Poens from SAVED FROM DROMNI NG

The Day | Learned the F Wird

It was just a single syllable, a word forned

as a whisper in ny ear on the wal k hone

fromschool, word that sizzled fromthe neighbor kid's
mout h. Having heard it slurred with bourbon

fromhis father, he relayed it to ne

with the definition he'd read in Wbster's New Col | egi ate
during study period. The word rankled ny brain

all the way hone, its four letters glistening

guarded rubi es, and when | stepped in the door

| yelled it at ny nother. Her nouth w dened

to a capital O her cheeks flushed as if slapped.

I ncredible crackle as it left ny nouth--

the | abi odental of the F, front teeth

biting ny bottomlip like taffy, then the unrounded

| ax vowel held slowy in the dull air,

ending the word with the clicking velar

of the K, tongue touching the turbul ent

roof of ny nmouth. And when | saw

my nother noving toward nme, white fingers

poi sed parallel for a slap,

| began to shout it at the walls, the word

kept com ng and com ng, nothing

could stop it. | had discovered

the true fascination of the forbidden

the utter power of a single word,

and | stunbl ed through the house drunk

on a know edge so deeply rooted, not even the blue curds
fromny nother's bar of pum ce soap

could wash the thrill fromny nouth

Susan Mbreno

That fall Friday, she wal ked from school

ski ddi ng her feet through the patchpebble driveway,

and unl ocked the front door, stepping

into the hall as she slipped the keystring back

over her neck. The gold patches on her father's shirts
speckl ed the pile of laundry, shining |ike doubl oons
fromher father's Spanish books she could not read,



al nost noving in the house's heat.

The | eather holster still arched its |asso at the door,
chrome badges still lined the glass wallshelf,
each gun still glistened parallel in the oak racks.

But Susan cocked her head, she

ti ptoed across the room know ng sonething
wasn't right. The elenents

dulled full and heavy, and she noved muzzy
toward the southw ng, the shadows, her parents' room
to twi st the knob. The vinegary waves
lifted. She saw her father naked

on the bed, his body stopped froma fall,

the bl ue police patch pillow bracing his head
toward her. Deep nutneg skin of his chest
now at peace: a peace she renenbered

in his big hands cl asped prayi ng, peace

in the water fromruthless wi ndworn July

as her canoe slid gentle as a silver eel

and her father paddl ed forward.

The day follow ng the funeral

she arrived at school late, ran to recess
humm ng hymms.  She hung |inp from nonkeybars,
face reddening the red of her skinned knees.
In the classroom we watched her circle verbs
i n her phoni cs book, watched her read,

stared as she skipped to the sharpener

with the pencil in her nmouth, as if nothing
had happened. Wen cops die, their famlies
turn mllionaires, sonmeone said, and that Septenber

we gave her chocol ate puddi ng at |unch,

sat close as we could on bus trips,

| et her kick the soccer ball past our |egs.
Later, Susan smled, stared at her desk

as we voted her fifth grade president, our hands
raised |like bugels in the air,

fanfares for her life.

Brad, Bottom Dr awer

In smal | -town high schools, you | earn the basics
about everyone. Brad Stern,

for exanple--we all knew he kept his hair |evel
with his eyes, wal ked with thunbs in both pockets,
scarred the hall floors with his bootsol es.

But | wanted nore, obsessed

with the details you had to scrape for, the shiny



gens under the chal ked surface of rock

that no one knew. | did anything
to spy on him |eaving biology early to squint
t hrough dark doorslats. | discovered

t he ci nnanon di sks he hid in corners of his | ocker,
the Cars cassettes he stacked in chronol ogi cal order
in his Chevy's glove box, the thunbed neck-dabs
fromhis green bottle of Polo between cl asses.

| wanted secrets even his football teanmates

had m ssed. | cast away the unconfortable skin

of ny sophonore year, that straight-A prep

with the conservative girlfriend, to center each sense

on Brad. | found clues, jigsaw pieces
scattered through school, and | al nbst wanted him
to corner me. | would have confessed

to the stolen charcoal ed portraits he posed for

in Advanced Art, the nane tag | nabbed fromits hook
on the gymasiumtenni s board, even the check-out cards
| slid fromhis favorite library books,

his signatures repeated in different inks. 1'd hidden
all at home, the bottom drawer of the dresser

|'"d reserved for him N ghts, I'd lift

the velvet veil to what |I'd stolen, nmy bedroom door
eclipsing the world. | touched those pieces

of Brad, ran them over ny nouth

my stomach, ny ass, ny fingers becom ng

his fingers, Brad's, this sudden god

hovering over ny life, this limt | wanted to break.

