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Tonight, again

The sitting ghost is on attack again tonight.

He’s twice as fitful, back again tonight.

When I wake from this, will I be a man or boy?

If this were Flashdance, we’d be hearing “Maniac” again tonight.

One hand plots murder, the other strains to understand.

The body’s every sigh is sidetracked again tonight.

Call out the National Guard; evacuate the trolls to safe ground.

I’m matchbook & gasoline, I’m burning bridges in stacks again tonight.

Greyhound, rabbit, pony, racehorse, NASCAR, motocross.

Hope take one more fluttering spin on the racetrack again tonight.

Those limp wrists beget such limp applause.

There’ll be no encore for the egomaniac again tonight.

I gave the conductor my fare, I’ve got my transfer.

I’m ready to climb on board the wagon again tonight.

I’m slipping down the barrel of this pigpen.

Looks like it’s bareback again tonight.

The things that give you pleasure are someday going to hurt you.

Are you ready to flail & fail and take some flak again tonight?

Under all the sand in the Sahara, all the fossils melting into oil.

How can these bones lay down their arms afield again tonight?

All these flags, rotting red white & blue on cars, walls & poles.

These are personal wounds, flown to staunch the ache again tonight.

Under all the clodded dirt of mass graves & cemeteries,

When can these bones rest in arms unweary & appeased again tonight?

In the peaceable kingdom, the lion & the lamb may lie together.

But on earth, their each own lies aren’t worth a quack again tonight.

In grieving, how frightfully far is the sea to shining sea.

Every day’s every incomplete mourning affects again tonight.

We pray so that God knows He exists.

Who should be blamed for His lack again tonight?

Dexammethazone, cyclopamine, vincristine, rebetol, interferon, temodar.

Acyclovir, stemastil, neutrophil, tamoxifan, teslac again tonight.

What’s next, what’s next, and then, and then.

Blah blah blah, over and over, again and again, again tonight.

A liturgy of how we fell; a list of obstacles that trip.

O Litterbugs! Is all this payback a gain tonight?

I’m never quite as good as when I bleed.

I won’t deny the hypochondriac again tonight.

Burgundy for sex, Bordeaux for intellect.

The wino looks for a corkscrew in the haystack again tonight.

The heart’s blackmarket trades in things unknown to us.

Here’s my left-ass, may I have another whack again tonight?

Crucify or complain, but the needle’s found the vein.

Tell me, while we’re waiting, all the drawbacks again tonight.

The exile describes, remembers, then imagines.

His dreaming interrupted by flashbacks again tonight.

We invest all our cracked eggs into one omelet.

How much interest did Mr. Banker gain tonight?

Riding the mule to look for the White Horse.

Guess who’s the insomniac again tonight?

I pulled the cord, signaled the driver to slow down, to stop.

I want to get off the wagon, find my tracks again tonight.

What are the limits of one’s grief, of what one creature can bear?

Who will witness how it eats your heart as a snack again tonight?

When the road map doesn’t continue on E16, Pg. 45 nothing.

Strong lifelines on such tiny hands: I predict a wreck again tonight.

My spectacular failures, my holy spooks, my brilliant bugaboos.

Hold on, little boy, you’re going to bruise like heck again tonight.





Book One

THE FATHER, THE SON





Gutted

My favorite children’s bedtime prayer

is the one that goes:

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John,

The bed be blest that I lie upon,

Four angels to my bed,

Four angels around my head,

One to watch and one to pray,

And two to bear my soul away.

This is such a vast improvement

over the more popular,

Now I lay me down to sleep,

I pray the Lord my soul to keep.

If I should die before I wake,

I pray the Lord my soul to take.

The difference is that

in one, you get to go

to bed with four men.

But in both, the child is afraid

he will die in the middle

of the night in his sleep.

(Why? What’s going on in these homes?

Where’s Child Protective Services when they’re needed?)

Later, the child will grow up

and realize the lie hidden

in those prefabricated prayers.

That is what most people want:

to die in your sleep,

to die in your own bed.





Given the choice between a cold well-lit room

or a warm dark one, the red-tipped long-winged beetles

swarm to the light bulb tundra

and crippling death.

Would we humans choose any different?

How we clearly see. How we secret safe.

What difference does it become

in the dusty vacuum belly

of the Black & Decker Dustbuster?





(directions)

I’ve told you

once before

not to ask

Gertrude Stein

for directions.

We need

to get

there

by suppertime.





One day at home, I came through the door

and found my grandmother sitting on the sofa

in front of the television crying.

“What happened?” I asked. I was concerned.

She had, all afternoon, been watching

a Discovery channel documentary:

the migration of the wildebeests.

The wildebeesties in their annual migration

had to splash their way across a crocodile infested river,

many were savagely snacked on by the crocs

who lurked waiting, disguised as floating debris with peepers.

This upset her gravely.

“Why doesn’t the government build a bridge for them?” she asks me.

At my grandmother’s wake, my father was asked

to say a few words. He was a surprise.

