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Our Love is the Cayenne Pepper I Rub on Your Knee 

 

Looking out the window at the town’s only stoplight, 
I run my fingers through the canopy on my head, 

and look at the strands that I’ve gathered, 
and it reminds me of deforestation and how the arctic is balding, 

and how badly I wish someone would throw a party ＿ 

a house show with a lead singer in a black denim vest 

cutting the vocal cord under a party letter banner 

that says something bold and angsty,  

like NO VAPING or TEXT YOUR MOM BACK 

while everyone crowd surfs a cheap plastic zebra floatie, 

because my shaggy thicket is the busiest thing in Johnson County, 

and I see Ethel at the stoplight in her Lincoln Towncar  

glare at it every Sunday morning, and I worry, because 

 

my boyfriend, who plays the organ like he plays my organ, 

tells me St. Pauls can’t afford to upholster the cushions 

on the kneelers below the pews, 

and so I see Ethel’s old kneecaps clacking 

on the Lord’s hardwood, and I imagine she prays 

to shrink herself down and cut each of my hairs  

with a tiny little chainsaw, and frankly, Ethel,  

I’m not opposed. Maybe we’ll even fall in love!  
 

I’m a nice boy under all these tangles, 
and sweeter than the Werther’s Originals souring 

at the bottom of your purse, 

and sipping tea on your plastic covered couch 

wasn’t the rager I was hoping for, 
but you can’t exactly erase a fool 
in the mosh pit anymore,  

what with your knee & all, 

 

and I try to tell you all of this 

through the look in my eyes 

as you sit at that stoplight, 

and I think you just hate my hair, 

but someday I know you’ll come around, 
and believe me, Ethel, 
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I’m not going anywhere. 
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Jetsam, Possum, Flotsam 

 

A yellow morning is spilling through the windows  

at Krispy Kreme and I’m opening my mouth to yawn 

but a possum is barreling down through the ceiling 

and falling right into the glaze machine like jetsam; 

the cashier is yelling and a drop of glaze is splashing 

perfectly against my uvula like a one hundred & two  

story hawk of phlegm on concrete and as I retch I think  

Didn’t I read that’s good luck somewhere? 

I’m hacking out a laugh but now I’m realizing  
the poor thing must have either died on the way down 

or died on impact or died all burned up in that molten 

glaze, but either way it’s dead on the end of the conveyor 
washed up like sugary flotsam, fossilized 

like one of those sucker flies who got trapped in sap  

when dinosaurs were all the rage, and I wonder  

if this possum has it all figured out — oh, sometimes 

 

I have this dream where I’m standing in a line 

of forty billion people and at the end is a very long 

tapestry, and each of us are holding a tiny length 

of string; I know forty billion is a lengthy queue 

but sometimes the ones in front of me will turn into 

ash or get hit by an errant bicyclist so tragedy strikes 

& so do bicycles but sometimes I’ll witness someone 

add their stitch and I don’t know if that’ll be me but 
I do know that when I wake up my alarm clock sounds 

a lot like bike bells. 
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Abstractions 

 

  Love? It’s that busted up, rust riddled 

 can-of-Spaghetti-O’s-for-an-engine car 

you saw in the front of Value Trade & Auto, 

 

 the one everybody thought they could have 

  because if you can’t drop $999 on a car 

when you’re in the market for one, 
 

  then what the hell can you drop; 

 and death, dying isn’t a skull 
next to an hourglass and a fresh rose; 

 

 it's the julep leaf my grandma 

  put in her sweet tea when dad 

was bettin’ on the greyhounds, 
 

  and I guess it’s ironic ‘cuz she 

 was bettin’ on the greyhounds too, 
except she was bettin’ those buses 

 

 would take him far away when she sent his ass  

  packin’, and if you wanna know about religion, 

religion’s the film of grease on your order 
 

  from Pizza Hut; you can try and soak it up 

 with a paper towel, but nothing will stop it 

from getting on your fingers and your cheeks 

 

 and now you’ve got a pimple coming 

  because you’ve stopped washing your face 

every night before bed. 

 

  You wanna find some truth in abstractions? 

 I wanna find some truth in abstractions, 

but I guess they’re nothing but dad 

 

 driving away in a can of Spaghetti-O’s, 
  holding a slice of pizza in one hand 
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as it drips onto the torn cloth interior, 

 

  smiling dumb with a gentle hum 

 while Roy Orbison sings Mystery Girl 

with the music notes flying out the window 

 

 and clanking like metal horseshoes 

  on the hot, jagged road, 

left in a dust cloud to cook in the sun. 
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The Nipple of Cruelty 

 

This isn’t really the place to try a buttery nipple 

the bartender said, but I ordered one anyway. 

He took out a carton of powdered coffee creamer 

and it fell like fake snow into the tiny shot glass 

when I realized that nobody had ever made me 

a snowglobe before, and in the swirls of so many 

cream flakes, I had this fantasy about the bartender — 

 

I was holding his mitten while we walked 

to the pond he went to when he was ten-or-so:  

there, he said, pointing to a jagged rock cragging 

the water, that’s where I was standing when I fell 
in love with the neighbor kid, and he explained 

how they were fishing and how love feels like eels — 

primordial, electric serpents slithering out 

of the water to hug his cold body, breath 

like a busted steam pipe with an autumn fog  

shrouding the wriggling nightcrawler 

pinched between his dirty fingernails. He told me 

that morning he’d eaten a crawfish scramble 

and he prayed that the boy didn’t smell it. 
I told him if I couldn’t get over the stink 

of pumpkin cider and potato vodka, 

I’d never have written my number on that receipt, 

and his beard was this golden wheat maze 

populated with every child ever, each of them 

toppling between the hairs: clumsy 

and tripping over ill-fitting blue jeans 

as his smile sent them off balance 傅— tumbling; 

 

