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INTRODUCTION 

I remember clearly the first "real" poem I ever 

wrote, the first one that made much of an impression on 

me. It was titled, simply enough, "The Comrade," and 

was written the day Martin Luther King, Jr., was killed. 

I was twelve. It was not a particularly good poem, even 

for a twelve-year-old. What was remarkable about it was 

that it was written at all, by a white girl in a conser

vative middle-class family where Dr. King was held in no 

great esteem. I did not show this poem to my parents, 

knowing fairly well what they would say. But I could not 

help but write it, as if (and here I have to be careful 

not to sound mystical or sentimental, because it was not 

either) I had to write about this, and in this way, as 

if there were another voice with a story to tell. And 

that is the way it has been for me: voices clamoring to 

tell their stories. 

Many poets have listened to similar voices. 

Robert Browning listened to the voice of the Duke of 

Ferrara telling about his last Duchess, hinting at 

murder and things far removed from the life of the poet, 

but as close to Browning as the voice that guided his 

pen. James Dickey admits in his Self-Interviews that he 

had never had the experience of the lifeguard in his 



poem by that name, but that he felt that he had to write 

the poem, and he used that lifeguard as the voice 

telling the story. 

Many of my poems are narrated by a voice unlike my 

own. The speaker is not like me in age or race, sex or 

circumstance. In truth, of course, the speaker is 

exactly like me, in every way, but it is the semblance of 

difference that allows me to say things I did not know I 

meant to say. One of my professors asked me why the 

speaker in "South Llano River Spillway" was not a mother 

rather than a father. We were discussing feminism and 

literature, and the role of female poets, and I felt 

that I needed to attempt to explain why, in some cases 

such as this one, a man's voice is necessary for the 

poem. Although I was sure that the speaker could not be 

a woman, I had to think to realize that it was not 

because of what the poem was about, but rather what the 

poem was not about: motherhood. There are societal 

ideas about what it means to be a mother that are so 

weighty that they can overwhelm everything else a poem 

is saying. This poem did not have room to say anything 

about motherhood, so I did not use a mother's voice. 

The same is true with the title poem, "Some Things 

Demanding Our Attention." Again, there was no room for 



a mother in this poem. It is not that I think a 

mother's voice is less important, but rather that it is 

so heavily weighted that it takes on a life of its own, 

regardless of the subject of the poem. 

Two of my favorite poets—those I learn from each 

time I re-read their poetry—are Robert Frost and Gerard 

Manley Hopkins. The qualities for which I admire their 

writing would seem to be contradictory, but are not. No 

matter how hard Frost had to work to make his poems come 

from that simple New England voice, he succeeded in 

making his work appear effortless. His lines are easy, 

as if spoken, and comfortable to the ear. I have worked 

to give my poems this ease, this simplicity, so that 

they seem as if they are not Poetry, that intimidating 

entity, but easy, spoken words. Hopkins' poems are 

hardly that: he writes as no one speaks. But I love 

the way his words roll off the tongue when "The 

Windhover" or "Pied Beauty" are read aloud, the asso

nance making each line beautiful by itself. I do not try 

to write like Hopkins, because I could not. But my 

appreciation of the way words work together to produce de-

lighful sounds influences the words I choose, leading me 

through dull synonyms to that one word with that certain 

sound. The poem in which this is most evident is "The Boy 



Who Draws Horses," a poem that was written on two 

levels, one where I described the habit of a boy, and 

one where I followed a series of complementary sounds 

throughout four stanzas. 

I listen to the sounds of words when I write, often 

hearing the internal rhymes of Hopkins and getting 

carried away with them. My fondness for words as 

sounds often causes extra work: after what I think may 

be the last revision, I have to go back and look at each 

word, deciding if it works within the structure of the 

whole and contributes to the sense of the poem, or if 

it is there only because I like the way it sounds, reso

nating to the words around it. 

How do I reconcile the styles of Frost and Hopkins? 

I do not, of course. It is not necessary. In the end, 

we each have to develop an individual style, or allow one 

to develop as we work at learning to write. Often I am 

surprised by a turn I take in writing, having believed I 

was headed in another direction. One of the first poems 

I read that made me want to write poetry—serious 

poetry—was T.S. Eliot's "The Love Song of J. Alfred 

Prufrock." I read more of Eliot's poems and, impressed 

with his work, decided that this was what poetry was all 

about, and that this was how I would write, too. I 



never did; I was not able to, and I soon decided that his 

style was not mine. 

