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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Process Of Becoming A Poet 

When I was eighteen, I began writing poetry. I had had what I 

considered to be a rough life and wanted others to be impressed by how 

"deep" I was, and/or shocked by my personal pain. I was greeted with some 

success at coffee house poetry readings, so I enrolled in my first poetry 

workshop, under a professor named Jim Linebarger. His class didn't exactly 

inspire me to write poetry, and I consider it a great fortune that he gave me 

an "F," though he did tell me he liked my poetry, just didn't like me.i If I 

had not received an "F" in his class, I most likely would have never written 

poetry again; however, in order to replace the grade, I had to retake the class 

under another professor. I enrolled in Professor Scott Caims's class. I had 

never heard of him, nor had I read any of his books—my reading list at that 

time being pretty much limited to the Romantics and Eliot—but his class 

completely changed my perception of poetry. He introduced me to the 

world of contemporary poetry and interested me in finding a place in that 

world. 

Although at that point my first acceptance letter would be more than 

two years away, I learned a great deal from that class tmder Scott Cairns. 

His teaching helped me get beyond my confessional stage of writing and 

showed me how I could turn my poetry into a sort of quest for 

understanding. Because language is so much intertwined with how we 

^ I'm sure this had a bit to do with my thinking I was deep. My first poem was titled 
"Anger" and started: "Painted myself./See how the paint/ran away from the scars?" Most 
everything I wrote that semester was confessional in tone. 
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perceive the world around us, I began to learn that language can be a 

powerful tool for self-actualization and self-realization. By changing the 

semantics of the language used to discuss an event, or an idea, or an object, I 

cotild change my perception of those respective entities, perhaps even 

change the entities themselves. This sort of generative process lent itself 

quite naturally to my own religious angst, and it is likely directly 

attributable to the manner of writing I learned from Scott Cairns, that for 

my first couple of years of attempting serious writing, I worked almost 

exclusively with religious themes. Still though, tiie process of writing about 

religion and my understanding/misunderstanding of whatever powers 

may be was ultimately only ego-centric. I wanted something beyond the 

intellectual angst of the poems I wrote after Cairns's influence. Although 

Cairns is able to work with reUgious subject matter quite wonderfidly, 

frankly, I am pretty sure everything I wrote early on was boring to everyone 

but me. Despite how intellectually fulfilling it felt to reconstruct my 

understanding of my religious background, I needed to learn how to capture 

a reader's imagination. 

Workshops under James Dickey and Walt McDonald showed me a 

different kind of poetry dependent almost solely on images, hence I began to 

write concrete, imagistic poems. Though this new poetry captivated me, I 

began to feel that my writing sacrificed intellect for emotion. While the 

imagistic poetry I learned to write imder Dickey and McDonald was initially 

more striking to a reader than the meditative religious poetry I wrote imder 

Cairns, I have come to feel that intellectual gratification is equally 

important as images that evoke strong emotions. I want my poetry to both 

stimulate readers' emotions through images and intrigue their intellects 



through thoughtful explication of those images. However, doing that 

without simply stmimarizing, or saying in essence, "Here reader, this is 

what you should have gotten out of this poem," proves quite difficult for 

me. In my poetry, the main sense of tension-not the dramatic tension of 

the poem itself, but the dynamic tension of composing the poem-is fostered 

by my attempts to satisfy both imagistic and intellectual needs. My 

foremost concern is to learn to better blend the two styles in order to 

discover a voice which ultimately satisfies both imagination and intellect. 

Though I would be lying if I said I were not anxious to find that 

voice, I will say that I am still young, and am in no extreme hurry to reach 

the point when I can say, "Ah, this, THIS is my voice." After all, I am often 

surrounded by far better poets than I-poets with books out and myriad 

publications-who say things such as,"I am happy to be in such-and-such 

magazine with several real poets." The ambivalence poets show when they 

make such statements indicates to me that being a poet is mostly the process 

oibecoming a poet. One seems always to be looking for the time when one 

can call oneself a poet~a Dove, or a Simic, or a Strand, or a Hugo. 

Understanding this trait, I want to embrace poetry as the organic process of 

discovering both self and language. When I come to the voice with which I 

am comfortable, and with which I can accomplish the things in language I 

feel I ought, I will stick with it. Until then, I will try not to limit myself to 

one style of writing or one manner of composition, challenging myself to 

write in ways that are not as familiar or comfortable to me.2 I say this 

2 One of the structures of poetry I am challenging myself to move beyond is the 
projection of my own ego into a poem. That is to say, often I am afraid my poems are couched in 
a very smug, yet ultimately empty irony. One of my fears is that many of my earlier poems-
even a couple that have been published in notable journals-are nothing more than empty 
posturing, or, at least, the exploitation of my defense mechanisms in the guise of "art." 
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because the poems in this collection are not necessarily st}lized in a 

particular, homogeneous way. Each one necessaril}- has its o\vn direction 

and its OWTI way of communicating. WTdle this may seem to some as 

indicative of an immature poet, one who has not yet found his st}'le, I am 

simply a novice with an earnest desire to grow into poetry. 

