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ABSTRACT 

 The Wide Mouth of Bone: Original Poetry is a collection of poems which explores the 

landscape of the Llano Estacado and its relationship to memory, space, and emotion.  Ache, 

the central theme of these poems, manifests in a number of settings and images:  a bird 

dying in a field, the inconsolable loss of a loved one, and the realization of love, to name a 

few.  As a whole, this collection follows the path of the seasons and examines how one’s 

experiences become a greater conversation about our place within the natural world. 
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           CHAPTER I
      INTRODUCTION  

 
       I was born in the middle of a March sandstorm.  My mother said that despite the wicked 

winds that whipped the faces of those crossing the hospital parking lot, people came to meet 

me, bleary-eyed.  The hospital doors slid shut behind visitors who shook dirt from their 

jackets and hair, dotted at their eyes with tissues.  They sneezed and grunted, commented, 

“What a day to be born.”  There, in the Llano Estacado’s heart without a lush thing in sight, the 

nurses stuck a green bow on top of my head. 
 
 This Llano, the land of my childhood, stretches like a rough belly across my memory’s 

landscape.  Most of this flat and endless plain consists of wild yucca and the loose, red sand 

that found its way into my mouth on windy days.  She is a fickle land:  uncertain, yet 

beguiling.  When Coronado landed here, he was struck by her endlessness.  For days and 

days he marched with his men, the prairie refusing to end or give up her secrets.  They met 

the company of mesquite and cacti’s low thorns.  They met bones bleaching in white sun.  

Legend notes these men dug stakes and buffalo ribs into the ground to guide them out of 

the throng of wild grass.  And still the “staked” or “stickered” plains remained, as she had 

always been, murmuring in the wind. 
 
 Besides the heat and bitter drought, little else seems faithful here unless you learn to 

watch the skirts of mesquite and wild grasses for brown-backed things that manage to 

survive.  In autumn, the native trees that find the dry earth bearable – pecan, barren oak, 

Texas mulberry – explode their last colorful lifebreath before succumbing to dry, gray 

winter.  Bare branches chatter in December wind, a few, stubborn leaves attached here and 

there, and the most tenacious birds’ nests remain tree top and cling naked until spring. 
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 As farming and ranching land, the Llano is continually trodden upon and upturned by 

cattle hooves and the metallic teeth of plows.  The wind blows relentlessly while walking 

across parking lots or frantically trying the key to your door.  Dust and sand blow into your 

eyes and teeth; they find their way into your ears and scalp.  When you sneeze, you blow 

brown, but the grit seems to lodge deeper and deeper.  You breathe it, and it enters you, 

becomes part of your blood. 

 During this wind, I read through my mother’s nursing texts, a thin encyclopedia series of 

exotic animals and insects, and Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House on the Prairie series.  I felt 

that Laura and I were intimately connected.  She fought the prairie’s senseless cold and wind, 

as I did, and learned to make a life out of that endlessness.  When she wrote of thatch 

houses, dugouts, and the ceaseless quest for water without complaint, I understood the 

necessity to shield the wind from your face and forgive the land for what she gave.  To 

Laura, a plague of grasshoppers that destroyed her family’s livelihood contained an element 

of beauty.  I knew her life.  As a child, I caught cicadas and made them cluck between my 

fingers, their bodies so plump and awkward I wondered how they could fly.  Tipped on their 

sides, they looked at me with unblinking eyes and fussed with dissatisfaction.  In that 

moment of otherness, I recognized fighting against the land was futile.  We could only hope 

for partnership, a symbiotic relationship with the Llano.   

 Our lives revolved around the crops.  My grandfather flew small planes and dusted the 

whole earth, I thought, with a spray that kept our family forever discussing the weather.  

From the air, West Texas is a patchwork of gold and green.  The entire land, unto the 

precarious edges of the canyon, is divided into circles and squares.  Not an acre goes to 

waste.  In more remote places, cotton and corn grow down ditches and almost touch the 
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doors of passing cars, and early morning farmers congregate around Diary Queen coffee 

cups and complain about how their crops are night-picked.  It is an unusual sight, all that 

ache for life in a place which produces so little natural nourishment.  As a result, I spent 

much of my childhood watching the fields pass by my window:  corn and soy in late May, 

cotton in early October, winter wheat December’s bitter cold.   

Once I went up with my grandfather’s lead pilot and felt my guts ache and tremble as a pen 

floated off the dashboard when we dipped down unexpectedly before stopping on the 

narrow landing strip.  After that – or, maybe, a little before – I dreamed of flying over 

houses and trees, my arms outstretched, metal wings of the plane, watching over all the 

sleeping heads.  In my dreams, right before waking, the quick descent downward made my 

chest ache.  I awoke panting. 

 Driving the 14 miles from my high school to our small rent house across the road from 

rows of green, impenetrable corn gave me time each morning and afternoon to watch for 

the hardy wildlife nature seemed to neglect.  As my old truck rounded Hansford County 

Cemetery, I scanned the roadside for rabbits or prairie dogs caught in the unexpected glare 

of headlights.  In the early morning or late evening as the sun set into the fiery west, the 

beams gleaned across the gravestones in wild flashes. I watched for small skitters before 

rounding the next corner and leaving the graves behind me.  Sometimes a hawk or owl 

would wait on the headstones, as if divining their own futures there amongst the graves.   

 All spring and summer I watched the crops that way.  The maize would grow tall and 

suddenly droop with heavy heads in late summer.  The wheat glowed white hot and dazzling 

against approaching storms.  And in the fall, our small town opened to a deluge of migrant 

workers who roped hay, picked cotton, and guided the rhythmic click of combines between 
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the daylight hours.  By the end of October, all that was left were the bruised and beaten 

stalks stripped bare of their product.  This stubble was burned, plowed under, and cut back 

into itself so the Llano could remain fertile.  Coming home late from a football game or an 

evening in town, I would roll down my windows and let the last smoke of wheat and corn 

fill the cab.  Aflame on the horizon, those crops smelled sweet and sharp as midnight. The 

last of summer lit up the night sky, the air electric with what the next season would bring. 

 In this way, the Llano’s body is the body of a woman, her earthly flesh responsive to 

what is offered and what is taken.  Begrudging and unforgiving when she chooses, an 

unexpected season of rain or severe drought can undo her delicate balance.  Once, a summer 

brought more rain than usual.  Water rolled down gutters and street sidewalks and washed 

the dust from the rose bushes.  It filled the potholes and turned yards into quicksand.  For 

four glorious days it cooled the burning pavement and gave me music to dance to.  But in 

the weeks that followed, a thick layer of black beetles covered yards, sidewalks, and door 

frames.  They crawled between windowpanes and found their way into clean living rooms.  

