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Paula Reed Nancarrow

Morning Coffee

In that bungalow where your dad and I slept
on the ground floor, I would rise with care
so the old farm bedstead did not creak.
Take my coffee on the back porch,

relish the few quiet moments

I'd have to myself that day

before I had to put on All My Roles

the way Heidi must climb the mountain

in dress over dress over dress.

I might sit ten minutes before

a thud on the ceiling above me

signaled you sensed awake energy,

and knew you could beat your sister

to it. Then I would swallow my solitude
with the scalding caffeine.

Hearing your feet on the stairs,

rushing boy-forward into the open day:
I'd sigh, and put my book away.

And there you were. Blond

as my own childhood

hazel eyes singing like wrens,

wearing that blue reunion T-shirt

that came almost down to your knees
with your cartoon Pop-Pop on it.

You'd climb into my lap, lay your head in
the curve beneath my shoulder

and we would be quiet together.

Once I looked down on those small legs
dangling on either side of mine while

the coffee cooled. Remember this always,
I thought. So far so good. Though now you
are tall, and your hair dark, and your legs
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are hairy like Esau’s. Now I lean my head
against your shoulder. All My Roles

lay folded between tissue in the dresser.
Now no one I love sleeps upstairs

Or ever interrupts my coffee.
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Hain’t

My father’s middle finger
pokes me just below the clavicle:
You hain’t going.

His face is scrunched; there’s spittle
in the corner of his mouth.

I am sixteen. I have opinions.
I am becoming uncontrollable.

All too soon men will find with their thumbs
the knot between my shoulder blades
where all my worries gather.

All too soon
there will be new ways of influencing me:

Less ugly, but perhaps more dangerous.

My father’s middle finger says hain’t.

MONAYE | 9



After Turtle Lake

for Cathie

Who can say why these things happen?

My 2000 Toyota hit 100,000 miles on the way
to Turtle Lake for your funeral. Zeros lined up
like pineapples on your behalf

but you weren’t there

to watch the coins spill into my hands.

“Life is short!” you told me. “Buy a horse!”
I grip the sheepskin wheel cover

think of your saddle pad.

What was so important

that we did not keep

our coffee date last winter?

Farm equipment slow moving

to the point of tedium.

Double yellow lines.

Where on that two lane trunk highway
between Stillwater and Forest

did I start reading the mile markers?

When did I begin to keep score?
Birthdays in one column,
funerals in the other—

the rituals of death overtaking
the rituals of life three to one,
just as I was told to expect.

Why did the flowers smell like

the opposite of garden?

We sing “Morning is Broken.”

We sing “Happy Trails.”

The stories are all we take home.
The stories, they stick to our bones.

10 | MONAYE



Mackerel Sky

A mackerel sky can be used to forecast weather, but it is at the more

challenging end of the weather lore spectrum. The simple bit is
this: a mackerel sky of any kind means change is likely.—Tristan
Gooley, The Natural Navigator.

Birds open the day for business:
the sky is not intended for fish. Morning clouds
in long lines move across downtown

toward St. Anthony Falls. Scaled gray
underbellies illuminated by the rising sun
skim office towers and high rises

avoid the light display on the Target building
where the puffer fish in the faint aquarium
keeps blowing itself up. The clouds head off

to be fog on the Mississippi. Condense into what
will soon be steamy air. For now it’s cool.
Birdsong sweeps the sidewalks. A rabbit

scuttles under the iron fence to loot
my neighbor’s lettuce. No sirens. On my balcony
I watch fish swim in the sky as if

they owned it. Treetops wave like jazz hands.

A man at the bus stop lifts a mask from
his fast food uniform, clouding his singular face.

MONAYE
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Jill Burkey
Mala

a Buddhist meditation bracelet

When Jupiter was out, I slipped
it on my nightly wrist

like a ring of stars

reminding me that pain

isn’t suffering if you accept it.

With each breath I count, in and out,
I'm snake, sea, wind, and night,
alive again like blue trumpets

glorying in morning—

who knows how they hold

their vibrating shape, their liquid color?
Silk petals papery as love

or is love the sturdier stalk

that stands, waiting through winter,
while beauty dissolves

into the longing ground.

