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Kundiman Poetry Retreat: Fellow Writing Sample, Paul Tran 
 
#1 Beauty Nail Salon 
 

For the 2 million, the 240,000 and counting 
 
 

Hi. Welcome to #1 Beauty Nail Salon. 
We make you #1. Honey, 
how can I help you today? 

 
You want manicure, pedicure— 
That's okay! We cure everything. 
Only $10 more. 

 
You sit that chair. 
My sister Chien1 do very good for you. 
Make you #1. Honey, 
we make you #1. 

 
The perfect manicure begins like a careful plan— 
Wash your hands. Remove any dirt or dirty life 
from the land. Scrape off the native coats 
with acetone and rinse thoroughly. 

 
Honey, you like French tip for your nail? 
French tip make it look white and sexy. 
All my customers like 

the white nail. 
 

For French tips: 
 

1. Clip the keratin armor until your nails are slick. 
2. Keep each operation uniform— 
3. In rank and file the top and sides. 
4. Push back the enemy cuticles with oil and lotion: 

The chemical arsenal of a Vietnamese manicurist 
named "War," who was born in one 
and survived another. 

 
She is bent over, scrubbing your hands 
to eliminate dead skin. The cuticle cell foliage 
stir in her the memory of slaughtered soldiers, 
children washed away, 
women buried alive. 

 
Honey, what color you like? 
I got red, blue, blue with the sparkle-- 
I think red look very sexy on you. 

 
Red with the white tip. 
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Apply the base coat. 
5. And the color of bloodshed. 
6. Make sure to get the brush down into the nail groove, 

the hard-to-reach trenches. 
 
Maximum coverage makes the killing easy. 
The operation for beauty a breeze. 

 
7. To prevent the slightest chipping, add a topcoat 

of toluene. 
8. Ignore the casualties: 

the babies born without limbs or teeth, 
the bodies mangled by dogs, 
the bombs still bursting— 

 
9. Clean up any mistakes with a manicure pen. 

 
A pen is all you need to be #1. To make an ugly truth 

look beautiful. A truth ugly only to those it makes insane— 
whose careful planning it complicates. 

 
It is not a coincidence that 43% of nail salons 
in this country are owned and operated by Vietnam 
refugees. It's called racial capitalism. 

 
The beauty industry of America 
has been taken over by a sparkle nail polish mafia 
offering cosmetic surgery for cheap. 

 
Cheap. 

Because "Life in the Orient is cheap."2 

Because we remember. 
 
We remember the ugliness given to us 
After centuries of conquest, 

servitude, 
setting ourselves 

 
on fire. 

 
And when the day comes, 
when this empire collapses onto its knees, 
spooling in a pool of blood— 

 
We will be ready to make you beautiful. 
Honey, we will make you 

drop 
dead 
beautiful. 

 
1 Said General William Westmoreland. West. Go west. He go west. West. West. And more land. West. More 
land. He want west and more land. He want more land. It ain’t his. But he want it. 
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The Ice Cream Man 
For him and the other purpled hearts 

 

I wasn't born an ice cream man. 

But when the economy tanked, 
I started sellin ice cream outta my truck. 
Chocolate, Vanilla, Cherry Garcia. 

 
Some people think sellin ice cream 
is a sweet gig. But it's hard work. 

 
It's hard work: driving around this deadbeat city 
in a fucking freezer everyday, dealing with them kids 
and they sticky-ass fingers, grabbin, pokin all up in your window— 
changin they mind every two seconds. 

 
My point is: it ain't easy. 

 
Before I struck it big in the ice cream business 
I was a soldier in South Vietnam. A city boy from Saigon. 
I fought the invisible enemy with my bare hands. 

 
With my bare hands, I held a gun and blew 
their fucking heads off. Do you know what it's like 

to trigger a gun? 
 

To watch gravity pull 
another man's 

head behind 
him while his body trots forward 
with so much conviction. 

 
They said I was crazy. Said something with wrong— 
Said I took the war home with me. 

 
I ain't crazy. Ain't nothing in my house 
but my family. My little boy. Ain't seem him 
since his ma kicked me out. She said I loved too 
much.That for three years, I loved him 
too much. But that's not true, either. 

The little fag axed for it. 

And long before I started freezing to death 
in this goddamned truck, I was always in the business of giving 
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people what they wanted. 
 
My son was an artist: Loved drawing dinosaurs, 
ghosts, monsters. It's like he was haunted or 
something, like something was buried in him. 