Bubbling up from kitchen drains, they snuck under doors and clogged watering hoses.  In all 

the wild joy for rain, the black beetles thrived, indicating the Llano is also ripe for the 

children she can pay little attention to:   wild grasses, prairie mice, solitary snakes who 

partner only because their biological urges push them into communion.  On the Llano, 

jackrabbits stubbornly thumb their feet and beat homes from her belly, and mesquite trees 

twist blindly into sky.  Coyotes starve and are blown dry upon the Llano’s back, while gray 

mourning doves echo their sad coo-coos. 
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POETIC INSPIRATIONS 

 Georgia O’Keeffe arrived in Canyon, Texas, in August of 1916 to teach art at West 

Texas Normal College, which is now West Texas A&M University.  She lived in a clapboard 

house, and when she wasn’t teaching, she explored the wild cliffs of Palo Duro Canyon.  A 

precipice stretching 120 miles long, Palo Duro Canyon was home to Apache, Comanche, 

and Kiowa tribes who hunted mammoth and giant bison.  These people chased giant beasts 

across the Llano’s plateau, pushing them closer and closer to her unpredictable edges until, 

in their frantic fleeing, they tumbled down her sides, breaking bone after bone.  Like the 

crops, what was left from the harvest of flesh, organ, and skin, was left to dry and slowly 

retreat into the Llano’s body.  The petrified remains of those broken bones now hang from 

wire skeletons in local museums.  “It is absurd the way I love this country,” O’Keeffe wrote 

to her friend, Anita Pollitzer.  “And the sky . . . you have never seen sky—it is wonderful” 

(O’Keeffe).  One of her most famous paintings is a piece called Cow Skull, in which the 

bleached skull of a cow hovers in the middle of the canvas, forcing the viewer to examine it.  

The delicate lines of the inner skull are intimately visible, and one cannot help but explore 

the caverns where the cow’s eyes twisted left and right.  This look at bone, at what lies 

beneath the skin, is almost uncomfortable, as the bright white of the skull reminds the 

viewer of the harshness of the landscape in which it was found.  Alone in a field, a single 

cow drops down and dies, her body dismantled piece by piece by scavengers.  The sun 

relentlessly heats her and breaks apart her tissues.  The dry wind blows and peels her layer by 

layer.  Eventually, nothing is left except the bone which cannot be broken and eaten.  And 

there her bones will lie until they are discovered by a young and impressionable woman, 

perhaps, exploring the wild country.   
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 In her biography of Georgia O’Keeffe, Roxana Robinson explains the fascination the 

West Texas prairie held for O’Keeffe: 

On the prairie, the eye is drawn to any relief from endlessness.  The ground beneath 

one’s feet is unrelentingly the same, and an elegant shape is a treasure.  As a 

metaphor . . . the bones were quite perfect, symbolizing the good, severe life on the 

plains . . . [T]here is nothing more central, in every sense, to life than bones. (160)     

My own Llano exhibits that same desire for “relief from endlessness.”  A few miles from my 

great uncle’s home in Vigo Park, the road suddenly drops off into Palo Duro Canyon.  The 

red decent is steep, and yucca, winterfat, and blackfoot daisy line the canyon’s walls in 

uncertain positions.  Wild turkeys cross the road, ambivalent, and prairie dogs curiously pop 

from the dry basin of the Red River.  In the distance, a few deer stand, listening with acute 

ears for the buzz of car along the only paved road.  This is the most solitary and undisturbed 

part of the Llano.  Everything here seems blessed existence, although she is far from 

pastoral, for very little escapes the night’s feeding mouth.  This is the cycle, the faithful rise 

and fall, and in her own way, the Llano continually gives birth to herself and dies, leaving 

behind few precious artifacts.   

 This is where the landscape of my poetry really begins, the place I return to most often 

in my thoughts when I think about my life, the woman I am, and the family who still lingers 

with me, although most have already joined the bones of the Llano’s side.  I am not a 

competent escapee from this place, which makes my own descent into the ache of memory 

broader, deeper, and redder.  Like a bone that bleaches in the summer sun, I cannot forget 

my purpose, or to what I was once attached.  And to remember is to ache.  Derived from 

the Old English acan, “to ache” also has roots in Sanskrit and Greek, implying a groan, 
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perhaps, associated with guilt or fault.  In Spanish, ache is dolor, a word fraught with feeling 

that is much sharper.  To ache also means to suffer pain, pity, or a continual yearning, all of 

which describes my longing to remember.  I want to experience what it is to remember, to 

live again, and poetry’s utility provides the ability to explore, discover, and relive this, line by 

line.  In an image or a sound, I can capture the pieces of the Llano that stick to me like 

thorns that cannot be plucked out.  I picture the cacti scraping  the ankles of Coronado’s 

men lost among the grasses, looking for any escarpment that will ground them and keep 

them from reeling in the endlessness, and I understand their ache and their need for an 

attachment with the land. 

 The poetry of Federico García Lorca best embodies this desire to remember and ache.  

His collection of poetry, Poema Del Cante Jondo, or Deep Song, explores the beauty and 

traditions of the Anadalusian people of southern Spain.  As a young man, he traveled to 

Seville and Granada where he watched the gypsy dancers stomp out their lifeblood on 

wooden floors and sing their “deep songs” of pain and repression.  He was inspired by what 

he witnessed and wrote poetry that reflected their mysterious energy.  My favorite poem, 

“Baile,” tells the story of a gypsy woman dancing through the streets, dreaming of her youth: 

   La Carmen está bailando 

   por las calles de Sevilla. 

   Tiene blanco los cabellos 

   y brillantes las pupilas. 

   ¡Niñas,  

   corred las cortinas! (92) 
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 Translated, these lines mean:  “Carmen is dancing / through the streets of Sevilla. / Her 

hair is golden, / and her eyes brilliant. / Girls, shut the curtains!”  Something drives Carmen 

to dance through the streets while mothers try to shield their daughters from her passionate 

influence.  Lorca wrote of an artistic force he called el duende, a powerful response to beauty 

and death.  He believed that all artistic endeavors – writing, dancing, painting, or singing – 

embodied el duende.  Lorca saw it in the gypsy people, and he saw it in himself.  El duende 

fueled “La Carmen” and she stomped through the streets. 

