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CHAPTER I 

THREE REGIONS OF RHYTHM: 

AN INTRODUCTION 

I. Pittsburgh 

Of all aspects of poetry that haunt me, none endures 

like rhythm. Growing up in Pittsburgh of the late 70s and 

early 80s, the first rhythm I learned was the city's. And 

indeed, it belonged to the city itself, not its people, 

certainly no one person. Ours was cumulative noise—the 

constant clack of railcars bearing coal, scoop shovels, and 

the distant clang that made ingot from coke stoked orange 

and burning. The first Pittsburgh was about that fire, the 

second about water. When I was very young, we would go to 

a nature reserve outside Pittsburgh certain weekends in 

spring and fall. At the time, my father was Curator of 

Mammals at the Carnegie Museum of Natural History in the 

heart of the city and weekends away were a welcome escape— 

different places, different rhythms. This was my first 

experience with the magic in specific names: the nature 

reserve was called Powdermill, after an abandoned grist 

mill nearby; the cabin where we stayed was Raven's Roost; 

the nearest towns were named Latrobe and Ligonier—all 

these places built on water, on their ability to turn mill 

wheels or buoy longboats. Every creek named: Mill Run, 

Glen Hollow; every tree: shagbark, coffeetree, red maple or 
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silver oak. We chose nightcrawlers over grubs to hook 

catfish or bluegill, flush with meat, and tossed back bone-

riddled sunfish. I learned bullfrog from cow, fingered 

slime-pearled frogspawn and knew what would happen to them 

was happening to me. 

One particularly hot August afternoon, a friend and I 

slid into the near-black muck of the spawning pool and swam 

naked amidst the thousands of tadpoles (cf. "Tadpole 

Pond"). Seamus Heaney describes a similar experience in 

his essay "Mossbawn" and like him—emerging, covered in 

weed and slime, taking the frog's first tentative steps— 

we felt initiated into something. I began noticing water 

and land around that time, the division always between 

them, the range where they met from ripple to roar. 

It was also near that time I met John Guilday, a 

colleage of my dad's at the Carnegie, a paleontologist 

stricken with polio. Though John retained full use of his 

legs and was able to speak, the polio afflicted his torso; 

his arms hung in slings and, because of a paralyzed 

diaphragm, he was forced to gulp air every waking hour. I 

was young and someone, probably my mom, explained what was 

happening to him as drowning—drowning in the weight of his 

own body. When he lifted his neck to breathe, I picture 

him as a whale about to surface. John was kind to me and 

didn't want me to be afraid. He sent me into the room 

where he slept. The machine looked designed for torture. 



an iron lung. Alice, John's wife, came in and switched it 

on. A table within the chamber rocked side to side. We 

were learning about the flood in Sunday school and I 

picture John like Noah, nights spent swaying above the roar 

of the drowning. 

That summer, the whole family went with my dad on a 

field trip to the Oregon coast. A colleague of his was 

there investigating a mass whale beaching. My parents 

decided I was too young to go to the site. My sister— 

fourteen—not only got to go, she worked. To dispose of 

the rotting carcasses, the biologists were cutting the 

whales into pieces. My sister carted the dulled machetes to 

be sharpened and reused. This I never saw, but I did see 

my sister come back late those nights, my mother hurrying 

her from her clothes. I remember the stench, the way it 

filled the dim camper. The joke it made of things. The 

last night that summer, in the same low light, the marine 

biologist heading the crew gave my sister a bottle, an 

emptied Miller High Life he had filled with wax from the 

lead whale's inner ear. I can still hear his laughter, how 

all those whales beached over one dizzy ear ache. He spun 

a wick to the bottle bottom; it flickered around the room. 

I couldn't sleep; I couldn't stop looking. Out the door, I 

heard his laughter mixing with dad's. Not long after, John 

Guilday died in his sleep. 



The summer after my sixth grade year, my dad made me a 

deal. I got out of key chores if I read one book a week. 

The only catch: he got to choose the books. (Later, I 

could make choices if they met with his approval.) The 

list included; Treasure Island. Kidnapped, Frankenstein, 

Dr. Jeckyl and Mr. Hyde, Red Badge of Courage, Fahrenheit 

451, The Grapes of Wrath (which lead to Of Mice and Men, 

The Pearl, and Travels with Charley) , Old Man and the Sea, 

Robinson Crusoe, Moby Dick (which I couldn't finish). 

Mutiny on the Bounty, Botany Bay. It was a boy's primer of 

literature and riddled with stories of the oceans. 

I pretended, of course, to hate the readings, to 

regard the daily time set aside as laborious. However, all 

the books—especially Hemingway and Steinbeck—appealed to 

me to in some way or another. I found myself not only 

reading and enjoying these books, but making fledgling 

attempts of my own. 

