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Dedicated to Beverly and Linda and Langston and William. Who sacrificed so much to make their granddaughter possible.





Storytelling is a form of tribal propaganda

—Will Storr






GRASS GROWING WILD BENEATH US






THE ENGINE


The sun fell out of the window,

our daughter caught it with her teeth.

Every nightfall

is a black they can’t murder.

The days my car makes it

to the garage are the days I can live forever.

Even flattened against the street, an officer’s

knee in my back, I look young for my age.

They say you can chart time by stargazing or

knowing all the stars you see are already dead.

If the tops of trees are the newest life, everything

from my father’s land looks like the future.

When I retrieve the mail, I am reminded

of what can outlive me.

When I was a boy, we gathered

sticks that resembled bones.

We tried to resurrect our ancestors, but they refused.

We have given you death once, why would you give

that back?

I had a cut above my eye once

and assumed everything I saw was bleeding.

The ground is better at giving us names

than the sky has ever been.








THE TRAIL SAYS THREE POINT ONE MILES


We know how old we are by remembering

our company while   we walked this trail

the beginning when there were less

of us   jogging and counting the miles

sweaty and owning our breath   we drove

to your condo which was still our   home

and showered for a long spell

picking the   wild from each other   then

when we were      pregnant and you refused

to not finish the trail   I was so cautious then

you      would probably never succumb to anything

but I was      brutish and remembered

this wasn’t your first pregnancy

only the one that had lasted   this long

later   we brought the stroller because

she loved the buzzing air too   sometimes

she would run along with you like a second hand

catching up to the hour       sometimes

she stayed in the stroller   while I pushed

her up each hill      once we saw   a deer

slowly venturing through the thick

head high as a lighthouse   the brush parting

like a royal court    the girl sat upon

my shoulders saying   daddy daddy

daddy   until the other deer   emerged

and there was nothing left

to say   we had been here before   all

of us   with the grass growing wild

beneath us








INTERROGATION


The morning has rhythm—

wake her up, get dressed, eat

breakfast, brush teeth,

shoes on, then the door. It is

true, even if it is still a sprint.

Not every morning is made from

God, so it is left to me to improvise

upon the machine. Bring

the clothes downstairs, eat in the car

or be ready to pack everything

you can. She is fully dressed,

hoping the morning

will make me forget that she

needs to brush her teeth. It does

not. I can’t brush my teeth if

I already have my shoes on.

She knows this is not

how logic moves around us,

and yet she tries. Not all

gulfs will be this easy to bridge.

She calls the baseball a football

and I correct her. She says

her grandparents are in heaven

now and I say close enough. I never

know what windows are worth

destroying. She knows that I am Santa.

I have driven into the night and returned

with ice cream at her request then

betrayed her by smiling about it. Lost

a game of Connect Four twice. Pretended

to not see her hiding behind the couch.

Told her why she will never have

a brother. Once we roamed around

the woods and watched a deer

beautiful and liquid move among

the tall grass. The girl’s eyes widened

until light came from them. She whispered

even though the deer knew we were

there. Daddy, it’s so cool, she would say.

And I was silent. Smiling, I thought,

Did you know some people shoot them?








SOFT PRAYER FOR THE TEETHING


Be it the miracle wounding.

Be it the tearing of one’s own

body to allow invasion. Be it

the song that won’t be suppressed.

The courtship that only happens

at nightfall. The flattering

that happens from outside

the window, but must shatter

the window to be heard. Be it

the ceremony of ache, the feigned

consent. The world opening

inside of a mouth. May these gods

enter and never leave. May they

never be betrayed by a car crash

or unloved lover. May the pain be

a gate broken once and mended again

and again and








LITTLE LIE


Close to her school the lights of the ambulance

splay across the interior of the car. I see

the new shades of my daughter recycle

across her opened face. There is a car in front

of the ambulance, nothing we can see wrong

with it except for the not moving. It is angled in

the turning lane like an invasive sunray into a quiet

room, a thorn among stalks. The bicycle lies

much farther away, the front wheel contorted

around the wooden pole emerging from the concrete.

The back wheel is gone, as if slid in some

mischief’s pocket. Chain loose and resting

on the sidewalk. There are no people among

the macabre, unless you count the ghosts. My daughter

asks what happened and I lie the little lie.

I don’t know what happened, love.

I say it again and again like a chant

or a wish or something to fill the air

until the lights light up someone else’s sky

and can do nothing more than chase us.








MIMIC


Copycat: Mimic:

the little girl knows this game

now, repeating everything said in front

of her, bubble, giggle between

each failed   attempt. Tortured

her friends all day and now starts

in on her mother.

Put your shoes away

your shoes away.

What do you want to

what do you want

eat

eat.

When she begins to place

my words in her mouth

the jump is not far for her—

she is already my mimic after all,

having taken my nose

and eyes and smile for her   own.

Ok: Ok:

Stop: Stop   Now: Now

My words are the least of her talent,

though she looks like me in absolute

silence, arms tied like a bow across

the whole of me/her until I solve

the riddle with silliness as I begin

tickling her   until she can’t take

it, thrashing       on our floor

Daddy: Daddy

Stop: Stop   Not: Not

Fair: Fair

You’re: You’re    Cheating: Cheating

I don’t apologize for breaking the rules

between my fingers   as I’ve broken

things not as easily forgivable between

them before    and it’s this I want

to blanket before my mimic picks

up on it, before she takes away another part

I’m not ready to laugh away.








BECAUSE I WAS ONCE GOOD


I know how difficult baseball is and because she is

good at most things, I know how my daughter reacts

when she fails at something. It’s baseball today,

yesterday was archery with a plastic weapon,

and every day is handstand day. The red bat slung

across her shoulder like she has been here before,

I warn how hard it is to hit a ball moving

at you, I try to prepare the ground beneath her

new gravity, admittedly more for my sake

than hers. She hits the first ball, then the second,

only missing on my too-low toss, every contact

brings a levitation of triumph: I hit it again, Daddy.

I too am caught in this firework, the uncanny

learning of ascension, and ask, Do you want to play

softball, love? and she says, Um, not really,

as she connects again, the ball sailing out of view.








ON THE FIRST SNOWFALL


my daughter begged me to play outside

so we wrapped ourselves in every shield

we could find. I try to tell her about the frostbite

that took her great-grandfather’s fingers and made

him left-handed, but she never met him, so she

looks at me like, Whatever. In the snow for twenty

minutes, which might as well be generations, and

when I tell her we’ve lost enough heat to never truly

be the same, she dunks her face into the only

untrampled patch of yard we have left and comes up

for air, a fallen night’s worth of frost on her face.

Doesn’t my beard make me older? Of course

she doesn’t look older, but she does look less mine

than she did a moment ago and since this is what

getting older means, I say, Yes, love, before

I disappoint her or she disappears into the wind or

until the snow lingers so long, I can no longer tell

the seasons by what collects beneath us.
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