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Acknowledgement is given to journals/books in which some of
these have previously appeared:

 

"Things I Haven't Felt" in The Paumanok Review

"Diet Coke with Lime: 'Guess What It Tastes Like'," "Lamb
Curry," and "Adultery" in Three Candles

"Jane Eyre, Unbanned" in Bloom

"Work Ethics" [section 1]  in Smartish
Pace

 "The Most Daring of Transplants" and "Brave Haircut"
in Phoebe

"Pornography" in So to Speak

"Plummy" in The Bedside Guide to No Tell
Motel (No Tell Books, 2006)

"'How Long Do You Think the Human Race Will Exist?'" on
versedaily.org

"Drag Wisdom" in Court Green

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Diet Coke with Lime: "Guess What it Tastes Like"

 



I guess it tastes like the uncut hair of graves

I guess it tastes like getting your test back

and learning you don't have AIDS

I guess it tastes like the mome raths as they outgrabe



I guess it tastes like blackberry, blackberry, blackberry

I guess it tastes like riding back and forth

all night on the ferry

I guess it tastes like Diet Coke with Cherry



I guess it tastes like world enough and time

I guess it tastes like the night

of cloudless climes

I guess it tastes like nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless

 

 
















Jane Eyre, Unbanned

—upon hearing of a bill to ban books with gay characters in
Alabama libraries

 

 

You think of Mr. Rochester, mad wives

in attics, Jane herself, as plain as flan.

You don’t remember Helen Burns, Jane’s friend

 

from school. Reader, I married her. I pressed

my eighth-grade self between those pages like

a flower, left for later hands. Helen.

 

"I like to have you near me," she would cough,

romantically consumptive, after Jane

sneaked to her sick-bed. "Are you warm, darling?"

 

We’ll always find ourselves inside the book,

no matter what the book, no matter how

little we’re given. I was twelve; gay meant

 

nothing to me. I only knew I’d go

to Lowood Institution, rise at dawn,

bare knuckles to the switch, choke down the gruel,

 

pray to the bell, if this meant I could hold

another girl all night, if I could clasp—

this even if she died there while I slept,

this even if I died there in my sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

Lamb Curry

 

This is what I want from prayer: to be
left

streaming spices



runneled with sweat, force

glittering in my bowels



the need to chew fennel

after, the need to drink water



as no one’s face appears

in the inscrutable nan

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Work Ethics

 

 

1.



My father is kicking my mother out on a school night

and I have to be Jackson Pollock tomorrow morning

in seventh grade. All day, I've tried to brood

in the mirror in my father's shirt, to hang

a cigarette from my lip and keep it there

throughout my speech.

She's having an affair—

a keeper. In a week the man will walk

off to buy us sodas and she'll stick

an elbow in me, saying Isn't he cute?



The cigarette is fake: a piece of chalk;

I've marked the end with orange to mimic ash.

I'm scared to death of what I'll have to say

tomorrow, now I've decided to tell the story

of someone asking Pollock How do you know

when you're done with a painting? Jackson, calmly,
softly:

How do you know when you're finished making love?

Falling dresses. My mother's: my father's

sobbing, dropping them from a second story



window. I'm not sure I can say make love

in front of friends. I will. I'll say, Sure
Mom,

he's cute. A falling dress half-floats,



half-thuds. Do you know when you're finished making love?

It's a school night, there's work to be done, the cigarette

falls and rolls across the family room

and nothing burns.





2.

Someone asks if I'm doing it for the thrill

and I wonder how my mother's affair began—

if the man's cock wasn't, after all, soft

most of the time, while they sat on a bench by a lake

all lunch break.

We were sitting there today

watching ducks. I didn't want to fuck

you silly in a phone booth, standing up.

I felt calm: as if you and I were growing

old together, had eaten and would eat

thousands of simple breakfasts, and could wash

the dishes later. I felt calm: as if

there were dishes.

"Our mother is a slut,"

I told my sister then. I was eleven;

I said it for the thrill.

"Do you think Mommy kissed that man?" she asked

and I wanted to slap her, but taught her the
word fuck,

the signs: peppermints, if we searched her purse,

matchbooks and pseudonyms. "Don't say that man.

The word is bastard."



You fall asleep after asking me to wake you

early, so you can drive back home to breakfast,

your husband. That bastard

must have listened to my mother breathe,

felt in the dark for a match and not found one.

The room's so dark that I'd be terrified

to find something not mine here.

 

 

 

 

 

 



Virginity





My mother never wanted me

to help the homeless. Said

They live in such bad neighborhoods.

Gab sprung for day-old bread



from Giant; I snuck cans and cans

of succotash I knew

nobody in my family

would ever miss, and Drew



drove us downtown. Like Christmas mixed

with Halloween—the feel

of giving, after dark, and while

anonymous: a thrill.



Perhaps we'd even save somebody's

life. None of us would

rather have seen an "R" movie, though

we were seventeen, and could.



The homeless were not dangerous.

