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Greetings from the Editor 
 
Editing Bramble has been a humbling, gratifying task. There were 
so many wonderful submissions that I agonized over what to 
include. But I came away with a renewed appreciation for the 
talent and diversity of our Fellowship. I hope that you feel the 
same—whether or not your work appears here—and that you’ll 
continue to torment future editors with your riches. 
 
In the call for submissions, I asked for poems that demonstrated 
technique. The essays in this issue explore poetic technique from 
multiple angles. My interview with spoken-word savant Kavon 
Cortez Jones looks at the creative process of a rising young flâneur, 
while seasoned formalist Marilyn Taylor probes one of the 
mysteries of our craft—the line break—with that wit and 
sensitivity her readers have come to love. 
 
And speaking of multiple angles: I am thrilled to feature Scott 
Allen’s Cubist painting “The Swing” on this issue’s cover! The 
image’s electric palette hooked me instantly. When I realized it 
depicted a baseball batter in motion, I desperately wanted it for 
Bramble’s summer release. I’m so grateful to Scott for his generous 
lending of the image. 
 
I’m also indebted to Christina Kubasta for her tireless managing of 
submissions, and to Tori Grant Wellhouse for her layout and 
design. Theirs are entirely labors of love, so please be sure to thank 
them when you see them! 
 
Finally, a caution. There are dark matters in the poems you’re 
about to read. They reflect the dire times we live in, as well as 
grievances which transcend time. I have done my best to arrange 
them in a way that answers our need for hope—without 
smothering their howl.  

Guest Editor 
David Southward 
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Cover art is “The Swing" by Scott Allen. Allen is originally from 

Michigan where he attended Central Michigan University as an Art 

Major, later he spent a couple years in Georgia at the Savannah 

College of Art and Design. He currently works as a freelance 

graphic designer in Milwaukee, where he also paints and designs 

marching band programs. 
 

Allen paints in the Cubist style emphasizing the flat, two-

dimensional surface of the picture plane. He presents a different 

reality in painting where the subject matter is portrayed by 

geometric, fragmented shapes and forms whose several sides and 

positions can be seen simultaneously.
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Pears  

Annette Langlois Grunseth 
  
Growing up in the shadow of WWII my brother 
grabs a pear from the Green Stamp fruit bowl, 
pulls the stem out with his teeth, pretends to throw it, 
 
making hand grenade blasting sounds. 
He arranges green army men on the floor for attack and retreat, 
plays war games in a fox hole dug into the empty lot next door. 
 
As a Boy Scout he learns survival, camping out 
on weekend bivouacs. With Dad, he hunts pheasant, 
partridge, and sometimes deer. He becomes a good shot. 
 
Like his father, uncle and grandfather 
he grows up to serve in the military. 
His draft number comes up at college graduation, 1967. 
 
After Basic Training, he flies off to Vietnam, barely prepared. 
He writes home of government issue weapons that jam, 
won’t fire properly; they have no rain gear for monsoon season. 
 
My parents buy a rain suit and mail it to him. His letters tell of 
living in an APC* as they sweep the jungle, bulldoze through 
rice paddies and level farms, dodging snipers and ambushes. 
 
Scouting and hunting skills keep him alive in that jungle. 
His graphic letters detail how a bursting mortar 
sprays a buddy’s brains across his own helmet. 
 
My brother writes of helping amputate a soldier’s leg that is 
pinned inside a mortared APC. He tells me, You have it easy because 
you’re a girl, you weren’t forced into war, or that kind of fear. 
 
Maybe I have it easier, but whenever I eat a pear now, 
I feel his burden; my guilt ignites, 
as the taste of pear explodes in my mouth. 
 
*APC: Armored Personnel Carrier, a combat vehicle used to move infantry in the 
battlefield.
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The Poet’s Walk 
Tom Davis 
 
We kissed his forehead, yellow, cold, inert, 
sobbed stunned goodbyes and left his body, drove 
to Poet’s Walk above the Hudson* hurt 
beyond expression, where, on hills, small groves 
of ancient trees are interspersed with fields, 
a place where, Kevin said, he liked to go. 
  
And as cremation’s fires consumed, annealed 
his spirit to our spirits, as the glow 
of July’s sun warmed flesh too numb to feel, 
we walked where he had walked and tried to find 
our balance in a world turned bleak, unreal— 
our son was gone, his smile, his wondrous mind. 
       
And as we walked the wings of butterflies, 
black mourning cloaks, danced through the summer skies. 
 
*Hudson River
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Funeral Flowers  
Nancy Austin                      
 
It was three below zero when she returned from the funeral  
to a Fed-Ex bouquet box left on the deck.  
 
Deep red roses with stiff outer petals encircled calla lilies  
rimmed in ice crystals, like fluted margaritas.   
 
She trimmed the frozen stems, peeled the outmost petals,  
cropped the lily tops, put aspirin in their water. 
 
The next morning the exterior edges of the lilies and roses had darkened,  
so, the same surgery and nutrients, then the next day, and the next. 
 
