
[image: Startlement, New and Selected poems by Ada Limón. The title is in a striking green typeface against a white background.]





ALSO BY ADA LIMÓN

POETRY

The Hurting Kind

The Carrying

Bright Dead Things

Sharks in the Rivers

This Big Fake World

Lucky Wreck

EDITOR

You Are Here

CHILDREN’S BOOKS

And, Too, the Fox, illustrated by Gaby D’Alessandro

In Praise of Mystery, illustrated by Peter Sís




STARTLEMENT

NEW AND SELECTED POEMS

ADALIMÓN


[image: ]





CORSAIR

First published in the United States in 2025 by Milkweed Editions

First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Corsair

Copyright © Ada Limón, 2025

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-4721-6064-5



	Corsair

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ


	The authorised representative

in the EEA is

Hachette Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre

Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland

(email: info@hbgi.ie)






An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk




For Lucas & for the Earth




CONTENTS

from LUCKY WRECK

First Lunch with Relative Stranger Mister You

Little Day

A Little Distantly, As One Should

This Darkness

The Echo Sounder

Farmers’ Almanac

Miles Per Hour

The Firemen Are Dancing

Little Monogamy

The Unbearable

The Spider Web

The Lessing Table

All Kinds of Shipwrecks

Centerfold

The Frontier of Never Leaving

from THIS BIG FAKE WORLD

Prologue: This Big Fake World

He Wishes for Things Smaller

His Wife Was Not Something He Could Hang on the Tree

Ideal Fire

On a Business Trip He Contemplates Her Closet

After Her Husband Left Her, She Went to Work at the Hardware Store

At the Hardware Store

The Note He Does Not Leave

He Has Big Thoughts While His Wife Is Sleeping

The Hardware Lady Repeats Herself

He Renames the House After His Own

Our Hero Sits at Home Alone and So Does the Hardware Lady

The Hardware Lady Watches as Our Hero Comes Close

Epilogue: This Big Fake World

from SHARKS IN THE RIVERS

Sharks in the Rivers

Flood Coming

Diagnosis: Even the Stillaguamish River Cannot Stop Time

Overjoyed

Crush

The New World of Beauty

The Russian River

Marketing Life for Those of Us Left

Hardworking Agreement with a Wednesday

Homesick

Ways to Ease Your Animal Mind

The Crossing

The Same Thing

Bird Bound for a Good World

Drowning in Paradise

To the Busted Among Us

from BRIGHT DEAD THINGS

How to Triumph Like a Girl

During the Impossible Age of Everyone

The Last Move

How Far Away We Are

The Quiet Machine

I Remember the Carrots

Someplace Like Montana

State Bird

Downhearted

What It Looks Like to Us and the Words We Use

Cower

Relentless

The Riveter

After You Toss Around the Ashes

Torn

Adaptation

The Conditional

from THE CARRYING

Ancestors

The Leash

The Raincoat

The Vulture & the Body

Dandelion Insomnia

Dead Stars

What I Want to Remember

Overpass

Wonder Woman

The Real Reason

The Year of the Goldfinches

Sundown & All the Damage Done

A New National Anthem

The Contract Says: We’d Like the Conversation to Be Bilingual

Instructions on Not Giving Up

Carrying

What I Didn’t Know Before

Love Poem with Apologies for My Appearance

Losing

The Last Drop

from THE HURTING KIND

Give Me This

Sanctuary

A Good Story

Forsythia

And, Too, the Fox

The Magnificent Frigatebird

The First Fish

Joint Custody

Cyrus & the Snakes

Calling Things What They Are

Open Water

Privacy

Sports

Proof

Heart on Fire

My Father’s Mustache

The Hurting Kind

Against Nostalgia

Salvage

The End of Poetry

STARTLEMENT | NEW POEMS

The Endlessness

Hell or High Water

While Everything Else Was Falling Apart

Strange Refuge

This One Goes Out To

Field

Mortality

Sea Turtle

Crow’s-Feet

Let Loose

How to Measure Distance

Literary Theory

Even Here It Is Happening

The Geography of Mountains

Curtain Call

Every Blooming Thing

On Earth as It Is on Earth

In the End, Everything Gives

Startlement

The Origin Revisited

In Praise of Mystery: A Poem for Europa

Notes on New Poems

Acknowledgments for New Poems




Not knowing when the Dawn will come,
I open every Door.

—EMILY DICKINSON




STARTLEMENT




from LUCKY WRECK



FIRST LUNCH WITH RELATIVE STRANGER
MISTER YOU

We solved the problem of the wind

with an orange.

Now we’ve got the problem

of the orange.

Jimmy once said, Do you get along with everyone

as good as this?

I did not know how to say yes.

In Albuquerque yes is hard/easy/look

a roadrunner!

You there, across the table, could be my opposite

of enemy. I do not want 8 babies.

Are you hooked on height?

I’m trying to stop myself from telling you

about the time I lost my passport

and so thought of killing myself,

identity being an important instrument

of my behavior.

I saved myself by thinking I’d write a novel

and then fell asleep in the closet.

It’s called, the novel, Last Things for Lala.

It is not called, The Contradictory Nature of Hangers.

What is the punctum?

Out of which limb will you grow?

