
Three Poems by Charles Rammelkamp
 

 
Mantra 
 
Like most freshmen, 
I felt overwhelmed: 
so many books to read, classes to attend,  
tests to prepare for, subjects to understand. 
Girls everywhere and none of them mine. 
I longed for Becky Farber with a futility 
amounting to despair. 
 
To cope with the stress, 
I signed up for a Transcendental Meditation class. 
Visions of an equilibrium beckoned like Heaven: 
 transcending the anxiety of the illusory world. 
if not becoming one with the universe. 
 
After  a lecture on the salubrious effects 
meditation bestows, like a blessing – 
inner peace, creativity, improving academic 
performance – 
I signed up to receive my mantra. 
 
As though initiating me into a secret cult, 
the instructor closed the curtains, 
lit a stick of incense, 
furnished me with a mantra, 
as if my exclusive property, 
like the right shoe to fit my foot, 
instructing me to repeat it over and over  
in a pervasive calm, 



until it lost all meaning. 
Improves cardiovascular health, increases IQ. 
 
But when I tried to incorporate the practice   
in my evening routine after classes, 
I only fell asleep 
dreaming of Becky Farber’s breasts, 
waking two hours later  
in a panic I’d lost precious study time, 
my apprehension more, not less. 
 
Squeeze Up 
 
“Contract the rectum,  
sex organ and navel,” 
the kundalini teacher intones, 
before sending us 
into a rapid cat-cow sequence, 
synched to our breathing, 
rounding the back 
then dropping the abdomen. 
I think of a writhing snake, 
the backbone whipping in waves. 
 
On command,  
we hold the cow position, 
bellies sagging, chins tilted up, 
and we hold our breath. 
“Squeeze up again.” 
 
Squeeze up:  
sounds sort of salacious; 
the prurient teenager in me  



imagines Meg, the woman next to me, 
posed on all fours on her mat, 
wearing only shorts and a tee-shirt, 
“squeezing up.”   
 
I sneak a peek 
at her sweet kundalini. 
Our eyes meet. 
Did she just wink? 
I look away, embarrassed,  
as if she knows 
what I’m thinking. 
 
 Underpants  
 
The large yellow envelope from  
the charity  declared: 
UNDERWEAR ENCLOSED! 
Sure enough, a pair of pink briefs, 
a sexy little number with thong straps, 
sealed in plastic shrink-wrap 
with a note instructing me to return the panties 
in the enclosed self-addressed envelope 
along with a check. 
 
I’ve received t-shirts and tote bags, 
baseball caps and of course 
the ubiquitous name and address stickers,  
but this was a first. 
Chuckling, I tore open the packaging, 
turned the garment over in my hands, 
absently stuffed it into my pocket  
before heading out the door 



to the Rite Aid pharmacy – 
where I was going when the mail arrived. 
 
At Rite Aid I picked up envelopes, 
shampoo, sore throat medicine and aspirin, 
then stood in the checkout line. 
When my turn came to pay, 
I reached into my pocket for some change, 
pulled out the bright pink underpants 
as if a magician producing  
endless silk handkerchiefs 
from my sleeve. 
 
The clerk, a young woman 
who could have been my daughter, 
blushed, averted her eyes, 
repeated the amount I owed. 
 
Where to even begin my explanation? 
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