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These are merely tools used by sensitive men to carve out a piece of beauty or truth that they hope may lead to peace and salvation.

—GIL SCOTT-HERON
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Notes from Therapy


This world bruises us into retreat.

A half-life crawling back to the womb, away

From false starts and things we have been.

But in the house of becoming there are no clocks—

No chimes marking transformation—

Only the whisper of possibility. An expanse

Vibrating in the palm of your hand.

Choices shaped like rivers endlessly branching its waters.

Begin in your life’s timid daybreak

Or begin in the twilight of your years.

Our lives are a gallery of unfinished portraits.

Each stroke—a choice. Unrestrained, untamed

By the leash of time, each breath, each moment,

A fresh parchment. Write, rewrite, until the ink runs dry.

Let it startle you. Become a sunburst

In a winter sky, laughter in a room of silent faces,

Become raindrops tracing veins

Of a leaf, or unexpected ballads in city noise.








Making Luxury Out of Flat Soda


I learned to breathe in my grandmother’s kitchen

despite life sitting on my chest.

Scent of cast-iron skillets seasoned by sunrises

and ancestors’ hands. Gospels of sizzling grease

and bubbling greens my uncle called hallelujah and amen.

Wallpaper aged like the wrinkled hands of generations

sitting at her table arguing over cards

and gossiping over cognac. Grandmommy’s kitchen

where on shattered days, when the world was crumbling

and she forged forward

with the pennies and dust America gave her,

I learned to draw maps through life’s pitfalls.

Grandmommy’s kitchen had soul but I wished for luxuries,

like my classmate’s kitchens, like sitcom kitchens,

like kitchens that fed kids not worried about light bills.

In the aisles of the unwanted, she bought soda gone stale.

Labeled with a bargain’s grace, flat as the depleted smile

of a penny-pinching survivor. But in her hands,

the deserted became an idea—a diamond for joy’s crown.

In the bowels of her humble freezer

that soda surrendered to cold’s gentle grasp.

My maker of miracles—a humble alchemist—

transformed the unimpressive into glimmers

gifting us something more than survival.

With a whirring blender creating a symphony of ingenuity

flat soda became a slushie—a frost-kissed wonder.

Luxury birthed from the discarded.

More than a frozen treat, she shared a philosophy:

a lesson in how to breathe in more life than you’ve been given.








Clay

For Michael Latt


I want more for us

Than a tally of missteps

Than ragged white flags

Worn by the winds of regret

Battered by our worst moments

I want a life as monuments

Not of past failures

But of work to become

A story to pass down

Not merely a relic weathered

In remorse nor a fossil of our broken

Promises and lost faith

For us I dream of clay

Ready for form from which

Old faults are stretched into beauty








On Days I Am Dying


I find just enough reason to breathe

in a Frank Ocean song.

Looping lyrics stitch a lifeline

to the parts of me sinking into silence.

Artists can be a buoy,

tethered to tomorrow,

uncoiling the sorrow

knotted in the throat.

Each chord, a conversation

with the void, fleeting declarations

of promise written

in rhythms whispering you’re not alone.

Songs, like mirrors,

reflect my fragments,

painting portraits in shades

of experiences that stare back at me.

In a stranger’s lyrics, there are letters

addressed to me,

postmarked from dawn.

A voice with eyes

that hold pain I know too well, yet

it’s the survival that is contagious.








Him: Tender


Is laughter until our abs hurt the reclamation

Of humanity? Should we find out? This way, brother.

Between the lines of their definition for masculine

Where we chuckle like children until our cheeks hurt,

Build each other up until our hands are calloused,

Voices rasp from being honest about our wounds.

In the wisdom of our tears, we remember old language—

Vulnerably stitching together a bridge to healing.

Or, if you need, we can just sit here and be silent.








As a Boy, I Watched Westerns


Wading through the gravel of endless prairies alone

yearning for the taste of gunsmoke in my mouth.

The far-off glare of sunsets on the horizon,

held in my vision like the answer to every question I asked

alone as I watched how they made my uncles spark

like flintstones under the broad expanse of a technicolor sky.

Leaving them in awe of the lonesome desert

swallowed within the glass belly of a television,

leathered skinned, lone horseman strays, finding themselves

among the dust of life’s hardship, with no friends other than

their faithful horse and their even more faithful rifle.

This is all he needs when the world is settling

on his broad shoulders like the slow birth of mountains.

Randall, Butch, Mark, my three desperadoes,

coming and going, never resting or staying too long.

These men of mine, like tumbleweeds on a Sergio Leone canvas.

They would laugh with gruff voices like worn cowhide

and smelled of saloons and a trail of broken hearts.

I’d sit on the edge of my childhood, legs too short to touch ground,

in slippers I pretended were weathered boots, perched on a

hardwood stool that some might have mistaken for

a plastic covered couch, memorizing those rugged reels of fiction.

Holding them between us as a lifeline. Believing in the screen’s

amber glow, I might find a language to bridge

the gulfs that spread vast and silent between our generations.

I needed to know their language, to have the desert

on my tongue, to see the world through cigarette-creased eyes,

to find my place with them on the new frontier. So I could be seen

by someone who could teach me to be a man, too.








Rivers of Time


As it loops and tangles,

Shimmering like sequins in the sun,

Perhaps time is but a bead of water

Dripping, merging, vanishing into unknown rivers.

All I am sure of is that if ours ran its course,

I would unmake the universe, vast and unyielding,

Amidst the dance of a billion lives,

So that it might be reformed in the image

Of us resounding—again.








Session I: Learning to Speak


I was an adult when I began the difficult labor of speech.

In the gray light of a stranger’s office grew a wasteland of words

Catacombs of hidden hurts, of joys too fragile

To share, stubborn in my throat. Voice trembling like a newborn’s cry.

Each syllable, an act of creation, each silence, a statement of intent.

“Where should we start?”

Well—I’m Black, in a time where just being

Black isn’t marginalized enough. Disabled, but not enough

for most to care. Fatherless, but I don’t tell people

to avoid tropes. Mother-less when it matters,

even when everyone says “She’s still your mom.” Depressed,

but who isn’t these days, so I never

bring it up. Engulfed by trauma, not knowing

whether I’m a good husband. Riddled with anxiety,

wondering what being a good father looks like.

Questioning myself about the extent of my writing

talent, if I have any. Oh, and, the potential of being

poor again constantly over my head, like a cartoon anvil

that falls out of nowhere.

“How about we start at the beginning.”

Between my teeth, the syllables shivered, nestled like unlit candles,

But he could see my stories were refugees: uprooted and lost,

Seeking sanctuary. Silence stirred like tea leaves, eyes with notes

Of a brewing storm. Before lips can know language,

The heart must know truth.

How strange it feels to bloom so late, after wearing disguises,

To camouflage in crowds, and in myself. But to speak at all

Is to be right on time—at least that’s what my therapist said.

As my tongue stumbled over the debris of dread, relinquishing

The paper fortress of loss, I sculpted sentences out of my sorrow.

With each word an island is born, rising from an ocean of unbroken

Self, fortified under the therapist’s gaze, each nod

Of understanding becomes a grain of sand gathered until

there is land enough to inhabit: a continent of voice.
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