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Publisher’s Note

Rendering poetry in a digital format presents several challenges, just as its many forms continue to challenge the conventions of print. In print, however, a poem takes place within the static confines of a page, hewing as close as possible to the poet’s intent, whether it’s Walt Whitman’s lines stretching to the margin like Route 66, or Robert Creeley’s lines descending the page like a string tie. The printed poem has a physical shape, one defined by the negative space that surrounds it—a space that is crafted by the broken lines of the poem. The line, as vital a formal and critical component of the form of a poem as metaphor, creates rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, tension, and so on.

Reading poetry on a small device will not always deliver line breaks as the poet intended—with the pressure the horizontal line brings to a poem, rather than the completion of the grammatical unit. The line, intended as a formal and critical component of the form of the poem, has been corrupted by breaking it where it was not meant to break, interrupting a number of important elements of the poetic structure—rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, and so on. It’s a little like a tightrope walker running out of rope before reaching the other side.

There are limits to what can be done with long lines on digital screens. At some point, a line must break. If it has to break more than once or twice, it is no longer a poetic line, with the integrity that lineation demands. On smaller devices with enlarged type, a line break may not appear where its author intended, interrupting the unit of the line and its importance in the poem’s structure.

We attempt to accommodate long lines with a hanging indent—similar in fashion to the way Whitman’s lines were treated in books whose margins could not honor his discursive length. On your screen, a long line will break according to the space available, with the remainder of the line wrapping at an indent. This allows readers to retain control over the appearance of text on any device, while also indicating where the author intended the line to break.

This may not be a perfect solution, as some readers initially may be confused. We have to accept, however, that we are creating poetry e-books in a world that is imperfect for them—and we understand that to some degree the line may be compromised. Despite this, we’ve attempted to protect the integrity of the line, thus allowing readers of poetry to travel fully stocked with the poetry that needs to be with them.

—Ecco






Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780063487697








Epigraph

Even if you are not ready for day

it cannot always be night.

—Gwendolyn Brooks
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Self-Portrait with Mixed-Up Sports References

I’m so good at missing calls that I’m perfect this year.

—EARTH GANG

I’m no Dr. James Naismith, but you could say

I stay checking myself. Like a ballerina

driven inward by perfection

& a sense of fair play. Fadeaway

punter of the Saturday night invite. Star

pinch hitter of the rain delay.

When I envied my team’s pennants,

I was the penance. Often offsides,

the puck’s been in my inbox

like a Kingfish bucking an antique reel.

Call me Black Bobby Fischer. Southpaw

Journeyman, righting himself in the mirror

with a thorny left cross. I keep my Rookie

of the Year memorabilia mint. Sealed

in polyethylene sleeves. Convex binders

I thumb on any given Sunday. Hail Mary

full of suitcases. Hail Mary full of stagnant

airspace. You might say, I’ve mastered

the bounce pass with a catcher’s mask.

The give-love-&-go seek shelter

in a dugout. I’ll call back

when the season’s over. Now there’s an X

& an O that could stand more practice.






Toilet Paper Invective with Self-Flagellation

Some of you future so-&-sos

should be ashamed about the state of your ply count.

Ole hologram square, skid tread-

bare, pressed-dandelion-roll-using jokers.

For shit’s sake, fam. I just assume you’re allowed

to have company. No? What you know about Chanel

Cottonelle? Perfumed & powdered as your great aunt

Merle. Easygoing as a Sunday. Easy as a summer-

trolley unspooling, yawning along Prairie Street.

More than any spice rack, sitcom, or prime time drama

in which Kiefer Sutherland saves Democracy,

upmarket TP really does soothe me. A creature comfort.

Extravagant defense against ennui

until it wasn’t. Back before the virus.

Perhaps, secure in your weekly haul of oatmeal

& toilet bowl cleaner, dear reader, you will see this

& feel like 2020 Twitter user

Ant_the_Champ3:16, who famously wrote:

& for everyone who missed the toilet paper rush,

cannot one just jump thine fonky ass in the shower?!

Valid question. Latecomer, during the recession

of ’08, Dad’s nest egg crashed. Mom’s job went.

Vanished without notice. I was comfy

or helpless as you, off at grad school. Insulated

from worry & blame. Subsisting on Slurpees,

popcorn, licorice rope. Writing important things

about Flava Flav. From an apocalyptic lens,

I’ve always been a little Icarus—

first-born son who saw sun in the mirror.

As if studying whatever I found there

would lead to some axiom

worthy of my hubris. It feels like every few years

I’m moving somewhere. Usually south,

in pursuit of the “next big test,”

next job title, next for what?

A couple of bumps in my FICO score?

Another book, more air between us?

Maybe I could have helped, stuck around.

Maybe I should have kept slinging

Cadillac engines. Should have oiled the invisible

door hinge that swings uneasy between me &

most of my loves. Feels like there’s a six-foot hole

between guilt & grief

that’s viewable only by forensics. You’ve got to scald it,

shame. Scour the stain with steel wool pads

& an x-ray machine. Everybody I know wants

to score a quick fix for the escalating problem

of closeness. Everyone wants to leave

& love & live like we’ve been paying attention.






Blursday Blues

The virus has created its own clock, and in coronatime, there is less demarcation between a day and a week, a weekday and a weekend, the morning and night, the present and the recent past.

—ARIELLE PARDES, WIRED

If a week is a unit

of listlessness, I am

a centenarian Black man—

longest living Homo sapien

tenant on this molten rock

called America. My problems

are the problems of the previous

century. Depression & bread-

centric. Bring me the Cheddar

Biscuits or bring me two Buffalo

Nickels to comingle. My people’s

genius is unequaled. Separated

from the patent office by three

transit stations, four organic

grocers, Wells Fargo &

an ivory spoke factory

spinning with squeaky wheels.

Unreachable by post or ballot box,

my people scream Release our throats

through a mouthful of flames

hocked into CNN headquarters.

We scarcely singe our intended

audience. The camerawoman

twists her lens, zooms in.

Some folks notice their reflections—

cracked, or just plain unkind. As if

spotlit by a giant magnifying

monocle into a parallel past.

Some of them liked it there.

Called it a shade tree

to retire under. Some of them

blacked out LinkedIn.

Everyone saw the inside

of our deflated lung. Saw alternate

versions of themselves die

poorly, via video recording or

digital archive. Americans saw

themselves, suddenly. Without.

Unemployed or bored. Watched

purple-black sore after sore, newly

snatched from a never-ending

wound I refuse to undress

for fear of further injury.

When the fire up & seized me,

I had high blood pressure.

A history of asthma.

My days an antique carousel

on the blink: wincing

up & down. Eyeless

ponies. Dusty bulbs.

I framed my phone inside an L

between thumb & middle digit.

Indexed a scroll of crisscrossed

ankles & wrists. Brown paper dolls

intertwined by headlines, ending

in a campaign ad. My inbox rang

like a siren. Anti-racist became a badge.

Garlic against the unseemly.

Name-Drop Magazine underpaid

patronage for this statement.

Then paraded it

as empty endorsement. Back in Harlem.

Back on Facebook, where my people are

far too acquainted with the undertaker.

Daily we understand the invisible

hand to mean byline, welt

beneath the hood. Virus, Serpentine

Fan Belt. Read the caption: I am tired.

I wrote this in search of a window, a fire

escape to descend. Kin, if you’re out there

reading, please—let the history books

show, I never needed anybody’s dead

presidents for my grief. I wanted only

to own the airwaves. To stoke the flames

& extinguish them with the same oxygen.

To revive my people, myself, with the wind.






Inheritance

We like to tease my mother

for the tough-love way she taught me to read.

Slicing into a red delicious,

leaning hard on the butcher knife,

then pointing the blade at me.

As if to say: Get it right & right now.

Dream, I whimpered.

Be-lieve. She repeated each syllable

back with a thwack of the blade,

not unthreateningly. When Mom found out

I couldn’t read, she was resolved—I would get hooked on phonics

or die. So she made each word a ward

or hope, sounded out, drilled into

the wobbly cutting board inside my chest

before church, after lunch, a quarter past

In Living Color, until the streetlights stuttered

a familiar morse code through the kitchen blinds

even I could glean: You ain’t ever leaving the house.

Except the opposite happened.

My mother became the level house

that language built around me.

She made sure of it, showing me

the alphabet, tomorrow—

anything worthwhile—

could be animated or enlightened by music.

How to make a meal of this knowledge

& be full. Her own mother hustled

Home Ec, cornered the market on chaos.

Traded her daughter’s adolescence

for a live-in babysitter. Invested those savings

into nickel slots & slip & fall scams, a highly prized

dyad of sons who failed to launch.

When I consider my last living grandparent’s legacy,

I think not of dignity, not of progress or debt, not

immediately; I don’t try to make the case for reparations;

I don’t consider the way a lifetime of struggle erodes

the heart when you believe you can’t afford to be whole.

Though, maybe that would explain my grandma,

why she loves my mother best during tax season.

Why she cashed my uncle’s settlement check

& bought a shit-brown Kia before he was cold

in the ground. When people say “inheritance,”

I hear Genealogical Stress Syndrome

& then the regal music of that first

long syllable, “heir” as in heroine.

Not the drug, but mom’s fierce care

in spite of her mother’s withholding.