While I still admire the richness and density of 

Eliot's poetry, and am awed by his skillful interweaving 

of allusion, I have lost my love of obscurity and 

Intellectualism in poetry. I do not like esoteric poems. 

I want to write poems that can be immediately appre

hended by the reader without the mental construction of 

bridges between my words and those of mythology, philo

sophy, Zoroastrlanism. I want to read and write poetry 

that can be appreciated on several levels: the most 

basic, as words telling a story or describing something; 

slightly more complex, as words evoking images and emo

tion and memories; still more complex, words alluding to 

those that have already been written and read. I 

believe, though, that the first level is the most impor

tant, and that mysterious, esoteric poetry is too much 

trouble: I read it once, am puzzled and irritated, and 

forget it. 

The poems that reach me are those that satisfy my 

craving to be told a story, that left-over-from-

childhood longing we all have for someone to take us by 

the hand and tell us A Good Story. After that, of 

course, as I am pleased with this poem, I'll go back 



and read it again. This time I discover connections 

that I missed on the first reading, on my initial rush 

to Find Out What Happens. On a still later reading, 

I will begin to notice a resonance with another poem, a 

philosphy, or a myth. Now that is a good poem. It is the 

kind of poem I try to write, and the kind of poem I want 

to read. 

Of the several modern poets who write this kind of 

poem so well, and to whose company I aspire, there are 

several I particularly admire. One is Gregory 

Djanikian. His poem, "Clouds," is about his being in 

seventh grade science class taking a test over the 

various kinds of clouds and being able to think only of 

what clouds meant to him, not their scientific names 

and types. It is a great poem about clouds, but, of 

course, it is about much more than clouds. When I first 

read it, in Poetry in June, 1986, it was easy on the 

brain, telling me an evocative story about junior high 

school exams and kite-flying. When I reread it, it told 

me something more, something about the connections be

tween knowledge and emotion, and about their recon

ciliation. To me, that is what a good poem does: it 

helps the reader interweave facts and feelings, but 

never demands more than the reader is willing to give. 



"How I Learned English" and "When I First Saw Snow" 

reinforced my enthusiasm for Djanikian's poems. 

I feel much the same way about the poems of Stephen 

Dobyns. If I had to pick one poem to read over and over 

for the next fifty years, it would be "Querencla." On 

the surface it is about a bull and a bull fight. After 

the first couple of times I read it, I was hooked. I 

suppose everyone who reads and writes poetry has one 

poem that is so powerful that reading it makes the eyes 

well up and the throat catch. "Querencla" is the one 

that does it for me. 

There is another poet writing these re-readable 

poems whose name I always look for in each new issue of 

Poetry. It is often there. I first read poems by 

Walter McDonald in the September, 1984, issue: 

"Catching the Light at Lake Raven," "Fathers and Sons," 

"For Dawes, on Takeoff," and "Memento Mori." When I 

read, in the notes on contributors, that the poet was at 

Texas Tech, "where he now directs the Creative Writing 

Program," I knew what I wanted to do. This was someone 

who wrote the kind of poetry I wanted to write, and who 

could teach me how to set about it. Dr. McDonald, then, 

was the reason for my returning to school, and these 

poems are the result. 
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Sometimes I read over some of my poems and am 

disappointed. Sometimes I read them and notice a word 

or a couple of lines that I might have done differently. 

But every now and then—more frequently as my work on 

them has progressed—I will read one and think "Wow! This 

is not bad." The only thing that feels better is 

finding the exact word, the exact way of saying 

something that makes a line or a stanza or a whole poem 

fall into place, and thinking "That's it!" Those 

moments are what writing poems, for me, is all about. 
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No Cream, No Sugar 

My father holds some secret like hot coffee 

cupped in thick stoneware. Nothing 

is transparent. I can only guess 

at what he's drinking in, its steam rising, 

misting his eyes, dampening 

every gesture. I search for clues 

without asking questions, look for evidence 

without staring. His wife smiles 

the smile of those who drink milk: 

healthy and strong-toothed. I imagine 

a fatal disease, financial ruin, 

the slow steady death by poison 

drunk drop by drop over years 

of mornings in a marriage where only he 

drinks coffee. His eyes beg me 

for lightness, a sweet acceptance. 