 
For months, I dug through the trash behind they house. 
Just to make sure he was eating right. He made a habit of 
throwing his art away. So I collected them and taped them in 
my car. 

 
It's kinda weird: driving around in an ice cream truck full of 
ghosts. It's like he's still with me. And every time I drive down 41 
Street 
I look for him. I look for my eyes, my 
mouth, all parts of me I know he still wears 
on him. 

 
He ain't got nothing I didn't give him. An empty: 
which he still struggles to hold. A body: 
which isn't his. Words. My words: 
which he still uses to tell this story. 

He ain't lonely if it ain't my 

lonely: the hand-me-down 

kind 
I gave him every night I fucked him, 
smashing his face into the ground. 

 
He started crying so loud. I put my 
hands over his mouth to stop him 
from crying. And he stopped 
breathing. 
So I shook him. 

I shook him 
and I kept shaking 

him to see if he was still 
alive. 

 
Don't look at me like I'm crazy. 
I'm not crazy. 

 
I was a good 
father. I loved 
my son. 

 
The only way I knew how. 
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Kundiman Poetry Retreat: Fellow Writing Sample, Tiffanie Hoang 
 
Mother Season 
 

 
 
In Spring, women learn: 

to eat leftovers. 

To be remembered 

only as an imprint 

left in the grass. 

To be comforted 
 

by a tall, cold glass of 

water. 
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It is winter because my Father says so. 

He freezes over my ocean and leaves me 

one hole from which to breathe. 

He keeps me there. Is he playing? I draw pictures 

for him. But when I come up for air 

he scratches at me. Father gives me so many scratches 

until, finally, he says I look like him. 

He is ready to play games he says. I tell him I don't want 

to be a father. I cannot eat my fathers as he has eaten his. 

I cannot play the games his fathers played. He does not 

look at me -- pushes me back 

into the water. 

I tell him, 

just wait until I can turn this wetness into cloud. 
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My mother holds fifty of me in her stomach, and 

at night she kicks us out. The other forty-nine of 

me leave and learn how to 

ride bikes. My mother speaks to me and says 

that I'm too heavy -- 

I'm the heavy one out of the fifty. 
 

Two of me pedal by and say "you'd better 
 

say something for yourself or you will be blamed." So I 

push myself back into her stomach and make a high 

pitched sound. 

  



 2	  

Kavad: Writing Race & Belonging 
A Protest Poem for Trayvon Martin 

 
Participating Poets:  Please read the writing instructions here. 
 
George Zimmerman, the neighborhood watch volunteer who fatally shot Trayvon Martin, an unarmed black teenager, igniting a 
national debate on racial profiling and civil rights, was found not guilty late Saturday night of second-degree murder. He was also 
acquitted of manslaughter, a lesser charge.  After three weeks of testimony, the six-woman jury rejected the prosecution’s contention 
that Mr. Zimmerman had deliberately pursued Mr. Martin because he assumed the hoodie-clad teenager was a criminal and 
instigated the fight that led to his death. 

 ~  The New York Times, July 13, 2013 
 
It is painful to say this: Trayvon Martin is not a miscarriage of American justice, but American justice itself. This is not our system 
malfunctioning. It is our system working as intended. To expect our juries, our schools, our police to single-handedly correct for this, 
is to look at the final play in the final minute of the final quarter and wonder why we couldn't come back from twenty-four down.    

~ Trayvon Martin and the Irony of American Justice, The Atlantic, July 15, 2013 
       
 
 
I, too, sing America. 
 
I am the darker brother. 
They send me to eat in the kitchen 
When company comes, 
But I laugh, 
And eat well, 
And grow strong. 
 
Tomorrow, 
I'll be at the table 
When company comes. 
Nobody'll dare 
Say to me, 
"Eat in the kitchen," 
Then. 
 
Besides,  
They'll see how beautiful I am 
And be ashamed— 
 
I, too, am America. 
 
