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Dedication

For Cathy Song

I couldn’t save the world,

but I could pick up trash.


Honolulu

Blue plastic ring

no setting

no stone

found on Diamond Head Road


Taking Out the Trash

by Kamilah Aisha Moon

Someone else used to do this before.

Someone responsible,

someone who loved me enough

to protect me from my own filth

piling up.

But I’m over 40 now & live alone,

& if I don’t remember it’s Thursday

& rise with the cardinals & bluejays

calling up the sun, I’m stuck

with what’s left rotting

for another week.

I swing my legs like anchors over the side

of the bed & use the wall for leverage

to stand, shuffle to the bathroom.

In summer, I slide into a pair of shorts & flip flops,

wandering room to room to collect

what no longer serves me.

I shimmy the large kitchen bag from

the steel canister, careful not to spill

what’s inside or rip it somehow

& gross myself out.

Sometimes I double bag for insurance,

tying loose ends together,

cinching it tightly for the journey.

Still combing through webs of dreams,

of spiders’ handiwork glistening above

the wheeled container on the back patio,

I drag my refuse down the driveway

past the chrysanthemums & azaleas,

the huge Magnolia tree shading the living room

from Georgia’s heat, flattening hordes

of unsuspecting ants in my path to park it

next to the mailbox for merciful elves

to take off my hands.

It is not lost on me that one day

someone responsible,

someone who loves me enough

will dispose of this worn, wrinkled

container after my spirit soars on.

I don’t wait to say thank you

to those doing this grueling, necessary work.

But I do stand in the young, faintly lit air

for a long moment to inhale deeply,

& like clockwork when he strides by,

watch the jogger’s strong, wet back

fade over the slight rise of the road.
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Introduction

How much have you thrown away in your lifetime already? Do you ever think about it?

I’d like to see the things I threw away when I was eight or twelve or fourteen.

The words discard or refuse don’t seem appealing. Rubbish—often associated with the UK—is a cozy word, like baby rabbits living inside tree stumps.

Whatever you call it, trash and litter—its existence on planet Earth—has fascinated me for a long time. There are places you can’t get away from it—the aftermath of a Fiesta parade in my city of San Antonio, for example—or the back streets of Mumbai, which many people still prefer to call Bombay. I heard there wasn’t any trash in Japan. So of course it was something I looked for right away upon arrival there and felt weirdly joyous to find a two-inch-tall yellow pencil on a beach, which instantly became the King of Pencils in my cloth pencil pouch.

Trash cans used to be quirkier. Some were short, others metal, plastic, some green, some a debonair shiny silver, some with handles or separate lids . . . but now many Americans are living in the era of institutional giant cans, with wheels and handles. They seemed like scary animals at first. You can easily sprain your wrist dragging a heavy one by one hand only, but this is all so they can be picked up by the two massive robotic arms of the trash truck, which is actually very fun to watch, if you are two years old. Clamp, lift, dump—it’s a hug at every house—an urban rhythm.

Cheers to the cities and stores that are banning plastic bags. Long overdue! Obviously it’s possible to use the same paper or cloth bag for a very long time, if you just train yourself to carry it in. And isn’t it totally time to say farewell to straws that pierce and torture fish? We’re all involved in this. The animals that die from eating plastic bags deserve better protection from humans. This is my very obvious advice to people who want to make less trash. Reusable implements. Buy food items with less packaging if possible. Decline the extra napkins and utensils if you don’t really need them. Carry your own cup. It’s just a matter of getting into different habits.

Kids probably know more about the five trillion pieces of plastic in the oceans, in great swirling garbage patches, than many adults do. The largest scary congregation—Great Pacific Garbage Patch—lives somewhere in that beautiful blue water between Hawai’i and California. Good luck to the various styles of giant trash vacuums—the Seabin Project, for one—headed out into the waters from different shores to consume all this junk. I hope you are very hungry, vacuums.

Where does this plethora of leavings come from? How long does it take you, even one little you, to fill the can by your desk?

I am assuming things—that you have a desk. Really, a desk is a great luxury on planet Earth. I am assuming you don’t just throw everything onto the floor or ground around you when you are done with it. Apparently a lot of people still do that: see poems.

If you live in a remote rural place in any country, you may be more aware of how much you dispose of than someone who lives in a city—in a city, it’s constantly being carted away. And it’s shocking. It’s shocking how much trash we make. What does that say about us?

I’m not sure why, but it always seemed like my job to pick up trash whenever I saw it. Perhaps this stems from being bicultural, belonging nowhere and everywhere at once, being a “pleaser,” always trying to make my parents and friends happy, or perhaps it’s a result of my preference for clean spaces.

Once I signed a piece of paper supposedly mailed by the City of San Antonio, promising to pick up all the trash in a four-to-six-block radius of our house for the rest of my life. Was there really such a document? I am sure of it, but I have never met another person who signed one. I know I contemplated it briefly, then signed with a flourish and sent the self-addressed stamped envelope back to our city refuse department, feeling proud. How did they know me so well?

