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Life According to Motown, 1991

She got a favorite word—anemone. She got a gap-toothed mama and a dead daddy and she got westside ways. She sees there’s gonna be 50 poets in a blues club for five hours one winter afternoon, and since that winter afternoon is in Chicago, there’s no reason not to go drink middlin’ liquor and get warm and laugh at poets with all their stupid flowers growing through concrete. But they poet good like backhand slap and Gwen Brooks is there and not even a little bit of the warm comes from drinkin’. She follows Michael Warr to the Green Mill, where Marc Smith growls and guides, and that stage is hers for merely a million Sundays. She don’t know line break. She don’t know iamb. She don’t know envoi. She knows stage and slam and people’s faces when she poems and then Luis says You got a manuscript? because Tía Chucha and she says yes, but she doesn’t have a manuscript, but she makes what she thinks a manuscript is and then it’s a book.






What It’s Like to Be a Black Girl (For Those of You Who Aren’t)


first of all, it’s being 9 years old

and feeling like you’re not finished, like

your edges are wild, like there’s something—

everything—wrong. it’s dropping food coloring

in your eyes to make them blue and suffering

that burn in silence. it’s popping a bleached

white mop head over the kinks of your hair

and primping in front of mirrors that deny

your reflection. it’s finding a space between

your legs, a disturbance at your chest,

and not knowing what to do with the whistles.

it’s jumping doubledutch until your legs pop,

it’s sweat and vaseline and bullets, it’s growing

tall and wearing a lot of white, it’s smelling

blood in your breakfast, it’s learning to say

fuck with grace but learning to fuck without it,

it’s flame and fists and life according to motown,

it’s finally having a man reach out for you

then caving in around his fingers.








Medusa


Poseidon was easier than most.

He calls himself a god,

but he fell beneath my fingers

with more shaking than any mortal.

He wept when my robe fell from my shoulders.

I made him bend his back for me,

listened to his screams break like waves.

We defiled that temple the way it should be defiled,

squirming and bucking our way from corner to corner.

The bitch goddess probably got a real kick out of that.

I’m sure I’ll be hearing from her.

She’ll give me nightmares for a week or so,

that I can handle. Or she’ll turn the water

in my well into blood. I’ll scream when I see it,

and that will be that. Maybe my first child

will be born with the head of a fish.

I’m not even sure it was worth it,

Poseidon pounding away at me like a madman,

losing his immortal mind because

of the way my copper skin swells in moonlight.

Now my arms smoke and itch. Hard scales

are rising on my wrists like armor. C’mon, Athena,

he was just another lay, and not a particularly

good one at that, even though he can spit steam

from his fingers! Won’t touch him again. Promise.

And we didn’t mean to drop to our knees

in your temple, but our bodies were so hot

and misaligned. It’s not every day a gal

gets to sample a god, you know that.

Why are you being so rough on me?

I feel my eyes twisting, the lids crusting over

and boiling, the pupils glowing like red coals.

Athena—woman to woman,

could you have resisted him?

Would you have been able to wait for the proper place,

the right moment,

to jump those immortal bones?

Now my feet are tangled with hair, my ears are gone,

my back is curving and my lips have grown numb.

My garden boy

just shattered at my feet.

Dammit, Athena! Take away my father’s gold!

Send me away to live with lepers! Give me a—

a pimple or two! But my face. To have men never

again be able to gaze at my face, growing stupid

in anticipation of that first touch, how can any woman

live like that? How can I watch their warm bodies

turn to rock when their only sin was desiring me?

All they want is to see me sweat. They just want

to touch my face and run their fingers through my—

my hair—

is it moving?








Your Man


Your man walks in on wishbone legs,

smelling like hot sauce and black pepper,

bringing me blues bound up like roses

every Thursday night ’round this time.

Your man brings me sweet bread and fried corn,

feeds me like an animal from his fingers,

tames me like an animal with his hips.

Your man comes in sweatin’ that blue collar

and singin’ those lies, those wash-away dreams.

I wait for his mouth, the mercy circle.

I wait. For his mouth. The mercy circle.

He neatly arranges the gasping of my skin,

leaves me gentle and crazed on a trembling bed.

Your man’s lovin’ leaves marks like drumbeats,

disturbances on brown skin stretched across

a circle of bone. I carved his coming

out of a mojo moonlight, out of what you told me

about the voodoo in his fingers.

He says Bitch, lie still, and I do. I do.

He says Squeeze harder, and I want to.

Your man hurls light against my skin

and forgets your name if that’s what I need.