Poetic Advice frtforming This Collection 

While it was never my intention for my work to follow any sort of 

preconceived or mandated beliefs, the poems in this thesis must necessarih' 

reflect ideas I espouse. One cannot avoid using the lessons one has learned 

along the way: Scott Cairns told me it is dangerous to tell my reader what to 

think; James Dickey told me to use correct grammar A/u f̂lys; Walt 

McDonald taught me a great deal about alliteration and assonance; William 

Wenthe pointed out that my poems should never state anything as fact that 

m}' narrative voice wouldn't know. These rules are the ones I adhere to 

most closely during the writing process. One might note that of these rules, 

only one is an aesthetic concern, whereas the rest are ethical concerns. 

Though aesthetic ideals such as aurality play a large role in my invention of 

a poem, I am more invested in the ethics3 of the narrative voice. Though I 

do not espouse the idea that what a narrator has to say is always more 

important than how he says it, I do recognize that in some cases ethics do 

outweigh aesthetics. Once, for instance, I read a colleague's poem about a 

boy who was raped and given AIDS. The piece \vas wTitten in a matter-of-

fact style very akin to journalism. Though the piece worked quite well, I 

asked why he was not more conscious of rhythm or sounds. He replied. 

^ I use "ethics" here to mean both the narrative voice's sincerity and the 
credibility/reliability of his created moment. 
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"[The poem], as it is, says everything that needs to be said. If I made it do 

language tricks, it would be as if I were saying, 'something terrible 

happened, AND, by the way, I am a clever poet.'" His point \vas well taken. 

Though he did not give me license to write a tragic poem using flat 

language and dead metaphors, he did teach me that a poem is not merely 

the use of "new" language, or "good" sounds, or the "econom}" of ^vords, 

but that a poem is, among other things, how aesthetic concerns and ethical 

concerns work ^\ith or against one another to formulate meaning and 

enable commimication. My hope is that in this collection neither ethics nor 

aesthetics is completely neglected, but that the two function together to 

commimicate meaning with a reader. I try to achieve that balance in my 

\vriting by being conscious during my composing process of both concerns. 

In m}' first draft, for instance, I try to let what I want to say take precedence 

over any tricks of language like meter, consonance, or assonance. In 

subsequent drafts, I focus more on aesthetic issues, attempting to find a 

ground where both concerns are represented, ^\ithout one overpowering 

the other. 

Another concern of mine is how poems interact with a reader. Alan 

Davies says in the essay "Peer Pleasure" that "There's no third person in the 

poetic relationship. Just tw ô me's. At its best there's no you. No one is other 

to the shared moment."^ My imderstanding of his meaning is a bit vexed, 

as the essay is qiute elusive, but I suspect what he means is that there is only 

the self engaged with the poem, being both reader and writer at once. This 

\vould make sense along the line of the long-standing question, "WTio 

writes the poem, the wTiter or the reader?" The answer, I am convinced, is 

4 This essay can be found at 
http:/ / vvwAv.system-zero.com/ cyanosis/Text/ essay / peer.html 
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"both." Alan Davies may be suggesting that whoever is engaged with the 

poem, be it from the end of the writer or the reader, is, in fact, necessarih' 

taking over both roles. The vmter simultaneoush' reads and ^vrites the 

poem as he invents it, just as the reader writes and reads the poem as he 

discovers it. That is, the person who writes the poem do\vn, if he is 

concerned about the poem's interaction with an audience, must develop an 

a^vareness of how his words will be received. Likewise, the reader of the 

poem must fill in the gaps in the text the wTiter left, as well as be wilUng to 

receive the language and translate it into a knowable reality. It is a delicate 

balance, and much trust is involved on both ends. The writer trusts the 

w^illingness of the reader, w^hile the reader trusts the integrity of the writer. 

This balance is essential because poetry, b}' the nature of its existence, is 

about communication. 

Because it is my belief that poetry is about commimication, I al^vays 

imagine an audience when I compose. Though the specifics of that 

audience are unknow^able, I consciously examine my poems to tr}' to 

ascertain how^ each one \vi\l be perceived by an audience who is, at the ver\' 

least, familiar with contemporary poetry. I have found that \vhen I do not 

involve an imagined audience in my composing process, my waiting falls 

victim to overt sentimentality or flat statements with no dramatic tension 

and only personal significance. 1 suspect that an audience of peers must be 

factored into the equation of wTiting as a system of checks and balances. 

Until I am ready to strike out in my OWTI direction, I will hold m}' poetry 

accoimtable to the movements of the poetic peer group w ith which I align 

mvself. 

file:///vi/l
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I write in the lyric narrative tradition—especially the tradition 

fostered by poets such as Wordsworth and Williams.5 Their use of the 

language of common, everyday people is, I suspect, the most reasonable 

conduit for reaching an audience. Though I respect the endeavors of the 

New Formalists and the Language Poets, I tend to avoid their writing styles. 

