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      “Jen’s poetry breathes. It’s like a canvas stretched between this world and the next, woven with images that billow into life when you least expect it. Each line is full of care, and wise, and curious. She is a poet of thin places and deep waters, and a companion within them.”

      Chris Wheeler poet, author of SOLACE: poems for the broken season

      

      “Jen’s poems in Beneath the Flood bring to mind a master gardener who plants not for themselves, but for neighbors. And one day those neighbors begin to see shoots and buds of beauty that last for years to come. Her openness to joy and wonder, her ability to praise each day as a gift, and her tributes to poets who’ve come before make this collection a pleasure to read.”

      Nate Wilbert, poet

      

      “Expertly weaving together story and verse, Jen Yokel’s new collection simply sings, boldly remembers, and bap- tizes ordinary moments with fresh life that will invite readers of all ages to and meet ‘the God who is up all night’ and notice the sacred surrounding them, sleeping just be- neath the surface.”

      Sarah Spradlin, poet

      

      “In Beneath The Flood, Jen Rose Yokel blurs the line be- tween poetry and memoir to great effect. I’m reminded of both Billy Collins and Jacqueline Woodson as Jen shifts easily from humorous, anecdotal pieces about growing up in Florida, to more serious and thoughtful meditations on her current life in New England. With the wisdom of a saint and the innocence of a child, Jen shares the examens of a heart carefully weighed and measured, and the result is a blessing for each and every reader.”

      Janna Barber poet, author of Invisible Hope and Hidden in Shadow
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            THE FIRST POEM I’VE WRITTEN IN MONTHS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        is not going to be a great work of art.

        It will not move you to tears.

        It will not turn a clever phrase.

      

        

      
        Instead it’s something like

      

        

      
        a good stretch after a long sleep,

        when you don’t really want to get up

        but you know you can’t stay in bed,

        so you stumble to the bathroom

        splash some water on your face

        open up the curtains, squinting

        at the sunrise as if to say,

      

        

      
        Well then.

        Here I am.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BENEATH THE FLOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I.

      

        
      
        I was six years old the day I decided to go under. So small and new to the bright mystery of living, all I knew was the tug of a question, why wait? The boys and girls sat at small wooden desks, faces down, listening. I don’t remember her voice or exact words, but I remember the teacher’s permed hair and the essence of a question: “Do you want to ask Jesus to live in your heart?” I thought I knew him anyway, but still my small hand went up.

      

        
      
        Thursdays were chapel days, boys in ties, girls in dresses. And those that said yes gathered, nervous, backstage, ready to be baptized before the adults. That one kid in class, the one with freckles and crooked teeth, who was always knocking me into the playground dirt, said, “She’ll freak when she goes underwater,” knowing I was fearful and shy.

      

        
      
        I didn’t freak. I don’t remember the preacher’s face or name, but I remember old, strong hands laying young life into death. I remember cold water in a blue plastic tub behind the altar, my hair floating around as I descended. I remember a moment of hovering like a spirit under the waters before I rose.

      

        
      
        II.

      

        
      
        I’ve seen babies marked with holy water. They lie there, small and fragile in the hands of the preacher, before the eyes of family and extended family they have yet to meet. They seem too young to need washing. I always wonder if they’ll cry when their brow is splashed.

      

        
      
        But they don’t. They lie there in one strong hand, while another gentle hand, cupped and dripping, pours the water over them. And the old sanctuary breaks open with joy, the morning light bends through stained glass, and the gathered family marvels at new life made newer.

      

        
      
        I wonder at the calm in these children. I wonder if they stay content because they know a secret I’ve long forgotten. Perhaps they’re still used to swimming in something liquid and holy, and here at the dawn of life, before sorrow has a chance to touch them, before they know heartbreak, loneliness, and longing, the mark of water can’t burn them yet. We have sinned and grown old, but they are young and remember.

      

        
      
        III.￼

      

        
      
        I’ve seen my niece’s ocean baptism, watched as she and a preacher waded waist deep in the Atlantic. Family by blood, by marriage, and by faith gather in the harsh wind and watch a cold wave off the rocky Massachusetts coast sweep over her teenage body. The ocean has an urgency. It gives and takes and gives again.

      

        
      
        I wonder if it feels different from my swim in the baptistry. I wonder if it feels even more like descending into death, into the first element, into the silt of creation. The sea water churns around the world, catching the remnants of

        rocks, the ashes of those gone before, mixing with the salt of tears in memory of those lost at sea.

      

        
      
        She rises, fist in the air, victorious. She is shining as she’s wrapped in a towel.

      

        
      
        And here we gather in joy, at the edge of a turbulent mystery, a people wandering a wide, dangerous world. Maybe we’re all lost at sea, swept out into the churning waves of time, waiting to be recalled again to life.

      

        
      
        IV.

      

        
      
        I’ve seen women who’ve heard the whisper, why wait? They’ve passed through pain, and been led by the hand to the house of God, and we’d cheer as we watched them pledge themselves to a new lover. They’ve known too much life, these beautiful women. They’ve felt the crust of addiction on their skin, felt shame hang like a millstone around their necks, felt the hound of heaven’s breath on their backs as he pursues, shakes the earth to reach them.

      

        
      
        I wonder how they got so brave. I wonder at the terrors they’ve seen, or how compelling the light must have been. They plunge into the water, then rise up in joy, feeling cleaner and younger than ever. Their burdens dissolve like salt in the sea, their hair drips with glory. Now they walk lighter, floating across the room, like so many Cinderellas clothed in radiant white.

      

        
      
        Oh daughters, you look so beautiful. You stride, unashamed, into the castle, into the dance, the feast. And the
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