12 | JILL BURKEY



Columbus Goes to the Moon

Last night my son told me

if it weren’t for the Dark Ages,

Columbus would have landed on the moon
instead of in the New World.

Tonight he says stars are so far away
we can only guess their size
by the color of light they emit.

I'm surprised by this and confess
I always thought stars were the same size as planets,
so I assumed they were just as close.

He smiles and gently explains we can only have one star
in our solar system or it couldn’t exist—

another star would wreak havoc,

and the closest star, besides the sun,

is four light years away—

twenty-four trillion miles . . .

I didn’t think our sun a star,
just as I don’t think my son a man,
yet both are plainly true.

I gaze at him, across the kitchen,

and realize we are all alone.

The stars chaperoning us each night

are impossibly far away

and we're just eight planets and their elements
gliding around the one god

we are all tethered to

like children fluttering around a maypole.

I lean back against the black granite countertop
flecked with gold and listen as he tells me

blue stars are bigger than red ones

but don’t live as long

because blue stars burn through their fuel faster.

JILL BURKEY
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Our sun, he says, will become a red giant,
and will live a billion years.

The dishwasher hums its familiar refrain
while questions spiral my mind.

He says goodnight and hugs me

with arms tanned by the sun.

I feel his blue cotton T-shirt, soft on my cheek,
and wonder where we would be

if the Dark Ages hadn’t happened,

or if our sun had consumed itself too fast,
exploding into the vast darkness

that surrounds us,

and I wonder how on earth

we ever ended up
right here.

14 | JILL BURKEY



The Duration

1.

It’s the time of lions and lambs,

the time to beware the Ides of March,
but little did we know

how much we had to fear.

I promise to stop watching the news,

but tune in to another pandemic press conference.
I wrestle with distraction

as I try to write and work from home.

My family and I take hikes and walk the dog,

who is oblivious to this slow-moving crisis.

My daughter and I listen to her favorite playlist

as we drive by packed grocery stores

and empty downtown sidewalks.

Haven’t we all secretly wished
for the world to slow down?
But now that it has,

we can’t accept it.

We want to make a new wish.

My body misses yoga class

and my head aches from too much
wine and bad news.

I'm scared to touch the mail,
scared to breathe infected air.

I don’t want to be the one

to make my family sick.

It’s odd when the way to help
is to stay home.

Our grocery list grows longer,

and even if the shelves are stocked,

I don’t want to venture out.

I find myself repeating

my mom’s and grandmother’s sayings—

JILL BURKEY
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Waste not, want not.
Prepare for the worst, hope for the best.

I reuse tinfoil and plastic bags,
bake and freeze banana bread instead
of throwing brown clusters of crescents in the trash.

I think about my grandmother, who saved
every morsel of food, no matter how meager.

I think of how, in May 1944, my grandfather
put her and their two small daughters

on a train bound for his mother’s in Lincoln
before he shipped out with his unit for England.

The newspaper called my grandmother and her little girls
the duration guests of her mother-in-law,

a phrase I didn’t follow at first,

but now we find ourselves saying for the duration,
because like World War II, we don’t know

how long this crisis will last.

We must endure for the duration—

endure not knowing how it will turn out,

endure not knowing who will live or die.

Time feels slow and thick, but also like a pinprick
because we’re forced to remain firmly in the present—
no such thing as making plans.

With everything on hold,

the whole world holds its breath.

With well over 100,000 hospitalized,

44,000 dead, and 22 million unemployed,

the pandemic is taking a toll, but seems smaller
than what the Greatest Generation endured.

The numbers keep rising,

we won't have a vaccine anytime soon,

but birds still happily sing the dawn,

trees haven’t changed, except to slowly grow
and thicken their buds,

16 | JILL BURKEY



and daffodils bloom bright yellow
as if they trust the spring.

II.

We have entered the bleak midwinter,
the dark December of the pandemic,
losing thousands of lives a day,

more than the 320,518 Americans
killed and wounded in World War 1.

I wonder what those soldiers would have given

to trade their rubberized gas mask for one made of cloth,
or their rat-infested trench for a tender home.