My mother, who every spring

organizes a cruise for 500

jubilant Black seniors

to Graystone & bop, hustle

& Chicago step in alligator pumps

across the Caribbean, where the sea’s

Zen percussion is transmitted

into metal knees & joints, which sounds like

sweet, sweet recompense to me.

To revisit a scar with your own soft hand

& soothe its pang—this grace I learned

in the kitchen of her mothering. The heirloom

I’ll pass on, with any luck.






I’m Tuning in Live from the Overflow-

lot. Equalizing my work-life balance

behind an At Home furniture warehouse

on the outskirts of town.

The drive-in is showing E.T.

to an audience constellated with Chevies

& late model Escalades.

Butter popcorn, menthol, & Love Spell

rise overhead in a sticky jet stream.

& 30 feet up, center screen, standing on

a scaffold—a film prof

with a lavalier mic keeps dragging me

back to The Downside Present.

Where narratives sail further, faster

than fact, submarine nefarious &

sell better as soundbites. Where sometimes,

I get a little confused about who to argue with.

What to mute. The man speaks down

from his platform. & I imagine we look like

Go Karts parked on a checkerboard.

He’s nervous, out of pitch. Rattling off

box office stats in a square red hat.

Flubbing trivia questions

between ads for the snack bar & half-off

Coors Light cans. I fear the young prof

is being punked. Hazed into this sideshow.

He tells us E.T.’s face was modeled after

the poet Carl Sandburg, a pug, Einstein, &

Hemingway. That With a blend of father archetypes

& unorthodox cuteness, E.T. transcends demographics.

But when I consider this weirdo assemblage

of serious, Silly Putty faces, it occurs to me

that E.T. is an alien of color.

Given his woolen rubber brow,

his burnished bronze. He strikes me as more

Levar Burton. I’ll admit, a small, embered

part of me—a supermoon lit fingertip—

would be extinguished if the visage

of Sun Ra or Octavia Butler

were desecrated by special effects.

The other parts are like

What about Hendrix or Ellison?

Why not Prince? Eartha Kitt?

What of Coltrane? I guess I’m asking:

Is the muse a conscious engine?

The same unruly, half-forgotten theory

of blood’s relativity—will it ever go extinct?

Or will it autopilot existence ad infinitum?

Is that why the poet suspects

the film prof is here to erase him?

Why I’ve always thought The Predator

bit his locks from George Clinton?

I have known shadows

from the “Absolute Otherwhere”

my entire life. Since I was knee-high

to a drum pedal. Got one or two

on my mother’s side. So don’t tell me

E.T. isn’t fam. Kin to Andre 3000,

Badu & ’n’em. Funk ambassadors

in fringe. Beacons

in sequin. Children of alien abductees

who invented time travel

reaching for the Mothership,

searching for a way to phone home.







Where did you come from?

Stankonia / a planet of astral frequencies / pizzicato string-pullers // synth & Sun Ra / be the day’s geometry // bedrock / ABC’s & division / all expendable / nonexistent / in the Motherplane // we live by the beat / like you live / check-to-check // most of us / majored in minor / motion pictures / watching ceiling fans go round / tryna catch a hi-hat / dopamine fix // every groove line an Expedition / antidepressant / a synaptic Cadillac / we pilot [auto] thru the blue-green metaphysical // until the wheelz fall off / the bass drops out / the horns & snare retire // until reality descends / inevitable / as dust / on vinyl / rings of static / needles / tracking dead wax at the end of a record w/ no B-side







Why did you come here? How?

one for the money / yes sir / two for / autonomy / the disconnected hum / of economy / leisure culture / Hennessey / pianissimo mornings & / touch // you were saying? / sorry? // let me take that again

* * *

The original draft of Sir Isaac Newton’s First Law of Thermodynamics ends, “Vibrations are neither lost nor destroyed; but transformed, sampled or remastered, transferred from one party to the next.” On a subatomic level, long after the ignition has been killed, twisted backward, the trunk knock ceased—idling in the speaker box, dormant in a particle of synthetic wood—a ghost note echoes through time. Which is to say, while man cannot live on sound alone, Stankonians can. It’s easy, when your body is no body. When Minnie Riperton’s soprano glides across wax, up, up, and off an invisible scale, her vocal cords vibrate, causing the surrounding air molecules to respond in kind. Which is to say, when your body is all clef and circuitry—a crisscrossed network of membrane and red ledger lines—even an echo is a pulse. Untuned static at the end of a radio dial.

But surviving is not the same thing as living, so I left weightlessness for the Peach State. Streamed my sonic organs into a dark skin suit. Packed and stashed the essentials in a graveyard of Michael McDonald MiniDiscs: iridium drumsticks [for defense]. Two turntables, one love, and an E.T. MPC III. I was done with my cacophonous galaxy and its blissed-out dissonance. The stereophonic suppression of my emotional clarity.

At the end of January, in the year of our Mother Two Thousand Twenty, my space basshead uncle arrived before dawn at the trash heap’s edge. It was there I swapped a History of Disco archive for his Audio Actualizing Headphones. A few decibels beyond that—below a Prince-purple sky, the fussy-bearded Muzak rubble—for the first time in millennia, my metronome slowed something sweet. Like a pendulum coated in honey. I rested a beat. Slid them on, and the world went mute. Gone was the night’s chatter: a ghastly rattle of AI-amplified cicadas. I shut my eyes and pictured Isaac Hayes on the cover of the Shaft soundtrack. And when they opened, it was me, laid back in my youthful skinsuit, but also him at the wheel of a turquoise Eldorado. Two-toned and outfitted in gold. Sharp as the crease of a deacon’s best slacks. His midnight shades eclipsing my surrogate’s symmetrical cheek bones in the rearview. I spun the dial softly, as if I played piano in the dark. Then the drums dropped, the woofers thumped, and I was out—






Yeet the Rich

reads the yellow caution

sign. Bold left arrow

signaling a blind curve

leading to a cobblestone

street lined w/ blushing

fountains, exotic leaves.

Broad brick facades

fit for provosts &

heiresses. Executives &

heretics. Left arrow

indicating political fidelity.

Br’er Rabbit Graffiti, inked

in permanent Sharpie:

BEWARE. WASPS

AHEAD. Yeet! Eject

them if they can’t take

a loss. Yeet 50. Yeet

Weezy. Yeet authoritarian

instruments disguised as

promoted tweets.

Yeet every bushel.

Every cotton spore

glittering Wall Street.

Yeet it back

to the sun people,

diamond-rich in melanin.

Yeet antebellum allusions

couched as Regionalism.

Yeet Southern Gothic. &

Lacanian notions of objet

petit a—easily unveiled,

made available to the rich via

Benjamins. Yeet the ad guy

who invented “A rising tide

lifts all boats,” while drinking

single malt at a speechwriters

conference in Vermont.

Do not yeet maple syrup.

Do not yeet birch trees

or even Big Lumber.

Yeet, specifically,

the Nautical Asshole

Middle Management Institute.

Where several prominent

warehouse bosses &

lower admin learned

to pirate the adage, whenever

I have asked for my due.






Juneteenth Mortgage Montage in Blue

June 19, 2021

When I wish my herbalist an early Happy Father’s Day

he responds with fist bumps, tucks a twenty in my cupholder

& replies: Thanks! Happy Freedom Day, bud. A field of cash crops

shy of 40 irrigated acres. But fuck it—I deposit the rebate.

Last week, I threw a heart on a listing not three seconds after

it posted. & in the seven minutes it took to brush my teeth,

change out of sweatpants & speed to East Memphis

it ghosted me. Vanished, into real estate purgatory. Contract Pending.

I arrived just in time to watch an agent ink the sale

on the hood of her milk-white Mercedes. These sellers want blood

from a turnip for rotting floorboards. & a bus station beeping

in the driveway. Reader, this has altered my sense of what’s possible.

Fridays, I’m the cranky Sommelier of Zillowland. Hammered off vintage

or ethical sourcing. Our jovial realtor lifts his brow; gestures at a golf ball-

crack in the ceiling & pronounces it a beauty mark. “Strictly cosmetic.”

I lean in for any mention of provenance—a footnote that never arrives.

At an open house in midtown, I tease my fiancée Let’s hold out for rehabs

that scream: Welcome, desegregated household! Does this wonky wainscoting

say Loving v. Virginia to you? Eliminating Craftsmans, cottages, bungalows.

Anything Colonial, Medieval, Georgian, Victorian, or Gothic. Leaving us

ranches. Prefabs & McMansions. Certain grandma & gingerbread homes.

Type Neoclassical Revival into Redfin. Then imagine a dim bulb

swinging above a toothy huddle of ad men, colluding to erase “plantation”

from the dictionary. This morning, our coiffed blonde loan officer asked me:

Do you have access to family money? & you’re thinking: Cue deluge! Rented

mule & the amber fields of pain! But I’ve been trying not to rhapsodize

tragedy. Tonight, I’ll raise a chalice to ownership. & dig my Nikes

into earth, where I will dream gardens of money plants, marigolds, & herbs.

Leafy mint to snip & muddle with bourbon. On a granite island

designed for hosting breezy derby parties. Because fuck it—

I hustled slow. Bled turnips from a page for it. Now I’m trying to close

the deal on a thirty-year bond for my children’s speculative freedom.

