized that what I'd written about my parents' deaths wasn't one poem forever caught in a loop of revision but a series of poems, which grew into my first chapbook. From there, I came to accept that certain themes would always be central to my work because they were the stuff of my life. Mortality, motherhood, love, loss—it's a mix of the concerns that keep me up at night and the gifts that get me out of bed in the morning. What drives me as a writer is the desire to take this stuff and shape it into something meaningful and beautiful. I strive to find both the music and the hot coal of deeper truth; to learn from the writing and crafting what I'd never otherwise come to understand and, ultimately, to share it so that you might find something of yourself in there too. 
 
Note:  “In a Campus Library” is from Geode (Main Street Rag, 2014).  It first appeared in the 2010 Her Mark Calendar, juried by Maureen Seaton, Woman Made Gallery, 2010.  “Washington Square, 1982” is from Geode.  It first appeared in The Pedestal Magazine.  “Midsummer” is from Geode.   It first appeared in The Pedestal Magazine.  “That Hand” is from Geode, as are “Keriah” and “Dowager’s Hump.” 

Daniel Simpson
What the Mice Taught Me
 
I liked it best when they died in the Have-A-Heart traps—
none of the futility and sham of releasing them
outside with the certainty they'd come back in,
but no outright killing, either.
 
An unfortunate oversight, I told myself,
having forgotten to check the traps for days,
though I never truly forgot them. I just didn't
make a habit of putting them on my to-do list.
 
One day, I'd had enough: their shit on my food,
their urine. I bought the expensive model
with a patented backbreaker.
For a while, I had to use ear plugs.
Now the snap is one more house noise—like the dryer buzzing,
that kick from the pipes when the toilet stops.
 
I can't imagine killing a man.
I can't even imagine hurting a dog or a cat.
Yet, when an old love called me long-distance
from her lonely life in Albany,
though I can't quite say that the lying was easy at first,
it was easier than I would have thought it should have been.
I listened, rapt, to her sad story, adding
a few random resentments of my own,
and even though I didn't know her husband,
I figured that he probably had it coming.
A Blind Boy's First Glimpse of Heaven
 
I climbed the stepladder to Heaven when I was eight,
my father spotting me from behind.
I liked that he stayed below.
How else could I hear where the world was?
 
"You can move around, Son, but shuffle your feet,
in case there's a stray bale of hay to trip over,
and you don't want to walk off the edge."
 
God was in a meeting, I guess.
Anyway, I never saw Him.
What had He done to Lucifer?
And what did the Bible mean by "cast him out?"
 
Did God have a squad of angel goons up there
to blind-side him from the back and shove him off?
I wanted to jump, to see if I'd survive.
 
Fifty years later, Aunt Polly said,
"You better get ready, Dan, if you want God
to take you up to be with your dad again,
and won't it be great to finally see his face?"
 
I don't know. I'm just getting to love
this world for what it is, a flawed place
with its subway platforms overlooking the third rail,
its hay lofts, open sewers and loading docks,
and all the strangers who've looked out for me,
letting me take their arms to walk with them.
 
I'm thinking, the next time I see Aunt Polly,
I'm going to tell her about my new vision.
"It's really going to be something," I'll say.
"In Heaven, you'll finally get to be blind."
A Friend's Sudden Death
 
We were sitting in the kitchen
when my brother delivered the news.
 
His cat went on
cleaning herself.
 
Through a thin wall
his neighbors laughed.
 
I remember how deliberately
he poured the tea
 
and paused to inhale
its jasmine steam,
 
the way he ran his finger
around the rim of his cup.
 
Why I'm So Mixed Up about Rhyme
 
Because I am just as mixed up about home—
whether I want dinner every night
with the same people, who might be kind to me,
or just as easily start a fight.
 
And it's not just rhyme, but rhythm—
the way the two,  combined, control and shape a line.
Soon lines make stanzas, as walls make rooms and houses
that keep horses from coming in to dine.
 
But shouldn't we sometimes force things
to go where they wouldn't otherwise?
And, in the apparent safety of a partner and a home,
isn't there always a surprise?
 
Oh, I am a wild pony galloping across Chincoteague—
governed only by my desires, unencumbered by familial ties—
and simultaneously a man with the same woman every night,
my domesticated hand resting between her thighs.
Why We Need New Year’s Day and the Passage of Seasons
 
Because we are iron in a smithy world
which heats and hammers us beyond self-recognition,
 
leaving us slow to learn renewal,
too grumpy or fogged most mornings
to notice that our hearts still surge blood
to every point along the body's map,
and that our minds are still what computers emulate.
 
After all, even monks with no other life
cannot harness themselves to awareness every second.
 
And yet, a garbage collector I know
carries his life like a diamond,
and an exhausted mother
immersed in four-child babble all day
hitches her mind to a book each night,
if only for five minutes
before she careens into sleep.
 
