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REQUIRED READING 
 
THE RED POPPY 
 Louise Glück 
 
 
The great thing 
is not having  
a mind. Feelings: 
oh, I have those; they  
govern me. I have  
a lord in heaven  
called the sun, and open  
for him, showing him 
the fire of my own heart, fire  
like his presence. 
What could such glory be 
if not a heart? Oh my brothers and sisters,  
were you like me once, long ago,  
before you were human? Did you  
permit yourselves 
to open once, who would never  
open again? Because in truth  
I am speaking now  
the way you do. I speak  
because I am shattered. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: The Wild Iris, 1992, Ecco  
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JOJO’S 
 Christopher Davis 
 
 
The night my brother was stabbed, 
but not quite stabbed to death, 
I was drinking wine in a coffeeshop 
called Jojo’s with some friends. 
He’d been walking home drunk 
from a party. Two guys who’d shared a case 
of beer had picked him up. 
After stabbing him, they threw him 
down into a canyon. Parasites 
kept his wounds clean: two days later, 
he climbed out. He was 
found at the side of the road by 
two guys. He would not let them 
touch him. On May 1st,  
he died in the hospital. 
 
I’ve forgotten if I had a good time that night 
with my friends. I probably did. 
We were all in a band together. 
A month later, I 
left that town to go to college. 
The rest of them moved too, I think. 
No: on a trip home at Christmas 
I saw Nancy at Jojo’s. (They had 
found my phone number in his pocket.) 
I don’t know what 
was said, if we did talk. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Words Without Walls: Writers on Addiction, Violence, and Incarceration, 2015, Trinity UP  
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THE KID 
 Ai 
 
 
My sister rubs the doll’s face in mud,    
then climbs through the truck window.    
She ignores me as I walk around it,    
hitting the flat tires with an iron rod. 
The old man yells for me to help hitch the team, 
but I keep walking around the truck, hitting harder,    
until my mother calls. 
I pick up a rock and throw it at the kitchen window,    
but it falls short. 
The old man’s voice bounces off the air like a ball 
I can’t lift my leg over. 
 
I stand beside him, waiting, but he doesn’t look up 
and I squeeze the rod, raise it, his skull splits open.    
Mother runs toward us. I stand still, 
get her across the spine as she bends over him. 
I drop the rod and take the rifle from the house.    
Roses are red, violets are blue, 
one bullet for the black horse, two for the brown.    
They’re down quick. I spit, my tongue’s bloody;    
I’ve bitten it. I laugh, remember the one out back.    
I catch her climbing from the truck, shoot.    
The doll lands on the ground with her. 
I pick it up, rock it in my arms. 
Yeah. I’m Jack, Hogarth’s son. 
I’m nimble, I’m quick. 
In the house, I put on the old man’s best suit 
and his patent leather shoes. 
I pack my mother’s satin nightgown 
and my sister’s doll in the suitcase. 
Then I go outside and cross the fields to the highway. 
I’m fourteen. I’m a wind from nowhere.    
I can break your heart. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Vice: New and Selected Poems, 1999, W. W. Norton 
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LITANY IN WHICH CERTAIN THINGS ARE CROSSED OUT 
 Richard Siken 
 
 
Every morning the maple leaves. 
                               Every morning another chapter where the hero shifts 
            from one foot to the other. Every morning the same big 
and little words all spelling out desire, all spelling out 
                                             You will be alone always and then you will die. 
So maybe I wanted to give you something more than a catalog 
         of non-definitive acts, 
something other than the desperation. 
                   Dear So-and-So, I’m sorry I couldn’t come to your party. 
Dear So-and-So, I’m sorry I came to your party 
         and seduced you 
and left you bruised and ruined, you poor sad thing. 
                                                         You want a better story. Who wouldn’t? 
A forest, then. Beautiful trees. And a lady singing. 
                  Love on the water, love underwater, love, love and so on. 
What a sweet lady. Sing lady, sing! Of course, she wakes the dragon. 
            Love always wakes the dragon and suddenly 
                                                                                               flames everywhere. 
I can tell already you think I’m the dragon, 
                that would be so like me, but I’m not. I’m not the dragon. 
I’m not the princess either. 
                           Who am I? I’m just a writer. I write things down. 
I walk through your dreams and invent the future. Sure, 
               I sink the boat of love, but that comes later. And yes, I swallow 
         glass, but that comes later. 
                                                            And the part where I push you 
flush against the wall and every part of your body rubs against the bricks, 
            shut up 
I’m getting to it. 
                                    For a while I thought I was the dragon. 
I guess I can tell you that now. And, for a while, I thought I was 
                                                                                                the princess, 
cotton candy pink, sitting there in my room, in the tower of the castle, 
          young and beautiful and in love and waiting for you with 
confidence 
            but the princess looks into her mirror and only sees the princess, 
while I’m out here, slogging through the mud, breathing fire, 
                                                               and getting stabbed to death. 
                                    Okay, so I’m the dragon. Big deal. 
          You still get to be the hero. 
You get magic gloves! A fish that talks! You get eyes like flashlights! 
                  What more do you want? 
I make you pancakes, I take you hunting, I talk to you as if you’re 

