Homeland (after Roque Dalton Garcia)
by Neelanjana Banerjee




Homeland, you elude me, tease me, 
whisper to me in banana-leaf dreams
of that Hoogly village that my grandmother
was born in, lined with dusty eyeglasses
and goat lips, terra-cotta temples. Are you
it? Do you accept me, with my flat vowels
and ruined hymen? 

[I could never find the house
without the one-eyed rickshaw driver that
waits at the station.]  

Or is this you, homeland, this flat place
marred by fields of corn? That’s not
fair. I refuse your fire-red cardinal wings
spread over tornado drills and ten-speed
rainbow tassels. If I was born in you, then 
why do you harbor such ill will, allow these
rust-maimed pick up trucks to spit out windows:
go back home. 

[My dead uncle drove me to all the houses last time, 
now there is no one to show the way.]

I would never misname you, claim you, but
how vigorously you took me in. Home, you whispered 
in my ear, in that first apartment
with a view of brown hills, land. Later, you bartered 
me lovers & teachers, and I tried to pay it off, 
sat with your children, even those you 
had put in cages, and handed them ink and
a mirror. And there was that desk, that dark room, 
so cold that I could see my breath, that you allowed 
me to sit at, before the machines came and stole it all away.

[the BART train howls under the streets, but I keep missing my stop.]

and now, in this city, it no longer is about me—a child
was made here, pushed him out bloody, in a strip mall—no less,
one who always say the name of this place—this anchor-shaped
creature, now subject to this Queen, haunted by these fierce angels.

Homeland, let this sweet child be, do not torture him like you’ve done me.

Let him always find his way—surface streets and highways, 
underpasses and bikepaths, and he will transform you 
from concept to community, from skid row to safe haven.  
With each milestone, let him dismantle your distance, 
until one day, he arrives here—
palm tree shadow, desert dust in his eyes—
and smiles, and knows, he’s home.


On Home 
by Lisa Fay Coutley



All winter long my sons have pointed guns 
in my face and with their mouths popped 

the triggers. The oldest wants to spoon me.       
The youngest wants to change his name 

to the playground pimp. When we circle up
for dinner, I’m careful not to say chicken breast 

or meatball or anything they can follow with  
that’s what she said. Consider the going rate 

for hormones, then picture an eager group 
of eBay bidders. I joke, but someone should 

tell these boys—in a wake of black mascara, 
mothers drive away. All winter long I’ve left 

feel-good Post-its on the bathroom mirror,  
the espresso maker, the edge of my razor.  

Every day, I’ve given myself reasons to stay.
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The First Leaf
by Eugenia Leigh




I thought I forgave you. Then I took root and became
someone’s mother. This unending dread, ever checking

for his breath. I have never wanted to be less like you
than I do now, daily gauging the venom,

how much of you blights my blood. When my baby wails, I ask
whether I too could beat his body quiet. And when I choose

to be a mother, choose to be tender to my child—a choice
my mangled brain makes each day—my fury surges.

The distance between him alive and him dead
is how well I am. And I think about the woman in the news

who poured water on her sleeping baby’s face. And I
think how for decades, I was grateful you never killed me. How

that was enough to make me think you loved me.
I raged as a child, but never

in the right direction. So when my therapist said
that not killing me yet didn’t mean not killing me ever—

that if I had stayed, I would have died—I had to
watch her get angry to know to get angry.

On the eighth week of the pandemic, my son, whom I sheltered
at home for all that time, found on our fifth-floor balcony

a tiny green leaf the width of his pinky.
The last time we’d strolled outside, the city was frigid. Frost

everywhere we looked. And Dad, let me tell you, the leaf
stunned us both. Unexpected, like the olive branch

snatched by the dove barreling back to the ark.
He refused to let go—the first leaf of all the leaves

my child will ever hold. He looks so much like his father.
Nothing at all like us.


Scrubbing the Skillet,
By Trey Moody




I realize my daughter just turned seven and doesn’t know

I was seven when my mother crept into my carpeted room

while I played a video game to say my father, who had been

far away taking fluids from tubes in a California hospital, 

had died. My daughter doesn’t know I said OK and kept

playing so my mother would leave, so I could feel

how it felt not to have a father, or how having a father

who was dead was supposed to feel because I already

knew what not having a father felt like. Now, my daughter

doesn’t know I can hear her cartoon spilling from the TV

as I finish the dishes, doesn’t know I am building the scene

I imagine unwinding inside her mind, the one where she

helps the town children rope their runaway mare scared

and stuck in the mountains, even though my daughter doesn’t

know how to ride a horse. But in this scene, if someone

were to tell my daughter her father had died, she’d know

to calmly walk the mare back all the way into town, whispering

into the animal’s ear how pretty she was, how sweet, because 

most nights, beside my tired daughter in her dark room

as she curves against sleep, that’s what she whispers to me.

Guards at the Taj
by Casey Thayer




Nearly asleep again in my arms after hunger
woke her in the middle of the night,
my daughter discovers her hands and, dazed,
studies the small movements they can make,
amazed to find they’re hers to manipulate.
Years ago, on a hot afternoon in Agra,
our guide recited the same tired anecdotes
as we walked the crowded streets
toward the mausoleum: that guards at the Taj
were forbidden to look in during the building,
that some went mad waiting for years
to glimpse the dome after the barrier walls
were torn down. It might be a myth—
how Shah Jahan ordered his soldiers
to cut off the hands of the craftsmen
to keep them from repeating the wonder—
but even myths can trigger belief.
How long would it have taken them—
the guards—to grow numb to its beauty?
Our guide had visited too often to find
any revelations and hung back in the shade
of a banyan as we approached the tomb.
I remember the buzz in the queue, gasps
of visitors as they passed through the gate,
language failing the deeper in we walked.
Now, a clear night, in the glow of the moon,
my daughter’s attention to the routine magic
of our bodies, to the draw of color
and shape. My daughter, a conduit
through which I notice, again, my hands
and what they’re holding, the massive
towers we’ve built outside our windows,
and a night train—empty at this hour,
or taking some lone soul home—
flashing in the gap between two high-rises.