I write the realtor What else can you sell me? Is there anything left for us to see?

He texts back a ghost emoji. A small crop of tumble weeds.

An empty lot, on a cracked street, named after the mortgage broker’s family.







What God do you Serve?

Aeolian Harp & Wind / Between My Strings // Calabash Shaker & / Disco Queen // Elastic Bounce Conductor / of Arhythmic Energies // Freestyle & Freedom Now / Suite // Great Great Organ Beyond // Hallelujah Hand Clap / Impresario // Juke Joint i Frequent Heel-Toe Beneath Tables When Her Love is On / Key // Light Emanating a Speaker Box // Mothership / noun • Opiate for the Sads • Proper Title • Queller of Ancestral • Rage • Spacecraft to Harmony • & Treble Against Terror • Ukulele Defibrillating a Slack Chest • Valse & • & Wellspring of Sage 16s • Xennial Jazz Funk / in My Weathervane // Yes & Yes Y’all // & Yoked to All Drums // Zydeco / Zenith & Maître D’ // Mother & Maker & Maker of Mercy & Mercy Mercy Me







How did you learn to speak English?

Fresh Prince / Freddie Gibbs / John Singleton flicks //

Rakim / OutKast / “Talking heads” & Big Tech / B.I.G. &

Big Daddy Kane // i tried to exorcise Black pain w/ tragi-

comic irony / & some nights / the poltergeists came for me //

shrouded my pillow in picaninny shadows // spit /

was wild critical // i had an odd-metred sense of timing //

i wanted to file off & cascade // erode afterhour thought-

barbs: / punitive / grandiloquent // the glow-

red steel brand of language / i wanted to wash over it

in a stream of arpeggios // my diction was afflicted

by an awareness of human scrutiny / which / looking

back / produced one or two wrong / notes // i needed to

slow    down    & i did    leave pockets of air    here & there

for adlib    & care    until i learned to sing    inside them








Static








INTP ENFP INFJ WTF, Mate. Please/Don’t @ Me.

I am intimately acquainted with the shut mouth

of a mailbox. Interminable heat. Black needle

beak of the hermit thrush scrambling a millipede raw

in the parched stone birdbath. No matter.

I know sugar maple & crab apple. Hornbeam & fringe

tree. Though, more acorn, privet—more HD row

of crimson leafery hemming my privacy fence. More so

the quiet walk back to the couch than the moment

I glimpse my neighbor, & the moment he ponders big-

nodding or waving me in. We consider

a happy medium. Strain our voices, jubilant! Over-

exert them with lazy platitudes. Herculean

Mm-hmms. Anything to avoid a knowable distance.

To give of myself, freely, what can be

mustered. To be received as a birthstone,

zodiac—without fear, of injury, judgement—

is all I want. Cancer-Pisces on the cusp

of serious Aquemini energy, I enjoy a cheeky candor

with any audience prepared to welcome me.

The way beer with buddies tastes better after

a considerable absence, I admire

the ocean but fret its leviathan gulp—

the interrogation bulb’s seasick sway

inside. I love love. The buoy-

ancy, boundlessness. I like to be touched

while wearing a seaweed face masque. Hey, add me

to your group chat! I’ll bounce

in & out of threads, leave you “on read”

while I’m low-key missing you, missing

you missing me, mistiming

the moment, mistaking the beach

for an ocean, widening between us.






Elegy with TV Repairman & the Black Moth of Light

In a flash of light the frame is empty.

The tube is out, but the sound hangs on.

My reflection suddenly static—

stilled slurry in the 60-inch screen.

When you come back

as the tv repair man with an aux cord

& MIDI beats. As spittle & a cheesy record.

Your easy laugh flapping at the seams of his empty

mouth. A pinched sound wave played back.

Nasally, bereft of pretty teeth. But still you. Switched on

& refusing to troubleshoot. DOOM played off screen

like a name tag, when you returned as a photostatic

negative. Inverted with light. As hum of radio static

from the other side. No “pinched cord”

or “bad fuse.” No recourse for the blanked screen-

saver: two Black suns, linked against a dorm wall. The frame an empty

text bubble blued by loss, unfixable as a Scantron

voided after an early bell. Without answers you’ve come back

to me. Mush-mouthed, sniffling. Mumbling “defect.” Come back

as nothing ghoulish. Neither absolution nor malice for my astatic

contact, the missed kids’ parties. For waiting too long to check on

your family. Here you are, whistling by the sofa table, aux cord

in-hand. Waving off doom with your gospel rap. Marking empty

journals. Inviting me to worship team rehearsal. Never mind my HD screech.

I think I see your mouth leaking honey. But then the screen

is transfigured & I am prostrate, fever-drenched. Crawling back	

& forth between beds on the top floor. Emptied

of breath, fluids, faith. Everything but this ecstatic

loneliness that grates like shame in the body unanswered. Discordant

& sick, dolorous. My dismay is on-

going when you flutter down from the ceiling fan & alight on

my philtrum. You’re here then gone & I am baffled by God. Weeping

& angry with myself for not loving you in the right chord.

With looped handclaps. & 808 lungs. As chorus & verse—nothing back-

masked. I miss your baroque laugh misting lightness, dear Ray. Dear static

guard. I miss you. Missed your last call. My window to reconnect: empty.	

& yet, you return at dawn. As percussion. As a screen yanked back

on my grief. As sequined black tambourine wings towing me from stasis

with an aux cord, ringing out: Come close. You don’t have to be empty.






Funky Thurible, Turned Septic

Ammonia, copper, & ash

tug my nose through the door

down rain-slick steps. As when

a corpse flower blooms in time-

lapse—one smooth un-

doing. Like that, the smell

swings me back to Gary,

Indiana, where I have just inhaled

a dirt spliff. Exhaled, spent

sulfur. Yeast risen from the ironic

Grand Calumet River.

My penultimate college

girlfriend is done with me

again. She’s had it

with my lingering

sex shame. With my Baptist

“commie” hip hop bredrin.

She’d rather not explain

the clang of us

over odorless apple pie

at her family’s annual

4th of July hoedown. &

whoa—was I emo, wounded.

To proclaim it heartbreak

would be inaccurate. Frankly,

a gross misrepresentation

of our mutual arrangement.

She wanted her Black

experience without the friction

of personhood. I needed to know

I could play with any demographic.

Which is half the story

of why the fellas kidnapped me.

Drove clear across two state lines.

To a broken-down highway Motel 5

40 minutes from Ukrainian Village.

Night fell at the Empty Bottle

& we danced away

my ignorant bullshit.

Hit do-si-dos & heel-toe jits.

Tarred chewing gum &

Air Force 1 rubber into steaming

puddles near a technicolor stage.

I expelled pollutants. Malignant

notions of social mobility.

Excreted an American Con-

sciousness, whole.

Me, Sam, & Ray rocked

to Foreign Exchange

in a synchronous huddle.

Bathed in saltwater

skidding from Nicolay’s fingertips

as he scratched on the ones & twos.

Three babyface Black men reeking

of skunk, joy, & ass. Grade A

Unadulterated Funk. The kind of

Fuck it, I’m Me flag

my outlaw neighbor flies

this bitter fall morning,

some 15 years in the present.

The plumbers have exploded his

driveway to excavate an ancient

sewer blockage. Dug up excrement

housed in plastic applicators. Spore-

soaked pads. Scrunched brown bits

of incontinence diapers. All of which,

he’s doused in lighter fluid & ignited

in a rusted steel drumlike censer—

dysenteric bird flipped in the wind

against our sleepy little road, littered with

We Compost! signs. The air is all taint

& rot. Smoke hovers over the fence.

I gather it in. Say Glory be. Let it

supplicate me, the way an animal bows

to kiss a thing in the mouth

when checking for origin or ruin.






On Small Talk

& anyway, what good is the metronomic

one-note canon two house sparrows cant

aloft, between, the pine privacy fence,

if not to simulate estrangement?

Watching them watching me, I think,

First impressions are so medieval. O to be

the provincial drawbridge damming

a ramshackle interior, or the alligator-

green moat babbling sparsely beneath it—

all the unknowable utterances one cheeps

forth to be peripherally endeared. A chorus

which, at the moment, I mean to sing,

Friend, you look well from this distance,

from my vantage, in the brush, over here.






Reparations Redefinition: Bond

noun • A uniting or binding element or force.

The thing about facing your fears head-on

is it only really works on TV. As an example, let’s say

a claw-foot bathtub teeming with arachnids

is your garden variety anti-fantasy.

Now say the sitcom dad in you gets the itch

to do something experiential. Something special

for your 40th (stay with me), so you willingly

dive into a pool of 10,000 tarantulas.

In the Fear Factor version

of this midlife episode, Ludacris is like

Man, white people are crazy.

In reality, this sounds like a mean-ass

headache. Like six ibuprofen & stitches.

Like 80,000 eyeballs all up in your situation,

if you catch my drift. & I bet

the last thing you need is a group of hairy

climbers & their many-legged offspring

ogling your property. Sniffing up the ole oak tree

after the acorns you squirreled away

for the fam when the market was healthy.

Square any beef between two parties

& you’ll find money lurking somewhere

near the root. Of evil & fear,

Aristotle claimed, pain arises

from the untoward bracing.

