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DOLORES STEWART 1

F OS, THE LETTER A,
RUNE OF MOUTH, BREATH, MESSAGES,
AND INSPIRATION

The wind drums a bone song
on the beams of the house
where I am alone.

The wind does a bone dance
on the window latches.

It fiddles forsythia branches.
It rattles the heart.

Open the warm room, wheedles the wind.
Wake up this shutter! bangs the wind’s fist.

I might as well crack the door
There may be a message for me.
Have you brought a spring thaw?

The wind spins me out of my shawl.
It whips my hair into knots.

It pastes on my forehead

a wet frond of the Nile.

The wind lays on my tongue

a grain of star.

The willows kowtow to the wind.

1 shall want some guarantees, 1 insist,
clinging to splinters of house.

Are you the wild, fatal North

or the West of the small rain?
Stinging, the wind unwinds

the winter bandages.

Your turn, your tune, croons the wind.

Dolores Stewart



2 JUDITH CHALMER

SHARPSHOOTER

Eli, saying goodbye to a grown up friend

who's moving away, leaves him waiting outside
in mid-sentence, lets the screen door bang shut
behind him, leads with his four year old belly
bulging under a popsicle stained tee-shirt

like a toughened old muscle on the arm

of a drifter.

Not the way he once paced, one foot down

on the sidewalk, the other up on the stoop, bobbing
for hours before David would invite him

to help unpack all the things he’d brought home
from work in the world around the corner.

Or the way Eli'd call out his open bedroom window
early mornings teaching David everything

breakfast would be.

Now he claims he doesn’t want to say
goodbye, swaggers through the kitchen

on his way to fill a squirt gun at the sink, as if
David will always be there to juggle for him,
to let him hose the hubcaps until they ring
like a nest of crazed bees while David waxes
the rest of the car.
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Having given his unarmed heart months ago,
Eli walks back through the kitchen, cocksure
the stopper won't come out of the valve

on his dimestore gun, and that fenders can be
shined again if they’re smeared by sticky hands,
or hammered back in the case of a crash.

David promises to visit, carries Eli

to a safe place on the stoop before climbing
into the car, calls out the window one more
time: Keep watching for me now — I'll be back.
Eli doesn't listen, takes careful aim

as the car backs out of the driveway

past the beat-up three-wheeler parked

close to the house, then turns the gun back
toward his own small mouth

and begins to suck.

Judith Chalmer



4 REBEKAH GROSSMAN

THE CAVE OF THE SLEEPING SHARKS

We died beautifully, young,

floating giddy in the underwater cave
the line leading out lost

our tanks emptying their oxygen
turned upside-down, thinking up

with each downward turn, each pound
of pressure, nitrogen popping in our ears

We forgot water, swimming
our splayed rubber flippers

We were flying —
and suddenly everywhere the sleeping sharks

grey-blue balloons
sly dirigibles with open eyes

so motionless we could not guess
the rate of such suspense

you pointing like a child

too deep, too deep. . .

We never grew old together

didn’t shrink and wrinkle gradually
never got used to sitting comfortably

together in silence
Now, drifting through the sharks in black wetsuits

like one of them
those wire-thin mouths

those small blind eyes
slowly turning in the current

mobiles
our faces puffing, spongy, wrinkles quickening

hair matted into large hemp knots
Look at me —

now I am what you would not have known
fish eat my hair like weeds nubbed to brown scruff

head a feeder, pushing out more hair —
it is like being a loaf of bread

slowly broken

like being known
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There are spaces that I am now
a grace with which we melt
and roll freely into each other —
strata of silt thick sand
blue-green water
flowing through the gills of sleeping sharks

Rebekah Grossman

BURYING DOLLS

The camps have long stopped burning
when Mother toasts my birth with cognac;
Father films, the dog sniffs my crib.

Barbie is sent to work camp in my closet.
The officers like her pony tail.

Ask Mother.

Ask her how they’ll come at night

to choose their women.

My children will bury

dolls in the garden,

whisper masses for processions of shoe boxes.
I'll tell them: women have to look strong

to stay alive.

