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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This collection of poems represents the growth of a poet in terms of a 

maturation in poetic style and ability, and in terms of reliving life experiences in 

an effort to come to grips with and overcome those events that brought pain into 

the poet's life. The effect of coming to grips with the past is one of freeing the 

poet to pursue new areas of poetry, rather than simply dwelling on adolescent 

angst and childhood trauma. Because it is important to write from one's own 

knowledge and experiences, many of these poems are autobiographical, 

although the real details have often been embellished or otherwise altered to 

produce impact or drama. To describe details concerning which poems are 

based entirely on real life experiences and which are mostly imagined might be a 

mistake at this point, because certain works could be far less effective if the 

reader knows which events in these works never really happened. Furthermore, 

a poem is no discrete thing~the instances in a poem are both "borrowed" and 

"real." No exact duplication of any given moment is possible; therefore, it really 

does not matter which events in these poems were personally experienced by 

me. All of the events in these poems have taken place for at least some people. 

That is, these poems describe experiences of physical, emotional, and sexual 

abuse, mantal problems, and war-all of which occur every day. 

Although I will not dwell on details my life details in these poems, a brief 

outline of my life history will serve well as a backdrop with which one can better 

understand the chronology of the periods of my life to which the poems relate. I 

was bom August 3, 1968 in Mountain View, California and raised by both 

parents until I was five years old. At that time, my parents divorced, and my 

1 



beginning a series of difficult experiences for my three sisters, my parents, and 

myself 

During the next four years, my father would remarry and divorce once and 

my mother would remarry and divorce twice. When I was eight, my mother 

married a fourth and final time, and things seemed better for a short time. Tom, 

my current stepfather, has been good for my mother during the past twenty-plus 

years, but when he and my mother were married, he was not prepared to raise 

four children. I am told his own upbringing had its share of difficulties, although I 

am not certain about most of the details. I do know that his father died when 

Tom was in his early teens, and Tom felt responsible for the well-being of his 

younger brothers thereafter. As a parent, Tom's main focus seemed to be to 

have perfect children. I do not fault him for this goal; he worked hard to be a 

good father and husband, often working late at night several nights in a row to 

bring home enough money for all of us to live on. However, it was at least as 

difficult to be a perfect child as it was to be a perfect father. Tom seemed to take 

it personally when we misbehaved, as though we were making him look like a 

bad father, and while his punishments were carefully and systematically carried 

out, they were delivered with much anger. 

Shortly after my mother married Tom, we moved to a place near Chico, 

California called The Springs of Living Water. The "Springs," as we called it, 

was a small Christian community with its own roads, homes, cafeteria, and even 

an ice cream shop. It was named, in part, after the sulphur springs located on 

the community property, and it was this community on which the poem "Sulphur 

Sphngs" is based. It was a difficult place to live, partly because we shared an 

extremely cramped house for a family of six, but also because everyone acted as 

though nothing bad ever happened there. Even at age eight I could tell when 
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though nothing bad ever happened there. Even at age eight I could tell when 

people were being phony, and the smiles everyone wore seemed quite artificial 

to me. I suspected something bad was happening there, but I had no idea what 

that "something" was. I still am not certain. My parents decided after about four 

months that it was time for us to move-three states away to Hamilton, 

Montana-and I never bothered to find out what went on there. The scandalous 

episodes in the poem are what I imagined happened. Whatever impressions I 

had about the "Springs," they did not change my beliefs about God. When I was 

nine, I wrote my first poem, "Jesusland," which described my vision of heaven. 

This was a great achievement for me because my mother and stepfather, who 

were both Christians, readily approved of both the style and content. Of course, 

I was only nine, so it was far from being a polished poem, but I was encouraged 

by the praise I received. Still, I wrote few poems at this early age because I was 

more compelled to play with my friends than write. 