II. Nebraska 

When I was fourteen, my family moved to Nebraska, the 

state where both my parents had been born and raised. For 

the first time in my life, I lived in an area where we were 

surrounded by family. Holidays we would drive to Fort 

Calhoun, north of Omaha, where most of the family lived. 

Every time, my dad and I would slip away, out to where the 

old fort. Fort Atkinson, had stood. He remembered from his 



own childhood when the spot had been a neighborhood, before 

they restored the site. He could point to one end of the 

fort then the other, naming the invisible streets, people 

who lived in the houses. He could stand in the exact spot 

my grandmother had grown up. For the first time, I felt 

history combine with a sense of family; I had my first 

sense of place. 

The summer after my junior year of high school, William 

Kloefkorn taught me to write from that place. When we first 

met at a summer scholars' program for high school students, I 

was writing the usual high school material. Which is simply 

to say that I was imitating the models I had been provided. 

Of the Faerie Queen, Paradise Lost, and Songs of Innocence 

and Experience, I had chosen what seemed to be the path of 

least resistance; Blake. This was as contemporary as my 

training in poetry got, so I was left, as so many are, to 

writing dreadful forced rhymed, iambic verse about 

metaphorical beasts of darkness and light. 

When I was selected for the summer institute, I was 

informed that I would be studying under William Kloefkorn, 

Nebraska's State Poet. I checked out the one book of his in 

our school library. Alvin Turner as Farmer. I was stunned; 

I had no idea people wrote poetry like this. My first poem 

in Bill's workshop was called "The Shitter," a fairly 

mindless approach to outhouse constipation, but revelatory to 

me none the less. Bill was unflapped by subject or language; 



his comments were technical and highly useful. He gave me 

the freedom of voice, subject, place and ultimately the 

knowledge that these things are not only available but 

invaluable to good writing. 

After two weeks in that workshop, the decision to follow 

Bill to Nebraska Wesleyan was about as easy as tasks come. 

It was natural and worked to my benefit more than I could 

have imagined. He stressed arrangement, attention to detail. 

His advice: "read, read, read," which I did. Everything. 

And moreover, I attended any reading available to me. I've 

tried before to list completely the readings I attended while 

studying with Bill, without success, but here is a partial 

list: 

Maya Angelou, Charles Baxter, Carol Bly, Allen Ginsberg, 

Donald Hall, Kent Haruf, Robin Hemley, Bill Holm, Rodney 

Jones, Jane Kenyon, Ted Kooser, Greg Kuzma, William Least 

Heat-Moon, David Lee, Philip Levine, Walter McDonald, Judith 

Minty, Pat Mora, Robert Pack, Sterling Plumpp, Reynolds 

Price, Alberto Rios, Sonia Sanchez, Richard Shelton, Reginald 

Shephard, Marcia Southwick, Kathleen Spivack, Rosemary 

Waldrop, Kathleen West, Eleanor Wilner... 

I don't wish to leave the impression that every one of 

these writers had a profound influence on my work—though a 

handful did—but every last one of these poets and writers 

influenced my work in some even minor way. At the very 

least, being exposed to new perspectives influenced the way I 



viewed my own work, and every reading has a story—loopy, 

strange or moving—to go with it. Carol Bly forgot the 

manuscript of the story she was to read so "told" the story, 

more or less, reinventing as she went along. Maya Angelou 

gave the reading to a packed church without the use of a 

microphone, her voice filling the sanctuary to the rafters. 

Reynolds Price, at the end of his reading, lifted himself by 

his arms from the wheelchair that has confined him for more 

than fifteen years to bow to the applause. The stories go 

on, but the point is that each reading serves to codify 

seemingly disparate groups into a community of writers, and 

more than anything, I wanted to be a part of this. 

Around the same time, I was working on an article for a 

feature writing class on the poets of Nebraska, interviewing 

as many as possible. One such poet, whom I considered 

particularly important, was Hilda Raz. She was essential to 

me, because she was not only a publishing poet but editor of 

Nebraska's best literary journal, Prairie Schooner. 

When I finished interviewing Hilda, in a fashion I now 

know is consistent with her character, she proceeded to 

interview me. She wanted to know why I was interested in 

poetry, who else I was talking to. Finally, she wanted to 

know why I had called her. For whatever reason, I blunt with 

her • 

"Someday, I want your job," I said. "You write poetry, 

edit a journal and teach writing. That sounds perfect." 



I think it was the first time I had said it aloud. 

"Then why don't you come work for us?" Hilda asked. 

I did. I worked for Prairie Schooner for the following 

two years, learning all phases of literary journal editing, 

from opening the mail to reading manuscripts to helping make 

editorial decisions. I went from mail opener to consulting 

editor in those two years. Prairie Schooner, especially 

Hilda Raz, was very kind to me. 