Ask Grandmother.

Watch her every morning
lightly slap her face

to give it color.

D. Orlowsky



6 KAREN SNOW

HARE

We look like lovers, his arm across my shoulders,
I leaning into him; he auburn, slight, smiling,

in thin blue summer shirt; I golden, small,
smiling in silky mint green dress.

Today,
fifteen years after we were winked onto that film,
looking like the haggard mother of that happy girl,
I've resurrected the photograph from its locked box.

Lovers? My left cheek-breast-hip-thigh re-register

the recoil as we oblige the camera-slung reporters.
Minutes ago, before an applauding audience, we were
awarded prestigious prizes in poetry — he, first,

I, second.

Tuned to the mood, his entourage invite
me to their party. I twitter an alibi, then rush
to my room to claw open the sealed oracle: “Each
of these new poets has what the other lacks,” deems
the renowned judge. “He is all surrealistic meta-
phor. She is all simple honest observation. He
needs to control his fantasy. If she lets hers go,
she may be the tortoise who overtakes the hare.”

Now, fifteen years past that June afternoon, six
hundred miles south of that maple-shaded campus,
through the chug-glug chug-glug of the Maytag,
I've heard his name on the radio: “—cult figure
dead at forty . . . struck by lightning last night

in Madrid.”

I see him across the finish-line,
laughing. No hand-wringing over children. No growing
old. No guilt-smeared suicide. Friends galore
to eulogize him. His poetry flashed exponentially
by this stunning exit.



KAREN SNOW

I’'m ashamed. My golden pen
has abdicated to grocery lists and absence excuses
to teachers.

At midnight, too toppled
to sleep, I wince again at the panic behind
that ornamental pose. Here was the pairing long-
coaxed by classmates and professors, who hoped,
perhaps, to cancel the unmentioned quirk in both
of us. Once, waiting for the tardy lecturer
on Yeats, a macho funster goaded us for some show
of romance, and the brittle poet quipped, “Only
God could not love her for her yellow hair.”
Blushing, I longed for a prose-plump Mama-man —
a buffer between me and the crushing conformists.
He’s asleep beside me here — less mama, more mate
than I wanted — REM-insulated from my turbulence.

Dead. I recall the Hopkins-freckles, the way
of plucking his T-shirt, like a boy wiping off
catsup. And pressing his palm to his chest —
not theatrically, but as if to anchor his heart.

He was nervous, like me — his angst the Celtic kind
that percolated Dada witticisms, mine the Teutonic
brand screeching like bats below the bland landscape.
He hid his Harvard erudition in kiddish street talk.

I hid my kindergarten-teacher training in mute lis-
tening. His voice, like mine, was frail — ill-suited

to the vocal performance. No matter. We both
gravitated more to painters than to fellow-poets.
Friday nights, you’d find him in a bar, barnacled
with clowns; me, lonely in the laundromat, having
renounced my lesbian-lover. Again I hear

the audience chuckle when the chairman said,

“Our poetess, like our poet, served during the
recent war in the United States Navy.”
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Unable to sleep, I tiptoe past sleeping sons,
take tablet and pen to the screened porch,
and to the quips of distant heat lightning,

a poem rumbles into my lap.

Knitting, unraveling, re-knitting my dark narratives,
playing with Surrealist’s nimble pal-studded lyrics,
the aversion will thin to a bruise-colored translu-
cence,

and the tortoise will learn to like the hare,
to pity him, admire him, and half-understand him,

as she learns to like, pity, admire and half-
understand her husband and their sons.

Karen Snow
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THERE'S THIS POET GOING ROUND,
SPEAKING FIRE AT STONES

We didn’t speak much as adolescents;

we could be completely in love with someone
without saying a word, or we could sit locked in
our rooms for hours, listening to the Stones.

Or we would be so stoned we would scarcely notice
the animals in the circus traveling by,

which were caged also in their quaint parade,

taken out evenings to perform in chains,

put back at night to dream about escape

into the woods, or setting the circus tent on fire,
no one exempt from the flames, including us.
We told them a hundred times one would get

out and cause them trouble, but it was just
forget it, Brownie. Up on the unicycle.
Michelangelo says that every one of these stones
contains a bear. You just have to burn it free.