Writing in the lyric narrative tradition is not only a matter of taste, it helps 

me balance meditation and imagery, aesthetics and ethics, and the roles of 

writer and reader. I don't think I would be able to achieve a sense of balance 

in my poetry if I were to write in any other style. The New Formalists, for 

example, subvert their content to conform to rhyme schemes and metrics 

that are ultimately arbitrary, and hence concern themselves excessively 

with form, an aesthetic issue, and seemingly hardly at all with sincerity or 

accountability of content, both ethical issues. Likewise, the Language Poets 

stylize their works specifically to contradict or confront standard forms of 

language, a practice which often results in the transmission of information 

instead of the transmission of meaning. In both cases, I think the 

imbalance of the poetry places demands on readers that are not conducive 

to sharing or communication of meaning. 

Likewise, though on a slightly different axiom, I try to avoid so-called 

"shock-value" poetry. A poem devoted entirely to being "shocking" and 

not botiiering to mean anything is equally distasteful to me. Recentiy, for 

example, I attended an open-mic reading to hear a friend, and one of the 

poets went to the microphone and merely started cataloging obscenities. 

While obscenities are certainly a fimctional and practical part of our 

^ I especially admire Williams for his tenacity in trying to find America's "Spirit of 
Place," and establishing a voice that was American in a time when such an undertaking was not 
regarded as worthwhile. 

7 



language, his poem didn't even attempt to relate to anyone in the audience, 

merely made a spectacle of itself.6 My aversion to this style of poetry comes 

not from a desire to censor art or protect my "middle-class" values, but 

because I feel that lasting value cannot be achieved by the very temporary 

feeling of being shocked. My poems strive for a shift in the reader's 

consciousness, even if ever-so-slight, not a reaction that will fade as soon as 

he or she becomes preoccupied with something else. While this desire of 

mine may seem presumptuous, it is why I write poetry. In short, I want to 

relate to people in our own language and show them something 

meaningful, something they will carry with them. 

Even though no one needs to read what I have written, and I do not 

necessarily need to have a reader—no one will die for lack of my words, and 

I will find another medium through which to communicate if I fail at 

poetry—I cling to the belief that some pieces of human imagination or 

experience need to be shared, whether for the good of one's own self or the 

education of another. In any case, perhaps a few people will find comfort 

or understanding in the words I have set down here. This is poetry's 

purpose: a deliberate and public performance of language that attempts to 

bridge the gap of (mis)understanding between one another. Without a 

bridge overcoming the gap that makes us all strangers to one another, there 

is no poem. A poem depends just as much on a reader as it does on a 

writer. To exist, a spark leaping from one pole must reach the other pole. A 

poem works in the same way. This view may seem overly optimistic or 

romanticized in a culture in which poetry is overlooked or ignored by the 

6 Even though some in the audience might have agreed to a platform ideal such as, 
"American social mores are ridiculous," or "Middle-class morality is for the birds," or 
whatever, no platform was given. There was no chance given to understand what exactly he 
was getting at other than using his mic-time to practice cussing. 
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great majority of the population, but I would rather offer a reader 

something of myself that is sincere and have it ignored, than offer him or 

her something gimmicky or meaningless and have it accepted. There must 

be commimication of meaning-not just information-for a poem to 

function the way I want it to function. 

The Poems In This Collection 

Choosing the poems for this collection was somewhat difficult. It 

was not merely choosing the best 25 poems out of my entire body of work 

and submitting them; I had to consider which poems worked best together, 

and, then, how the order of those poems would affect their reading(s). The 

order in which they appear intends to suggest a movement from 

predominantiy imagistic poetry to poetry that is both imagistic and 

meditative. There are no specific lines of demarcation between one "type" 

of poem and another, but the general flow attempts to show that 

progression. I feel like that movement best expresses my intentions as a 

writer. Likewise, the order has personal significance as far as depicting 

some stages of my own growth and changes. The four different groupings 

in which the poems are categorized, "Leaves Stepped Over," "Sleeping 

Alone, ""A Common Grave," and "My Bones Are My Bones" help mark 

the transitions between poetic styles as well as different stages of my own 

life. 

"Leaves Stepped Over," which includes the poems "My Neighbors 

Sleep In," "Old Love In August," "Chore," "The Last Letter Between 

Lovers," and "Crossing Rivers," is more rural in feel than the other 

sections, and is predominantly about nature-either human, vegetable, or 



animal. The narrative voices in this section are attempting to describe 

some aspect of nature and find the locuses of their own existences within 

that nature. The more serious poems in this section, especially "Crossing 

Rivers" and "The Last Letter Between Lovers," push towards the darker 

tone of the rest of the sections. "Leaves Stepped Over" is, I believe, an 

appropriate section with which to begin, as it allowed me to relate some 

images from my rural background. 

