		Poems by J. C. Todd

Trestle Bridge

how can you pin a glimpse to frequency when there is only a scene or smaller than that, a flash here and gone and the body reeling from it, caught in its backwash

roar of engine and boxcars blown into your stomach and ribs, your torso bowed out over the stream while you hang on for life you didn’t know was dear until now, arms and legs wrapped around a girder, the trestle bridge quavering over the far down stream flowing  between a lake named Hart and a town—what was its name? where you’d go for a creamsicle with cousins

after that afternoon all popsicles sweeter and colder, brain freeze more intense because the train thundering in your blood thunders in what you bite into, calling up its blowback 20 or 50 years later

a glimpse like that and barely an utterance to mark a piercing too sharp for words you’ve carried without speaking

or a few you’ve spoken stringing them together loosely on a thread of sound driven up from your gut by the wedge of air still flowing off the engine

no story here, nothing clicking down a narrative track from point to point, a tale you could tell over an ale or three to wash down pastrami on rye with a sour dill on the side, sinking into the aqua leatherette bench of a late night diner opposite someone busy chewing and swallowing, taking it in, its coppery tingle sparking their ear bones 

the glimpse is sputters, bits coughed up or glyphs if they’re put down on paper, like scent traces only an atavist could follow or like stars before constellations told who they are and how













Disarm


Cluster bombs, landmines
untripped IEDs

and EFPs, this vet’s
disarmed them all

but can’t dispose of
the lone, live shell

in a chamber of the Ruger
.38 tucked into

a sock in her backpack,
prepped for a sign to sign

out. Out in all weather
at Sixteenth and Walnut, cross-

legged on cardboard, circled
by her stuff—markers, pens,

yellow Ticonderogas
sharpened to a lethal point,

she’s mapping her mindfield,
defusing, refusing the war.

















Leaving Aleppo

shambar, a bundle for apricots and lakhma 
my baby quiet, eyelids gummed with fester

dark side of awake, gray from walking
Ashur’s feet bloody, too little skin to heal

I carry this

our garden scent, grape leaves at midnight 
lemons at noon

Jaddati drying our clothing under the arbor 
so they think that we are there

I carry this

Jaddati at market buying mutton  
as if she is feeding four of us
		
Jaddati buying mutton 
just enough for one

I carry this

soft jingle of her earrings sewn into my hem
hard-edged questions the shabeeha hurl at her
		
my thirst an ember 
her silence a brazier of hot coals

I carry this

scream of metal
 and birds in the wind

knowing they will take her 
knowing she will not come home 

I carry this	
I carry this

all that I live for and with and because of
all this I carry

I will not set it down    

Reading With Students About Death Camps

	What escapes into you. Don’t hide it.
				Cesar Vallejo


The evidence, 
their eyes filling 
with it, mine too, 
memory’s char curling
edges of pages, 
photographs, maps,
the sear of witness 
real as innards 
twisting open
the tropes of bread crusts,
catalogued shoes, barrels
of gold from teeth.

Not our lives, but lives
of the dead, escaped
into us. Grave,
we open to them.
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Men Kissing


Men kissing, men kissing men in a movie,
women kissing, kissing women in the next,
then men kissing women, women, men,

lips swelling into sexual pout,
tongues like petals in storm whorling
on a screen in the basement

of the Methodist Church. Not porn, not instruction
but an ancient lesson—adoration,
how the mouth without words is made holy.

In the diner after the movies, men kissing,
a blonde and a redhead. Over rhubarb pie and coffee
I'm imagining the redhead kissing me.

It's good, as good as any lover,
lips so full I want to gloss them with crimson,
signaling to ruin, Pass over here.

In the shiny metal wall, I glimpse a smeary face,
my own, blurred enough it could be my brother's
leaning toward our father, ready for a bedtime kiss.

My brother, little, kissing our father,
my brother, grown, kissing our father.
Every night of the life they lived together,

Father leaning back in the rocker, tilting his head,
his mouth toward his son, Son leaning down,
thin lips pursed, his nose, so like Mother's,

brushing Father's nose, his stubbled chin 
brushing Father's stubbled chin,
the two of them, homophobic and affectionate,

saying goodnight with a kiss as soft
as the first kiss of the men in the movie, the men
in the diner, soft as kisses I have given or received.
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