11
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SPRING

The bear can hibernate in the tiniest cave of the mind.
It occupies such a small space, a woman

never knows if the bear is breathing or just listening.
The bear’s pulse is so slow that the snow

covers it over, January and February

can pass, and she won’t be disturbed more

than two or three times by the rumbling of its heart.
The sun comes back over the horizon.

The moon of the Crucified rises and shines and falls.
The hero is forgiven and his corpse is taken away.
Somewhere beyond the hills, in the future, a man

in a boat calls someone’s name through a hollow mask.
The bear pushes at the folds of the left hemisphere,
then the right — it no longer needs them.

She longs to give birth to something she could not see.
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CABIN FEVER

He had been thinking about things too much.

Then he read the Carl Sagan book, and all

he had on his mind was the “reptile brain.”

That was in January. Then

he read the Brief History of Time. We

warned him against it, but the kids

gave it to him for Christmas, what could we say?

He watched the digital clock face for an entire day.
On Groundhog Day he started Godel, Escher, Bach.
He'd read things in the outhouse in the dark.

A whole week in the can with Jacques Lacan!

Then it was Remembrance of Things Past. He'd taste his
bagel and you could feel the thoughts drifting too far.
On Washington’s Birthday he entered the final binge:
They found him in the spa with Derrida.

By Easter he’d come utterly unhinged.
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LEAVING HOME

One evening a teller of tales came to my house.

He was a blind man and his friend was mute, but they

knew their fiction and the talking one talked all night.

He said, “you can’t go on this way forever,” and he took

a wing from a roll of wings he had in his pocket and
gave me one.

One. 1 spent the night flapping around my room.

All the mute acrobat left was a note:

There are people somewbere who think an oar is a
popsicle stick.

They're not going to fly you there, either. You have to
walk.

I have a wife and a grown son, I have a house

I built with my own hands near the small waves of a
seacoast

that has my heart; but the men spoke of a wizard

or merchant in a different future

who might exchange my oar for a second wing.
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A HOMELESS PERSON’S HALLOWEEN COSTUME

Tonight the cemetery gates open their eyes

and we appear to ourselves in the costumes

we will be wearing after our death.

The door looks like an entrance but instead

it's a trick mirror which shows us inside,

while the ones offering their sacks of hunger are out.
The key to the mansion of poverty

is to unlock your face and step forward into

the blank space beside the Halloween woman so
that your own corpulent body becomes the door.
Everything you possess will be standing there
looking at you. You can't say it. You can reach

into your bag of keys and try to find the right key.
You can tear off every key on the ring but they won't fit.
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POWER OF CONCENTRATION

The gift Michelangelo gave to the clouds
might have been static electricity: just
a brush of his finger could open a man’s eyes.

Another disputed miracle was Jesus the Teacher,
who was so focused on staying afloat
that he could do it, while the disciples sank.

As for using your hands, this trick’s recommended
only for intermediates and above, and only
if you need to reach the horizon in a hurry.

You can get to the same place barefoot, on
burning coals, if you keep chanting cool
cool drink of water, and if you don’t look down.
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METAMORPHOSIS

We had never seen a chicken so afraid of the sun.

It became a curiosity of the village.

The smaller boys would come on their bikes just to watch

this creature that, when the window was opened, would

run trembling into a cavity of the dark.

It had to have a poultry house all to itself.

They kept the bulbs on twenty-four hours for the others;

but the one that hated the light was allowed to rest.

It was fed in the dark and we had to feel for the size

of it; when we put our hand under, there were never eggs.

One day, of course, we brought an ax to the poultry yard.

We had boiling water; we had decapitation on our mind.

We twisted the neck off and threw the head into the dog run.

We were just kids, we held the stump of the neck up to the
light.

Even without a head it thrashed trying to escape the sun.

We closed our eyes, wanting to become a woman

so it would have the dark places our mothers had.