My dad, he, the archetypical stoic Chinese father,

in so few mumbly words, in such a simple direct way,

was all at once genuine and heartfelt, funny and sorrowful.

He had insisted on wearing his tan golf shorts

to the funeral, until my mother intervened and

a pair of dark gray trousers was dug out of my suitcase,

hemmed with safety pins and duct tape.

He was saved from being the most inappropriately dressed

by my cousin who works for MTV Asia, and who showed up

in a midriff-baring outfit. Her mother later apologizes for her.

“Her clothes all don’t have the middle part,” she tells us.





Lawn as far as the eye can see

under this honey lake of sky.

Day’s unlooming light drapes

the manicured green of the 18th hole.

There is a short athletic man surveying the putt.

There is a woman with him. Or a drag queen.

The man is my father.

And this is Heaven.

The woman, I’m not quite sure of.

I lean in to take a closer look.

“Dad! Does Mom know you’re playing golf with Celia Cruz?”

There is a fairway in Heaven simply

because this is my father’s Heaven.

Celia Cruz is here because she died

the same day and of the same illness.

I’m here because I want to believe

that I would be a part of his heaven.

I want my father’s heaven to be wholly his,

brimful with all the joy and pleasure denied him

in the last 18 months of his life.

But I cannot reckon the dribble for the waterfall.

I cannot see the gnashing flood

in the cup of water I hold in hand.

Before he was my father,

he was his own Bible and roadmap.

Did he see all he wanted

to see in his life?

How much of himself did he relinquish

at the painted foot of my crib?

Deprived of light by the drama of my shadow puppets,

how many of his dreams withered to naught beneath?

Who would he have been unyoked,

unburdened, and then some?

I pray I should never know, nor

do I dare feign to imagine.

In my father’s heaven, there is always

three-in-one coffee served in old-time kopi-tiam cups.

There is good unfussy food; his friends

and brothers and sisters are coming for dinner.

There is no complicated civil service to navigate

nor corrupt bureaucracy to fandangle with.

The woman he loved so faithfully for 38 years,

whose face he knew he would wake to every morning

would be there, of course, in due time.

There is opera and music; common sense abounds.

His tee-off time is confirmed in the book;

he has a good bed with an extra soft pillow

to put over his head when he sleeps,

just the way he likes it. He dreams well;

I do not seek to disturb his forty

winking. I pray, I hope:

in the dizzying carnival of his dreamland,

there will be one single blade of grass

with my name, what he

long ago chose for the baby

in his hands,

written on it.





Even if life has left – captivity, crowding (surely, despair) will do that – it should still be heavy for its size. Slide your finger in, under, and test the flesh for bounce, elasticity; check for cracks and discoloration, these are to be avoided; shine, desirable.

But life is preferable to lifeless. Select the feisty. Those with some fight. Wrap them in wet newspapers, you want their blood to stay warm, even in the fridge. Never, but if you must, ice then vacuum seal in freezer bags while still green.

But in all states, it should smell like sweet brine, like the sea from whence it was plucked. Ask a fisherman, a doctor, a housewife, a refugee, a day laborer, a relief worker, a navyman, a pirate, what the sea smells like.





This was the year my best friend Lisa and I

were completely obsessed with O magazine,

we especially enjoyed the puzzles in them.

Okay, they were really self-esteem improvement

self-actualization quizzes and worksheets,

but they were so puzzling.

There is a regular section “What I Know For Sure”

and that one had me stumped for weeks

before I moved on to other obsessions.

I just could not make a list of things

that I really knew for sure, and then

I wasn’t even sure if I knew that for sure.

I was looking at other people’s personal web-pages.

I was fascinated by their Frequently Asked Questions page.

It made me realize how different,

how set apart I have become.

The questions I am frequently asked are:

“Omigawd! What have you done?”

“Who are you and what are you doing in my room?”

“Why are you so selfish and wicked and hateful?”

“How long do you think you can cling to your tissue of lies?”

“Are you sure that isn’t infected?”

“Why can’t you just accept the inevitable?”

Recently, whilst cleaning out my desk drawers, I found

a copy of an online questionnaire I had filled out.

One of the questions asked:

If you could pick one super-human power

(such as comic-book characters have)

what would you choose?1

I had answered:

The luxury of having someone else

write the script to a two-dimensional recyclable life,

the ability to cope with the daily accumulation

of pain & grief & helplessness & despair;

–or–

super-blasting death-rays (either in honeydew or cherry-red,

but it would be most cool if there was some way

you could adjust and customize the colors,

say, with a slider in the preferences panel)

that shoot out of my nostrils.

Yes, people expect it to come out of the eyes,

so they’ll never expect the nostrils.

Unfortunately, I will be useless

or at the very least horribly messy during allergy season.



1. If you recognize the question, it is from match.com. Small mitigation, but I was there merely stalking someone, hence making it just ever so slightly less pathetic than being there to actually find a hook-up.






End of sample
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