~ Langston Hughes 
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Virtual Writing Space Begins Here: 
 
Dear Trayvon: I want to say you could be my brother, but my brothers are not. . . you. . . A few nights 
ago, I felt the same pull I felt the day I turned on a television, a new possession, and watched the 
beginning of a nation sinking into something called terrorism. I don’t have a television anymore, but 
that night, Trayvon, I searched for a link that would take me to the courtroom, where I was sure I’d 
hear the verdict: guilty. . . of something, something validated by six women in a jury room, who stayed 
there, for 16 and a half hours, talking about . . . what. . . not your future. . . you who no longer have a 
future, haven’t had a future for over a year now. . . Over two decades ago, my best friend died At her 
wake, my mother is said to have screamed out: why her? Why not one of my children? Why not B, he’s 
not a good son, why take their only child? I rushed to the funeral home to take hold of her to push her 
grief back into her body to tell her to snap out of it I was ashamed of her outburst I was ashamed of 
her public grief I can’t remember the last time I cried in front of anyone. . . When I tried to go to bed 
that night, that night of no justice, I saw it, finally, that image I’d refused to play out, you, terrified, 
walking alone at night, in the rain, being hunted I couldn’t close my eyes without seeing your back 
your back always in front of me What did that make me then Him The Hunter The Predator Had I 
entered his body Had I done THAT to myself allowed myself to enter Him to see you to not see you to 
see your back your gray hooded figure in the rain walking fast faster faster away from the approaching 
Animal. . . We’ve all been hunted at least once, each of us non white people here in the U.S. We’ve all 
been hunted at least once held against our will held down our freedoms blocked our rights to walk 
down a street at night in the rain taken away from us. . . I haven’t picked up a book since the verdict 
haven’t read a line a sentence nothing except the news I’ve read the news I’ve read and read my 
friend’s griefs their rages etched in their vocal chords the faces of white women in the supermarket 
when they hear me say into my phone He should have never gotten out of that car, Trayvon would be 
in college, if that man had just stayed in his car, I watch the faces of white women go terror then numb 
I their new suspect their new hidden fear We’ve all been hunted at some point in our lives profiled 
pointed at feared. . . My mother says he should have never allowed himself to be photographed with 
gold teeth in his mouth Said how sad it was that he didn’t have any decent friends who could have 
taken the stand to make him look like an intelligent, productive citizen in the world On the phone I 
remain silent I can’t fight with my mother when we’re both like this: hurt dazed angry frustrated our 
bones turning once again into sorrow songs our very thoughts haunted by the hunt If I could speak I 
would ask her: Do your thoughts belong to you? Do you own your thoughts? Do I? Do I? Do I? Did 
you? How many times we dressed in hoodies, never once questioning the language: hoodie, the always 
racialized form a protector for the head becomes We pulled hoods over our heads in our homes stood 
in front of our laptops and snapped photos of ourselves looking angry looking perturbed looking 
anything but victorious some of us looked like teachers wisdom in the damaged eyes we each stared in 
a camera looked headlong into the camera our backs not to the camera not to the gun sheltered in a 
soon-to-be murderer’s holster we vandalized photos stole images of civil rights heroes put them in 
hoodies watched our favorite musicians the eccentric ones don their hoodies and still you’re dead and 
you’re still dead and you’ll always be dead now you’ll always be dead and now your murderer is free 
alive with his gun that gun that gun that took your heart from pumping fast and hard to nothing 
silence silence silence is all they want to hear from us silence Who can stand to be silent You who have 
no future anymore for over a year now no future and your murderer has his whole life ahead of him 
wide open the possibilities I can’t even think of the possibilities I think of the children I’ve wanted the 
body I’ve saved until my heart and spirit and mind are ready for children and now that I’m ready now 
that I’m ready there’s your dead future and all those dead futures of dead black boys that make me 
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laugh at myself Who would bring a black body into this world I would I will I will I will not let them 
silence my body In Solidarity of the Future of Black Bodies Thriving In This World ~ Metta Sáma 
 
 
 
Perpetual slant that I am that is mannered and permanent.  
Become so many pieces each concise turn a clouded pinion. 
Brief shallows leaned until made naturalized, made pursuit 
that fabric clings. Been frightened by their tangled bonnets. 
 
Held here very always is thatch brought that clamped onto. 
Sung much of redemption vessels that were a design does. 
I am crying on my back and slapped to pummel the care mask 
that was magnified. Calm to shelter inside. Carry found calm. 
 
Been prickly sapped of a coma leaning, had that palmed of a 
gullet thorough to the self been. What it is then to fold. To 
turn to hold. To went to fell like a spent dancer orphaned by 
actual the soften much from old etchings hewn in hickory. 
 
There is a shrill promise we fought for a beauty all innocent 
the suppress signed in all that the body made done got away. 
 