 According to Edward Hirsch in The Demon and the Angel: Searching for the Source of Artistic 

Inspiration, “[t]he duende gives a local habitation and a name . . . to that indefinable force 

which animates different creators and infuses their deepest efforts” (xii).  This involuntary, 

daemonic force, “courses through the blood and breaks through a poet’s back like a pair of 

wings” (xiii, 11). Poets, painters, and other artists experience this inspiration as something 

unpredictable in the presence of death.  “For [Lorca],” Hirsch continues, “the concept of 

duende, which could never be entirely pinned down or rationalized away, was associated 

with the spirit of earth, with visible anguish, irrational desire, demonic enthusiasm, and a 

fascination with death” (10). 

 Lorca’s duende has greatly influenced my poetry.  When I am on the Llano, I am 

overcome by the desire to convert every noise, smell, and blade of grass into words.  The 

Llano gives life while simultaneously taking it away, and I am moved by her contradictions.  

My duende, then, “smokes through the lungs . . .scorches the voice . . . magnetizes the words 

. . . It speaks to an art that touches and transfigures death” (11). I am inspired, as was Lorca, 

to capture the unexplained energy that rises from my feet to the core of my body.  I ache to 

feel it and to put it on paper.  
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 Most of my poems explore the ache associated with memory and its journey across 

landscape and time.  Landscape, I believe, is inseparable from the space it inhabits.  One 

poet who has helped me understand how to explore this idea is Pattiann Rogers.  Her work 

examines the natural world and celebrates it by focusing on nature’s most obscure details.  

For example, what seems merely a seed falling from a tree becomes a study of nature’s 

sensual, reproductive dance.  Rogers writes extensively on prairies and other wild landscapes, 

and her poetry becomes a memory within the larger memory of natural history, which does 

not exclude the human.  In “Nearing Autobiography,” Rogers uses the metaphor of bone to 

reveal the vulnerability of looking at oneself: 

  Those are my bones rifted 

and curled, knees to chin, 

among the rocks on the beach,  

my hands splayed beneath my skull 

in the mud. Those are my rib 

bones resting like white sticks 

wracked on the bank, laid down, 

delivered, rubbed clean 

by river and snow . . . (434) 

Rogers explores bones as objects, a metaphor for vulnerability, and the landscape in which 

they are discovered.  When I think about landscape, I cannot separate it from the seasons 

because every landscape is continually changing.  For this reason, I believe the seasons are as 

much a part of the landscape as edifices themselves.  The Llano evolves because autumn, 

winter, spring, and summer wake and sleep, over and over again. 

9 



Texas Tech University, Brandi Willis, May 2007  

THE WIDE MOUTH OF BONE:  MY POETRY  

 This collection, The Wide Mouth of Bone:  Original Poetry, begins in Autumn, a time when 

life is in its fullest and warmest state before the harvest.  In this season, there is an explosion 

of abundance, richness, and good.  It is a time for preparation, a time to anticipate an 

approaching journey.  Autumn exhibits a slow, methodical ache – the changing and curling 

of the leaves; the slow, moving light; the over-rich, final fruits of summer.  This first section 

entitled, The Year’s Long Ache, or Autumn, features seven poems that explore this abundance 

and anticipate a shift into winter.  The first poem, “Looking at Two Photographs” examines 

the lives portrayed in two black-and-white photographs. The poem begins by noting the 

details of the photographs:  the “black and white baby asleep / on a black and white 

shoulder, / her fingers growing amongst the low, / stone-colored curls of her grandmother’s 

/ neck, like rhododendron.”  However, these warm, familial images do not remain.  They 

turn, like the fields “to cotton, then to tinted winter wheat,” as the poem describes an absent 

father figure who leaves “wailing in a clapboard house.”  By the end of the poem, the reader 

is left with a feeling of disappointment.  A time of life seems to be over, and something 

ominous is on the horizon. 

 Likewise, “Song for the Canyon” is an ode to a landscape which seems to be full and 

peaceful.  “In the blue light the box canyon cools” the poem begins.  “Seven deer lie low.  

Come, goodnight moon, / bless their bodies.”  However, as one reads further into the 

poem, images emerge which indicate that the canyon is actually a place of struggle and 

complication:  “The canyon is an open wound, aching,” the speaker continues.  “[W]ater the 

thirst it endures.”  As a young girl standing on the edge of Palo Duro Canyon, I felt that the 

canyon resembled a wide, red wound. Full of a variety of wild birds, mammals, and native 
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plants with complex relationships, the open expanse before me was picturesque and far from 

peaceful.  I knew that although the scene was idyllic, every creature lived and died as it was 

meant to, the hunter or the prey.  Driving down Highway 207 to Vigo Park, I searched for 

names to give what passed outside my window.  “Here, none sleep nameless,” the poem 

continues, and “[e]verything touches / the forehead of God and splits / into being.”  The 

canyon was a landscape full of life and death, and poetry would allow me to find the words 

to describe its cycle. 

  Drawing upon this childhood curiosity, I wrote another poem in this section based on 

my encounters in the natural world.  “Field Sparrow” describes the desolation of a sparrow 

dying alone in a field.  The sparrow is a bird so abundant its presence is taken for granted.  

“Are not two sparrows sold for a penny?” the epigraph from Matthew 10:29 asks.  However, 

to the sparrow, its death seems pointless, a sentiment reflected in the bird’s dying eyes:  

“Why brown inadequacies,” the sparrow seems to say.  “[T]he silence of trees looking on?”  

In the final image, the speaker cannot differentiate one sparrow from another, and “the sea 

of them” chatters incoherently.  This poem, too, is reminiscent of a mysterious ache that 

cannot be identified.  The land’s abundance appears to be its detriment, at least to the bird 

who dies alone while other sparrows and trees look on. 

 “Portrait” is a later version of a poem entitled, “Art,” which is forthcoming in the 2007 

edition of The Texas Review.  Like previous poems in this autumn section, “Portrait” 

anticipates ache associated with disappointment as the images become more ominous.  

“When I ask her why she stopped / painting,” the speaker says, her mother “leans against 

the window, / fingers frail as glass . . . . You are my reason, she says.”  In this moment, the 

daughter does not see her mother’s art as her mother sees it.  Instead, she sees art as 
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memory:  her mother’s fall gardening, baths in the kitchen sink, and finally the portentous 

sound of laughter that breaks “like bone.”  “Portrait” is an interpretation of a childhood 

memory I had of my mother washing my hair in our kitchen sink when I was a baby.  

Although she did paint when I was younger, my mother did not stop painting because of 

me.  Life simply moved on, work schedules changed, and I grew up.  In my room hangs one 

of her earliest paintings, a cluster of bright orange flowers with a purple butterfly hovering 

nearby.  Unlike my childhood memory, the ache in “Portrait” is the disconnection between 

what the mother and daughter perceive as the mother’s art, which manifests itself as a 

relationship full of miscommunication.   