Perhaps, though, my need to pick up trash stems from the fact that my mom was named the sloppiest person in her Soldan High School class senior yearbook (the same high school that Tennessee Williams attended years before her in St. Louis). School yearbooks used to declare such things—Most Likely to Succeed, Best Dressed, Sloppiest. My mom, a highly intelligent person who skipped two grades and went to college at sixteen on a full scholarship, could eat crackers in her bed and leave the crumbs lying around for weeks, on the floor, even under her pillow. She could leave stacks of dirty plates in her room and be able to fall asleep anyway.

Even now (she’s a chipper ninety-one), she prefers to pile up catalogs, hoards junk mail, retains snack bags, and never hangs up clothes. Why should she? She could wear the same ones tomorrow! Old newspapers rise in towers by every chair. But she can still do the entire crossword puzzle in fifteen minutes and is very particular and accurate about many things. She reads five books at once and is a treasure trove of random details. Once my brother and I threw out some of her kitchen spices that were forty years old. These are not habits she has tried to cure, nor is she a bit ashamed of them. So naturally, as her daughter and older child attempting to maneuver through life, I was born the cleanup crew.

And sometimes there were payoffs to being a trash collection girl. One happy day, age ten, I went out by myself in Ferguson, Missouri, with one dime in my pocket to buy a delicious orange-and-white Creamsicle on a stick at a corner store, and there, glittering by the mailbox, lay one shiny quarter. Sweet treat and bounty, at once! Feeling unexpectedly rich, I kept it for a long time.

Another happy day was finding a muddy yellow glove I had accidentally dropped into the stream months earlier. It was hard to recognize, draped on a twig.

Trash bags, silver tongs, and cotton garden gloves stay close at hand for my duties. I don’t have superlong tongs like professional people who clean parking lots, with click-and-pinch devices so you don’t have to stoop. The bending is part of the rhythm to me. It’s trash yoga.

Recently I was happy to learn of a Swedish trend called plogging, founded by Erik Ahlström, who moved from a rural location to Stockholm and was stunned by the amount of visible trash. So he encouraged people to jog and collect trash at the same time. He made it popular! Plogging has recently been booming and spreading to other countries, including the USA.

You might also look up a documentary film called Trash Dance, made by Allison Orr and Andrew Garrison in Austin, Texas, which shines a new light on collection vehicles, demonstrating that even they can dance.

Beauty in the lumbering roll of giant machines

    crisscrossing in dark parking lot intersecting

spinning turning

We live in such a trashy time

trashy chatter trashy clutter

How to love what we are given remains the task

How to transform or enhance

what we have

In Berlin, Germany, I once stayed in a beautiful hotel called Bleibtreu (“Stay true”) for six weeks. On one of my last mornings there, I picked up trash in a pocket park I’d been walking through every day, because by then it was my problem as much as anyone else’s. In Germany I wasn’t sure what all the rustling wrappers came from—long, lovely, vowel-laden German names printed on them—sausages, crackly candies? Junk, junk, junk. Old men sat on green park benches, gripping leashes of small dogs, staring at me, but not unkindly.

In San Antonio, where I have lived most of my life, we now have a regular one-day Basura Bash where dozens of people wearing yellow T-shirts pick up trash from our beautiful riverbanks. Cans, wrappers, clogging Styrofoam cups . . . each person with a sack, wearing gloves . . . like a club, a party. It is mind-boggling how much trash collects around a river. Maybe this group could start our local plogging chapter this year.

Is trash one of our biggest problems on our lovely shared Earth? Is it one of our many biggest problems; does it connect to a lot of other problems? If tiny plastic particulates are being found in the fish that people eat, then entering the tummies of humans . . . not hard to see a chain of events unfolding.

I feel a bit anxious any time I’m out and about without my gear and see something that needs to be picked up. My fingers feel itchy. That’s my job.

Some people focus on other people’s trash. A man named Paul Moran ransacked trash bins in front of the writer John Updike’s home for years. You can see some of his collection on a blog called The Other John Updike Archive. This activity has certain invasive, stalker-esque qualities, but if you read about Paul Moran, it seems he conducted his hobby with respectful fascination. He loves “relics” and “assemblage art pieces.” There are also peculiar YouTube videos of people around the country collecting treasures—desks, lamps, record cabinets, frying pans—from other people’s curbs on trash pickup day, even in the snow. I can imagine doing it, but I can’t imagine filming it. Actually, it’s a great way to furnish your rooms for little money. My favorite tiny chest-of-drawers, in which I keep stationery and envelopes, was found on a discarded heap of furniture on Mulberry Street. I painted it yellow, added little green glass drawer handles, and voilà! A treasure.

Once I stayed in a hotel in Toronto where an early handwritten draft of the famous John Lennon song “Imagine” is smoothed out and displayed in a glass case in the lobby. I think John was working on it
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