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STARTLEMENT









from LUCKY WRECK





FIRST LUNCH WITH RELATIVE STRANGER
MISTER YOU


We solved the problem of the wind


with an orange.


Now we’ve got the problem


of the orange.


Jimmy once said, Do you get along with everyone


as good as this?


I did not know how to say yes.


In Albuquerque yes is hard/easy/look


a roadrunner!


You there, across the table, could be my opposite


of enemy. I do not want 8 babies.


Are you hooked on height?


I’m trying to stop myself from telling you


about the time I lost my passport


and so thought of killing myself,


identity being an important instrument


of my behavior.


I saved myself by thinking I’d write a novel


and then fell asleep in the closet.


It’s called, the novel, Last Things for Lala.


It is not called, The Contradictory Nature of Hangers.


What is the punctum?


Out of which limb will you grow?


Jimmy had two sons, nice ones.


Two taller than me. I bought them food and listened


to ICP in the ’65 Chevy.


I was 53 years old. That’s one year older than Jimmy.


I’ve never been where you live,


but that doesn’t mean I should move there.


I get attached to rocks.


At the tone the time will be: Let’s never die!


We’ve just met, should we move to Ensenada?


Or should I just borrow a pen?


I could tie your shoelaces


together and play king


of the mountain.


I’ve brought a lot to the table.


You’ve brought an orange.


I’d rather sit a kiss than you would.


My fist is like a kiss.


I want a shirt that says, Kiss Me or I’ll Cut You.


I want to start every sentence with,


Let me tell you something, Mister.


Mister who smells like yellow.


Mister who has too many pockets.


Mister who is a Mister times two,


Mister who misses and then gets sad,


Mister whose lunch I’m having.


What to do with the problem of the orange?


Let me tell you something Mister,


you’ve got to peel it.





LITTLE DAY


This is what it comes down to:


Me on a park bench, always writing,


This is what it comes down to.





A LITTLE DISTANTLY, AS ONE SHOULD


1.


I keep wanting to write about


accidents and how I hate them and it’s so


obvious. Everyone hates accidents.


So, instead I’ve been watching


my neighbors set up their picnic table


and tent (do you call it a cabana?).


The man is wearing a bandana


and a leather vest without a shirt, a look


I’ve never learned to appreciate,


even though I am from California.


The woman looks like that bartender Kim,


but younger. I’ve overheard that they’re


expecting company in approximately 45 minutes.


I have noted the time. I’m excited for them.


It’s hard to be excited for things,


not the same way as I used to, or maybe


it’s just that I don’t get stoned anymore.


Jake and I listened to a Neil Young album


in my old apartment over and over


again for hours. Every time I tell someone


that he’s died, that same image pops into my head.


He’s sitting on the windowsill with the light


behind him so you can’t see his face.


I’m very aware that he’s younger than me.


He wasn’t stoned. Jake was a good kid.


My friend, all the time, says I’m so excited,


and when I ask her, for what, she just shrugs


and says, Aren’t you? I suppose so. Yes.


2.


Up on a mountain near Lake Tahoe,


I once fell in love with a boy named


Billy, or was it Bobby? I was thirteen


and he was humoring me. I needed humoring.


We had driven to the campground


in a huge blue station wagon my dad


had rented on account of our gear.


It felt unsafe. Station wagons for all their air


of safety always feel unsafe to me.


The way nuclear family should sound


comforting and yet it only ever sounds


like something that’s going to explode.


If you’ve ever driven to Lake Tahoe


you know the roads. Long curving


gray snakes of pavement edged by


mountains and those drop-offs.


I hated them, still do. But when you have to


get somewhere you drive on them.


(I have to tell myself this all the time.)


You can’t really stop going places


because you’re frightened.


It’s like that road sign that’s the image


of rocks falling down a mountain


onto the road. I never knew what you were


supposed to do about that, duck?


Is it saying that inevitably a rock will


fall on you? Is this good that we know this?


I am obviously unsure of the usefulness


of inevitable things. Even the word


inevitable is awkward and hard to spell.


I never kissed Bobby or anything,


although I probably should have.


3.


Sometimes I think the memory of an event


is better than the event itself. The way


the retelling of something is satisfying.


