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BREN SIMMERS
If Spring
If rollercoaster flocks of bushtits
and yellow crowned kinglets.
If insects tap morse code on glass.
If snowmelt, if flood warning.
If icebergs calve inside ribs.
If alevins hidden in river gravel,
button up their yolk sacs.
If kingfishers pluck parr marks.
If we crack our exoskeltons and emerge
with compound eyes, winged?
If we push against our limits
to redraw them. If daylight stalks
both dawn and dusk.
If daffodils shear soil crusts.
If elderberries sprout breast buds.
If seed catalogues trump
playoff ‘staches. If alder catkins
blush red. If cotton sheets,
if coatless. If we dwell again
in the conditional.
If, when.
SUSAN HALDANE
Learning to float
Sprawled across the water column,
limbs outspread, upheld and floating like a star
fish arrayed against a liquid sky.
You can’t teach this, though you stand
forever, ripples tapping your waist,
the little girl’s skull cupped in your left
hand; your right bracing the small
of her back. Her muscles anticipate the fall
she knows will come if you
let go. Water will bear only those
who believe.
If you forget to trust,
will you too fall to earth like all those swimmers
who chose the wrong element
for their plunge? Tumbling down and down
through the refracted light?
LATOYA WATKINS
A Life
On his sixteenth birthday, you celebrate his continued existence with chocolate cake and anything he wants. You tell him he can have whatever he likes for the next twenty-four hours and then you hold your breath.
You and your husband talked it about the night before, right before midnight, right after another black boy was killed at the hands of the police. You hoped to each other and prayed on your knees that he wouldn’t ask for the thing that they all ask for at sixteen. You wished you hadn’t paid for driver’s education six months ago and you plotted ways to avert his attention, to show him other exciting things in life.
But over dinner, right before his favourite restaurant brought out the chocolate cake, he looked at you through his one wide eye and the other lazy one, and you thought about the day he was born, how he wouldn’t—couldn’t even open those eyes. How it took him two weeks to open them slowly and look at the world around them for the very first time. How when he did it, when you saw those moon-shaped eyes melting into his rusty-penny skin, you became like Alice Walker’s Shug Avery and said, “You sure is ugly,” and how your mother and grandmother were appalled because you were so callous, even after your first child, a daughter, had died. And even though you meant it, that he was ugliest little thing that day, on his sixteenth birthday, he’s beautiful and his eyes are smiles instead of moons and he’s asking if he can drive to school tomorrow.
And the table goes silent. You and your husband take one big breath and it seems you are together in a bubble above him, hovering, watching him try to be a boy, try to be carefree, try to be human. And you hold that breath, but somehow your husband is able to open his mouth, and you float above them, watching your man’s lips move to tell the boy that he might die. That even if he does everything right, has always done everything right, he might die. That he can put his hands up. That he can say, “Don’t shoot.” That he can say, “Please don’t shoot.” That he can tell them he’s a good boy. That his dad is a good man. That his mother has a job. That he doesn’t know what food stamps are. That he has two sisters. That he walks them to school. That he’s never smoked marijuana. That he’s never even tasted beer. That he has yet to lose his virginity. That he’s never even kissed a girl. That he cleaned his room today. That when he was eight he wanted to be a police officer. That he thought they were gods.
And you watch your man’s lips move with tears in your eyes. Your son’s smile spreads across his face and you see all that is holy spill over your child. And you hold on to that. And you hope. When your husband hands your son the keys the very next day, you hope the officer who pulls him over can see God in him, too.
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