


STEFFAN TRIPLETT
Inclemency

Let the rain kiss you.

Let the rain beat upon your head with silver liquid drops.
Let the rain sing you a lullaby.

—Langston Hughes, “April Rain Song”

i don’t dream
the sky is falling / but
that i must
fall into it / not all-at-once
a vacuum / but
swimmingly /
a backstroke up
toward the clouds
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“I heard it might rain,” O says.

My memory of the day starts with her and a plan: the drive-in. A muggy
movie night in May. Already, how literary the day is.

“Hopefully not,” I say, “let’s go around six.”

I'm sitting in the living room with my parents, still adjusting to being
home, having conversations in their vicinity again.

“I can drive us or just walk up to your place.”

We’re back in our cozy town. A best friend just up the drainage ditch.

We keep talking about nothing, about a full summer to come. I begin to
plan my days of reading and relaxing and lying in the sun. We discuss
which friends from home we still want to see after a year away at college.
You are on that list.

“Have you talked to him lately? We should invite him,” she says.

I haven’t but I hoped to see you soon and tell you about my year away.

“Let’s just see what the weather does.”

Here we were already personifying her, the sky.
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i think it too
on-the-nose /
to find grief
feels like the wind /
but O
how it blows
sometimes /
a light breeze
but more often
a flush /
more often a suck
& pull /
i felt
magnetized
to my bed
that summer /
all heavy
once you'd left /
i used to think it light
& airy /
but O
what the wind
carries with it
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I meet you in a pool of all places. God is cruel like that.

I am flipping under water at a friend’s place and there you are when I break
through the surface. Your shirt is off. We are both doomed.

“You're Steffan right?” You know who I am.

I knew who you were before, knew the girls you dated at the other school.

P

I smile and bumble and tell you it’s “neat” you’re switching to ours. We
figure out we’ll have some classes together despite your year below me.

You keep smiling. Your eyes are ice-blue; they both freeze and sear at once.
Your hair is so black in its wet. You brush it with your hand: your arm is
so there, and smooth, and your chest, and I try not to look like I am look-

ing at you.

We talk and talk until the underwater lights switch on: all green, and red,
and purple, and green again.

“It’s time for the hot tub,” someone yells.

“Do you wanna join?” you sing. You know who I am.
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even though we grew up
on it / i hate the sound /
always a burst /
a spinning
noise / the growl-cry
of the dinosaur toy
that hides
in the closet /
ignore it / it’s just
a test / we were taught
there is nothing
to fear /
it is only
a test
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That afternoon I hide in the bathroom while the rain turns our windows
into the top of a pond.

Outside it is dark and thick, and I wonder if the ripples on the pane will
shatter through.

Dad leaves the bathroom to get a better look and Mom yells at him not to
stand too close to the glass.

She begins to cry and I laugh at her overreacting, though Dad obeys and
shuts the door behind him.

The three of us stand there in silence with the mewling cat. She tires, then
takes a nap.

The storm passes. Our house is fine.
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“They can’t find [ ],” O says over the phone, calling again.

This announcement of your missing follows the list of our friends who have
lost their homes. Three and counting.

One of the hospitals was hit. There aren’t enough beds in the one that
remains. Where will they put the people?

My aunt calls and we can’t find my cousin for a few hours. Reception is
spotty because everyone’s trying to call those they love.

A couple hours later the cousin is safe. No news from you.
“I'm sure he’s fine,” I say.

“It’s graduation day.” O’s voice cracks.

“I'm sure he’s fine.”

We stay close to our phones.
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it’s the same sound
they used for air
raids & nuclear
attacks / it all means
the same:
the sky is about
to fall / we know things
different / here
in the alley / we know
what april showers
can bring

*



It was your graduation day. You were driving home with your father as the
sirens sounded. God is cruel like that. Your dad said it took you through
the roof as you prayed aloud: He was reciting the Lord’s Prayer.

He tried to hug you down but the seatbelt broke, the hummer flipped over
and over.

I learn this all from a screen. Your mother can’t bear it so it is your aunt on
the news. She held up your mortar board. Cardinal red. It’s all of you they
could find. The story is local, no national now. They’re saying this is one of

the most destructive storms they’ve seen in years.

Your dad’s undergoing surgery. Maybe he shouldn’t wake up from this dream.
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My favorite song in church was not a traditional hymn, but the
Lord’s Prayer. We only sang it once a month. The song turned
the words into music, orchestral and climactic. The build toward
the seventh note at glory, always stirred something in me. At that
apex of noise and music, it was impossible to unfeel a presence.
It was then, singing to this song, when I most believed. I tore the
bread, dipped it in juice.
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There weren’t enough body bags.

The coroner only had enough to count on one hand, had to call other cities
for more. One city gave him all they had: forty-five.