 Concluding this section, “The Deer,” relives the memory of a chance meeting with a 

group of wild deer on a walk with a loved one.  “[A]fter the year’s long ache,” the speaker 

asks her beloved if he remembers “our walk ending in ochre light” when they “turned to the 

sound of a soft / click, a latch perhaps” and there stood eight deer like queens home from a 

long journey.  In this moment of abundance, described in continuity with warm sights and 

sounds of fall, the speaker reveals that the memory of the deer is really an opportunity to 

explore her love for her husband.  She says, “Though I do not know it, / next year we will 

walk by a November / stream, and catch the surprise / of each other’s rings in our hands.”  

The poem foreshadows the future relationship of the speaker with her beloved while 

simultaneously embodying the past memory.   

 The second secttion of this collection, Something Soft in the Blue Morning, or Winter, begins 

to explore loss and its accompanying ache in more depth.  Just as winter is a time for silence 

and immobility, these poems lack the strong, sensual language of autumn and other seasons.  

Gone are images of rich red and gold; in this section, the images are blunt and explore death 
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and its disappointments.  Winter on the Llano is severe.  Although snow is never guaranteed, 

the winds will bite cruelly and cut skin.  Just as the farmers of our small town left their beds 

in the middle of the night to dislodge ice from their cattle’s noses to prevent them from 

suffocating from their own breath, these poems explore the certitude of our mortality.  In 

“Epitaph,” for example, a father is confronted by the simplicity of his life and is unable to 

see himself as his daughter sees him.  “Weary of coupons, sagging rent houses,” the father 

thinks himself a “failure.”  However, the speaker, who is “home for December,” remembers 

what her father has forgotten:  “the gold ring of Mexican boys / encircled him like a crown.”  

The ache of this poem manifests itself in the father’s disappointment and his inability to see 

himself as his daughter sees him.  As in the poem, “Portrait,” miscommunication between 

the parent and child results in the failed perceptions of reality. 

 However, not all ache is about pain.  To understand what it is to ache includes 

understanding joy – truly reveling in life and all that is mysterious, beautiful, and equally 

incapable of being understood.  Love Poems, or Spring, the third section of this collection, 

explores the ache of a funny bone and other human blunders that result in surprising 

emotions.  The ache of love is especially pertinent here, and life aches in a new environment.  

In “Bones,” a variety of bones is explored through a series of natural images –  the inner ear, 

the coyote, the bones of birds and snakes – before culminating in the image of two lovers’ 

night together.  Georgia O’Keeffe saw the bones of West Texas and the Llano Estacado as 

examples of goodness on a hard life on the plains.  She showed the bones to her students 

and asked them to study them, reflect on what they represented.  The soundest biological 

structures we possess, our bones are evidence of celebration.  They are also the only artifacts 
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the Llano will leave us.  Bones, for me, represent love poems because they represent years of 

struggle and life’s ceaseless quest to survive.   

 Ache metamorphoses.  Eventually, what is a sharp response to human experience will 

dull and become a different kind of ache.  In the final section of this collection, The Troubled 

Beauty of Your Anxious Figure, or Summer, we find that sad, disappointed ache of autumn and 

the bitter ache of winter have slowly changed into an ache that is manageable.  Ache is no 

longer necessarily associated with sharp pain, or dolor.  Instead, these poems explore 

moments when the ache has become more a yearning or longing for the past, an opportunity 

to entertain what it has left us. In other words, the speaker of these poems is able to move 

forward despite loss or disappointment.  For example, “Lightning” hearkens to the ache of a 

loved one but disregards the “fear” that once inhabited memory.  “There is no fear here,” 

she says, “except that of wildfires, / and I cannot explain / the troubled beauty / of your 

anxious figure / and that gold, gold grain / against a bruised sky.”   Raw, unbridled ache can 

skew our understanding of experience, and although it is important to preserve those initial 

responses, the best poetry can appear only when one has time to contemplate what she has 

experienced.  Sequences are a wonderful poetic device for exploring how a poem or memory 

evolves over time.  In a sequence, one can return to an event or image over and over again 

and write about different memories associated with that event.  Just as a painting can be 

divided into sections, each of which is a piece of the greater canvas, each section of a 

sequence contributes to the overall theme.  Writing sequences has allowed me to explore 

ache in more detail by crafting a series of related poems.  For this reason, a number of the 

poems in this final section are sequences. “Sunday Chronicle,” a sequence of eight poems, 

explores the symbolism of communion:  the life and death of not only wheat, the primary 
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element in bread, but also the memory associated within communion of familial 

relationships.  The death of a loved one is evident here, but only through many revisions am 

I able to cast the poem into a sequence which can explore the theme of communion and 

loss, which occurs over and over again in the grieving process. Another sequence, “The 

Other Spanish Woman,” investigates the ache of otherness, in which Spain is the primary 

landscape.  The speaker in this sequence is mobile and not restricted to only one location.  

Her ability to move among different terrains – an airport in Miami, spice markets in 

Grenada, and crooked olive fields – allows her to ache in the hope of what is to come.  And 

lastly, “North American Nurse,” discusses a nurse’s encounter with the otherness of a third-

world country.  Although the setting has moved from the Llano to another country in which 

the speaker feels out of place, the poems have come full circle because the landscape 

resembles the “sharp rebuke” of the Llano Estacado that so moved me in the first place. 

 I will turn 26 this March, and with my birthday will come many changes.  A new 

landscape, a new career, a new life with someone I will marry will take me miles away from 

my Llano Estacado.  We will settle in the Midwest, and I will walk along other farmers’ fields 

and search for what survives in the green.  Cotton does not grow where I am going, and I 

will never again see my grandfather’s planes dip over sorghum and soybean.  I will move and 

settle among a people who speak a different dialect, and my canyon will become a border on 

the edge of something soft, and very far away.  But yet, I know that when I pull out those 

black and white photographs and turn memory back to the page, I will have the beginning of 

something to buffer the ache.  I hope to always return to it so that I can sleep and wake 

beside the bones that made me. 
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                             CHAPTER II
   THE YEAR’S LONG ACHE, OR AUTUMN  

 
 
Looking at Two Photographs 
 
 
I. 
 
This is how she will get her name,  
a black and white baby asleep  
on a black and white shoulder, 
her fingers growing among the low,  
stone colored curls of her grandmother’s  
neck, like rhododendron. Her shadowed cheeks  
are raw cherries, her nose a mother-of-pearl  
button. They will watch her sleeping, and dress 
her in muslin and lace.  
 
 
II. 
 