He strikes me as a particularly

anxious dude. Extreme fear can neither

fight nor fly. But comply, I think

Shakespeare implied.

The thing about facing your fears head-on

is your head &

the knowledge of history. From an aerial

vantage, a battlefield

of sun-blanched skulls

resembles one psychedelic mushroom patch.

Can you see the speckled gecko playing hide & seek

with the ravenous Komodo dragon,

weaving through two million cavernous eye holes?

Or am I deep in my spacesuit bag?

If it helps, you may think of this figure as figurative—

a literal marker in the definition’s landscape

representing Blacks slain

during the Trans-Atlantic Slave Conquest.

Or perhaps, Greek tragedy begets your literary

empathy. When Ray Parker Jr. sang,

“I ain’t afraid of no ghost,” he didn’t account for

the Great-great-granddaddy Apparition

of Social Studies. My fear of history is a valid fear

of Power—stripped, lorded over, misguided—

corrupting one’s sense

of need in favor of excess. Head-to-head, bird-to-

nest, I’m saying our stasis & our orbits

I can forgive. Not the lack of originality.

Certainly not the sin. As an example of forgiveness,

let’s say I had money to produce this

40 Acres script with Spike Lee. As in reality,

the narrative’s of little consequence.

But peep the plot twist ending:

Marques, our handsome protagonist

attorney (stay with me),

wins a class action suit

to the tune of lifetime therapy

for everybody.






Palinode with Wrinkles & Exfoliating Masks

“To get the job always stay starched,

creased to death.” I said that once.

Until a barber showed me the cost

in a handheld mirror. Relax your face

she’d say, martinizing my brow

with the flat of her palm. As if that

muscle hadn’t been shorn, long ago.







As an interplanetary alien, were you nervous about passing the naturalization test?

i used a bootleg library card as passport / & travel guide // clicked the free articles // unbricked the paywall // subscribed / to The Atlantic / Fortune / The New York Times // i memorized the TOCs // skimmed monthly inequity briefings written by the well-meaning & retweeted / the contemporary heavies / pragmatists & profiteers // i indexed the Bible / & God on your money // lugged Howard Zinn in a rucksack / until i was hospitalized for a hernia // i speed read a dusty row of encyclopedias / at a pawn shop // worked my way from Z to U / where i lingered / surprised to learn the volume contains greater than 50 entries // umpteen of which / i am deeply committed to / [namely umpires / Zapp & Roger / both strike me as necessary / fictive] // i gorged Fox News & MSNBC / but the lack of lyricism wounded me // all that repetition w/o elevated feeling // PC Police / Fascists / Socialist Agenda / Climate Hoax & / [Insert] Ideology // invective buzzing that fries my circuitry // frankly / it was exhausting to live / so cross-eyed / activated / at all times / x-raying the present w/ confederate lenses // there are less onerous modes of survival / & surely more playalistic ways i can thrive // which is to say / i understand the score / & i aced your test / then declined






Reparations Metric Ending in Assisted Schadenfreude

It is impossible to come up with a fair metric for recompensing slavery ten generations after slavery’s end.

—BEN SHAPIRO, FOX NEWS

What apple? Which homesteader

oats? Which ruby-red

moat? What filet of bartered goat?

Which glazed carrot caught your nose,

drew you into the station

w/ blinders on? Horse’s ass.

Quaffed cad. Whatdoya call a

property tax on a revolving

accessory? What’s a loan

w/o a lessor, B? Which of these

eventualities is not like the other—free

& clear from the shattering / a mast

of evil makes / when it fractures /

scalpels away / silt / clean off

a runaway cliff,

before gashing the quarry w/ after-

shot? I’ll take my safety net in breakneck

class action union wage annuity checks

from Ancestry.com, 23 & Everybody

Who’s Made a Killing Trafficking

in Families & Trees. Run me my knot,

Money. Untie my limbs. Underwrite

the court costs, plus notary fees

to petition my change of surname.

Now multiply that expense

by a modest interest rate

accrued over 154 summers,

give or take. Or strap weights

to your ankles / go float in a lake.






Parable of Vanity & Privilege

As for the ingrate blue jay    inherently dapper    dappled in

Brooks Brothers plumage    whose wing    wicked    resplendent    lit

in a freak fir fire    involving one    rosy-cheeked    waddling toddler

two schnockered green    parents & the tiniest    sparkler in the world

as for that guy who    pompous in flight    one 4th of July    dove

nose first    at a beatific swallow    as if    there in the unfettered night

existed some backwoods design    shortcut to heaven    feathered

leprechaun leading to    a landfill    of blinding gold bullion    life-

changing light    chased & chastened    as a sin    committed to awaken

misplaced repentance    As for consequence    best not to ask

about the jay’s final flight    eight-foot dumb    luck    grace    a glide

straight    into the man-    made lake where the ingrate    treaded water

like an easy    metaphor    unburdened as he was    wing fired    heir

to an airless air    breezy lean    that screamed walking desire







Surely, you must have thought about destroying us at some point, no?

back on my shadow galaxy / the streets are lined w/ purple / feathered hedges / scissored into floppy afros / that sway like limber hips / in a haze-induced wine //

at night / electrified axes excavate ennui // & when the wind cries / we tilt back / our mouths / to the rain // photosynthesize blues into funk // exalt it / into microphones & hi-fi speakers // catalyzing joy / out of void / which is our essence // essence we’ve streamed into Hammond organs / & children of the Matriarch // essence we’ve moonwalked / six-stepped & windmilled back / into atmosphere // as morning / sampled-

loops / that steer the Mothership / pollinate hedges // keep the wheelz of steel turning / so to speak // provided we keep the beat / & a SpottieOttieDopaliscious frequency //

i think you’ll agree / annihilation runs counter to immortality / but i am learning

* * *

if my brief study of weekend lie-ins / holidays / paid sick time & vape breaks / have taught me anything / the surest form of destruction is self- / inflicted // which is viral / if not communicable //

we see you not / as the enemy // more like a midsized star- / striped bagpipe / wheezing carbon // [Sorry, Ms. Jackson] that was unkind // excuse this caution / cloaked in frankness // lately Twitter’s been chafing at my empathy // as i understand it / once desire’s angler barb hooks the wet side of your cheek / you can’t tourniquet the ache w/ a Band-Aid // case in point:

it provides approximately / zero sustenance / but i’ve been known to fuck up / a Popeyes chicken sandwich in a parking lot / reclined behind a sky-blue dumpster at Stankonia Studios // the vainglorious fried buttermilk & cayenne combo / calls to me // even now / as i feel my hollow / stomach groan / descend over denim waistband / & brush against an armrest / that doubles as an iPad screen //

i photoshop the mushy face of E.T. / onto Chef Boyardee’s body / Tweet: Cooking up fat beats for the low! // marketing scheme earns two reposts / & seven measly hearts / in social currency // i sip a Caramel Macchiato about it // leave work early / ask Amazon to send baggy hoodies / binge Love & Hip Hop Atlanta / until the infomercial hour ends / in three easy payments of $49.99 // so now i own a souped-up Ferrari / Cold Press Juicer / but not enough / loot to last me //

i have come to see / only commercial pleasure erodes the life force / it was meant to comfort // a vampiric empirical finding / [given the availability of Coca-Cola / crypto & high-interest credit] / which obliterates supply chains // makes the makers / richer / hungrier / destroyers / w/o meaning to be // so tell me:

why would we bloodlet Earth / disconnect humans / from their compromised Wi-Fi networks / when the real virus / greed / the biological trojan horse / that has occupied it since the dawn of mankind / was invented there?






Ars Poetica for the Afro-Alchemical Ending in Invocation

I raze the past from the present:

as some granite horseback general

sporting a forage cap—

the past from the present

guillotined by a steel chain

hitched to an Escalade fleeing

city hall. I raze Robert E. Lee’s

yellow mustache

with a plastic vat of Wite-Out.

A shrinking spam folder

of Change.org petitions.

The satisfying click of

a digital signature. I raise

graveyard & boulevard &

vanity plates. & every pole barn

saloon bearing Lee’s name

as reminders

that nostalgia is a trickster—

a cosmetic intervention

against blemishes

at the expense of forgetting

what’s coffined. I raze the past

& replace the villains

with multitudinous altars

to Harriet Tubman. An onyx

pyramid erected on either end

of the Mississippi. A Forever

Stamp portrait of ODB

mugging in a post office lobby.

& though the past is never razed—

not really—I displace it.

Temporarily. Screen it

through hexagonal Herbie Hancock

space goggles. Chameleon lenses,

scaling all over the bad ole present.

I raise them & look off

the long arm of a cotton scythe

as it swings across the headlines

like a metronome. I raise them

to invent a fiction in which

my past & future kin

are stone Teflon, limitless.

Charmed. It brings much joy

for me to raise them & sing:

In the name of Axe Mechanic

Abolitionists. In the name of

Future Shock Adjusters.

Of Mayfield & Hendrix I sing.

In the name of Missy Elliot &

DOOM. Of Post-Gangster Rap

Griots who raise the mask

to distinguish their person drag

from a preternatural essence

altogether separate of their physical

forms. I sing of Paul Robeson.