The second section, "Sleeping Alone," is, as the title suggests, mostly 

about separation from loved ones or isolation from objects of desire. In a 

way, it represents the beginning of my urban experience, how I at once 

moved away from everything with which I was familiar, and into a sort of 

microcosm of loneliness—a place where I had to releam how to live under a 

new set of rules. The section includes the poems "Ideal," "She Is," "On 

Stabbing A Man And Being A Good Listener," "Drunk Girl And The Devil's 

Tongue," "To Sleep Alone," and "The Woman Above Me." 

"A Common Grave" is, I suppose, the closest thing in this book to 

being a cathartic section for me. The poems in this section are 

"Surroundings," "Song," "The Frog Finds His Home In The Damp, Damp 

World," "One Day, Foraging," "Baseball With The Dead," "The Bottle Is 

Empty," and "After The Long Illness." They deal with loss and guilt, while 

attempting to reclaim or refigure the past. To keep the section from being 

nothing more than an emotional dumping ground, though, I ended with 

the positive note of "After the Long lUness." This poem tries to be the 

antithesis of the others in the section and segues into the next section, 

w^hich is more "spiritual" in tone. 

10 



"My Bones Are My Bones" takes a more spiritual approach to poetry. 

The poems in this section, "Icarus," "Modeling Nude," "Only A Taste," 

"Sleeping And Waking With The Artist," "Lucifer's Denial," and "Sunday 

Afternoon, Soupbones" are chiefly about finding a moral, or at least, 

mythological base on which to stand in the material world. Likewise, this 

section tries to more openly mythologize the role of "poet" while again 

confronting the contention of ethics and aesthetics. 

The Notion Of Truth In These Poems 

I will not be the first to point out that history is in large part 

fictionalized—first in memory, then in spoken or written recounts. Once 

after a reading, for example, Walt McDonald was asked by a listener, "Was 

that a real poem or did you just make that one up?" He answered, "Yes." 

His answer reflects the philosophical concern that there may not possibly be 

an accurate or "real" way of describing what happened yesterday, or even 

five minutes ago. Not only is everyone's personal history what happened, 

but it is also how one perceived what happened, how one felt about what 

happened, and what happened because of what happened. In 1989, for 

instance, I died in a car wreck for a few seconds and was resuscitated. Years 

later, people would ask me if I remembered being dead. I said, "Sure." But I 

am not certain if I remember being dead, or if those ideas were planted 

before or after I died by other people's accounts, or if I dreamed the memory 

subsequentiy, or just told myself that the sensations I wanted to be there 

were really there. Once I became fed up with the questions (theirsand 

mine), I started saying, "I didn't see anything; I was dead." That became 

truth. 
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This poetry, though, is not about me, at least, not in an 

autobiographical sense. Of course, the poems are about someone and about 

something, but I am incidental. For instance, it doesn't matter if I ever 

really saw a dead man behind a dumpster while I was looking for recyclables 

with my church group, as in the poem "One Day, Foraging." The poem is 

merely a poem; I had an idea I wanted to commimicate. The impression of 

the moment already existed within me: I did not need to have the actual 

experience, because the substance of the object of the poem was already 

extant. Moreover, the reader helps call the moment into existence, in part 

from his or her own experiences and/or imaginings. That collective 

imagination or realization is how a poem is made. 
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CHAPTER n 

MY BONES ARE MY BONES: 

A COLLECTION OF POEMS 
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Part 1 Leaves Stepped Over 

My Neighbors Sleep In 

Back yard of the shack next door, 

they've hung shirts, blue jeans 

and underwear on a wire 

overgrown with scuppemong 

vines that crawl up to tin foil 

bow ties on the antenna. 

Left out, rain shrinks the sky 

blue of a tee-shirt narrow 

as a tire track and stretching 

down toward the ground. 

Steam rises from the road— 

the first shower of summer 

closes windows with fog, 

shuts out two blue jays 

bickering over a puddle; 

(continued, with stanza break) 
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a mockingbird tenses the wire, 

picks at scuppemongs, 

tracks across dean clothes. 
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Old Love in August 

Close like cracks in the sidewalk, 

they tangle in fingers of shade 

darker than stains on wedding-day linen: 

she, a print-dress balloon and he, 

a brown-burned lizard. 

Under the front-yard magnolia, 

she props her feet in his lap, 

listens to the beat of cars passing, 

hitting the dip at the comer. 

They count years by summers' heat: 

she sips lemonade; 

he clips her toenails. 

16 



Chore 

In summer, the dog outruns 

rabbits across the farm, 

four acres of grass I part 

with a pushmower in ro^vs, 

like the bHsters on my back 

they cut with a s^vitch, and I wish 

I could gallop after rabbits, 

trade scarred skin for fur. 

Westbrook Children's Home 

for Orplwns and Arsonists, 

Medina, Texas. 
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Crossing Rivers 

He stands above the cold tongue. Silhouetted, 

made gray by sun falling behind the mountain, 

he calls out. Give my wife my love. He leaps, turns 

from grey to color as the light leaves his back, 

and hits water-hard. This is how fast it happens: 

the sun he eclipsed has barely had time to reach 

my eyes. I look for him. Listen, hear the falls. 