That sundown she gathered the whittled, withered buds in her arms  
and let go, when even hope cried out—enough. 
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What is a Scar 
Jackie Langetieg 
 
but a reminder 
of things past. 
Childbirth 
that first fall 
from a two-wheeler 
or off a horse 
onto my cousin. 
The skin is opened 
for molecules 
of memory 
to drift inside 
become part 
of my heart’s blood. 
What is a scar 
if not a bad dream 
that old man 
next door 
the loss of a son 
the loss of youth. 
A scar is 
like a wrinkle 
inside out, smooth 
telling the world 
you’ve lived 
and remembered. 
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Before 
Michael Forecki 
 
Let’s be still, scream if it helps, join the rain 
pounding these streets. It’s all wrong: 
we can’t sleep, can’t wake, making 
love is a seizure and the sheets bind us. 
But here now is darkness, here now 
night falls and makes us quiet. 
After a time, we lose track, the head nods, 
we acquiesce. We knew what was 
coming: now, then now, then too late.  
 
When I was young, I waited for 
you in an abandoned building 
in the French Quarter. I remember 
it was crumbled in plaster and stitched 
with sinuous vines. That night the trees 
were suspended from the moon; they 
hung like seedbursts that had dropped 
from the sky. I waited late for you 
and heard homeless boys sing 
 
their made up street songs, and saw 
an old man, unstrung, dancing 
streetlight to streetlight, at night, 
under a black umbrella. You never came, 
but I was grateful you let me think 
you would be there, inside the stuccoed walls, 
on the humid cement, and how it made me want 
to be where I was. I waited for you and time 
dissipated like blood in the ocean.
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Nursing Exam  

Sheryl Slocum 
 
Just left of the midline in the epigastric region, the nurse sees a 
pulsation about 3 cm wide. What is it? (Select one.) 
 
a. The aortic pulsation, which is located 
in the epigastric area. 
 
b. The vulnerability of a soft-skinned animal 
among instruments of steel. 
 
c. The spring of life exposed. 
 
d. A mirror, oh Nurse, of your own 
            epigastric pulsation. 
 
e. Blood’s hot greeting to all creatures 
            with a heart. 
 
f. A voice in the universal chorus. 
 
g. My heart speaking with yours in a language 
            reason cannot fathom 
or control.
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When X = Invisible  

Brian Powers 
 
How long 
   did my 
      inner analyst 
         work unknown 
 
and unbidden? 
   How long 
      to formulate 
         one complete 
 
and specific 
   sentence? 
      Walking along 
         Williamson Street 
 
toward home, 
   I strolled 
      by the bistro 
         that daily displays 
 
the French flag. 
   I was thinking 
      of nothing 
         but dinner 
 
and a shower. 
   A conditional statement — 
      if x, then y — 
         rose like a flag 
 
into my awareness: 
   You be invisible 
      and we 
         will tolerate you. 
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Imagine the demands 
   exacted by this unspoken 
      one-line pact. 
         What then 
 
is lost 
   if that sentence 
      is imposed 
         on your childhood? 
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About a Body  

Emily Bowles 
 
[I cannot say 
what it             is                      about, 
this disappearing act, 
this refusal 
                                                                              to. 
I only know 
it is not                                    about 
a body: 
it is perhaps 
the you I tried to refuse, 
the me I wanted to articulate, 
line by line and limn, limb.] 
 
You think 
it is 
about 
a body—anybody, any body. 
 
You 
[do not want to know what I] 
think.  
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Saturday Pancakes & Hash at 
Perkins  

Jordan Brown 
 
I’m trying to think of something to say: 
clear and defined but hard to build 
like medial triceps. 
I’m sitting with a bad haircut 
and a bird in my throat. 
 
An old man maybe or a mystery 
but not in the good way. More like 
the “what’s his deal, he’s weird.” 
But when she looked at me just now 
I swear she held my eyes. 
 
There’s a rabbit that lives in the narrows 
and just when I think he’s moved on 
he panics and bursts 
from the stones that are piled beside 
and between the buildings.
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What Has Grown – 
   What Has Fallen 
Amy Murre 

 
I am running on sturdy legs, real within a 
pink sweater. I am all the things you 
thought I never was. There are Christmas 
songs in my ears, the worst and most shrill – 
unreal ones, stripped of all their mythos 
and significance. Someone is tipping the trash 
barrels in a drunken rampage – a Milwaukee 
Thursday night, dark of winter. Glass is 
smashing, one voice screaming, another 
laughing. Running to the window to see.
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Wild Thing 
Peggy Trojan 
 
Deep in a secret place   
is a part of me 
not many know. 
Not passive, not resigned, 
but fierce, and wild. 
She has an animal form 
with claws and sharp teeth. 
Fur, thick and bristly. 
 
I caution her when she wants 
to come out of the dark. 
I say, No, not now. 
Be calm.  Be quiet. 
 
She wants to run full speed, 
to surprise , to shock. 
Sometimes I hear her howling.
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Dragonflies & Chocolate 
Dawn Anderson 
 
Watching the hard feeding dragonflies 
litter the air 
as I burn deer ticks 
picked off my tickly skin. 
  