I shook my head as he was pouring 

the water and the butterscotch 

and in the clink of the glass on the bar 

I felt it all, the meat of my fingers, the cloudy 

tufts of flannel on the nape of my neck, 

the sweet and spicy choke of the nipple 

of cruelty, and it was as awful  

as the lonely guitarist, singing to no one  
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about girls in tight skirts. 
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Year of the Scarecrow 

 

Whose idea it was to build a bat sanctuary 

next to an apple orchard I do not know, 

but what I do know is that bats are not afraid 

of scarecrows: hey punk, they say, 

you seen me on the back of your seasonal sugary 

cereal boxes? I can turn into a vampire. Then 

they fly away, lumpy and bobbing with the heavy 

apple in their claws, and I nudge the scarecrow 

because it’s funny, but he doesn’t laugh, his eyes 

are fixed across the road at the air dancer advertising 

the car dealership, and whose idea it was to build  

a car dealership next to an apple orchard  

I do not know, but what I do know is that scarecrows  

hate those no-good noodle boys, which is probably why 

this one wasn’t doing his job of orchard-keeping 

very well, and I nudge the scarecrow again and say 

at least you’re not full of hot air 

and assure him that being an earthy guy 

is totally in right now, but his gaze is fixed 

on every car that drives in there, like they’re 

coasting under the grundle of the Colossus 

of Rhodes, so I pat him on the back of his 

flannel riddled in tiny insect bite marks 

and go back to the porch to watch the sun 

frame the musing silhouette of seven-thousand- 

dollar-Toyota-Corollas and bats, hungry 

for stinky fruit, and I’m not asleep for long 

that night before I’m woken up by the woody 

thump of the scarecrow’s one long pegleg 

hopping up to my bedside: you gotta help me 

he says; holy shit, I say, for who enchanted 

the scarecrow with the ability of mobility 

I have no idea, but we have this 80’s style 

montage, y’know, where he exits the fitting 

room at JCPenney wearing a rainbow 

of gaudy outfits, and I shake my head no 

until we hit one that’s absolutely pimped 

to the 9’s — a glistening mink coat, 
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a pair of hater blockers the size 

of a bumper, and a twelve pound clock 

on a chain that he wears like a hero, 

and the next day he stabs himself 

into the field of apple trees, and lo! 

the lines are into the street. Pictures. 

Sports drink commercials. Book signings 

for a book that is not written. He is briefly 

married to the Statue of Liberty. The bats  

return the apples. During an interview,  

someone once asked him Scarecrow, what 

has been the best day of your life? And he said 

I don’t know. I don’t think it’s happened yet. 
And the crowd went wild. 
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Song of Scooter: A Tragedy in Three Acts 

 

I. 

I tumbled into the Silver Dollar Saloon 

and lost twenty dollars & a chilled Pepsi 

Max on a pool bet with a stranger, 

and yeah he may have hustled me, 

but at least we talked about his involvement 

with 1940s submarine technology, meanwhile 

I can hardly get into a glass bottom 

canoe without absolutely freaking it, 

but he must be cool with water wimps 

‘cause he came over for dinner & we ate yeast 
rolls in our gym shorts & tube socks, 

and he told me his name was Scooter 

and I said I thought you liked boats, and 

we laughed up all the peas in our shepherds 

pie and had a food fight, hurling bean mash. 

 

II. 

Ten years later Scooter & I are at this dirt 

track that used to be a field full of silos 

filled with vegetable roots that these farmers 

sold to pet food companies, until one of ‘em 

rusted out and they all fell into each other 

like a great collapsing metropolis, and by god 

you should have seen the cats that showed up, 

I mean a cat for every cat, so many cats chompin’ 
on these veggie roots I thought that the purring 

was a lawn full of V6 engines all watching a drive- 

in on a moonlit night, but speaking of engines, 

they turned this field into a go-kart track 

where you paid twenty bucks for an hour, 

and Scooter always picked the one with the Pepsi 

livery, which I thought was a cruel joke or 

something, but it turns out the real joke was much 

louder than that, because when Scooter t-boned  

my go-kart that day, he died — and I don’t know 

if you’ve ever heard the noise of a garbage 

disposal grinding another garbage disposal, 
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but it really packs a punchline. 

 

III. 

Let’s skip to the end. No — let’s read 

the Wikipedia. Personal life: I own 

a music shop in a violin town filled 

with violin people, and I have a quiet 

studio that I fill with the sound 

of baby violins sucking on tuning forks 

and dead violins sitting in a pile of scrap 

in the corner, like a can of tuna 

that got knocked off the windowsill 

of a second story apartment, where a lovely 

spinster with 3 inch fingernails builds 

dioramas for those who need life 

to be so small that they could take away 

everything if they felt inclined to do 

so, but while she’s got a knack for still-lifes 

she should be arrested for her tuna placement, 

because it lies on the hot street and the cats, 

by god you should see the cats, so many that 

sometimes I have this dream where Scooter 

and I are walking down the street and we see 

this puddle of cat tongues lapping up 

some albacore and he says “hey, remember 
when I crashed into you and died? 

I was so excited to ask you something 

I just couldn’t wait. Can we get a cat? 

And can we name it Pepsi?” 
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Parting 

 

I spill ribbons of rainbow colored scarves 

into a coil on the floor of the parlor room. 

It’s a cheap trick, you say. Who doesn’t 
need some razzle on the skids, I say, 

what with this economy. You’re not impressed. 
 

Okay, then. A silver platter of fruit. 

I bring them out in costume — vampire 

noir, coattails sliding across the floor 

like a snail. Listen to the way the oranges 

clunk into each other under the cloche 

like so many supermarket shoppers 

the day before a hurricane. Listen to it 

and say you’re not laughing anymore. 

 

Fine, then. You’re not. Grab a bag 

of circus peanuts on your way out. 

