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Mendicants 

 
On the train platform  
shuffling & shifting 
no one here has nothing in their hands, 
 
iPods held loosely like prayer beads, 
& the thumb goes round, the thumb goes round 
seeking something.  
 
& then it occurs to me that 
I will love you better after your death 
because Sam Cooke can’t change  
 
& all the misgivings will have a place to go 
 



Recognition 
 
It went past a name tattooed on her arm 
which you’d think would be a lover’s  
 
but just as likely to be the arm-bearer’s own name  
(to identify the body) 
 
it was a self-portrait tattoo –  
on the train, the faces fly by 
 
Pictures of selves tattooed on selves –  
at first thought, no, that must be  
 
her daughter there 
but looking hard realized  
 
it was her  
her own face  
 
gazing up at her reverently  
from her forearm 
 
almost the woman-face a person makes  
when looking at herself  sidelong  
 
in the reflection of a store window, composing 
a careful neutral while passing by. 
 
 
 



Departure 
 
The body remained at the rail but the mind flew overboard  
at the moment when the departers all waved their hankies  
& among them you did not know whether the trip ahead  
merited the cost. What’s lost in translation is the root-sense;  
the curtain flaps away from the window & in wind it reaches  
for the door though its moored by the rod it still tries  
to get away. Moved by the change in the weather 
which shifts the clouds &  makes the morning air  
much colder than the night before when the window  
was left open. Awaking cold, dreaming of a sea-faring vessel.  
 
 



The Narrows, Early Morning  
 
A house on fire still smells like a hearth,  
earth emanating from the heated stones, 
its beams its own kindling, framing buckling  
away from the bricks, flame bellowed by the wind: 
the house fire we all turn our faces toward  
without seeing when it’s borne on the wind first thing  
in the morning & all of South Philly  
smells of something autumnal, meaning  
delicious, meaning rot, growing darker  
& drawing you forth into any light  
you can find, or down to the root  
sought, sucked up into the maw  
as the backdraft guts the halls to feed the flame,  
the need for fuel ongoing, going  
back underground for some cold, cold 
months & that fire smells good, promises 
food & warmth though for some- 
one it means the end. 



The Peculiar Gnosis of Trains  
 
By which one knows where one is 
by virtue of being in motion.  
See the world – see Jane run.  
We all like to watch 
people move. We all want 
to know how Point A reaches Point B.  
 
Here is portable familiarity:  
a beard can be an ecosystem 
for your culture of one,  
or my same damn green train case,  
smelling of old face, packed again every move.  
So I am not one to judge.  
 
What is that wellness in the air 
when emerging from a tunnel?  
Was it there all along 
or only in contrast?  
How right, how good  
&  new.  
 
I will cross Broad Street 
an entirely different cellular entity 
than seven years ago.  
But that’s too broad a statement, 
some synapse recalls 
the theory of regeneration.  
The more complex we are 
the less we can rebuild.  
 



The not-done thing is so popular!  
Everyone loves it.  
It has a lot of potential. 
There’s a restaurant down the street,  
not yet open,  
it smells only of sawdust 
&  is the most flammable thing on the block. 
Everyone wants in. 
 
3:30 is the dead of night in Philadelphia.  
2:30 has the bar-closing traffic, 
at 4, birds awaken &  first-shifters.  
3:30, you have nothing at all  
but the sounds of trucks rumbling  
on highways beyond sight.  
GIGO = garbage in, garbage out,  
but the get-go is where you’re coming from. That is, 
 
what you had, the jump,  
as beginnings leap &  I prefer to think  
this is the draw 
when a crowd gathers below a ledge. 
 
Not so much the teeth 
as the alligator’s immensity of tongue that awes. 
 
 



Following 
 
The cab was following a pickup  

that had a busted, rusty length  
of iron gutterpipe 

 
strapped to its roof with twine, bouncing  
like an Olympic javelin  
as we passed over 
potholes &  from the back seat  
I pictured the truck stopping short  

sending the pipe 
 
flying toward us as a massive arrow,  
flying through the awful action-movie  
spray of broken glass from the windshield  
 
to decapitate the cabbie,  
&  how my kid & I would escape  
by leaping out of the unlocked door &  rolling into the gutter together,  
 
but would then  
have to wait there in vigil  
over the headless body of a man  
we did not know  
while waiting for the authorities to arrive. 
 
I made this, I imagined it,  

on the way to a party.  
 
 



Animals 
  
We were the only animals that feared death 
&  the only ones who could deny it.  
We sunned our hides on backyard deck chairs. 
A cat lolled too, chewed his leg, someone’s dog ate grass 
quietly in the corner &  I felt the freckles forming  
as I reclined while she poured Lillet over lemon juice &  gin;  
she was dying then but didn’t stop smoking.  
Cells will do what they want, she said.  

It didn’t make any sense 
&  cells have no choice, they differ from us that way,  
which is where it gets complex. Because they are us,  
ashtray, acids & proteins all lined up in rows,  
agreeing or dissenting, 
masses of plasmids that in another order add up differently, 
not a tumor but an iguana, or an ape & a mother 
ape will carry a baby around with her for weeks  
after it’s died, only giving it up when decay 
makes clear it’s not what it once was, not hers,  
not here, though she had thought the baby  
was  just in a deep sleep &  would wake in a few days.  
That ape makes more sense – she’s invested  
so much in making this one life, she’s slow to let go.    

 My friend had this cavalier way 
of shaking the ice cubes around in her glass to signify 
that she was tired of your story & was thinking  
of how to change the subject; she’d let you know  
she’s not one to waste time on things 
she doesn’t give a rat’s ass about.  I was 
starting to feel a little burned, but would have liked to sit there  
a while longer.  



