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	FIRST EDITION

	
Before it all gets wiped away, let me say,

	there is wisdom in the slender hour

	which arrives between two shadows.

	Li-Young Lee

	
preface

	“Write to me. Keep me alive.” These words—this injunction I received from my friend Jory Post at the end of his life, are the heart of the twenty-three poems that make up this volume.

	Jory and I met in Clifford Henderson’s writing salon in Santa Cruz in the mid-2000s. Every week for nearly a decade, we sat in our respective chairs scribbling away and listening to each other read our work. We didn’t socialize much, but we enjoyed each other’s writing.

	Eventually, the two of us found ourselves in Danusha Laméris’s poetry group. Jory had been diagnosed with inoperable pancreatic cancer, and I was swimming in the grief of having recently lost my parents to illness. Our friendship found a foothold, as we were, each in our own way, forced to confront death.

	In the summer of 2019, we both attended the Catamaran Writing Conference. Our instructor, the poet Dorianne Laux, conducted a lesson on epistles—specifically letter writing in poetic form. At the conclusion of the lesson, Dorianne circled the room, pairing students as partners, and suggested we “give it a try” on our own. As soon as Jory and I were matched, he was quick to throw down the gauntlet: “Let’s write fifty poems before I’m gone. Twenty-five each. We can do this.”

	And so, we began our correspondence in the fall of 2019, a little more than a year before Jory passed away. But it is not his end that I want to talk about here. I want to talk about what it was like to exchange words and thoughts with a man who existed in a kind of oneiric limbo, a place of transcendent insight and inner glory.

	For that is how I experienced Jory during those final months. His writing, always evocative and intelligent prior to his illness, developed a diaphanous, atmospheric quality as he underwent treatment. Jory’s words lifted me into a musical netherworld where his ideas and inspirations not only played out on the page but entered my dreams.

	I’ll admit there were times I felt burdened by the strange and complex weight of our writing. I struggled to find meaningful and honest words—words that satisfied a need I had to offer empathy, healing. I stomped around my house, exasperated. I didn’t want to be sentimental or sad. I didn’t want to be inhibited. Easier said than done.

	If we are truly lucky in this life, we discover people who hold a vision of us as more courageous and talented than we believe ourselves to be. Jory was one of these people for me. He cajoled and provoked, commanded me via e-mail to “stop what you’re doing and write.” Even while reporting “my oncologist’s most commonly used word today is failure.”

	I believe that Jory was placed upon this earth to write. And his diagnosis, albeit tragic, tore away any last vestiges of doubt he had about this purpose. Despite nausea, pain, and fatigue, he filled journals with notes about his experiences. On any given day, a note was transformed into a sonnet, an essay, or a short play.

	Although these poems represent just a fraction of Jory’s literary work, he wrote, “I think it will be the most important I will complete during this time.” Perhaps because our writing was a shared effort. Perhaps because we spoke to each other about unspeakable things on the page.

	I wish Jory were here to witness the fruition of this project, the epistles wrought between us, as they move into the world, and develop a life of their own.

	Paola Bruni

	January 2022

	
    I.


it’s about our names

	How they tax the brains of friends, acquaintances, total strangers. How they don’t melt off tongues as easily as butterscotch candies, find their way into our writing as idioms and clichés, how they want to fight back and tell folks to pay attention. That it’s not Paula, or Paul, or Paolo. But “Paola!” Say it! Like this! “Pow-Lah!” Repeat it five times. Look into my eyes. Do you see the twinkle there? Do you see the spark of life that is me? The me that can only be connected to someone named “Paola!”

	Or mine. As you say, it’s so simple: Joe-Ree. But for some strange reason it’s the “J” that throws people off. Maybe it’s the loop at the bottom, a slide down the shaft, and a catapult off the little hook that shoots them out into neverland. Gets them floating in the world of alternative consonants that create a “Cory” and a “Rory” and a “Gory.” Or Georgie.

	For eighteen years I hated my name. Had to retell the story about my mom being 8.5 months pregnant as she and my dad watched a contestant sign in to the Groucho Marx show: J-O-R-Y, a Scandinavian who pronounced it Jori. The shy guy that I was in every classroom being pointed out as having a unique name, when I would rather take my appointed place under a rock with the snakes and lizards.

	How about you, my dear friend Paola? Did you always love your name? Your Italian heritage? Did you enjoy standing out in a crowd? Or were there too many of them? Was it as common as Joe or Sam? Jane and Mary?

	Then there’s the now. Where our names, our spirits, our lives, are beacons, attract others, force us to stand up and smile at the camera. Put our arms around others and give a deep, genuine hug. Paola and Jory. The brightness. The reflections. That which is out of our control.

	J.P.

	
first things first: my family

	Family. A word carried in steerage across the Atlantic,

	fear, longing, expectation accumulating

	under the skin,

	the salt of immigration held fast to the chest.

	The plan: a home, sans the complication of Nazi infiltration,

	incendiary explosions, the broken mouths of history

	laying corpses in the road.

	In America, my sister is first-born and forgiven her sex.

	I am to be the son, Paolo, destined to stay the family

	name from extinction.

	But I was born a girl,

	christened “Paola,” meaning small. Paola,

	a name that stumps

	the English-speaking, causes tongues to twist,

	small embolisms to form in the brain.

	In America, I am de-latinized, stripped

	of my exotic reverberation.

	Paula. Payola. Polly. Pabla. Paoli.

	Mispronunciation, a persistent eddy.

	Father’s languor reflected in the sole use of my given name

	to communicate disappointment, punishment, exile.

	As a girl, I erred on the side of logic,

	rationalizing I could fashion myself into the boy

	he wanted.

	Isn’t that what all children do?

	Give ourselves over to the gods of our birthing?

	Cloy and carve, amputate, reassemble?

	I mixed concrete, pounded nails,

	wielded wrenches and screwdrivers, could slip

	a sharp wrist into an engine block.

	Should I have questioned even my nickname, Pinky?

	Recognized it as demoralizing? Less than? Not enough?

	But no. I held that name like redemption.

	It didn’t carry the stigma of failure.

	Pinky is a name with a legacy.

	Pinky Agnew, an actress from New Zealand. Pinky Tomlin, a singer. Pinky May, an American Major

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	cover.jpeg
how do you spell

the sound of crickets

Paola Bruni & Jory Post