Good luck finding someone to memorize 

your favorite gas station candy, your weird 

gas station candy. It makes sense. You 

wanted venetian blinds without going 

to Venice, and I wanted a moon base 

without believing in the moon landing. 

 

Admiral Shephard smacked a golf ball? 

In that gravity? In that moon economy? 

I was in the studio that day, you know, 

hanging the boom like a baby 

mobile over Armstrong’s body double 

while he read that line about footsteps. 

Goo-goo for man, ga-ga for suburbia. 

Whatever. Cut. Lights, camera,  

I don’t know how  
to say goodbye to you. 
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Goblin Baby 

 

We see a column in the train station 

and a shadow like a shrimp behind 

it. You ask, What is that? pointing 

your finger at the shadow. That’s 

a goblin. Surely you know a goblin — 

at least one goblin. Why are you scared? 

He wants to show you something. Pit 

pat, go his little bare feet. His earrings 

jingle jangle. He ducks his head down 

as he hands you a book — a children’s 

book — a boy detective solves mysteries 

on a farm. I want you to read it to him, 

please. Go on. It’s a three act structure, 
and he’s scared of the cover art. He’s scared 

of everything. Didn’t you see his eyes 

at the illustration of the scythe in the 

moonlight? Grapes. His eyes were like 

grapes — peeled to the pulp. Plasma. Go 

on, now. Don’t you want him to know 

about the blue ribbon pig who was never 

stolen after all? Who got his snout stuck 

in a mole hole while sniffing for truffles? 

It’s crucial to his development and yours,  
so turn the page and tell me how large 

you would like your own death, please. 

Are we talking a horse-drawn carriage 

and open bar, or a smooth coin I could 

rub through the denim of my pocket? 

You don’t have to tell me now, but you 

should probably think about it. If you wanted  

it now, in front of everyone, the framed cartoon 

farmhand will never be exonerated. The goblin  

will never grow up and become a mortgage  

adjustor. Please stop sweating, it’s only a story. 
It doesn’t have to be here. It doesn’t 
have to be in the train station, but 

everyone is looking at you. The cop  

sucking down a bag of hot dogs, 
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the cardboard men playing craps 

on a cardboard box. We could 

scram, y’know. You, me, and the goblin 

baby. Three tickets to anywhere 

I can scrape together enough pidgin  

to still sing karaoke. Anywhere, please.  

Just turn the page. 
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Suds Sonnet 

 

Where that hockey player used to live — I hear 

the ceiling caved in. He was peeling shingles 

off the roof and crunching them like chips, 

but his teeth were already peach pits. Powder 

from drywall and crumpled donut bags litter 

the floor, and in the front yard is that sports car 

on cinder blocks we always pretended 

to drive into a moon hole, bioluminescent 

with fungus, glowing moths that dissolved 

into splatters of plasma on the windshield, 

and that’s what I saw in the Treasure Cove 

Car Wash, though my eyes were shut, my fingers 

gripped your chin like a chalice of bubble water, 

cracking my teeth on your rinse cycle mercy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



17 
 

Rivernacular 

 

The best English teacher in Eggshell 

was a fishing rod I got from an 

uncle who either didn’t like fishing 

anymore or caught the gout, I don’t 
remember, but I do remember 

learning punctuation: it’s the plip 

of the bait breaking the surface; 

he’d read somewhere that punctuation 

was the music of language, and he’d always moan 

about how he wasn’t an entry in any encyclopedias 

as a stringed instrument, and I remember 

thinking his lecture on verbs was musical 

too; they’re the whizz of the line flitting  
like a plummeting dragonfly — a thunk 

into the water — and adjectives, 

those were the little red tourniquets 

ringing my fingers from frustrated 

line-tying, and then he’d ask 

if I was doing what I wanted 

or what the line wanted, 

and I’d tell him that he’s annoying, 
and before too long he taught me 

about the hanging participle, which 

is what he called the worm 

when it wriggled on the hook, and  

we would laugh & laugh & laugh 

like ten happy frogs  

on a moss covered log. 
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The Survivalist’s Field Guide to Seducing the Mothman 

 

We talk a lot, you & I, but the conversation 

always comes back to cryptocurrency. 

 

Remember what you thought? You thought 

cryptids. Bigfoot pulling a woodland tenner 

 

out of his ripped jeans and paying an owl 

for some beet chips. I told you it’s more 

 

like a factory without the steam whistle. 

A line of computers humming chiptunes, 

 

their eyes blinking red. I read that’s how 

they smile. You smile when you dream, 

 

but I don’t. I’m always at dream work. 
The minimum wage is pillow drool 

 

to keep plowboys in poverty. I spend 

the pittance on new lipstick to wear 

 

in my nightmares. I don’t hope it keeps 

my teeth in my gums, just that they’ll be 

 

a little prettier when they rattle 

into the bathroom sink. I hope 

 

when I boot-up and move into a studio 

oak tree, you’re right — that it was 

 

cryptids — the Loch Ness lets me slide 

down his neck & into the lake, and mothman 

 

is the village idiot, and the village boyfriend, 

and my idiot boyfriend. He drops by 

 

holding stacks of two-by-fours under 

his wings and offers to renovate 



19 
 

 

my countertops. I stare at the lipstick 

trailing up his neck and up to his big 

 

red eyes. I pet the chipmunk in the hamster 

wheel that powers my computer and check 

 

my currency. I unbutton my shirt 

and say what will it cost me? 
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Half of a Pizza in the Nuclear Apocalypse 

 

I begin the way I always do, after 

a six o’ clock drive during daylight 

savings time, slamming gas station 

sodas in the backyard bunker, twisting 

the knobs on the radio until I find 

a station that sounds like linen being 

crumpled in the large hands of a mountain 

man. It sounds like the music that dust 

mites listen to, a lullaby for the cans 

of beans and apricots twiddling their fruit  

thumbs on the steel shelves.  