Yeah, your man is your man,

but he visits me sometimes,

he rocks the house sometimes,

he shakes it up sometimes,

he makes it right.

All the time.

Sometimes.








The Awakening


Since mother morning wiped clean

the chaotic slate of starlight, a hard wind

has forced the tree to beg. She bends

and splinters, bracing against the push,

her spindly fingers cramped in stretch

toward unlikely solace. All of her strains

toward the sun, which is now just a pulse

in the lightening sky, without the strength

to poke its teasing slivers of light through

the gray cloak of cloud. To move minutes,

she curls her toes into ribbons of soil.

Her skin grows wet. The lake roars in, chilling

her thick ankle, and she whistles ache

toward the skyline’s bright confusion

of gray and glass. The waking sun chuckles

low in his throat as the tree’s fingers freeze

and crack. Then he suddenly smacks one

of her dew-slick sides with heat. Jolted to

her toes, the tree succumbs to incessant love

as the lake recedes and the wind whispers

tomorrow.

The tree stands taller, breathes in melody,

the blessings of sun. She remembers many

things, not just the bodies flat against her,

seeking shade. She remembers lovers who

stop to scratch hopeful names into her skin.

She remembers geography’s uncertain rain.

And she has a name for the moan that worries

gently in her hair.

It is called Chicago.








Sweet Daddy


62. you would have been 62.

i would have given you a roosevelt road kinda time,

an all-night jam in a twine time joint

where you could have taken over the mic

and crooned a couple

the place be all blue light

and jb air and big-legged women

giggling at the way you spit tobacco

into the sound system,

showing up some dime-store howler

with his pink car

pulled right up to the door outside

you would have been 62, and the smoke

would have bounced right off the top of your head

like good preaching

i can see you now, swirling bony hips,

growling bout if it wasn’t for bad luck,

you wouldn’t have no luck at all.

wasn’t for bad luck

no luck at all

nobody ever accused you of walking

the paradise line

you could suck luckies

and line your mind with rubbing alcohol

if that’s what the night called for,

but lord, you could cry foul

while bb growled lucille from the juke,

you could dance like killing roaches

and kiss those downsouth ladies

on fatback mouths. oooowweee, they’d say,

that sweet man sho knows how deep my well goes—

and i bet you did, daddy

i bet you did

but hey, here’s to just another number,

to a man who wrote poems on the back

of cocktail napkins and brought them home

to his daughter who’d written her rhymes

under the cover of blankets

here’s to a strain on the case load

here’s to the fat bullet

that left its warm chamber to find you

here’s to the miracles that spilled from your head

and melted into the air

like jazz

the carpet had to be destroyed. and your

collected works, on aging yellow twists of napkin

can’t bring you back

bb wail and blue lucille

can’t bring you back

a daughter who grew to write screams

can’t bring you back

but a room

just like this one

that suddenly seems to fill with the dread odors

of whiskey and smoke

can bring you here, as close as my breathing

but the moment is hollow.

it stinks

it stinks sweet









Big Towns, Big Talk, 1992

She still don’t know much because there’s so much. She knows rhyme, though, ’cause she knows Motown and the Temps and the hot spot on Lake Street under the El. Weekends shelving at Guild Books, she meets Galeano and talks with Gwen again and again and later she reads with Ntozake and Olds and finds Dobyns and his tiny horrors in the thick dust of an old bookstore. She still a slammer, though, still what’s onstage, still Mill and that’s good or bad, a coo or a curse, depending on who thinks it. Some folks say it’s a chain that needs breaking. Others say it’s all, all of it, poetry. That’s what she says. She wants to write horrors tiny enough to slip beneath sleep. And what begins as light veers dark. Her mother curses at a moon that didn’t do nothing but rise. Olive Oyl uncloaks her wounds. The poet, flaunting newfound nerve, stalks right into the gaunt body of a skinhead and introduces herself. He doesn’t even blink. He calls her nigger.






Annie Pearl Smith Discovers Moonlight


My mother, the sage of Aliceville, Alabama,

didn’t believe that men had landed on the moon.

They can do anything with cameras

she hissed to anyone and everyone who’d listen,

even as moonrock crackled

beneath Neil Armstrong’s puffed boot.

While the gritty film spun and rewound and we

heard the snarled static of “One small step,”

my mother pouted and sniffed

and slammed skillets into the sink.

She was not impressed.

After all, it was 1969, a year plump with deceit.

So many miracles

had proven mere staging for lesser dramas.

But why this elaborate prank

staged in a desert somewhere out west,

where she insisted the cosmic gag unfolded?

They trying to fool us.