That’s why it’s so unsettling when I can’t


remember everything in detail.


I want to remember the exact song


that my brother and I were singing


in the back seat of that rented station wagon.


All that I keep thinking of is “Respect”


by Aretha Franklin. I can’t imagine


that’s what we were singing, but maybe


that’s why it stands out. It was unusual,


like the car and the roads.


I can convince myself of anything.


My neighbors (the my there is so endearing,


it makes me love them) have finished


with their cabana and the Kim lady is power washing


the chairs. They are laughing and getting


along well. She doesn’t mind his vest.


Now, I am almost positive it was “Respect.”


Seeing them in print can help the facts become fact.


When I think about it, I would like to go back


to Lake Tahoe when it’s warm out and swim.


That’s where Jake was when he died.


The car went off one of those roads


I mentioned earlier. (I was going to tell you then,


but it was strange to write it down.)


But now, the guests have arrived!


(They were 21 minutes late.) The vest is lighting


the barbecue and one woman is pregnant


and in overalls. The whole thing is so domestic


and soft you can almost wear it.


4.


I have gone out to the fire escape


and come back now to my desk. I wanted


to be there with the neighbors for a while.


The Kim lady waved and I waved back,


a little distantly, as one should, as if


I cared only a little, as if they were only a fleeting


thought and me, simply a body on a windowsill


passing through.





THIS DARKNESS


This darkness is not the scary one,


it’s the one before the sun comes up,


the one you can still breathe in.





THE ECHO SOUNDER


echo sounder n. A device for measuring depth of water by sending pressure waves down from the surface and recording the time until the echo returns from the bottom.


—AMERICAN HERITAGE DICTIONARY


1.


She enters the world a ready-set-go girl.


She comes with a list of things she cannot


see, she comes with a language restricted


by its own inability to name things


as she sees them. She believes that there are two


worlds and she lives in the one that is


separate from the other, the seed that comes


up outside the garden, the one door with no


handle, the shingle in the roof with the


weathervane, the arrow flying from the quiver,


the child who can balance on her palms


and is hated for it. She wears no shirt,


still no one speaks to her. She speaks to


everyone. She has a bicycle and a family,


but it does not matter. She is diﬃcult to


catch, she knows all the names of all the


fish, she is aware of them dying all the time,


upstream, the sockeye and the coho,


upstream, the Chinook and the king,


upstream, to the sand and rock nest of their


deaths. She thinks the bodies decay too quickly.


2.


When she is eleven years old, she thinks


her body will be like that of a fish. She does


not want to decay before she uses it.


She is confused in the dark. She is never


scared. She is convinced that she can talk


to God and she asks him a question.


She does not get an answer, so


she makes one up. She believes the answer is:


everything stops, the food is in the mouth,


but the mouth is not there,


the water flows, but there is no creek.


She understands now that bodies can swing


from trees and whole families can be


locked up, that people die the way fish do


starving sometimes, gutted and tortured


by children who think they are being


scientific and responsible. She thinks God


must know this and therefore he is ugly.


She decides God is no good, but he must exist,


he must exist so she can hold him accountable.


She decides this and then forgets.


3.


At one point she decides she is in love,


the way she woke one day and thought


she had dreamt up the word Philadelphia,


that there was no other word in the world


as beautiful as Philadelphia and how


she planned to make it mean something,


like the way everything can


touch you at once, the mason on the billboard,


the old theater’s neon sign,


the water towers next to the cross,


the curve in the road where the school bus


stopped, the wet smell of boots and dirt,


the feeling when all those things get to you


and you want to cry or pray and because


you’re no good at either, you


tell everyone to leave you alone so you


can go on feeling the world climbing around


in your body like you were just as much


a part of it as it was of you, maybe, she thought,


she could call that feeling Philadelphia.


She fell in love the same way.


4.


One week she thinks about offering,


how it is diﬃcult to offer something of yourself.


She thinks it should be easy, how she


has an echo chamber in her chest. What


she sends out should reflect and return.


