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Contact us:   

Have you ever read Marlon James’ A Brief History of Seven Killings?  There’s this 
fantastic fucking passage in it: 

“But in another city, another valley, another ghetto, another slum, another favela, another 
township, another intifada, another war, another birth, somebody is singing Redemption 
Song, as if the Singer wrote it for no other reason but for this sufferah to sing, shout, 
whisper, weep, bawl, and scream right here, right now.”  

That doesn’t have anything to do with contacting us but I couldn’t think of anywhere else 
to put it.   

Retirement plan is mostly-quarterly literary and arts zine published in South Bend, 
Indiana.  Find us on the internets.  Email: eddystreetcommoners@gmail.com 
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Pantoum for Trapping Angels  
 
Rose Swartz 
 
You can trap an angel, but not for good, not for keeps 
You’ll need a small house: a porch, a stove, a piano.  
Everybody knows you’ll stand in an alley just to hear him sing  
but in the green light of the bar, is it just his words that bite you? 
 
Offer to take him home: two rooms, a stove, a piano  
invite the black dog too, on a leash of long white rope. 
In the green light of the bar, whose words are the ones that bite you? 
The last act cancels. Your ex-lovers return to skin and bone. 
 
The black dog has a leash but it’s just long white rope.  
Sit down at the piano, order a rainstorm, a smokescreen— 
The last act canceled. Your ex-lovers have returned to skin and bone, 
music and booze ring in your ears, leave your face burning.  
 
Sit down at the piano: order a hailstorm, a smokescreen, 
let the dog chew blankets into feathers and fluff. 
Music and booze rang in your ears, left your fingers burning, 
the only keys left are flats that even the devil won’t touch. 
 
The dog chews blankets into feathers and fluff 
the angel tends the piano while you play the stove.  
The only keys left are flats that even the devil won’t touch. 
At midnight, the dog jumps in the window. 
 
You play the piano while the angel tends the stove. 
There’s pawprints on the walls but you can’t remember any song 
At dawn, the dog again jumps in the window 
you stand up and let the angel play like he’s wanted all along. 
 
He always says he’ll give you cigarettes in heaven  
so you linger on the porch, listening to him sing 
rekindling the stove as each hour burns the next, 
you can trap an angel for a day, but don’t expect, don’t expect.  
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Girls Who Lose Shit 
 
Rose Swartz 
 
All of our jewelry is at the bottom of the lake. Phones drowned at the bottom of ice 
chests. We’ve misplaced our pocketbooks in the back seats of stranger’s cars. Walked 
out of bars with our purses left open between the pages of karaoke song lists. Left a 
litany of swimsuits hung out to dry along the riverbanks of this great nation. If we 
could find all the keys we’ve lost, what windchimes we could make. Some mornings we 
walk outside and watch our brains float away like a helium balloons. Some mornings 
we give chase, jump for the ribbon tails. Other mornings something greater carries us. 
On we go, floating just above the now.  
Each day, lucky ducks, new balloons bob and weave outside each door frame.   
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My Nth Life in the Third Valley East of Monkville  
 
Rose Swartz 
 
Yes, this is this.  
Blue sundown on tall grass  
in the gravel middle of the state,  
third valley east of Monkland.  
I’ve covered the lights  
at the center of my brain 
in timeworn bandannas.  
So the picture on the box  
finally matches what’s inside.  
The circuits and curses and circuses 
all ring soft and clear.  
 
Welcome to the first night  
I can sit still without burning a thing.  
Welcome to my nth life, a ways 
past nine but not quite nil.  
In middle age I’ve become  
more like water, learned the men  
I love are more oarless boats  
than anything with roots or legs or engines.  
I have not turned liquid for them, rather,  
it all happened together  
gathered up along the way. 
 
It smells like cedar and I can hear a river.  
I stopped so many times before I got here: 
caught in the shift of the basalt-carved hills 
purple and gold flickering  
like dusk on the face of someone  
you may never see again,  
so you must keep watch  
until it’s all the way gone.  
 
I arrived after dark. After some things 
I should not have survived.  
I had not planned on being alone  
but have grown used to it. Still, 
sometimes I grate my teeth 
and ask the wind to carry  
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the voices of those agreeing  
with themselves far away.  
 