No one argued, since she seemed near tears,

remembering the nervy deceptions of her own skin—

mirrors that swallowed too much,

men who blessed her with touch only as warning.

A woman reduced to juices, sensation and ritual,

my mother saw the stars only as signals for sleep.

She had already been promised the moon,

and heaven too. Somewhere above her head

she imagined bubble-cheeked cherubs

lining the one and only road to salvation,

angels with porcelain faces, celestial choirs

wailing gospel brown enough to warp the seams

of paradise. But for heaven to be real, it could not

be kissed,

explored,

strolled upon

or crumbled in the hands of a living man.

It could not be the 10 o’clock news,

the story above the fold,

the breathless garble of a radio “special report.”

My mother had twisted her weary body into prayerful knots,

worked for twenty years in Leaf Brands Candy Company,

dipping her numb hands into vats of lumpy chocolate.

She counted out dollars with her doubled vision

just so that a heavenly seat would be plumped for her coming.

Now the moon,

the promised land’s brightest bauble,

crunched plainer than sidewalk beneath ordinary feet?

And her Lord just letting it happen?

Ain’t nobody mentioned God in all this, she muttered

over a hurried dinner of collards and cornbread.

That’s how I know they ain’t up there.

Them stars, them planets ain’t ours to mess with.

The Lord woulda showed Hisself if them men

done punched a hole in my heaven.

Daddy kicked my foot beneath the table.

We nodded, we chewed, we swallowed.

Inside me, thrill unraveled.

I imagined my foot touching down on the jagged rock,

blessings moving like white light through my veins.

Annie Pearl rose from sleep that night,

tilted her face full toward a violated Eden.

My father told me how she whispered in tongues,

aching for a sign she wouldn’t have to die to believe.

Now she clicks like a clock toward deliverance.

I make myself tell her that heaven still glows

wide and righteous, with a place just for her,

fashioned by that lumbering dance

of feet both human and holy.








Doin’ the Louvre

Paris, December 1991

For Patricia Zamora


You’re a junkie just like I am.

After we dump your husband in the Louvre’s cafe

to sip the steaming tea and chew on his poetry,

we’re off like schoolgirls, screeching in duet,

dazzled by the bright eternal gasp of ancient things.

We’ve got no business here, homegirl and compañera,

we’ve got no business working our mouths around

this sharp, exquisite language, or savoring the sweet

tongue-squeeze of pastries, glossy cakes and shaved chocolate.

We’re of simpler stock—city and country dust,

collard greens, hopscotch, moonpies, bullet holes

and basement slow dances. We are shamelessly American,

rough street girls with rusty knees, the flip side of cocky

Parisian wisps in slim cashmere coats the color of tobacco.

Girlfriend, you and I are too much scream for this place,

but you’re a junkie just like I am.

Too long denied access to official beauty,

we walk these streets

with our mouths open and faces tilted up,

swallowing everything, swallowing it all,

much too much scenery and sound

for our wee American throats.

We gawk at cathedrals with their gargoyles

bleached to an eerie snarl by bright slashes of moon,

say goodbye when we mean yes,

good morning when we mean how much,

ask for bread when we need the toilet.

We are amazed that no one is asking for all of this back,

that we are allowed to bask in this city’s light.

I can still hear my mother,

as plain and practical as a cast-iron skillet—

Chile, you need to stop all that foolishness

over there in some France

where you don’t know nothing or nobody!

Ain’t no black folks over there no way.

But I know you, old friend,

with your burnished tangle of hair

and deep laugh,

and right now these halls belong to us.

There are

bad

girls

loose

in the Louvre,

girls soft as gunshots,

girls nourished and fueled by silvers, silks,

and the stoned gaze of Napoleon.

We laugh at the smashed noses of Egyptian rulers,

stare at the tiny mummified feet of a young girl,

mistake Goya for Gauguin

and rub what surfaces we can,

including the marble cocks of towering deities.

When we say things like,

Hey, I think I saw this one on a postcard once!

or, Do you know

how old

this thing is?

how can the world help but love us?

We would give Venus our arms.

After seven hours

clicking our hungry heels

and snapping illicit flash photos

in dark halls brimming with whispered music,

we finally find the Mona Lisa,

alone,

caged and antiseptic

behind that glass every woman wears.

And we wonder how best to free her,

knowing she’s a junkie just like we are.

She longs for our wild voices,

our naive, accidental beauty.

She’s achin’ to ditch that frame

and skip these hallowed halls with the homegirls,

mistake the obscene for the exquisite,

and gaze at unsolved mysteries

that just for once

are not her own.








Biting Back


Children do not grow up

as much as they grow away.