Or would they claim, like some today, that being asked
to mask and quarantine is too much sacrifice?

We conceived a vaccine,

but do we have the will to stay home

on Christmas Eve,

the will to wear masks until immunity?

Christina Rossetti wrote

these bleak midwinter words:

If I were a Wise Man, I would do my part;
Yet what can I give Him: give my heart.

Who loves more—

those who won'’t let a pandemic
keep them from their loved ones?
Or those who stay away

in order to keep them safe?

Is it two sides of the same coin?

If only love was enough
to see us through the duration.

JILL BURKEY
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New Year

I.

Snow nestles in crooks of branches

of the bush outside my window.

It rests on top of pine needles

that found themselves stuck there, in limbo
between the higher tree they fell from

and the ground.

In the distance, a snow shovel scrapes pavement,

its low growl trying to wake those who are sleeping

on this foggy morning, the sky disorienting, yet tucking us in
to this neighborhood, this street, this house.

Even though it’s New Year’s Eve,

the snow and needles sit undisturbed,
patiently waiting for nothing.

Just being, just waiting.

II.

I start the car and watch snow

fall like confetti in slow motion

the way we fall through our lives,
each flake’s brief flightpunctuated

by gusts of delight and perilous dives.

My daughter emerges from the house,

clarinet case in hand, backpack over her shoulder.

Tiny snowflakes sparkle in the headlights

and mix in the wind with wisps of her long brown hair.

For a moment it seems as if she’s surrounded by bits of magic.

We drive by quiet pastures on unplowed roads
as the morning flushes towards dawn.
It is the first day of school in the new year.

III.
I want to protect her from the perfectionism
that pushed her to tears last night

18 | JILL BURKEY



when she tried to mend her torn clarinet book.
I want to shield her from the terrible secrets
of growing up. I want to fix the slight twist

of her spine and the cyst on her wrist,

but the only thing I can give her this morning
is silence, quiet as the snow,

as she hovers, like the pine needles,

between her childhood and adolescence.

IV.

We turn east towards the sunrise,
and the blanketed world glows

in muffled orange light.

We're the first car to venture down this lane

and we see a trail of tracks on the snowy road.

I can’t help but wonder aloud

who or what made the haphazard patterns—

no straight lines when nothing’s there to guide them.

She leans forward in her seat like a fledgling
peering over the nest’s edge and says,

The snow filling in the tracks

is like the Buddha Board—

it erases everything.

Her words dissolve time,
and it is just us,

the snow,

and the empty road ahead.

JILL BURKEY
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The Two Hearts Inside Us

What is it like to be a root,
to grow away from light,
to dive deep into darkness
hoping to find something good?

Is there any part of us that does the same?
Some internal hero making it all possible,
like the stomach, for instance,
that churns what we give it
into something useful
the way a furnace
creates warmth from coal.

What is it like to be a root,
opposite of stem,
helping beauty stand tall from far below,
never to see the flower it feeds?

Thin, fibrous roots spreading like roads
on a map through black.

Maybe they're like the two hearts inside us—

the one that breaks,
and the one that goes on beating.

20 | JILL BURKEY



Oak Morse
Hard as Teeth

i’'ve come a long way from being a crippled tongue.
iuse every vein in my body to speak clearly, but it’s
like trying to snatch a cloud out the sky. but you
choose to act like my words are so distorted. my
darling, my words slid in your ears with ease when
you wanted to get in my pants to make a fountain
out of me. i understand your cravings, we all have
them—mine was finding a companion, a woman
who could make herself at home in my heart. but
now all of a sudden everything sounds like clatter.
you made your favorite word what, ran me over
with it, and made a mockery out of me, even when
the words flowed out like a symphony—played
perfectly in unison. why use me? why use my
speech against me? in this moment, i'm a frozen
volcano and my darling, i own a heart and i would
rather spend my time helping people than
humiliating them when their imperfections shine
bright in my face. i recommend you try going for
kind next time. maybe in this moment, i need to as
well. so 1’ll leave you with this: even though my
speech walks on one bad leg, it gets the job done.
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Beatrix Bondor
Origin

Every city has a scaffolding, a blue wood prism
borne on the backs of bars riddled with flu germs
and fingerprints. This is the jungle

for city kids to swing through, a runway

for parades of pigeons. This is everything.

