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dedicated to the stars that go unseen.





Can invisible men see their own reflections?

—Essex Hemphill







HOW TO BE A STAR


It is my duty

to put the abyss in drag.

The acolyte takes center floor,

swallows their biography

page by shining page.

The spotlight braves the dark.

It’s a risk. I strike a pose.

I am a sweet talker

possessing a meteor hammer,

understudy of the moon,

her art of bending a liquid,

siphoning what spills

from the ribs. I offer it to you,

abandoning smoke

and mirrors. I memorize

the glow of each diva,

kneel beneath the weight

of heavenly names. I believe

in the good book

as much as I believe

I can be the one to rewrite it.







Attitude


I left my attitude problem at home

with the fourteen-year-old dog. I got

a new attitude on the plane. I rolled

my eyes and it wasn’t a problem. It was

easy. The stewardess with the pearls

swinging across her chest, she served attitude

on a tray table. Poured some bad in my cup

mixed in with the ginger ale. The aircraft got off

the ground on attitude like jet fuel. I arrive

at my destination with some bite left in me.

Someone has to say the obvious thing:

You have to take yourself everywhere.

My brother wears a ring that changes colors

with his attitude. My new attitude

swallowed my old attitude. When I want

to be a different person I buy a new ring.

I pick up one with the smartest mouth

and play with it like an attitude. This attitude

right now has my momma’s hips on it. My waistline

is a bad number. These curves need room

to attitude. A creole starch and Wheaties attitude.

A boxing ring girl holding up a poem attitude. I can’t get over

how tenacious the world has made me. I hopped out the womb

like a gentle spark. To build a fire you tinder

the fire. I kick my feet up on the desk in front of me.

Alexa: Play Debussy’s “Clair de Lune (Jersey Mix).”

They are praying in the next room. The heat of a work

of art lands wherever it is meant to land. How I hope

the Lord holds space for the bitch in me. What if my angel

woke up with an attitude? Guarded me but dragged

her slippers in my way with an attitude, both of us

pissed at nothing, the attitude of a million reasons

without a name. They say grace is an attitude. I want to roll

out of bed with it. My God put me back in fighting shape. I am

many things but not anything. I examine my figure and stand

in all the shades of it, proud of how well I can take a punch. Let me

call my demons by name and meet them in the parking lot. Bad

is what I do, it’s not who I am. I am only cruel to people I don’t love

but I’m learning how to love everyone. I’m only a menace

when I need to be and I’m always a menace.







A Young Man as the Artist of a Portrait


My brother is a trumpet, my cousin

a black lab coat. I was nineteen years old

when I lost my modernity. I am

a slipping glimpser. When my animals

forget to feed themselves, I kiss their heads.

God has a tummy full of fresh cotton.

I put paint in my shoes and let it ride.

I saw my reflection in an inkwell

and married it. I am a handler

of kryptonite, a groove between atoms

scorching the earth. I was born with a blue

marble seething at the back of my throat.

I could write a poem that dances near

the fire or a poem that stands in it.







HOW A STAR BEGINS


The first images of my childhood

the Super Friends

Wonder Twins

making Ovidian shapes

brother turns into ice

can be any body of water

sister into any animal

she can imagine

woman becomes a pelican

scoops her brother up in her gullet

man turns into geyser the woman

a swordfish fleeing higher up inside of him

an igloo with a girl inside

a boy with a snake on his back

otherwise I would only think

of how far the sky

it is long the way to go

I am getting there repeatedly

albatross cries out

over the beginnings of an ocean

the screen goes black

and I am on it

the show is about to start

my intention is to keep you







Thicker Than Water: On Jacolby Satterwhite, Queer Imagination, and Family

To craft my mother’s image, I want to include the whole woman, to throw her in the light and do her no harm. How can I introduce her to the world? What does she deserve? How can I hold her hand?

Jacolby Satterwhite’s Country Ball (2012), a twelve-minute utopia, a realm twisting and bursting with loops of home videos. Jacolby molds a new universe, one where his loved ones sit on thrones. It is Mother’s Day. The little cousins dance-battle on the asphalt, snaking their spines in unison. The mothers look on with their slick glossy finger waves. They holler back and forth, make each other whoop with laughter like only kinfolk can.

My mother is named after a flower. My mother apologizes for things she didn’t do. My mother knows precisely what happiness should feel like. I see her in good sculpture, I dance like her. When I didn’t know any better, I kept space between us.

Jacolby’s raw material was created by his late mother. Her drawings are turned into three-dimensional monuments, recreational equipment and toys are erected from sketches. Jacolby pieces together her work until the accumulation of stuff gushes with color. He translates his mother’s iterations with ease, remixing and remastering her style.

My mother remembers poems of mine from elementary school. She recalls how I would lock myself away in my room for hours and emerge with a paper scribbled with thought. She tells me about a poem I wrote about math with rhyming lines and singsong lyrics. She said I was asked to read it to the whole class. She seems so proud, in awe of what I had produced. Neither of us can recall a single line from it. She keeps two trunks, one for me and another for my brother, full of awards, programs, mementos, and scraps from our childhood, but can’t find that poem, her favorite, anywhere inside it, like it never existed.

Jacolby steps back in time to dance with his mother, riffing on her images with choreography, pairing her words with rhythmic eight counts. He creates the kingdom, his mother hands him the key.

My mother is still alive. She cooks, fills the pantry, never settles for bad produce, doctors up a plain meal. My mother curates the home, nurtures plants, makes delicate arrangements of silverware. She dresses smartly, makes good business decisions. My mother is always learning. She falls asleep on movies, rewatches them and cries. She asks leading questions, means exactly what she says.

Jacolby vogues strong, spins us into a glittering vaporwave paradise. He insists on his ability to take up space, a dance floor dripping in gasoline, teeming with meaty, iridescent bodies. His mother sanctions the groove. She makes sense of the absurdity, prescribes footnotes to the unreal. His digital flesh rebels against emptiness. He survives, defiant, building a refuge for those who speak its tongue.

My mother tried a new dessert on the family, a healthy combination of berries, syrups, pistachio nuts and vanilla Greek yogurt. The texture was exquisite, the taste was rich, complicated and sweet. After all her enthusiasm and effort, we made a joke of its small portion size, the delicate course given in an immense glass.

In the video, “It’s time for the big children to get out there now!” a matriarchal voice calls the family to arms, the adults are summoned into the healing circle of a jam session. “You ain’t never been tired!” No one is allowed to remove themselves from the celebration. How few places can a queer black body exist without consequence? Jacolby frees himself onto a queer playground, a video game with infinite lives. Everyone is energized, inhibition is temporarily banished. Every generation electric slides, some nail a double spin, put a little hop in the crossover step, dip a little lower than most, but it’s the same dance.

On Saturdays, I wake to the whirring of a vacuum outside my bedroom door. Aretha Franklin is wailing from downstairs. My brother and I put on our cleaning clothes, bleached sweats, and drag behind our mother as she shows us how to scrub each surface of the house. We give a half-hearted effort, but not near enough vigor as Mom. She takes everything off the shelves’ surfaces and leaves the clean Pine-Sol scent. She hand-scrubs mud stains from the carpet, puts our hands in hers to scour the rings from our tub. We confuse her meticulous
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