His baritone washing over a shipyard

of pissed-off dock workers & boatmen

in Oakland. Of Afro-Alchemical

Break Cutters I sing. DJs, Free Jazz

Masons & Carpenters. Of Sun Ra

& his Arkestra—magicians

of modulation who survived

the Great Experiment by vibrating

until they reached another

plane. Each singing what belongs

to him or her or them & us &

us & us. & no one else.






Dear Mothership

The very first requirement of a civilization is that we tell each other about it.

—OCTAVIA BUTLER

We’re all here to do what we’re all here to do. I’m interested in one thing, Neo: the future. And believe me, I know—the only way to get there is together.

—THE ORACLE








LIFTOFF: ELEVATORS (ME & YOU)

1.31.20

Dear Mothership,

Coasted thru ozone    in chameleon

candy paint    SS Eldorado rattled

quad jet exhaust boosters at minimum

vibration    Shield maintained    Rained 48K

Stankonium    rust flakes    over rampant

cotton fields    40kHz south of Atlanta

i give to this land    a gold record dowry

Diamond futures    burned particulate-

clean    of blood & gash    Pay the toll

when i slip    between borders    our shadow

galaxy    their balkanized flyover states

i practice being an American    terrestrial male

i spore our toothpick flag embers into earth

before bending the corner    of a new world








2.4.20

Dear Mothership,

It paralyzes their country    Mercy    i will teach them    how to be

neighborly    How to atomize    property

lines    How to lubricate the shut mouth    of a mailbox    Swallow

the multiverse    ideas & chapters

Presences & pilgrims    i will say to them    god’s green card    Did not

	it extend to Egyptians?    Were not even

the accursed permitted entrance?    i will say to them when    blood-sashed

	doors are shibboleths    invocatio dei

i will say to them    solemnly declare    Then Wikipedia Rap Radar &

	Andre Ben. taught me this:    alien can blend

right on in with your kin    Look again    at the lamb’s blood & your first born

at the ship’s log    of your manifest destiny    Who are you to say    who must

	leave    who can stay    when rumors of

my existence    evidence man’s belief    in dreams






2.11.20

First Contact: ATLien Observes Love

My existence here evidences man’s belief    in dreams    Man’s capacity

to forgive    its self-evident sins    of which    & according to their text histories

are many    My existence here may be forgiven    figuring man’s entertainment

systems    their content-aggregating mobile applications    [you’d like them]

Was at Chicken + Beer eating fried scents cataloging returning the bounce &

healing nod of African Americans when    witnessed in tender palms

a square parable generator    showing one gladiator    batter another’s eardrum

A little riffle rushing from his canal    The maniacal one    draping staff arms

around his enemy’s shoulders over springy red ropes    Lapping at carnage

w/ a pink algae tongue    If telegenic violence deafens humans from bloodguilt

then i find solace in its opposite at Hartsfield Jackson    when a brown girl

grazes her elbow at my table’s ragged edge    As infant kin kisses gash

i feel it infecting my capillaries    This saccharine contaminant    HD streamed

thru ventricles & fountain machine tributaries    into whosoever drinks






2.23.20

ATLien Ghostrides the Whip to Stankonia Studios

w/ a gangster lean undaunted as the gnat who swims upstream in a swig of

 Old English    Daily i evade The Elements    & daily they keep watch

over us    They clock my intelligent dark skinsuit    as insect exoskeleton

 i survive    weave lanes white knuckle-pursued en masse & mono-

chromatic [assumed] i fear this high stakes Cluedo: Mosquito-Black hate-

 crime w/ the 12-gauge rock salt fly swatter    Roll tape    Muerte    Repeat

When sun disintegrates caste & phylum the Americans will vacate    hitch

 to Martinique    hear history & romance lingua franca    Until back in

Bankhead they begin to catch Afro-Caribbean backbeats    in alien accents

 Until the distance between islands fissures & there exists among us an oasis-

mirage    Until the map is extinct horseshit & every driver in rush hour traffic

 mirrors those golden stones James Wright noticed from the hammock

Until terrestrials see beauty teeming at every volta & blink    swarming

 Earth reeking & We    obsidian-backed    winged    clinging to it






6.18.20

Dear Mothership,

“Blue Flu” Hit 171 Atlanta Cops After Two Officers Charged in Rayshard Brooks Case

—FOX NEWS

America—    where sometimes    911    is small potatoes|fries

The Elements answer emergency signal at Wendy’s drive-thru

Black citizen    dies    killed    Shots fired    video    Biggie headlines

Biggie headline: Black Citizen    Inebriated    Wrestles Element’s

Weapon    Runs Fires Dies    in Hospital Bed    Biggie headline:

Power Drunk Element Back Shot Kills Black Citizen    Retaliates

for Minor Resistance    To be African American    is to be transmogrified:

thru The Element’s glass eye    kernels inflame popcorn    colonels w/ corns

sizzle into popped blisters    & sometimes    a drunken public sleep

looks like a fryable emergency    & sometimes    less often    given

video evidence    The Elements answer for their crimes    w/ inaction

Potatoes boiled    couch-ridden    they eschew fault    & media

coverage    Infectious    this elemental view [Blackness as bacterial]

A paralytic sickness    bias    blue flame searing thru red & white cells






11.3.20

ATLien Freestyles Over “Wheelz of Steel”

Definitions belong to the definers, not the defined.

—TONI MORRISON

A paralytic sickness    bias    white flame searing thru red & blue cells

A ring around    the revolver barrel    roulette wheelz    Russian clan-

destine war    imagined happened &    thus foreseeable    Moral schism

hard for them to swallow as cod liver oil: filet mignon    backmasked: rods &

cotton    scalps & cod    Give a woman a fish & watch her envision an end

to famine    [which is the beginning of living upright]    Teach a man to fish

a market    & he will lure you w/    the chummy glint of an iced-out life

as he guts your public for trophies    Do check for trout lips    at mention of

any “system”|counter-    clockwise prison    built to omit marrow in its

trappings    E.g. shackles into handcuffs    into plantation industries

into wireless    tethers into “job growth”    Landlord says raining dollar bills

where i hear bills    dollar    raining    When i say precipitous one of us pictures

a cliff    though we share the same broken    elevator pulley-    steel eyez

If only in the beginning someone said    i wish us both to do more than survive






11.7.20

ATLien Considers Neighborliness as a Conditional Concept

Judge Lets Derek Chauvin, Ex-Cop Charged in George Floyd’s Death, Live Out of State After Posting Bond

—STEVE KARNOWSKI, ASSOCIATED PRESS

If only in the beginning someone said    i wish us both to do more than survive

If only i began i’m no i-    sland    peninsula maybe    or you & me—that’s an oasis

If cruise ship vouchers

If international time share markets    predated the middle passage

If forever-ever the lighthouse    unlatched    illuminating north-south

If compass doors guarded in    toward a soul &    lashed at an id: the fuck out!

If the British docked for democracy    offloaded ballot boxes    back in Boston

If in the beginning    said someone    my fig peels are your tea leaves

they’d never have to suffer    honey whiskey    industry-    mixers    general

awkwardness    at the water cooler municipal building house senate judiciary

They’d extend voting rights    to felons    sun people & immigrants    because

it’s obvious    Ancient    as my neighbor next door    knocking to borrow

hot sauce    Man would rather live w/    than w/o    & if they like fish & grits

& all that pimp shit    they’d consider    the priceless comfort    of breath






12.25.20 [Christmas]

Dear Mothership,

Whereas    we spit your ubiquitous goodness

at the dawn    of each break    Whereas    Americans belt carols

for their creator’s kin    call it Christmas    Wherein

Jesus’ surrogate fam    trekked river path rain hill & wind    to a tax man

you’d figure they’d peep the Ponzi scheme    IRS regifts refund checks

from yuletide Etsy yields    & guess whose chin fleece resembles St. Nick’s?

[A: Uncle Sam’s] Glimpse the artifice? Last Poets said the white man’s

got a God Complex    Tribe says God lives thru    Mine lives right

next door    Night before    low Fro haloed by dying snow    Mary

rolled three rusty kid bikes up five flights &    no sooner than a light switch

heralded    one sickly tree    crinkled newsprint & spray cans

rustling a plastic bag    [in that instant] i adopted Xmas    Sneak-gifted

her whitewall tires    & some frankincense    Macaroons

from Morocco    Pumice stones    Shea butter for the soles of her feet






1.6.20

ATLien Intercepts Capitol Riot Live Feed, Filters Images Through Anti-Virus Application, Splices Remaining Footage w/ Rev. Warnock’s Senate Runoff Victory Speech

Empty pane    Pang & its

82-year-old hands

Reverb    A perforated inner-

America tied in a single

Tube    Failed breath    tattered

Grasp

Spittle    swept into living rooms

The common good

Exiting    gone    Rebel flag

Planted deep in Georgia soil—

Flown    Hazy rotunda    Hanging

Shoulder to shoulder

Philodendrons    lolled    Peace lilies

I hear you I see you

Starved for oxygen    Fidgety flags

Our country

Pinwheeling round lapels    &

Somebody else’s cotton

Rotund police    Chamber doors

Essential workers

Dammed    by hoary cabinets

I know that we can beat this

Mahogany pulpit    carried out

For me or not

By a cartoon carrot head

It’s dark right now but morning comes

Like witchgrass effacing a wheat bed

Together we can do the necessary






5.8.22 [Mother’s Day]