I take our mugs into the kitchen, 

refill them, hold them for a moment 

inhaling the dark, bitter heat. 
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The Boy Who Draws Horses 

All day he draws them from hooves up, 

from hoof to fetlock to flank, 

shaping the ovals of buttock 

and shoulder, shading the back and belly 

through the confusion of geometry 

and geography, gnawed pencil sweeping 

across lined paper, covering notes 

on the Arctic with an arched neck 

and the known topography of nose 

from muzzle to mane. Some of his horses 

have ears, eyes, eyelids. Others 

are bones of legs left unfleshed, 

faces unfinished. Some flaw ruins them 

and he begins again, the muddle of math 

forgotten in these strokes 
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repeated endlessly, day after day. 

His notebooks hold only horses 

identically drawn: legs stiff, eyes 

blank, tails trailing off 

the edge of page after page. 
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A First Act of Faith 

We killed and buried a butterfly 

as a religious experiment, certain 

we'd see its gauzy irridescent soul 

float up out of the dirt 

and ascend to heaven. 

All through that August afternoon— 

no clouds, no breeze— 

our toes curled in the disturbed dirt 

as we held our vigil, Koolaid 

running rivulets down our legs. 

We took turns going inside to pee, 

watching twice as hard alone. 

Midafternoon we whispered, 

decided to dig, carefully, 

just a little 
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making sure we hadn't missed 

anything. We dug only 

to a wingtip, dusty and dulled, 

slightly tattered but Intact: 

there were no bones 

no restless ghost among ashes 

We covered our disappointment 

with soil, sat faithfully 

on the hard curb 

until sundown 

cooled us, and the lying light 

Just before dark made us believe 

every blown leaf, each firefly: 

the night air filled with illusions 

and we went in, assured. 
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Wading Rose Creek 

Rose Creek has dried to a long corrugation, 

its pond so trimmed with cement 

even robins and children 

feel at home where snakes once hid. 

Thirty years ago maples grew thick 

over a creek that trickled or surged, 

always dangerous and wild 

beside the thick mud that slicked its banks 

where I'd crouch watching crawdads chase minnows 

through water green as the woods around it, 

thick with invisible beasts 

and, even at noon, always dim and cool 

around my legs when I waded barefoot, 

brave, farther through the trees and deeper 

into pools where water hid wrecks 

of plywood boats built by kids like me. 
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lost looking for caves and skulls, or treasure 

left by the boys next door who crept out 

at night leaving tracks I'd follow 

by daylight to the water 

where I knew every round rock was ruby, 

every smooth stone a coin under my toes 

stirring up silt in the creek 

as far from home as an island 

no one else had ever heard of, 

farther from my treehouse 

than my parents could ever imagine. 

It's gone now, 

the wild woods only a park 

where we take our children 

in wagons along the dry bed we can see, 

no longer hidden by deep shade 

and dark, roiling waters. 



18 

Dodging the Geese 

Late evening, coming home in the truck, 

we'd wait, listening to the ducks and mad geese 

while Dad went up to the house 

and held the screen door open. 

We'd climb down from the dark cab, 

huddling together, breathing fast and focusing 

on the bright beam from the house, 

planning a path across the yard 

through beating wings" and great, greedy beaks 

while Dad waited for us, arms wide 

ready to brush back any goose 

fierce enough to chase us. 

He grinned at our shrieking as we slid 

under his outstretched arm, letting the door 

swing solidly shut behind us, between us 

and the wild porch, the terrible yard. 
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There aren't many geese 

anymore, only a few I see 

when I detour, coming home 

past the park at dusk. 

I slow the car, 

roll down the window and lean out 

to hear them honking, sounding gentler, somehow 

so much fainter and far away. 
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Lignum Vi.tae 

My father Inlaid fifty kinds of wood 

for this table, some pieces so small 

they're only splinters: 

tiny triangles, a microscopic star. 