More than offering me opportunities to learn editorial 

skills, my time there made me aware, necessarily aware, of 

everything going on in the writing world. People I admired, 

idolized, were sending poems, and often as a first reader, it 

was my job to determine whether this work was worthy of them, 

groundbreaking in any way, or not. 

My first day at Prairie Schooner. Hilda handed me three 

stories, and said, "Tell which you like best." 

I went to her and said, "This story is my favorite." 

She said, "Then we'll take that one." 

In retrospect, she must have already planned to take 

that story, and when I agreed, decided to scare the 

daylights out of me by saying it had been my decision. 

Whether she was serious or not, it had a lasting impact. I 

was meticulous as possible about every future manuscript, 

because differing from Hilda's opinion meant preparing to 

make an argument. Being in sync with it meant living with 

that work a year and a half later, when it saw print. 



The last year I worked for Prairie Schooner, my senior 

year of college, I lived with a friend two blocks north of 

the Lincoln switchyard. The first month in that house, I 

couldn't sleep. Every night I could hear the trains coming 

through, loading and unloading, the hollow timbre of 

coupling and uncoupling, the way the rumble builds as car 

hits car down the line. 

My writing struggled forward—outside my window a 

rhythm more perfect than any of my poems. 

III. West Texas 

I was born in Lubbock, Texas, but my only memory is 

the time our side hedge caught fire. So when I moved back 

here, it wasn't for nostalgia; I wanted to work with Walter 

McDonald. Editors were steadily commenting that I had good 

subject matter but lacked necessary attention to rhythm. I 

remembered Walt's reading from my freshman year at Nebraska 

Wesleyan, and I wanted the hard rhythms that drove his 

poetry. I visited Tech during my senior year as one of a 

number of schools I was considering. 

To further persuade me to choose Texas Tech, Robert 

Baker—an old friend of my dad's in the Biology Department-

-took me out to his ranch outside of town. If I came to 

Tech, I could work or play on his ranch any time I decided. 

That day, together, we castrated a calf. It may sound 

strange to say, but I was enticed by the possibilities of 



working on Robert's ranch. Before I made my decision, 

Robert sold that ranch and bought a new one outside Afton, 

an acreage containing a spring fed lake, called Patton 

Springs. 

My trips to Patton Springs in the last year and a half 

have fueled the poems which dominate this collection. The 

caved roofs and rusted-out cars lead me to consider history 

as ongoing, a continual decay and regrowth. I would like 

to think that the rhythms of the ranch, the Patton Springs 

six-man football team, the twang of the waitress at the 

Caprock Diner in Dickens have entered into my poems. My 

classes got me reading poets I needed to know better: 

Whitman, Seaimus Heaney, Richard Hugo, James Dickey; all of 

whom helped me control the new subjects I was encountering. 

It's difficult to say how accomplished my goals with 

these new poems are. As a whole I feel more confident in 

these poems than any others I've written. They represent 

strides I couldn't imagine taking just two years ago. I 

look at the work of my undergraduate career, and I am 

affectionately ashamed. In another two years, I hope I 

will be again. 
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CHAPTER II 

LATITUDES IN PATTON SPRINGS; 

A COLLECTION OF POEMS 
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Omaha 

I. Arrowheads and Pieces of Eight 

They flecked every furrow 

after the spring plow, 

wedges of gold and flint, 

fertile as corn kernels. 

Grandma and her sisters 

hopped row to row 

like hens, pecking 

the coins like swallowing 

sharp gravel 

to digest the past: 

a bearded man 

in smock and gloves 

fixed a Spanish real 

to a stump of cottonwood— 

axe pounded by his own hand, 

his own maul. 

(continued, no stanza break) 
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handle sanded smooth, 

linseed oiled. 

The man drew a breath 

and hacked the axe four times— 

eight pesos. He bought 

a pelt at Fort Atkinson 

for two. The other six 

shook like baby rattlers 

in his pouch. The brave 

fixed him in his eyes— 

arrow shaved to heartwood 

by his own blade, 

bow and string—green branch 

and tendon. The air 

no more than whispered. 

The arrow spread 

his breastbone 

like valves of a mussel, 

the Spaniard rolling 

from the spooked bay. 

(continued, stanza break) 
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The brave took his scalp, 

his horse, gloves 

and the five pesos he found. 

The last fell 

into Grandma's dress, drawn 

by hems past her knees, 

her middle bulging 

with fragments, 

scattered wild and tall 

as bluestem or stands of wheat. 

She cradled these seeds 

of my history. 

II. The Cow Caught in the Ice 

Why would a cow desert her calf 

to risk the pulpy ice? 

Had she lingered an hour 

at lake's edge, 

moon and stars 

strobing through clouds. 

(continued, no stanza break) 
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the horizon 

would have borne 

her weight. 

But falling 

in that span, the roar 

and whirling storm, 

no one heard 

the crack or howl. 