I hold the shutter of my camera open long 
let the machine breathe the high plains.  
Just outside the center of my thoughts  
lies a very small town and on the main drag 
is the exposed former interior of a barn  
which had been added on to and then  
subsequently subtracted.  
 
The rise and run of stairs removed:  
dark zig-zags, spider veins, age spots,  
constellations of scars. Midway up the wall  
a boot sarcophogus hangs from a nail. 
I run my palms down weathered boards.  
Notice the weep marks below each 
oxidized eight-penny.  
So even something  
as tough as a nail has tears.  
While the rain has so many  
hands to hold.  
 
I’d like to visit again,  
obliquely in the off-most season,  
this valley where my thoughts reside, 
its cottonwood topography  
designed by sewing machines run wild, 
secrets stowed in the upside- 
down homes of cliff swallows, 
riverbanks full of hackberry and bird-squawk laughter,  
funny when I am just now learning truth. 
I thought there’d be more shrubbery  
but there is no windbreak.  
If I could hide certain thoughts  
from the thought at the center 
I wouldn’t be here yet.  
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Dylan’s Fishing Poem #2 
 
Rose Swartz 
 
Has nothing to do with fishing, though  
he spent the better part of last summer  
fixing up a boat he pulled from a ditch  
somewhere in south Louisiana.  
 
It’s been a rough year— 
friends dying, cars crashing,   
the moving, the buying and selling. 
After the last election, his wife’s family  
moved her home, back on the other side  
of the Atlantic. Don’t anybody ask him  
why he didn’t follow. They’re divorced now.  
 
So he sands down the ribs of the boat, 
changes his mind about the color  
three or four times. Late spring in the Gorge  
and the air is full of cottonwood. 
Seeds fall like snow from the near-dead  
trees the landowner calls widow-makers.  
It’s true—I saw one split the morning after  
sleeping in the orchard beside my ex-lover  
and the skeleton of a baby goat.  
 
Can you call a man a widow? 
It’s November now and the boat is finished. 
Too dark and cold tonight to take it out  
so we drive through the hills above Mosier: 
Gypsy Road, Outlaw Road, more no-name  
two tracks we christen east past  
the mobile slaughterhouse where the panel trucks 
slowly sink into the earth and bramble 
to become their own tombstones.  
 
We take the old highway up to Rowena  
stare out at that great dark which spans  
the cliffs and river, make a silent toast  
to the gone ones, pass a bottle of wine  
between us. The air thins when he speaks 
of jumping. We shiver back into the van  
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and let the headlights carry us downhill.  
We are moths riding thin flames back  
to the yurt, the wood stove full of cherry.   
  
It rains hard in the night so he runs out  
to tarp down his possessions—amplifiers,  
novels, firewood, bric-a-brac, all stored  
in a broken hot tub across the yard.  
I follow him out to cool down and  
then we stand on the rock wall  
in a downpour, wearing just headlamps  
and our underwear. Two lost peninsular salmon, 
staring towards our pasts, north and east.  
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Ghazal for Jim Foley:  Route 25, Indiana 

Benjamin Balthaser 

 

I didn’t know these cornfields were once a massacre:  a plaque 

to the dead children of the Potowatomie, as if a rock could remember 

 

What we have forgotten.  On the shredded edge of this country road, 

I hear a Senator say on the radio we are dropping bombs to remember  

 

Jim's name.  There is the silence in the aftershock of the rifle 

Shot, when even the trees shed their dust, as if they could remember 

 

What it was like to be surprised by pain.  In the shallow of a drainage  

Ditch, I am startled by this frank boulder, as if we could re-member 

 

Bodies by claiming the earth over which they were torn open: the swept 

Plain of red and yellow Cargill triangles warning of pesticide:  what could we 
remember  

 

In such a place?   The first time I knew what an explosion felt like 

I was 17, my mother slumped over the wheel, trying to remember 

 

Her name, while the shattered glass fell about my knees as if the sky could break 

Open:  I ran from the car and into the oncoming traffic, unable to remember 

 

