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A recent survey of Americans indicates that many are suspicious of art. “I’m glad it exists,” one woman said. “But I don’t necessarily like it in my house.” That may sum up a current attitude toward painting. With poetry, however, it’s a different story—the opposite story. Everyone seems to be writing the stuff or talking about poetry’s resurgence. The very word poet remains an honorific, if only when applied to singers and politicians. New York governor Mario Cuomo, on the eve of electoral defeat, struck Newsweek’s Joe Klein as “a public poet in Autumn.” The same magazine’s headline writers hailed Bruce Springsteen and Merle Haggard as “Two Poets of the Common Man.” And when Kurt Cobain of the rock group Nirvana blew his brains out, the New York Times put the news on the front page, declaring the passing of the “Hesitant Poet of ‘Grunge Rock.’” Journalism’s herd of independent minds immediately picked up not only the story but the poetic spin, and the newsweeklies chimed in with obits of “The Poet of Alienation.”

All through 1994 the evidence continued to mount. Either there really is a big new boom in poetry, or there has been one all along and the media have just caught on. Daily newspapers and Sunday supplements tirelessly recycle their obligatory features on the proliferation of poetry readings across America. The spoken word is in the spotlight at dank cellar bars, reminding the reporter on the beat of late-1950s visions of ecstatic transcendence, incense, bongo drums, and the meaning of life.

Allen Ginsberg in particular has quickened the ardor of the fourth estate. You can tell that the khaki-clad author of Howl—and of the new book Cosmopolitan Greetings—is back in the press’s good graces by the sudden fixation on his finances. One week last September, New York magazine reported that Ginsberg’s teaching salary at Brooklyn College is just shy of six figures, and the next week the Times disclosed that the poet had sold his papers to Stanford University for a million dollars. Whether the conjunction of Allen Ginsberg and Mammon proves that the fates are ironists, or that capitalism and the counterculture always could coexist, or that being an English major needn’t be the career disaster feared by a college student’s anxious parents, who can say? Not Allen, who is cheerfully up to his old tricks: he chanted a protest poem entitled “Hum Bom” from the pitcher’s mound in Candlestick Park in June. At least somebody played ball in 1994.

The success of Dead Poets Society a few years ago confounded Hollywood insiders, who felt that the movie’s title consisted of the three least attractive words in the language. In Hollywood, one successful picture kicks off a trend, and in 1994, Dorothy Parker’s poems punctuated Mrs. Parker and the Vicious Circle. In Four Weddings and a Funeral, a poem by W. H. Auden is recited at the most dour of the eponymous events, and it so moved audiences that Random House published a slender paperback with “Funeral Blues” plus nine other Auden poems in a hot-selling edition of forty thousand copies. At Jackie Kennedy’s funeral, Maurice Tempelsman, her longtime companion, read C. P. Cavafy’s poem “Ithaka,” a wonderful choice; Cavafy’s American readership tripled overnight. On Halloween, fifteen thousand copies of a book containing “The Raven” were distributed free at public libraries. They made an event of it in Austin, Texas, where someone from the coroner’s office and someone from the department of taxation gave a “death-and-taxes” reading of Poe’s haunting poem. “Fun,” a poem by Vermont poet Wyn Cooper, became the nation’s number-one rock hit. “All I Wanna Do,” by Sheryl Crow, which reached the double platinum mark in sales. (When the song won the 1995 Grammy Award for Record of the Year, Crow said backstage that she had written “five different sets of lyrics for that song, and all of them sucked,” before Cooper’s poem saved the day.) Meanwhile, Cats continues on Broadway, which means that T. S. Eliot’s volume of feline light verse has made more money for the Eliot estate than the rest of his writings combined.

Some would argue that all this activity obscures the point, which is that poetry is at a serious disadvantage in the culture of celebrity. The idea of lasting fame, as Milton wrote about it in “Lycidas,” is as fundamental to poetry as it is anomalous in the era of the abbreviated attention span. “Fame is the spur that the clear spirit doth raise / (That last infirmity of noble mind) / To scorn delights, and live laborious days,” Milton wrote. The desire for fame has always motivated poets. But the fame that Milton had in mind is not the fabrication of “broad rumour,” the product of buzz and hype. It is the serene judgment of immortality:

Fame is no plant that grows on mortal soil,
Not in the glistering foil
Set off to the world, nor in broad rumour lies,
But lives and spreads aloft by those pure eyes,
And perfect witness of all-judging Jove;
As he pronounces lastly on each deed,
Of so much fame in heaven expect thy meed.

