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Red Shades

I have a secret. The fewer secrets a man has, the happier he is. 
I buy a painting without bringing my husband to see it first. 
What has been painted on this canvas? A surreal still-life— 
fire hose looped in and out like a pleated skirt and straitjacket 
bodice draped over a red chair, arms and straps reaching up, 
gravity-defying. The dress is red-belted with part of the 
metal hose apparatus. A background of cobalt blue, a sun unseen 
but creating loopy shadows. Straitjacket trans-figured. Secreted it 
into the house down to a little used room. Does this describe a secret? 
Reader, you are the first to know. The secrets we choose to betray lose 
power over us. The subject matter is not the secret. The painting is. 
At summer camp a large ten year old with rolls of olive golden 
flesh didn’t know why she was bleeding so I explained it to her. 
I was ten myself. But I didn’t understand when the same thing 
happened to me, thought I had done something to myself. Do 
you understand there isn’t only one color for red? Merlot red— 
my mother thought the Passover wine had passed right through her. 
Blush red—a pale lipstick allowed only this once, for sixth grade 
graduation, a contract signed in humiliation. Jam red. Mahogany— 
the color of my Steinway. Only bright crimson made clear 
what was happening. For six long months, a frightening secret 
that secret, that dried rose, that scar, that sin. Pinning cloth  
into underpants, red cloth with tiny blue flowers intended 
for a dress, now folded and safety pinned. Poetry concentrates 
the insides that come out.
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Dear God

God, no trouble at all 
imagining you 
un-gendered 
or gender fluid 
one day male 
the next female 
like me God 
because my gender 
isn’t clear to me

some mornings 
these mounds seem 
attached with tape 
although God there are days 
I like my little puppies 
softness that a finger 
can press like challah 
before baking

the hair above 
my lip that I’ve taken 
a razor to isn’t supposed 
to grow there

I like watching 
my father shave, 
the scraping sound 
the razor makes 
the smooth strokes 
paving paths 
through cream 
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my head hair 
I cut short 
like Ruby Rose 
beautiful Ruby Rose 
bet it’s easier 
to be fluid 
when you’re famous

I’ve kissed a lot of people 
although I’m still a virgin 
the best kisser so far 
was a gay boy 
we kissed for a long 
long time 
I imagined we were two boys 
making out 
You never know God 
what is going on 
in someone else’s mind

I made out with 
an Ethiopian Israeli boy 
slim with long thin muscles 
and the most fluid way of 
moving his body 
it seemed like we were 
moving through silk together

I’ve only kissed one girl 
I don’t want to talk about it
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The confusion, boy or girl 
makes me anxious. 
Yet my cousins named 
their girl Wally 
my neighbor’s girl is Walden 
More and more 
there are Harpers and Jordans 
Skylers and Brooks 
Roans and Rivers and Grays

God, at camp today 
the counselors invented 
a new name for campers like me 
your Hebrew language god is 
crazy gendered 
even your verbs 
are male or female 
a girl camper is chanichah 
a boy chanich 
now I’m chanichol 
I like when 
feelings matter 
more than grammar
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Poetry Emergency

Now it’s summer and you receive an email from your spring 
poetry teacher: Urgent, contact me immediately! A poetry  
emergency? You wouldn’t have imagined. You dream of a mother 
standing by a white wall with words in bas relief. Her one year old 
daughter can already read three and four syllable words. Child 
climbs the wall, grabbing the words to propel herself up. Mother 
begins to climb after her, reaching for different words. When you 
awaken, you feel the mother’s awe and envy. Imagine your teacher 
wants to submit your poem to a magazine and there is a deadline. 
Or he can’t stop thinking about something you said or he is seeking 
advice on a personal matter. You start to glue words up on paper, 
piles of words, layer them, words, glue, words, glue. Some glue 
squeezes out between the words. Then a follow-up email arrives: 
I am stuck in Kuala Lumpur and my money has been stolen. 
Please send me some money. I am writing with tears in my eyes.
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Cheese or Ash

Poets have been mysteriously silent  
on the subject of cheese  —G.K. Chesterton

By the end of winter, 
I tell myself,  
Decide. Don’t chicken out. 
Burial or cremation 
earth or fire 
decomposition 
or ignition.

Summers ago, when 
the boys played baseball, 
we girls played Chicken 
in the adjoining field, 
throwing our small 
knives to the earth 
between each other’s legs 
then moving one leg in 
to where the knife entered. 
Losing was chickening out, 
as the space between 
the leg and the knife 
narrowed.

My knife was 
Swiss Army, 
red bodied and thin, 
the quick wrist flick 
the earth between 
the legs soft or hard 
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but usually taking the knife 
because it was summer.

My tradition says burial. 
Yet my children are scattered 
far from the green cemetery 
where I have walked, 
admiring rock headstones.

I consider earth 
imagine myself cheese 
developing its curd 
ripening its rind 
acquiring its stink.

My father loved Limburger 
that shit smell when he 
brought it into our house. 
My brother and I would scream 
from the second floor 
it was that stinky.

But how we love  
cold fire foods, 
cheese and chocolate 
pickles and beer 
kimchi and salami and lassi: 
menu theme for the burial meal.
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Reconsideration of ash, 
that shape shifter that 
lifts, disperses, divides 
into amulets and urns. 
My second visit 
to the green cemetery  
presents an alarming option: 
the family may gather 
to push a button to ignite me. 

No chickening out this time. 
A meadow. A spreading oak.  
A plot near that of a child. 


