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Introduction



by Danez Smith




I use these words
to distract you.


—“Young, Sassy, and Black”





Much as I love this brief poem, I don’t believe Morgan here. Or maybe, I don’t believe the word “distract” in this collection. The title feels found, stolen from a past or future assessment of Morgan’s work. Same folks who call every collection by a debut Black author “raw.” I wonder who “you” is here? What yous among the readers read “gifted” where they accuse of sassiness? Who laughs along with Morgan here, who cracks up at the readers who entered this poem expecting self-portrait and found themselves checked, clocked, caught looking, in awe, mesmerized, distracted? Okay, fine. Maybe I believe “distract.” Morgan Parker knows we’re looking. You could say Morgan considers audience, I say she peeps game. She knows on the other side of the poem is another person, their being, their ways, their looking. These pages become screens for Parker to set the conditions of that witnessing, to set a control for the wildness of lyric and living captured in this collection. The speakers in this collection (Are they Morgan? Kinda. Yes. Maybe. No. And.) find themselves dreaming up Real World audition tapes, giving Real Housewives confessions, launching urgent and prayer-filled questions at Miss Black America. They know we’re watching. Morgan knows. She looks back.




I’ll fucking murder you, pig!!!!For something
to do with my mouth[then everyone laughs,
their shoulders bob up
and down in tweed blazers]


—from “Self-portrait as Jay-Z” in
“Greetings from Struggle City”





Morgan knows too that sometimes attention is the worst thing one can get, and for Black artists like the ones Morgan often draws inspiration from, like Morgan herself, what are the dangers of that attention? What does it do to someone to be looked at? Looked thru? A line poem from Parker’s second collection that haunts me is “What Beyoncé Won’t Say on a Shrink’s Couch,” which reads, “what if I said I’m tired/ and they heard wrong/ said sing it.” Thinking about this alongside “Young, Sassy, and Black,” both the shortest poems in their respective collections, I feel the exhaustion of wearing the mask, the weight of being Black in non-Black public, the talent that living takes. This feels a long question across Morgan’s work, a Real World rewrite: what if we stopped persisting, stopped having to survive, stopped performing, and just got to be? Maybe not a question, but a plea, a prayer for self and her people alike. Can I live?


With Other People’s Comfort Keeps Me Up at Night, Morgan Parker was really on one. Stays, honestly, but this first major utterance into a quickly growing archive of masterpieces launched deep into the blue-green border where jazz meets hip-hop and gave us a funky, brazen vulnerability it takes most rappers until their 40s to find. In her Jay-Z era, Parker in these poems has all the play and genuine cool of her muse on Vol. 2, the confessionalism of 4:44 (but like, better), and a duende he ain’t had since he stopped rapping about hustlin’. I say play because I feel Parker having fun here. I can almost see her head fly back when she put two poems titled “Poem” back-to-back towards the end. I see her braids dance and smile widen when reading the title “Morgan What, Morgan Who?” I feel the poet’s flex when I open and, across from each other, sit a sharp, darkly humorous persona poem like “Real Housewife Considers Feminist Theory While Sketching Designs for Her Handbag Line” (“Power is money and my body/ glistens.”) from a surrealist confession like “It Doesn’t Get Cold Where We’re From and We Weren’t Taught” where she can say “I am worried/ angels are in my room/ breathing.” And I believe that breath, that even the attention of angels is a looking to worry about. I say confessional because just as big a muse as Jay-Z is (himself a confessional poet prone to confessing a stunt) is the influence of Frank O’Hara. I think for both O’Hara and Parker there is a play in confession, that the self is both so serious and so silly at the exact same time. O’Hara’s spirit lives in a poem of comedy and tragedy like “I’d Rather Sink . . . Than Call Brad for Help!” or the drama and performance of something like “Apology with Pearls On,” but even in the midst of all that play, the poet is saying something real. Let us never get too caught in the wit of these poems to misunderstand the urgent and bleeding thoughts and questions about living they hold for us. Don’t let the wink of “On Getting One’s Groove Back” make you miss the heartbreak of that first line: “Touching you on the shoulder/ is the most honest I’ve been/ all week.” I say duende because even while these poems play on a similar edge of what’s “real” similar to some of her many reality TV muses, there is the pulse of someone who knows the brilliance, depths, and fragility of life. I think that’s why there are flowers here, why love and desire and the natural world that they so often flourish near take over Parker’s poems. I say take over because I feel like over time it has become a very Morgan Parker move to end a poem with something of nature, sometimes a comfort, at times a weapon. Amongst the screens and bars, cities and bathtubs we find ourselves in, we also get moments when we lift our heads to the light (“music seems brighter: the sky the sky”) and at times we leave human forms altogether in order to get the feeling right (“I climb your shoulders/ as a white sky bear,/ cover the veins/ of your neck in soot.”). Every world that pulses with life, joy, and danger is a realm Morgan can play, be it in a screen or out the window. Everything real is real.
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