Fame thus nobly conceived remains the poet’s spur. But fame conceived as fifteen minutes of media attention, in which intense exposure is followed by erasure, is hospitable not to poetry but to an image or representation of it, a simulacrum.

The reading public doesn’t always recognize the real thing. “We complain that it doesn’t sound like the way we talk,” the columnist Anna Quindlen observed, “but if it sounds like the way we talk, we complain that it doesn’t rhyme.” When Yusef Komunyakaa’s Neon Vernacular won the 1994 Pulitzer Prize, Quindlen noted that the book’s first printing amounted to 2,500 copies, “which is fairly large for poetry but a joke to the folks who stock those racks at the airport.” It is a truism that the only time a poem can reach America’s huge moviegoing audience is when it is read aloud in a movie. But this scarcely means that poetry lacks a sizable constituency of its own. It means rather that poetry stands in the same relation to literary culture that jazz and classical music stand in relation to the culture of noise. The audience is there in significant numbers, and you will not overlook it unless your frame of reference is the national TV audience for a celebrity murder trial.

The Best American Poetry depends on the vitality of the art on the one hand, and on the attentions of a receptive readership on the other. We are lucky to have both. We are lucky also to have Richard Howard as the year’s guest editor. Like Most Revelations (1994), Mr. Howard’s latest collection of poems, was short-listed for the National Book Award; he won the 1970 Pulitzer Prize in poetry and the 1983 American Book Award in translation for his complete version of Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal. Not only is he a translator of renown but an important teacher and literary editor, who has a great history of discovering and nurturing poets, publishing them in one or another of the fine magazines he has served as poetry editor. (The list includes New American Review, Shenandoah, The New Republic, The Paris Review, and Western Humanities Review; he remains poetry editor of the last two named.) Editing The Best American Poetry 1995 seemed like a natural extension of his customary exertions.

It is characteristic of Richard that early on he laid down several laws governing this year’s book. No poet would be eligible who had served as a guest editor in this series. Moreover, no poet would be eligible who had appeared in three or more previous volumes. At a stroke these edicts eliminated the work of Ammons, Ashbery, Bradley, Clampitt, Creeley, Fulton, Glück, Graham, Hall, Hass, Hollander, Howard, Koch, Levine, Merrill, Merwin, Mitchell, Moss, Pinsky, Rich, Simic, St. John, Strand, Tate, and Wilbur, among others—a formidable list. But that was the point. The limitation would mean that for this particular year the aim would be, in Mr. Howard’s words, “not an anthology of confirmation but an anthology of surprise, even astonishment.”

The accent is on discovery. We have come up with many new poets; forty-nine have never previously appeared in The Best American Poetry. It says something about the depth of American poetry that such notables as Margaret Atwood, Irving Feldman, Allen Ginsberg, Heather McHugh, Grace Schulman, and David Wagoner appear this year for the first time. Poems were chosen from fifty magazines, more than ever before. The proportion of poems from little magazines (as opposed to wide-circulation periodicals such as The New Yorker and The Atlantic) went way up. There were more poems in verse forms, intricate or homemade: the book contains two villanelles, two sestinas, three sonnet-chains, and a poem in the shape of history’s widening gyre. Some of the poems exemplify the idea that poets keep the conscience of society. There are poems here about Bosnia, urban violence, political injustice, French collaborationism, and gays in the military. Other poems treat the hard-boiled romance of film noir, the landscape of New Mexico or that of a scruffy suburban hill, fairy tales and Zen Buddhist koans, Frank O’Hara and Miles Davis, Tarzan and Citizen Kane, but also language and its properties, birth, childhood, brotherhood, masturbation, sex, friendship, marriage, children, childlessness, and death.

