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Backup Singers

Sommer Browning
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The perfume seller’s wife measures violet water in contact lenses. 
Solvents, fixatives line shelves like confused soldiers. A wagon 
pulls along the street. A child’s mewing streams through scent. 
The wife moves to leave at 6, the world again activated at 6.  
A small boy obliviously continues his audit of the street. A line of 
ants new since morning. A cigarette box christens the rose bush. 
Without the hourglass how does one acknowledge the poison? 
The larger the teeth, the larger the smile—but it doesn’t work 
that way.



49

Sommer, I’m dying. I get this message on my phone in line  
at Rite Aid. Sommer, I’m dying, you scream in my ear at  
the rock show. Sommer, I’m dying, you write in closing on  
a postcard from San Francisco. Sommer, I’m dying, it’s my 
heart. Sommer, I’m dying, can you feel this? Is it normal?  
as we stomp through the snow to get cigarettes. Jesus woke up 
but who muscled the boulder away? Some prince kissed the 
beauty but who wrote it all down? Let’s go to the mummy 
exhibition. Let’s read aloud Fear and Trembling. Let’s slow the 
flow through our carotid. Sommer, I’m dying. Present tense. 
Subject. Verb. The thinning blood vessel, the soft pulsating 
stone, retina shriveled and rattling around in the skull. I can 
hear it when I jump. Then don’t jump, I say.



8.

Her poems are bad. They disobey their parents. They don’t sleep 
when they should. They’re up all night under the covers with 
a flashlight, a notebook, a pen—illuminating a small, subversive 
place in the great, dark ordinary.

At the carnival, her poems are the bumper cars. At the chemical 
plant, they’re the reverberatory furnace. On Earth, they’re a grand 
canyon collecting a river, drunken donkeys, and lost boy scouts. 

They’re towns you’ve passed through before, but this time a  
meteorite’s landed on the post office. The townspeoples’ shadows 
have all disappeared. Honey runs from the faucets. 

9.

For my birthday once, a couple of friends abducted me. They 
blindfolded and drove me around Fredericksburg, refusing to say 
where I was going, getting me very stoned, driving until I was 
nowhere, in no location. I was thoroughly and completely going. 

Her poems move like this—in motion before you start reading 
and continuing on when you stop. But, don’t worry, they won’t 
make you test positive in a piss test.

10.

Poems you want to stay in for a long time. Poems that don’t kick 
you out. Poems that never say: Move on, there’s no loitering here.
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I’m right back where I started. 
The piano, religious in its corner. 
The ocean licks everything 
breaking its surface. Rhythm 
dissolving polyester over the speakers. 
Is it true that digitally, anything? 
And the always foolish heart, 
victim of also, victim of 
saxophone, victim of 
women. Good things come.
The merry-go-round, then money 
records, Jehovah, just you. 
Won’t it make you feel bad? 
The pair, then one triggermoon? 
Vibraphone rots true cello heavy-love. 
Katydid swims in my perm. 
Four-track tile heart & soul. 
Backup singers;
no, really—get back.

I love music and I love people, but I hate 
show and I hate business
          — Bettye Swann
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