The black flies have started already 
before the mosquitoes 
have given up.  
  
Pestered deer come out of the woods 
in full on daylight 
flicking their tails 
and waggling their ears 
to swat away the blood suckers. 
  
But somehow, 
the pesky biting things 
are all part of the whole.  
  
Flies feed the dragonflies 
who feed the fish. 
  
Ticks feed the birds 
who make the trees sing 
  
and me, 
feeling the wing beats 
of a wasp 
on my lips 
as he smells the chocolate 
on my breath. 
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And They Called Him Cain 
Abayomi Animashaun 
 
Let’s not sour our hearts 
At this child, 
 
Whose father borrowed 
A stereo from an aunt, 
 
Pulled and dusted a coat 
From bent rack, 
 
Shinned holed shoes 
Despite cracks, 
 
Then washed, dried, 
And starched his only shirt 
 
Before inviting us 
To his house. 
 
For now, let’s make 
No comparison 
 
To another, whose name 
He shares, 
 
And pay no heed 
To priests, 
 
Who, after casting beads, 
Say to relatives – 
 
“This child will waylay travelers 
And, in time, his parents at night. 
 
He’ll hold his mother under a knife 
Till she puts her last necklace in his bag.” 
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For now, let’s nod 
Gently to the father’s music. 
 
Dance, when he dances. 
Tease on neighbors 
Having twins 
 
And him 
Just one baby. 
 
Let’s eat the little cooked 
From his small means – 
 
The cold rice and stew he offered 
As we came in. 
 
Let’s raise our cups 
To his wife, 
 
Sing her health, 
And before leaving 
 
Hold this newborn 
To our chests 
And wish him strength 
 
Before putting him back 
On the grime-soaked bed. 
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Rebirth of the Silver Water Pitcher 
Linda Aschbrenner 
 
With the help of a yardstick,  
I slide mysteries out of our corner cupboard 
discovering vases, candlesticks, plastic bowls,  
salt and pepper shakers lost to the ages. 
 
What’s this?  
You, sir! You’re still here?  
I ask a tarnished huddle of ear and mouth.  
Dormant, forgotten, neglected,  
the water pitcher does not speak. 
 
All through a Charlie Chaplin film, 
I warm his cold silver flanks with polish.  
He comes to life, shining miraculously, 
laughing at the film antics. 
I must have just dozed off, he says, 
thinking it is still the 1920s. 
 
No, I shake my head. I found you at a flea market   
decades ago—then you continued your snooze here. 
 
Looking about, he appears stunned. 
Surely, this is not the grandeur to which he 
once must have been accustomed. 
I set him on the hutch, promise to keep tarnish at bay, 
promise to never abandon him in that corner dungeon.  
 
I adapt to his daily shine and appeal. 
He knows nothing of cell phones or computers. 
We bond. In quietude, he reflects sun and candle glow,   
mirrors our arrivals and departures,  
contemplates baby steps of time. 
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Grandmother Rubicon Teaches 
Madeline to Make Crepes 
Kim Parsons 
 
Never use an electric blender, Madeline. It is gauche, 
despite what Julia Child says. I met her once. 
A great hulking thing of a woman. She could cook, 
but that was all. A talent every woman must possess 
even if she never intends to use it. 
 
Now, add the liquid a spoonful at a time. It was years ago 
at René’s Gala Français. She towered over all the men, 
didn’t even wear a proper gown, yet she had to be invited 
because of her celebrity. Everyone fussed over her, 
including your grandfather. 
 
The batter must be refrigerated at least two hours for tender, 
thin crepes. Doctor will be here at ten o’clock to bleach 
your freckles. Don’t dawdle, Madeline. You see how well 
it worked for me—nothing could have saved 
her complexion, though. 
 
The crepe’s second side is a spotty brown—this nonpublic 
aspect must always be kept underneath. Not a feminine 
bone in her body, and that ridiculous falsetto voice competing 
with the orchestra. He made such a fool of himself I banished 
him from my table for six months. 
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The Mechanics of Time --  
Space as Experienced in a  
Rear-View Mirror 

Lisa Vihos 
 
We pull up to the curb 
a block from the middle school. 
  
I have exactly two seconds 
to throw my voice under the radar 
  
to say goodbyehaveagooddayiloveyou 
as a ventriloquist would, without moving 
  
my lips. Because you are already 
scanning the sidewalk—for boys, girls?  
  
I’m not sure who you are looking for,  
but God forbid they should see you 
  
talking to your mother. You say okay,  
grab your sack, and dash away. 
  
You join the flow of somber teens 
and I, the flow of other harried mothers 
  
and fathers, none of us quite sure 
what to do with the likes of you. 
  
Seventh grade is not what it used to be. 
I watch you in my rearview mirror 
  
and remember other school mornings 
when I was your beloved escort.  
  
Now, you wait for traffic to clear, 
then saunter—nonchalant—across the lawn.  
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I imagine someday, when I am far away, 
I will catch you in a distant mirror, 
  
as you sit in a car, looking back 
at your daughter or your son.  
  