Praise, then, to the policeman who paints portraits,
and to the bank teller who keeps a journal.
Praise to the thwarted shop steward who keeps
his standing appointment to play catch with his child.
Praise to the heartbroken social worker who subscribes to the symphony.
Praise to the math teacher who photographs birds,
and to the roofer who, hoping for hope,
believes that next year his team will do better.
Praise the toddler and the hospice-dweller
as they stumble in new passages.
Praise all who breathe.
Praise all who once breathed and now nourish the ground.
Praise all whose stories have already been written,
and all those who still have at least one more chance.
("Seventy time seven," says Jesus,
are the chances we each should have.)
 
Let the fireman remember his own life as he chops with the axe.
Let neither the minister neglect his wife,
nor the doctor, her husband.
Let none of us simply swallow our lives whole.
But if the minister, the doctor, and we should fail,
let us have new years and fresh seasons.
Let us have seventy times seven chances.
The Call of Poetry
 
Lickington, Waggington,
Snootsville, Barksburg:
 
names I made up
for the houses I passed
in my wagon rolling down
Greentree Lane.
 
"Boose," a noun,
proper and common,
Dave and I made up
for simpatico dogs,
 
hail fellows well met
in the sleepy street
or distant criers
on backlot chains,
 
friendly as Jack Lemon
singing "Howdy, friends and neighbors,"
pattin' ya on the caboose
and shakin' your hand.
 
Yipper City, Velvet Ear,
Pawtucket, Tailytown.
 
Our own words for shoes,
toilet paper, and ears:
piggycovers, hineywipes,
waxles (from wax holes).
 
Chair, bed,
dresser in a dorm:
keep the rhythm running,
get from Sunday to Friday.
 
Lickington, Waggington,
Snootsville, Barksburg.
 
Miss Stout, all alone
in her first-grade room,
punching out poems
while we're flying on swings.
 
Then she's putting them into booklets
with wing-clip fasteners
so we can read their squatty lines
and call them our own.
 
I sat on a broad stone 
And sang to the birds. 
The tune was God’s making 
But I made the words. *
 
Yipper City, Velvet Ear,
Pawtucket, Tailytown,
piggycovers, hineywipes,
waxles, Boose.
 
* from “The Day Before April,” by Mary Carolyn Davies
 
Captain Beth and My Guide Dog Yaeger
 
Kneeling on the door sill, she helps to lift
my squirming, aging, guide across the threshold,
this dog I had to carry from the tarmac
up the rickety stairs into the plane.
 
I'd like to think she sees in him a colleague.
I'd like to picture her smiling as she finds out
he is named for a childhood hero of hers
who first thundered through the barrier of sound.
 
Maybe she'll invite him up with her
and they'll talk shop: responsibilities,
the joys of discipline, the ignorant trust of passengers.
 
She'll put the plane on automatic pilot
and they'll swap horror stories ("strictly off
the record.") And then, in the manner of mentors,
she will invite him to fly the plane.
 
"Forget the instrument panel," she will say.
"Obviously that's not for you. And the dog star,
forget that too. Just fly by the seat of your pants‑
or follow your nose‑however you guys say it."
 
But he will fold himself into a spot
beneath the seat, among the carry-ons,
knowing his rightful place, the job at hand.
Chance Meeting
 
You are riding on a train,
and since it is such a long trip
and your book is boring,
and since she seems to have nothing to do
but glance out the window
and once or twice at you,
you cautiously tuck your shyness,
like a bookmark,
into the cheap paperback
you bought in the station
at the last minute
and you say something to her.
It isn't much of a thing to say—
something safe—
and yet you feel
as if you are saying
something crucial and awkward
as you did when saying
almost anything in seventh grade.
You scratch your shoulder,
which doesn't itch,
and you say something like
"Boy, Ohio is really flat" or
"I don't know if I could live
in this city" and then
 
she says something back. It isn't
much of anything either. But maybe,
because you spoke first, or because
she's just that way, she sounds
a little more sure of herself.
And perhaps because the train
clatters along confidently,
you tell each other
where you live and what you do,
and then you both say that you are
hungry and wouldn't mind
walking the eleven cars
to the snack bar. You agree
that it would be good
to stretch your legs.
 
On the way,
because the train is swaying,
you link arms for support.
When you squeeze past the conductor,
rather than going single file,
you turn toward each other
so that you are fairly dancing,
rocking between aisle seats
as if they were couples too.
And when you lose your balance
and fall into a stranger's lap,
she laughs at you
with that understanding laughter
married people have,
and you laugh with her
as though you haven't laughed
since a year ago November.
 