This is the grime of progress at its purest,
chewed gum and heart that sizzles

over skyline. This starts here, under street-roofs
with the roaches and their yellow shells

like hard hats. New York isn’t sorry

for inconvenience, light pollution outdoing the stars,
because the constellations have already been named
and the rooms, the source of this haze,

are housing the namers.

| BEATRIX BONDOR



Infection

“They slipped briskly into an intimacy from which they would
never recover”—F. Scott Fitzgerald, This Side of Paradise

Unlike all common intimacies, a strange
hand’s subway pole brush, coins puddling
into grocery palms with ridges still warm,
eyes that latch, seeing a lone

glove on the street and wearing it home,
grateful for some wool

to thaw the frosted thoughts.

For the rest of existence, we will shiver
like fevered trees shaking off dew.
It was that easy, that quick.

These encounters are terminal. These are the judgements
unreserved. These belch into the skin

and weigh it down behind the knees,

below the eyes. These webs spread

and stay for always. These are toxic,

every line and dime coated in grime

that cannot be scrubbed or steamed out.

Every life is a track of no’s

and yes’s, a map of deliverance.

that we will not elect to unremember.

Our temperatures will only rise, only swelter
over stone, our words and our sounds
trailing smiles and cement.

Only this “yes” and the space

it used to fill, the mold poured and left to harden.
Only this pinpoint, this place

we will forever trace in human hands,

only this route, our universal coordinates, our crease.

BEATRIX BONDOR

23



Autopsy

A lock of Lincoln’s hair sold for eighty-one thousand.
What will they want next? My treasures:
toenails, toothbrush, pen,
vocal cords, book spines, clock faces, cups,
calves, marrows, cells
spread and pinned and borne before
posterity.

This house, divided,
can be yours in pieces. Claim one,
quickly, so that even when I perish
from the earth, somebody will possess
me, press me
near and whisper “mine.”
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Engine Ode

I dream electric and even in my sleep bow to the buzz.
With a sharpened scalpel, the mind commands,
can splice, like human genes, the continent.

We hunger for surgeons, language operators,
the suprasternal notch, thrummer, beater,
tambourine of heart that splits

each collarbone (this is worship), large and deep
enough for a swallow (of wine) to sing.

At fifteen, I dreamed in stone.

The days sprawled on sandy lawns,
lay in wait of rain,

spread massive feathered wings,

like cygnets that do not touch in flight.
No airborne creature can be bound.
There were no collisions.

Gulfs divided the days. I would press
one palm to Yesterday, one

to Tomorrow, a figure suspended.

I waded into each night,

basked in every deep blue pool.

Tomorrow spills

across the dinner table, soaking the carpets.
Yesterday flings herself into my lap,

demanding kisses and crossing, tossing

one stockinged calf over an opposite knee.
Tomorrow has miasmal halitosis.

Yesterday prefers a chardonnay, Tomorrow cold gin,
their twiny legs hooked together.

All the days want to speak at once and do.

I dream electric. I want

to unwind Today’s intestines,
to send the trains, distill

and taste essence.

BEATRIX BONDOR
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Within every cat is a small, purring engine.
Beneath my chin, I trace the small hollow.
My human throat rumbles on its own.

26 | BEATRIX BONDOR



Requiem

“I am one of those who will go on doing till all doings are at an end.”
—Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

Each cool morning must have run out of doings,
the Viennese stones beneath him warbling,
papers heated in a frenzy for fingers

and the scratching quest of quill,

doings rolling around his wooden floor like dice
with rounded corners. Uncommitted,

he could have lived at a window

where the streets trembled in buttery light

and mid-afternoon scribbles.

Knots hardened in his muscles and notes.

“Today, I will,” he may have promised: he would chuckle,
sneeze, scamper through a tavern, rest both elbows

on a table, learn something by heart, prove,

wake, conduct, bite from a steamy strudel,

bathe, untangle, straighten the wild spine,

set eyes and fingers upon at least six different shawls,

a symphony of doing.