Dear Mothership,

Like witchgrass effacing a wheat bed    gradually    a ghoulish shadow

swallowed me    from the earth up—

curtained ankles    stalk thighs & belt line    haunted every golden

region—unhinged behemoth jaws

& inhaled me    into wailing dark    where i abided    numerous waning moons

For what felt like 14,000    addling revolutions

of “The Real Slim Shady”    blasting at festival volume

The apoplectic & gone    a fringe of seedlings—

violet heebie-jeebies shrouding my body in a trespassed field    But Mothership

today you are augury    Your name a foretelling relief

scrolled across MARTA busses    in yellow script

near Headland & Delowe    Bannered beneath the marquee

at Cascade roller rink    booming in Biggie’s classic “Juicy” brogue

O Long-Playing Mothership forgive me my radio static    i have seen things

* * *

Forgive these months of glissandoed catastrophe    The disquiet

here is ruinous    A craned fretboard i have carried discord    As snapped

harp strings    i have streamed the yokel mistreatment of a half-Black

duchess    by a blood-struck monarchy    i have gleaned    “protest” & “riot”

mean different things    Have seen tribalism starve decency via Twitter feed

Mercy my lapsed correspondence    i ached for meaning [hairline cracks

in the soul’s moss skin]    but vibed no such emerald enlightenment

O High Matriarch of Melody    Luthier me a tuning fork heart

EQ every Shih Tzu    cable news car alarm knell

Strum me    in your key of care & volition    Peachtree me    tint the windows

w/ roses    Sparkle every cogwheel fresh    & so clean

MAYDAY    Mothership save me:

a million leaking eyelets

obscure my visage w/ grief






6.9.22

ATLien Screens Rashid Johnson’s The Hikers at the High Museum of Art

16mm film transferred to digital with sound

Peachtree quasar gleaming white & curvilinear    i can feel the High

pulsating something tribal    thru the door panels    Djembe hide

brushing thigh    parking the Lac on 16th    Leaning left ear into ivory

interior    Moon-drenched piano jazz magnetizing my jewelry

Ferrying me into a dark room    Excluding the projector screen wall

of powdered sky    where    allongé    one masked Black man dances

his way up a mountain    Another descends it    Willow limbs w/ fists

Black running tights    muscle shirts & Nikes plié    crawl & twist a con-

tortionist Hurston-esque metaphor    The screen flashes warm orange prisms

&    faced w/ inkblot lips    the men halt    A piano swells    rests    Between

notes    i can hear a catch of breath in the front row    The dancers interlock—

crisscross lift one another sunward    Softness fogs glasses    My look-alike

closes his sketchpad    spins around    to extend me his pink handkerchief

When i dab at our sepia eyes    butterfly pencil shavings feather my cheeks






6.10.22

Dear Mothership,

W/ her i am winged    Obsidian-backed butterflies feather

my visage    when I am greeted w/ a smile at a threshold

When the gift shop clerk    scans my exhibit pass    rose gold bangles

transmit bright brass pulses    thru the phone    via barcode

into my circuitry—beatitude glowing from the light sensor

at the bottom of a Fitbit—an iridescent easiness    ringing

my wrist    working its way up    the copper speaker wire

twining my veins    vibrating thru air pods    & back

down    static joy    blinking breast pocket flash drive    The questions

hit me in my left ventricle    The involuntary rhythm of a head nod—

How to harness it?    & what to call this lucky acknowledgment? Dance

Break from Loneliness? Proof of Existence?    The OG Solar Energy?

To fling open the robin’s egg door    chancing shatter—to gather the light in

& release it—    Is this what it means    to be human?






6.11.22

ATLien Sees Sleepy Brown in Concert at City Winery, Drinks It In

Moroccan oil-dabbed collarbones    Shea butter

pumice stones    & all that pimp shit    Release it:

in Gator belts    in oxtail patty melts    bow ties

& butter leather jackets    caramel cake applejack caps

tilted at Hathaway angles    in perfumed sweat

& pheromones    a natural spring    running off

the songster’s sloped brim    Breathe in    Release it:

in rose-patterned silk shirts    top three buttons

blown out    little thickets of black chest coils

exposed under chartreuse mood light    Champagne

flutes & golden laughter    spilling over polished oak

tables    Pinkie rings & diamond teeth    Votives

Guns holstered    Mouths opening    to speak

to one another    in a language that never fails






6.12.22

Dear Mothership,

To commune w/ one another    thru a language that never fails

is as close as i have come    to enlightenment    i should have

known    As below is so above    As when once    back on our galaxy

mistaking pleasure for company    i sampled the frequency of a sex shop

during aural meditation    What I thought was a flock of basses

tuning    one deep    trembly G    was a chorus of vibrators

humming in low gear    Shivering the plastic walls along a corridor

of latched video booths    What I heard as a canon    of yes please

was only Bluetooth    limited by signal & distance    The vibrato overheated

my Zen    attenuated it    into a carcinogen    Then the ghost of it rose up

aux cord lungs    until it shorted my receiver & i belted a falsetto

for weeks    Reminding me that openness requires two channels    + an input

equal to its out    Which is the unsung truth of Earth’s rarest goods:

friendship happiness justice    love    & harmony    a long way off






6.15.22

ATLien Breathes in the Symphony at Piedmont Park

So this is what it feels like    the world breathing out    Harmony

a long way off    & somehow everywhere    all at once    sprawling

across a hill so green    you’d think it was spray-painted    Striped

beach towels & peach tapestries    thronging    w/ variegated people

An ancient grove of oak trees & swaying maples shading the lawn

There is much beauty scored here    live    in the air    Sour Diesel

& food truck smoke layered    over Tchaikovsky’s “Love Theme”

A happy Black toddler    bobbles an oversized Braves cap &

sunglasses    while the clarinets & string section rev themselves

into a major key    Violins take flight    The park soars    as he hurtles

toward a woman’s open arms    i see it when a beagle tackles him

w/ kisses    breaks his fall    sweeter than a plate of yams

w/ extra syrup:    Everything around me is unstable    except beauty

peace vibes & wonderment    This ambrosia i invent & conduct






6.19.22

Dear Mothership,

Earth is reeking. & we obsidian-backed, winged

cling to the funk in a language that never fails: Peace vibes.

Wonderment & all that pimp shit. An ambrosia we invent

to savor roses through the piss. Like witchgrass effacing

a wheat bed with a gangster lean, bias paralyzes

their country—white flame searing through red & blue cells.

Branded into whosoever drinks. America, the perforated

straw in a single fold; stop creasing my visage with grief.

If only in the beginning someone said: I wish us the sun

& everything under it. Perhaps then we’d survive by friendship,

happiness, justice, love. Say Together we can do the necessary.

If only from the jump pled everyone at the house party:

Mothership, teach me how to be neighborly. How to gather light

in. Then release. Mother, please teach me how to be human.






How to Continue Loving the World Despite Years of Impediment

My excitement for tomorrow feels both bright and heavy, like a first chuckle after a long cry.

—ESSIE CHAMBERS, SWIFT RIVER








Prayer for the Gate Keepers

Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.

—MATTHEW 5:43-45

the ladder lifters

yanking the fire escape

on their downstairs neighbor

as the masked bandit

closes in. Magnify them

in high noon sun

during a gin hangover

as an act of contrition.

Prayers up for the umpires

of minor consequence.

The bent officiants &

fight fixers. Prayers up

for the cowboy

parking czar. You know the one,

Lord. Dweeby. Bored. Booted

my car last week. Has definitely

taken a punch or two

to the teeth. & thus, my ticket.

As misplaced sin or penance.

Scratch that—

I forgive him. Blessings

to code enforcement.

Blessings to jargon jockeys

& the new vanguard

of Robert’s Rules. To PhD

lock clickers, the tenure track

misanthropes. Bless. their. hearts!

I pray this through a switch-

blade smile. I pray this

with the cheery ire

of a classic Southern lady.

Lord, I’m on one.

Pardon my venom.

Help me be patient & kind

to these jokers trespassing

on my last nerve. Have mercy

on them. Sick as they’ve been.

Light-starved, Vitamin D-

deficient. Punctilious.

Incommunicado. Excommunicated

to a windowless cinderblock office

in some Brutalist lecture hall.

I’ve been there. Behind the gates

made of money & underpaid

watchmen. Wintered there.

I did my time. While outside,

a sunshower soft-serves rain

across heat shimmers &

a colander of Creamsicle light

dapples a meadow, where I’ll lie

in wait for my enemies

with wide arms. Flip flops,

bug spray. Where Lord, I swear

I’ll surrender my sword.






Baby Crazy Montage with Questions Ending in Succession

For years, I shrugged the word “baby.”

The way a child forsakes his father’s

Anita Baker records. Mishearing her

mahogany contralto

as muzak. Rather than a life raft.

A long-playing elegance.

Having devoted, historically, little

attention to the names, habits, or

whereabouts of babies, I was surprised

as anyone—I mean, literally alarmed—

when the frequency was changed.

Wake up, baby! Steve Harvey pled

through the clock radio, all teeth.

Followed by a soothing run of omens

swaddled in turtlenecks: Boyz II Men

& New Edition. Babyface. Baby-making

music made new to me half past dawn

in our marriage bed, when I should have

been packing my travel kit. Now I hear it

everywhere, a soft cooing. The world’s

gentlest earworm. Sweet, flaky babies!

my favorite gym bro barista sings



to the croissants at a bakery in Cambridge.