The weight of each other’s  
arms upon their shoulders, 
three farmhands smile drunk  
with the weekend. The middle one,  
cradling the guitar as tenderly 
as a lullaby, will brace himself 
against a heaving railcar bunk 
five years after this photo is taken.   
The train will pass hopeful 
July rows of maize bowing to the wind 
before it stops in California, returns  
with coal and lumber.  The fields will turn  
to cotton, then to tinted winter wheat,  
but he will not.  This is how  
he will get his name, man 
who left wailing in a clapboard house. 
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Song for the Canyon 
 
 
In the blue light the box canyon cools. 
Seven deer lie low.  Come, goodnight  
moon, bless their bodies. 
The canyon is an open wound, aching; 
water the thirst it endures. 
Red, red bend, 
pluck from your banks the grasses  
rooted like a stubborn fortune, the river 
a fickle silver thief. 
Here, none sleep nameless. 
Everything touches  
the forehead of God and splits 
into being.  Night,  
do you see this was  
an offering of the land, a place  
where the canyon said no? 
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Pink Felt Hat 
 —for Rex and Marie 
 
 
My mother picks cotton every summer of her youth. 
Ribboned in organza, she waits 
for the ticket master, and the train to Vigo Park, 
where she’ll greet her aunt and uncle on the platform,  
before stepping into hot furrows to reach the fields. 
 
This is how memory works:  it seizes an abundant  
mouth on the stem, and bends over it  
until it’s plucked, swathed in burlap, stored for autumn 
ginning.  Aching low in the back, the dogwood blossoms  
thin at the edges. Years slip by 
 
like sleeper cars, but that single, white boll remains. 
Long after the train has stopped running, and the platform 
empties—long after the field and barn have burned,  
and weathered hands no longer jostle the hair  
and pink felt hat of the beloved. 
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Field Sparrow 
—Are not two sparrows sold for a penny?  

 
 
Spokesman for all the unburied, 
it lays wingspan between two  
live oaks, neck twisted backward, 
the beak a failed plea. Fought  
in some animal’s mouth, 
dropped here, one wing torn 
cleanly from the joint, feathers  
and skin absent from the fresh  
curve of breast. There is no  
testimony of its gold clawing,  
bout with ground, or compulsion  
of the free wing for height  
it could not reach. Above it,  
seated like jurors, other 
sparrows murmured.  
In its eyes are shining black questions. 
Why brown inadequacies, 
the silence of trees looking on? 
 
The land bursts like a red mum.  
I remember the field sparrows, 
how they squabbled over what dropped 
from my hands, the chattering 
sea of them. 
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To Ache 
 
 
Forget the open window, the coming rain. 
Leave the candle burning, his Shaffhausen watch 
on the basin of an airport sink. Later, let  
the secret slip, in the dark, the wrong name, 
your careless heel on the stair. These bruised  
accidents are what it was you promised  
to say.  We ache in pieces, in lost  
rings and doors half-closed with keys 
swinging from the locks. We lose  
ourselves among broken vases,  
your father’s last 
Nuremburg bow, the news  
we are dying. 
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Portrait 
 
 
When I ask her why she stopped 
painting, she leans against the window 
with fingers frail as glass, and stares 
into the greenness of her yard. 
You are my reason, she says. 
 
This is my mother’s art: 
 
the mouths of chrysanthemum bulbs, splitting 
into fall; the palmed balance  
of a baby’s head over the kitchen sink,  
soaping her hair; laughter soft  
like water, and breaking like bone.
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The Deer 
   
 
  I write to you, for the first time, 
after the year’s long ache.  Do you remember 
  our walk ending in ochre light,  
we turned to the sound of a soft 
  click, a latch perhaps, or the smallest beak  
closing on a seed? 
 
  There – eight deer ascended  
from the stream and the moist  
  banks like journeying queens  
who came only to eat at our table. 
 
  At night, among the crickets’ faintest 
song, I feel your warmth beside me, 
  your skin like the buzz of a peach.  I taste 
our life in my mouth. I dream 
 
  Of the llano, the wild grasses 
that cannot die.  Cicadas dance and chatter 
  among bare branches like castanets. 
As a girl, I made them purr in my fingers 
  until they flew away, smitten. 
 
  Though I do not know it, 
next year we will walk by a November 
  stream, and catch the surprise 
of each other’s rings in our hands. 
  The water reeds will close their bodies 
in silence against the skin of the deer, 
  and the God in whose company 
the earth humbly darkens, will disappear. 
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                                              CHAPTER III
        SOMETHING SOFT IN THE BLUE MORNING, OR WINTER 

 
 
 
A Death 
 
 
cannot be explained in photographs: 
a white and black baby waking on a black 
and white shoulder, loud laughter 
dissolving behind Floydada railroad tracks, 
three farmhands—the middle one sober— 
simple shoes, a lost mandolin,  
muddy muslin dresses. Sleeping  
in an indolent railcar bunk,  
broken bone buttons, and sallow winter wheat. 
A death cannot be explained 
in photographs, integrated  
on mantles and shelves, anesthetized, 
confessing 
the faces that survived, 
the boxes that lied. 
 

23 



Texas Tech University, Brandi Willis, May 2007  

Epitaph 
 
 
Only a music teacher in West Texas, 
weary of coupons, sagging rent houses, 
my mother’s sleepy face home from a night shift, 
my father thought himself a failure. 
In his twenties he played a Buffet clarinet 
with a crystal mouthpiece, a gift 
from his father during the good years of cotton, 
but the bell split like dry earth 
when a student whose mother 
couldn’t make a payment 
dropped it in a concrete lot. 
 
Home for December and at the door 
with something soft in the blue morning, 
I remembered what my father did not: 
sitting in the band hall’s back row 
surrounded by thinly-hammered tubas, 
the gold ring of Mexican boys  
encircled him like a crown.  
my father’s fingers licked  
the neckboard of a borrowed guitar,  
and all our copper trembling 
More music, more  . . . 
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Diagnosis 
 
 
When the sun penetrates 
The soft skin of hanging fruit, 
Warms the flesh beneath, 
Sweetness rises to the surface. 
Soon the body will fall and split, 
And a hundred secret lives 
Will break like a sac of eggs. 
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El Guapo 
 
 
Every morning he would hobble home, 
fancying some oozing part:  eye, paw, 
membranous ear cleft cleanly by some other cat. 
While my grandma fried eggs, I watched him: 
 
El Guapo, an orange bobtail who might have been whole 
had he been quick enough to escape a garage door. 
Lounging under the scraggly pine, he nursed 
fur clumped with car grease, penitence for sleeping  
beneath the hood of the tow truck until the five 
o’clock father skinned El Guapo nose to ear. 
 