My father found her at sun-up, 

sunken to the withers, her eyes 

blue cataracts, 

tongue stiff, lips frozen in mid-bawl, 

He chiseled a circle, 

bridled the horses and dragged her 

near dusk 

to shore. The meat, 

by then, crystalled on the bone. 

He kicked her purpled udder 

and the bag split 

like a single-stitch seam 

but no blood, no milk. 

(continued, stanza break) 
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He brushed down the horses, 

draped them in blankets, 

shuttered the doors 

should winds return. 

He locked the gate 

while dogs turned circles 

at his feet. Tonight, 

he let them sleep 

beside the fire. 

He whispered apologies 

to my mother, 

the sagging moons 

of her breasts ice-white 

in the cool light slicing through curtains, 

He took her nipples 

to his tongue until they rose, 

stiffened, then bubbled 

with milk. 

Invisible round mouth, 

I floated inside her, 

a mass half-fish, half-calf. 
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Tadpole Pond 

Eight, Chris and I stripped to our skins, slid 

in muck to tempt tales: kids lost in that dike. 

All frogs came from that pond. Ripples of light 

wriggled off brown water. Our legs treaded 

like slimy beasts, those tail-cells we had been. 

Frogspawn touched us everywhere. We giggled 

and turned green. Our dry gills pumped, tickled. 

We couldn't name it, that burning wind, 

but some nether-tail shriveled to nothing. 

Our mothers waved towels like flapping fish 

on shore, calling our names. Come, Ted— Here, Chris-

each like the princess of myth, promising 

wide kingdoms born of a single toothed kiss, 

wedding us always to this ground, to legs. 
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Latitudes in Patton Springs 

Fields fill with gutted cars, wrecks 

drydocked on cinderblocks and scavenged. 

Men wear blue tattoos, eagles 

or anchors, swimming below their skin. 

Those eyes combed shores 

off Normandy—nothing so blue as blood, 

scouting veins to their sunken hearts, 

scuttled on ribs, landlocked. 

Stoop through ruins of the barroom 

and you come to the sky, 

a blue you never thought possible, no clouds, 

just you, one cottonwood, planks 

bleached gray and threaded with sun. 

Walls, pitched by wind, 

are cut from limestone, the floors 

of oceans, shells fused with sand. 

(continued, stanza break) 
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The only lake, spring-fed, has a fence and lock. 

Everything nods toward earth, yellowing 

and turning dirt. The only green for miles 

is eighty yards long, forty wide. 

Come Friday night to see the town— 

all eight boys suited to play, the girls 

all cheerleaders, pinwheeling sidelines, 

pleats in their skirts opening like sails. 

The quarterback dreams of contracts 

and Continentals. Watch him drive. 

Tonight, he'll kick the pedal hard, 

so far his girlfriend's hair lifts 

like blue sargassum, and soon they are only sound 

and wake of dust. An old man at the edge of town 

will cup one hand to his ear as if holding a conch, 

hearing breakers pound against rocks. 
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Three Sonnets Written in Clouds 

Under another sky, I stumbled over stones. 

My sister bowed to scales for the right hand, 

falling and rising in the piano teacher's window. 

I tromped woods behind the house, unearthing cans, 

stooping to eye the globe of a puffball mushroom, 

overturning a rock, blanketed by maple leaves 

and bark peelings. The underside of the stone, 

moist and brown with dirt, bore one word; Baby. 

My throat closed. My head lolled skyward: 

kentucky coffeetrees, sycamores. Somewhere 

a gray squirrel loosed a nut from a shagbark tree. 

I heard it tick from limb to limb, but never 

hit the ground. I ran to the house, scared, 

sending clouds of ripe spores spiraling. 

I go back to that day, making the turn to the lake. 

I've watched daily decay in Patton Springs; still 

I won't go to their frontier graves. 

The sign whispers one mile. I almost ask Bill, 

almost say come with me, but I have too many jobs 

and he came to fish. The sun peels skin 

(continued, no stanza break) 
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off the lake's face all day. I clear moss from docks, 

drag logs of trees I can't name. Cows come in 

to wade and stare at that strange apparition, 

purling across water, casting flies in fluid 'S's, 

light from his sunglasses like the start of a wish. 

It's then I see it: this other man's vision 

of death, his best impression of a fly's breath, 

real enough to fool one shallow fish. 

Under what water or sky could I even begin 

to strike open mouth? When I was thirteen, 

my mother stuttered like an engine 

the same word, 'How,' 'How?' Bowed beneath 

the hood of a '58 Chevy, her father's heart 

went dead. Christened Theodore H. Cox, 

greasescript 'Harold's doublestitched his shirts. 

They carved 'Ted'—in single quotes—in the rock. 

We left under threat of rain, thunderheads rolling, 

weaving patterns through rows of grain. 