In your own mirror, you'll see 
what I see, that same one.  
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Modern Family Diaspora 
Tonya McKenna Trabant 
 
Like having way too many beautiful fish to fillet 
each time knowing the knife 
is at the right angle 
to avoid bones and save flesh 
Imagine a clean, smooth line 
each fish perfectly respected 
each time finishing with a painfully jagged fillet 
We just have to start over 
sharpen the blade 
reset the knife just behind 
the gills but not into the rich red flesh 
we’ll get it, this arriving, that leaving 
with practice we won’t rip the skin 
and think of giving up fishing entirely 
with practice, maybe it won’t be like today,  
like every departure is our very first fish 
Perhaps with practice 
we’ll get accustomed to the knife. 
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Religion 
Constance Bougie 
 
There is no god if I do not open the window. On the ninth floor of 
North Scott—residence hall—my room is impenetrable. I was 
raised a Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod Lutheran: my skin 
is impenetrable. It only yields to pretty older people with soft-
looking hair. They have to like poetry. They have to be aromantic.  
 
I tell my nana, I am going to church nearly every Sunday, but I 
really ought to go more. She says, at least you realize your mistake. I 
blush, smile, a lily sitting shotgun in her shiny car. 
 
My friends make fun of Christians. Christians have not read the 
Bible half as well as an atheist can, and not as much; Christians are 
homophobic and rude to service workers and will look at you 
strangely if you’re dressed wrong. I want to defend them. I hate 
them, too, but they are mine to hate. I hold this dislike to my chest 
as if it were a child, innocent. I am probably not innocent. I am 
probably not good. According to my given religion, I have never 
been good. 
 
I tell myself, I will marry the books sitting in crooked, swaying piles 
on my desk. If I dream of kissing anyone, it will be Edna St. Vincent 
Millay, or Oscar Wilde. I will craft my own god(s) from their pages, 
and bind them together with staples. On Sundays, I will worship 
them. 
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Lunch Time 
Pauline Witte 
                      
Four students sit, sprawl, lie propped on elbows on the landing of a 
high school stairwell. 
Dressed in jeans, hoodies and flip flops hair braided and coiled-
strands dyed green and purple. 
Two are connected by one pair of ear buds, both moving 
rhythmically to music no one else can hear.Chips, apple cores, 
pizza on paper plates litter the floor. 
A sociology textbook and a paperback 
spill from a backpack. 
One girl works a calculator 
then jots in a spiral notebook. 
They are 
      comfortable 
      relaxed 
      at home. 
Then gunshots echo down the hall. 
 

 



 

30 

 

Night Ride 
Ethel Davis 
 
Come with me, 
down to where the trees are, 
for there is a line of sky 
without clouds, 
and soon the earth 
will be the color of red honey. 
  
Come with me, 
for there is enough feed 
for the horses,  
and when we stop to sleep 
we’ll keep the dogs close 
to warm us. 
  
Come with me, 
for the songs of the Ancients 
are calling. 
Orion is straight above our heads, 
and we must make 
this night’s journey.  
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Lunar Disrespect 
Mary Lux 
 
 Moon, old streetwalker, 
            alone as usual, 
            hanging out in the sky mall 
            waiting for clients to come and 
            fall under your overhyped spell. 
 
            White-porcelain doll-face, 
            tonight one powdered cheek 
            is rubbed away, there’re blue 
            crater shadows under your eyes,         
            you’ve stopped smoking and drinking, 
                        but you know overall you’re waning, 
                        sinking round the bend in night’s boudoir 
            strung with leftover lights. 
 
            Must be hard on you, old gal, 
            still waiting for those admirers who come   
                        and go, harping on your beauty, 
            even setting foot on you, 
                        then losing interest, disappearing. 
            They seem to come younger every year 
            as you grow older, and leave sooner-- 
 
            Just face up to it-- 
            hang on out there, even 
            even though you feel you’re 
                        going around in circles-- 
             Remember, you’re the only 
            moon in town. 
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Heavenly Bodies 
Victoria Lindsay 
 
Venus, the official website:  
Models, slimmed by  
straight long hair and  
legs squeezed into each other,  
one crossed in front  
like real people never stand.  
Plunging V-necks...  
zippers from décolletage  
to hem;  
studs and fringe  
fit for old-time Westerns,  
velvet wonders,  
shoulders bared.  
Who dreamed up  
the cold shoulder style?  
 
But, to avoid  
a wrong impression:  
There are a few  
I would wear...  
would, that is, if I were  
thirty years younger,  
thirty pounds lighter  
and looking.  
 