Because my mother and stepfather were both Christians, my sisters and I 

were raised as Christians, attending several different Christian churches (my 

parents seemed to be constantly looking for a church that would meet their 

needs, but became easily discouraged as churches failed to do so), and 

occasionally reading the Bible as a family. For a few years I was very strong in 

my faith, but by the time I was fourteen, I became disillusioned with Christianity 

altogether. As I now see It, three circumstances changed my mind about 

Christianity: (1) a friend named Mike Frost fell 500 feet down a waterfall and died 

while I was with him, and I felt that God let me down by letting him die, (2) the 

"popular" kids In school who drank and partied on the weekends seemed happier 

than I was, which made me question whether living as a Christian was worth 

being unpopular and unhappy, and (3) I was angry at Tom for his harsh 
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punishments when disciplining my sisters and myself, and I attributed his 

methods to parenting books by Christian authors he had read. I again began to 

write poetry during this period of disillusionment, but I had yet to understand 

many of the fundamentals of the craft. Many of my poems were quite dark and 

gloomy, and I thought that setting a dark mood and rhyming were the keys to 

writing good poetry. While many kids at school seemed to enjoy reading my 

rather macabre style, I have since become aware of many finer points about 

writing poetry and consider these early poems to be merely a small part of the 

adolescent "phase" I was going through in poetry and life in general. Along with 

writing poetry, I began to drink with my friends and even tried a few cigarettes 

and marijuana on a few occasions, but I generally kept this part of my life secret, 

and Mom and Tom only caught me once when I was a senior in high school. My 

punishment for drinking-which I believed was a major offense- was minimal: I 

was grounded for a few days and was told to clean the house. This punishment 

was far less harsh than my sisters' punishments for their drinking episodes. 

By the time I was 17, I decided I needed to get out of the house as soon 

as my graduation from high school. My grades were not good; my last semester 

I earned less than a 2.0; and my family had no way to pay for my college, even if 

they believed I would do well. After examining my options, I decided to join the 

U. S. Army. I knew I had a great deal of growing up to do, and when I was 

discharged I would have enough money to pursue a college degree. I had no 

idea how difficult four years of Army life would be for me, but I was more 

prepared for the Army's harsh demands than most. The one thing Tom gave to 

me that carried me through my Army experiences was discipline, and when I first 

entered basic training I began to realize just how important discipline could be. 

Drill sergeants are not easy to live with, but I could take a lot more than some of 
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the other soldiers because I already knew how to follow orders and handle being 

bullied. 

Five months into my four-year Army stint. I was stationed overseas in 

Germany. There I experienced a life of freedom I never thought possible. For 

the first time in my life, no parents were watching over me, and I began to drink 

and smoke heavily. I became unhealthy and miserable. In truth, I drank myself 

into alcoholism, and I was addicted to cigarettes as well. After two years of 

rotting my liver and lungs, I needed a change. I contacted a friend, Murphy, who 

was a born-again Christian. Murphy had a great deal of self-control and seemed 

to be happy most of the time. Although I had often mocked his beliefs, having 

had my share of negative experiences with Christianity, I enjoyed talking with 

him about God and forgiveness of sin. I attributed his positive qualities to faith 

in God, and when I began to realize that my addictions to cigarettes and alcohol 

were not going away, I decided I needed what he had in order to conquer my 

addictions. I asked him to help me ask God for forgiveness and to help me 

overcome my addictions. That was April 10, 1988. I have not had a cigarette or 

a drink since then. 

Murphy introduced me to a Bible study made up of several young military 

personnel and led by an old-time Pentecostal preacher/missionary, Eddie 

Washington, and his wife, Ruth. I enjoyed listening to Eddie preach and hear 

Ruth play the organ for the choir. They were a very charming, friendly couple, 

and they made me glad that I decided to live for God again. I was also glad to 

meet several people who were willing to help me grow in my faith and overcome 

my addictions. And I once again wrote poems about God and the Christian life. 

The poems I wrote reflected my thankfulness for living soberly, and they 

often mimicked the sounds of choruses sung in church. I wrote about 
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conversion, forgiveness, and healing, and I was certain that God approved of 

every word in those poems. Many of my current poems contain a sense of 

spirituality, but the religious quality of the older poems cannot be found in them. 

I still believe in God, but I also believe that it is important to have the freedom to 

question one's own beliefs, as doing so often strengthens one's faith by giving 

one an opportunity to think about why one believes what one believes. As 

understanding increases, so faith increases. 