I remembered how pain swelled grandmother's knee 

when barometer needles sank, trolling 

over clouds as if answers were fish or rain. 

Skies coil and darken, but lightning never strikes me. 
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The One Day 

for Donald Hall 

The one day no one is watching, everything 

will change. Will you notice the birds 

chirping backwards? Will the sudden silence 

high in the cottonwoods give you windless pause? 

When you pass the hitchhiker that one day 

will you see yourself this time, seeing it all 

from his point of view, trying to get somewhere— 

being passed by another truck? This time 

will you have that strange impulse to give him 

a thumbs up, as if he is offering a signal? 

Turn off the road to where gravel might 

shake something loose. It's time you slept. 

That one day nothing will set the world so right 

as rising predawn, checking a trotline by flashlight, 

cleaning what you will fry later and eat. 

The one day that everything changes, be awake: 

feeding will have meaning. Not the cows 

come in to eat, not the promise that next time 

(continued, no stanza break) 

22 



you will brand, not the brand. It's not even 

the feeding, not even the feed. Listen 

and look—have you noticed the struggle 

of moo? The uncontrolled intake after every 

call. Not the moo, but the stirring between. 

At sunset, when cattle come to feed in silhouette, 

notice how mouths open, how saliva runs in streamers. 

It could be silk so light on the wind—slobber, drool. 

The one day it matters, twisting swirls of slime 

will lift like smoke circling from the fire, 

before the fire is lit. If you are asleep, you will miss it. 

Rise early today. Bow your head. Fry the crappie 

and the catfish, but forego all tartar, all tabasco. 

Taste fish, taste meat. Remember the muscled struggle 

that two hours ago was fish. Remember 

your one day comes. Remember we put to the ground 

what remains of cattle after slaughter; it feeds the grass. 

Remember the entrails of fish attract more fish. 
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Blaze 

The earth is peppered with holsteins. 

Coals in their eyes clutch the last glimmer 

of fire. Rising out of mesquite and clods, 

smeared with mud, they answer our calls, 

moaning one long vowel, 

that tongue-drunk song they know. 

We bang a bucket and honk the horn. 

Each cow groans a drawled response 

but, if we step too close, ducks and stumbles, 

This is the moment everything happens, 

the deep sigh we take, spotting the last cow, 

before closing the gate and counting heads. 

They sense it. We are here to brand. 

These are not my cows. 

When spring comes and trucks to load them, 

I will be gone. The work of slaughter 

belongs to others I'll never meet. 

We do our part, each one. We light the fire. 

We lift the calf. We know hotter 

means less pain, and we hold the head away 

so they don't twist or kick. 

(continued, no stanza break) 
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But this heifer struggles. Not knowing the blood 

ahead, she cries out anyway. 

The gloves covering her eyes are cut from leather. 
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Ghost Mine in Terlingua 

Adobe shacks slant toward the sun. 

We park the truck away, in case 

one falls. How easy—shattered eyes, 

roofs weathered thin—to tip like crosses. 

Thistles wave in their ribs. Prickly pear tines 

pick grit from their grins. In their slumber, 

mountains bow, quicksilver rolls in their veins. 

No one's died here since 1931. 

Mules hitched to posts wait dumb. 

Dogs bite fleas till welts rise pink on their skin. 

Ghosts gabble through kitchens 

clapboarded to wind. After the cave-in, 

everyone packed wagons, only tourists drawn 

places dead outpace living, ten to one. 

Earth creaks and shifts till timbers 

shake with weight, splinters 

(continued, stanza break) 
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pining for forests—shafts of dawn purer 

than cinnabar. When the mine collapsed, 

plaster shook from the steeple. The bellpull swayed. 

They pounded the bell into shovels, too slow 

to save those trapped. Old iron bound 

and snapped. Crescent bits still rise 

from the earth, like moons of sailor warnings. 

When clouds burst to rain, dawn rusts. 
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Federal Dead, Gaines' Mill, Virginia, July 1862 

Storms stalled in Virginia's skies 

like railcars packed with mildewed supplies. 

Gray footmen limped down Hagerstown pike 

on bare soles. Federal dead, buried boots on, 

shoulder from the ground. Ribs of an infantryman, 

split for marrow, jut skyward, jawed open 

by dogs. Purpled coats and pants, all wool, 

can't warm them now. Rodents nest in their skulls, 

carting twigs through exit wounds. Horned owls 

sweep the night-meadow from a rim of pines, 

pinions curled to drop silently, plucking mice 

from the domed socket-doors of dead eyes. 

A fox skitters off with a jawbone. 

Where a stump anchored cannons, an owl sets down, 

mouse-tail trailing from its beak like a tongue. 
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Thomas Ira Walker 

In 1988, to make way for the Brantley Project 

reservoir, graves in the ghost town cemetery of 

Seven Rivers, New Mexico, were disinterred. 

I. 

