JANE ZWART

Valentines

Because he was a child, my brother called things
unfair. He raised the alarm for pies unevenly sawn

and argued that other families had dogs. He insisted God
wouldn’t punish the kids no one taught to pray.

Still, when he got sick, my brother didn’t know justice
from caprice. He was just getting started, after all:

everyone got a valentine, and teachers liberated classes
to recess by shirt color and eye color, as if without bias,

and sometimes, as if a kindergarten were the kingdom
of heaven, the last went first, the alphabet abaft.

According to what whimsy were the kids released
the day that Adam got out of line, the day he screamed

and held his side? As if without bias, the cancer took him,
although it took its time. My brother was seven

when my parents buried him. In the church, ushers
dismissed mourners a row at a time. It was not fair.

When my mom got sick, my friend offered up her in-laws
instead, which is not the kind of joke everyone can make.



But I knew what she meant: that my parents permitted
grief to make them braver, more open to the heartbreak

that is the end, if not the sum, of all our loves.
And that such people should get to stay. She meant

caprice isn’t justice. I know, my friend wrote,
the measure of a person’s goodness isn’t the measure

of their blessings, but this—nothing could be less fair.
My mom would want me to tell her that grace, too,

is unjust, never mind anyone’s odds of survival. There is,
she would want me to say, a valentine everyone gets.
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