My son’s eyes are stones—flat, brown, fireless,

with no visible openings in or out.

His voice, when he cares to try it on,

hovers one-note in that killing place

where even the blues fidget.

Tight syllables, half-spoken, half-spat,

greet me with the warmth

of glint-tipped arrows. The air around him

hurts my chest, grows too cold to nourish,

and he stares past me to the open door of his room,

anxious for my patented stumbling retreat.

My fingers used to brush bits of the world

from his kinked hair,

but he has moved beyond that mother shine

to whispered fucks on the telephone,

to the sweet mystery of pearl buttons

dotting the maps of young girls,

to the warped, frustrating truths of algebra,

to anything

but me.

Ancient, annoying apparatus,

I have somehow retained the ability

to warm meat,

to open cans,

to clean clothing

that has yellowed and stiffened.

I spit money when squeezed,

don’t try to dance in front of his friends,

and know that rap music cannot be stopped.

For these brief flashes of cool, I am tolerated

in spurts.

At night, I lie in my husband’s arms

and he tells me that these are things that happen,

that the world will tilt right again

and my son will return,

unannounced,

as he was—

goofy and clinging, clever with words, stupefied by rockets.

And I dream on that.

One summer after camp,

twelve inches taller than the summer before,

my child grinned and said,

Maybe a tree bit me.

We laughed,

not knowing that was to be his last uttered innocence.

Only months later, eyes narrowed and doors slammed.

Now he is scowls, facial hair, knots of muscle.

He is man smell, grimy fingers, red eyes, rolling dice.

He is street, smoke, cocked cannon.

I sit on his bare mattress after he’s left for school,

wondering at the jumble of this motherless world,

look for clues that some gumpopping teenage girl

now wears my face. Full of breast milk and finger songs,

I stumble the street staring at other children,

gulping my dose of their giggles,

and cursing the trees

for their teeth.








The Architect

For Little Richard


I am the architect of rock and roll!

I said I am the—wait a minute, is this mic on—I said

I’m the architect of rock and roll! Now that Elvis,

he was a pretty boy, he sure could sing,

and Lord knows he sho nuff dead now y’all,

but he wouldn’t have been him

if it wasn’t for me.

I took long sounds like eeee and oooo and ahhh

and had them white kids rubbing up ’gainst each other

making them sparks

that made them fires

their mamas and daddies couldn’t put out.

Now that Jerry Lee Lewis—shame on that boy

marrying that baby and calling it love—now I might

surrender to a little peach makeup now and then

and outline these big eyes in black,

but I ain’t into sinning with no babies. Yeah, I’m hip

to what he could do with a piano,

make those keys rise up and dance on their own,

but you couldn’t call what come out of that boy’s throat singing,

you’d think somebody was choking that boy!

Now the key to it—

you know, did I tell you, wait a minute now,

did I tell you I’m the architect of rock and roll?

Now the key to it is the squeal, my eyes wide open

and gleaming like a crazy colored boy, white folks

see that one time and it scares ’em—they trip all over

each other running out to buy the record.

Now I ain’t never been what you’d call sexy,

at least not in the normal way,

but I been burning the kinks outta this hair ever since I could,

and I can still turn the eyes

of some young boy

aching to hook on to a legend.

If I do say so myself,

I still got my hips,

still got that smooth line

straight down to the point in my patent leathers,

still turn some eyes now and then.

But when I’m up onstage

I sit my pretty ass right down behind that piano.

Chuck Berry, that ol’ fool, kicking and duckwalking,

he know he too old for that teenage mess,

and makin’ them dirty movies on the side.

You know, I’m ’bout the only one who stayed pure,

partial as I am to a little eyeliner now and then,

I done kept clean.

Ain’t fathered but two babies in this life—

named one Rock and the other one Roll—

that’s them in your ear.

Now you can call me sissy,

but I’m the builder,

I’m the breath,

I’m the man you wants to pretend you was.

Bee bop a loo bop a bop bam boom, baby,

I’m the architect—

and the building ain’t finished yet.








Skinhead


They call me skinhead. And I got my own beauty.

It is knife-scrawled across my back in sore, jagged letters,

it’s in the way my eyes snap away from the obvious.

I sit in my dim matchbox, on the edge of a bed tousled

with my ragged smell,

slide razors across my hair,

count how many ways

I can bring blood closer to the surface of my skin.

These are the duties of the righteous,

the ways of the anointed.

The face that moves in my mirror is huge and pockmarked,

apple-cheeked, scraped pink and brilliant,

I am filled with my own spit.