 
 
 
Dear Trayvon, 
 
I wish there were music. I wish I could speak to you some other way, reach a melody full of fingers 
into this space and grasp hold of some thing. You? I wanted, needed, a history, a story, if only one, about my 
childhood. I wish we spoke the same fire-language. Could sit around and chatter and you could tell me 
how the world looks from where you stand. Stood. Still stand. My tongue is all spoon-polished. Water 
slips so easily off it, I have to swivel my ears, my heart wide open to hear anything you or your loved 
ones might be saying. I watched the drama of your drama unfold from the safety of my porch. 
Summer heat. Darkness. The cicadas or the tree-frogs repeating the same strange-winged symphony 
against the suburb silence. You lived on Youtube. “Black stone. I call a black stone friend,” sang Crazy Horse 
and the thunder opened its truthy maw and spat at me. This is not listening, it said. This is you at the 
coliseum, tongue-wagging, watching the gladiators spar. This is you pretending to bleed. This is you 
swallowing old stories. Look at the mother. Look at the posture of her face, her eyes. You are not in 
the same room. Trayvon, how are you? Where are you? Who am I to ask? I could step into some mud 
for you. Find something brittle to lean against. Find an old graveyard and lean against a crumbling 
headstone that doesn’t bear your name. My people burn. But not in or with the same hue of fire you 
wield. The lowest point, touching bottom enough to have a foot push me back to the surface, as if swimming. Shhh. 
Shhh, hush. All the birds have gone home. You can rest a while. Here. Lay your head in my small lap. 



 5	  

You won’t hurt me. Curl your length inward. Suck your thumb. In all this time, I didn’t realize the great 
falling away of light that had taken place in my life. Is this the same night you walked through, homeward? 
The same thick, blue air? What are you whispering about? It’s about to rain. I know it. You know it. 
Get off the road. Blend into the night. You should be the fabric of the night. You should be safe here, 
under cloud cover, in the wet air. I was in another geography, the mixing zone where things meet, visions are 
revealed. I was in another geography altogether. Another building of words.  
 
Love. Misha. 
 
I, too, sing. Some days I can barely hear the song spinning in the house 
of my throat. My mother’s throat is wide open. Full of blackbirds. Full of seashells, porcelain-clapping 
against one another in a velvet bag with a drawstring. I would like to say the song I sing is a nation. 
The song we sing is an anthem, but, of course, I have a gut-turning aversion to flags. If you could just 
let me sing quietly. Just for today. Sing with the worms, maybe. Sing into the holes in the grass. Sing to 
my toes, my uncut toe-nails. Maybe. Maybe you have other plans for me. Maybe the song is already 
gone, on a long walk somewhere, and the walk itself is a country. I wish I could say I’ve been walking 
for a long time. Look at these feet. Look at these hands. I, too, sing. But if song brought me here then 
this is a strange sort of ship. I want to go home. Shhh, shhh, hush. These are all the ways the quiet 
rings. Gong. Clam. Bark. Put down that whittling knife, don’t carve your name into the tree. Don’t 
leave a mark. What’s the lowest you can sing? Can you sing a note lower than your ear can detect? 
Tomorrow, I’ll be drinking wine again. Because because because because because. Here is where I sit. 
Here is where my father sits. Here is where my mother sits. Everyone else sits on the floor because 
there is no word for chair but “chair” in my language. Everyone else is very quiet. Yes, yes, the spirits 
can sing, but not really. Not with a wide open throat. Maybe they can, but if they raised their voices 
here, people would come running. I don’t know about America. Here it is on a dinner-plate. A cut of 
fish. America the way I can call my mother on my cellphone every day. America my eyelashes I wish 
upon with full lungfuls of breath. I’ve been sitting at the table a long time. I’m sorry for what I’ve done 
with a knife. America the knife. America the meat. America the bone in my throat. America the 
flashlight shining into my gullet. America the tweezers. America the phantom sting where the bone 
used to be. America, what if my mother ever truly choked? What if something other than song got 
stuck in her windpipe? Would you help me help her? Would you get all hands-off and say it’s not my 
fight? Are you sure about all this? Maybe we should start over and get one thing straight. No singing 
for. Just singing. Get me to ground-level. I have something to say to the dirt. You wouldn’t understand. 
You don’t speak our language. You can eavesdrop all you like, but I’ve learned to keep secrets. Not 
well. But sometimes.  
 
