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Cutting Edge Art 

 

 

I dial my old college roommate for our weekly girl talk,  

a phone call that stretches across 300 miles of telephone wire.   

Her daughter answers.  She is a happy girl who teaches me Korean words  

(learned from her grandfather) every time she beats her mother to the phone.   

She usually entertains me until her mother is done drying her hands from the dishes,  

but this time is different, this time she barely says hello before whispering Can I send you a letter?  

I tell her if she sent me a thousand letters, I would read every last one, 

yet I ask her why.  She says I just want to.  I rephrase,  

I ask her what her purpose is.  She says Art.  My purpose is art. 

I hear her mother taking the phone, and in the next moment  

we’re swapping our weekly stories:  Her coworkers’ love affair, my new haircut – 

at least an hour’s worth of sharing that makes us feel young and valuable again. 

I do not mention her daughter’s request. 

  

A few days later, I find in the mail a letter addressed to me in real-life handwriting.   

Preteen handwriting, the insecure kind that takes me back to sixth grade notes  

signed “For Your Eyes Only.”  Inside, perfectly in the lines, in her favorite purple pen:   

My mom tried to choke me last week and I wanted to call the police, but I can’t.  I drew this 

for you to keep myself from cutting again.   

Folded inside the letter, her relief drawn in charcoal:   

a chubby hand holding a thorny rose.  Her own hand?   

Maybe.  But the wrist, immaculate.   

I want to make art on canvas and not on my wrists. 

I try to saturate the picture with my imagination: 

The rose, open and colorless, but my eyes think it red; 

its pricks overdrawn, oversized, and dangerous.  

I imagine the fingernails on the chubby hand painted blue to match the sky;  
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I imagine the struggle this hand must have gone though  

to pick this rose off its bush.  I wonder if charcoal could cut,  

would she have drawn with it?   

  

I look back to the letter:   

My parents don’t think what they do to me is wrong.  Next time something happens I’m 

leaving.  My bag is packed and everything.  

I picture what her scars might look like, and I wonder if she pretends  

like she has none. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Looking Both Ways 

 

 

A girl and her notebook sit porchside  

with a pen and an empty mind  

watching, predicting the world around her.   

She sees a man standing nearly motionless  

on the sidewalk of her suburban street.   

Fists clenched, he looks left then right  

then left again. 

  

His sandals have melted to the sidewalk, 

and all he sees is his body  

under the rubber tread of every car’s tire. 

All he sees is his body  

under Mrs. Lewis’s sheets of house 216.  

. . . All he sees is his body.  

  

His face is scarred blushing twisted handsome. 

He is wearing his favorite polo and waiting  

for someone special.  A girlfriend, maybe, 

with strawberry-scented hands and freckles 
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summoned by the sun.  She might be a bubblegum 

kind of girl with blue eyes and tight curls  

or she could have a stick of beef jerky 

in her back pocket and mint-green eyes.   

  

No one comes.  He still stands on the sidewalk looking 

left then right then left again.   

  

A mysterious pick-up truck van with tinted windows  

pulls up next to the curb.  A black-gloved hand reaches out 

and grabs the man from his spot.  He screams,  

but no one hears him over the ice cream truck  

turning onto the street. 

  

A child makes a running start to the man’s arms  

and he holds his son tight.  This is what he’s been waiting for. 

    

I would save him from the black-gloved mobsters, 

but all I can imagine are the secrets he keeps  

everywhere in his body 

 

 

 

 

Trunk Show 

 

Not a single surface goes untouched by an elephant  

when you decorate like my grandma.   

Dad explained that she only invests in elephants  

with their trunks stretching like they could steal 

an airplane down from the sky, but I used to think that the stars  

seemed more within their reach.  Grandma told me once  

that her elephants (all of them: porcelain, obsidian, canvas, ceramic, quartz)  

brought her good fortune, and I wished that with any luck they would bring me the moon,  

but I would settle for a single pair of shoes from her walk-in closet:   
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boxes kept new, each label a reminder that every stiletto, sandal, and wedge, 

size six, glamorous, but too small to fit my size eight feet (elephant-sized feet, to me). 

 

When she caught me admiring she would say everything will all be yours someday,  

my granddaughter, when my breathing stops and my elephants use their outstretched trunks  

to place me softly in the sky. I wanted the elephants to rapture me with her, 

and I wanted each one wearing two pairs of shoes so we could take them all with us. 

 

Grandpa hung a mirror on every wall,  

probably for Grandma to admire her slender legs  

in all those shoes.  I looked at my stumpy legs in those mirrors  

and pretended that my tree-climbing sneakers were red pumps.   

Every time Grandma stepped out to smoke a cigarette,  

I performed a tip-toed cat walk down the hallway  

with a sassy arm raised, wrist bent, reaching,  

like the elephants. 

 

 

 

 


