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“Erase” appeared in January Review

“Fire Sale, Baby” and “My Neighbor Cleans Up Crime Scenes” appeared in The Lake
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Sparring at the Party of the Literati

Always the fate question waiting

on acquaintances’ lips at the party

of literate friends and erudite foes in the city

row house while the host serves plates

of ceviche, roe, and pâté. Two guests arrive

late, then proceed to obliterate

the conversation in medias res. Spectators

all of us, Godot-esque, we wait for

the boxing match to begin and end

with one determination—free will or fate,

the sated winner holding one victorious

boxing glove while the other hand hesitates.

Line

The line leads to nowhere,

unless you count 

the roller-coaster or spinning

teacups as somewhere.

If you draw a line in the sand,

some Northerner will likely

lunge past it, fists flailing

everywhere and nowhere.

A room you once entered

at nineteen contained

a line of boy-men eager

to snort cocaine 

up aquiline snouts

so they could forget.

One winter in below-zero temperature,

you waited at a New York theatre

to take a seat and witness
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a line of Rockettes kicking

up feet, wanting to dance

beyond the audience and staged air.

The line of trees is deceptive 

for the woman trying to pass through

a single layer; instead, she finds herself

wandering, lost inside an entire forest. 

Gretel

You can no longer follow

the crumbs back home;

the crows and blackbirds

grew starved over the years.

Can you blame hunger

for wiping clean the past?

Home is never the place

you remember, anyway.

The bi-level house has been

shrunken. Those rosebushes

planted with your drunken father

were ripped out. The neighbors

relocated to nursing homes

or rest now in boxes 

set deep inside the earth. 

New children play catch

in the street. A different dog

barks at night. Around the curve,

another father is punching holes

into walls with his angry fist.
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It is long past curfew.

Do not ask how

to arrive back home

without notice. 

Do not ask where

the siblings went

in the spent hours

beyond dusk.

You have forgotten

to return after years

away. There were dances

and games, meandering travels.

Here, the dog no longer

barks in the yard

and the songbird

on the sill has gone silent.

Now you set older fists

against the familiar red door,

but only ghosts wait upstairs

inside your parents’ bed. 

Ash Tales

Yesterday, the ash line appeared

on the grass. Do you remember

when you called from the porch,

pining for words? You said,

Tell me a story.

My feet are now coated

in gray. Soot rests on my face.

I raced through fires 

for you, darling, stepping

on burnt ground and black weeds.

Fire lines scarring my skin show

what happens when one doesn’t

let go of pain. My story was

about a woman who tried

to run away from the house.

Not that story, you said. 

I can’t help it. Truth 

is the only gift I can give.

Leaving Ashbery Behind

I left you on my cold desk

in an office where a woman

listened to sexual harassment

videos while Spanish students

paraded in and out muttering in

broken English. They ignored you,

then stole chocolate bars 

from the bowl beside your cover.

I left you in a diner

where your spine absorbed

the scent of pastrami on rye,

until you choked on

a heavy dose of chlorine at the Y. 

In bed I dreamed of convex mirrors

and distorted lines and faces.

By morning, I wished I could

comprehend your vague abstractions 

and all those insightful stanzas.
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Transitions

I never learned them either. Thoughts ricochet 

from ceiling to floor, from grocery lists

to doctor appointments. My mother skips 

from conversation about atrial fibrillation 

to the Atlantic City bus trip in a microsecond.

Maybe the sudden departure from Germany to America 

was to blame for her inability to make use of them.

In my home state of New Jersey, no signals 

are used when shifting from lane to lane;

letting drivers know the plan only leads to cut-offs

and brake-slamming. And did you hear about

the Vegas shooter? No lovely transition to the other side

exists for bullet-in-the head sudden ends. They were

listening to music one moment, dead the next. 

Men in my family die suddenly,

no chance for hospice care or slow final days  

for last goodbyes. My father flatlined

in a second when his heart stopped. 

My grandfather’s artery burst; he flew 

away without a departing utterance. 

In school, my English teacher discussed building 

bridges between paragraphs. I was home with bronchitis.

Life is not seamless. Like bad carnival rides, subjects

jerk from one track to the next. Even my own birth

jumped the transition phase, labor proceeding directly to 

pushing. 
My father left abruptly without a sit-down with us children;

divorce came like a tornado, arriving without warning. 

I would have made a terrible deejay, no common chords 

between tunes, spinning Talking Heads, then Air Supply.

Put words on a wall, hope they stick. I am trying to make 

sense 

of a world that throws rocks without a signal phrase or a 

single warning. 

Seagull

We found the drowned boy at dusk,

his bloated body drifting ashore

wrapped in seaweed. Facedown,

he landed at our feet.

Meg thought she felt a jellyfish,

but her scream that filled

the gritty air said otherwise.

He’d been missing three days.

While he walked, a wave 

strong-armed him away

to sea never to be seen again.

There is no God, cried Meg,

pulling her foot back as if burned

by the carcass. I dragged the weight

from foamy water and sat

in sand as if waiting for 

––––––––
[image: image]


an answer to dive from the sky.

Instead, a seagull landed

beside me, his sharp beak 

expectant, waiting.
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Erase

We have erased the others,

those men, those women 

who came before us,

the smeared kisses

in hallways, the neck nibbles

in cars, the barroom tiffs

and alley seductions.

I has shifted to we

like that old house 

where the owner bulldozed

all interior walls

to create one giant room

of us.

Stripes

Pull stripes from the garden,

then sew them into magic fabric

in petals of yellow and purple.

Line a cloth path to that place

you left behind at nine years old.

Staring at that sombrero provides

no answers. Bolero-dance away 

from what you have always feared.

Beneath the bed are dusty secrets

and fuzzy slippers. The only 

monsters ever witnessed

lived in your parents’ bed.

Once, a lit starfish flew from the sky

and landed inside your room;

you still doubt seeing what 

resides right in front of you.

At the edge of your yard,

a bottle holds final answers

on a thin strip of paper.

Even now, you are afraid

to remove that cork

and measure the truth.

Listen

To the winning numbers spinning

inside your ears as the croupier

twirls the roulette wheel around again.

To the long-dead voices

of your ancestors rumbling when warm

leaves shake in the cold winter wind

to guide you to the where and when.

To the inside-the-head Muses

pleading, Wait, just wait,

seconds before the truck

speeds through that red light.

Stairway to Heaven

They said “Stairway to Heaven” played

backwards becomes a prayer to Satan.

I didn’t know what a prayer to Satan

sounded like. Would there be yelling

and chalkboard screeching? A promise

to visit in the afterlife? All I knew

about the devil I learned watching

Rosemary’s Baby and The Exorcist.

I was unsure why anyone would

pray to an evil creature. Was this

a clandestine code as in spy movies

when top secret messages appear

in foreign newspaper classified ads?

There
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