I remember his rough fingers 

smoothing the wood long evenings 

after the paid work of porches, 

dining rooms and cabinets, 

using scraps and bits he'd saved 

from other lives as bannisters 

or hat racks or hope chests, 

slipping in circles of ivory 

and slices of mother-of-pearl 

to complement hard dark squares 

of vibrant lignum vitae, 

the one he always told us 
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was the World's Strongest Wood, 

its fibers crossing themselves: 

wood a heart should be made of, 

steady and sure among curves 

of malleable birch 

as he was among us, 

as he should be now, 

looking at his table through varnish 

and hours of sanding, 

past rough blocks 

of raw unrealized wood, 

back to a tree with blue flowers 

blanched by age, back to a trunk bent 

under the heavy heart-shaped fruit. 
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Woolly Mammoth 

I read that their meat's still good 

and fresh enough to eat when resurrected 

from fossils or tar or ice floes 

and flash-thawed over a determined fire. 

Thirty years ago at La Brea 

I held my father's tweed sleeve, 

trailing, awed by bones that made even him 

seem small and temporary. Now 

he is shrinking, less permanent 

than I'd ever thought he could be, 

sure that he'd be around forever 

like those bodies buried in ice. Instead 

there's this sinking, settling 

into the sediment of his skin, 

the hint of another ice age 

when nothing will be preserved 



The cold already comes off him 

when we hug and I*ve begun to feel 

the outline of sharp bones 

beneath his rough, woolly coat. 

23 
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Substituting 

October, and I've been filling in 

at the junior high for teachers 

felled by illnesses odd . 

and unexplained, premature 

seasonal fevers. Every day 

I call role in English, 

math, history and am missing 

in every class a boy 

named Hubbard, Phillip. 

He should be in every class 

it seems; he's on each list, 

on every teacher's lips. I listen, 

read their cautionary notes: Ignore 

Phillip. Do not expect much 

from Phillip. I cease expecting 

even an appearance, cease 

believing he'll ever appear 

except on paper. 
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But even in the quietest class, 

heads bent to books, crisp 

orange light through windows, 

I hear rustling, dry 

and indistinct. Prom under desks, 

back by the radiator? I walk 

the aisles, searching, seeking 

another face behind these 

(colorless, interchangeable 

as leaves). 
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Making Jelly 

I drive all night along the interstate, 

then down unlined two-lane roads, 

pulling up at my grandmother's house 

hours before her funeral. 

But I don't go to the service. The moment 

I walk into her yellow kitchen, 

see rows and rows of clean crystal jars, 

her iron kettle waiting on the stove, 

heavy boughs outside pressed 

against the window, I know 

weeks waiting for ripeness, 

days getting ahead with housework, 

hours of her stiff fingers gently polishing 

these endless jars, her flowered apron 

pockets holding bitten tested fruit, 

her eyes on the peach tree, the apple, 

her favorite ancient plum. 



My mother and aunts, 

drab and dutifully mournful, 

frown at my bright apron 

as they leave for the church, 

leaving me humming 

to my gathered bushels, 

my grandmother here in her kitchen, 

rich and sweet as this 

solidifying fruit, 

amethyst and ruby 

along her window sill. 

Hours later her daughters return 

to a kitchen warm and thick 

with an odor more poignant 

than any eulogy, any hymn. 

27 
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The Man Who Lost His Uncanny Sense of Smell 

One day his breakfast bread didn't call 

out to him with its olfactory shout, 

an unlit match in the next room 

ceased its caressing aroma. 

Life had become flat as paper, 

dark as a waiting room 

where he could no longer know people 

by the singular scent of their skin. 

Each day now begins for him—as 

if he were only human—when 

light lies on his eyelids, 

not when the high sharp essence 

of sun heating the wild grass 

greets his dreams. He doesn't awaken 

to secrets of stench and fragrance 

that were his music, his only art. 
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Today enviable alley dogs 

circling each other outside 

mock him with their quivering snouts, 

enjoying pleasures lost to him, 

following signals obscure as an altered code. 

Their nostrils flare as they greet rocks, 

trees and footprints blindly, 

secure in their one unfailing sense. 

He watches their snuffling 

then opens that window, leans out 

and shuts his eyes, sharing through them 

a redolent world—screaming of meat, 

sex, blood—until they turn 

at the corner, wafting back to him 

an imagination of wet fur, 

a high bright odor of stone. 
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Taming the Cat 

The first year he was safe from us, 

living under the house, emerging 

after we'd gone to bed and could hear him 

rustling in the hedge, hunting. 