Jimmy had two sons, nice ones.

Two taller than me. I bought them food and listened

to ICP in the ’65 Chevy.

I was 53 years old. That’s one year older than Jimmy.

I’ve never been where you live,

but that doesn’t mean I should move there.

I get attached to rocks.

At the tone the time will be: Let’s never die!

We’ve just met, should we move to Ensenada?

Or should I just borrow a pen?

I could tie your shoelaces

together and play king

of the mountain.

I’ve brought a lot to the table.

You’ve brought an orange.

I’d rather sit a kiss than you would.

My fist is like a kiss.

I want a shirt that says, Kiss Me or I’ll Cut You.

I want to start every sentence with,

Let me tell you something, Mister.

Mister who smells like yellow.

Mister who has too many pockets.

Mister who is a Mister times two,

Mister who misses and then gets sad,

Mister whose lunch I’m having.

What to do with the problem of the orange?

Let me tell you something Mister,

you’ve got to peel it.



LITTLE DAY

This is what it comes down to:

Me on a park bench, always writing,

This is what it comes down to.



A LITTLE DISTANTLY, AS ONE SHOULD

1.

I keep wanting to write about

accidents and how I hate them and it’s so

obvious. Everyone hates accidents.

So, instead I’ve been watching

my neighbors set up their picnic table

and tent (do you call it a cabana?).

The man is wearing a bandana

and a leather vest without a shirt, a look

I’ve never learned to appreciate,

even though I am from California.

The woman looks like that bartender Kim,

but younger. I’ve overheard that they’re

expecting company in approximately 45 minutes.

I have noted the time. I’m excited for them.

It’s hard to be excited for things,

not the same way as I used to, or maybe

it’s just that I don’t get stoned anymore.

Jake and I listened to a Neil Young album

in my old apartment over and over

again for hours. Every time I tell someone

that he’s died, that same image pops into my head.

He’s sitting on the windowsill with the light

behind him so you can’t see his face.

I’m very aware that he’s younger than me.

He wasn’t stoned. Jake was a good kid.

My friend, all the time, says I’m so excited,

and when I ask her, for what, she just shrugs

and says, Aren’t you? I suppose so. Yes.

2.

Up on a mountain near Lake Tahoe,

I once fell in love with a boy named

Billy, or was it Bobby? I was thirteen

and he was humoring me. I needed humoring.

We had driven to the campground

in a huge blue station wagon my dad

had rented on account of our gear.

It felt unsafe. Station wagons for all their air

of safety always feel unsafe to me.

The way nuclear family should sound

comforting and yet it only ever sounds

like something that’s going to explode.

If you’ve ever driven to Lake Tahoe

you know the roads. Long curving

gray snakes of pavement edged by

mountains and those drop-offs.

I hated them, still do. But when you have to

get somewhere you drive on them.

(I have to tell myself this all the time.)

You can’t really stop going places

because you’re frightened.

It’s like that road sign that’s the image

of rocks falling down a mountain

onto the road. I never knew what you were

supposed to do about that, duck?

Is it saying that inevitably a rock will

fall on you? Is this good that we know this?

I am obviously unsure of the usefulness

of inevitable things. Even the word

inevitable is awkward and hard to spell.

I never kissed Bobby or anything,

although I probably should have.

3.

Sometimes I think the memory of an event

is better than the event itself. The way

the retelling of something is satisfying.

That’s why it’s so unsettling when I can’t

remember everything in detail.

I want to remember the exact song

that my brother and I were singing

in the back seat of that rented station wagon.

All that I keep thinking of is “Respect”

by Aretha Franklin. I can’t imagine

that’s what we were singing, but maybe

that’s why it stands out. It was unusual,

like the car and the roads.

I can convince myself of anything.

My neighbors (the my there is so endearing,

it makes me love them) have finished

with their cabana and the Kim lady is power washing

the chairs. They are laughing and getting

along well. She doesn’t mind his vest.

Now, I am almost positive it was “Respect.”

Seeing them in print can help the facts become fact.

When I think about it, I would like to go back

to Lake Tahoe when it’s warm out and swim.

That’s where Jake was when he died.

The car went off one of those roads

I mentioned earlier. (I was going to tell you then,

but it was strange to write it down.)

But now, the guests have arrived!

(They were 21 minutes late.) The vest is lighting

the barbecue and one woman is pregnant

and in overalls. The whole thing is so domestic

and soft you can almost wear it.

4.

I have gone out to the fire escape

and come back now to my desk. I wanted

to be there with the neighbors for a while.

The Kim lady waved and I waved back,

a little distantly, as one should, as if

I cared only a little, as if they were only a fleeting

thought and me, simply a body on a windowsill

passing through.



THIS DARKNESS

This darkness is not the scary one,

it’s the one before the sun comes up,

the one you can still breathe in.



THE ECHO SOUNDER

echo sounder n. A device for measuring depth of water by sending pressure waves down from the surface and recording the time until the echo returns from the bottom.

—AMERICAN HERITAGE DICTIONARY

1.

She enters the world a ready-set-go girl.

She comes with a list of things she cannot

see, she comes with a language restricted

by its own inability to name things

as she sees them. She believes that there are two

worlds and she lives in the one that is

separate from the other, the seed
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