I stumble to camp to tell the others, 

the river's voice devouring my words. 

We huddle in balls around the campfire, shiver 

against the summer. Miles from anyone, we sit on our secret 

like ice. He is with us, all around us. He swings in the trees, 

flickers in the embers, steals one of my cigarettes, and tells a joke: 

Hiking the mountain, cutting away a sapling to clear a path, 

he asked, if a mime fell in the woods 

would anyone care? An old joke, we knew, but laughed 

on a day that fell light as leaves stepped over-

our backpacks filled with last year's birthday party, 

(continued, no stanza break) 
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and happy hour at that bar in Memphis, days with no weight. 

Tonight we talk so soft we can't hear each other, twist words 

into our own, parts of him we want to remember. And I am reminded: 

when I was six I was afraid of my grandfather, his face frozen 

by strokes, his words, ghost-story moans. I hid behind my mother 

when she made me go see him, but tell myself 

I hugged him at least once. I watched TV the day of his funeral. 

Precise moments, what we know s/zou/rf have affected us. 

We lug them with us. What the dead have told us, rocks in a river, 

rooted at the edge of the falls, never leaving as we wash by. 
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The Last Letter Between Lovers 

Did I tell you about the ice cream? 

Homemade at my grandparents' farm, 

and cooler than water in a drought? 

I followed the creek bed, next day, 

dry as a lizard's belly for miles. 

The dog lagged, slunk home 

for a drink. But I found mud, even water. 

Green vines were boas, squeezing 

everything they could. I thought. 

We need more than dirt: 

Two people constructing a home 

must know which stones the other lays. 

And there should be wood for a fire, 

a bed to sink into, and flannel sheets. 

I shoved a dead stick into the bank, 

wrote your name, and walked back, 

thinking rain would eventually w âsh it away. 

Back at the house, I drank a glass of water, 

then Grandmother scooped me 

a bowl of ice cream too full to finish. 

I needed to share with someone, 

for fear of dying in a dry creekbed, 

or a house I'd built by myself. 
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Part 2 Sleeping Alone 

Ideal 

Generations oigatti nestle columns 

of the Colosseum, w îlling to starve— 

a good cat can thrive on nothing but night. 

Busted saints ignore the old woman 

calling strays. She ^viles them to her car 

with mackerel and cod, but the cats will not accept 

her ride. I imagine she tries daily, with failure, 

and goes home to a lonely supper, a party of one. 

And I wonder if she's talking to me, asking me over 

iorgelati, or wanting to teach me Italian, 

so ŵ e could talk about anything, even the weather. 

My wife is packed in the hotel room, leaving me 

a photo album of blank pages, 

so I want the old lady to catch that tabby on the wall 

and feed him days of fish and milk. 

If I spoke the language ŵ e would make a plan to catch him. 

But I don't, so I ask another tourist to take my picture. 

WTien I turn around again, the old lady is waddling 

back to her car, the tabby has disappeared, 

and a fish head stares up at me, empty. 

In my scrapbook will be my face in front of that wall. 

(continued, no stanza break) 
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On the next page will be my face in front of something else. 

When the book is closed, pages pressed tight, 

I will kiss myself. 
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She is 

Normal as an orange, 

whose sweetness spills down 

the tickle of wrists-

while squeezing the taste 

whose wink awakens my tongue 

from a cold, dead sleep. 

* * * * * * * 

How an orange could bring 

sun to a bare room whose walls 

hide my history-

frames of dust bleeding 

no color across plaster; 

patterns of shadow. 
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On Stabbing a Man and Being a Good Listener 

I stabbed a man once, but not without reason. 

He found me sitting, talking with his wife 

on the hood of my car. Mostly she talked 

about him and I listened. 

I was a good listener, she said, 

I didn't interrupt. When he found us 

he yelled; she yelled. 

She wasn't a good listener. 

He broke his beer bottle, 

held the neck in his hand, 

a bouquet of jagged petals. 

I pulled a knife, planted my feet. 

How it happened isn't really important: 

with a raw hole in his stomach, 

he pitched forward, 

wrapped his arms around my waist. 

Not much happened after that. 

He eventually let go. 

His wife cradled his head, 

glared hard at me. 

He said, I love you. I love you. 

Every time I looked back 

he would be saying those words, 

but she never took her eyes off me. 
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Drunk Girl and the Devil's Tongue 

Spinning girl, let the road be my voice. 

I will be the silent devil who drives the car, 

carries you, drunk, across the state line. 

Feel the wind roU beneath your palms, 

and I will flatten the interstate before you. 

I tell no lies, only how far I can take you 

—no place you've ever seen, where wind 

breathes through open windows. I hum 

loud as a hot engine, and my fingers 

creep closer to your side of the car. 

For the girl whose parents 

told her I was the anti-Christ. 
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To Sleep Alone 

Stuck to the sheets with sweat, 

and looking outside my window, 

I watched a car wrap around a tree. 