By the time you return
to your seats, you are talking
about favorite movies, you are
telling family stories. And soon
you are using words like wish
and imagine, and you imagine
this could go on forever.
Then the conductor is
calling out her stop,
but she hasn't heard him
and so must hurry now
to pull her luggage from a rack
and make her way.
There is only time
to shout your number once.
She says she's got it,
she'll remember it.
You fiddle with your book. 
When you look up,
everyone is watching you and smiling.
A young boy several seats away
turns on a boom-box
and the car is filled with music.
Cowrie
 
          i.
 
This simple shell
tells
a hundred stories,
hides
a hundred more.
 
 
          ii.
 
Stories blend
into the sun-sleepy, baseball crowd,
settled forever in the sixth,
the score at nothing, nothing.
 
 
          iii.
 
Listen!
The intercom of galaxies
reports Time's passage
through the filters of crystal radios.
 
 
          iv.
 
The mouth of the shy girl
on the front porch,
half-opened, smiling,
waits to be filled
with kisses.
 
 
          v.
 
A vagina with teeth
warns all
who would pass
beyond her silk-smooth skin.
 
          vi.
 
A hen's egg,
weasel-snatched,
is drained dry
through an incision made
as clean as surgeon's work
with the ease of opening mail.
 
          vii.
 
This is the house of Anne Frank,
who wrote in her diary
as the eggs first descended,
her shy mouth
not yet full of kisses.
 
This is her house,
now open to the public,
the radio smashed
and the weasel gone.
Dolly
 
You think you should prepare yourself
for a good deed
you've been meaning to do for months
with a hammer and nails
you haven't bought yet.
 
But first, you have a suitcase of letters
it's time to send,
so you walk along Lender's Avenue,
turn right past the access road,
and let yourself into the copy center
that doubles as post office annex.
 
Rose or Jo-Ellen will handle the letters,
but it's Dolly you watch
in the rear left corner,
her face of a peasant
who has just set down
a bucket of blackberries
she'll bake in a pie.
 
She hasn't been waiting for you in particular.
 
She turns in her light cotton dress brimming over
with fresh cream, turns toward machines that splash wild ink
and thump a rhythm your headboard once knew.
Starch and tight shoes are not things she knows.
 
Let them mail out all your desire
and see if they'll keep your suitcase
behind the counter until the day you return.
Then go from here to the abandoned cathedral
and walk alone the Stations of the Cross.
Feel how dry your mouth has become.
Try not to think about blackberry pie.
Ocean Romance
 
Until today it seemed
only others connected like this
at fast-food stands in train stations
or outside juice bars on the boardwalk
and felt summer open into another country.
 
But now it is we who are walking in together, hand in hand,
reporting by shrieks the moment of shock
when the water freezes our genitals.
 
The undertow is strong this cloudless night.
There are no lifeguards here—no one else
except two far-off surfers trying to catch
the edge of an augured hurricane, 
which seems as unreal to me
as the Messiah in Sunday school.
 
"Never fuck with Mother Nature," you laugh
when I begin taunting the ocean.
And then you out-shout me:
"Is that all you have? That's the best you can do?"
How can, so soon, I be carrying you,
your bare back and legs like liquid
all over my arms and chest?
 
You have your eyes on the moon. Even now,
it is calling you through cycles
in ways it can't call me.
Whose babies will come out of you like stars,
if not mine?
 
If I hold to you this way,
will I feel the tide?
"Dish out everything," I'm thinking,
"everything you've got."
 
Someday, maybe, even on dry land
we will splash each other's shoulders
with our own salt water,
our eyes cleansed and clear.
People have died in here
hoping for a lot less.
Some Holy Saturday
 
you will rise from your bed at four-thirty in the morning,
to find bitter weeping outside your window
and your yard filled with trees that were not there the night before,
large leaves everywhere soaking your hair with dew,
the thick smell of olives heavy in the air.
It is Peter, still crying
up through the crust of the earth,
and though no cocks have crowed yet,
and there is no farm for hours,
you are poised for the marking of betrayal.
What will you do
if, following Leopard Road or Route 13,
you should be drawn by a congregation of curious crows
to Iscariot hanging from a tree,
the neck groove lapping over the rope,
his toga tented at the crotch?
And what if from the moon come strains
of Hollywood's fourth cousin to Gregorian chant
with celluloid clicks and pops to let you know
this is old and serious?
And what if the man who made the cross
sleepwalks beside the road in the underbrush,
and your father now remembers
that yesterday, between twelve and three,
the sky grew dark over your neighborhood?
Will you kneel down in the road and pray?
Run to your home to take from your kitchen cinnamon and nutmeg,
the only spices appropriate for the Savior's tomb?
Call the police?
Or walk to your church in silence,
hoping that the sun upon your back
is really the large hand of the fisherman reconciled?
We All Have Something of the Poet in Us
 
which is why
the bookstore clerk
passing through aisles
of Danielle Steele
and waiting for new words
has stopped telling her boyfriend
that she loves him
 
and why the crane operator
who would take the Phillies
over Frost any day
nevertheless searches his mind
before resigning himself to
Sweetheart
Darling
Honey
the names already used up
by previous lovers.
 