Last winter the poet who goes by the name of Sparrow went with some downtown friends to the offices of The New Yorker, where they staged a sit-in to protest the poetry published in that magazine. “Personally, I think our poets are just as bad as their poets, but at least we have a sense of humor,” said Sparrow. “We demand to get published in The New Yorker—because we’re just as bad as they are.” Knowing there are places where the word bad means its opposite, I want to assure Sparrow that our doors are open and that the best bad poems of the year stand a fighting chance of getting in. To honor “the best” in any field is perhaps a daring thing to do at a time when many cultural institutions are full of doubt and self-doubt. But it is a dare one may confidently take up. Modern American poetry is a cultural glory on the level of jazz and abstract expressionism. It is constantly renewing and refreshing itself, and so the spirit of discovery will always play as great a part in the making of this anthology as the pleasures of abundance.
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SAMUEL BECKETT

Who now?

Crisp and creditable emerge (not messily protrude) from the hands that gathered them the initial seven volumes in this series—not gathered poems, we are from the first reminded by the annual title, but that grander undeterminable thing poetry. As the bright compilations queue up on the shelf, what pleasure, what exaltations they afford that curiosity of ours so often (and so erroneously) called idle! And yet no sooner is it assuaged than our querying interest, unpropped by ideology, unstayed by partisanship, discovers that in the course of the accumulating heptad, and increasingly! our pleasure and even our exaltations are notably those of recognition, even of confirmation.

Elbowing out (or is it some other body-English here: stiff-arming, even bellying-up?) the unfamiliar, the downright strange, American Poetry at its “Best” appears determined to demonstrate Darwin at his most theoretically brutal; the grand old names inveterately appear, the long-since-agreed-upon Best American Poets, and the names of the former editors, too, indispensably answer that optimal role call, ever more numerous and always more distinguished, certainly, than the merely new, the more or less surprising, so unfit or at least so unfitted into our notion of what is to be warranted as “Best Poetry.” Apparently we cannot, if we are to have the best poetry, year by year, do without them; and yet with them, those predictable blue chips and gilt edges, is there, by now, much room remaining for whatever is epactal, extra, else?

When Mr. Lehman asked me to join him in the selection of the poems for the eighth book in the series, I was of course delighted to take my place in the uniformly select line-up of selectors—who would not, after all, revel in being regarded as yet another one of them? But might we not, I asked him, even without changing the ominous title which echoed, to my ears, so forbiddingly (as if someone had to be reassured that that was what the stuff was, “poetry” all right)—might we not, by a little editorial stipulation and topiary, arrange matters differently, so that the annual product, for once (my successor could always change back to the good old ways, the dear departed attainment of what in seven years had become anthological orthodoxy), would yield (sic) the gratification of surprise rather than of recognition, the delights of—even—confusion rather than of confirmation? Baudelaire, who coined the Tradition of the New, once said that if the greatest of all pleasures is to be surprised, the only other pleasure nearly so great is to give surprise. Perhaps both can be managed here?

The series editor said we might.

Therefore poets whose work has appeared three or more times in this series are here and now ineligible, as are all seven former editors of the series. Their absence may be noted as a badge of distinction, a virtual presence—what Miss Dickinson calls “the missing all.” Whereupon the seventy-five poems anthologized this time afford, it seems to me, rather a different accounting of the year’s yield (that word again!), though some noted, even some notorious poets do appear in the series for the first time with this issue. The difference is to be experienced, I daresay, in the reading, not in any greedy generalization which might be offered by way of an introduction. Indeed a chief commonality I can observe is the appeal (to my own taste) for a poetry of homage: there is quite a representation, here, of poems credited and debted to other (especially anterior) poets and artists, though I grant that such reflexivity may be more the consequence of my preference than any specific manifestation of the Muse in 1994.

Another characteristic of this year’s choices is the likelihood of the long poem. Not so very long, as I have had occasion to remark in another place; not long the way Merrill or Ammons or Ashbery have been so opulently long. But longish; not the lyric instance, the discursive turn, the dramatic swipe, but something so commodious as to require a spine or at least cartilaginous tissue, call it a protocol. Such poems, as represented here, have devised methods of holding on, or up, or out—every adverbial preposition but back (and even in this direction, one finds that restraint, too, can be one of the weapons in the armory of the extended poem). In all, what is to be noted is a certain extravagance in the utterance which is clearly and plainly delighted to be thus enabled to carry itself out, voices euphoric at their capacity to be not only raised but made resident in the reader’s mind until the proper occasion for release. Energy, we realize, is our immediate stipulation, and the rest, as James’s odd hero says—the rest is the madness of art.