 

I have decided that when I hear the bombs 

whistle I will save no one, except for 

one very lucky pizza delivery person, 

who will not be tipped in the traditional sense,  

but with a forty inch thick bubble of steel 

and half of a pizza in the nuclear apocalypse.  

I wish I were joking, but there’s only one cot — 

so twist that dial o’ angel of better ingredients, 
kick off your no-slip sneakers and dance 

to the music of the new world, our world, 

and tell me how the old one was doomed 

from the moment the Three Wise Guys brought 

leftovers to Jesus’ rage-in-the-cage-and-danger- 

in-the-manger-and-welcome-to-the-common-era- 

I-hope-you-dressed-sexy-for-it-birthday- 

Christmas-pizza-party. 
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Hot Dogs 

 

I’ll be honest — I need a sucker punch 

to the funny bone, a squeeze on the knee. 

I need a ballet where the foot spins like 

a pinwheel and the arms are scoping out 

the crowd like a barfly looking for 

humanoids. I need a beachside caricature 

where the artist draws a fourth hand 

where my head should be. Where’s the 

third? I lost it in the war. You know 

the war. The one on the fresh, yellow  

worksheet in sixth period algebra. 

I was a stick figure crouched 

in the foxhole of a division sign, 

popping lead at my enemies holding 

machine guns, squatting behind a makeshift 

barricade of 8’s and 3’s and parentheses. 
Please do not think about how many 

airplanes I covered with flames, 

gunning for the bottom of the sheet 

in The Battle of the Coordinate Plane. 

Please do not think about the violence 

that leaked out of my body and please 

do not show my homework to the 

Geneva Convention. I need a drink. 

I need a cup of black coffee 

and a good stoop next to a donut shop 

and a sign that says Free Dunks 

so that the Tenth Street Assassins 

can dip their raspberry lava-cakes 

right in my cup, and I need cuffs 

and a badge and a burnout disguise 

so I can entrap the double-dippers 

and bring ‘em down to the pokey. 
I need a hot dog. I need a baseball game 

with a man screaming HOT DOGS 

to throw ten hot dogs at me and watch 

them bounce like furry wiggle worms 

onto the bleachers and into the open 
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Coke of the baseball dad, and I need 

there to be sticky nacho crumbs 

in his front bumper mustache 

and I need to see an anthropomorphic 

horse mascot dancing — grinding 

its hips so hard that it sucks up 

the husks of every sunflower seed 

in the dugouts, both teams, allowing 

a co-mingling of their spit, salt, 

and electrolytes, like a postgame promise 

of kisses that it was all in good fun; 

I need these sunflower seeds to twist  

into a tornado that sucks up this father  

in front of me as he turns around to say 

HEY, WHAT THE HELL! and then I get 

his seat with the nice cushion 

and the horse logo, because my back 

hasn’t been the same since the days 

of leaning over to hide the answers  

on my algebra worksheets, and god 

dammit, I need some answers. 
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God Was So Bored She Made a Bigger God 

 

and the new one can do a kickflip, 

and for a second, you & I can pretend 

 

that we’re a couple of gods too, 
and name these gods. We are not 

 

gods, of course, maybe first grade 

teachers, but let’s call god 1, well, 

 

let’s just call her god 1, and god 2, 
we’ll call her god 2: reloaded. 
 

As of late, when god 1 tees off 

in putt-putt, all of her caddies 

 

have been getting eaten by the 

course’s cartoon alligator fixtures 

 

like golf-squires in plaid pants 

with a golf-pencil for a sword 

 

and a golf-knight whose anywhere  

from seven to eight over her stroke  

 

game. I can assume when Webster’s  
Word of the Day is quietus & the  

 

ladybugs feel less dotted than usual  

that first god bowled all gutters that day, 

 

or showed up to a cooking contest 

with 20 cloves of garlic for 40 clove 

 

chicken. Remember the epidemic  

when birds started eating cigarette  

 

butts, leading to all those early avian  

deaths among pigeons? God 1. 
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You know how scissors sound 

like wind humming in the shower 

 

when they glide across wrapping 

paper? God 2: Still Goddin’. 
 

Let me tell you a wonderful  

secret — the afterlife is still  

 

an arcade, and there are three  

employees: the one at the pizza bar, 

 

the one at the ticket counter, 

and the one who refuels 

 

the go-karts, and they are your 

favorite person, your second 

 

favorite person, and your first 

grade teacher, respectively.  

 

The neighbor kid’s ruby red 

Huffy is one ticket and you get 

 

two tickets a head in Whack- 

a-Mole, and the mallets are weighted 

 

perfectly for mole whacking, and hey,  

guess who has the high score in Skee Ball. 
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One Threat 

 

I believe that everyone who ever told me 

     that they’ve never eaten a dog treat 
 was lying to me; Eisner looked like 

     a frozen DVD loading screen and said 

 

no, but it was written all over his 

     cheeks — did you know I could 

 read cheek skin? Eisner didn’t, and now 

     I know he’s a dog-treat-eater. His tongue 

 

grinds on Beggin’ Strips like a droopy  

     hammock in the hadron collider, a playful 

 wrestling bout as thinly veiled foreplay, 

     the surfer engulfed by the waves, but 

 

it’s the way they wanted it, really, the surfer 

     thinks of death the way we think of the food 

 prepared by your boyfriend’s dad — they think 

     there is not enough salt in this mortality, 

 

and the first thing the surfer would tell you 

     if you could hang-ten with their bleach-blonde 

 spirit is that the second you die underwater 

     you get everything you always dreamed of, 

 

for the surfer, this is a six-pack of kahlua  

     between every deep-divot of the ab muscles 

 that babes of every gender could suck on 

     for eternity, drunk and shredding into 

 

the potato chip sunset and coming out 

     the other end ready for another 

 body shot, and for you, it’s your wet 
     tongue slorshing up the cream of the 

 

