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Suddenly

A man is run out of town
for some queer deed, the legend of it 
haunting his family. 

Don’t scare the little children

Charles Henri Ford would say,
bemused, which meant,
keep a lid on it.

I liked to scare myself, 
as a child in Mississippi,
hypnotized by a water moccasin 
gliding across the bayou.
That woman in the Studebaker 
who was not known to any of our parents 
was a kidnapper of children.  
Don’t let her see you!

I wanted to be in a B movie. 
I wanted to know about trashy reputations. 
My mother let me listen in to the phone conversations
with her girlfriends.  Just don’t let them hear you.

In my twenties Leon told me stories of the poet Will Percy,
being chased across Europe by scandal 
but coming back home, safe and discreet,
black men knocking at the back door. His book collection
became the town library but when Leon offered 
to make a portrait bust of him, 
the library board declined.





I thought of Percy when I spotted the two photographs
in the Rome flea market, the blonde male tourist in sunglasses,
posing in front of a church, peering off a balcony.
Who’s taking the pictures?

I thought of Sebastian Venable, 
from Suddenly Last Summer,
traveling with his mother, and then with Catharine, 
his beautiful cousin who served as bait 
for the young men he wanted to meet
in the proper salons or the wrong beaches,
and I thought of Tennessee Williams himself, 
prowling through Italy and France in a blue jaguar. 
He drove into a tree at 70mph and the typewriter on the back seat 
hit him on the head but he got just a minor cut 
and a bout of insomnia.

I thought of my LA cousin Tom,
who left Mississippi in the 50’s and never came back
until his mother’s funeral, so I didn’t meet him until he was 75,
in New York for the holidays, reserving meals in every landmark restaurant,
telling me shocking stories from the minute we met,
his crush on my father, his crush on my uncles, and how
he gave blowjobs to black men walking home from work
when he was 12, behind the tall hedges next to his house.
He became a doctor and moved into a ramshackle ranch house
in the Hollywood Hills. He would meet his mother on Sanibel Island
but he was done with Mississippi. He now sits at home
with round the clock care and Parkinson’s.
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