In our magazine culture, the extended poem is a gauge of morale: printed and read by those who enjoy poetry, a hardy band of bardy hands, rather than only—only!—acknowledged in passing by those who regard poetry as a good thing to have around in sparing doses (say, at the bottom of prose columns), though rather a trial in the long run. It is worth remarking, then, that on all sides—and sides there are, in the Tong wars of our poetry—burgeons a certain periodical willingness to run (or certainly to run down) the risks, since “long” always forebodes longueurs. In the longish poems reprinted here, I believe such specters (impatience with any expression longer than the MTV episode) have been forestalled by the prompt delivery throughout of news, truth, invention, even beauty: accomplished claims upon our much beleaguered attention, our interest, our hopes.

Elsewhere and in the wonderfully varied short run, I believe the poems evidence (judicious as well as judiciary term) an ulterior prevalence of utterance, of vocalise over extended argument, over the long-term understanding. American poetry these days strikes me as very much for the nonce, a provisional stating of the case. Since our poetry (best or not: a culture is no better than its verse) is the myth by which we live and love and have our seeing, such temporizing is not unfamiliar, even if the poems are. Contemporary myth, Roland Barthes has observed, is discontinuous. It is no longer stated in extended, constituted narratives, but only in “discourse.” It is phraseology.

Here then are a lot of poems by which (in which) seventy-five poets, those representative beings, phrased our existence in 1994, a year in which many other things were done and undone. I am sometimes shocked by them, shaken certainly, even, once or twice, shamed; chiefly, I think, I am shown what it is like to be alive. Were we to be asked, as by some exalted tribunal from our own religious history or by some extraterrestrial inquiry, what our life on earth had to say for itself, the ensuing volume is, I believe, a fair response—fair and rising. Such an inquiry, such a tribunal is, of course, always and only a projection of our own hopes and fears (“this thing of darkness I acknowledge mine”), as I readily concede in the case of what my repudiation of competition in poetry identifies, nonetheless, as the Best Poetry for 1995, or the way we live now.
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MARGARET ATWOOD
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Bored
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from The Atlantic Monthly

All those times I was bored
out of my mind. Holding the log
while he sawed it. Holding
the string while he measured, boards,
distances between things, or pounded
stakes into the ground for rows and rows
of lettuces and beets, which I then (bored)
weeded. Or sat in the back
of the car, or sat still in boats,
sat, sat, while at the prow, stern, wheel
he drove, steered, paddled. It
wasn’t even boredom, it was looking,
looking hard and up close at the small
details. Myopia. The worn gunwales,
the intricate twill of the seat
cover. The acid crumbs of loam, the granular
pink rock, its igneous veins, the sea-fans
of dry moss, the blackish and then the greying
bristles on the back of his neck.
Sometimes he would whistle, sometimes
I would. The boring rhythm of doing
things over and over, carrying
the wood, drying
the dishes. Such minutiae. It’s what
the animals spend most of their time at,
ferrying the sand, grain by grain, from their tunnels,
shuffling the leaves in their burrows. He pointed
such things out, and I would look
at the whorled texture of his square finger, earth under
 the nail. Why do I remember it as sunnier
all the time then, although it more often
rained, and more birdsong?
I could hardly wait to get
the hell out of there to
anywhere else. Perhaps though
boredom is happier. It is for dogs or
groundhogs. Now I wouldn’t be bored.
Now I would know too much.
Now I would know.




SALLY BALL
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Nocturnal
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from Southwest Review

Their bedroom window’s open one flight up—
I used to panic when boys walked me
to the porch, what might they hear?
Now, we come outside for Mike to smoke
and I wonder how deep asleep they are,
if they can smell it, if our quiet evening voices
offer just a murmur or a cause to strain
and try to hear.

We imagine our new house,
or rented rooms, how many rooms?
By the river or closer to the town
that only one of us so far has seen?
In June we’ll take a trip to look together.
For now, indulgence, fantasy: a tub with feet,
claws curved against white tiles, a window wide
and low—long view.

