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Trouble in a Minnesota Town

The sign in the grocery window says,
NO MANGOES,

and everyone who passes

is seized with a tropical longing:

the sun sets hot orange;

a dense perfume

loiters along the street;

on the tongue is the memory

of something softer than spun honey.

Before daylight, the whole town

is mad for the flavor of mangoes.

A spicy sweetness, almost a cross
between cloves and ginger,

lodges in the brain like a stuck tune.
By noon the record shop

has sold out of calypso albums;
reggae and salsa are going fast.

In the square, someone is showing how
to dance the mambo, the rumba,
pleading for a partner to tango,

por favor, por favor.

When the sign goes up announcing
a sale on papayas, guavas, bananas, avocados,
it is already too late.

The people have begun to paint
their slogan on the walls--
MANGOES O MUERTE--

and the mayor has received

a list of demands:

Mangoes.

Mangoes.

Mangoes.

Mangoes.

Neal Bowers

© by Neal Bowers. Reprinted by permission of the author.



for Yehudi Wyner

Trouble in a Minnesota Town
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About Trouble in a Minnesota Town:

My friend Sam Bates could hardly contain his glee when he introduced me to Neal Bowers’ poem,
“Trouble in a Minnesota Town.” He knew it would be love at first sight. The instant I read the
climactic proclamation “MANGOES O MUERTE” I mentally began to set Bowers’ whimsical
words to music.

Creating a musical vocabulary as colorful as the poem’s
own freewheeling idiom was a giddy experience. I had
never combined music from such vastly different styles
before! During this process I thought frequently about
Yehudi Wyner, a former composition teacher who also
occasionally delighted in weaving diverse musical threads
together.

When I put the finishing touches on Trouble in a
Minnesota Town I had no idea how the song would be
received by audiences. But I was certain of one thing. It —
might be the first genre-bending song I ever composed, but Cover Image by Danusa

. . , Licensed from CanStock Photo
it certainly wouldn’t be my last! — E.A.

Neal Bowers grew up in Clarksville, Tennessee. He received a PhD from the University of Florida,
and taught for many years at lowa State University in Ames. His poetry collections include Night
Vision, Lost in the Heartland, and Out of the South, which won the Society of Midland Authors 2002
Poetry Prize. A recipient of a National Endowment for the Arts Fellowship and the Frederick Bock
Prize from Poetry magazine, his poetry has also appeared in the Sewanee Review, Poetry and the
New Yorker.

His memoir Words for the Taking: The Hunt for a Plagiarist recounts his experience of searching
for a plagiarist who had published his poems in several poetry journals, leading Bowers to explore
the deeper implications of plagiarism. His other works include the novel Loose Ends and Cats Rule:
The Bookstore Cat’s Guide to the Care and Training of Humans.
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