Some night, the moon dark, 

I will lean into pick and spade 

to clutch what no robbers 

have thought to covet: 

dirt-stained fingers 

from one hand, two teeth, 

brass and iron buttons, 

the shards of a rib, a buckle. 

These scraps two men, 

shoveling, drinking Schlitz, 

might fumble or think 

worthless, heaving skull 

(continued, stanza break) 
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and femurs from the pit. 

In deep shadows, I crouch, 

rattling in my palm 

two lead slugs, 

nosed flat when they shattered 

bone. I stand and my hair, 

thin cap of my head, 

mushrooms in the air. 

II. 

Brothers trailed him 

three years to right 

a fourth's wrong death. 

We've lost their names, 

these boys from Texas: 

he killed the first in Post, 

another in Seven Rivers. 

The last two shot him dead. 

(continued, stanza break) 
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We know he had a girl 

by her letters to his kin. 

He was a swindler, 

a hog thief, given to whoring, 

street gambling, murder. 

I can't help wondering: 

might the swoop of his hair 

have stirred the fire in me 

that warmed brothers 

through three winters— 

a hailstorm of wild shot, 

all from his mustache curl. 

The last words written 

of him, by this girl; 

in memory of Tom, 

I'm taking his gold watch. 

III. 

Dig all the dead bones; 

let them rise 

(continued, no stanza break) 
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with their gaping smiles. 

Play tunes on their ribs. 

Look into the hollow sockets, 

eyes and bullet holes; 

poke fingers if we must, 

we, the flesh minority. 

Make code 

of clattering teeth, 

tongueless stories. 

Let wind whistling 

be fables told in rock. 

Something like this 

should happen 

if I curve vertebrae 

and dig places 

before fencewire, prickly pear, 

or horses. Dirt, plain dirt, 

darkens with every foot. 

(continued, stanza break) 
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I feel gravity's hand, 

lie down, ride this turn. 

They say bones spread 

on decay. Fingernails and hair 

grow for days. 

New constellations appear. 

They say stars burn brighter 

from the bottom of a grave. 
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'Waiting for a Chinook" 

after the Charles M. Russell painting 

inscribed. The Last of Five Thousand 

Shoals of snow drift deeper than a herd-dog. 

The slat-ribbed steer trembles, steam spiriting 

from its nose. The painter daubs 

and curls his horsehair brush into oil, 

cadmium tinted with dirt. His fingers 

quiver like a leaf-bare locust in a norther. Wolves 

circle the canvas, nosing the air, yelping 

when he slows. The steer crooks 

its right rear leg above the rim of snow, 

as if starting—eyes iced shut—to float. 

The painter pauses, eyeing that brush 

so like a loose tail he longs for mosquitoes. 
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The Girl in Grave 51 

The undertaker loved her body, 

her box of southern pine. 

He kerfed sideboards 

to soften death's straight lines 

to her curves. Mussel-shell buttons 

bore holes in her sternum 

the size of Mercury dimes. 

Black leather shoes, 

laced through twelve eyes, 

hold her bones. Her ankles 

scattered into a thousand beads 

from unraveled hems. 

I want to lock her in my arms, 

tell her she's lovely 

like her lost husband returned. 

I ask her to stand. 
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take the last walk 

before water covers this land, 

silt fluming her tomb. 

She smiles, one hand clutching 

her womb. I am not the man 

whose faith carried him 

on ragged wheels, 

who lay waiting for whoops, 

arrows riffling through canvas. 

I'm not the man yoking water 

from the river or witching 

for wells. Somewhere a draft horse 

drags a whiffletree blade 

through impossible soil, 

her arms wide 

to hold the plough's hands. 

Grooves in her cusp and canines, 

sideways, mark reins doubled 

and squared. When she whistled, 

she and that mare 
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danced. No Comanches, 

no spilling powderhorns, 

droughts, failures of corn. 

She died from within 

by a child unborn, his head 

too large to crown. 

Who was the man 

with delicate hands 

who sent for forests? 

Who scratched out 

this grave, who: 

husband, baby, this woman? 

Inside me 

something drumming— 

I could be her child, as much 

her, as much him. 

Who am I 

to deny buzzards the wind, 

those who can smell 

what is coming? 
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The Cripple at the Pool 

The Fountain of Youth that Ponce de Leon Failed to Find. 

It cures: Rheumatism, Eczema, Indigestion, Pellegra, 

Diabetes, Alcoholism, Tobacco, Genito-Urinary Diseases, 

Dropsy; also Liver, Kidney and Bladder Troubles. 

—J.O. Langford Company 

Rooms and Cafe 

Hot Springs, Texas, 1909 

It's easy to laugh 

at tracts yellowed with age. 