That death comes as often from our leaps to freedom.  Jim, you  

deserve something better than this, you mark the moment we remember 
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What it means to mourn our incompleteness.  In a field much like this one 

I imagine the white, distant vapor trails as war follows us inside memories  

 

Of our still-whole bodies, the urge to go where we want, now a Senator's bomb, or a  

Monument radiant under lights:  what we build when we have nothing left to 
remember. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



9 
 

Responsibility 

Benjamin Balthaser 
 
The young man who mugs me knows something  
about responsibility.  He doesn't carry 
a gun.  He apologizes and says he has 
debts.  He uses a word he knows I cannot 
repeat on a white page, in a black neighborhood. 
He walks up the hill towards the sun, leaving me 
my bus pass, bank card, glass fingers  
and glass feet, and everything else I was born with. 
 
My father taught me how to remove 
a splinter, slicked into the flesh.  
There's no cringing, just 
the click of the jack knife, the stab 
into a bottle of peroxide, and the slashing 
open of the skin before calmly reaching 
into the wound with tweezers to pull 
the pulp-sopped stitch of wood.  He 
often preferred wounds that were 
self-inflicted, and in this way, he  
could feel responsible for their outcome. 
The street, the brownstones, and all  
their weighted, impersonal history 
 
shades us from the sun.  I hand over  
forty dollars, am allowed to keep a five,  
and to use everything I have to fight the urge  
to shake the young man's hand 
 
and thank him for asking for so little, 
for allowing the wound to stop here. 
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west coast notebook entry #4 
(helicopters don’t have blind spots) 

Michele McDannold 
 
assume whatever you want 
when you look at me 
& see  
white 
assume whatever you want 
when you look at me 
& see 
a woman... 
blue hair 
raggedy clothes 
shitty, magical jeep 
 
doesn’t she look 
slightly  
ethnic--the eyes, 
maybe 
a sweater? 
don’t judge my motherfucking sweater 
i can’t get white to  
turn black 
or vice versa 
& they’re all out 
of grey 
 
i can’t get  
a moment 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
a patch of sky 
a break 
or a good deal 
i can’t get whining 
all too much about it 
the sprinklers 
are on 
despite the drought 
so many hands 
that need washed 
and as much as i’d like to 
avoid 
roundtable discussions 
on the politicizing 
of a social construct 
the city won’t quiet 
its desperation to manipulate 
borders within borders 
within borders 
 
studies show 
even the helicopters 
are in on it 
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street art  

Frankie Spring 

 

i have never driven home quite right   

in the dark and the rain  but tonight  

streetlights  painted red green and  

yellow stains   

on the cold unfeeling pavement   

  

(these dashes shining alive   

of contrivance artificial  

order and   

manufactured beauty)   

  

shine my lantern   

I am the firefly   
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sans scruple  

Frankie Spring 
  
i love you  on the tip of my  
tongue  a perched bird standing  
alert and suspended  for the call  
of the flock leader, the music  
that means take flight, bids  
them leave the place  of  
congregation for the sky,   
two by two me with  
you,  words the perched  
birds and i the alarm  
bell   
must move and sing   
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cutest bedroom in the whole apartment  

Frankie Spring 
  
the desert of my mind is not empty 
but filled with my baby's wild conspiracy  

 run away with me, darling  
 
 
ghosts in the sand scream with each  
leaden footfall   
  
 
it's a blown-glass sky 
  
 
painted clouds and the roof that stands still  
the roof that stands still and the windowsill  
next to my bed on the floor lets in too  
much light in the early morning  
we finally fall asleep, facing different ways  
 
  
my angel Rachel coveted the windowsill   
for its gardening potential but under my care  
it went suddenly and violently to wasteland  
caked in blowing grains of sand sticky with   
black tar and burn marks and littered with   
crumpled ashen tinfoil in the shapes of dragons  
 
  
 