Puppicino right there in the Starbucks 

     drive-through to the horror of the 

 barista, isn’t it, you monster? Don’t 
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     lie to me. I can see it on your cheeks. 
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If I Had My Urn 

 

Someone once said that we write poetry 

because we die before we get to play 

with our own ashes. That person was 

me, just now, and I said it because 

there are lots of fun things that I would do  

with my ashes. Like, “hello barista, I like  

your cool beret, and that’s a nice mustache 

too, say, would you mind making me 

a latte with my own space grey espresso 

grounds? Just scoop it from this urn, here,” 

and if I had my urn, I’d find a kid 

from Florida and show him how 

to pack a snowball. I’d replace  
the Thanksgiving football and let  

the uncles and toddlers sling TD’s  
while my urn belched out dude-sand  

like a coughing bus in dystopian Chicago.  

If I had my urn I’d die again, but maybe  
sexy this time, like choking on the sugarcubes  

of someone’s candy underwear, because 

I don’t know why my mother picked  

an urn that looks like the macguffin  

in a museum heist movie. My personal-  

powder is not worth contorting  

through a playground of lasers, and plus,  

if you steal me, I’ll do two of two things: 

one, I’ll sit on your couch and cry over  

the thrown out ingredients on cooking shows 

to get you to hold me, or two, I’ll spill  
all over your keyboard, and every 

time you Google football statistics, 

you’ll touch me. Either way, I win. 
If I had my urn, I’d sneak into teen 

parties and mix my boy-sand with 

illegally purchased cigarettes and tell 

all of their mothers. If I had my urn, 

I’d become the pyrotechnic letters 

in a driveway left for a lover by someone 
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who will soon learn about heartbreak — 

that it’s sandy jell-o served on a bone- 

white hospital dish that you eat after 

surgery, or a grimoire in a warlock’s library 

that falls off of the shelf, displaying a spell 

that makes the target forget how to sleep — 

if I had my urn, I’d dump my contents 

into a cement mixer and mingle with 

the concrete, and if I were alive, I’d buy 

a phone and call the city to patch up 

the pothole in front of your driveway, 

so every morning when you went to work 

you wouldn’t have to worry about losing 

your bumper, held together with ripcord 

and a yellow sticker that warns everyone 

behind you that they should never get too close. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



29 
 

Madness & Cookie Dough 

 

Oh — to be a worm! Parties every night 

on the dank soil, the moonlight glinting 

off a thousand parapodia — a festival 

of slithering Christmas lights that the 

 

president of the gaudiest homeowners 

association could never even dream of —  

swallow your pride and swallow some dirt 

I say, Xavier just went out on a leaf run 

 

so come over here and let’s fleck 

sperm on each other like two drunk painters 

in a drawing room having a paint fight, 

dot my smock with pink and periwinkle 

 

rorschachs of coastal islands that cartographers 

will never record before they’re gobbled up 

by the ocean’s hungry, wet maw: palm trees, 

conch shells, and bottled messages 

 

being gnashed in the Earth’s stomach 

next to the beard worms stuck in hydrothermal 

vents, whose existence has always confused 

me; who ever would have thought 

 

the safest place to be would be a crevice 

within a burping core of magma, unless, 

I suppose, some dumbbell in a diving bell 

decided to stick his toast in there, but god knows 

 

I understand the impulse to swallow —  

oh, tonight we celebrate our evolution 

of a gut that we can pack as fat as the lip 

of chaw leeching the fisherman’s gums 

 

as he digs his fat fingers through a bucket 

of our own; lo, tonight we thrum for you, 

dancing for every night that we can wriggle 
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through this world of madness & cookie dough. 
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Ode to Mondegreens and the Donzerly Light 

 

I have a cousin who thought the chorus 

to the 2013 song “Apologize” by Timbaland 

featuring OneRepublic was “It’s too late for 
Papa Johns,” as opposed to “It’s too late 

to apologize,” which is ridiculous and you can 

 

probably guess why — because it’s never 
too late for Papa’s hot mess, unless, I guess, 

it’s three-oh-one AM, in which case you’ll 
have to eat something else off the bathroom 

floor. One day my marriage partner is going 

 

to make lots of money because I plan on writing 

poems using cans of alphabet soup I spilled 

all over my placemat like a sodium-rich ouija  

board, like I think The Monkees did when they wrote 

the song “Zilch,” wherein the singer keeps singing  
 

the name Mr. Dobalina, Mr. Bob Dobalina over 

& over again as if he’s looking into a jeweled mirror, 
black-robed and surrounded by candles in hopes 

of summoning this rhythmically pleasing gentleman.  

A rapper named Del the Funky Homosapien completes  

 

this ritual in his remix “Mistadobalina,” in which Del 
recounts how Bob used to be his money grip 

until he stole his honeydip. Imagine the lament. 

Last night I had a dream where I was reading 

a book next to a girl and I wondered if she planned  

 

to hold my hand, and lo-and-behold-my-hand 

she did, but I told her I already have a lover 

who is generous enough to support my soup 

dependency. I hope I see her again tonight 

so I can give her the necessary components 

 

to summon the eldritch entity Mr. Dobalina.  

We have all tried to date a demon. We have all 
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felt the gurgles of a great poem in our belly 

if only we weren’t in traffic or at a child’s 

birthday party. Begone boy, with your bathroom 

 

sink haircut stuffed under a cone hat; I need 

to eulogize a horse wearing pajamas. What 

do you mean it’s funny? Go say your ABCs, 
and make sure to say the LMNOP as if you’re 

pulling one long sword out of your throat. 

 

Oh look, the pledge of allegiance is starting. 