He was invisible, haunting the crawlspace 

like a ghost in the dead grass 

and soft dirt. 

The next year 

he would come to the porch, 

eerie in the last light at dusk, 

waiting until we left scraps, 

creeping up to eat 

with one eye on us, always 

watching. 

This spring he was bold 

enough to touch our hand 

with his paw as we set raw meat 

before him. He was still 

when we stroked him, keeping half 

of an agreement 

we don't understand. 
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He follows us 

around the yard, 

steady and silent, 

resting in the beds 

we need to mulch, luxurious 

under wild branches 

we won't prune. 

He seems civil, 

lying in the patch of weeds 

blotting our manicured lawn. 

When we pause to pet him 

he purrs, a rumbling 

from a widening wilderness. 
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A Day With Dinosaurs 

Imagine them out in the alley. 

Prom the window over the sink 

you see them: wrinkled knees 

above the fence, long necks 

twined along tree limbs. 

You follow the ponds of their footprints 

out across the yard, leaving 

soapy dishes, tax files, 

the solid gritty floors of home. 

They watch you easily, 

placid as cows. They lumber off 

toward the creek. You follow 

sliding in the bruised grass 

of their passing, slipping in mud 

smeared by their dragging tails. 
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Fields expand to hold them, 

trees proffering shade. 

They seem ready to settle here, 

their nibbling and bumbling play 

a broad acceptance. You gather 

no clues about extinction, 

their tiny brains send no signals 

to yours. By late evening 

they've begun to slip away, 

dwindling in the fading light, 

shrinking as you turn to follow 

the dim path toward civilization. 

Coming home, you miss 

all signs of them: trails, prints, 

their reassuring dun-colored shadows 

Your kitchen lies as you left it, 

square, sturdy, filled 

with plates and papers, 

the window flat against a yard 

and a sky so wide and bare 

you can only watch, 

willing that next star to fall. 
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South Llano River Spillway 

Less than an inch of green water 

flows over the dam, sluicing 

into a crash of cans and rocks, 

foaming over glinting glass. 

I sit on the bank 

helping my son hook worms, 

pulling him a little farther 

from the dam*s shelf. 

We're watching our lines 

when something moves across the lake: 

a boy in shiny yellow trunks 

is walking on the water. 

arms outstretched, 

gliding over the surface. 

A miracle. Before I begin 

to doubt him he disappears 
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in a whip of hair, an arch 

and slap of air and water 

against skin, an imagined 

tumbling bloody fall. 

I rise running, removing shoes 

as a shout comes up to me, 

then he comes up whooping, 

whole on hands and feet. 

ascending unaware from death. 

We watch as he rises 

beats his thin chest, 

slides standing, laughing. 

absolutely sure of everything. 

I believe in him 

as wholly as I believe 

every plunge is a temptation 
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of fate and debris and stones 

waiting at some distant end 

as I wait, rooted and responsible, 

muddy shoes heavy in my hands. 



38 

Tornado Watch 

Wind rocks the mobile homes 

along a block smeared by rain 

whipping dust to mud. 

Our trees lean in toward windows. 

Leaves are loosened, glued to glass 

quivering in light aluminum frames. 

Celling lamps sway, hypnotizing us 

as the t.v. weatherman 

waves his hands in warning spirals. 

At windows on our street 

watchers track any cloud more carefully 

than watchers behind brick, rooted in cellars 

below the ground we're barely tied to. 
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V/hite Tornado 

Wednesday afternoon, tornados forked down 

into the fields outside Frost, sharp 

and random as lightning. Stiff and apart, 

we watched, safe in our distance 

until the storm reached us, the rain 

driving us in, washing our mouths 

of the bitter taste of bickering, 

electricity charging us like poles 

and filling our darkened room with sparks. 

Thursday morning we drove out 

along farm roads to survey the damage, 

slow and sullen as Sunday drivers. 

Carefully erected fences lay flat 

around battered barns, keeping nothing 

in or out. We came to what had been 

someone's house, once thick-walled, 

warm: a shelter against 

any intimate storm. 
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Moving through rooms 

littered with debris—china-shard 

eggshells in a nest of torn curtains, 

night clothes, an apron—you 

took my hand. 