A half century has passed since the last 

slack step cracked and dissolved 

into salt. There's nothing but foundation, 

mud-mortared bricks and wisps 

at night rising from pools like hair 

curled under an old man's chin, ghostly white, 

too thin for his eyes. If you were him 

would you laugh? You've already gone 

to Georgian swamps and Arkansas. 

You're not even dying, only a foot 

you drag like a dead dog. 
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You're good at making jokes; 

the local pastor twisted your leg 

to give the local women an even chance. 

Most smile politely. They look at you 

like a tin can. You even thought 

of letting your hair grow, neck and beard, 

and carrying your cap in hand. 

Nights, you dream of children, 

the old woman, wake empty as a shoe. 

What if this were your only chance, a rumor 

radium heals jaundice and limps? 

Your room at the healing hotel, vacated 

by a man swinging on crutches to the stage. 

His wagon wheels point west to New Mexico— 

Chimayo, where legend says 

crutches of the cured litter the sanctum. 

In weeks, your coach stumbles 

through the same ruts; you search for his braces, 

picture him stepping free of those props 

that shored his loose-rigged bones. 
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Keeping Time in West Texas 

The patrolman's porchlight burns all night 

for crime. His sleep 

a ruse, one open eye keeps vigil for a thief 

who siphons the town's shallow wells, 

pilfers green from mesquite, 

lifts paint from houses, 

then houses themselves, 

leaving nothing but chimneys 

to finger the culprit like Hollywood victims, 

like sundials. 

The taxidermist suspects crescent shadows 

darkening over his shop, 

spiraling above mounds 

of bleached antlers, a deer 
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noosed from the lightpole, split belly to neck. 

He drags a shovel down blacktop, 

hand-shading his eyes. He's biding time, 

drying tourist armadillos on barbed wire; 

one day—Africa! an elephant so real 

birds crowd to pick its lice. 

In long shade of an agave, an old rancher nods, 

his shotgun nosing twin lines in the dirt. 

He's seen the thief: 

sun hopping the split-post fence, 

clicking his tongue till the horses calm. 

He pats one, wraps round her neck. 

Who knows what he whispers 

in that gray mare's ear, what promises? 

He rides her west to the mountains, 

They dip and disappear. 
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Uncle Earl and the Great War 

—for S.W., November 11, 1995 

Uncle Earl plowed his fields 

at night after rain, when the tractor's light 

might glint off a bit of brass or flint 

like a star surrendered to the dirt. 

He sifted clods through his fingers, 

humming those songs he carried 

like bits of wars he hadn't fought. 

I never asked about the one he did 

after his story: the first lesson 

the DI taught was hold on to your rifle. 

But keep the lids from C-rations 

in case—more than one man's life saved 

by fisting the enemy's hair 

and slitting his throat with the tin. 

Uncle Earl knew a man trapped in Berlin 

who killed four soldiers with a shovel 
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before finding one finally with a rifle. 

Germans were out there, ready to kill 

for wood and steel. He clutched the barrel 

until skin on his knuckles split. 

Every bomb bloomed closer. 

Sometimes he thought they hunted 

him. So he shook arrowheads 

and buttons in his pockets, sang hymns. 

I want to tell all this to red-faced boys 

whooping at biplanes buzzing 

the stadium before the holiday game, 

to say, that rum smuggled in their cokes 

is all the pain-killer they get, 

snarl at the one gnashing a hot-dog 

what "smothered in mustard" meant 

in 1917. When one elbows his buddy 

and crows, "They were afraid of that thing?' 

I want to bandage his head 

like a shell-shock victim and lead him 

to the ranch in Temple, Aunt Rhea waiting 

(continued, stanza break) 
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at the screendoor. Say this was your wife 

and screaming kids. Live long enough 

for one stupid nephew to show you 

his plastic jeep and ask if you want 

to fight. Uncle Earl turned a toy like that 

in his hands, clouds forming on his brow 

seeing steel axles. He said, "Boy, 

do you know what this metal's worth?" 

No one did, until the clouds burst 

into lightning that night in August. 

In pajamas, he grabbed his shovel 

and gun, ran to a trenched creek-bed 

and dug. He bellied down in that foxhole 

till the storm washed gullies 

and he rolled and began to float. 

The doctor blamed his heart, stopped 

by water and cold. Uncle Earl waited years 

for rain like that, his nights 

already split by spitfire and clouds, 

where every showered blessing is a bomb. 
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All over Alabama, the Lamps Are Out 

Night was his time. In Alabama he worked 

I don't know how late. Some parts of Let Us 

Now Praise Famous Men read as though they 

were written on the spot at night. 

- Walker Evans, photographer, 

from "James Agee in 1936" 

Sometimes I lie sleepless 

watching a candle flicker 

and question its burning. 

More than a bulb's glare, 

an eyelid's flutter, how 

do faces persist? Agee watches them 

fade into darkness. 

He listens. I must squint 

this world into focus 

by the light of lamps, 

blinking out down the rows. 

