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It starts with a whistle, and ends with a bark 
 
 
I was just talking about this with the Nebraskans.  
I’ve had it up to here, they said, and pointed  
at their necks and then I stopped listening; their necks 
looked as though they’d been through a lot 
 
40% of Americans think the devil is a person, that he 
(or she) used to be a communist, but now he (or she)  
is probably a terrorist. Their necks with the prickly heat, 
with the sunburn, with the skin so sensitive to chafing 
 
I’ve worked quite hard; I’ve earned this lapel pin. See how 
a quality craftsman fence creates a beautiful  
illusion of privacy? I’m proud of my card, look 
how it portrays a mountain top as the pinnacle 
 
of the human spirit. Of course the successful ego is lonely. 
I am half Nebraskan, and it makes me feel good to dress up  
my bare neck, now bejeweled, now bedecked  
(so like a fleshy cephalopod cowering beneath the head)  
 
I am a member of the Urban Lightwing Professionals and I 
never leave home without my detachable bosom.  
I’ve watched a rash devour a paint to skull and tailbones, oh—  
a devil is a thing to pity, all inbred and cancer-faced. 
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Instant Replay :: Basal Ganglia as Exploratory Bump :: __________  
 
I keep thinking of the saltwater croc  
how it gives the hypothetical  
great white an exploratory  
 
bump. The battle is inevitable,  
as evidenced by both digitalized 
& steel replicas of jaws crushing  
 
watermelons. The way a great white  
will barrel roll, even with a bitten- 
off fin—a fin unlike a wedge  
 
of watermelon. After the oceans  
dried up they would be the last  
living creatures on earth, not the  
 
swans, like everyone thought, not  
the watermelons nor the saltwater croc. 
Not the two-ton, million year-old 
 
shark. Camped among reef skeletons & 
milling along the sandy ridges of the plastic- 
laced ocean floor—I can hardly   
     
say it: instant replay is to basal ganglia like 
exploratory bump is to act of aggression. Like  
when you said human, I heard you man, meaning  
 
me: I am a member of the Urban Lightwing  
Professionals, and I do not bend the rules. 
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Inner Monologue of the Urban Lightwing Professional 
 
 
I’m afraid of twin spikes in the city of goodbyes. 
Your garbled thighs, unclear, a symbol 
of a skeleton. A skeleton of TV antennae 
complete with sprinkler systems 
and fireproof polymer coatings… 
 
I’m all choked up on whisky and ryes— 
I’m bailing from the control tower. I’m violent, 
or violated; I look to the window, see 
the monstrosity of my thighs, offset  
from each other, half-truthed. 
 
Your dappled sighs, unclear through remote  
devices. A monument to myth, to the spirits 
of flight. Clearly we’re targets. Scissoring 
it’s a form of taunting, I’m afraid  
 
of nakedness. Who will say, “ghastly” 
who will say, “economic, but emotional” 
who will spit “urban utopian” at our investments 
our quiet compliance, our stairwells of concrete. 
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Back Alley Sales Pitch to the Targeted Recruit 
 
 
I come here by way of the Urban Lightwing Professionals, 
here is my card. I do anything but ferns, 
I am afraid of ferns: their nasty little 
curling fronds reach for my legs, lick— 
though I fold my self, origami-style, paper-thin. 
 
A space filled with men is no longer  
a window, you know, and men hide  
sweetmeats in their orifices: eye  
sockets, crook of thigh, palm pockets,  
the space of a sigh. 
 
I do anything but ferns, and city blocks— 
I prefer to work alone. I don’t do babies 
and I only work at dawn. Transitions  
are my specialty: what you can’t pinpoint 
can kill you. Glance back: down a little. No, higher.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5 
 
 



 

  

 
Adopting a Greyhound Will Not Take Your Mind Off of It 
 
 
The Urban Lightwing Professionals 
do not deal in balms; it’s two  
dollars to view the world’s largest  
superfund site and may I say: 
value meal. You’ve got to 
aerial-map it to see the scale 
of special it is. Imagine  
you’re one of three hundred forty-two snow geese  
heading south. Imagine landing  
like a flush of babies 
in an acid bath. Next morning 
the water has eaten your fevered 
throat, the long lacy tissues 
lie flaccid, floating. Just now beginning  
to sink. As for cetaceans, mermaids, 
Professionals and Non— 
we are more and more made 
of the toxic aquatic, more and  
more, though recently: 
extremophiles alive 
in mine tailings 
absorbing like a skin 
like a skin 
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Your Country is Engaged in a Race for Self-Preservation 
 
 
If the threat of destruction is omnipresent 
fame, riches and romance are yours for the asking 
 
If your infant prefers gazing at the wall over gazing at your face 
remember, it is a volatile new world 
 
If you dream you are falling off a cliff to your death during a family vacation 
someone is speaking well of you, or  
your country is engaged in a race for self-preservation 
 
If you are afraid of scare tactics 
smiling often can make you look and feel younger 
 