She goes to the creek on one


trip home and sits there for longer


than she planned. She decides to estimate


how long she will live and then she says


this is when she will die. She says it again,


This is when I will die, as if the repetition


will endow the words with nonsense, the way


a word becomes no longer a word, but a strange


sound that animals make, she takes comfort


in her animal-ness. She wants to go on


being an animal, not something that represents


something else, but the original object,


the thing before it is named, the fish before she


knew it was a fish, when it was just another


lost thing, individual and shadowy, working


its way toward its own end.





FARMERS’ ALMANAC


According to the Farmers’ Almanac the best day to slaughter animals


is the 25th of this month. And all my horoscope said today was,


Hooray for the differently sane!


The country I occupy is different than yours, but we both pretended


the vegetable steamer was a spaceship at one point or another


and watched it real-fly to the kitchen.


My brother once pounded nails into the wood garden fence in the shape


of a hot rod. And then drove a hot rod in it. It was a hot rod inside a hot rod


and I fell in love with men forever.


You there, I am collapsing, is it as


adorable as it feels?


Sincerity is what my meal is made out of.


July 1st will be the best day to eat a meal of sincerity.


At the dinner table I still sit on my knees, like I’m praying,


all the time, for more trouble.


One thousand toothpicks represent one thousand soldiers


in the child’s history report.


One thousand toothpicks represent only one thousand toothpicks


in this report


but they still cannot stop gravity


from burying the things it tugs.


According to the Farmers’ Almanac, this month, I am one more than falling down,


I am down falling,


I am catch-less.


To manage to miss things is an improbable act, to refer to people


as things proves that I miss more of myself than others.


According to the Farmers’ Almanac the master of invisibility finds


himself dining, too often, alone.


In my country exploding things come from the inside like a sparkler


and everyone notices and wants to warm


their hands on your burning body.


If I meet you again, let’s make inappropriate sounds


all over town and by inappropriate I mean the sounds


of our names.





MILES PER HOUR


The painted tiles are riddled with blue


cornflowers and unnaturally green stems,


as unnatural as trying to concentrate


on the blossoms covering the bathroom walls,


the way when we were driving 66 miles per hour,


and each lupine had become not one,


but rather one massive stain of purple and blue,


like one large bruise covering the right side


of Highway 12 and the more I tried


to find one leaf, one petal, the more dizzy


I became until the search for something


simple had ruined its way into nausea, into


that throbbing in the middle of my eyes


when we knew it was over, all of it and yet


we were still in the car, still going to meet


the family and when we pulled over on


Old Sonoma Road under the tree to make


love once more before the parental hand


shake made love more diﬃcult, more


permanent, my head swelled not knowing


whether or not to hold onto the handle


or the stick shift or to shove my foot


on the dashboard or just to remain pinned


like that, pummeled in the car seat, what we called


screwing, the hard stuff, the times when we were more


angry than anything else, the turn-on being


the pain. And through the car window I could


see everything in summer heat, the oak leaves


the tires had crushed in their masculine heaviness,


the fungus that grew on the side of the tree making


a shape like a face or a birthmark and each single thing


made me grab you harder, want to be connected


to something larger, as if we could swell into


the universe itself, the movement of hips propelling


us up into some, I don’t want to say celestial, body,


but something as big as that, where we could watch


over everything, the towns growing smaller like


little painted toys, those giant oaks and cedars,


turning into a brushstroke of blue and green, small


and unrecognizable as these flowers now, painted


haphazardly and scattered, like the memory


itself, the car driving farther and farther down


the highway, my face pressed up against the window


unable to discern whether or not I was as much


of a blur as the things I passed.





THE FIREMEN ARE DANCING


I am running my finger through the rough knotted hole


on the edge of the stained, oak, bar table.


It looks like it could be an eyehole and I think it


would be the scariest thing in the world if I were an ant,


a hole where the bottom drops out, just like that, onto the floor.


I don’t want to drink tonight, or if I do, I want to drink a lot, enough


to lie down on the ash blackened floor and watch everything


through the eyehole.


Everyone is talking about parties, the vice cop keeps looking


at the guy we call Red and that’s fine by me


because I don’t like him, never have.


O and the firemen are dancing. My favorite part is how


they are dancing so close.


One is pulling the other to his hip and one with the hat is laughing


and tossing his head back as if they were seventeen or, even,


as if they were alone.


And it’s okay that I don’t have a specific you right now and it’s okay
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