After that, my grandma was the only one  
who could touch him.  Beneath her 
rough hands he warbled, and I learned what 
it meant to be an ugly cat sitting  
alone in the sanctuary of my grandmother’s 
yard, waiting for her click of screen door. 
 
Most often I picture her 
limping across backyard with the coffee mug 
of Shur Fine catfood, slant light  
holding her within a fence of trees, 
until early one morning 
she crouched beneath the pine, 
El Guapo, battered and wheezing in her lap— 
my nose dusty against the windowsill. 
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Providence 
 
 
Cows strain to hoist prize legs 
hoof by hoof through the muck 
of their own patient fodder-eating, 
and flick insects from stapled ears, collapse 
beside cattle troughs, parked trailers, 
electric fences buzzing curses. 
 
Across a wide highway I watch them 
walk up ramps into silver boxes 
perforated with holes large enough to evict 
dung and hay, their own smell 
into the clean air conditioners of family 
cars driving to the lake for reunions 
and cookouts. 
 
Ranchers yell, swat at their shanks, 
and two-by-two they calmly obey, 
suffocating against each other 
in an ark of their own undoing. 
I saw a cow escape only once: 
jittering, she followed gloved hands 
to the sharp gate click, and knocked 
 
the wrangler ajar in white caliche dirt. 
I don’t know if she was caught, beaten back, 
or escaped down the road, black tail 
a victorious flag. But the cows behind her 
blinked they slow eyes, and didn’t move— 
only brushed hide and rump 
with the empty swish of tail. 
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My Mother, Revisited 
 
 
1984, 

before it had a name,  
my mother struggled to bring  

her legs over the bed, quaking,  
alone, the line of nerves confused  

by absent impulses buzzing 
from brain to finger, foot, to eye.   

In her hand, tea shivered 
against the porcelain before shattering  

between teapot and chair.   
Or one afternoon,  

home early from school, my mother numb  
in the rocker, the ivy unruly 
 and crisp with ice in a window 
  too heavy to close.  One eye 

rolled to the corner, and slept, 
 permanent and heavy, curious 
  of her daughter’s face who came to visit. 
   Holding me above the guardrail, my father 
    squeezed me tightly beneath my arms, 
until my fingers ran white, 
 and my mother, half-blind, found 
  the silver buttons on my sweater. They’re lovely, 
   she said to our sleeves and wrists, 
    the carnation stems yellowing the vase water. 
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                      CHAPTER IV
       LOVE  POEMS, OR SPRING  

 
Bones 
 
 
Cochlea in the innermost earth 
 of a forming ear, 
 the bones of goby fish, 
sleek and thin as a single, graying hair; 
mouse feet, phalanges delicate as egg  
shells, all whisper smallness. 
 
Among the bluestem and rip gut 
 of prairie, winds slip 
 through the open chest 
bones of one coyote, the line 
of vertebrae laid down like wheat 
spine.  What honeyed wisdom 
must have slept in the aching cavity 
before the sun burned back the skin 
and the bones sang. 
  
The bones of birds click  

like matchsticks, or  
break as soft as 

splitting seeds. Speechless, 
skulls in the anthropologist’s velvet 
tray, and all the bones undiscovered, sleep 
miles below city squares and oceans, waiting. 
 
And your bones? 
 
Are they the hip bones of baleen whales, 
 ovoid and milky? 
 Within a wingprint, 
bat’s fingers, praying around guava, avocado? 
Your bones are the missing thumb bones of the oryx, 

reedbuck, and marsh deer,   
the jugal bones lost to thousands 

of night’s cornsnake mouths. 
 
But tonight your bones sleep beside me 
and will seep back into the grass, 
 singing a thousand     [no stanza break] 
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 lost songs and sliding 
 their aching lines down, 
 back into the wide  

mouth of bone.
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Birthday 
 
 
From the habit of bulbs 

I know the ache to split, 
Heave heavenward, 

And fling in brilliant 
Midnight my hyacinth fingers 

Toward the first explosion of light. 
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Ferdinand 
 
 
Suspended in liquid of his own breath, 
 the dorsal fin and tail  
fan behind as gold 

afterthought, and the body of the fish—mosaic, 
 living glass—tips, a bowl upset  
by the weight of its own beauty.  In light 
 
 buzzed from a phosphorescent bulb, 
he turns slowly, a galaxy contained.  The gills  
flutter, and red secrets unfold in momentary portals. 
 
 Hiss-suck, hiss-suck. Always he sings 
this swallowed song, and bluely studies 
 what I must mean, strange  
being in non-water. In the midst 
 of air, a globe of water, a fish— 
 
And the nervous search for what lies below 

the porcelain ribcages and vertebrae, so similar.  
Here is our precious ability to split atom  

into infinity, over and over,  
even to the threshold of our deaths. 
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Hips 
 
 
Let’s talk about my secret night ichthyology. 

A wide yawn of creamy earth, 
Or discus of planet, blooming, 

My hips slip like fishes in dark waters 
And spread a lull of waterlilly flesh. 

Like a Bedouin weave of tapestry, 
Or a restless journey, these moons rise and set 

Point to point, and keep the tides moving. 
Supple and smooth, my hips leaven the world, 

And thrill galaxies.  They rest  
In the center of my body, ovoid lavaliere, 

Rotund pendant swinging and keeping time.   
My hips tip oceans, and edges of drinking glasses. 

They persuade hemlines and tabletops, 
Ring fate like a bell.  If my hips are earth, 

They’re the tuck, bud, and blossom 
Of goaled fruit, a peach’s polished skin— 

Yes, you can only imagine. 
Do you know what I like best about them,  

Though?  Fertile, encumbered with creepers and supple 
Life-stuffs, they greet the best of things 

And forget your littlest thorn.  
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I Love You Against the Wall Destroyed  
  —Translation of Homero Aridjis’ poem, “Te Amo Ahí Contra el Muro Destruido” 
 
 
I love you against the wall destroyed, 
against the city, the sun.  Against the wind, 
against the other I’ve loved,  
who has lingered as a soldier imprisoned in memory. 
 
I love you against your eyes that continually put themselves 
out and suffer beneath this vain surface, 
suspecting revenges and deaths 
by desolation, or by disgust. 
 
I love you beyond doors and corners 
of trains that have left without us, 
beyond friends who have drowned opening 
ship windows, beyond rising stars.  
 
I love you against your happiness, your return 
against the pain that splinters your beloved beings, 
against what you can be and what you were— 
a midnight ceremony through fantastic places.  
 
So I love you against the night, the summer, 
against all light and your hushed façade, 
against the September sea and the lips which speak of your 
invincible smoke of the dead.
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                                                                                                            CHAPTER V
 THE TROUBLED BEAUTY OF YOUR ANXIOUS FIGURE, OR 

SUMMER 
 

 
 
Lightning 
 
 
Summer gold sprints across fields 
of tinderbox sweet hay, 
the air electric with approaching rain. 
 