 
 
sleep away all the beautiful time 
under the windowsill, in denial  
contradiction, decay, complacency— 
all stands still in the oasis he built  
for me, where  
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nothing matters except to look in 
 my baby's eyes, he speaks  
sweet dream suicidal philosophy  
  
his head a full forest  
of flowering cherry trees surreal as sticky summer  
  
but not an earthly thing matters to my baby  
 besides sweet vinegar, floral and pungent like 
 the bite of the sea, no no  

not even me  
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Jen 

C.H. Lee 

the sage scented starlight  
and your braided soul  
made a mockery  
of the bleak mesa air  
when in your laughter  
you stole a drag from fate's pipe 
and used those shotgun lips 
to fuck up my everything 
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EF 2016 

C.H. Lee 

there’s a crumpled paper  
patchwork heart 
inside this pillow treasure chest  
tapping along  
to the beat of the kaleidoscope song pulsating strangers smile  
slicing through a night  
that is tethered together  
in towers of threaded trees  
and miles of hammock straps  
a makeshift moment transpires  
where the sky works fire  
swearing magic exists  
we are a live explosion bright  
ripping and restitching  
untouchable living  
if only for tonight 
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A Rough Night in September  
 
Lena Ibrahim 
 
I remember the nape of your neck 
And how badly 
I wanted to run my tongue 
Slowly 
To where your hairline 
Meets your skin 
 
What was it that you liked about me? 
Was it the sway of my hips? 
Do you remember my habit of leaning forward? 
Perpetually tired from 
This incessant 
Mind 
 
The night 
You were too silent 
It was his birthday  
I had remembered 
I made sure to leave my house 
 
I had 6 gins 
I left you 
To be touched by someone  
I barely knew 
 
I wore that shirt for him 
But I would’ve preferred  
For your hands to stay 
In that space 
For longer than they did 
 
In the early morning 
I sat by the river 
I imagined the time 
When I will have let you fade into the past 
It broke my heart in silent ways 
That would reach as far as I’d let them 
 
My car bears the reminder 
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Five Haiku 

Lucas Burkett 

 

I. 

Santa Claus is dead,  
assassinated by Trump. 
Thanks America. 

II. 

Orange stubby fingers, 
the billionaire's slug lovers. 
Die January. 

III. 

Dog poop underneath 
the gold painted fingernails. 
New name: Trump Tower. 

IV. 

Trump's orange face smashed raw 
like fruit at Gallagher's show. 
Laughter is a poem. 

V. 

I enjoy pooping. 
This is not a Trump Haiku. 
Somethings are sacred. 
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Billionaire Poetics  

Lucas Burkett  

 

I’m calling today 
to raise awareness 
about sad billionaires. 

Did you know 
a billionaire dies 
every 82 years? 

#BillionaireLivesMatter! 
Start the conversation! 
Don’t loot 

a private museum 
full of lobster 
caviar frittatas! 

They’re saving it 
for a special occasion! 

Stay hungry! Stay foolish! 
Stay inside your urinal! 

Bow your head 
and beg  
the Lord’s blessing. 
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The Massacre at Bowling Green 

Lucas Burkett 

 

We’re so hungry we eat the congealed cheese on the McDonald’s wrapper. 
Then we eat the wrapper. 

The shit monsters are encamped by the river. 
They crawl out of the witch’s mouth. 

They march towards the library. 
They march towards translation, 

towards us in the poetry section. 
I’m too afraid to put my phone down 

and read the classics to my daughter. 
Meter sounds like death. 

They won’t kill us? Ok. 
They do. 
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Landfill 

Alison Stine 

 

Everything turned. Mopey Dogwoods. Sweet patterned  

velveteen grass. Smoke in the clover; smoke in the  

 

redbuds, which as a girl, I resolutely called purple.  

The hills are being razed by a yellow machine  

 

my child would know how to name. Look me in the eyes,  

say: I never. Look me in the eyes, say: No. Lies drift  

 

in the air like weather. Lies lift the pollen, carry it  

to birds. The phoebes return or don’t;  

 

one of them, young, is already broken, a promise in the ear  

of a feather. Everyone lies, the detective told me. Innocent  

 

people. Men. Men in suits. The hills are safe. The water  

is fine. Chemicals are sand, and the sand will sift  

 

through you, leave you as before, only purified, as if by fire. 
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Buying Emergency Contraception in Elkhart, Indiana  

Alison Stine 

 

What I want to give to you is done. 

