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Advance Praise for SCORCHED EARTH



“A formally kaleidoscopic work that oscillates between history, family, friendship, love, and the vexed precarity of modern life, Scorched Earth both challenges and soothes at once. But what I love most about these poems, and in Tiana’s poems at large, is the way they name and hold the archive, the barbed histories, the loved ones and the nemeses in our world, with such intelligent tenderness. Here, the ache of lived experience is recast, as it is in our most indelible poems, as sites of wonder and luminosity, where our wounds are—thank god—not merely subjects, but methods.”

—Ocean Vuong, author of On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous

“ ‘I still want joy at the end,’ Tiana Clark writes in Scorched Earth, her searing, expansive new collection of poems. This book begins with an end—the speaker’s divorce—and the poems unpack what it means to have outlived the life you’d expected to have. ‘If my body be a long poem,’ Clark writes, ‘then I want it to go wherever it needs.’ These are poems of Black joy, queer love, and radical acceptance of the self. Scorched Earth is a hell of a book.”

—Maggie Smith, New York Times bestselling author of You Could Make This Place Beautiful

“Scorched Earth is quite the title for this stunning volume in which Tiana Clark challenges our notions of just how many times a poem can turn and just how much any poem can hold. Each page reads as if it is hungry for understanding—of divorce, of Blackness, of the American South, of poetry itself: ‘I want to peg / the canon. So I am running back / and forth between the house of silence / and the house of shame…’ Clark’s is an ever-evolving voice that we need to hear!”

—Jericho Brown, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of The Tradition

“I can give three reasons for why Tiana Clark is a great poet. One—her self-intimacy is really shocking and strong—and she owns it. Two—she knows where to stop (i.e., end the poem), she puts her finger on it, and it’s true or it feels true. Ultimately, her poetry is one big safe word. That’s three. It’s crazy gorgeous, and it stops everything.”

—Eileen Myles, author of I Must Be Living Twice

“To read Scorched Earth is to touch the electric fire of Tiana Clark’s mind—crackling with visceral, wonderfully dangerous poems exploring the feminine erotic, she writes unapologetically about Black womanhood, sexuality, desire, and its mirror world of grief, doubt, and unbelonging. This collection is a celebration of the expense of Black femininity as its own cosmos of possibility. What a joy to see a poet write so deliciously toward longing, yearning, and, ultimately, her own incendiary self.”

—Safiya Sinclair, author of How to Say Babylon
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For my single mother, who taught me first how to survive the ruins.






… I’ve been remembering the story of salt. Lot’s wife.

But you tell me something the story never did:

Look back at the burning city. Still, live.

—ARACELIS GIRMAY








PROLOGUE [image: ]



Then I know that there is room in me for a second huge and timeless life.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE








Proof


I once made a diorama from a shoebox

for a man I loved. I was never a crafty person,

but found tiny items at an art store and did my best

to display the beginning bud of our little love,

a scene re-creating our first kiss in his basement

apartment, origin story of an eight-year marriage.

In the dollhouse section, I bought a small ceiling fan.

Re-created his black leather couch, even found minuscule

soda cans for the cardboard counters that I cut and glued.

People get weird about divorce. Think it’s contagious.

Think it dirty. I don’t need to make it holy, but it purifies—

it’s clear. Sometimes the science is simple. Sometimes

people love each other but don’t need each other

anymore. Though I think the tenderness can stay

(if you want it to). I forgive and keep forgiving,

mostly myself. People still ask, What happened?

I know you want a reason, a caution to avoid,

but life rarely tumbles out a cheat sheet. Sometimes

nobody is the monster. I keep seeing him for the first

time at the restaurant off of West End where we met

and worked and giggled at the micros. I keep seeing his

crooked smile and open server book fanned with cash

before we would discover and enter another world

and come back barreling into this one, astronauts

for the better and for the worse, but still spectacular

as we burned back inside this atmosphere to live

separate lives inside other shadow boxes we cannot see.

