


Wheeling Poe try Series 





  

 

The Function of Humor in the 
Neighborhood 

 

—with a line from Louise Glück 

 

Humor functions in the neighborhood as it 

functioned in the shtetl: the only way into a 
world insistent on your pain. Something you’d 

be shot for. If they want you to cry, tears are 
evasive; if they want you vulnerable, vulnera-

bility’s a cop-out; if they want a confession, 
your confession is cheap. “When I speak pas-

sionately, / that’s when I’m least to be trusted.” 
A privilege to weep when to laugh is to choke 

on history. Oh diaspora: seventy-five years ago 
I’d be gassed beside my sisters, yet here I am, 

running out for milk in a heated car. Does a 
funnier joke exist? Yet there’s so many jokes in 

this neighborhood, that one barely gets a 

laugh. 

 

You’re telling us.  

 

 

 

 

  
— Allison Pitinii Davis 

 
Copyright © 2020 by Allison Pitinii Davis. Originally published in 

Poem-a-Day on April 1, 2020 by the Academy of American Poets. 
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Inheritance 
Whatever he did is characterized by meticulously fine and painstaking 
craftsmanship. [. . .] In the care and precision of his lines, people and 

objects retain their own lives. 
—Harvey Shapiro on the poet Charles Reznikoff 

  

1. Reznikoff’s parents made hats. His lines are tight 
as his parent’s stitching: 

word-word-word-word-word. 
Lines to cover a head on a freezing day. 
  
2. My mother is a bookkeeper, 
my father is an innkeeper. 

I’m a keeper of a language 
that won’t register under its name. 
  
3. Reznikoff’s mother moved to America 
and had a son. She wanted to name him Ezekiel 

after her father. The doctor said, “Call him Charlie, 
he’ll be grateful.” 
 
4. When the thread unravels, run it between your lips. 
When there isn’t thread, invent separation. 

Double knot the end of every truth. 
  
5. Between being horseman 
in Czarist Russia 
and trading horses 

in Chicago, a Jew stopped in England 
and grabbed a new name quickly 
as a jacket 
that we keep handing down 
to inherit the sweat. 
 

  — Allison Pitinii Davis 

 
from LINE STUDY OF A MOTEL CLERK, Baobab Press, 2017  

Featured Poem of the week, Missouri Review, May 9, 2016.

 

https://www.missourireview.com/allison-pitinii-davis-inheritance/
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