We all want
a new language,
to smell
the musk of sex
for the first time
every time,
to touch the new one's skin
clean of history.
 
Let us pray for poetry
that begins in love
and then moves outward.
May it fill the mouths
of all who love.
 
"My dancing tumbleweed,"
the crane operator will say
to his wife on a Sunday walk.
And the bookstore clerk, leaving for work,
will embrace her beloved in the kitchen.
"Oh, my hot skillet," she will say,
"my deep, deep fryer.”
ABOUT DANIEL SIMPSON
 
In 2017, Daniel Simpson and his wife, Ona Gritz, collaborated on two books. Finishing Line Press published a volume of their work entitled Border Songs: A Conversation in Poems last September. This January, Diode Editions released More Challenges for the Delusional: Peter Murphy’s Prompts and the￼[image: image-11.png] Writing They Inspired, which Dan and Ona co-edited. Daniel Simpson’s collection of poems, School for the Blind, was published in 2014 by Poets Wear Prada.  His work has appeared in Prairie Schooner, The Cortland Review, Beauty Is A Verb: The New Poetry of Disability, The New York Times, and elsewhere. The recipient of a Fellowship in Literature from the Pennsylvania Council on the Arts, he served, along with Ona Gritz, as Poetry Editor for Referential Magazine, an online literary journal, from 2013 to 2016. His blog, Inside the Invisible, can be found at www.insidetheinvisible.wordpress.com.
 
ABOUT THE POEMS
 
I don’t know that I’m the best person to describe or characterize my poetry. Usually, I don’t sit down to write with any particular intention other than to make room for and explore some inchoate feeling or thought and try to name the ineffable. In the past, when asked to describe myself as a poet, I would sometimes grab for some shorthand and say that I leaned toward the narrative and autobiographical. Now, I don’t think that’s quite right. Most of my poems have an autobiographical impulse or back-story, but they don’t stay there. They often wander into the imaginary or contemplative.
Poets have leeway to move freely between the polls of memory and imagination. Part of the magic of poetry comes from this license to concoct an amalgam of the autobiographical and the fictional, the remembered and the made-up, secrets and lies. I love the license we have as poets to move freely between the two, to stir them together. Still, even when I incorporate something of the autobiographical in my work, it’s more that I draw upon the autobiographical as grist for exploration, not that I am out simply to relate what happened. Often, a poem of mine will find its initial impulse in something perplexing or surprising in daily life, but will move to the imaginary. “What the Mice Taught Me” and “Captain Beth and My Guide Dog Yaeger” fall into that category. Others, such as “A Blind Boy’s First Glimpse of Heaven” and “Ocean Romance,” use autobiographical material as a springboard into reflection. Still others come almost completely out of imagination. “A Friend’s Sudden Death,” which sounds like it could be completely autobiographical, came almost exclusively out of my imagination.
Ultimately, I hope to be surprised by every poem I write, no matter how familiar the building blocks I use. I like best that space between the blank page and revising. You’ve gotten down a line or two, so you’re beyond that land of nothingness, but all the surprises and possibilities of a brand new poem still await you. My brother Dave once interviewed the poet Marie Howe for a podcast. In it, she talked about her process. “I’ll just write and write and write and write and write and write and write,” she said, “until something catches. I’ll just start writing into that other key, if you know what I mean. It takes me a long time to get there, so I write a lot. And then, something happens. You start being dragged along by something else. The horse, if you will, starts riding you, and that is the greatest feeling in the world because then all you have to do is hold tight, hold onto the reins and trust that the horse knows where it’s going. I guess that horse would be Pegasus.” Who doesn’t love that moment when the horse starts riding you? I do revise a lot and generally over a long time, maybe even years, and am learning to enjoy that process more. But there’s still nothing that matches that thrill when something outside of you seems to be running the show. 
 
Note:  Some of these poems have appeared previously in other places.  “A Blind Boy's First Glimpse of Heaven” is from School for the Blind (Poets Wear Prada, 2014) and Border Songs: A Conversation in Poems (Finishing Line Press, 2017).  It first appeared in Wordgathering and was reprinted in Schuylkill Valley Journal.  “Living with Others” and “Dolly” first appeared in Schuylkill Valley Journal. “Why I'm So Mixed Up about Rhyme” and “Ocean Romance” are also from Border Songs.  “The Call of Poetry” is from School for the Blind. “Some Holy Saturday” first appeared in Prairie Schooner.    
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