I thought of walking past

cages backstage at a circus, where

it's obvious the cats



are drugged and toothless. Many bummed

Drew's cigarettes, and one

always offered us hits of his Colt .45.

We'd drink right after him,



not even wiping, and pass out

the food. Then we'd go home

happy as gardeners after a day

of planting. Left alone



when Drew and Gab walked off to score

some pot one night, I did

not mind the wait in the sidestreet where

the Colt .45 one lived.



I drank and fell asleep right there,

like I was homeless myself.

Waking up to the feel of a hand under

my shirt, I heard, far off



in the city, a siren, and closed my eyes—

hating myself, my friends,

but mostly the cans of food, which were

not really anything.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Six of One

for Dolly et al



Tonight's sheep counts its selves and cannot sleep.

The gorgeous bleats repeat. Narcissus beats

the water. In my day, we had to make

due with a pool. The gorgeous couldn't sleep.



Tonight's sheep counts it cells and cannot sleep.

Like Stevens's pears, they resemble nothing else—

no two snowflakes, sand grains. In my day,

loaves and fishes were a miracle



one wasn't required to trust in, and to appear

in the same prom dress as another girl meant one

just died, or cried oneself to sleep, or else

one counted sheep. "One counted sheep" meant just



one counted sheep. "Narcissus" meant the girl

who looked more gorgeous in the goddam dress.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pornography



—I, too, dislike it…

reading it, however, with a perfect contempt for it,

one discovers in it, after all, a place

for the genuine.—Marianne Moore





After all, it is what we like best—

there's something of my high school history text

in this issue of Amateurs in Action—

the messy event on the spotless page, the facts in

bold relief, and just the facts. No pretense,

it only asks our trust. I don't smell incense

the way I do when I hear words like sin

or lust. Nor can I lick away the thin

and dotted line of sweat above his lip:

it's tasteless. Mine can't replace his hand on her hip.

It doesn't feel like "being there" at all.

 

Why should it? Something there is that loves a
wall,

and if I've come to this, it might well be

because I know I'll never know them. He

is probably an ass (it's in his mien);

he'll leave her for the girl on page thirteen

with bigger breasts. And I might too, in time.

The point is: these things don't weigh on my mind

as I unzip and quickly reach the edge

of something borderless. I said the pledge

of allegiance every morning in high school:

it just popped out, like this—hot—hot, then cool…

I couldn't tell you if the words were English;

I only know I said them with great relish.

 

Time to confess: I like an
airbrushed cock.

His, for example, looks "hard as a rock"—

I can't imagine it ever limp, lukewarm,

or shadowed by his thigh. Platonic form!

My eyes have seen your glory, your red glare.

I like an airbrushed story. Only spare

me all the gory details, only shield

me from the too-real flesh of killing fields

and less-than-perfect sex—you've got my orgasm,

my hand across my heart, my patriotism.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Most Daring of Transplants





A friend of a friend woke up in India

in a bathtub full of ice, his kidneys gone;

the first love letter I ever wrote got stolen

and locked in a metal drawer with a stranger's gun.

The woman I write this autumn watches surgery

all night on television—lungs lifted, the brain

visibly touched. I love you, sweet heart. A few

more sleepless nights and I'll be able to do

the most daring of transplants. No one can tell me

it wasn't written in blood, black-blue ink poised

to bloom, instinctive, instantly upon

exposure to the world: the girl would read.

He lived: he's on dialysis. The boy

who'd brought the gun to school, a stranger, winked

fraternally. You're up. The school shrink

blinked at me. You wrote this to a girl?

He placed it, with precision, back in the metal

drawer near the emptied gun. His kidneys went

for thousands on the black market. After that,

what can I give her that she'll know to keep?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Brave Haircut

 

The key breaks off in the car door's lock

this morning       "the stuff of dreams"

I take the bus      where a woman
says What

a brave haircut



The triumph of lighting    a cigarette    in
the

wind    Sweet smoke edge    of building  
Handheld

Last week     in a plastic cape I counted

curls



falling to the floor       your breath gone

stale on them     Who imagines who

I'd be in bed based     on my hair   On the
bus

people touch me       Not with their hands



so it may be an accident     A clean beach, yours

fell to the small of your back      I wanted

to braid it      as if that could somehow make
things

orderly between us



"The stuff of dreams"     Quirks one comes to
expect

in them     unplanned nakedness     numbers
one

can't dial      Last night    when I
touched you you said You

won't get special treatment here






















"How Long Do You Think the Human Race Will Exist?"

 

I don't worry much about
humanity,

my wife replies. I think that we'll evolve.

Ecclesiastes tells me all is vanity,

 

that nothing new will happen for eternity,

and yet… I think we're starting to dissolve.

I don't worry—much. About humanity:

 

what will be lost, if we're lost? Not
infinity.

What now revolves around us will revolve.

Ecclesiastes tells me all is vanity:

 

one person saves a mint, one saves a
manatee,

ho-hum go on—do something, get involved,

don't worry much about humanity,

 

decide upon some charity, a sanity.