I have my Joe who,  
after a lunch of creamy   
clam chowder, relaxes  
in his cozy tan corduroy recliner.  
Three years my senior,  
with a wispy silver comb-over  
and ever-increasing age spots decorating  
his cute face: a former baby on the beach  
before sunscreen.  
Joe laughs with me  
at the same comedy shticks.  
We speak words in unison;  
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he looks slightly shocked.  
And we observe stars, planets...  
like Venus.    
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Love Letter to Milwaukee: 

A Conversation with Kavon Cortez Jones 

David Southward 
 
On a mild afternoon in early May, I sat down with poet and 
performance artist Kavon Cortez Jones to discuss his spoken-word 
rhapsody, “A Love Letter to Milwaukee.” To hear his hypnotic 
rendition of the poem (or monologue, as he calls it) click here. This 
interview has been lightly edited for clarity. 
 
DS: “Love Letter” has a joyous quality, even when it acknowledges 
serious problems like racism, gun violence, and segregation. Is that 
joy part of your philosophy of poetry? Or are you just a happy 
person? 
 
KCJ: I think in the monologue I always try to balance the bad with 
the good. I talk about drinking and partying, but then I talk about 
where I came from—like Black Lives Matter and the shootings—
but I always try to be optimistic. I have evolved from my very 
impoverished, very segregated, dilapidated past, and so I still want 
to honor that within me but become a better person from what I 
was. 
 
DS: What role do you think this poem played in your evolution? 
KCJ: I’m able to recite it anywhere and people will instantly know 
all about me and a little bit about Milwaukee, if they haven’t truly 
experienced it. A lot of people in Milwaukee . . . we stay in our 
boxes. We don’t go to art galleries, to Drink & Draw sessions, we 
don’t sit down with people to actually talk. A lot of people don’t sit 
down with themselves and write, don’t check back in with 
themselves. And so this love letter, it kind of tells my story but at 
the same time it tells everyone’s story. When I’m writing 
something, especially about Milwaukee, I don’t want anyone to be 
left out. I want the brown folks, the Black people, the White people, 
I want everyone! And so just by generally putting Milwaukee in the 
title, anyone can connect with that, even from outside of the city.  
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But in the city, Black kids can connect with it, White kids can 
connect with it. As I mentioned, all the zip codes, Bronzeville, 
53206, the east side, Rochambo, coffee shops . . . people hear those 
names, it’s like an instant indicator: “I’ve been there! I’ve been to 
Rochambo! I grew up in 53206 in Bronzeville!” and all the other 
stuff. Dr. King Elementary. That’s where I came from. 
 
DS:  Do you imagine yourself performing a poem as you compose 
it? Or does that come later? 
 
KCJ: Usually I know when a poem is done. And so already in my 
head when I’m reading a monologue I’m already picturing the 
movements—my arms and my legs and my voice—once I get on 
stage. I just practice over and over until it becomes natural. The 
words kind of tell me what to do and so [reciting:] “I love you 
Milwaukee. I love your coffee shops and art galleries . . . / Fuel Cafe 
where I experienced my coming of age among hipsters and punks/ 
people-watched, inhaled the rich redolence of coffee./ Var Gallery 
where I sip Stella's hard cider, compose naked posers/ in a Fibrano 
sketchbook. Cristina behind the bar dishing out bottles./ 
 
I love your narrow corridors, Brady Street, nestled in Rochambo,/ 
college kids with opened textbooks and laptops. Arabic men at the 
tea tables/ watching soccer matches from an overhead flat 
screen./ Long-haired Bohemians in tie-dye”—so I didn’t have to 
think, because this all came natural, just telling me what to do. 
 
DS: Do you practice your poems periodically in order to retain 
them, or do they just stay in your memory? 
 
KCJ: I think I have, like five times or so. When I really like a 
monologue, it’s already there. I just get to moving, I get an 
audience, I don’t think anymore. I’m just staring at the audience 
and time is nonexistent because I’ve become so engaged with 
them. People don’t realize that that monologue is seven minutes. It 
doesn’t feel that way because I’m keeping the audience . . . intact. 
 
DS: How consciously do you seek out sound patterns, like 
alliteration and rhyme, in your work? 
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KCJ: It’s one of those things I do consistently and habitually and so 
I don’t realize I’m doing it. I just know in that moment what’s 
effective. 
 
DS: [Quoting from “Love Letter”] Like “window” and “bar below”? 
 
KCJ: Yeah, I didn’t plan it at all. That’s just the way it comes out 
naturally. I put an emphasis on certain syllables to have a great 
performance, I guess. It comes off that way once it’s memorized. 
Again, if I were to read the poem off the paper, it wouldn’t sound 
like that; I couldn’t enunciate the syllables. But once I have it in my 
head and I’m comfortable with it, I can do whatever I want with the 
words. 
 
DS: I’d like to hear more about where your ideas for poems come 
from.  Do you remember where the idea for “Love Letter” came 
from? 
 