How strange it must have been to dawn

on the day of his very last doing.

At last, a gleaming concerto whispered from him,

cutlery and candles shining in evening splendor beside soups,
folded napkins, and the silence of space to be filled.

Or maybe just a sigh, the doings

having finally all been done,

leaving future composers without

feats, melodies, or even a rest.

BEATRIX BONDOR |
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Monique Jonath

how i cried anyway

my father and i do not look alike
at first glance, but

we have the same scar on our chins
from falling off our bikes and

leaving a bit of ourselves behind,
red bifurcating again and again in the cement,

so strange to imagine how our skin
closed hastily, unevenly

(easing pain is not the same
as making smooth again).

later, meteors dragged their pale fingers
across my thighs,

so strange how scars can also
come from the presence of something,

and how i cried anyway,
imagining acid etched down my face,

sometimes falling asleep with
my palms pressed to my ribs,

something subliminal welling up—bitter—
in a dream,

and how i woke up spitting onto my pillow.
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a mi sheberach

The Mi Sheberach is sung at Jewish religious services,
a prayer for healing.

for so long, i wanted to be pink,

like my tights, like the ribbons,

soft and satin.

i wanted to fit just right,

like blush fastening itself to my cheeks
and forehead when it’s the middle of the night
and the sun still burns in the air,

like the last drops of afternoon sliding
off the clouds to follow it.

i wanted to be girl, to be sweet,

to be rose without thorns,

to be dress, to be pure.

i resented red in all her brashness.

i burned myself ironing a blouse

and now pink looks at me with sad eyes

scaly and rough and

now i want to be wood

to be leather to be coffee no cream no sugar

i want to be earth

to be earth

to be earth turning umber where i have spilled blood a
renewal of body

but i know that when pink

has turned brown again

my body will not forget

the shape of the wound

MONIQUE JONATH
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African Mask in a
European Art Museum

I was born slowly, over
the course of several days,
my body pulled out of a block of wood.

Though I did not cry,
someone held me against their face
and passed sound through the

keyhole of my stiff,
full lips.
We did this for years,

dancing outside and
growing flecked with red mud
in the rainy season.

I was the shroud for the living,
a face that did not change
as I passed from mother to daughter.

We could have gone on for
centuries like this
but now I sit in a well-lit room,

unable to blink away the blinding white,
a red stain behind my chin a reminder;
someone used to press life

into the cupped palms of my cheeks,

and now mine is the
head mounted on the spike.
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Imitations

I've drawn a lot of crescent moons lately.
They litter the margins

of my notebooks, ink seeping

into paper and taking root

(perhaps when I flip back through

there will be flowers).

I carve them out of air with dancing arms
(how many times do you have to carve
something before it becomes real?).

I tuck them behind my ears, as

they hide in the coils of my hair,
whispering to me about yesterdays.

I like to think that dreams are woven from
the moonlight that describes your face at night,
scenes molded from the pooling silver in
the coves of your closed eyes.

I trace them onto your shirt,

sliding my fingertips until

your back is a map of tonight’s

sky, or at least of what I can see from
here, my head continuing into

your chest continuing into the picnic blanket.
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Mwape Ntesha

We do not talk about it.

Silence can be what you make of it.
She died before I was born

and they gave me her name.

The kind of silence born of grief can span continents, you know,
and in it I wondered about her.

Every name from my mother’s side is embroidered into the veins
where mosquitos dip their needles to drink.

I thought of her and

each red welt that swelled and unswelled was a fight I had won
against the mosquitos and their poisoned beaks.

I did this for several years.

Her red sores only spread,

the consequence of the first man she ever trusted.

I heard several years later about

this invisible beast that couldn’t be crushed by newspaper or
fingertips.

He was the last man she ever trusted,

then she succumbed, before I was born,

to a beast that back then could not be crushed.
We do not talk about it.

