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I. 

The first time she saw him

The piano loomed over his body,

A black wing curving

Over the boy. 

When she was younger her parents

Had made her play,

 But she had liked it —

Before him, she had believed

It must be easier

To play an instrument you could hold.

She could tell that

He was talking to the piano,

And at fi rst

 It didn’t listen to him

 So he had to try harder.

He was playing Chopin’s Raindrop 

Prelude. It was a Sunday afternoon.

II.

He asked her to take her clothes off,

Which she did, in the silent white room,

And he asked her to kneel, which she did,

But did not close her eyes, which he also asked,

But watched him say the words, until fi nally,

He reached out with two fi ngers to close each eye,

Which she allowed.

She imagined he was humming, 

She imagined she could feel it 

In his mouth. 

The Recital
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III.

Another day she walked in on him playing.

The song was about shackling

Noise to music. The song was about

Walking into the living room

And shattering all the light bulbs

 (after uselessly unscrewing them

 one by one from the lamps)

And pulling down the curtains and cutting them 

Into slivers with the kitchen shears

And rubbing wine into the carpet 

And sweeping up afterwards. It was

Especially about the sweeping up afterwards. 

This is at least what she heard

 As she closed the door behind her

  And let him practice. 





Reading about desire, I decide to move 

from theory to practice, abandoning 

my reservations, my fears, giving myself 

whole and docile to another.  I choose lovers 

for their size, the smaller, the quieter, 

the more like me, the better.  Like the design 

of a church, my work is deliberate 

and public, ornate and subject to revision.  

In the Turkish bath, I sit like a toy 

with older men, moving my body 

into inviting shapes, smiling.  In the museum, 

I stop at each naked figure, waiting, posing, 

willing someone to approach.

I have become a lecher.  Walking towards 

the Vatican, my foot beginning to bleed 

and mosquitoes biting at my arm, 

the realization is as sharp and profound 

as a vision.  Here in Rome, with uprooted 

palms at both my sides, I see the artificial

becoming a dangerous prospect.  Inside

the cathedral, I visit with men preserved

under gold and glass, feeling recognition

swim through me and begin to rip me

apart.  Like an ancient reliquary, my face 

is a mere likening, and my body 

has gone missing.
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I thought I saw my faith walking along 

the cobblestones of Meah Shearim.

I imagined it a boy in black socks

throwing stones against the eroding walls

of the city’s sober pulse. You felt

the yoke of tradition, I the ringing heat.

I don’t love your body but I need it

next to mine. You press into and around

me, but all that I hear are the echoes

of the city’s forgotten notes gone limp

at the roots of its darker holy walls.

I’ll ask for nothing but the salt you took

from my tongue — my bones — onto your own.

I’ll press my hands against the stones,

feed them with iron from my supplications.

I tried to find my faith in these walls,

in you. I am sixteen again and shaking.

A Walk
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The city was soggy. He was no meteorologist, but by his 

estimations it had been raining there for four hundred and 

eighty-five years. The foundations of the city had long since 

been carried away, replaced by river silt. History was a vine 

that drank up the rain and clung to deep roots in the silt. The 

people’s dreams and crimes and shit kept the silt rich and the 

vine strong. In the night, it grew into their mouths and coiled 

around their hearts. It replaced their veins with its tendrils 

and their blood with its sap. One morning he had woken up 

with leaves growing out of his fingers, and he had been in jail.

Now that he had left the halfway house, he was kept in a 

three-quarters house. He had little doubt it would be followed 

by a seven-eighths house and then a fifteen-sixteenths house 

and on and on, the walls and barred windows of the houses 

stretching out in a grim asymptote. The diminishing fractions 

would suffocate him before he could move home.

But the walls of these houses, he guessed, were soggy 

from all the rain. In a dream, he laid his palms flat against the 

wall of a one hundred twenty-seven one hundred twenty-

eighths house and pushed. The wall buckled like a section 

of wet cardboard, and the seams along the floor and ceiling 

burst, letting in the deluge. He pushed and pushed and burst 

through, finding himself in the humid stickiness of a jungle.

He wondered if he could ever remove the vine. This 

thought had occurred to him before, but he had written it off 

as a prison thought, kept it safe and fantastical by dismissing 

it. But now, instead of a ton of steel and concrete, there was 

just a rotting wall keeping him from the moist allure of the 

jungle. What if he left the downpour? Would the vine shrivel 

and die? Where would he be if he left here? What if he 

collapsed without the vine’s support, a bundle of loose guts 

steaming and limp on the linoleum?

Anger had determined much of the course of his life. 

Anger was an angel, the one with the flaming sword. The 

sword would point and the angel would speak, and he was 

powerless not to obey. At times, the commands had been 

very inconvenient for him, but he had resigned himself to 

them and no longer tried to talk back. He received a letter 

in the mail, and felt the beating of wings somewhere close 

behind him. By the end of reading it, there was no longer any 
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