Take off your birthday hat and show America 

your half-hearted haircut, and put your hand 

over your full-hearted heart-heart. Oh say 

can’t you see, Francis Scott Key? Your love 

 

for country is bleeding all over my shoes.  

We have all made mistakes by the dawn’s 

early light. We have all been a child 

and not known where our heart was. 

When I was young and said the pledge, 

 

I put my hand over my face and peeked  

through the cracks in my fingers, smelling  

my puppy breath as I sang about a dawn’s early 

light, thinking “I’ll be a poet one day. I don’t know 

what donzerly means, but what a lovely word!” 
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Project Statement 

I decided to undertake my honors thesis in poetry in the Spring of 2019 because my 

coursework with poetry, for the time being, was ending. Next semester, I would not be 

participating in a poetry workshop. Over the course of that semester’s poetry workshop, I had 

cultivated a nearly impalpable seed of love for poetry, and I thought: “Yeah, sure, a thesis sounds 

fun. I just have to write more poems? Big whoop!” At first, my approach was casual; it was a 

convenient way to stay close to a hobby. My work began in the Fall of 2019. 

My thesis credits allowed me the opportunity to develop a regimen of self-study, which 

consisted of me combing the internet for contemporary poetry. In the beginning, I read poems I 

liked many times over, and I read poems I didn’t like even more times over. I understood that I 

was coming at this subject with an elementary understanding of it — someone sees something in 

these poems, I thought, and whether I like them or not, I want to know what caught the editor’s 

eye. I ended up loving a lot of the poems that I didn’t like so much in the beginning. This form of 

study reminds me of something that a fiction professor at Florida State University, Robert Olen 

Butler, taught me in his book From Where You Dream. In this book, Butler argues that consistent 

reading helps the writer in developing an emotional reservoir that draws its power from a deep 

appreciation of aesthetics, and can be subconsciously used when writing. He writes: “We are 

going to...tune up the instrument inside you which thrums...so that when you encounter a work of 

art, you will thrum to it more harmoniously and completely.” (Butler 110). While Butler writes 

about how this process is valuable for fiction, I noticed it’s just as valuable for poetry, too. The 

time that I set aside for self-study is where my small seed of love for poetry grew some roots, 

and started to become something more than a fun hobby. 
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My understanding of poetry continued to grow into something that would help develop 

my thesis when I began working as an intern with Florida State’s graduate-run literary magazine, 

The Southeast Review. As a part of this internship, I helped develop “The Writer’s Regimen:” a 

set of instructions and various forms of inspiration for writing fiction or poetry that customers 

could purchase and have emailed to them. In order to develop a productive regimen, I had to gain 

a deeper understanding of what makes poetry attractive, so I spoke with the editor-in-chief, a 

poet, to help me reverse-engineer the genre. They taught me a couple key lessons that can get 

poets thinking, like objects, sensory detail, and the texture of language. By learning how to 

create lessons to stir inspiration in other writers, I was able to garner more inspiration for myself. 

In addition to close-reading contemporary poetry and working for The Southeast Review, 

I also read a number of essays on craft and poetics to see how different minds approached the 

subject. An essay in The Triggering Town, a book of essays by poet Richard Hugo, was the work 

that had the greatest influence on the way I see poetry. In the essay, Hugo argues against the idea 

that a writer should “write what they know.” He bases this on the grounds that poetry takes flight 

when the poet surprises themself with what’s knocking around inside their imagination. Hugo 

posits that gaining access to the evasive and abstract nature of one’s imagination can be achieved 

by rooting one’s poem in something that has a more stable relationship to the poet. This 

“something,” can be anything, and for this essay, he uses towns as an example. Hugo writes:  

The poem is always in your hometown, but you have a better chance of finding it in 

another… At home, not only do you know that the movie house wasn’t always there, or 

that the grocer is a newcomer who took over after the former grocer committed suicide, 

you have complicated emotional responses that defy sorting out. With the strange town, 
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you can assume all knowns are stable, and you owe the details nothing emotionally. 

(Hugo). 

When we write about ideas that are too close to home, we feel the need to do them concrete 

justice. Hugo calls this “loyalty to the truth” (Hugo). Forsaking the truths that I knew too well 

was something that I was, fortunately, already leaning into by studying Robert Olen Butler’s 

process. By reading this essay and synthesizing it with my previous studies, I allowed my poetry 

to improve far beyond where it had been before. 

 I read this essay from The Triggering Town early in the development of my thesis, and it 

gave me the frame-of-mind to write the first poem that I wrote post-workshop that I felt marked 

an evolution for me. The poem is called “The Nipple of Cruelty.” Narratively, it is about a man 

who orders a buttery nipple — that is, an alcoholic drink with irish cream and butterscotch 

liqueur — and has a brief fantasy about the bartender before re-entering his own reality. When I 

wrote it, I began by searching for a place to begin, and per Richard Hugo’s advice, I tried to 

think of an image that I had no emotional stake in yet. After a while, I came up with a barn that 

had been repurposed into a bar in a rural community. No such thing exists where I’m from, and it 

was interesting enough to get me thinking. Next, I grabbed a character, put him in the bar, and 

used what I learned with The Southeast Review to dress up the situation. I made him want an 

object, and decided to make it a drink that I’d heard my friends talking about: a buttery nipple. I 

began the first stanza by simply riffing on what this scene would look like. “This isn’t really the 

place to try a buttery nipple / the bartender said, but I ordered one anyway.” Cool, I thought, we 

have a speaker who wants an object that’s exotic with regards to the place he’s in, a bartender 

who warns against creating the object, and a speaker who wants it anyway. What complexity for 

only two lines! I thought. Next, I zoomed in on the object and utilized sensory detail and textured 
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language: “He took out a carton of powdered coffee creamer / and it fell like fake snow into the 

tiny shot glass / when I realized that nobody had ever made me / a snowglobe before…” I 

remember writing those lines and being completely caught off-guard when the image turned into 

a meditation on how nobody had ever done a certain act for this speaker before. So, for a 

moment, the speaker falls in love with him and expresses it through a fantasy, which makes up 

the majority of the poem. By this point though, I was no longer making conscious decisions. My 

fingers typed without a moment to think. This poem marks the first time that I allowed my 

imagination to truly run free. My time with The Southeast Review taught me how to set up the 

apparatus, and The Triggering Town taught me where to anchor myself emotionally to let my 

imagination do the work for me. 