Two years ago, a machine that slices leather

sucked in my hand and held it,

whacking off three fingers at the root.

I didn’t feel nothing till I looked down

and saw one of them on the floor

next to my boot heel,

and I ain’t worked since then.

I sit here and watch niggers take over my TV set,

walking like kings up and down the sidewalks in my head,

walking like their fat black mamas named them freedom.

Well, my shoulders tell me that ain’t right.

So I move out into the sun

where my beauty makes them lower their heads,

or into the night

with a lead pipe up my sleeve,

a razor in my boot.

I was born to make things right.

It’s easy now to move my big body into shadows,

to move from a place where there was nothing

into the stark circle of a streetlight,

the pipe raised up high over my head.

It’s a kick to watch their eyes get big,

round and gleaming like cartoon jungle boys,

right in that second they know the pipe’s gonna

come down, and I got this I like to say, listen,

I say Hey, nigger, Abe Lincoln’s been dead a long time!

I get hard listening to their skin burst.

I was born to make things right.

Then this newspaper guy comes around,

seems I was a little sloppy kicking some fag’s ass

and he opened up his hole and screamed about it.

So this reporter finds me at home in my bed,

TV flashes licking my face clean.

Same ol’ shit.

Ain’t got no job,

the coloreds and spics got ’em.

Why ain’t I working? Look at my hand, asshole.

No, I not part of no organized group,

I’m just a white boy who loves his race,

fighting for a pure country.

Sometimes it’s just me,

sometimes three,

sometimes 30.

AIDS will take care of the faggots,

then it’s gonna be white on black in the streets.

Then there’ll be three million.

I tell him that.

So he writes it up

and I come off looking like I’m some kinda goddamned freak,

like I’m Hitler himself. I ain’t that lucky,

but I got my own beauty.

It’s in my steel-toed boots,

in the hard corners of my shaved head.

I look in the mirror and hold up my mangled hand,

only the baby finger left,

I know its the wrong goddamned finger,

but fuck you all anyway.

I’m riding the top rung of the perfect race,

my face scraped pink and brilliant.

I’m your baby, America, your boy,

Drunk on my own spit, I am goddamned fuckin’ beautiful.

And I was born

and raised

right here.








In the Ultimate Blues Bar


men sip their bitter cocktails,

slide damp dollars across the bar,

and wheeze in rhythm,

resenting the relentless thump

of their late-night hearts.

They speak fondly of natural disasters,

predict how the missing child

will be found naked beneath a blanket of dead leaves.

Someone pops a quarter in the jukebox,

and feet tap to the dirge of downbeats,

the been-done-wrong grunts

that slug through the blood like a blind fighter.

When a woman rips a man open,

this is where he comes to bleed.

I shoulda known the bitch was no good!

screams a truck driver from his corner table,

I shoulda seent she was what she was.

The circus lights from the jukebox

break across his face,

fill his toothless mouth with color

as he screams the name Janet!,

as he curses it up and down the greasy walls,

drags it in the muck on the floor in front of his friends.

He pulls the name back up on the table

and he tries to slice his wrists with it,

he holds the name up against his skull

and waits for it to scatter his brains,

he swallows it

and sits death still

so the poison can creep into his blood.

He takes the name Janet!

and he rocks the room with it,

I shoulda seent she was no good for me,

I shoulda listened to my friends,

I shoulda looked deep into her smoky black eyes

and walked out on what they told me,

and and dammit dammit—

Janet!

and screaming the name over and over

like he’s purging his belly of bad whiskey,

he staggers to the jukebox and plays

another long slow song

by a blind black man.

Tonight he’s got that run from Moline to Macon,

and Janet will sleep curled in a bigger bed,

a deep purple gash over her eye,

another man on her mind.

Bless them.

Bless them as they weep on their own sagging shoulders,

rolling the soft syllables of love around in their mouths.

Bless them

as they fill the bartender’s ear

with blues she pretends she’s never heard,

as she nods patiently to every twist of their gut,

bless them

as even the shot glasses

take on the curves of women.

Bless them

as the barkeep closes shop

and our boys link wobbly arms

and croon their blues to an amused moon

who bends their hearts

until she realizes

that only a woman

has the balls

to break them.








Olive Oyl Talks to People Magazine


If you must know me, first know this—

I was born a bone child,

a bleached confusion of sticks

clattering from my mother’s womb,

ribs fused gently around a sputtering heart.

No milk moved in the woman who made me,

so I lay in her rangy arms

sucking the thought of the sea from her skin.

My father was a stevedore,

wrists of dust, his skinny pink neck

bulging with pull and push, heft and release.