We lapse into impossible desires—other states,
whole farms with horses, plots of vegetables.
We laugh too loud and hear a cough—polite,
requesting, and then my mother laughs herself.
Come on, I call, come out! The sash creaks farther up,
and down around the roof my father’s voice:
he hasn’t been awake this late in years,
nor had a cigarette, has got to work tomorrow.
My mother joins him at the screen and says,
Look—half a moon.

We four all listen to each other
though there’s nothing much to hear. I am imagining
the way they look, my mom’s blue nightgown
loose and falling toward the sill, my father
in his p.j.’s kneeling so his face can reach the air.
It’S an easy blessing to inhabit, facing all
the darkened windows down the street,
each one of us a different calm, remembering
a different time that holds us here inside the presence
we are making, our partners close at hand and then the other pair
we cannot see.




CATHERINE BOWMAN
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from Chelsea

All my Ex’s
live in Texas, so the country song says and no excuses,
it’s mostly true for me too that the spade-shaped extra
big state with its cotton lints and Ruby Reds holds the crux
of my semi-truck-I’ve-never-had-any-kind-of-luck-deluxe-
super-high-jinx-born-to-be-unhappy-if-it-ain’t-broken-don’t-fix-

it loves, for example, there was the snakebit mudlogger who fixed
himself forever diving off that hexed bridge, and that foxy ex-
patriot who imported exotic parrots, he’d pump me up with his deluxe
stuff, the salesman who felt so guilty for the wide-eyed excuses
he told his wife that at the Big Six Motel just outside Las Cruces
he spent the afternoon hunched over Exodus, bemoaning the sin of extra-

marital sex, and the harmonica player, his mouth organ could extract
an oily bended blues, on sticky nights we’d hit the 12th hole pond with a fix
of Dos Equis and a hit of Ecstasy and I’d wrap my legs around his lanky crux,
as moonlight cut through the water like a giant X-ray, his Hohner ax
glistened in and out. And then there was the feckless shrink. No excuse
for his fixation, the tax man, the cute butcher from the Deluxe,
 the Kilim dealer, the defrocked priest. So what if my mother was deluxe
luscious, my father with a Baptist streak, I can’t blame them, I was born just extra
affectionate. Don’t ask about the abortions, and who can ever make excuses
for the time I spent holed up with the Port-O-Can tycoon my friend fixed
me up with, or the Mexican sculptor who made cathedral-sized onyx X’s,
twisted crucifixes. Art, he quoted Marx, was history at its crux.

Then there was the Ph.D. who took me to Peru and showed me Crux
(the Southern Cross), Centaurus, Musca, Vela, Lupus, and another deluxe
equatorial constellation that I forgot. For fun I ascribed each sparkly X
a name and date, so now I have a star chart to exalt each of my extra-
ordinary, heavenly bodies. But that night I dreamed the stars were fixed
on stacks of pages: pica asterisks to indicate omission, footnotes, excuses,

explanations. I stood there, Ms. D. Giovanni, with a million excuses.
Now in exile I journey on the Styx with Mr. X in our boat the Crux
Criticorum. I wear an aqua slicker, he a sharkskin suit. He’s non-fiction,
never incognito. We’ve got our sextant and spy manual open on our deluxe
waterbed. I can just make out the tattoo above his boxers in this extra
dark, there’s the curve of his back. Now we’ll break the code and go beyond X.




STEPHANIE BROWN
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Schadenfreude
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from American Poetry Review

If this were a movie, the sound of sizzling would foretell disaster
because you’re walking out of the room leaving something cooking
because you have too many burners going
There should be the sound of trumpets, thin and mournful
You’re going to walk into your murder.
It begins to smoke.
All the same I’m humming.
The attacker hides behind the door.
I’m whistling a happy face.
Minutes before you start shrieking, again and again
before the plaster falls down around you
before the strangulation begins
folding up clothes and putting them into drawers—your back
turned—
while the skillet, in close-up, keeps sizzling.
Minutes before the shrieking and choking.
The cupboards become lit.
Watch the doll’s mouth melt.
This audience won’t pity you
like big round workers who don’t get pity
when they step on bus steps in the morning and make the bus
sag momentarily. Like wizened-up bodies
holding canes, heads bowed under golf hats
on their ways downtown—
This audience will laugh—
the way your eyes bulge out and your tongue is unhinged
how you return to find a kitchen filled with smoke
when we all know it’s your gluttony that’s caused it.
(It’s the way you locked your lies up in the closet
 that’s led me to hate you.)
So when your doom comes—
a knife thuds into your back, let’s say,
or an arrow is shot into your ribs
or a razor is pulled across your face
or you trip on a roller skate near the open cellar stairs
or you walk into a sliding glass door
or you are hung from the shower curtain rod in a plastic white shower
or you are stabbed with pinking shears
or demoralized with an axe handle
or beaten down the spine with a rake
or forced to swallow some golf balls
or sliced at the waist and the wounds salted
or if you merely carpet-burned your arm on the carpet
It will feel great to watch
you get it
or at least to see you experience
some slight, future discomfort,
chagrin,
embarrassment.