32 | MONIQUE JONATH



Lisa Rachel Apple

Bounty

As if lynching’s strange fruits and the rapes that devour
dates and the serial killers popping their victim’s

eyeballs like grapes weren’t bad enough I know
now there is violence even in this vegetarian’s

kitchen. The world makes monsters of us all. Itoo
must cast my breadcrumbs into the flowing bodies

of water for even I have peeled the eyes off a potato,
gnawed on an ear of corn, broke through the smooth

skin of a plum and carelessly bruised an apple. I'm sorry
to say I have crunched through heads of lettuce and, with

pleasure, slurped the juice that pools on the flesh of an overripe
peach. I know now it’s true: no one really gets through

life without doing damage. Just yesterday—let me confess
to you this one more—just yesterday my incisors sliced

through a mild-mannered artichoke’s bland, blameless
Heart.
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Shrugging Jesus

Whose arms you think

Are open to you but

Really he’s saying,

Boy, I don’t know. Who
Did do the dishes last night?

Shrugging Jesus says, I've never

Seen a less lovely sunset, upon looking
At your painting,

But has no more specific critique.

He wants to play in the

Waves but not be

Photographed doing so. He wants
To adopt a dog but oh, too much,
The responsibility.

Shrugging Jesus will recycle if

The pickup is curbside, will compost

If he’s passing on the road

To the farmer’s market drop-off. He’ll deliver
A sermon on your soul, shepherd

The offering money into his hand-sewn pockets,

Give it all to the bum who was
Yesterday picking scraps from Murphy’s
Garbage, today strewn out

On the corner, asleep and half

A man. Not because he’s good.
But because oh, the weight

Of those coins

was too much

For shrugging Jesus

to carry.
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Unprimed
After Unprimed Canvas 1944-N No. 2 by Clyfford Still

They used to sketch on cave walls,
bump of rock forming the hump
of a buffalo’s back. Slapping
bloody handprints onto the stone
to celebrate a successful hunt.

Centuries later, on church ceilings,

so eager to create theyd paint

over what was already there.

The rust-colored stain of hundreds

of winters worth of water damage

became an angel’s crown. A clot

of paint in a corner became a spire on heaven’s castle.

Now, people gravitate

towards only the primed canvases,
gliding past the rooms of shell mosaics
arranged on driftwood, not even glancing
at the shovel suspended from the ceiling.

But in one corner of the room

hangs an unprimed canvas. Deep, splotchy green

it challenges, who declared our surface

must be smooth even as our souls are cracked?
People stand and stare at the sterile and bright
seascape next to it as all the while it dares you to look,
whispering, who says

we cannot love

what is raw?
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City Folks
1

We are city folks,
all of us,
waiting for the deer to cross our path.

We are,

all of us,

slightly in love with and slightly afraid
of their tangle of horns, umber skin,
suppressed muscles and cautious eyes.

We clump on the path as they
pass—nose in air and nose to tail—
single file, orderly, and silent—the ideal
elementary line.

2

I learned, in school deep back,

how Nacotchtank hunters bowed a deer once,
followed the blood spatters as the deer ran, watched,
still, as the deer lay down to die.

I imagine the hunter laying their hand on the deer’s cooling hide.
I wonder what it would be like to feel the last phantom pulse of
the majestic dead.

We read this in a grainy packet

fastened with a staple that was too weak to clasp on the finished
side so

when I turned the pages I'd sometimes prick my finger.

We were told the Algonquians used
every part of the deer—hooves, marrow, hearts.

I'd like someone to watch over me as I curl up
by a muddy creek and bed in the trampled grass.

36 | LISARACHEL APPLE



I'd like to think that every part of me—fingertips, arches
of feet, blades where shoulders meet back—might be of use.

3

My body is asleep and too often

still. Sometimes I lie on my floor—

windows open in all seasons—

place my hands on my belly,

and breathe in time with the garbage truck’s yawn.

But we are,
none of us,
breathing now.

