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The Presence of Order

after Barbara Edelman and Diana Khoi Nguyen

Being separated from my family 
& placed in a public school is what I recall 
of time, the back-to-school calendar, 
the months still lined up in my head 
like on the bulletin board the first day of kindergarten.  
& this is how I view the days even now, December 
at the end of a straight line drawn with a yardstick, 
maybe Christmas trees or candy canes stapled in place 
before the weeks break as the lines in poems, a year 
fading away & becoming another year, 
January at the start of a new line then, the month 
unfolding in rows, counting the days until spring, 
counting the days left in June. How many seconds 
allowed at the water fountain in the hottest months?
There were just too many of us kids to manage, to keep 
in line, to shuffle from homeroom to gym class, 
from gym class to lunch. When could I go back?
To my mother? To my sister?  
To the daylong, nightlong television?

All I have left of my sister 
I can fit into two storage containers—clear, 
rectangular, neutral as Switzerland or Canada 
except not really because I can see inside a red, 
leather jacket & matching pants I’ll never wear 
but can’t bring myself to get rid of. Where 
would they go? Who would they flatter? I’d rather 
not think about it, even after all these years, 
& so, it remains, a darkening clot 
in a plastic box, a brackish memory.  

My sister did not cut herself 
out of photographs before she leapt 
from the roof, but she called several people 
in our family & gave them a piece of her mind.  
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What I remember the most was her address book, 
her ex-boyfriend’s name scratched out so brutally 
in black ink, the paper ripped through so much 
that that is how I see him, a living, breathing black 
plague of scribble—nameless, bodiless but somehow here 
on the Earth my sister abandoned.  

“Unbuckle your grief,” 
whispered The Great Buffalo that began visiting me 
last June, apart from the tales of first settlers & 
first colonies that failed to bound the creature 
to The Treacherous West. I trust The Great Animal 
so much more than I trust man. How could I not 
in this weary war market? In this accumulation of days 
speckled with disease?

“Do you have any questions,” the pharmacist asks 
as he brushes my left muscled arm with alcohol.  
“I’ve read too much, I’ve viewed too much, I’ve 
listened too much,” I tell him. “What else is left?”  
“I can’t hold any more information,” I say.  
& when he shoots me up, I feel the exhale, 
The Great Long Sigh, The Defeated Breath 
like the size of Southern California on fire, 
The Sound of Inevitability. “What’s the point,” 
I don’t say, “Why am I even preserving my health 
or fighting for it? To live where? To be loved by whom?”  

No, it wasn’t as grim as that, really.  
Just the sound of the soft gush of giving 
into something that felt greater than me.  

I walked around the store for ten minutes, 
bought some bodywash, some toothpaste, 
some sugary cereal in a bright, yellow box, 
a two-pack of Chapstick. “Give me a thumbs-up
before you go,” the pharmacist said.  
He was kind as Canada or a thick bouquet 
of chrysanthemums, sweet as a stick of spearmint gum.  
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I did not want to black out his face or rip through 
the paper he gave me, tucked in a neat, little folder 
commemorating the day. I was light 
as a cardinal’s wing. Unkennelled. Sister.