My mother grew weak trying to love him,

searching for the rhythms of water

in the way his sour body folded around sleep,

his brusque demands for sex, more potatoes.

She sat at the window, watching real sailors.

He blossomed as her body cramped with me—

he was praying for a boy, muscles he could tame,

a fool who’d believe he was seaworthy.

But then I came—blanched, sickly,

slick with blood and effort,

hair as black and flat as a seal’s.

He never held me,

and only touched me once,

his fingers tangling

in my sparse pubic hair,

then pulling away,

startled, disgusted, thrilled.

He went no further

because he only called himself a sailor.

Early one morning as he helped a crew

unload the Windswept, his heart splintered

and burst, his body falling only inches from

the sea he’d sworn to possess before he died.

His mouth filled with earth and chips of wood.

My mother screamed, refused food, followed.

I was left alone in the house of my birth,

a battered wooden shell ravaged by wind and salt.

My wide eyes were trained on the water line,

watching the rickety ships bob and pivot, hearing

the raw shouts, the thick voices of mariners.

I was still a stick interrupted by knees,

ending in huge feet caged in black shoes.

I pulled my hair tight and looped a red ribbon

through the floppy bun, powdered coy circles

on drained cheeks, stuffed napkins into the front

of my dress and pranced the shore, a sacrifice

of sticks. I wanted the man my father had wanted

to be, a man of the sea, drunk with horizons.

But the rumbling one came first.

He was all sinew and teeth, arms like tree trunks,

muscles squalling inside stiff cotton clothing.

I never knew a real name. The men barked, Bluto!

and the hard syllables swirled in my head.

A look from him would have folded my father,

made my mother press her face against the window.

The helpless air crackled when he was in it,

sparks stung my skin, currents bristled my hair.

Love made me dance around him, silly with want,

my hard black brogans clicking on the dock.

My wretched waltz amused and confused him,

until he had no way to imagine the night without me.

Ribs tightened hard around my sputtering heart.

No woo music or slow fingers. He took me like

a windstorm, left me rattled and chafed. His brash

laughter boomed, and a curious crowd gathered

at my window to watch him suck tiny red stars into

the skin of my throat. He took me against the wall,

pinned to the splintered floor, in the chipped porcelain

tub, against the icebox, from the front, from behind,

with his mouth and with a cock veined as a horse’s neck.

I wept with romance, bled into his cupped hand.

Whenever he sailed, I followed, walking the world’s

water in my hard shoes. He passed me to his drooling

men, roped me to the bow, guffawed at my longing.

On faraway islands bursting with color I could smell,

he starved me,

tied me to tree trunks,

teased my body with ravenous tigers.

Each night he rewarded my devotion,

biting into my skin with yellowed teeth,

another letter of his gruff name

carved into my want. I only wanted him

to love me more than water.

But one raucous midnight, while I prayed no train

would come rumbling down the tracks I was tied

to, the ropes loosened and I was swept into arms

I didn’t know. I looked up into a comical squint,

smelled the briny musk of his panting,

and wondered what seas this man had seen.

If Bluto was tidal wave, Popeye was ripple.

Bald, nearly blind, bubble-cheeked, a rotting pipe

teetering on his bottom lip—

my savior.

As if I had asked to be saved.

I hated him, his giddy, toothless smile,

that stupid giggle, his bulging cartoon forearms.

When he saw my scars, he blubbered like a baby,

weeping at my histories of torn skin,

not recognizing the signposts of love.

I fell asleep counting, while his mouth

touched each one.

I had no place for him in my crazy life,

yet there he was.

When he loved me,

laying me down as if l were a rose,

my wounds found new skin.

I was too beautiful to be me.

But now my life borders on slapstick.

I walk into traps, tumble into rushing rivers.

Bluto dangles me over spitting volcanoes,

snatches me from Popeye’s bed, slams his want

into me, threatens me with blades.

Popeye gobbles something green and risks

his life to find me, beats Bluto senseless,

then it all begins again.

My rawboned body stretches between them,

threatens to snap.

Popeye wants to marry me, make an honest

woman out of a hot, bony stevedore’s daughter.

Bluto lights a match, teases my scarred nipple.

You ask how I can want them both,

how these bones have carried them for so long.

If you must know, first know this—

I was raised by the water,

crafted by these tides,

a stick child, never wise or beautiful.

Whatever I loved loved the water first.

And I will die possessing these sailing men

who fight over my frail body,

craving this flesh,

and neglecting the sea.








