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Advance Praise


“Deonte Osayande's Circus is a book of mythic power and sensational heft—the poems here demand your attention and earn it through imaginative leaps and turns that keep you guessing and reading, wanting the next poem and the news. The beauty of this book is its ability to engage us over the rough and enticing terrain that is art and beauty, transformed through grief and the tightrope act of being black in America. It's a fabulous collection, one that takes on gravity and tames it, lighting burdens on fire with its powerful storytelling.”

—Allison Joseph, author of Confessions of a Barefaced Woman


“Deonte Osayande is not only a firebreather in life’s circus but a firebrand burning his words down to ashes so that they rise as the fabled phoenix to inspire us to carry on even in the most political dark times. He is an arsonist tossing our assumptions, our misconceptions, our biases, our fears, our prejudice, and our personal relationships, into the incendiary furnaces of his poems, not to destroy but transform our lives. As Wallace Stevens wrote, So in me come flinging forms, flames, and the flakes of flames, and so Osayande does the same in his book Circus: My ashtray mouth burns/. . . . Without hell fire in my mouth/my faith stays frozen, forgotten. Each of us becomes the clown, the juggler, the tightrope walker, the animal tamer, in the three-ring circus of our lives under this ragged big top of culture and society. We should all want a ticket to Osayande’s Circus.”

─Walter Bargen, First Poet Laureate of Missouri, author of Too Quick for the Living
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Big Top

			




Dinner Discussions

			My aquarium breathed family enjoys

			cooking crab legs. I crawl into my corner

			of the house during many gatherings, eating lemons

			like apples, familiar with the taste of bitterness. My teeth

			sizzle every time although I don’t flinch

			as if my skin was thick. I know how my words can be enough

			to produce gunfire. Another day, another grand jury, another

			indictment. It doesn’t even come up in dinner discussions

			much anymore. The conversation shifts, some cousins

			start fishing for compliments. I reel back my insecurities,

			thankful that I’m a rabbit’s foot. Not currently facing

			police who would show up here because they were called, called

			because they aren’t here for us.  Everywhere

			inside the fish tank there are reflections

			looking ready to consume who they mirror.

			




Trumpet

			The savages follow the directions

			on the glowing boxes

			sitting on altars

			throughout the house. Their angry

			orange-faced deity has broadcast

			his ego in front of them 

			for over a decade

			when they watched him

			search for apprentices. Now

			he’s hungry for herds

			of scapegoats to slaughter

			for his followers. They consume

			whatever feeds film him, whatever

			he feeds them, like blood

			in the mouth of pagan vampires. They grow

			violent against almost anyone

			at the drop of a hat. They try to focus

			on how they can trump

			any person they can consider other 

			like me. I don’t care

			much about the hate or his claims

			about making the country great

			again. All I want is for my actions

			to become brass instruments

			declaring my affection

			for the loved ones I would have to protect 

			from him and his followers.

			




Employment Application

			For the job interview to be a success

			there has to be a firm handshake

			and effective work done 

			concealing any trace

			of your ethnicity. When 

			getting right down to it

			who you are is just too much

			for the workplace to handle

			when you are anything 

			except normal. What is this

			normal that your coworkers

			speak of		act like		dress like?

			It’s the same normal that separates

			actors		athletes		musicians

			from

			directors	coaches		studio executives.

			Everyone is ready with their

			lawyers		officers		supervisors

			on deck because nobody should have to deal

			with the ethnic guy in the office, regardless if

			he’s Black	he’s Asian	he’s Latino

				     he’s Native	he’s Indian

					he’s of Middle Eastern descent

			and lord forbid

			if he’s not a he.

			For the job interview to be a success

			you must be whatever someone else wants

			with just enough you to differentiate you

			from the rest of the pack

			who could lose everything

			to the person who doesn’t need the job, just

			getting hired by a relative with an opening.

			




Newport News

			Three years after losing my grandmother we travel

			down south to find my cousin on her wedding weekend

			in granny’s old house. The groom-to-be smiled

			like a sunrise on the horizon. Everything became illuminated

			when we saw how he had almost no family in attendance 

			our differences in skin tone became more apparent. When asked

			where most of his family was

			he took us to visit his relatives. 

			I didn’t expect so many graves.

			




Huntsville

			I wanted to be the accident uniting parents

			not the one taking them away, I wanted to be

			more welcomed by my mother’s family, 

			not reasons for the graves of in-laws, 

			who became more tombstone than handshake.

			Their vehicle became more earthquake,

			where I was fault line, reason for the rush,

			reason their voices became hushed,

			by the crumpling crush of colliding cars.

			Regret is knowing a metamorphosis of metals

			would have never happened if you hadn’t come,

			hadn’t been here to meet the family you never knew,

			hadn’t been garnered here to grip them as the grief came,

			hadn’t been born and raised in two different locations.

			Torn, like having to say good bye to someone before you met,

			like an introduction preceded by an obituary, torn,

			like being the tremor beneath belly, the butterfly in stomach,

			the child that got away, the child that came back, the child they never met.
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