 I repeated this process for a while, and a few more poems in my thesis reflect this. 

However, the process of writing the images until you find your poem eventually stopped yielding 

poems that I was excited about, so I set out to develop a fresh process. The one that I landed on 

is the one that I use to this day, though I acknowledge that it is highly unlikely that it will be my 

process forever. Indeed, this thesis has taught me that processes are in need of constant 

reinvention in order to represent the organic nature of art. The foundation of my current process 

is made of two things: one, inspiration from other writers, and two, observations of the world 

that I make on a daily, passive basis. While I do not always use elements of inspiration from 

others consciously, though I often do, my poems always contain an element of my worldly 

observations. 

 The first writer who inspired me in a way which resulted in a major stylistic change was 

Richard Siken. After I had written the first couple of poems that marked my evolution from 

where I was in my first poetry workshop, I began reading Crush, a book of poetry by Richard 
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Siken which was published in 2005. The book was close enough to the style that I was 

comfortable writing in, yet different in ways that inspired me to try new things. For example, 

Crush uses dry humor to navigate poems brimming with abject panic. One of the first things I 

learned early-on about my relationship to poetry was how much I loved humor, and I usually 

expressed it in long, breathless lines that leapt between disparate images. The poems in Crush 

make these leaps as well, but instead, Siken usually uses short sentences and more compact 

images. Too, Siken uses enjambment in a way which emphasizes a rhythm that is organized in 

structure, yet chaotic in content matter. I was attracted to attempting this style because it felt 

close to home, yet different enough to potentially provide insight into creating a more productive 

process. 

 The poem in Crush that inspired me the most was “Litany in Which Certain Things Are 

Crossed Out.” Here is an excerpt that showcases what I found particularly inspirational: “Okay, 

so I'm the dragon. Big deal. / You still get to be the hero. / You get the magic gloves! A fish that 

talks! You get eyes like flashlights! / What more do you want?” (Siken 12). I was enthralled by 

the way that the speaker navigates their relationship to another person by brushing off whatever 

conflict they have introduced into this situation and shifts to second person, coupled with a 

rhetorical question, to shift the conversation (and perhaps the blame) onto them. In this way, 

there is an exploration of a relationship, but also a second-hand, inadvertent exploration of 

oneself. 

 One of the poems that appears in my thesis, “Goblin Baby,” is inspired by these elements 

of Siken’s writing. Particularly, it experiments with putting a second-person “you,” in an 

impossible, confusing situation that is likely the result of the speaker’s own shortcomings. I 

began with an image, like I was used to: “We see a column in the train station / and a shadow 
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like a shrimp behind / it. You ask, What is that? pointing /your finger at the shadow. That’s / a 

goblin. Surely you know a goblin — / at least one goblin. Why are you scared?” The goblin, who 

is described using youthful imagery, and though I did not intend this, becomes a symbol of 

innocence and inexplicable dependence on the second-person you character. The goblin begins 

wanting things from the second-person you character, and the speaker encourages them to 

provide for those wants, distracting them from whatever reason they are in the train station in the 

first place. Pressure is further placed on this character by the use of rhetorical questions which 

ask the character to do something. The tension is escalated further when it suddenly jumps from 

describing a children’s book to the speaker asking the second-person you character questions 

about how they would like to die: “so turn the page and tell me how large / you would like your 

own death, please. / Are we talking a horse-drawn carriage / and open bar, or a smooth coin I 

could / rub through the denim of my pocket?” The poem ends with the speaker asking the 

character to set all the pressure aside — even though they are the agent which is creating it — 

and pleads with them to leave on the train together. The inspiration from Richard Siken is echoed 

in the way that the speaker is both the one chaotically tearing a relationship apart and desperately 

trying to keep it together, expressed through short, compact images, enjambment, and heavy use 

of a second-person you character.  

While “Goblin Baby” may not be one of the “best” poems I have ever written — and it 

resembles little of the style and process that I currently enjoy writing in — I believe it belongs in 

my thesis without question. Developmentally, it was crucial to my process and learning what my 

strengths are. I have learned through this thesis that collections of art are not a thoughtless 

lumping of one’s best work, but pieces that all illustrate a larger whole. This is another lesson 

that I learned from Crush — everything is held together by something, in this case: a drawn-out 
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feeling of panic. This thesis illustrates important moments in my growth as a writer, and without 

writing this poem and meditating on its conception, it would inaccurately reflect upon the poems 

that appear later in the thesis. 

One poem — one of my better ones, if I’m forced to dole out judgement — certainly 

would not exist had “Goblin Baby” not laid the groundwork by introducing active inspiration 

from other writers into my process. The poem is called “The Survivalist’s Field Guide to 

Seducing the Mothman.” It is a poem that marks another departure from my traditional, drawn-

out breathless lines. It uses short lines, couplets, and condensed images. It is directly inspired by 

Space Struck, a book of poetry by Paige Lewis which was published in 2019. It is my favorite 

collection that I have read thus far, chiefly because of how each poem contains so much unity — 

the lines leap between images seamlessly but never forget where they came from, and always 

return to tie up loose ends. It is no small feat in poetry to make a poem with 12 couplets feel like 

one of the largest poems you have ever read. My favorite example of this is the poem On the 

Train, a Man Snatches my Book, which begins with: “On the train, a man snatches my book, / 

reads the last line, and says, I completely get you, // you’re not that complex. He could be right 

— lately / all my what-ifs are about breath…” The speaker then goes on to describe the what-ifs 

they were referencing. Lewis uses active language to sharpen the intensity of the first image — 

and what an intense image it is! — only to betray that intensity by shifting the man’s role in the 

poem. He was once a chaotic thief, and now he is an agent of analysis upon the speaker. The 

speaker then goes on to ponder what this person is saying. This is an example of what I found so 

inspiring about Lewis’ poetry — obviously, human beings would not react this way, but they 

show how powerful a poem can be if the poet has control over the poem’s internal logic. When 



40 
 

you begin making the rules, the possibilities are endless, and the poem can be suspended in a 

satisfying air of surrealism. 