Chinese Cucumbers


it’s 3 pm on one helluva hot day and he’d been

scouring the close cluttered streets nonstop,

forgetting lunch. it’s 3 pm exactly one week

after a headline screeched and screamed at him

from a checkout rag, CHINESE CUCUMBERS

MIRACLE CURE FOR AIDS and in the middle

of poking around another cobwebbed stall,

slapping aside the maggots and woozy fruit flies,

he realizes he doesn’t know what the damn things

look like. and once he found them, if he ever did,

what next? should he peel them, mash them, dice

them, boil them, sauté them, or simply roll them

across the angry blotches on David’s skin? should

he share them with David, folding shards into his

lover’s mouth, send one to each of their useless

friends, pray over them, torch them as sacrifice

or simply swirl them into a ridiculous casserole?

maybe the cure was just in the finding—maybe

as soon as a babbling backdoor merchant found

the last batch ever stashed in a storeroom, David

would spring up in his hospital bed, wide-eyed,

to say hey where’d all this breath come from, yes,

that was what David would say and how he would

say it. maybe the damn things weren’t deliverance

after all, maybe they were just like the oil, that

clouded bottle of pepperminty funk it took a year

to find, and when he did he warmed a thousand

plump drops between his palms and rubbed

them over David’s balls, the withering cock, up

and down his scrawny legs, between his toes. then

he turned the shell of his man over and massaged

David’s ass and back and waited and waited and

waited and waited but the oil just glowed loud

and slick under the lamplight, and David just kept

on dying, dying so loud he had to cover his ears

against it, but sound seeped through NEW CURE

ON THE HORIZON, crystals—yes, crystals, just

hang one from his neck on a solid gold chain, make

sure it’s set at just the right angle, Oprah,

Phil, Nightline, Current Affair so it simply has to be

true, and he cradled David’s head in his lap, slipped

the chain down on toothpick neck, a purply crystal

burning with a wrong light, glittery as fuck against

David’s breastbone, shaking with his half-breaths

and not working not working not working but ugly

pretty and loud as shit I am one gorgeous chunk

of glass but what is inside this body I cannot pull

out, I cannot shush the clicking and wheezing or

purify the lumps of blood, but listen, have you tried

the oils?

made a near-dead boy in the south end get up outta

his bed and scream hallelujah! but somewhere he

read that that greased-up boy was also on something

called the spiritual path repeating one thousand times

a day i am a good person, my body is pure, i will not

die, i am a good person, my body is pure, i will not die,

and as he guides David through words hurting in his

mouth, oil matting his hair, a sapped crystal waning

on his chest (he is a good person, his body is pure,

please don’t let him die) and tomorrow wouldn’t be

nearly so hot, he’d search all damn day if he had to

and CHINESE CUCUMBERS MIRACLE CURE

FOR AIDS and Jesus Christ, the damn things had to be

somewhere









Close to Death, 1993

That’s her boy on the cover. All feral and clueless and when she tells him to try hard to look like the name of the book he doesn’t change his face at all. She reads “Undertaker” at a public housing meeting and a woman runs out of the room because she sees her own gone boy on the slab being sliced and sewn and rebirthed for viewing. What’s the difference, the poet thinks, between a sonnet and a limerick and a pantoum and all those rooms poets build for lines to live in? Poems are really for people who don’t read them—the barber who babbles an endless stream of gleeful shit, the preacher who moonwalks the pulpit, the undertaker who can’t meet the eyes of a young mother. They’re for her son and all the sons and brothers and fathers who keep moving closer and closer and closer and their faces don’t change at all.


OEBPS/e9781668055748/fonts/CourierPrime-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668055748/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668055748/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668055748/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668055748/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Life According to Motown, 1991