“T've never held this many before,” he tells a reporter.
On the news they think you may have been shipped to the hospital that’s
still standing, perhaps one out of the city. They want us to call everyone we

can, and pray. Maybe you are trying to get ahold of someone. Maybe you’ll
walk home any day.
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It takes them five days to find you.

I am up late and O calls. I take the phone into my sister’s old room, so my
parents won’t wake. I press the button on my phone and all I hear is crying.

It doesn’t have to be said.

They found you in a pond of all places. The one your parents drove by
each day.
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Your funeral service was a “Celebration of Life.” There was a surreal air
of pleasantry.

The pastor kept referring to the story within the car that we all knew too well
at that point: you were pulled from the sunroof, reciting the Lord’s Prayer.

Everyone took this as a good thing, to mean that you were a “man of God”
who spouted scripture even in his dying moment. But I wondered if you did
it for another reason: a final Hail Mary to be exonerated of your sins. Was
it a praise or a plea?
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Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be thy name.
Thy kingdom come,
Thy will be done,
on Earth, as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread,
& forgive us our s—
did you recite enough?
at what point
of being sucked
into a tornado
do you
die?
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a field, green & full
of maples & dandelions. i wish
to remember contours of your face, the swirls
of your hair. i get lost in the irises,
those welcoming pools.
Your face lights up, wrinkles
around your eyes, you feel like the only person
i've made laugh before. You are the perfect
audience, your teeth shine & i forget all
that came before. Purple, pink, red impatiens
sprout & unfurl.

What do you see when you look at me?

We lie in the green grass, it sinks & wraps around me. i turn
to my left & look into your eyes &
smile. The sun is out & the sky is blue, as
it should be, & all is warm. i reach
toward your hand & hold
your fingers in my own. We do not make
a move, i'm not afraid of anyone
walking by, calling me fag, or meeting us
with disgust. i'm
not afraid of anyone looking down
from the clouds. I'm not
afraid. i close my eyes & fall asleep. This is just a dream & in it
i’ll dream another.
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“I'm afraid to say it out loud.”

We are laying in your bed avoiding the obvious while images of a factory
process on “How It’s Made” are playing in the background. I am spend-
ing the night at your place. Earlier I texted you saying there was a secret I
needed to tell you, and alone in your bed I've brought it up.

“You don’t have to,” you say.

I knew I didn’t, you already knew. You turn off the TV.

“Goodnight,” you say.

We lay there in silence. I wait and imagine the feeling of your hand mov-
ing towards mine under the blanket, you uttering “me too,” and being my
first kiss.

I'm glad this didn’t happen. I don’t think I could bear it.

In the morning we get breakfast. We drive to Sonic and you buy me French
toast sticks and Ocean Water. To our amusement it turns my tongue blue.

You don’t care and all is well. Nothing has changed but a weight lifted.
We went back to your house and I grab my stuff from your room. I think

about how we are best friends now. I went to my car and waved to your dad
gardening outside. I wonder if he knew.
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everyone wants
to talk about God
here / & it makes me
sick / God is sick
in this story
He’s told /
i dream i push Him
into a funnel /
alongside those people
taking refuge
in a freezer /
& the baby
& the boy / & the aunt
of a friend
who lost her
head
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I don’t like how the wind feels when it’s strong. Loud noises make me feel
uneasy. I avoid standing next to large windows. I refuse to let someone
unroll the sunroof. On good days I think of you up in the sky.

I often dream of tornadoes, and I often dream of you. Sometimes I try to
outrun the gray arms that reach down from the sky. Sometimes I can’t
escape them and I get pulled up and flipped over and turned in the air.
Sometimes I walk up to them, arms outstretched, accepting that God is
trying to lift me off of the planet and has been doing so since that Sunday
in May when I could have so easily been anywhere but home.
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maybe grief is like
tornado season / perennial /
an always swirling-up
when the conditions are
just right /
give or take
a day or two /
a week, a month /
i observe
its anniversaries
on any day
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One dream is different than the others: I walk to your grave and dig you out
on the anniversary of the storm. The shovel makes blisters on my hands. Get
dirt in my pockets. But here are your ice-blue eyes, telling me you're alive.

The rules are that you had to be back before midnight, so we fit a fairytale
into a day.

We drive in your car with the sunroof down. Go every place we ever went.
The mall and Starbucks and Sonic, but you can’t be seen, I want you all to
myself. We rent a room. Lay our snacks on the bed, Goldfish and Toblerone.
“Let’s go to the hot tub,” you say. No lifeguard on duty. I catch you up on
my life. I tell you about my first love and how it feels to be held by a man.
You smile the whole time.

We return to the bed, dry and warm. You let me be the big spoon. I hug you
tight so the wind can’t take you again. We look at the time. Eleven o’clock,
it is time to go. We walk back to the cemetery, go to your grave with that
black cross, as tall as you. You lie down in your hole. Stretch out. I grab the
shovel and begin to heap on the dirt.

I wake up to the sound of wind.
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