KCJ: I met the poet laureate of Los Angeles, Mr. Luis J. Rodriquez. 
He’s this Chicano man who grew up in California—one of those 
people who were in gangs, did drugs, shot at people, was shot at—
and now he’s the poet laureate of L.A.! We traded books in Chicago 
in the Pilsen Park neighborhood, at Chicago’s first or second Poetry 
Block Party. And I read in his book that he has a love letter to Los 
Angeles, so I was like, I want to write a love to letter to Milwaukee. 
So that’s what I did. In my monologue I kind of use his ideas: “A 
city/ with a bloodshed past. Scars were cut in your back/ Fox, 
Sauk, Menominee, Potawatomi, Ojibwe tribes once flourished/ the 
land before European contact. Latinos made the south side home 
after/ the Polish took a White flight/ Blacks came for a new life out 
of the South's racial stigma.” And so like in his monologue, his 
story, he mentions all the different shades of human that live in 
L.A. and where they came from, so I do that in Milwaukee. Black 
people came here for jobs, the industry boom. My mom came from 
Whiteville, Tennessee as a runaway teenager, and so Latinos, the 
Polish—after the Fair Housing Act, the Polish took a white flight to 
Greendale or surrounding suburbs. Poles didn’t want to be around 
Latinos but built up their own culture. 
 
DS: Did you know you were going to write about all this when you 
started the poem? Or did parts of it come as a surprise? 



 

38 

 

 
KCJ: I kind of knew. I was researching about the Fair Housing 
marches before, to write a monologue about that, and so I already 
knew about the Latinos and the Polish. I knew about the Blacks. I 
knew about the Germans. So this is stuff I already knew. And by 
just looking at the culture of Milwaukee and by mixing all that . . . 
because I don’t want anyone to be left out! [Smiling] I didn’t 
mention Asian people. Maybe in the next poem. 
 
DS: Do you want your poems to be read? Or would something be 
lost in the translation from live performance to the page? 
 
KCJ: If people know me and they’re able to hear my voice in their 
head as they’re reading my poems, that’s cool. But I think to hear it 
live would be much better. To see the theatrics of the voice and 
everything . . . it’s a much more stimulating, fun experience to 
actually hear me say it in person. 
 
DS: I notice that you have musical accompaniment in the 
Soundcloud video. When I heard you read live [at the Earth Poets 
and Musicians fundraiser for the Urban Ecology Center, April 13, 
2018] there was no musical accompaniment, but you created a sort 
of musicality with your voice. How important is it for there to be a 
musical dimension to your poems? 
 
KCJ: For me it depends on the audience. I actually use musical 
accompaniment when the audience is not used to poetry. They 
don’t have the attention span, so music kind of fills in all the empty 
spaces, and it doesn’t seem like I’m dragging on by myself. If I were 
to read this poem off paper I feel like it would take so long, but 
once I have it in my head I’m able to actually perform it and people 
stay engaged—the eye contact, the hand gestures. And so musical 
accompaniment doesn’t always matter. Most of the time I’m 
performing without music; it might take away from my 
performance and the words. In the Soundcloud link I think having 
music is cool, makes it seem like I’m a musician. 
 
DS: It’s very jazzy. 
 
KCJ: Yeah, it seems cooler to have that element. 
 



 

39 

 

DS: Can you tell me which two poets have most influenced your 
sense of what great poetry is? 
 
KCJ: I remember my senior year in high school, I read Larry Levis’s 
“The Poet at Seventeen.” And I was like Whoa, this is really cool! He 
talks about riding a stuttering tractor, the Mexicans picking grapes, 
spiders in the grapevines, and talking to pretty girls and how they 
walked off laughing, and how the millionaires would sit in their 
houses and so the land was not theirs. And I remember 
memorizing this monologue and really connecting with it. So Larry 
Levis is one of them. Who else? I read Diane Wakoski. She was a 
woman Beat poet that people don’t really talk about. And there’s 
[Milwaukee spoken-word poets] Kwabena Nixon and Muhibb 
Dyer; those two people inspire me. And I say that, but having life 
experiences is the most inspiration. People who mostly inspire me 
to write are my friends. All my monologues . . . all the characters in 
my book are my real friends, life experience that I’ve had here in 
Milwaukee.  
 
DS: How has the practice of writing enhanced your life? 
 
KCJ: I think I understand myself more. People ask me to perform 
and do things, and writing keeps my curiosity alive, I think. I’m not 
in a box, I don’t have a specific style. I write about wherever my 
curiosity takes me in that moment, everything from autumn to the 
city to eating fried chicken at Popeye’s, to going walking across the 
bridge, to Fair Housing marches, to hip-hop, having fun, getting 
drunk and high with my friends, the essence of cool. I write about 
everything, no limitations. In one of my monologues I’m working 
on now—I think I listened to Jimi Hendrix or Bob Dylan—I came 
up with this metaphor: the monologue is entitled “Kiss the Wolves 
Goodbye,” and so the wolves are symbolism for all the anxieties 
and fears that we have. Some of the last lines are: “The wolves run 
in reverse back into their cold caverns/ Though we kiss them 
goodbye they’ll come back faster and stronger/ Our blades of ink 
must be ready to write them out of existence.” So I write away all 
the wolves, all the anxiety and fears that I have. 
 
DS: Do you work on multiple pieces at once? 
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KCJ: Yeah, because my brain wants to write about so many 
different things at once but only one of them survives the carnage 
of actually getting done. I take my time now. I’ve evolved so much. 
It takes a very long time because I’m such a perfectionist. I have 
such a high standard now—which is good. People see me as this 
high-standard performer and so I always have to keep writing and 
producing to be on that pedestal. But it takes months, years to 
finish things. I know when it’s done in that moment, but nothing’s 
ever truly finished. 
 