I know what you mean. About tripping over your words. Look at these ceilings. They’re called 
cathedral for a reason. Look at the photo-perfect light glancing at these leaves. Listen. The air is being 
conditioned. I can’t hear the summer. I can see her, sweating out on the hammock. This is home. All 
this exposed brick, which my grandmother once worried was a sign of poverty. But not really. She’s 
the smartest woman I know. She knows what it means to have made it. I’ve never wanted for anything. 
Not really. Look at the square of wood made brighter by the skylight. Look at the scatter of Bangla 
kobita’r boi. Ei gulo, couch-er opor pa tule, jokhon khushi porte pari. Amar aaj kichhu korar nei. 
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Kothao jabar nei. Hey songster, sing one more song. Today I have no place to go. Nothing to do. 
Childhood’s violin-playing guy is gone. He left with his violin. In my dream last night, my violin was 
lost. Vickie left it at Heathrow. I looked everywhere for it. There were so many other instruments. 
Small, curvaceous creatures. I looked under the bed. I looked on the sidewalk near where I’d locked 
my bike. I pedaled uphill. There was a white woman who was supposed to give me private lessons in 
Carnatic violin-playing. But I couldn’t find my violin. It wasn’t in the closet. It wasn’t in the dumpster.  
 
Every time I touch my foot to another foot or to a book, I touch my forehead and then my sternum 
with my right hand. My students say, “There’s Misha making his sign of the cross again.” I also say 
“Jesus” a lot. And “Mother of Christ.” Especially when I’m angry. Or stub my toe. Or when I’m 
taking a shit. I also say “Maa go” and “Jai Maa” the way my grandmother does when she collapses 
onto the couch. I also collapse onto the couch, and I understand why Bengali sons become their 
mothers so easily. Not all of them of course. The ones like me, who stole scarves from their cousin-
sisters’ closets. All the curios we’ve hung on these walls are so symmetrically placed. A little askew, but 
that’s because of the cleaning ladies. The Brazilian cleaning ladies who wake me in the morning. I hide 
in my room, curtains drawn, listening to their deep, uvular “el”s. Look at this flat-screen TV. Look at 
these pillow-covers from Dakshinapan. Dokkhinapon. Look at this brass pujo’r thhala filled with ears 
of popping corn. Indian corn. Look at the framed poster from the Viking Ship Museum. Look at the 
recessed lighting. Look at the surround sound speakers. Look at the black leather couch, turning the 
corner.  
 
Ok, fine. I’ll sit here. I’ll sip this water. What did you bring me today, America? All this? For me? All 
these shallots? All these purple potatoes? What am I going to do with all these? I guess I could sautee 
them. I wonder what they would taste like in mustard oil. Too bad I don’t have any. Thanks, I guess.  
 
Aadorer Chhoton, 
 
I know you don’t like that name right now but you will. You’ll want to be Chhoton forever. I won’t 
tell you why. You have to figure that out for yourself, but I’ll tell you, there will be beech leaves 
involved. Tuck in your shirt. What’s Ma been saying? Listen to her. No really listen. I know it’s hard. I 
know she interrupts. I know it feels right to call her out on her interrupting. I know you think you 
know more, I know you want to teach her. That’s ok. But listen. Listen to what she’s saying. When I 
say listen I mean listen the way you listen to her singing in the kitchen. Maybe you don’t understand 
the words, but you need the music. That’s what I mean. Maybe in all our lives there are such moments when a 
child looks both outward and inward at the same moment. Aware of women who had something not right about them. 
Aware, too, of my mother’s compassion, which looks so significant in retrospect. She calls you kiddo. You like that, 
don’t you? Then? If jodi is hoy then tobe but kintu what mane ki? You’ll grow out of it. Get used to 
smiling. Don’t be afraid to show your teeth. You look fine, don’t squirm like that. See, someday 
somebody will tell you you’re beautiful, and you won’t know what do with it. That’s okay. But listen to 
them. Listen to the music. Even if you don’t understand the words. You need the music. It’ll ricochet 
off all the drum-metal inside you and make for weird rhythm. And maybe that rhythm will become 
something. Maybe you can hear what he’s saying inside the rat-a-tat-tat. Who? Don’t ask me, I don’t 
know yet, I know you want to know, so do I. I don’t know what to say to you about all the boys. 
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Touch them. Don’t touch them. Spit out their spit or don’t. Don’t worry about Ma, she’ll want it more 
than you do, that I promise. She wants you to be touched. The image of my mother through the window seems 
so small a thing, yet it is so significantly remembered. Get up. Bhoy pash na. Toke tui bolte kirom odbhut 
lagchhe. Tumi boli? Ki bolish? You should eat more. Not to get bigger, don’t worry, that won’t 
happen, but cause you’re happier when you’ve eaten, I promise. Are you ok? Keep speaking Bangla. 
You will don’t worry, but I thought I’d say it anyway. Shon. Etokkhon ingriji te keno likhchhilam? Tor 
shathhe Bangla tei kothha bola uchit. Tai na? Ki bol? Eitai amader aadorer bhasha. That’s why you 
can’t love in English. Or be loved in English. Whichever. I don’t mean English. I mean distance. I 
don’t know how to walk long distances with my guts in my hand. I think you could teach me 
something about that, Chhoton. You used to be able to bleed for longer. Cry for longer. What do I 
know? You’re the one holding all the wind in your hands.  
 