If a boy has cried wolf 
he was only fretting about fallout shelters 
 
If you’re worried about environmental pollutants, autism, and soldiers with PTSD,  
the world may be your oyster, but it doesn't mean you'll get its pearl 
 
If a crisis reaches its peak 
remember, a friend is a present you give yourself 
 
If the clock is ticking down to a planned disaster 
trust your intuition—the universe is guiding your life 
 
If you’re afraid of the dark 
it doesn't matter—who is without a flaw 
 
If you’re not sure if you’re leaking amniotic fluid 
today is a lucky day  
for those who remain cheerful and optimistic 
 
The Urban Lightwing Professionals have laid out twelve steps for survival 
and the first step to better times is to imagine them 
 
If the city is eerily deserted 
remember, as the purse is emptied, the heart is filled 
 
 

7 
 
 



 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

II.  Case Studies 
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The Nephophobe 
 
 
I'm realizing I've forgotten bobby pins, like always  
 
in case  
of an emergency 
make the call 
The number I’ve written down  
 
is in the book of faces 
I made for my daughter  
from clipped 
magazine ads, I wrote it 
under the red lips 
Be sure to note the clouds 
 
mare’s tails or nimbocumulus 
you will need this information 
 
when you arrive 
She likes lifesavers, did you know they are called that 
because the hole in the middle means  
you can breathe 
even if one lodges itself in your glottis? I learned that recently 
There are butterscotch ones 
 
in my pocket 
I’ve learned the words for please, thank you  
and chicken, I’ve frozen a casserole 
I've hollowed out a spot in the wall with a melon spoon 
 
There is tin foil in the pantry, hangers 
in the hallway, I’ve entered  
a high-stakes giveaway 
for a thousand dollars-worth of maternity clothes 
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and there’s coffee  
in the bathroom  
 
Please save the growth chart 
in her bedroom and the yellow 
stuffed owl from IKEA 
 
my password is the onomatopoeia  
for the sound I make  
when I eat peaches      
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The Mycophobe 
 
 
I try  to wake up  
early, eat kumquats  
for the vitamin C  
do one thousand crunches 

I try 
not to touch the baby  
after touching cats 
corn products, or condoms  
I have purchased a metal 
detector, a Havahart 
trap, some cheese, some roast  
beef  sandwiches  
I eat the leftovers. I could eat 
a whole chicken, a vat  
of havarti, I make  

empty food threats I watch  
a lot of Dragnet reruns  
I try   not to watch  

but I love it. 
 
The baby breathes  
my air, I try  not to breathe  

on the baby  
I wash   the baby 
I wash the baby as much as possible 
I have stopped picking  
up litter  pennies 
girls  or the mail 

it’s a matter of subjects 
and controls, I’m  
a longtime —look  

at my lapel pin— 
affiliate of the Urban  
Lightwing Professionals,  

I’m like dinner , FEMA, 
a boy scout, prepared. 
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The Germaphobe 
 
 
The germaphobe believes in hydroponic 
living, she subscribes to e-periodicals and orders 
pears that arrive cased in bubble wrap;  
she is comforted by mold, funguses and rodents 
in traps. These things she can see, she reasons, 
but worries: who will befriend the germaphobe? 
She needs more friends, less acquaintances 
with whom to say sorry for the sterile  
silence on the message machine.  
 
The germaphobe has sent away for science kits  
the ones with the Petri dishes; she plans 
to etch their plastic casings with safety pins.  
Each culture of fingernail or toe jam 
she will dedicate to the baby she loved but lost in clots,  
the one holding tight to her now, the one who bites  
off her nipples, the one who cries and cries. The one who tethers  
the germaphobe to her functional body, who snarls  
at the sensual body, the one who crawled unseen like a virus, inside. 
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The Thanatophobiacs 
 
 
You have asked 
You have asked 
You have asked for 
our views  
 
In particular 
we conclude  
we further conclude  
we express no view  
moreover  
as a matter of our— 
with respect to, O— 
 
concerning 
the livable life 
the grievable 
d— 
 
It is inappropriate to express 
unpatriotic, or 
 
 
you’re either 
with us 
or 
  
We do not believe in t—  
We do not believe it is… 
 
O, 
to conclude, 
we do not  
believe in our— 
 
Grief. 
Anxiety, it is  
our understanding 
our pricked skins 
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O, conclude! 
 
invulnerable is 
security is 
safe is 
 
(sensate!) 
 
a word 
 
(the immensity!) 
 
a word comes 
and I have to  
 
learn  
 
(the terror) 
 
to speak it 
 
(terror) 
  
a new kind of  
who 
 
ellipses 
ellipses 
ellipses 
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The Chrematophobe 
 
 
1.  
 
Here, in my external uterus, my think-blotter 
I am building a yurt 
to sleep, in- 
terchangeable with 
 
 
2. 
 
Check 
the memo, note to self. Surely 
some good stuff there. 
Duly noted.  
Also: learn about banking. 
 