LEWIS BUZBEE
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Sunday, Tarzan in His Hammock
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from ZYZZYVA

When the king of the jungle first wakes up, he thinks
it’s going to be a great day, as laden with possibility
as the banana tree with banana hands, but by ten
he’s still in the hammock, arms and legs dull as
termite mounds. He stares at the thatched roof and realizes
that his early good mood was a leftover from Saturday,
when he got so much done: a great day, he saved
the tiger cub trapped in the banyan, herded the hippos
away from the tourists and their cameras and guns,
restrung and greased the N-NW vines, and all by noon.
All day he went about his duties, not so much kingly duties
as custodial, and last night, he and Cheetah went for a walk
under the ostrich-egg moon. This morning nothing stirs him.
The world is a stagnant river, a scummy creek’s dammed pool.
Cheetah’s gone chattering off, Jane is in town,
and the rest of the animals are busy with one another—
fighting, eating, mating. Tarzan can barely move,
he does not want to move. Does the gazelle ever feel this
lassitude, does it ever want to lie down and just stare,
no longer caring for its own safety, tired of the vigilance?
Does the lion, fat in the grass, ever think, fuck it,
let the wounded springbok live, who cares?
Tarzan thinks maybe he’ll go to the bathing pools
and watch the village girls bathe, splashing in the sun,
their breasts and thighs perfect. He wishes someone
would bring him a gourd of palm wine, a platter
 of imported fruits—kiwi, jack fruit, star fruit—
or maybe a bowl of roasted yams slathered in goat butter.
Maybe Jane will bring him a book.
He hears far off in the dense canopy a zebra’s cry for help,
those damned jackals again, but, no, he will not move.
Let the world take care of itself, let the world eat
the world. He can live without the call of the wild.
He thinks.




CATHLEEN CALBERT
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The Woman Who Loved Things
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from Harvard Review

A woman finally learned how to love things, so things learned
how to love her too as she pressed herself to their shining sides,
their porous surfaces. She smoothed along walls until walls
smoothed along her too, a joy, a climax, this flesh
against plaster, the sweet suck of consenting molecules.

Sensitive men and women became followers, wrapping themselves
in violet, pasting her image over their fast hearts,
pressing against walls until walls came to appreciate
differences in molecules. This became a worship.
They became a love. A church. A cult. A way of being.

But, of course, it had to be: the woman’s love kept growing
until she was loved by trees and appliances, from toasters
to natural obstacles, until her ceiling shook loose to send kisses,
sheets wound tight betwixt her legs, and floorboards broke free
of their nails, straining their lengths over her sleeping.

She awoke and drove out of town alone. In love, rocks flew
through her car windows, then whole hillsides slid, loosening
with desire. Her car shattered its shaft to embrace her,
but she ran from the wreckage, calling all the sweet things
as she waited in a field of strangely complacent daisies.

She spoke of love until losing her breath, and the things trilled to feel that loss too, at last, sighing in thingness. She fell down, and the things fell down around her. She cried, “Christ!” and the things cried “Christ!” in their thing-hearts until everything living and unliving wonderfully collided.