But there are sweet things: sex, worship,
resolve…

Ecclesiastes tells me all is vanity.

 

Science predicts that bees or giant ants will
be

Earth's next bigwigs. No egos, none to solve

for "I." Don't worry much about humanity,

Ecclesiastes tells me. All is vanity.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plummy





She stuck in her thumb and pulled out a plum. I didn't know it was
in there. I don't know what she did with it. How it felt to have
it, hold it, know where it had been.



She stuck in her thumb and pulled out a plum. I helped her a little
this time. I was wet and pushed while she pulled with that thumb of
hers. Enjoy the plum—baby?



She stuck in her thumb and pulled out a plum. By now I was worried,
worried. My wife! I said. Is probably! [tug] Saving! [tug] That for
breakfast!



She sticks in, pulls out. Plums just keep on growing, there in the
dark. She'll stop by, flash a light on me, pull one out, and retire
for the evening.



Sweet? cold?



I have not once felt her hands.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adultery

—after Nancy Drew and the Bobbsey Twins

 

 

She is the secret of my old clock, the clue

of my tapping heels, my Bombay boomerang,

the voice in my suitcase, my unfinished house;

she is the riddle of my double ring.



You are the message in the hollow oak,

my whispered watchword, the password to Larkspur Lane,

the search for the glowing hand, my ghost of a chance;

you are what happened at midnight, the tricks of the trade.



I am the mark on the mirror, the spirit of Fog

Island, the clue in the diary, the crumbling wall,

the patchwork quilt, the pledge of the twin knights;

I am the wailing octopus, end of the trail—



all of us in a great city, in Echo Valley,

at the county fair, on a camel adventure, in Lakeport,

keeping house, at Candy Castle, in Eskimo Land,

at the ice carnival, on the ranch, at Lighthouse Point.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Things I Haven't Felt





Different, after losing my virginity.

Better, after the medicine I took.

Mosquitoes on my skin, before they've bitten me.

Profoundly changed, after I read that book.



The call of the wild. The glow of pregnancy.

Guilty, after sleeping with someone's wife.

High as a kite, high even as a tree.

The peace that passeth understanding. Safe.



God's presence in the world, and that of the boy

who thought I was his mother at the mall.

How long had we walked beside me without my noticing?

How long had I inadvertently hidden my face?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How Could My Marriage Hurt Your Marriage?

 

 

Let me count the ways:

My marriage could give yours the silent treatment for days.



My marriage could say that your marriage looks fat in that
dress.



My marriage could hold your marriage down

til it confessed.



My marriage could market itself as the cure for your
cravings.

My marriage could lose your marriage's life savings.



My marriage could loot your marriage's museums,

bomb your marriage
into submission freedom.



My marriage could steal your marriage's identity.

(That's the real concern, right? That your marriage lacks

security?)



My marriage could say that it's sorry to let yours go

after years of service—times are tight, you know.



Truth is, my marriage will probably do nothing



but struggle, and last, and struggle, and last—something

like yours, if you're lucky. My marriage isn't really



all that focused on your marriage. (Sorry.)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Drag Wisdom

 

 

In time, everyone gets a teenth of of June,

to step out of that same old shaggy stress.

Let one who has never waxed cast the first moon.



Stay calm on top; when underneath, obsess.

Let one who has never tempted cast the first snake.

In time, all lines as well as points are moot.



Let one who is without layers cast the first cake.



Butte thrives, whether it's told it's "Butt" or "Beaut."

God's dead? There will be others. Mourn for Garbo.

Let one who has never made a scene cast the first play.



Stay calm; they might have just called you a hobo.

Let one who has never dragged on cast the first day.

Let one who has never faked it cast the first rhinestone.



The Emperor of Ice-Cream wears
heels and cologne.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Female Gaze

 

 

Wolf whistles are for animals. That is the difference between
us.

 

The fine for wolf-whistling at Garbo, down from her condo to
take a walk, should be instant 

death—

              yet, I,
too, feel the need to make noise.

 

The Acme dog whistle invented in '35 is the difference between
us. I grovel, grunt, moan into mine like it's a trombone. I move my
lips as if playing the raunchiest glissandi.  I pour so much
steam in I might be announcing a train.

 

Does this bother Miss Garbo? It doesn't. That is the difference
between us. I don't throw how I feel into Greta Garbo's face. I
don't interrupt her morning with low, lustful gestures. And when
the dogs come, I move towards her—professionally.

 

I don't look at her. I drive them all away, the groomed and the
mangy, so Miss Garbo can continue her stroll unimpeded.

 

That is the difference: I crouch on the walk, thumb tight on a
cocker's throat, hissing

"Dumb fuck. Can't you see that she wants to be
left alone?"

 

 

 

 








Emily Lloyd is a writer, teacher, and librarian
living in Minneapolis, MN. She writes "Shelf Check," a webcomic set
in a public library, at http://shelfcheck.blogspot.com, and blogs
at http://poesygalore.blogspot.com.
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