The only furniture was a bed, 

its sheets white and clean, 

unwrlnkled as anything so soft can be, 

awaiting lovers, sleepers dreaming 

new walls, high ceilings, a skylight 

for stars to shine through. 
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Storm 

Spring came too early this year, 

Jackrabblttlng ahead into the last weeks 

of winter, the seasons dovetailing 

in a smooth plane of sixty-degree days. 

The snow melted after New Year's. 

Plowing willow limbs burst into bud 

before the neighbors 

took down the Christmas lights 

lining their dripping eaves. Trees 

blossomed in a fuzz of apricot and peach 

the early weeks of March. 

My mother-in-law fretted, 

predicting frost-bitten fruit, 

a last deep sigh of ice. 
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Our son, excited by Easter, 

prattled of purple bunnies 

and chicks and bright plastic grass. 

Late Saturday, after we dyed eggs, 

he bathed away orange and pink and red 

while I hid them in the yard 

with foil-wrapped animals, 

their lilacs and blues dim at dusk 

among hyacinths and amaranths. 

An icy front from Canada whipped through. 

By sunrise fine foreign flakes 

dappled the leaves. 

We watched from the window as eggs, 

shells glazed by the cold, disappeared 

under the insistent drifts. Taking Jason's 

yellow basket, I went out to rescue 

what iris buds I could, a few infant peaches, 

our only Illy. 
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Why We Send Matthew Outside to Play 

After the why's and how come's 

of three and four are questions 

harder by half. My nephew 

asks them as guilelessly 

as any others, his grasp 

opening on bottles and blocks, 

closing around shifting things 

none of us can shape for him— 

death and the place 

babies begin, the girl 

next door who limps 

and is blind with cancer. 

All wake him at night, 

sit beside him at breakfast. 

He carries them like Playdough 

in his pocket, stubby fingers 

worrying, kneading the lumps, 

their rubbery shapes malleable 

and unstable as any answer, 

small as any truth. 
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On the Roof on a Windy Night 

Three days of a wicked wind 

loosen our roof. Shingles flap. 

I clamber up with hammer and nails 

at night when the wind 

is merely fierce. 

Clouds thread through my hair. 

Limbs creak in the oak 

below my feet. Up here 

I am weightless, without anchor 

as I kneel to nail down this roof 

keeping us from the wind 

that wants to carry me with it. 

I stand and my breath is sucked away 

by a gust that tugs at me. 

My feet lift. I can believe 

in flying. 

If i drop my tools, 

slip off shoes and shirt 

I could toe off against the edge, 

float into dark sky. 
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blending into black. 

I hold my arms close, 

keep my eyes focused 

on the roof, the work at hand. 
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Nightllght 

I drive home late at night 

or after dusk or before dawn, 

when dark holds our house, 

its driveway, curbs .and gutters 

away from me. 

I drive slower than my usual crawl, 

trying to see ahead, to foresee 

any disastrous change: 

doors inched open, windows 

glowing orange, roof charred. 

I peer as through fog, searching 

for oddities, lumps of fur 

still warm in our street. I listen 

for any foreign sound 

other than my own. 
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Nothing has changed. Everything 

is changing, my return an intrusion 

into the long smooth slip 

and drift of what settles 

and lies silent. 

Once home, I stand warily 

on the moonless porch, 

easing slowly 

as into motionless water. 

I press my palm against rough 

black brick, my hand an anchor, 

reassuring when seen 

from above the surface, 

but now no comfort to me, held 

as it is at arm's length. 
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Some Things Demanding Our Attention 

He comes running in yelling 

Daddy, Daddy, something 

about a dog, a dead dog 

and drags me, still in my robe 

with the sweet fresh ink 

of news on my fingers, 

out into the street where a mutt, 

limp and mute, lies against our curb. 

No tag, no collar, uncut burred fur 

mark him my responsibility 

as surely as if my name were 

tattooed in his ear. My son 

looks at the dog and then at me 

as if I should do something 

or should have done some preventive thing 

and now must atone. I nudge the pelt 

with my suede slipper, thinking fondly 

of coffee, my paper, Saturday morning. 
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We resurrect the shovel, buried 

under life jackets and snow tires. 

I scan our backyard, neat 

with planned trees, plotted garden. 