RAFAEL CAMPO
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The Battle Hymn of the Republic
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from Ploughshares

Defending you, my country, hurts
My eyes. I see the drums, the glory,
The marching through the gory,
Unthinkable mud of soldiers’ guts

And opened hearts: I want to serve.
I join the military,
Somehow knowing that I’ll never marry.
The barracks’ silence as I shave

Is secretive and full of cocks.
I think to myself, What if I’m a queer,
What if too many years
Go by and then my brain unlocks—

The days seem uniformed,
Crisp salutes in all the trees;
A sandstorm buries the casualties
Of a war. What if I were born

This way, I think to myself,
What if I were dead,
An enemy bullet in my head.
I see the oil burning in the Gulf,


Which hurts my eyes. My sergeant cries.
Now he’s a real man—
I sucked his cock behind a van
In the Presidio, beneath a sky

So full of orange clouds
I thought I was in love.
I think to myself, What have
I become? I lose myself in the crowds

Of the Castro, the months go by
And suddenly they want to lift the ban.
I don’t think they can.
I still want to die

My death of honor, I want to die
Defending values I don’t understand;
The men I see walking hand in hand
Bring this love song to my mind.




WILLIAM CARPENTER
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Girl Writing a Letter
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from The Iowa Review

A thief drives to the museum in his black van. The night
watchman says Sorry, closed, you have to come back tomorrow.
The thief sticks the point of his knife in the guard’s ear.
I haven’t got all evening, he says, I need some art.
Art is for pleasure, the guard says, not possession, you can’t
something, and then the duct tape is going across his mouth.
Don’t worry, the thief says, we’re both on the same side.
He finds the Dutch Masters and goes right for a Vermeer:
“Girl Writing a Letter.” The thief knows what he’s doing.
He has a Ph.D. He slices the canvas on one edge from
the shelf holding the salad bowls right down to the
square of sunlight on the black and white checked floor.
The girl doesn’t hear this, she’s too absorbed in writing her letter, she doesn’t notice him until too late. He’s
in the picture. He’s already seated at the harpsichord.
He’s playing the G Minor Sonata by Domenico Scarlatti,
which once made her heart beat till it passed the harpsichord
and raced ahead and waited for the music to catch up.
She’s worked on this letter for three hundred and twenty years.
Now a man’s here, and though he’s dressed in some weird clothes,
he’s playing the harpsichord for her, for her alone, there’s no one
else alive in the museum. The man she was writing to is dead—
time to stop thinking about him—the artist who painted her is dead.
She should be dead herself, only she has an ear for music
and a heart that’s running up the staircase of the Gardner Museum
with a man she’s only known for a few minutes, but it’s
true, it feels like her whole life. So when the thief
hands her the knife and says you slice the paintings out
of their frames, you roll them up, she does it; when he says
 you put another strip of duct tape over the guard’s mouth
so he’ll stop talking about aesthetics, she tapes him, and when
the thief puts her behind the wheel and says, drive, baby,
the night is ours, it is the Girl Writing a Letter who steers
the black van on to the westbound ramp for Storrow Drive
and then to the Mass Pike, it’s the Girl Writing a Letter who
drives eighty miles an hour headed west into a country
that’s not even discovered yet, with a known criminal, a van
full of old masters and nowhere to go but down, but for the
Girl Writing a Letter these things don’t matter, she’s got a beer
in her free hand, she’s on the road, she’s real and she’s in love.




NICHOLAS CHRISTOPHER
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Terminus
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from The Paris Review

Here is a piece of required reading
at the end of our century
the end of a millennium that began with the Crusades

The transcript of an interview
between a Red Cross doctor
and a Muslim girl in Bosnia
twelve years old
who described her rape by men
calling themselves soldiers
different men every night one after the other
six seven eight of them
for a week
while she was chained by the neck
to a bed in her former schoolhouse
where she saw her parents and her brothers
have their throats slit and tongues cut out
where her sister-in-law
nineteen years old and nursing her baby
was also raped night after night
until she dared to beg for water
because her milk had run dry
at which point one of the men
tore the child from her arms
and as if he were “cutting an ear of corn” (the girl’s words)
lopped off the child’s head
with a hunting knife
tossed it into the mother’s lap
 and raped the girl again
slapping her face
smearing it with her nephew’s blood
and then shot the mother
who had begun to shriek
with the head wide-eyed in her lap
shoving his gun into her mouth
and firing twice

All of this recounted to the doctor
in a monotone
a near whisper in a tent
beside an icy river
where the girl had turned up frostbitten
wearing only a soiled slip
her hair yanked out
her teeth broken
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