DS: Do you think of your poems as needing to be a certain length? 
Or having a particular structure or dramatic arc? Do you have a 
signature length and style of poem? 
 
KCJ: When I get to the moment of seven minutes, that’s when I kind 
of know I’ve captured everything I needed to about that subject. So 
the poem “A Love Letter to Milwaukee” is seven minutes, and I feel 
like I captured everything. I wrote a monologue about autumn and 
felt like I got everything in there. I wrote a monologue about the 
Fair Housing march; I felt like I got mostly everything in there. 
 
DS: Life in seven minutes. 
 

KCJ: Yeah!
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The Subversive Power of the Line 
Break 
Marilyn L. Taylor  
 
Fellow poets, here’s a quick question for you.  Have you ever 
noticed that the minute someone finds out that you write poetry, 
you’re likely to hear what I call one of those famous TCRs, (Totally 
Clueless Remarks), which drive most of us straight up the wall?  
They usually  go something like this: “The trouble with reading 
poetry nowadays is that you can’t even tell if it’s a poem or not.  
Doesn’t even rhyme!” Or (my favorite): “I personally think that 
modern poems are just a bunch of cut-up sentences, don’t you?” 
 
My own first response is to politely refrain from wringing the 
person’s neck.  With that challenge accomplished I might say, as 
calmly as I  can, “Well, no,”—and try to speak to how a carefully 
placed line break can have an extraordinary effect on any poem, 
whether it rhymes or not. And then I’d point out (if the person is 
still within earshot) all the potential subtlety, nuance, and rhythms 
lurking quietly within the free verse line.  Tiny details like that.  
But you know and I know how hard it is to convince somebody 
who firmly believes that if it don’t rhyme it ain’t a poem.  And it 
should probably have a regular beat, too.  
 
Still, the battle can be won, if you’re up to it.  You might begin by 
quoting the former U.S. Poet Laureate Charles Simic, who once put 
it this way: “For me,” he said, “the sense of the line is the most 
instinctive aspect of the entire process of writing [a poem].  I want 
the line to stop in such a way that its break, and the accompanying 
pause, brings out the image and the resonance of the words to the 
fullest.”  Now that is a statement we should all commit to memory, 
bring to mind every single time we sit down to write a new poem, 
and quote loudly the next time someone utters a TCR.   
 
Why all this fervor on my part, you ask?  Well, for me there are at 
least three good reasons behind my crankiness, and they are as 
follows: 
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1.   I’ve learned that line breaks can do amazing things to a 
poem by stealthily foregrounding important words and 
images.  And I shall demonstrate with a very nice piece of 
descriptive prose: 
 
The great blue heron sleeps like a bag of laundry on a limb of an 
old elm, high above the damp ravine still covered with night chill. 
Slivers of ice hem the Winnebago shore. Far away on the edge of 
Dickie’s Cay, hot sun and jelly-green water wrap around me like 
wings, and inside a slumbering bird stirs, opens one blue eye. 
But note how it almost literally blossoms when it’s presented as a 
poem, complete with artful line breaks—which is, of course, the 
way Wisconsin poet Rusty McKenzie wrote it: 
 
The great blue heron sleeps 
like a bag of laundry 
on a limb of an old elm 
high above the damp ravine 
still covered with night chill. 
Slivers of ice 
hem the Winnebago shore. 
 
Far away on the edge 
of Dickie’s Cay, hot sun 
and jelly-green water 
wrap around me like wings 
and inside 
a slumbering bird stirs, 
opens one blue eye. 
     
2.   Line breaks can be fun to jockey around with for purposes 
of setting the poem’s pace and tempo.   Some poems are meant 
to be meditative and want to take their time, right?  Others suggest 
action, often by dashing down the page with impressive velocity—
like this one, titled “Bobolink,” by another fine Wisconsin poet, 
Judy Kolosso: 
 
High 
on timothy                             
and brome grass 
you dive 
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pull up 
circle 
half twist burbling 
in celebration 
of a field 
as yet untouched 
by assassin mower. . . 
 
But what if Kolosso had broken the lines less frequently, like this? 
 
High on timothy and brome grass, you dive, pull up, circle, half twist 
burbling in celebration of a field as yet untouched by assassin mower. . . 

     
I think you’ll agree that the overall tempo of the poem would have 
been drastically diminished— along with a whole lot of its verve, 
energy, and certainly its bobolink-ness.  
 
On the other hand, for certain poems, sometimes speed is the last 
thing in the world it needs. Take a look at the opening to Kevin 
Prufer’s “Poem for My Mother at Her Age”: 
 
Stars are one thing we never run out of, 
The way they fill the black air with 
     a million little breaths. 
 
Don’t you sense that breaking these graceful, sinuous lines more 
frequently would result in a jerky, far less successful effect?  I do, 
because here’s what could happen: 
 
Stars are 
one thing 
we never 
run out of ... 
 