All night lights flashed 

across my walls, danced 

a stranger to my bed: 

shadows rolled over me, 

stroked my face with fluid fingers. 

One of the clean-up crew 

said the woman driving was lucky 

she was drunk. I wished 

I were one of the paramedics, 

touching her face like ice, 

afraid it would melt in my palms, 

or one of the policemen— 

anything to bring me closer. 

Someone told me sleeping alone 

is a dress rehearsal for dying. 

So I claimed her as my own. 

She became my mother, 

my lover, my twin. I lay down 
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curled in her hair, arms 

wrapped around a pillow. 

Later, I heard she lived, 

and slept that night in a clean, 

white room. 
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The Woman Above Me 

She is the braid of two strangers 

kissing under the hotel sign, 

a red pulse beating on my blinds, 

ankle beUs ringing on my ceiling, 

and the twirl of a glass 

tossed into the fireplace. 

I find her face at my window, 

her arms in empty shirts hanging 

from my closet door. I steal her body 

with my eyes and leave myself 

on my stomach as she slides me 

into the w^orld of card tricks and love. 

Last night I heard her playing violin 

in the room above mine, so close, 

I thought the strings were my own. 
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Part 3 A Common Grave 

Surroundings 

I don't know how else to write this: 

He uncoils himself like string. 

Like the bobbing of a yo-yo; 

Left leg turned in to the other. 

He winds like a lasso when he walks. 

Eyes on the floor, he finds 

The strange alw^ays of his left foot 

Like a snake flattened in the middle. 

Twisting on the tile, catching 

His right—the straight runner. 

Most of us stir our coffee. 

Won't meet the face 

Of anyone who can't hide 

Whaf s wrong with him. 

I can't stand to watch; but I will. 

Because words are my wheelchair. 

Keep me nailed to my seat. 

His steps fall slow and stupid. 
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And I stutter across the page. 

He probably just wants to walk straight. 

And I hope you'll believe me 

If I show you his path of upset chairs. 

His wake to the comfort of the comer 

Table which, under the weight 

Of his arms, now wobbles. 
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Song 

The firetruck rusting on the hill collects dew. 

Too early for children to climb its ladder, 

slap its unworking horn, I sit watching birds 

nest in the grill, think about the night 

my brother slipped down a fire escape, 

broke his neck saving a two-month old girl 

from a burning flophouse downtown. 

How that, in turn, planted him one morning 

at the bottom of my parents' swimming pool, 

fingers gripping his wheelchair. 

That girl must be six years old now, 

in some strangers' home, and probably 

doesn't remember her parents who died, 

my brother who saved her and died, 

the building she lived in that turned to ash. 

Mother tried to find her once, 

called the Department of Human Resources, 

but reached a dead-end two transfers later. 

She holds on to that girl like her own, sometimes 

wonders aloud where she might be. I know 

she can't be held, but catch myself 

watching for a girl I have never seen. 
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Sometimes I miss her more than my brother, 

the way he'd hold me down and spit on my face. 

Once we found a robin's nest 

in a low branch, turned the garden hose on it. 

Father didn't punish us, only said, 

So?ne people would have liked for the birds to live. 

We never spoke of it again, 

but I couldn't meet my brother's eyes for weeks, 

ashamed of what we carried beneath our clothes 

—the rotting bodies of birds 

pecking their way out of our chests. 

He obliterated the past, an obituary 

wadded and tossed in the fire. Now 

even he is disappearing from my memory; 

I have to borrow eyes 

from strangers, or noses, or jawbones to fill in 

the features I have forgotten. 

But when I speak of that girl, I'm speaking of him-

I can't get away from things that happened 

more than half my life ago. 

What is the awe that whispers paralyzed or suicide? 

That keeps me from saying his name? 
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—But now the first van-load of children 

pulls into the park. A girl in blue overalls 

leaps from the van ahead of the others, 

races toward the firetruck. 

She is about the right age, so I can't help myself. 

I stay until she flushes the birds from their nests. 

She laughs at their scattering, 

doesn't know she's broken anything. 

I watch the sky until they disappear. 

If I could excavate those birds 

from the hollow beneath my ribs, 

I would say his name again, 

and again, maybe run up and hug 

that littie giri. But I only 

start the walk back 

to my parents' house, 

wondering what songs 

a dead bird might sing. 
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The Frog Finds His Home In The Damp, Damp World 

At the bottom of the swamp out back 

sits a frog who bellows, fat with flies, 

on his lily pad. It knows, I'm sure, 

how it drives the night, slowly 

to daybreak, belches heat 

into my four bare walls, 

plasters me to sheets. 

I am awake, hiding in a bog, 

breathing methane and steam, 

thinking how I lose my sense 

of direction when I'm alone. 

How the far end of the marsh 

became the bottom; the edge 

at my back door, the top. 

How north and south 

don't matter much 

since I can't move. 