Donna Sumrer

Late nights, ny nother pulled eight-track tapes
froma battered cabinet, injecting one

after the other into the stereo slot.

| watched her nouth each word.

| bent over math assignnents or letters

to ny father, pencil scribbling through rhythns
of Barry White, Marvin Gaye, the Stylistics.

On the nights she played Donna Summer, | | ost
all concentration. Slow throb of bass guitar,
muf fl ed snare snapping |i ke sweaty hands

agai nst stretched skin, and, above

everything el se, Donna noani ng

"Love to Love You, Baby" through rushes

of synthetic strings. On the tape cover,

she reached toward an out-of-franme crotch



sil ky negligee swaying in an obvious bunp

and grind, her skin russet and snooth

as a Hershey bar's underside. M/ nother

| eaned back in the antique rocker, pinky

an el egant angle from her snifter of brandy,

her eyes closed. | imagined Donna's words
flickering with purpose, her notes

like arrows fromthe speakers, splicing

each frayed silence, curlicues of clefs and staffs
bridgi ng the darkness between us.

Wien a friend and | found ny nother sl eeping

that Friday afternoon, we snuck "Love

to Love You" to my room W cranked

the volune to 7, sprawl ed on the rug,

t hen sang and groaned in synch. Her groove
bubbl ed hi gher, al nost boiling over, warm ng
fathonms of nuscle and bone

with its drug, and in ny trance | couldn't know
how | ong Mom stood there, watching

fromthe hallway. She slamred the door

and coughed. We tucked our erections

into our pants. M nother

yell ed, slurring words agai nst crescendos of Aaah,
aaah, Donna's voice casting its spell of ecstasy:
a spell without relief, wthout cure.

The Col | ect or

Tonight, | feel life's downward spira

reversing. 1've waited years

for something like this. No doubt they were smling
when they died, returning from another wn,

the ice creamtruck barreling frombridge' s curve
to smash the side of their bus. Three

stars of the football team gone.

Monday will fill the halls with pool-eyed girls,

t eachers thunbi ng yearbooks, dunbfounded throngs
sniffling beside | ockers bedecked

wi th Pol aroids and jersey nunbers.

But all that's hours away.

Toni ght is m ne.

After three, | |eave ny room

| abandon these com c books and st anps;

these butterflies and beetl es soaked with al cohol.
| wal k the darkest avenues of this worthless town.



Hymms fromcrickets: they know what's happened.

Ni ght noise, nothing else, as | head for the funeral hone,
gripping the brick wapped in the towel

| wi ped across ny stomach after | worked off

my dreans of them \Wien |I'mthere

| throw it through the wi ndow, craw inside.
Slowy, ny eyes adj ust

and their beautiful shapes solidify.

They're spread on tables lined with vel vet

so snooth, to touch it would be touching

a beating heart. Wunds cl ose-stitched

i ke the opponent's bull pup mascot, that dunmy

t hey cl obbered and burned at yesterday's pep rally.
The streetlight draws hal oes

agai nst faces that would have graduated this My.
Now, they're precise and still

as nonarchs | pin behind glass in ny room

They're only a little dead.

| ask who's first, remenbering strides
bet ween yesterday's cl asses, jeans tight
on their asses like rinds on globes of fruit.

Their skins still snell like the field s chal ked grass;
i ke soap flakes fromthe after-gane shower.
One at atinme, | slide against them

Ri ck's shoul ders swell beneath his thin

cotton shirt, nuscles firmas unripe apples.
Last week, | spied through binocul ars,

his head tilting toward the car wi ndow as a girl
mout hed marks on his neck. Even tonight's dark
reveals the violet hints. | nove ny |ips
frombruise to bruise, whispering

| ove, love on the skin. Wen finished

| switch tables. This |inebacker's body

that whirled Dave to fame: here,

in the palnms of ny hands. Hi s cock's cold,
soft, like the finger he jamred

in the hollow of ny throat to station ny yell
when his fist hamrered nmy stomach | ast March

| push nyself into him

easy as the pin into insect, holding himclose
until through. Only the quarterback

remains. | delicately trace the arch of Kevin's cheek
mout h hovering on his |ike a noth against |ight.
My tongue catches on the blue stitches

that join his lips. | let this nonent

linger, the roomfalling away around us,

then step back. This is the final nenory

| will collect, the final Kkisses

uniting us forever, their bodies filled

with the knowl edge of ny | ove.