(continue without stanza break) 
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            really there. 
Are you there, sweetheart? Do you know me? Is this microphone live? 
                                                       Let me do it right for once, 
             for the record, let me make a thing of cream and stars that becomes, 
you know the story, simply heaven. 
                   Inside your head you hear a phone ringing 
                                                               and when you open your eyes 
only a clearing with deer in it. Hello deer. 
                               Inside your head the sound of glass, 
a car crash sound as the trucks roll over and explode in slow motion. 
             Hello darling, sorry about that. 
                                                       Sorry about the bony elbows, sorry we 
lived here, sorry about the scene at the bottom of the stairwell 
                                    and how I ruined everything by saying it out loud. 
            Especially that, but I should have known. 
You see, I take the parts that I remember and stitch them back together 
            to make a creature that will do what I say 
or love me back. 
                  I’m not really sure why I do it, but in this version you are not 
feeding yourself to a bad man 
                                                   against a black sky prickled with small lights. 
            I take it back. 
The wooden halls like caskets. These terms from the lower depths. 
                                                I take them back. 
Here is the repeated image of the lover destroyed. 
                                                                                               Crossed out. 
            Clumsy hands in a dark room. Crossed out. There is something 
underneath the floorboards. 
                   Crossed out. And here is the tabernacle 
                                                                                                reconstructed. 
Here is the part where everyone was happy all the time and we were all 
               forgiven, 
even though we didn’t deserve it. 
                                                                    Inside your head you hear 
a phone ringing, and when you open your eyes you’re washing up 
            in a stranger’s bathroom, 
standing by the window in a yellow towel, only twenty minutes away 
                           from the dirtiest thing you know. 
All the rooms of the castle except this one, says someone, and suddenly 
                                                                                              darkness, 
                                                                                     suddenly only darkness. 
In the living room, in the broken yard, 
                                  in the back of the car as the lights go by. In the airport 
          bathroom’s gurgle and flush, bathed in a pharmacy of 
unnatural light, 
             my hands looking weird, my face weird, my feet too far away. 
And then the airplane, the window seat over the wing with a view 

(continue without stanza break) 



 Wk. 3 // SPEAKER 6 

                                                            of the wing and a little foil bag of peanuts. 
I arrived in the city and you met me at the station, 
          smiling in a way 
                    that made me frightened. Down the alley, around the arcade, 
          up the stairs of the building 
to the little room with the broken faucets, your drawings, all your things, 
                                                I looked out the window and said 
                                This doesn’t look that much different from home, 
            because it didn’t, 
but then I noticed the black sky and all those lights. 
                                           We walked through the house to the elevated train. 
            All these buildings, all that glass and the shiny beautiful 
                                                                                             mechanical wind. 
We were inside the train car when I started to cry. You were crying too, 
            smiling and crying in a way that made me 
even more hysterical. You said I could have anything I wanted, but I 
                                                                                      just couldn’t say it out loud. 
Actually, you said Love, for you, 
                                 is larger than the usual romantic love. It’s like a religion. It’s 
                                                                                                 terrifying. No one 
                                                                                 will ever want to sleep with you. 
Okay, if you’re so great, you do it— 
                        here’s the pencil, make it work . . . 
If the window is on your right, you are in your own bed. If the window 
            is over your heart, and it is painted shut, then we are breathing 
river water. 
            Build me a city and call it Jerusalem. Build me another and call it 
                                                                                                                 Jerusalem. 
                            We have come back from Jerusalem where we found not 
what we sought, so do it over, give me another version, 
             a different room, another hallway, the kitchen painted over 
and over, 
             another bowl of soup. 
The entire history of human desire takes about seventy minutes to tell. 
             Unfortunately, we don’t have that kind of time. 
                                                                                                 Forget the dragon, 
leave the gun on the table, this has nothing to do with happiness. 
                                        Let’s jump ahead to the moment of epiphany, 
             in gold light, as the camera pans to where 
the action is, 
             lakeside and backlit, and it all falls into frame, close enough to see 
                                                the blue rings of my eyes as I say 
                                                                                                   something ugly. 
I never liked that ending either. More love streaming out the wrong way, 
             and I don’t want to be the kind that says the wrong way. 
But it doesn’t work, these erasures, this constant refolding of the pleats. 
                                                            There were some nice parts, sure, 