Standing on the porch, you 
point to the south, 
and we become stones 
listening to static whispers 
of wind and wild weed, 
grain against grain. 
 
There is no fear here 
except that of wildfires, 
and I cannot explain 
the troubled beauty 
of your anxious figure 
and that gold, gold grain 
against a bruised sky. 
 
Running to the tin-roof barn, 
the clouds come stumbling, 
and I climb to the peak, 
trembling and breathless, 
and toss my prayers, 
seeds to the sighing stalks, hoping 
the wind will take them 
wherever you are. 
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Sunday Chronicle 
 
 
I. 
 
 
In light filtered milky thick as flour sifted, scratched between 
nail-hole spaces of the hand-sieve, we bake bread, unleavened 
until we work our hands into the middle of it, kneading wet 
dust, over and over, from palm to fingertip, until the utter 
give is lost, and the bread succumbs to the board.  This 
morning, your love watches me from the doorframe as I 
teach you about slow folding, the sticky mound shaped into a 
loaf of almost communion.  We part, we halve handfuls into 
dishes slick with baking oil. The pan-sides muted blues and 
greens and fired into the dishes with hot heat of a 
dishmaker’s oven.  We wait for the bread to rise. 
    
 
   
 
 
 
II. 
 
 
I drove through wheat and green fields of corn, glowing and 
splintered in afternoon heat. Beyond Silverton, a blue-
wounded sky.  I stopped to eat strawberries, summer’s last 
strand of grapes before the birds pluck them out like eyes.   
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III. 
 
 
My great-aunt mixed cornmeal and milk, lined an iron skillet
with fall’s brown sugar. It popped and sizzled against her 
wrists when she pulled it from the fire.  In my mouth, the
bread speaks as wheat speaks to itself, softly in fields beyond
burning car windows. Wheat, so brother-close it kisses itself
along the cheek. 

  

  
  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
IV. 
 
 
One Christmas, nine breads 
lined the sideboard:  banana, 
honey oat, a strawberry marble 
when sliced swirled like smoke 
from my great-aunt’s Marlboro’s; 
my mother’s fruitcake jeweled 
with candied fruits, walnuts, 
and pecans she shelled evenings 
after work; homemade wheat 
and beer bread fermented by seven 
dollar lager and cheap sugar.    
And cornbread—two pans: 
buttermilk and maple sugar, 
perspiring under hand towels. 
Lord, those were the days 
when hands strained with fixed  
concentration on where the seed  
would fall between the slim  
emptiness of rock. And these  
harvesters, nine women,  
breadmakers all, and I, too young  
to bake, waited among steam  
and smoke. After prayer, we broke 
silence along the plate, and cut 
deep shares of what we’d made, 
and ate, the body of us. 
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V. 
 
 
I found a fieldmouse in the barn,  
reverent beneath a window  
fan. His slick tail hung  
blithely, his limbs  
small, shy alms-givers.   
The blade of the fan tithed  
him into thirds:   
small feet, round body hanging 
like grain ready 
to fall and split.  
He thought he could slip  
mouse-quick between the blades,  
arrive anew in morning sun. 
But a sparrow flew by, 
or an owl on outspread wings,   
or maybe he heard the opening 
and closing of house doors 
fifteen miles away, 
or black traffic along the highway. 
Any of these tipped  
the blade just enough  
to slice his breath, 
and force a prayer he could not pray. 
The mouth, a beating heart, 
replied to cracking jaw 
with a tiny bud of tongue,  
protruding, ready to receive God. 
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 VI. 
 
 
We brought food to the hospital, 
and ate outside doors 
heavy with expectation.  Inside, 
the soft hiss of pump, an incoherent 
television show, a window 
overlooking a metal roof. 
On the wall, a dusty crucifix. 
Doctors hummed in and out, 
announced that bouts such as these  
are not easily overcome, prescribed 
another round, checked out 
for the evening. Beside the bed, 
we stayed, listened  
for anything—a request,  
however small:  water, or food, 
the chalky diet drink. A few  
times, my parents asked me  
to stay behind, to wait 
for the winter to pass. Nurses re-routed  
lines, scribbled tsk tsks in their charts. 
When she died, 
the wooded Christ wept 
at the plastic tubes filled with liquid 
bread her mouth could no longer  
swallow, with the words she could  
not say streaming from lip corners.   
It’s you, her grip a blind  
tightening.  It’s you.  Oh,  
to be that strength  
in the wrists, and hang 
sorrow from iron of a different kind. 
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VII. 
 
 
Near summer’s end, they burn all that’s left.  Morning 
whispers, beard and stem. The roots all ignited in night-blaze, 
illuminate the highways and either side of roads hissing like 
emerging snakes.  For days it smokes and steams, and drives 
from charred furrows mouse beds and birds’ nests and prey 
hallucinating with fear.  All year they’ve burrowed in growing 
wheat, and eaten what split from the head.  Now, the silver 
lick of combine will comb with sieves and chaffers, and 
separate the live from dead. Farmers watch the borders of 
their lots; the smoke and heat suppress the deer; and ploughs 
upturn what remains to stalk the germ and seed of next year’s 
crops.  In a year, they will plant cotton here, and the fields 
will wear their blooms like an ornament.
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The Other Spanish Woman 
 
 
I. 
 
West Texas 
 
Early one morning, the mother’s yellow- 
robed body, pressed thin as paper  
against the front door, 
knelt down, and said, Soon  
we’ll get away from here. 
Outside in the foggy mist of Saturday before nine, 
the father argued on the curb 
with two Mexican boys who had run their old Camaro 
into a yard next to the pink crepe myrtle. 
The child saw their tight faces, abruptly obscure, 
like the unknown depth of the pool 
at the old YMCA, where a high school  
lifeguard threw her off the diving board 
before she could tell him  
she didn’t know how to swim. 
She thought she might skid  
across the smooth plane of water, 
or bob up quickly with orange, plastic muscles, 
but all she felt was the perpetual rush  
downward, the light growing greener, the weight 
settling above  where children,  
legs like puppets, their mouths open and sucking, 
watched as the pool drain yawned near toes. 
The mother meant, of course, that they would leave 
that neighborhood, and the strange sound of water 
those boys spoke, walking down the hill  
to Seventh Street Park. 
And there memory slows and stops, 
like the end of a movie reel 
when the scene that was  
flaps and flaps to be restrung, 
or the brief seconds on the bottom of the pool, 
touching secret walls no one does before  
the rushed panic upwards. 
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II. 
 