Because of this poem, and many like it, I wanted to try writing condensed images 

organized into couplets. As I mentioned earlier, another part of my process involves using 

thoughts and observations I make on a daily basis, and “Seducing the Mothman” is illustrative of 

how I incorporate these thoughts and observations. I had the first idea for the poem when I 

started thinking about cryptocurrency, which led me to speculate on the prefix “crypto.” I learned 

it references anything hidden. Great, I thought, this sounds like a promising beginning. Then, I 

began thinking about cryptids — mythical folk-tale creatures like Bigfoot — and how they might 

relate to cryptocurrency. The final piece of this poem came from a conversation I had with a 

coworker about dreaming. I joked about how it’s unfair when I have dreams that I’m at work, 

because I’m essentially clocking in but not getting paid for it. I then decided that the concept of 

dream-work was the last thing I needed, and I could now begin writing. 

The poem begins with “We talk a lot, you & I, but the conversation / always comes back 

to cryptocurrency. // Remember what you thought? You thought / cryptids.” It riffs on those 

images for a few couplets before leaping from computers to the concept of dream work: “A line 

of computers humming chiptunes, // their eyes blinking red. I read that’s how / they smile. You 

smile when you dream, // but I don’t. I’m always at dream work.” The speaker then speculates on 

the existence of dream currency before the speaker reveals their plan to move into the woods. 

The context of the setting then allows the speaker to begin talking, once again, about cryptids, 

and how money might function in a cryptid society. By using structural inspiration from Paige 

Lewis and observations that I gathered from the outside world, I was able to further develop my 

process, and thus document my growth as a poet for my thesis. Further, by reading Space Struck 
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two times over, I was able to tune my internal instrument to a frequency that I liked thrumming 

to and inspired a poem that I’m proud of. 

Then, of course, there is “Madness & Cookie Dough,” the namesake of my thesis and a 

poem that careened off the highway and did any number of automobile acrobatics before 

exploding into a fireball. In poetry, that can be a good thing. It is among my favorite poems that I 

have ever written and in my opinion, my best, though this can be argued. It all depends on what 

it is the best on the grounds of, and I argue the best poems come from the place of the most 

poetry, that is, the feeling that something is shaking the jail bars of the poet’s heart and 

screaming to be let out. This poem was written with the most poetry I have ever written with. It 

came to me when I was sitting in a class I needed to finish my biology minor, Eukaryotic 

Diversity, when we learned that some worms reproduce by flecking sperm on each other. I 

immediately thought that was the funniest, loveliest, craziest fact I had learned thus far about the 

Animal Kingdom, and that’s when I felt the adrenaline, the feeling that I absolutely had to write 

about it right that second. Images were flooding my head faster than I could remember them, but 

there were still fifteen minutes left in class. I sustained the energy until class was over, so I ran 

upstairs and immediately began to write the images as they came to me. 

The poem begins with “Oh — to be a worm!” and spins into several tangents that 

imagine the glorious life that they live, and all of the things that they have to celebrate. It is a 

poem that drew upon the facts I had learned in class; for example: “come over here and let’s 

fleck / sperm on each other like two drunk painters / in a drawing room having a paint fight.” It 

is traditional in my process of gathering thoughts and ideas from the outside world and 

untraditional in its less calculated assembly. I suppose it is inspired by other writers, but in an 

indirect way in which everything I write is the unconscious result of hundreds of poems which 
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are embedded in my poetic DNA. In these ways, it deviates from my process, but the truth is, a 

good poem doesn’t care about your process. That feeling that something absolutely needs to be 

written until it feels explored — that is the poetry. It’s strange: poetry is completely abstract in 

nature, yet abstraction is the very thing we hope to avoid when we use our concrete images, so 

the abstraction isn’t so intangible anymore. It’s a bit like trying to shed a fear by using 

immersion therapy — we’re staring at something so deeply that it becomes a piece of ourselves. 

It isn’t scary anymore. I believe this is a good poem. I’m comfortable saying that. This poem is a 

love song that I have for uninhibited passion and celebration, a messy indulgence in the things 

that make life beautiful, and for me, that is poetry. 

I like to think of this thesis as a threshold in a childhood home — a place to measure the 

height of someone as they grow, and each notch is an entry that informs the next. This 

manuscript begins with the first poem that taught me how fun poetry can be to write, and 

continues to guide the reader through different formative poems that changed the way I write. 

More or less, they are ordered chronologically. For me, writing this manuscript has been like 

staring at poetry as some great wonder — like the long-gone Hanging Gardens of Babylon — 

and each poem is like a tour guide that says “Hey, I know a spot you can look at this from that’ll 

change the way you see this forever. Make sure to take a picture.” These poems are those 

pictures. This thesis is the scrapbook. I hope I haven’t sounded too pretentious, or too self-

indulgent. The truth is, I love poetry with every atom I have. Poetry is usually a coded language, 

which is why I love it, but this report has given me the opportunity to just say it plainly. This 

thesis means the world to me. I am honored to be able to participate in the beautiful, strange, and 

inscrutable hankering for the good, good words that we call poetry. 
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