Committed to the fine art of not startling
these precious deer, these

excessive deer, who overrun parks and starve
without enough weeds to fill around.
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It Won’t

After “Happy Anniversary” by David Lehman

You've been sober

three months

I think that’s

significant I do why

three is the number

of months it takes

all the leaves to drop

once they’ve changed from
green to red it’s

the number of lights on a
traffic light the number

of lives you changed the night
you ran that light while still
drunk the number of months
it takes me to fall

in love with you again after you
come home saying, “I promise,
it won’t happen again.”

| LISA RACHEL APPLE



Gillian Freebody
Prey

Insatiable and incensed, night tracked us

as it always does, its scope unstable but poised,
crouched on hind legs in the highest branches—

a deadly reconnaissance welcome in its regularity,
but weighted now with the inconceivable notion
that one day soon it may not be, and then what?

But the brain, in its impeccable muscle machinery
will not let us dawdle there,

and which one of us would, our mutual ambitions
rushing in a torrent toward the charred horizon
like a hemorrhaging, bestial herd let loose

in a landscape torn from the radar, ripped

free from any recognizable topography

in a Darwinian map of

every man for himself.

Like the persecuted Jews, we waited,

armed with nothing but our instinct to survive,
adrenaline bucking our nervous system

like Narcan, a holding-your-breath intensity
that never relents but instead explodes

in your veins like atomic energy, that same
mushroom cloud smoke camping out

in your lungs, settling into the marrow,
claiming ownership.

We knew only to mask ourselves—

a parade of educated people

knowing nothing—breeding fear

like the sexless mammals we were—

for how could we touch when our own skin

was shedding its poison, toxins shimmering

like halos around each of us, an impossible barrier,
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a noose of false security that could strangle
or save, and which one? And why?

And in this stagnation, we settled, phones silenced,
our voices choked with smoke, the trees

speaking for us, the birds still alive, the cardinal
bending its head to a puddle, its feathers

the red of the blood still beating beneath our skin,
the color we would see if the world swings its sights
our way, catches us in the crosshairs and bears down,
a reticule so precise in its target precision,

we’d shine brilliantly for the briefest of moments
before the final curtain fell.
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Single Motherhood

Time sends us far offshore this summer,
catches us watching the morning glory climb,
clipping back those that fall victim

to the unforgiving heat, those eaten through,
those refusing to flower, drawing a line

in the sand that remains absolute.

And, shockingly, in spite of

my inept efforts with water and waiting,
the wine-colored vines double over,
reach up to encircle the makeshift lattice,
curling and climbing with a beauty

that is far more than I deserve.

Thickening as they ascend, they adopt

others, open arms to collect the fragile

ones without an anchor, blowing about

like angel’s hair. I tuck them into the stronger
stalks, and the next morning, they have settled
there, already looking up, finely veined leaves
and delicately wrapped wings folded patiently
before the pinnacle performance, the much-needed
revelation of their vibrant bells tolling

this season’s hymn of forgiveness

for being only one person, one rock

on unsteady ground, one fragile young girl
trapped in a much older woman’s body,

a masquerade of bravado that shatters

when spying two saucer-shaped sets of eyes

in the rearview, gauging me for tears,

signs of breakage, all that causes a doubt

that floods the back seat like a deluge.
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Those wide eyes have watched every flower take root,
twine its course up the ladder we built

with our own battered hands,

grow veins of such resiliency, I wish

they curved beneath our own thin skin,

multiplying, reaching, wrapping around each other
so many times, their late August lights

guide us home like a beacon

I once thought I could become.
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Sold As Is

The pencil-sketch measurements—
height in inches and years

mapped out in erasable hash marks
I cannot erase.

The lightswitch plate

hand painted with clouds
mid-glide in a sky as blue
as blood beneath the skin.

The window screen with holes
punched through to let bugs in

or the sparrow trapped on the porch
the day we moved in, frantically
throwing itself from wall to wall—
wings thrashing, feathers
tornadoing in fractals of light
bathing the greenhouse

in just enough heat to nourish

new growth.

The Rose of Sharon

bending towards each other
and breeding profusely,
branches entwined like hands—
fingers curved into each other
to create trellises so heavy

with buds, I must tie them back
to keep them off the ground.

The bushes needing tending,

the autumn roses climbing the fence,

the chips of red paint flecking

the back stairs, the cracked wrought-iron
railing whose rust stains the hands,

even the mice whose ravaged bodies

I must dispose of, the cat on proud
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parade, blood on the carpet
that will never come out.