They’re waiting for it to fall down 

for the Naval Asylum on Grays Ferry  
 
Tell you what, 
it’s a terrifically messy bit of business: 
 
sometimes a thing tastes funny, 
but you’re so hungry you eat it anyway. 
 
Manhood impossible, womanhood too. 
Who ever finds the trail beneath the leaves? 
 
Biddle Hall’s old salts up & moved to Mississippi. 
A life at sea done here in the rake & pile woods. 
 
If there were a heaven at all like this: 
deserted & colorful – 
 
that would be all right by me. 
It might be familiar. 



The Castle 
 
The children have their castle, a broken glass gravel moat, 
candy wrappers like ticker tape. They run circles around it. 
They are fast. 
 
They know that you will get tired of chasing them 
long before they’ll get tired of running 
and that the sightline is always compromised. 
 
Four round, barred windows,  
placed too high to see in, don’t grant much light. 
We have no idea what’s in there. 
 
It’s funny the kids never try the doors. 
I’ve heard it said that teenagers who have babies 
do so because they believe a child will love them 
 
unconditionally. I’ve wondered 
how that makes the teen girls different from anyone else. 
I’d like to put a word in for teenage girls and say: 
 
everyone’s stupid heartsick decisions are exactly like yours, 
and that is why the world loves to hate you. 
I’ve heard that children will provoke their parents 
 
to see if their love can be broken. 
And we pick up speed, chasing around & around. 
 



Failed Elegy 
 
I called a stormcloud in your honor, but bricks stand  
beyond the window. Beyond bricks, ever more rooms.  
At the museum, one mother wrote to hers, she was most impressed by the hot dog 
vendor. January, you’re one solitary day:  
in the gloaming, oh my darling, the light is dim & low. 
We bestowed the laurels, the ashes. 
We three who know not one another  
but some mash-up, 
some marvel of femininity. Some joke. 
It’s a hand-me-down ritual 
& I babble in looking for language. It’s how we learn to converse. 
Knowing few virtues & less Latin, then as now: 
Can’t put on she dress, her littler than you. 
Count on your fingers, what else is there to do?  
 



Anathema 

What was set apart as sacred 
came to mean detested. 
 
But the sun still warms 
the top of your head 
when the clouds part. 
 
Which is what I didn’t expect: 
any happiness, or that it would be  
as invisible to an outside observer as 
digestion 
 
one thing becoming something else 
 

rapidly 
 
 



Have you noticed we’re not flying?  
 
There are seven silver sedans 
parked on my block right now,  
it is hypercontemporary,  
the row of them an accidental fleet 
 &   this is the future  
we failed  
to find our jumpsuits with jetpacks  
in time &  so have settled for cars 
that look awfully similar. 
The quiet of deserts. The quiet 
of tundras. The eerie lull  
when the cars are stilled,  
like snowfall without the spectacle. 
 
 



Memento Mori 
 

1. Your name here  
 
Your name in a wimple 
Your name once a blonde 
Your name nymphic nurse of Zeus  
Your name in a Sailor Moon costume  
Your name needled uneasiness 
Your name laughed at it 
Your name won’t fuck this up for me  
Your name would be a soother of nerves 
Your name mellifluous  
Your name malevolent  
Your name of the honeybee 
Your name as in lemon balm  
Your name has spread into the wild  
escaped cultivation  
escaped form  
flew through the air and landed head down 
Your name flew  
Your name flown  
 



2. Ordinary Maintenance   
 

Take the trash out  
to the dumpster out back, forget the rats 
forget that they predicted snow, there's not a cloud,  
see exactly seventeen stars overhead 
visible over your building tonight,  
forget to wonder if they are satellites,  
forget why you came out holding the bag. 
 
 



3. Favored  
 

Favorite handkerchief soft from twenty years in the pocket the color of the sea off 
the crystal coast of Carolina held to favorite freckle, yes, high on the cheekbone, all 
these preferences adding up to a person, no, they don’t, what have we learned from 
the internet hoaxes, the simulacra of id 
that wants and likes and buys but  
without end, favorite frying pan  
into your favorite fire, the sun  
the one that dazzles, keeps  
the examination  
at bay. 
 



4. Gulf Idyll 
 
Lying beside a pool a color no water on its own ever was, 
which was itself beside the shoreline of Florida, she was 
ultimately unheroic. Who decided to mount figures of history 
on the cupolas covered in gold in the skyline? Idolatry,  
though no small thing to be adored by one who is so sorry  
to be alive, to go on doing sorrowful things. How few  
were women, even to point at it’s a curse. 
Calpurnia’s learning all but forgotten. Look for the signs 
in the sky & see what you find. Go down to the ocean, wait til 
night for the constellations.   
 



5. Unnamed Hoodoo 
 
Dead set on finding sense, 
even the instructions in a first grade activity book  
began to sound personal, sinister,  
find the message in the pictures –  
write the words – show the message to someone –  
as if that were an assignment to be completed before dinner.  
I’ve wondered if fraud shares a root with frau,  
if schoolmarm ever sounded not negative,  
doubling over with undoings of schemes. 
It’s harder to listen than to look. Just look  
at all the texts flying around 
and how annoying voice mail,  
once so novel, is. 
 
 



A Vertical Line 
 
It’s an ordinary torment, 
like morning glory growing on corn. 
 
Oh, that’s pastoral. 
 
You can’t help 
but be more gorgeous 
 
than the contents of the alley. 
Unless we take light & color 
 
as pure goods, 
in which case, 
 
the garbage might have it. 
City lit 
 
with quitting time 
lucidity. 
 



 
 