I shake my head. Order quiche Lorraine

plated on a robin’s nest of baby arugula

drizzled with a bright balsamic.

I dispatch half the nest. Laugh a little

wobbly in a crimson booth

thinking of the mess I’d yoke

to a child: Sloth’s metabolism

& nearsightedness. A sickled anger

that cuts backward when I argue

with a person who’s hurting. & what even

am I qualified to teach a kid

besides suit jacket origami & exactly three

chicken thigh recipes?

How to fall into the flutter a word makes

& not die? I ear hustle for answers

at the barbershop, where an oracle in dress-

slacks & Jordans tells a customer:

Babies are easy once you train them to sleep

to your patterns. He describes dimming

lights, shuttering blinds. Speaking to his wife

in only Keith Sweat lows. Then cueing up



an episode of SVU. Works like a charm, he brags.

As soon as my little guy hears the DUN-DUN—

he goes right down. Here’s the part where normally

I’d spin a yarn about a boy

who becomes a man with a glossary of heinous

crimes & a jazzy clarinet solo

burrowing through his brain. Anchor a turn,

& circle back to the aubade I ditched

somewhere around line 19.

But it’s the weekend. Father’s Day Eve.

So when my old man rings to deliver his annual

“You don’t have to buy me anything.

The acknowledgement is enough” stump speech,

I pocket my pen. Take the call & step out

from the bubblegum crepe myrtle shading my table

at the park. I try hard not to envy

its flowering. Earlier, it seems, every year.

He tells me: Save your money for the baby.

The baby that isn’t a baby.

That is, more accurately

a very not unpleasant

year-long failure to baby.



& try to relax, he says. Give it time.

We’re good at that, I think.

Giving time. In the stacks, on either side

of the classroom or country.

Another publication notch. Another

committee about the committee.

Another certificate, volunteer opportunity

in another inhospitable town

along I-65. Accidentally giving over our 20s

& 30s to an academic Stairmaster.

Chasing a runner’s high toward the silly

proposition that we could make a life

of the words we love. A stupidly lucky life

I’ve lately begun measuring

in units of rest. In golden hours, & apricot

sunsets. Sleep & savings

invested in my dreams by parents who had

little context for their low probability

of hatching. Giving over weekends to

overtime. Overtime zeroed out by

private school & sax lessons. Wanting only

for their sons an easier sky. Or

at least better shocks on the ground.

& I’m just playing jazz here

but what if every baby-crazy dude is not,

in fact, a textbook projection

of my readiness or wanting, not entirely?

If it’s not even about the next box

tick, logical step after love;

but the wail of Father Time

closing in on my bloodline faster than

I’m willing to admit? Mom & Dad—

there, I said it—who teach me that living

means learning to love the world

a little more, sometimes through years

of impediment. & God do I want

their “Sweet Love” to carry on

like a soul singer “Caught Up

in the Rapture.” Like an automatic record

player’s tonearm swinging back

to its plinth, an age-old song

set to repeat long after me.






Dear Absent,

I unsubscribed from the world’s

scattershot awfulness. That’s why

I always seem so out of the loop.

I scroll the internet strapped,

buckled in. Ready to ride out

anything disturbing

to my Cancer quintessence.

That’s how I nearly missed it,

the baby elephant. Hanging halfway

off a steep cliffside. Flailing,

losing purchase at the edge

of its dewy mortality. In a 1:00 AM-

WorldStar video, threatening

to swell or demolish my heart.

& because, dear absent, I have

pictured us as kin, & can sense you

are also a cautious browser,

allow me to spare you:

the elephant survives.

Hand to God, an excavator arm

careens across mountain & sky.

Swoops in like a guardian angel

on wings of yellow steel, lifting

a giant shovel to the calf’s rear end.

Levitating its hooves & swishing tail

to higher ground. A glorious green

forest clearing, where the elephant

coils its trunk around the machine’s

arm in a stirring embrace.

Where I am left to consider

the confluence of minor miracles

that rescued me, for a moment,

just then, from an ineffable

persisting despair. A list that includes

nearby construction & diesel.

Hydraulic lifts, camera phones,

& the kindness of strangers.

To say nothing of the magic

algorithm that delivered this sudden

gladness. This unexpected gift

I didn’t know to want for

until it was offered. That’s what

it felt like. For at least a minute,

peering through the crystal ball

of an ultrasound screen.

My love’s open palm, shuffled

in mine. Like a little trick of light.

Thimblerig. Little elephant

in the room that wasn’t. Vanished

though somehow present.






Reparations Metric on a Theme by Sean Paul

Just give us the light

sifted through a Brita filter.

You can keep the diamonds.

Just give us dominion

over light. Nanobots & a day-

trader, to initiate

Genetic Photosynthesis:

a process by which melanoma cells

developed in the field-

hands—that twisted turnips into

Franklins; that tilled America

for life

under savage white

heat—are converted into wind-

falls & assets. Catamarans &

trawlers. An ocean liner or a house-

boat wrapped in exquisite portholes

& blowsy sails.

Just give us access to light

in equal measure: lighter sentences

to combat inherent bias, electrical

apprenticeships for petty crimes

committed to keep the lights on.

We just want a light hand

the same as any

child of God. Less baggage

more delight: more golden hours

soaked in on a balcony

midweek. Earth, Wind &

Fire floating

“Sun Goddess”

from a paint-splattered radio.

Open Pit, brown sugar, & smoke

ambering the olfactory. Peach cobbler

or Sorbet Black Delights

fanning indigo blooms

from cheap plastic planters

& Styrofoam cups.

An abundance of regal black violas

w/ honey eyes. Winking & bobbling

as we breeze by

community gardens

late for church or yoga

brunch. Let the light raft us.

Through glare & tall grass. As dawn

darning a hemlock grove. Constant

as the moon loosing the tides

into a wide smile

or a hula hoop.

Fuck the moon. Give us

the lightness: buoyant

& flooding out. Soothing ache

unseen, engulfing

as the water

we have carried.






Palinode in Defense of Small Talk

Who said the babbling brook was frivolous?

Grace soothes in code. Cascades, above stones.

A rung above Stone-Age glyph or smoke signal

I ring my mother.    Mama! I squawk.

My son! she rings.    Whatcha know good?

A metronomic two-chirp canon—

midair murmuration two Cancers

shape into mudflaps against mood contagion.

Sometimes, dirt moods shape words into rocks

we kick across remote twin provinces.

When we kick our tires across the moat,

we close distance. Let down a drawbridge.

We let slow care    dam the murk; draw us close.

Who said the babbling brook was frivolous?






Elegy, Overdue

I have waited through static & dial tone. Have waited

on hold through automated inferno. Through the plastic

recorder version of Eminem’s “Lose Yourself”

until, stupefied, I took that directive

to heart. Having waded through warranty.

Having waited on manifest & sea

for Samsung to replace a new television screen

with a casket-sized box of shattered glass,

the repair man flinches when I shrug. Pauses

to assess damage on my face. Clocks fallen

brows. Triangulates the salt crumbs

wedged in my eyes, like a fighter jet pilot

for the Lord. & I can read it in his warmth,

he’s going to invite me to church. Instead of bolting

the man lingers . . . Instead of brandishing a magnifying

glass & airplane glue. A fucking Dustbuster, anything.

There’s an anger hovering on the backside of loss

only a mourner & his maker should endure—

glancing, easily chaffed. Indiscriminate as a hockey puck

impelled by rails. The constant shock

of air. It makes us look alien in proper trousers.

Makes enemies of small talk & kind-hearted brothers

who like to shuffleboard dust along

other people’s bookshelves. Smudging the room

with your spearmint

fellowship talk. Loitering on my blues

as it were. I should know. Having boundaries

like frosted palisades. Having waited this long

to say I’m lonely for the sound of you.

A vibraphone holding a tremolo in a smoke-

filled house party. All Fender Rhodes &

awful Christian trap beats. Having hardened

to Him in your absence, I have waited

a dozen bloodless winters to ask God

for you to stay. & having asked

I remember. How the kind brother honked

your trombone laugh

on his way out the door. I heard it then

as I sense it now. The ice,

beginning to thaw.






Late Summer in The Anthropocene

& our hibiscus is on that bullshit again.

You know the story. She picked us. Date night

at the roadside nursery. The one made entirely

of good vibes & floor-to-ceiling chain link,

so that sometimes, with any luck & clear skies—

when the air quality index glows a pale tangerine—

little golden squares of Kraft Cheese light melt honey

bees, snake plants & hostas; the ordinary ferns

hanging tough; melt me & my love in a gooey, tropical

gladness. Hibiscus Child sang to us from the parking lot:

Wouldn’t I look peachy on your withered deck?

Don’t I deserve ceramic turquoise views

& Whole Foods fertilizer? A daily minute of attention

with a 9-Pattern Garden Hose Nozzle? Middle kid

in a potted triptych, Hibiscus Child can be a bit much.

But she’s honest. Opens up, then closes, pointedly.

Flaunts her heart’s coral needs with a gaudy audacity

I am famously bad at. Like, Love me, motherfucker

lest we both perish of heatstroke! Love, it’s late.

