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One’s lover—or one’s brother, or one’s enemy—sees the face you wear, and this face can elicit the most extraordinary reactions.
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I








Colosseum


I don’t remember how I hurt myself,


The pain mine


Long enough for me


To lose the wound that invented it


As none of us knows the beauty


Of our own eyes


Until a man tells us they are


Why God made brown. Then


That same man says he lives to touch


The smoothest parts, suggesting our


Surface area can be understood


By degrees of satin. Him I will


Follow until I am as rough outside


As I am within. I cannot locate the origin


Of slaughter, but I know


How my own feels, that I live with it


And sometimes use it


To get the living done,


Because I am what gladiators call


A man in love—love


Being any reminder we survived.









Romans 12:1


I will begin with the body,


In the year of our Lord,


Porous and wet, love-wracked


And willing: in my 23rd year,


A certain obsession overtook


My body, or I should say,


I let a man touch me until I bled,


Until my blood met his hunger


And so was changed, was given


A new name


As is the practice among my people


Who are several and whole, holy


And acceptable. On the whole


Hurt by me, they will not call me


Brother. Hear me coming,


And they cross their legs. As men


Are wont to hate women,


As women are taught to hate


Themselves, they hate a woman


They smell in me, every muscle


Of her body clenched


In fits beneath men


Heavy as heaven—my body,


Dear dying sacrifice, desirous


As I will be, black as I am.









Heartland


This is the book of three


Diseases. Close it, and you’re caught


Running from my life, nearer its end now


That you’ve come so far for a man


Sick in his blood, left lung, and mind.


I think of him mornings


I wake panting like a runner after


His best time. He sweats. He stops


Facing what burned. The house


That graced this open lot was


A red brick. Children played there—


Two boys, their father actually


Came home. Mama cooked


As if she had a right to


The fire in her hands, to the bread I ate


Before I saw doctors who help me


Fool you into believing


I do anything other than the human thing.


We breathe until we don’t.


Every last word is contagious.









Another Elegy


Expect death. In every line,


Death is a metaphor that stands


For nothing, represents itself,


No goods for sale. It enters


Whether or not your house


Is dirty. Whether or not


You are clean, you arrive late


Because you don’t believe her


When, sobbing as usual, she


Calls to say if you don’t stop


Your brother, she will kill him


This time. Why rush? By now,


You think she likes it, his hands


Slapping her seven shades of red.


Besides, your brother is much


Bigger than you—once you tried


Pulling him off the woman he loves


And lost a tooth. Expect to lose


Again as you stand for nothing


Over his body, witness


Or reporter, murderer or kin.









Cain


First, a conversation. Now,


A volcano. Call me quick-


Tempered vegan. Turnip


Lover. Fruit licker. Mound


Maker. Quiet. I can predict


An earthquake. I can cook


A rose. I’m first to kill


A weed. The collards


Should come quick this year.


The beans may be lean.


I plant seeds and wait


All winter to eat. Some


Slaughter sheep for dinner.


Some chew leaves. Firstborn


And patient, I give ground


Color. Pull pink from


Green. Azalea, vibrant


As a lamb’s tongue. My kid


Brother killed one, but I


Dug the hole, soil still


Young, lava beneath it


Near each finger when little


Brothers tortured most


Of God’s creatures, and small


Men watched them bleed.









Labor


I spent what light Saturday sent sweating
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