(continue without stanza break) 
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all lemondrop and mellonball, laughing in silk pajamas 
             and the grains of sugar 
                              on the toast, love love or whatever, take a number. I’m sorry 
                                                                                  it’s such a lousy story. 
Dear Forgiveness, you know that recently 
                     we have had our difficulties and there are many things 
                                                                                                  I want to ask you. 
I tried that one time, high school, second lunch, and then again, 
             years later, in the chlorinated pool. 
                                      I am still talking to you about help. I still do not have 
             these luxuries. 
I have told you where I’m coming from, so put it together. 
                                                            We clutch our bellies and roll on the floor . . . 
             When I say this, it should mean laughter, 
not poison. 
                  I want more applesauce. I want more seats reserved for heroes. 
Dear Forgiveness, I saved a plate for you. 
                                                  Quit milling around the yard and come inside. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Crush, 2005, Yale UP 
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DEATH OF A NATURALIST 
 Seamus Heaney 
 
 
All year the flax-dam festered in the heart 
Of the townland; green and heavy headed 
Flax had rotted there, weighted down by huge sods. 
Daily it sweltered in the punishing sun. 
Bubbles gargled delicately, bluebottles 
Wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell. 
There were dragonflies, spotted butterflies, 
But best of all was the warm thick slobber 
Of frogspawn that grew like clotted water 
In the shade of the banks. Here, every spring 
I would fill jampotfuls of the jellied 
Specks to range on window sills at home, 
On shelves at school, and wait and watch until 
The fattening dots burst, into nimble 
Swimming tadpoles. Miss Walls would tell us how 
The daddy frog was called a bullfrog 
And how he croaked and how the mammy frog 
Laid hundreds of little eggs and this was 
Frogspawn. You could tell the weather by frogs too 
For they were yellow in the sun and brown 
In rain. 
 
    Then one hot day when fields were rank 
With cowdung in the grass the angry frogs 
Invaded the flax-dam; I ducked through hedges 
To a coarse croaking that I had not heard 
Before. The air was thick with a bass chorus. 
Right down the dam gross bellied frogs were cocked 
On sods; their loose necks pulsed like sails. Some hopped: 
The slap and plop were obscene threats. Some sat 
Poised like mud grenades, their blunt heads farting. 
I sickened, turned, and ran. The great slime kings 
Were gathered there for vengeance and I knew 
That if I dipped my hand the spawn would clutch it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Opened Ground: Selected Poems, 1966-1996, 1999, Farrar, Straus and Giroux 



 Wk. 3 // SPEAKER 9 

DEAR AMY NEHZOOUKAMMYATOOTILL  
Aimee Nezhukumatathil 

 
 
 (a found poem, composed entirely of e-mails from various high school students) 
 
 
If I were to ask you a question about your book 
and sum it up into one word it would be, Why? 
I think I like Walt Whitman better than you. I just don't 
get literature, but for a fast hour and a half read, your book 
  
takes the cake. I like how you organized the lines 
in that one poem to represent a growing twisting bonsai tree. 
Are you going to get a rude reaction when you meet 
that one guy in that one poem? I guess you never know. 
  
You are very young to be a poet. I also like how your poems take 
up an entire page (it makes our reading assignment go faster). 
In class we spend so much time dissecting your poems 
and then deeply analyzing them. I think I like Walt Whitman 
  
better than you, but don’t take offense—you are very good too! 
You are young, You are young and pure and really just want 
to have a good time. Thank you we have taken a debate 
and you are a far better poet than Walt Whitman. And I loved 
  
how your poems were easy to read and understand. Hello 
my name is Alicia. We read you book and I just loved it. 
We also read Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. There 
was no competition there. I liked your book a whole lot better. 
  
It was an easy read. But poetry is not my favorite type 
of literature. Sometimes I am offered drinks and guys 
try to talk to me but I too just brush it off and keep dancing. 
Every once and a while the creepy mean guys try to offer you 
  
things and then they say something. What would you do? 
Lastly, I was wondering if you ever wrote a poem that really 
didn’t have a deeper meaning but everyone still tried 
to give it one anyways? Walt Whitman is better than you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Lucky Fish, 2011, Tupelo Press  
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ADDITIONAL READING 
 
ONE TREE 
 Philip Metres 
 
 
They wanted to tear down the tulip tree, our neighbors, last year. It throws a shadow over their 
vegetable patch, the only tree in our backyard. We said no. Now they’ve hired someone to chainsaw 
an arm—the crux on our side of the fence—and my wife, in tousled hair and morning sweat, marches 
to stop the carnage, mid-limb. It reminds her of her childhood home, a shady place to hide. She recites 
her litany of no, returns. Minutes later, the neighbors emerge. The worker points to our unblinded 
window. I want to say, it’s not me, slide out of view behind a wall of cupboards, ominous breakfast 
table, steam of tea, our two young daughters now alone. I want no trouble. Must I fight for my wife’s 
desire for yellow blooms when my neighbors’ tomatoes will stunt and blight in shade? Always the 
same story: two people, one tree, not enough land or light or love. Like the baby brought to Solomon, 
someone must give. Dear neighbor, it’s not me. Bloom-shadowed, light-deprived, they lower the 
chainsaw again. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Shrapnel Maps, 2020, Copper Canyon  
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SELF-PORTRAIT AS MANGO 
 Tarfia Faizullah 
 
