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for survivors, especially the angry ones









If I cannot air this pain and alter it, I will surely die of it.


—AUDRE LORDE
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Lengua




I’ve forgotten how to speak


so I eat lengua. I wrap it in a tortilla.


The cow speaks for me,


says:


You ate my cheapest part,


says:


Wouldn’t you rather taste my loin?


says:


I was raised on corn and secret beatings,


says:


I did not eat by choice,


says:


They cut out my tongue only after they cut my throat,


says:


It is good you do not speak,


says:


I will speak with my grief-tongue for you.












Arrival




What I want to tell you is that Sarah made me


a toy from the beginning. I was a burp-your-


baby doll. When you tilted me, my eyes rolled


back. I was a plaything. When Mom came


home from the hospital under a Scorpio sun,


Sarah wanted to hold me. What I want you to


know is how she turned to Mom and told her


she hated her. I want you to know it began


there. I don’t have a beginning or a creation:


I have an arrival in Sarah’s arms.












Sarah, Age 11


I am hunting you.


Daddy brought home Bambi.


I told him not to get blood on that meat.


Mother has to cook it for dinner. Red meat,


I am hunting you.


You dumb little boy,


thinking you can run or hide.


I love to squish you


in between the washer and dryer.


No Daddy or Mother when the sun’s out,


you dumb little boy.


Just listen to me:


Take off your pants.


I want to see your blood and your meat.


Kiss inside my pants. Kiss this hair. Kiss this.


It’s okay, shut up,


just listen to me:


Tonight, extra dessert.


Don’t I taste sweet too?


I love you, maybe, underneath me.


Daddy’s in the garage. He smells like smoke.


Tonight, I’ll make dinner,


and I’ll give you extra dessert.









Fear




In Florida, I loved magnolias—


their blossoms like felt blades, large and fragrant.


When closed, they were pretend grenades,


weapons of the playground, ammo for devils.


My brown skin was pretend, too.


Pretend enemy, pretend dead.


And Sarah, somehow, was an ally. Mulch turned to bullets


and fists to bombs as we fought


for our lordship over the slides and swings.


We waged many wars against those children,


unwilling allies, necessary comrades. Traitors, too.


I feared those kids like I fear Sarah now,


like I will always fear the white-hot moment


a beautiful thing transforms into pain.












Sarah as Grendel




I can hear the carpet outside shift.


Please, stomach, don’t echo her growls.


I wasn’t fast enough to get the phone this time.


I am alone in this mead hall: sink, toilet, tub,


spinning wildly in the oarlock of panic.


Mist is coming under the door. Breath


of bananas and blood. If I curl up in the tub,


my sweat will join the cold puddle of the morning.


If I turn off the light, maybe I can measure


her shadow steps, count each softening claw


as she stalks away, escape to my room,


try to snatch a lifeline. Anything


to avoid her teeth. Anything at all.












Knife Spell


I’ll tell you what happened backward


to erase the memory:


Boy,


you’ve got the knife.


Daddy comes in. I practice tears.


You are shaking. You are screaming.


Your eyes shock-white.


You pull the knife out of the block.


Chili dogs boiling.


I chase you to the kitchen.


Daddy’s in the garage.


I’ve got you in the living room.


Mother won’t be back for dinner.


You’re alone.


I come out of my room.


I’m hungry.









Doll Play




Magic color-changing body, she dips you into water,


watches you change from brown to red. The water


turns red too. Little plastic heart. Little plastic boy


with snap-on clothes and eyes that really follow you.


Parts small enough to choke on. Parts not intended


for internal use. Articulated limbs, they really bend!


Little girls like Sarah play with little dolls. Little dolls


are alive at night, and they cry at how they got bent.


Why do you think they trap them in plastic cases?


Or hide them between the furniture, the laundry machines?


We play at house, at love. Little brothers


and little plastic boys. Why make-believe when





you have life’s realest doll right here in your hands?









·30-06 (Thirty Aught Six)




In high school, I shot my father’s guns. The recoil


sent the butt of one into my nose, cutting it open.


At school, a teacher praised me for being a man.


By then, I was sick with guns. Since childhood,


we were forced an hour south to Ocala to shoot


into the bare hillside and at paper targets while white men


with gray beards, Oakley shades, and boxes of ammo


dipped their hands into coolers of Bud Light.


At the range, one man would call it hot, then cold,


would urge us out to the field to check how close we got


to shooting the chest of a black silhouette,


something Sarah was in love with: the power, the threat,


the unmistakable sulfur of the spent shells littering the sand.


Later, my father told me her obsession frightened him.


When he laid out his thirty-something guns,


Sarah picked up the assault rifle, heavy stock on her shoulder,


put her eye to the scope, and aimed.
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