Oh please. 
O think, 
 
A box. My bank sits in a box. It hurts me from the box. I want it; I want a parade. Or a 
thermometer 
 
outside my door 
 
to be colored in red when the donations arrive. 
 
 
3. 
 
I don’t think you understand the desire of the common 
Flicker like I do 
 
I’m aroused by false bravado 
 
Especially in poems 
 
There’s a song I am always singing in which I buy a mockingbird, a ring, a doormat, the  
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sky, an island, a gold chain, a candle wick, something that rhymes with wick—a stick, or 
a trick, or  
 
 
4. 
 
Value becomes valueless it mocks 
 
It mocks bye bye 
 
A box of I 
 
want 
 
want 
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The Peladophobe 
 
 
Hard stealing 
from babes— 
all gums  
 
No language 
except this  
constant vowel 
 
In her fact 
the desire to be 
answerable  
 
Cheap but easy— 
my thoughts 
become hers 
 
Language means 
this constant vowel 
 
Might be to say 
I am driven 
to marry younger 
and younger women 
 
Language means 
this constant vowel 
 
Might be to say 
where I come  
from it is  
different/same  
 
some energy 
coming out 
 
mouth 
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The Pantophobe 
 
 
I’m wanted for harvesting 
In the city of organs, 
The city of a lost, a shared,  
In the city—the city  
Of pertussis. 
 
O, the curdling city. 
 
O, the city of rashes, of $49  
Minimums and a reddening  
Around the eyes. 
 
In the city, the spastic city,  
Of cephalopods and blobfish— 
In the city of gases,  
Noxious and banal— 
 
A reddening. 
In the city, the city of factories, 
Faraway factories  
Suddenly near. 
 
In the city of germ warfare 
Where I found my doppelganger 
In the city that rhymes with fun 
 
In the city of yum-yum 
In the city where I was  
Spent, in the city of tents 
In the city that rhymes  
With a hot meal, where an open mouth— 
 
In the city that turns to mine 
 
Where I was when you 
 
In the city 
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In the city where I dawdled 
Where I was 
 
The city of damp towels 
 
The city of witches 
The city of biting  
 
In the wet city  
In the city the 
City, in the city 
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The Scotomaphobiacs 
 
 
The savants have memorized pi 
say I remind them of seven, the number,  
not the movie (such a freak show)   
 
Knowing what they know, that flamingos  
and whales share a technology, that this color 
has a name, it’s “Late Afternoon Sunshine”— 
 
It’s not a practical or impractical choice:  
she could encounter a blindness in the visual  
field. He could find himself among bad men,  
with narrow hips, wearing shiny fabrics.  
Wanted: they all say, the assay so hard, so sharp— 
the conquering. I’ve gotten so used to it. 
 
What makes them want to eat? 
What makes them want to change the channel? 
Is it all the processes that have no beginning  
or the little things that kill us  
and the big things, too? They think  
that really is truly; they think  
that madness is so close 
to joy. They think that it means both  
patriotic and chauvinistic, that now 
is the new black 
is everybody. 
 
Something comes and I have to learn to speak it 
they say, and you agree, and you both lean over 
to pick up a sand dollar, but it’s a muffin wrapper. 
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Epilogue: The ULP, We 
 
whisper around the sleeping 
we twist light bulbs into place 
we sweep and re-sweep the sidewalk 
sometimes we overwater and sometimes we 

underwater 
 

we  
run to catch busses we  
release the contents of our lungs we  
check if we turned the sirens off we 
worry about body counts we 
release the contents of our 

lungs 
 
we check if we locked the  
escape hatch  we wrap each other in  
space blankets  we guard our 
tender bits    we squint at bright  
light  we sweep and re-sweep the  
sidewalk  we wait for the next  

bus we 
 

worry about pedophiles  we check and 
recheck the directions we  whisper under 
blankets we squint at tenderness we 
check if we turned the sleeping off    
sometimes we over water and sometimes we under  
water   we release the contents 
of our lungs  we sweep and re-sweep 
 we re-sweep 
 
we re-sweep we  check if we locked the 
body count   we twist our tender bits 
into place  we release the contents of our 
pedophiles we     wrap each other in 
sidewalks we overwater our lungs we 
check and re-check the escape hatch 
we squint at sirens we whisper     the directions we  
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whisper on buses we  whisper under 
 water  
  

“bright lights” 
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Or, Epilogue 
 
 

a thing shares its being 
 

with the thing 
 

that doubts it 
 

(if your lymph nodes feel swollen)  
(and you can’t stop touching them) 

 
it is hard to know 

 
a counterbalance 

 
they get so big 

 
(if you dream) 
(someone)  
(has sent you a desk) 
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Ellen Welcker’s first book, The Botanical Garden, won the 2009 Astrophil Prize and was 
published by Astrophil Press in 2010. Her poems and critical writing have appeared in 
Tinfish, Shampoo, Mudlark, and Quarterly Conversation, among others. She lives in 

Seattle. 
 