If I slept I might dream 

of leaving, leaping across water, 

stump-to-stump, missing 

rusted fishhooks 

dangling from bcdd cypress. 

My toes could find hard clay. 
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not sink. But beneath the frog, 

lower than lily pads, under the water, 

even deeper than mud, lies a woman 

I once knew, a secret that keeps me 

pinned to nowhere on a map 

anyone will ever find. 
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One Day, Foraging 

When I found the man, blood 

soaking the stomach of his tee-shirt, 

he was already drawing flies. 

I didn't know how long he had been there, 

behind the convenience store, 

behind the dumpsters I was looking in 

for cans and other recyclables. 

I was with my church group, 

but they were all at other dumpsters, 

behind other stores. 

Before we came out that day 

we prayed to our God to have 

a good hunt for those things to be reused. 

We knew saving the world 

could be done if we all worked together. 

I picked out some cans from the garbage. 

Looked again at the man, 

threw the bag in the dumpster and shut the lid. 

Even his wide-open eyes couldn't find my bag 

when I reported it lost. 
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Baseball with the Dead 

We straddle the shoulder, 

pelt the road with rocks. 

I arch out the window, 

and cut the air like a shark's fin. 

A dark shape comes fast and I swing: 

a home run and a ticker tape parade, 

somebody's birthday cards and bills. 

Sixteen, we spend summer nights 

swilling liquor, playing mailbox baseball-

our cars have muscles our brains lack. 

We swerve again, hack out 

at whatever may lie before us. 

for Brad and Skip who 

died in car wrecks 

Two years later I would die in a car wreck and, 

revived, acquire a taste for inching 

the center stripe. I've learned to sleep nights, 

send birthday wishes and pay bills on time. 

But once that summer a cast-iron mailbox 

ricocheted my bat through the back glass, 

drove shards deep into Brad's arm. 
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His blood spread quick and sloppy-

but we could not stop, we could not slow down. 

A porch light flickered awake, 

and I am the only one in that car 

left aHve. 
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The Bottle Is Empty | 

An old song sneaks up 

like an ambulance in traffic, 

and I remember you exactly 

as the day you died: On that road 

into Shreveport, Chris Howell 

handed a bottle from his car 

as we passed, head-on at a semi. 

Your mouth stretched wide 

with the wind, you reached out, 

yelled words I couldn't hear. 

I'm stuck at a traffic light now, 

hearing Lou Gramm 

claim cliches as his own. 

The son^ Midnight Blue 

never bothered me back then, 

but now I'm old enough 

to know better: We don't 

deserve words until something 

knocks our teeth out, 

or turns us to bone. 

! 
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Still, the song gets me there: 

eight hours before you died, 

you are god-like. You stretch far 

out the window, grab a bottle 

of Southern Comfort 

at seventy miles an hour. 

Your mouth is frozen around 

words I will never find. 
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After the Long Illness 

More interesting than pneumonia 

was after I came home from the hospital, 

the way my father had changed— 

the way the tree in the back yard spilled over 

the tire-swing rope tied round the low branch, 

as if to say, this rope is one of my parts; 

I will grow around it, even if it cuts me. 

One morning I woke to the rustle 

of my father moving through my room. 

I kept my eyes beneath my skin, 

even feeling his weight on the bed. 

He settied his body on top of mine 

and kissed my cheek. 

He must have known I was awake, 

but held me against him for the first time, 

it seemed, since he pushed me on that swing 

—how he'd make room for me in his chest, 

then the letting go, and the motion of floating 

away from him, dizzy, and the coming back to him again-

I am still caught in that pendulum of wishing 

I were back in the hospital, or getting w êll again; 

coiled into that ball of fever, or buried in his chest. 

41 



Part 4 My Bones Are My Bones 

Icarus 

I am a crop duster, the god you strain to see— 

an arrow of mercury across your windshield, 

cheating the weight that keeps you nailed 

to earth. You might understand my place 

if you were a thief with pockets big enough 

to swallow the world. I skim 

grounded clouds of cotton and grain, 

dip low, swoop under power lines, 

span cars by stolen breath. 

I weave the threads on your back, 

wrap the wheat round your gut. 

Once I had the grace to look inside 

a Chrysler as I swept the air, hummed 

towards them like damnation. 

Her eyes became two moons 

caught in sunlight. His mouth 

formed words, swore to me 

what must have been a prayer. 

for Tim Hardin, 1958-1989 
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Modeling Nude 

She quivers my spine with a brush, 

swirls blood to my skin 

—tenses me to my nipples. 

I feel, in her studio, as a boy 

on a church pew whose clothes 

cannot cover him. Naked 

to the eyes of a God I can't please 

is the same as breezes 

striking my groin, legs spread 

for an artist who renders 

the crevices of my privacy. 

I want to say a prayer: 

something to touch the air circling 

my skin, what holds the dirt inside me, 

keeps me from becoming the sky. 
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Only a Taste 

W aiting in the cafe, I overhear a couple 

declare their love to one another. 