I remember I said I hate you once when we were driving

back to Nashville, our last long distance. I didn’t mean it.

I said it to hurt him, and it did. I regret that I was capable

of causing pain. I think it’s important to implicate

the self. The knife shouldn’t exit the cake clean.

There is still some residue, some proof of puncture,

some scars you graze to remember the risk.








I. THERE IS STILL SOME RESIDUE [image: ]







Self-Portrait at Divorce


The day my husband left

I accidentally set off the house alarm

and the dog finally curled into my chest

like a warm croissant of cream fur and you

had replaced the trash bag for the last time

and the recycling and I walked into

your office and I wept and wept inside

your pillow on our bed (whoops) I mean my bed

a California king our biggest bed yet because

we wanted space for our long bodies to stretch

and room for the dog to splay and I put water

in the dog bowl and I told myself that I had to remember

to do that because you had always done that simple task

and you often reminded me to do it when I forgot and I didn’t

want our dog to die of thirst and you left a cup of water

on the end table by the couch we had picked out the year before—

we had just walked into an Ashley furniture store on a Saturday

and sat on the first fake living room set and said this is us

like we knew what we wanted but we did that day (we did)

and it was easy (which was rare for us)—and I put your last cup

of water to my mouth and I guessed where your mouth

might have been on the rim and I pressed my lips to the glass

(I had the nicest lips like two pillows you always said)

and I kissed the cup and poured out the rest of the water

into the sink and it wasn’t an offering to anything and I put

the cup in the dishwasher and I started to tremble and the house

seemed (smelled?) like it was a train but it was just the actual train

that rumbles behind our house (I mean my house)

and you called and told me you went to the hospital

for chest pains and I wasn’t with you at the walk-in clinic

but you said I was still your emergency contact

and I slept on the couch that night because I didn’t want

to sleep in our (I mean) my big bed and I wanted to grovel my way

back to the complacency of us and I wanted to grasp at the stomach

of anyone and I wanted the almost-happy home we had

and I keep walking into each room and staring at the objects

that we bought together remembering fights at Target laughter

at Target splitting up and conquering a to-do list at Target

and those little zapper guns they gave us at Target when we

registered for our wedding gifts and I haven’t showered

in days I have a sourness to me and the lids of my eyes

are swollen like tiny beige water balloons from all the sobbing

and I wanted to end this poem with gladness instead of the sound

of the knife drawer opening and closing opening and closing music

of metals and cabinet wood jingle and the clink of steel blades

and measuring spoons rustling against their edges and contours

and I didn’t harm myself because I did want to harm myself I wanted

to feel the negotiation of pain besides the present pain and I wanted

the body’s paint to come (but I didn’t do it OKAY) I just thought

about it and I think I am proud of myself today for sitting down inside

the empty well of grief and looking up (I always forget to look up)

and I didn’t do it okay I didn’t and I still want joy at the end,

but the day my husband moved out it felt like the first real day

of fall because it was








I Like the Way Josh Says Black Love Is Radical


Tonight, I went to the park again,

because I couldn’t stop crying. I don’t

remember my dreams, and when I do

someone is always dying. Someone is always

grabbing my arm when I wake up. Once,

I woke to my own bite marks on my bicep.

Tonight, my friend Josh said he did not

exist in his own romantic imagination,

and I felt a zap of acknowledgment dip

through my chest like a tiny black bat

skittering the delicate lake for little bugs.

Tonight, I wanted to ask a better question

but couldn’t, so I told Josh why I wanted

to live instead. Tonight, wherever the sunset

smeared the pink ghosts in the sky from dusk

to dust and other kinds of dreamy darknesses…

Tonight, I’ll probably call my ex-husband

and say nothing, then hang up.

I’ll open the fridge and say nothing too.

I’ll take one more bite of tiramisu. What

a delightful word. You kind of have to sing to say it.








Self-Portrait at 35: Terror


I had a terror since September, I could tell to none; and so I sing,
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