 
 
 
Dear loved one, 
 
from the first night I heard  
you fire-language through/ the mist of this  
constellation, ether of long-seeded  
denial, my body knew I will no longer be  
able to wrap my arms around. / I fall to pieces 
 
something it did not yet sound:  
You, a stolen grace  
and mauve words/ lungfuls like the young  
redwood whose roots came alive  
with the sound of your slant  
 
voice: “I am not resigned. 
No, I do not sing out of comeliness 
for your ghostly delusions” still squeezing lives  
haunting out your breath. I do not believe/ 
our wants/ have made all our lies 
 
holy. Our watered lives collect worlds 
of grief yet unsounded and sung 
and sung again through polluted nightmare  
of leaders/ at crowded meetings. 
My silvicultrix bones will never know what it is  
 
to be black. When I uncover inches  
more to the ringed fruit history called forth 
by your murder we see the brightness 
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of each subtext/ opiated by the sacred  
cow identity. I know my heart tires refusing 
 
this silence. I refuse our own contamination 
by the systems we seek to overthrow. I witness  
your passage from this place  
we are about to be leaving, sing to mourn  
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Kundiman Reading Series Sampler 
 
 
 
Yields 
 
Are important to note 
when reviewing the relative worth of  
securities, assets, tax-free, tax-deferred, tax-exempt, pre-taxed, penalty-taxed, 
Taxing to remember the voodoo magic that  summons yields, 
Important to note again that there are exceptions to  
worth, to value, to bids and offers, important to note 
that indexes don't perform always to the basis, to the very basis point 
despite our many projections, despite our estimated and diversified portfolio,  
our watchful eye and assumed interest rate, 
our expected and assumed rate of growth--there is no 
promise that in the end we will delve our palms in the deep black soil 
And pull our Yield up by its stringy white roots—shaking the clumps of dirt free 
 
To find in our hands that bright red house, the ripe green yard, or the flashy purple retirement we had calculated 
when the morning dew still clung to the touch-me-nots, 
 
When the sun was peaking over the hill. 
 
It is important to note which way the winds are blowing 
when calculating yield 
 
-- Mandy Gor 
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After Qana – July 30th 2006 
 
Fifty-four civilians, mostly children killed 
in an Israeli air-strike on a village in South Lebanon 
 
I saw the lunchtime news and now 
 
my arms ache with the dead weight of children whose bodies 
one by one, out of the rubble, I have not carried. 
 
My fingers clench against one shoulder and under the bent knees 
of a dead girl whose body in pink pyjamas, I have not lifted - 
 
her head thrown back, her eyes closed against the dust - 
whose cold hand against my chest, I have not felt. 
 
Despair lands like a bloated pigeon on the acacia tree, 
drags down delicate branches, scatters the leaves; 
 
hope disappears over my garden wall like a dragonfly, 
as the leaves of the Virginia creeper turn red too soon 
 
and underneath the trellis where the jasmine creeps, 
the buddlea drips with purple tears and the butterflies don’t care. 
 
-- Seni Seneviratne 
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Kundiman Prize: 2011 Winner, Matthew Olzmann 
 
 
While Scratching My Wife’s Back, I Calculate  
the Distance Between Sky and Earth 
 
 
In the space where my wife’s wings must have been  
there are no scars, no broken screws, hinges  
or binding clips. There is only her skin.  
Though grateful, I experience a twinge  
 
of guilt—that we can’t locate the feathers  
which rifled her over landfills, carried  
her body beyond Earth. These were severed,  
erased when she opted to be married  
 
to a man built with more clay than wind. When  
she asks, Can you please scratch my back, my hands  
know she means, This is how we have chosen  
to fall: without memory, meant to land  
 
with what catches us. This means me. Her skin,  
left exposed inside a new, coarse Eden. 
 
-- Matthew Olzmann 
 