And it straightens me in my seat, 

wishing / could say love, 

have a word that meant something, 

so the two of us could meet-

man and woman—and speak 

quietly, hands finding each other 

across the table, and folding 

into a church, a prayer. 

Because in the beginning was the word, 

and thaf s what we're looking for, 

a way to make a map of emotions. 

And on that map, 

I wish one mile equaled 

one mile, or someone 

would say to me, "You are here," 

so I would know the dirt between my toes, 

learn to extrapolate the obvious: 

Of course your hair is soft as snow, 

or sawdust if you spurn 7«e, I would say. 

Besides, I can't love you as long as you're going to change 
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with my moods. Constant, you should be, like God, 

but God is blind and surely deaf, 

else he would have slapped me 

hard across the face by now, 

because I believe in God, 

but don't want to. 

A lightning bolt split a tree yesterday 

on my grandparents' farm-

all I could say when I heard was. 

You missed again. 

If I were an atheist, I wouldn't have anything 

to explain. 

Or if I were from a different 

part of the world—for instance, Europe— 

I could just point to the map, say Look. We are here. 

Over there no one believes in God anymore, 

I've been told. 

—We could be naked 

-on a couch. 

-Anywhere. 

Abstract and beautiful, 

as in a poem by Simic, maybe, 

in a world where everything slips 

into comfortable sex. 
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and no one is watching. 

In America we have no time 

for such luxuries, decadence 

for the sake of decadence: 

We have to know where we are, 

describe the color of that couch, 

pronounce the name of the fabric 

that touches us. 

So we say, God must be near-sighted, 

to explain the absence of his actions. 

Jesus was his eyes—A good story, 

if you believe it: the word 

became flesh, a promise 

we could touch. 

And I've heard I can't love you, 

can't love anyone, 

until I love him first. 

It's like the story of Mary Magdalene: 

washed feet, kisses and more. 

I've heard several versions, 

but don't know the whole story, 

only that someone was made pure. 
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I wish I were somewhere else, 

could see the color of your eyes, 

hear the timbre of your voice. 

But I am alone, and the couple at the next table 

shares a dessert so sweet 

they must suck each other's fingers clean. 

They are in Europe, 

they love Jesus, 

they are blind. 

47 



Sleeping and Waking with the Artist 

She paints both sides of a plywood slab. 

One side is everything; the other is nothing 

she has ever seen, I have ever imagined. 

At night her eyes swim beneath her face, 

dance against her eyelids. Morning, she says 

she dreamt of switchblades and pumpkin soup. 

She sticks in the roof of my mouth, so later 

when I am walking, I notice a streak of lipstick 

bloodying the cracks of the sidew^alk. 

It makes me wonder if we have all been raped, 

and w ĥy a grey sky won't hold us. She tells me 

God always moves to shape the devil. 
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Lucifer's Denial 

I am a star collapsed. Infinite 

smaQness. Call me 

a number between one and zero. 

I was content behind my window, 

closed off by a wire grate-

where He locked me up forever. 

I asked nothing of anyone, 

then you made me 

the promise of a mudslide 

rolling over a village, 

or some humanitarian, maimed, 

and exiled to Kizd Kum. 

I know. Your daughter 

was ripped away by a tornado 

or anorexia. An earthquake 

split your home down the middle 

like a loaf of bread and fed it 

to the earth. Trust me, it's all the same. 

I was in my room reading a book, 

but you have to blame someone— 

and God knows I don't care. I am not 

After Scott Cairns 
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the gravity that pulls a plane 

into the ground, begs a bomb 

to turn a church into match sticks 

on top of a congregation, 

or collapses a baby's lungs. 

Believe what you want; 

I will only say it once: 

When a thunderclap of blackbirds 

starts from your yard, 

I am the dove in the dark sky— 

the moment of light behind the black. 

Then I am gone, an illusion. 

I shut my door on all of you. 

You cannot touch me. 
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Sunday Afternoon, Soupbones 

The wind drags a howl 

from a bottle's lip, 

becomes my mother's voice 

when she dies. 

When I have nothing left 

to hold bones beneath my skin, 

I will blow past the window, 

a locust shell, dead leaf, 

or the weight of the wind 

pushing you into the ground. 

—Inside the Soups Unlimited, 

I am bent over a bowl of lentils, 

watching the parking lot, 

when the manager crosses 

the window to usher 

a bum away from the door. 

It stops me looking 

for her voice, and I raise a spoon 

that bums the life 

from my tongue, 

starts me thinking 
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how warmth feels 

when if s undeserved-

In here, I am warm; out there 

no one can find his car keys. 

Bundled-up, cold as canned meat, 

they scramble through their pockets 

for a way home, maybe 

wanting to find hot soup 

when they arrive. 

I raise another spoonful, 

but I am not at home, either. 

I haven't seen my mother in months-

Sometimes I would kill anyone 

for something to say, 

or a bowl of soup. 

But my mother is healthy, 

strangers are driving 

across the parking lot, 

and I am not hungry. 

My soup is cold. 
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