The bathtub resists the drain,
the oven has given up the game,
the furnace breathes into

a crystal clear vial that must

be treated like a king

or the sediment will leave

us belly up in the dead

of winter.

And the 2 a.m. shock of a baby
who won’t eat, my head lolling

on the couch in the wake

of a violent birth, her tiny body
torn from me like a bone from

its socket, a permanent dislocation
that howls in its emptiness,

a hunger beyond satiation.

A picnic under the table,

the sunlight stretched across the floor
at midday, the sound of little feet
running down the stairs

to find me secretly writing

in a corner of the porch.

The slam of the screen door,

the precipitous drop to the back yard
that makes mowing an impossibility,
the rocks we painted with the words
LOVE HOPE FAITH

in watercolor paint that doesn’t

run, the wildflower shoots

the deer have gobbled up, the stones
slick with rain and glistening, the spider webs
catching the first light of dawn

and the sign in the front yard,
jackhammered in, leaving a gaping hole
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to be patched afterwards,
a cavern of darkness I no longer possess
or can claim as my own.
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The Human Condition

My daughter cries herself to sleep,
yearning desperately for something
that has no name, no identifiable
characteristic, no tangible being.
What can I tell her about an ache

I know so well, it has grown

like a membrane with cell structure,
multiplied and manifested, magnificent
in its tenacity and thereness.

I wear it as a second skin that has no
molting period. It flakes and peels
but reforms, an incredible feat

of science, a resilience that knows no
bounds. But it has also

wrapped her inside, cradling her

like a seed that has sprouted

and is pushing at the seams,

its blooms so imperial in their violet
shade, crimson veins seep through
where our blood has mingled

and pooled triumphant.

I tell her this and her silence

echoes in a cacophony of familiarity.
She will grow into the emptiness,
the space of a need so great,

it deafens all else. But in its
regeneration, its reality, its residence
in her soul, there will be soil

in which to plant, seeds

that will bear fruit.
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This Precious Vessel

You're such a hippie, she screeches,

not disguising her disgust, turning her head
away as my naked reflection flutters

across her full-length mirror, illuminated
by the finest, most delicate fairy lights,
stickers for New York, Los Angeles, Seattle,
anywhere but here,

tiny plastic babies she bought to make earrings,
spectating now like a twisted strip-club audience

or reminder of all those who slipped through,

the hundreds who missed the mark, a wide-eyed girl
with Monosomy16, a sandy-haired boy

with Down’s, cursing me, eyes burning into

the slash-mark burrowed in my belly,

their frozen mouths screaming in the silence:

you were broken, old, exposed for so long

to the chemical wardrobe of the world

and you still bleed, leave us all

in the swirl of sewerage, our half-formed

hearts racing towards you, calling from a universe
of possibility that once twirled in your mind

like a carnival wheel, looping in its insistence

like the night the chain on the swing broke,

snapped like that fist of bone in my spine,

exploded into shards with points like daggers

dancing down my spinal canal,

flirting with the cord, asking it out for a drink,

then sulking when denied, rubbing

against the cilia before finally resting in a pocket of forgiveness
at the base of everything that allows movement,

makes mind to muscle a reality that still exists,

the EMT saying, Can you feel this? Can you feel this?

Can you feel this? An eighth of an inch
of a winter midnight flying by the window,
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the bellowing of the siren so high-pitched,
when he asks me my full name,

I cannot be 100 percent sure

but ask instead, Can I still have a baby
with a broken back? Who is the president?
What month is it? What is your full name?

And before, naked, putting makeup on on the floor,

she glances in the doorway. You have such a beautiful back
and then the phone call that severs the night,

my arms and legs strapped to the table, my neck

paralyzed in its immobilization shroud, the needle

drilling into my toes like Jesus with a jackhammer,

the nurse running to grab a chair as she slips

down the wall, her head between her knees,

Stay with me, Stay with me, Stay with me.

Years later, the railroad stitchwork on my spine
has softened, so when she recoils at the source

of her birth, I turn to show her the street

I walked the first time, the ladder I used

to pull myself out of the chasm of chaos

before conce