The damage I’m doing here speaks for itself. 
 
3.  Tinkering with line breaks lets us conjure up implications 
that wouldn’t exist in ordinary prose.  So here’s a perfectly 
innocent sentence, taken from Michael Meyer’s excellent textbook, 
Poetry: An Introduction: “At a poetry slam, poets perform their 
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own work and are judged by the audience.”  The sentence becomes 
a little less ingenuous, though, when it’s broken into lines this way: 
 
At a poetry slam, poets 
perform 
their own work  and are 
judged 
by the audience. 
 
Careful readers (like us) might sense an undercurrent here. The 
word “perform,” for instance— alone on the line and therefore 
attention-getting— can be understood to mean that the poets 
referred to in this poem are infused with earnest effort.  “Judged,” 
also alone on the line, could be read as a word that’s loaded with 
negative energy.   Incidentally, please note that I understand how 
these interpretations might involve something of a stretch, but the 
question remains:  can line breaks open the door to innuendos that 
ordinary grammatical breaks usually prevent? 
 
I think the answer is yes—which the following stanza by Moira 
Egan clearly demonstrates. 
 
Written out as an ordinary prose sentence, it’s pretty 
straightforward: “Three women sit in a café, walls the brownish 
red of baked apples that smell of cinnamon and smoke.”  But when 
it’s presented with Egan’s line breaks, it suddenly acquires—for 
me, at least— a sensuality that is almost sexual: 
 
Three women sit in a café, 
walls the brownish red 
of baked apples that smell 
of cinnamon and smoke. 
 
The transformation is pretty amazing—another stellar example of 
a free verse poet capitalizing on her deft manipulation of line 
breaks. 
 

Some general guidelines meant for us all:  
I think I’m safe in saying that in poetry as well as in politics, the 
liberties we enjoy have to be handled respectfully. Like it or not, 
certain time-tested conventions are and always will be with us, 
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even in the freest of free-verse poems. No rule says we absolutely 
must follow those conventions all the time—there are no poetry 
cops out there—but we ought to have good reasons for deciding 
not to. So here are a few suggestions that have worked for me, and 
I try to keep them in mind when I’m writing in free verse.  I hope 
you might find them helpful. 
 
a.    End-stopping every line is almost always a terrible idea. 
An end-stopped line, as you know, is one that consists in its 
entirety of a complete grammatical unit—often an entire clause or 
sentence—and it ends with a comma,  a  semicolon, or a period.  No 
enjambment, no “spillover” to the next line. There are exceptions, 
of course (e.g. for a list poem), but I know from experience that 
end-stopping throughout will likely lead to a very choppy read. 
 
b.    Breaking up prepositional phrases, especially short ones, 
is dangerous.  These versatile little grammatical units are usually 
much more readable when they’re presented as one happy lexical 
family, all on the same line (although Kevin Prufer’s poem above is 
a rare exception).  But if you want to break them up its best to have 
a really good reason, and I honestly can’t think of one at the 
moment. 
 
c.    A line break immediately following an article like “a” or 
“the” causes hiccups.  Unless the poem is long and skinny and is 
for some reason in a terrible hurry, a post-article line break almost 
always comes across as awkward.  Phonetically, anyway.  Try 
reading it out loud, and you’ll see what I’m saying. 
 
d.    If possible, every line should end with an important word, 
or at least a relevant one. I look for nouns and verbs—words that 
will nudge the reader down to the line that follows. Function-
words and wordy phrases like seemed as though it could have 
been, or there probably weren’t quite so many simply don’t carry 
the semantic horsepower of words like kneecap, frenzy or pelican. 
Why should  we bury all that terrific etymological energy deep in 
the middle of a line? 
 
e.    Resisting the temptation to center the poem on the page is 
a wise, wise move.  No matter how cute it looks, how much 
resembles a Christmas tree or a football or a caterpillar, a centered 
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poem is usually a lousy idea, and most editors will agree.  So unless 
you’ve consciously set out to write a “concrete poem” in which the 
shape is part-and-parcel of the meaning, we’re all far better off 
leaving the text left-aligned. 
 
f.    On the other hand, we shouldn’t feel chained to the left 
margin.  A moderate amount of indentation—even a lot of it, if 
used deftly— can  add rhythm and contribute to a more graceful, 
less blocky look on the page. (Disclaimer: I personally go this way 
with trepidation; many poets are much better at it than I am.)  But 
haphazard line placement, which might seem edgy and subversive, 
can often baffle our readers and exasperate our editors. 
 
I sincerely hope that this brief discussion of the free-verse line will 
prove useful to you, or interesting at the very least.  It’s such an 
enormous subject—I haven’t even scratched the surface here—but 
if it intrigues you, my final  suggestion is that you run to the 
independent bookstore of your choice, and pick up a copy of Best 
Words, Best Order, a terrific volume by the poet Stephen Dobyns. It 
contains a detailed chapter on the free-verse line that I’ve found 
hugely rewarding. 
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