 
She says, Your English is great! How lnog have you been in our country? 
I say, Suck on a mango, bitch, since that’s all you think I eat anyway. Mangoes 
 
are what margins like me know everything about, right? Doesn’t 
a mango just win spelling bees and kiss white boys? Isn’t a mango 
 
a placeholder in a poem folded with burkas? But this one, 
the one I’m going to slice and serve down her throat, is a mango 
 
that remembers jungles jagged with insects, the river’s darker thirst. 
This mango was cut down by a scythe that beheads soldiers, mango 
 
that taunts and suns itself into a hard-palmed fist only a few months 
per year, fattens while blood stains green ponds. Why use a mango 
 
to beat her perplexed? Why not a coconut? Because this “exotic” fruit 
won’t be cracked open to reveal whiteness to you. This mango 
 
isn’t alien just because of its gold-green bloodline. I know 
I’m worth waiting for. I want to be kneaded for ripeness. Mango: 
 
my own sunset-skinned heart waiting to be held and peeled, mango 
I suck open with teeth. Tappai! This is the only way to eat a mango. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Registers of Illuminated Villages, 2018, Graywolf Press  
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POEM [“LANA TURNER HAS COLLAPSED!”] 
 Frank O’Hara 
 
 
Lana Turner has collapsed! 
I was trotting along and suddenly 
it started raining and snowing 
and you said it was hailing 
but hailing hits you on the head 
hard so it was really snowing and 
raining and I was in such a hurry 
to meet you but the traffic 
was acting exactly like the sky 
and suddenly I see a headline 
lana turner has collapsed! 
there is no snow in Hollywood 
there is no rain in California 
I have been to lots of parties 
and acted perfectly disgraceful 
but I never actually collapsed 
oh Lana Turner we love you get up 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: The Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, 1995, University of California Press  
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AFGHAN FUNERAL IN PARIS 
Aria Aber 

 
 
The aunts here clink Malbec glasses 
and parade their grief with musky, expensive scents 
that whisper in elevators and hallways. 
Each natural passing articulates 
the unnatural: every aunt has a son 
who fell, or a daughter who hid in rubble 
for two years, until that knock of officers 
holding a bin bag filled with a dress 
and bones. But what do I know? 
I get pedicures and eat madeleines 
while reading “Swann’s Way.” When I tell 
one aunt I’d like to go back, 
she screams It is not yours to want. 
Have some cream cheese with that, says another. 
Oh, what wonder to be alive and see 
my father’s footprints in his sister’s garden. 
He’s furiously scissoring the hyacinths, 
saying All the time when the tele-researcher asks him 
How often do you think your life 
is a mistake? During the procession, the aunts’ wails 
vibrate: wires full of crows in heavy wind. 
I hate every plumed minute of it. God invented 
everything out of nothing, but the nothing 
shines through, said Paul Valéry. Paris never charmed me, 
but when some stranger asks 
if it stinks in Afghanistan, I am so shocked 
that I hug him. And he lets me, 
his ankles briefly brushing against mine. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: New Yorker, June 2019  
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AUNT JENNIFER’S TIGERS 
Adrienne Rich 

 
 
Aunt Jennifer's tigers prance across a screen, 
Bright topaz denizens of a world of green. 
They do not fear the men beneath the tree; 
They pace in sleek chivalric certainty. 
 
Aunt Jennifer's finger fluttering through her wool 
Find even the ivory needle hard to pull. 
The massive weight of Uncle's wedding band 
Sits heavily upon Aunt Jennifer's hand. 
 
When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie 
Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by. 
The tigers in the panel that she made 
Will go on prancing, proud and unafraid. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: The Norton Anthology of Poetry, 5th Ed., 2005, W. W. Norton  
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THE BLESSING OF THE OLD WOMAN, THE TULIP, AND THE DOG 
Alicia Suskin Ostriker 

 
 
To be blessed 
said the old woman 
is to live and work 
so hard 
God’s love 
washes right through you 
like milk through a cow 
 
To be blessed 
said the dark red tulip 
is to knock their eyes out 
with the slug of lust 
implied by 
your up-ended 
skirt 
 
To be blessed 
said the dog 
is to have a pinch 
of God 
inside you 
and all the other dogs 
can smell it 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: The Old Woman, the Tulip, and the Dog, 2014, Pittsburgh UP 