		1. What It’s Like to Be a Black Girl (For Those of You Who Aren’t)


		2. Medusa


		3. Your Man


		4. The Awakening


		5. Sweet Daddy







		Big Towns, Big Talk, 1992

		1. Annie Pearl Smith Discovers Moonlight


		2. Doin’ the Louvre


		3. Biting Back


		4. The Architect


		5. Skinhead


		6. In the Ultimate Blues Bar


		7. Olive Oyl Talks to People Magazine


		8. Chinese Cucumbers







		Close to Death, 1993

		1. Edward or Edwin


		2. Terrell’s Take on Things


		3. Daddy Braids My Hair 1962


		4. The Room with the Star


		5. Undertaker


		6. A Poem for the Man Who Shot My Father


		7. The Dark Magicians


		8. In His Room. With Him Gone.


		9. Spinning ’Til You Get Dizzy


		10. A Found Poem


		11. Reconstruction







		Teahouse of the Almighty, 2006

		1. Building Nicole’s Mama


		2. Giving Birth to Soldiers


		3. The World Won’t Wait


		4. Listening at the Door


		5. My Million Fathers, Still Here Past


		6. How to Be a Lecherous Little Old Black Man and Make Lots of Money


		7. Map Rappin’


		8. Scribe


		9. What You Pray Toward


		10. Dream Dead Daddy Walking


		11. Teahouse of the Almighty


		12. Running for Aretha


		13. When the Burning Begins







		Blood Dazzler, 2008

		1. Prologue—And Then She Owns You


		2. 5 p.m., Tuesday, August 23, 2005


		3. 11 a.m., Wednesday, August 24, 2005


		4. 5 p.m., Thursday, August 25, 2005


		5. 7 p.m., Thursday, August 25, 2005


		6. Man on the TV Say


		7. Won’t Be but a Minute


		8. 8 a.m., Sunday, August 28, 2005


		9. The Dawn of Luther B’s Best Day


		10. 10:30 a.m., Sunday, August 28, 2005


		11. Luther B Rides Out the Storm


		12. What to Tweak


		13. The President Flies Over


		14. Tankas


		15. Ethel’s Sestina


		16. 34


		17. Buried


		18. Luther B Ascends


		19. Siblings







		Uncollected 1990–2010

		1. First Time Trying to Say Where My Son Was


		2. The Blood Sonnets


		3. It Creeps Back In


		4. The Episode Where Daddy Dies—but, Again, Doesn’t


		5. To the Woman, Not Trying to Fly, Who Fell with Her Legs Closed, Arms Pressed Against the Front of Her Body, While Primly Clutching Her Purse


		6. Man, Roll the Window Down!


		7. Post-Racial


		8. Second Time Trying to Say Where My Son Was







		Shoulda Been Jimi Savannah, 2012

		1. How Mamas Begin Sometimes


		2. Still Life with Toothpick


		3. Keep Saying Heaven and It Will


		4. Fixing on the Next Star


		5. Annie Pearl, Upward


		6. Shoulda Been Jimi Savannah


		7. A Colored Girl Will Slice You If You Talk Wrong About Motown


		8. Tavern. Tavern. Church. Shuttered tavern,


		9. An All-Purpose Product


		10. Because


		11. To Keep from Saying Dead


		12. 13 Ways of Looking at 13


		13. Hip-Hop Ghazal


		14. Thief of Tongues


		15. Motown Crown







		Incendiary Art, 2017

		1. That Chile Emmett in That Casket


		2. Incendiary Art


		3. Emmett Till: Choose Your Own Adventure


		4. Incendiary Art: Birmingham, 1963


		5. Emmett Till: Choose Your Own Adventure


		6. Hey, who you got in here?


		7. Incendiary Art: Los Angeles, 1992


		8. Black, Poured Directly into the Wound


		9. Mammy Two-Shoes, Rightful Owner of Tom, Addresses the Lady of the House


		10. Incendiary Art: Ferguson, 2014


		11. XXXL


		12. Emmett Till: Choose Your Own Adventure


		13. The Five Stages of Drowning


		14. When Black Men Drown Their Daughters


		15. Blurred Quotient and Theory


		16. Sagas of the Accidental Saint


		17. The First 23 Minutes of the First Day Without


		18. And He Stays Dead


		19. Emmett Till: Choose Your Own Adventure


		20. Incendiary Art: The Body







		Unshuttered, 2023

		1. 1


		2. 4


		3. 8


		4. 13


		5. 15


		6. 16


		7. 31


		8. 34


		9. 42


		10. Unshuttered







		Uncollected 2010–2024

		1. Double Shovel on a Line from MLK’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”


		2. How to Find a Missing Black Woman


		3. Letter from Walpole


		4. Nap Unleashed


		5. Pandemics


		6. Practice Standing Unleashed and Clean


		7. The Price of the End of It


		8. Salutations in Search Of


		9. The Storefronts Wore Their Names


		10. The Stuff of Astounding


		11. To Little Black Girls, Risking Flower


		12. What Daughters Come Down To







		70

		1. 70


		2. Scars Poetica







		acknowledging


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledging


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		I


		II


		IV








OEBPS/e9781668055748/images/9781668055748.jpg
P
e

The Intentions
of Thunder
Patricia Smith

New and Selected Poems





OEBPS/e9781668055748/images/title.jpg
The Intentions

of Thunder

New and Selected Poems

Patricia Smith

SCRIBNER
New York Amsterdam/Antwerp London
Toronto Sydney/Melbourne New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781668055748/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