Summertime & the living is halogen.

But you & me, we are perishing gracefully

as two sentry gardenia bushes flanking a flugelhorn tree

fashioned from rose-gold blooms. Impervious to inclement

grief, rising seas, & the separatist hurricanes of history.

Drought-resistant & gleaming, the two of us

up early, watering in record heat. Me in my cloud-

colored robe misnaming the flowers,

hoping to see you beam. Good morning, Fernie Sanders.

Little Pothos Bill. Rise & shine, Morgan Treeman. Little Cactus

Everdeen. Sometimes peril imperils itself. I can see that now.

When the affected acclimate. When the veil between

backyard garden & the inferno is sheer,

you learn to fix your focus on the roots. Love,

in this erstwhile fire, this halcyon season, we are proof.






How to Continue Loving The World Despite Years of Impediment

If death is the absence of life, then death’s death is life.

—SUN RA

Gather your losses, oblong

& indiscriminate: avocado rot,

football, cracked soap dish;

dropped eggshells, embryo

gone. Gather mutilated joy.

Smelted promises. Aloft,

here & now. In open air.

Gather your heartbreak, wind-

ing & windowless. Animal

the shadow, lurking

at the edges

of your mouth.

Needle into a nest

your intricate sorrows.

Roost there. Gather

yourself. In a clearing—

Or gather your losses

like twin sheets, stripped

from a sick child’s bed.

I know I know it’s difficult

to face it alone.

To know you must

gather your darkness

or lose yourself to the animal

that thrives therein. To vanquish

your losses in daylight,

gather your life

by the scruff. Hold on

to what you can.






Coda








Welterweights

for the one we call The Dot

Our favorite ultrasound tech circles your mother’s belly with a doppler, zigzagging left to right in slow mo, unbothered as a newly minted snowbird with a metal detector. Wendy is all stop & start. Squeegeeing globs of jelly everywhere, apologizing to Mom’s linen pants, to the table & the floor in a Muppet falsetto. She’s busy whistling a hymn, demoting herself to World’s Okayest Ultrasound Tech, & I’ll admit it, I’m panic praying. But also I’m stone. Holding my breath, your mother’s hand, & my phone face up, preparing to be swung on by life or party down. For four months & two reasons you’ll learn from our poems when you’re older, I’ve tried to distill your heartbeat into a voice note clear enough to send to your uncle Brian, so he can flip the sample into the coldest lullaby. I’m hoping I forgot to hit record as Wendy begins to creep, trawling her way back inland. By Mom’s clenched-fist smile, I can tell she’s inches away from hexing her. Calling Wendy everything but a child of God, when Bingo! she announces. 147. There you are. On the car ride home, I talk nonstop about boxing’s money division: 147, Money Mayweather, & our numerologist kin. How your great-great-grandmothers consulted the Three Wise Men Dream Book like a jailhouse lawyer searches Lexus Nexus. About the summer Grandpa paid the tax bill, built a swing set with his lottery winnings. I talk so much I convince myself to stop at a gas station before dinner to play the three digit, & twenty minutes later I’ve lost. That night in bed, Mom pokes her belly button by mistake & feels you kick a little iamb: I’m here. She knocks at your door, rings the bell well into the early AM, & you answer in morse code: a dot, a dash—73 ½ footsteps closer to the world. I can’t feel you yet. But buddy I’m here, I hear you. & I can’t believe our luck.
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Notes & Samples

TOILET PAPER INVECTIVE WITH SELF-FLAGELLATION

This poem takes its inspiration from a Washington Post headline written by Michael E. Ruane: “Toilet paper takes center stage amid coronavirus outbreak. Be thankful we no longer use corncobs and rope ends.”

WHERE DID YOU COME FROM?

“we live by the beat / like you live / check-to-check” and “watching ceiling fans go round / tryna catch” are lyrics from OutKast’s “Elevators (Me & You).”

I’M TUNING IN LIVE FROM THE OVERFLOW-

“Absolute Otherwhere” is a phrase from Robert Hayden’s “Astronauts.”

WHY DID YOU COME HERE? HOW?

“one for the money / yes sir / two for” is the opening of “Elevators (Me & You).” “Softly, as if I played piano in the dark” is from “ATLiens.” Both songs appear on OutKast’s 1996 seminal album ATLiens.

The ATLien’s Cadillac spaceship is inspired by Isaac Hayes’ turquoise, gold-trimmed Eldorado. It is something to behold, truly. Go see it for yourself at the Stax Museum in Memphis, Tennessee.



YEET THE RICH

Yeet: An interjection and transitive verb meaning to throw with force or lack of concern.

Stanzas ten and eleven refer to Lacan’s term objet petit a—an unattainable object of desire.

REPARATIONS REDEFINITION: BOND

Stanzas eight and nine allude to Aristotle’s notion that “fear is pain arising from the anticipation of evil.”

PALINODE WITH WRINKLES & EXFOLIATING MASKS

A palinode is a reversal, a poem in which the writer retracts a statement or sentiment expressed in a previous poem. The quoted text, “To get the job always stay starched, / creased to death,” is retracted from “In Defense of Ballin’ on a Budget,” published in my second collection, Silencer. Don’t get it twisted—my sartorial game remains strong. Though, with a little distance, I’ve come to see a starched workplace façade or comportment is weary-making and ill-advised, especially over the long haul.

SURELY, YOU MUST HAVE THOUGHT ABOUT DESTROYING US AT SOME POINT, NO?

“SpottieOttieDopaliscious” is a song on OutKast’s 1998 release, Aquemini.

“but not enough / loot to last me” is a lyric from “Elevators (Me & You).”

ARS POETICA FOR THE AFRO-ALCHEMICAL ENDING IN INVOCATION

The poem’s opening remixes the second and third lines of Whitman’s “For Him I Sing.” from Leaves of Grass: “I raise the present on the past, / (As some perennial tree out of its roots, the present on the past).”

*A NOTE ON SECTION III: DEAR MOTHERSHIP (THE BREAK BEAT CROWN)

In a heroic crown of sonnets or redoublé, a poet creates a sequence of fourteen interlocking poems that reference one another, repeating the last line of one poem as the first line of the next. The gauntlet is then thrown down, challenging the poet to compose a fifteenth “Master” Sonnet made up of all the repeated lines of the preceding fourteen poems in the same order in which they appeared. The American Sonnets that appear after the section break are my remix of the redoublé—an invention that harnesses the improvisatory patterning and repetition of jazz and rap music as a generative engine. The Break Beat Crown requires a poet to commit themselves to being in dialogue with another artist’s oeuvre. The poet must reuse at least a fragment or echo of every last line (in and out of order) as part of a first or last line anywhere in the sequence. The point is to splice disparate rhythms and subjects, whole and partial phrases, to produce fresh ideas and music, as with a sampled song. In a nod to hip hop’s foundational instrument, its iconic two turntables, the writer must submerge two hidden sonnets into the crown to give themselves more material to sample from. The 15th poem (I call mine the Mother Sonnet) is a densely sampled work, culling at least fourteen repeated fragments from first and last lines and adding new connectors where needed.

DEAR MOTHERSHIP [IT PARALYZES THEIR COUNTRY]

“invocatio dei” is a formal or solemn invocation of God in a legal text.

“alien can blend / right on in with your kin Look again” is from the title track on Aquemini.

Both the poem and the concept of an extraterrestrial travelogue were written after Robert Hayden’s “American Journal” under the influence of OutKast.

ATLIEN GHOSTRIDES THE WHIP TO STANKONIA STUDIOS

Lines eleven and twelve allude to “Lying in a Hammock at William Duffy’s Farm in Pine Island, Minnesota” by James Wright.

ATLIEN FREESTYLES OVER “WHEELZ OF STEEL”

The title and poem riff on “Wheelz of Steel” from ATLiens.



ATLIEN CONSIDERS NEIGHBORLINESS AS A CONDITIONAL CONCEPT

“i’m no i- sland peninsula maybe” is a lyric from Andre 3000’s verse on “Int’l Players Anthem” by UGK.

“& if they like fish & grits / & all that pimp shit”—also excerpted in “ATLien Sees Sleepy Brown in Concert at City Winery, Drinks it In” and “DEAR MOTHERSHIP [Earth is reeking]”—is from the song “ATLiens.”

ATLIEN SCREENS RASHID JOHNSON’S THE HIKERS AT THE HIGH MUSEUM OF ART

Line nine alludes to a quote from Zora Neale Hurston’s “How it Feels to Be Colored Me”: “I feel most colored when I am thrown against a sharp white background.”

DEAR MOTHERSHIP [W/ HER I AM WINGED]

“Fresh & so clean” comes from the hit single “So Fresh, So Clean” and appears on Stankonia by OutKast.

ATLIEN BREATHES IN THE SYMPHONY AT PIEDMONT PARK

The line “sweeter than a plate of yams / w/ extra syrup” comes from “SpottieOttieDopaliscious.” “Everything around me is unstable” is a lyric from “Millennium” off the ATLiens LP.

REPARATIONS METRIC ON A THEME BY SEAN PAUL

This poem riffs on “Gimme the Light” from Sean Paul’s 2002 album, Dutty Rock.

PALINODE IN DEFENSE OF SMALL TALK

Duplexian in its movement, the palinode reverses “On Small Talk.”
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