 

Ions ago, an ichneumoniae  

 

hanging between ice. 

Pebble chip in a windshield. 

 

Filigreed drop. Wendy  

waiting in the flies.   

 

 Hard work,  

 

pushing the pill through the mesh 

on my thirty-eighth birthday. 

 

Everything I love is between me, 

a train and a night gym— 

  

your back pressed against  

my belly. 

 

This memory of snow,  

sweetened with vanilla, 
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  almost milk. 

 

The children in Indiana have only scarves  

and black cloaks. To keep themselves 

 

warm, they run. A girl caught  

a rubber ball. I have been driving  

 

past their little school. 

Rutted roads. Aluminum  

 

slide. And only   

 

 dark cars. 

 

I thought I came across  

 

a new creature one night: 

fly limbs, phosphorescent…  

 

but it was only a buggy, stuttering  

with lights.     

I believe there is beauty  

 

in the starkness, but I don’t  

want to live there,   
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not among  

the plain stars. Some people,  

 

I believe, are born only once.  

Some people have never  

 

been animals as we have:  

hunted, driven forward  

 

by our mouths. My last  

 

morning, I noticed the bay  

had frozen over.    

 

You smiled. 

 

Sweetheart, it’s been frozen  

all along… 
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Ye Must  

Alison Stine  

 

All these barns are telling me what to do.  

I thought I would love this land forever.  

 

But then Crissa kneeled, chaining herself  

to the gates of the K & H, her eyes  

 

closed, patient as amber and waiting.  

I don’t know if a blow came. Sometimes  

 

the arresting deputies were kind. Sometimes  

they were not. The guard at the gate  

 

of the Hazel Ginsburg would take a picture,  

but the guard at the Afa Well might show you  

 

around. In the field there were many things  

upended, clumped with dirt from a storm.  

 

Relics in the roots of a stump: red infection  

of a can lid, springs from a bed. We’d all been  

 

walking on trash. Hydrochloric Acid. Choline  

Chloride. Tetramethyl Ammonium Chloride.  
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When the wind smells bleached, go inside. 

Sodium Chloride. Formaldehyde. Animals  

 

that drank from the ridge were swollen,  

but in them was only blood and black time.  

 

Prevents clays from swelling or shifting.  

If you wiggle out of handcuffs, you best be  

 

prepared. Resisting is another charge. 

Stabilizing agent. Winterizing agent.  

 

All this I never knew you would teach me, Ohio.  

But what is a safe place other than your arms?  

 

If the animals loved me in another language.  

If the hills were cleft only by mines. If poverty  

 

grass was fecund. If paw paws could taste  

fine. The light on her face was acceptance— 

 

that she would be arrested, yes, but it would make  

no difference, her wrists in their doors.  

 

She would die. We would all die quicker  

thanks to the river that is no river. Plastic clouds.  

 



32 
 

The edited weather. I saw that light once  

before in a tapestry. Teachers told me it was left  

 

by God, the creature men killed in the red  

threads. But the unicorn’s eyes were cast up— 

 

I saw it by the side of the betrayer. I had to drive  

clear around the side of the barn  

 

to read the rest…BE BORN AGAIN. 
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Planned Community 

Alison Stine 

 

The woman you sometimes picture me with  

posted photos: slaughtering the hog.  

 

She is wolf-haired, I’ve been told. 

 

Often I picture myself in a bathtub of worms. 

How to tell about small kindness. I am not  

 

the kind of woman to make an altar  

of men. I am not the kind of woman  

 

to stand in the doorway of a motel,  

 

my dress a beaded curtain, I put away sex  

like a hatbox. I need nothing but a glow.  

 

I get my fix from sleep and sugar.  

I need no touch but a wing.  

 

The thing I remember most  

 

was the steaming  

body laid open on a steel garage plank, 
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amid the ATVs and the open air. 

Grit punks getting it done, 

 

because there is no sate without struggle. 

 

I wait, you wait.  

The bamboo: solid as silk or  

 

scalded water. 

 

In the photos, the hog was a rib pink blur:  

the boys with knives—and the white air, rising. 
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