The Olive Groves 

The cold thing is how they were / there at the start of us . . .  
  —After Bernard Spencer’s “Olive Trees” 
 
Gnarled women.  He had it right. 
They twist like arthritic fingers up 
from a heavy-breathing ground, 
the jagged trunks eking cursive 
and unpredictable as a stroke 
victim’s hand.  I wrote 
about them between two towns 
created by stone: one town on the side 
of a hill; the other buried beneath 
a thousand years. Never dying crones,  
he wrote of the trees, and they all the wiser,  
for in their age they refuse  
whatever they want, and chink  
away at what we know: Santorini, Trevi,  
the Garden of Gethsemane, 
where Christ knelt among the oldest 
and perspired blood. 
One by one the trees file past me— 
obedient in their bows, 
lined like the faithful towards  
the Eucharist, though their eyes 
wander among windows and hemlines. 
Hemlocks and evening primrose 
and gold, bitter grass skirt  
the boundaries of the olive groves, 
Spain a checkered cross-stitched 
heart, or peacock, or Dutch girl 
with her basket emptied out over the fields. 
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III.   
 
The Happiness I Felt After My First Mass at Sevilla’s Catedrál 
 
The other Spanish woman sits upright at the panería’s cool marble bar, her legs crossed at 
the knee, the sticky flesh wet beneath yellow linen.  Outside the street coughs. Horses trot by 
wearing black blinders, the sunglassed look of strained, European tourists.  A boy at the bar 
watches her tear sugar packets by twos, and refills her coffee when she asks.  Yesterday, 
three nuns came in. Their skirts slept beneath their knees.  What are the price of the day-old 
rolls, pushed to the back of the bin?  One nun’s wimple was so tight her cheeks rose from 
the altar of her face like doves.  Her dimple, where God touched her, and said, Mine. 
 
 
IV. 
 
Home Again 
 
In Granada  

I bought tea  
in an open market. 

The shopkeeper  
wrapped loose leaves  

in crisp, pink paper, while I  
browsed rows of baskets lining  

two walls from floor to ceiling.   
Each spice,  

or leaf, or dried, brittle  
flower held  

a potent secret:  lower blood pressure, heightened 
immunity, the sexual prowess  

of a beautiful woman.  The shopkeeper sent me to a weave of 
bins 

to dip my hands 
and pinch Spain’s desiccated cells  

 I smelled  
the mint of my mother’s  

sun tea, her lavender night     
cream, tasted the grainy 

middle of Christmas  
orange balls. Everything ached rough, and earthly,  

and nearer than my own pounding skin 
because at that moment  [no stanza break] 
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 knew I couldn’t stop  
tasting a farm 

outside Hockley County on the open 
 
street market 
  of Grenada. 

 
 
 
 
V. 
 
Planes 
 
In Miami, I ran through three terminals, but missed my international flight, and arrived wet 
and bagless in the hotel lobby of an airline-approved hotel.  I bought three dollar soap in the 
necessities shop, and a man’s shirt—the kind with two landing strips of embroidered tropical 
design—and slept while my underwear dried in the bathroom. The woman on my shuttle, 
who also missed her plane, told me her Columbian husband would misunderstood her late 
arrival.  Her in-laws would be at the airport, he explained, before he could catch them, his 
Portugese thick with disappointment.  Her strong eyes rimmed with makeup; long black hair 
of a woman unconcerned:  I loved her because she cried over the misconnection, and tapped 
her gold rings, one on each finger, absently while we drove through the rain. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
VI. 
 
Recaredo Boulevard 
 
People stand scented should-to-shoulder beneath orange signs, waiting to catch out-of-town 
buses, visit grandchildren, buy the day’s first bananas green in their bin. This morning the 
bus coughs to a stop, and I ride in the wrong direction, the harried traffic fluttering like 
moths around us. Stop after stop, others crowd on—old women gold-linked and aching in 
the wrists, mothers with pink strollers, men’s shirts infused with the deep bite of cigars. We 
are magnified insects beneath the curious lens of window glass as Spain’s southern sun rises 
and bakes those squeezed like dough, contorted among seats and other passengers. The 
plastic bags of young girls stick to bare legs, and the bus driver heaves for a bicycle—we 
move as one school of fish, all swimming forward in the sea, hooked to handbars above us.  
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 VII. 
 
One’s Fortune is Not a Measure of One’s Certainty 
  —For Valdes Leal 
 
She walks toward me with the familiarity of a friend or lost lover and pushes a spring of 
rosemary into my hand. At first, joy announces its presence in small applauds, but behind 
her, a cathedral burns in the evening sun.  It laments, with the bells’ loud clanging, the last 
call to worship.  I can’t remember why I prayed for contentment like this as her finger traces 
the long line of my left palm. The pointed tongue of a compass needle, she  illuminates I will 
have three children, all strong, their husband loving me deep into the night, and a surprise 
that is coming Very soon, very soon.  In La Hermandad de la Santa Caridad, death waits on the 
back wall, a wooden coffin under his arm, his left foot on the world.  One feels the cold 
stone beneath feet, and the Christ in the case turns his skinned elbows to the pews.  My eyes 
tell me it’s a short walk to the altar, but above me, in a room dressed for the poor, a man is 
crossed in his soiled bed, as the gypsy woman passes through the square, coins kissing in her 
pockets. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
VIII. 
 
Love Song 
 
I wish I could give you a piece of Spain.  I would hang it from your neck like a bone.  From 
a booth on the corner, we talk across the ocean.  Why couldn’t you come? You wait on the line 
like an appointment, but the night goes on and on.   
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North American Nurse 
 
I do not want it for speaking with; 
I will make a ring of it 
so that he may wear my silence 
on his little finger. 
  —from The Little Mute Boy by Federico García Lorca 
 
The moth was the size of my two hands 
open.  It waited along the heartwood, strange  
bird, omen of brilliant silence. 
 
A land of superstition is as green 
as the foreigner stumbling 
from one hut to the next, 
 
weighing babies on tin scales 
and counting glories in the faces 
of a reverent people:  an old man, 
 
soil pick balanced across his lap; 
incantatory women with skin like dried 
figs, blessing the sick.  Mornings I’d rise 
 
and prey winding roads in the truckbed 
past vendors with sweet carts of plantains 
and wild cherries, coffee-skinned girls 
 
balancing water against the steep rebuke 
of mountain.  Once, a mother and son, 
gold dust of impetigo speckling chin. 
 
His eyes were the inkwells of moth wings, 
and wrote my name on the hills. When I returned 
home, I did not eat for two days, left 
 
the bitter fruit of the poor 
on my plate. 
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