Soon, only dim laughter, 

a harmonica's wail, 

the ripple of stars 

shuttering the surface of puddles, 
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day-old in the furrows. 

Seeds sprout milo 

in the barditch, swamps 

where mosquitoes 

of memories whir, 

and evening bats 

fly over, eyes lowered— 

like a snuffer to a candle— 

trusting their voices now. 
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For My Father, Who Does Not Dance 

When he was fifteen, he built a telescope 

to escape gravity, because homesteads 

have their own orbits and pull. His town, 

like Mercury, marked years in circles 

shrinking smaller. He felt friction 

in stasis, the embodiment of drift. 

Those nights before new physics, 

he invented freedom, before Heisenberg 

cast everything into motion and question. 

My father knew where he was. 

What he couldn't say was velocity 

or course, because these were nights 

before the earth was set to music, 

before rooftops danced with subatomic energy. 

He looked skyward for some glimmer, 

the chance that every action has an equal 

and opposite, that another body, somewhere 

in this universe, might feel him spinning. 
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Sometimes I Wake 

Not the sudden lurch of late-night flicks 

with the screaming and wild eyes, 

but still, afraid to move— 

the sensed presence of another 

in the blind-striped room. 

It could have been trucks on the interstate 

rattling heavy loads through darkness 

or kids crazy with the boldness 

shadows bring. I pulled on jeans, 

switched the porchlight, squinted 

through the peephole, then 

stepped out, into the dark. 

Lightning flared among nimbus 

too high and bright for heat. 

The wind—which always blows— 

grew still. A dog barked. A dry leaf 

rattled over the pebbled pavement. 

I squatted low and touched those stones. 

(continued, stanza break) 
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The nights are harsh that time of year; 

I don't know how long I hunched there 

before the drop touched my hand. 

To live any place requires routine. 

I went in, unhooked the TV, then the phone, 

Counted seconds between claps. 

The tube blinked before each roll. 
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Reckoning 

There is an inestimable silence impressed in the pages of books 

Look how the o's in anonymous draw bedsheets to their ears, 

how bed turns its back on sheets. Look how k crooks an elbow 

as if to dangle a cigarette. 

There are silences more savage than words. Only here 

in Grandfathers' basements 

could they survive—Chicago Poems beside Wigwam Stories, 

Plato's Poetics sleeping with Dreams of a Watermelon Pickle. 

No wonder a rose hides here. My grandmother knew the book 

of grammar 

was safe. With time, it bulged to include this passage, 

pages punctured by thorns thin as serifs, each hook 

enough for an impulse 

to hang its hat. Petals turned dust. Stem brittled to bone. 

But where the page has yellowed, there is a space: 

rose afterimage. 

Driving rural-roads toward the dump, my father says, 

it's already d e a d — 

we are helping that jackrabbit back to the earth. There is giv 

left in those pipestem bones, 

places not yet broken. But even the carcass will not concede 

(continued, no stanza break) 
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its stain to the blacktop. 

The coyotes will come or the crows, then beetles and ants. 

Each will have a turn, 

but the image remains. We believe what we remember. 

We will say my grandparents read Sandburg and Dante, 

W.C. Williams and Benet. 

The books accept this as history, the word of two men 

interring 

a truckload of them. As morticians sew the lips of the dead, 

we bury them lest they speak. 
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Notes to the Next Century 

We banged drums to rally warpaths 

and signal retreat. Longshoremen wore 

yellowed slickers made from oilskin 

and huddled at handfires. Come sundown, 

stableboys rippled currycombs flank to fetlock 

through coats of snorting ponies 

while air, heavy with pollen, turned sweet. 

Cornflower rays bloomed blue, pink, and white. 

Some called it corn cockle, bluebottle, dogtooth violet. 

A firkin of butter equaled one quarter barrel 

in some parts of the world. In another, 

half-scorched bodies cataracted the Ganges 

while buzzards wheeled and believers bathed. 

We crouched under headlamps into long caves 

trying to fathom beginnings. We invented 

Cro-Magnon and the perpetual calendar, 

giving birth to you. Listen to lives lost 

at rasp and raising hammer, days given over 

to churn and plough. Our families floated 

like cottonwood seeds under the flapping canvas 

of jib sails or prairie schooners. 

You go blank at galoshes and hide-a-beds 
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as we buried rifflermen, clabbermilk, the assurance 

that railheads mark where track begins 

and ends. You walk as we walked 

down newly mapped streets. The hand 

on your shoulder that turns you in a crowd 

may be a guide, as well as a weight. 

We love you like relatives' sunken eyes, forgotten 

in dusty frames. Though the earth will open 

and swallow our names, when oceans rise, 

when clouds beat like stretched skins, 

without warning, your heart bounds. Echoes 

from the ground whistle boneflutes in your feet. 
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