I see my child earnestly marking 

a spot under the perfect maple 

where his mother has finally coaxed 

tender grass. I shake my head, 

but must yield to his disappointment. 

The rug we use is still new. 

We hold the hope we'll be forgiven 

for wrapping and lowering it all 

into our healthy moist soil. I watch 

him there, knees out, grubby hands 

tamping the sod into place. 

I go to him, bend to him, 

suggest we walk across into the field, 

find some smooth, suitable stone. 
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Sacrifice 

This particular spot on our street 

is cursed. Two dogs have died there 

this week, hit by cars possessed 

by more than daredevil speed. 

Yesterday I watched a cat, canny 

and wary of cars but too slow 

for what lies there, too quick 

in dying for any help from me. 

Then this morning I looked up 

from the rose bushes, saw my son 

squatting in the street, staring 

at some Indelible stain or awed. 

drawn there by some lure. Grabbing him, 

I reeled him back over miles 

of snakes, flames, broken glass 

to grass rough as my embrace. 
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and now, standing on my sidewalk, aware 

of gods and thwarted anger 

I go out across asphalt, 

grind my cigarette Into bloodstains. 

Fearing flre*s not enough, 

I*m going into the house to check 

rat traps and flypaper: any Innocent, 

far beyond suffering, may do. 
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Cutting Back 

Limbs trimmed from our elm 

litter the yard, leaves drying 

like November, branches bare 

as dead December. Yesterday 

was spring in our single tree 

beneath beetles eating 

alive each budding twig dying 

inch by creeping inch, long after 

neighbors' trees had fallen. 

Only up close and suspicious 

could we see scabbed bark, 

leaves chewed to fragile lace 

like frost on glass. 

We broke off branches brittle 

as thin ice over a deep pond, 

a sharp splintering crack 

and a plunge to the cold 

eddying leaves on our lawn. 
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Among the Priorities of Retirement 

Every morning my father feeds the turtles, 

taking his coffee and a can of Alpo 

out on the patio where he sits, sipping, 

stirring until they hear the clink 

of cup on saucer and rear their heads 

from flower beds across the yard. 

Sometimes three come, sometimes two, 

but always the old one, his shell 

big as a chipped green plate 

sliding across clipped grass, 

eyes focused on my father and food 

as strangely easy as this crawl. 

He climbs onto the cement, nails scratching, 

wrinkled neck craned forward 

toward the glut of gravy and meat 

he's too tired to fight for, too old 

to question when it appears 

every morning like light 
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slanting over the fence. Feeding turtles 

takes time, my father tells me, time 

and the patience to stay still 

while the turtles turn, move back 

over the lawn to the rhododendrons 

where they will winter, dug in deep. 
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Marker 

Workmen finally delivered the headstone 

ordered in the deep night of December. 

It came in during the last spring thaw 

when the ground was slick and dark with mud. 

Wednesday, they carried it out 

and set it upright, precarious 

on the settling mound, 

sliding off and over onto Hendricks, 

William S., Veteran, Well-Beloved, his weeds 

and flat tin plaque belying the words. 

They shovelled a level shelf 

and stood it there, hard-edged and stark 

over the soft blurred earth and new grass, 

and leaned against it, wiping out the sweat 

that fogged their eyes, lighting up 

cigarettes and flipping the matches clear. 
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To the Cemetery on Christmas Eve 

We'd planned to meet at midnight 

and carry candles the four short blocks 

through waiting streets, their beam 

brightening the beginning of a day 

without Dad to carve the turkey, 

taste and re-taste every rich dessert. 

It snowed all day, an unwelcome 

cheery blanket over an evening 

lying heavy in. our expectations. 

Determined, we dig out mittens 

and dusty sleds. The kids ride, 

coaxed into silence. 

Scarves muffle our breaths, 

damp boots shuffle along a path 

we'd rather not follow. 
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Grass there has disappeared 

with rutted roads and rows 

and any landmarks we'd ever used. 

Bemused, we wander past blotted stones 

and over people anonymous to us 

as white flakes, no idea who they are 

or how far off mark we've come to be, 

circling blindly into each other. 

The children strain away from us 

and our gravity, wild at the wide expanse 

We let them go, arms wide 

like wings of angels, welcoming 

their joyful noise. 
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