Over a period of months, I became more acquainted with my friends in the 

Bible study-especially Rose Woerdeman. Rose had a genuine smile and 

beautiful hazel eyes, and we had fun bowling, playing card games, and chatting 

together, but she was eleven years older, so I thought she would never be 

interested in me. In November of 1988, a mutual friend was leaving to be 

stationed in the Philippines, so Rose and I got together to write a poem for his 

going-away party. We never wrote the poem. Instead, we stayed up until the 

eariy morning hours talking about everything from our families to what we liked 

about living in Germany. We began dating, and on Friday, January 13, 1989, I 

asked her to marry me. She said "yes." 

I was discharged from active duty in June, and Rose and I moved to 

California where I attended Bethany College, a small Assembly of God affiliated 

college in the Santa Cruz mountains. It was during my last semester there, while 

studying for a BA in Psychology, that I took my first poetry writing class. My 

instructor was Craig Mosher, a graduate of Bethany who had an MA in political 

science and a love for poetry. I consider my love of writing poetry to have begun 

during this class, because it was here that I began to learn the basic tools of a 

poet: alliteration, internal rhyme, meter, and so on. I feel indebted to Mosher for 



his patience with me as a writer and his ability to foster within me a love for 

poetry. 

Mosher taught me that virtually anything can be the subject of poetry, and 

he used poems from William Carios Williams, Wallace Stevens, and others as 

examples. He taught me that what is written about is not as important as how it 

is written, a concept I would learn again in future poetry workshops. What 

mattered most to Mosher was that the poem should portray the essence of a 

situation honestly. That is, although a poet has license to create fictional 

circumstances, the emotive quality of the poem, whether it is grief, rage, or joy. 

must be genuine. For this genuine quality to be portrayed, the writer must allow 

him or herself to get inside the head of the speaker and feel what is going on in 

the poem from the speaker's point of view. I generally write poems in the first 

person, which makes the task of getting inside the speaker's head particulariy 

interesting. When using the first person "I," one runs the risk of having the 

reader confuse the "I" of the speaker and the "I" of the poet. That is, the speaker 

and the poet are not necessarily the same, and sometimes the speaker of a 

poem is experiencing something that the poet has only heard or read about, but 

has not actually experienced. In these situations, the poet must convey a level 

of intensity that is consistent with actually having had the experience, even 

though the poet knows about the experience only by listening to or reading 

about the experiences of others. It is this aspect of writing poetry-the act of 

understanding the experiences of the speaker from the speaker's 

point-of-view-that I find most challenging and rewarding. 

I was accepted to the Ph.D. program in clinical psychology at Texas Tech 

University and began my studies in the Fall semester of 1993. After two years in 

the program, I decided I was not willing to devote another three years to 
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psychology. Research seemed pointless to me because most of the clinical 

studies I read had findings that were either insignificant or inconclusive, and 

working with clients became boring to me. I also resented the APA format for 

writing research articles because it virtually guaranteed a dry read. I knew I 

wanted to write more creatively, so I switched to the MA program in English. I 

was relieved to have time to resume my writing of poetry, and for the past two 

years, I have been working toward becoming a better poet. Part of the payoff is 

being allowed to write this thesis. 

This brings me to the present. The point of the poems in this thesis is not 

to merely disclose my own personal experiences to the reader, but to describe 

both positive and negative life events along with the speaker's methods of 

coping with these events. The difficult subject matter in these poems presents a 

unique problem for me in that I did not want the reader to get bogged down by it. 

I understand that many of these events are difficult to read about, so I have tried 

to intersperse some lighter works for the purpose of momentum. It is my hope 

that the lighter works serve to offset the gloom of some of the darker works and 

add some variety to the collection as a whole. 

The poems are arranged in chronological order and divided into three 

sections: Childhood, The Military, and Marriage. While the poems are not exact 

replications of my personal life events, there are elements from my experiences 

in each of them. I already alluded to "Sulfur Springs" in which the speaker 

remembers living in a commune outside Chico, California and having a crush on 

a teenage girl, but the rest of the poem I extracted from various incidents I either 

experienced or heard about during other times in my life. As was before stated, 

my intention with these poems is not to write history, but to write poetry, and 

sometimes poetry borrows a little from history and makes up the rest. 
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My philosophy of writing poetry is basically the same philosophy that was 

taught to me: I write what I know, make it new, and remember it is best to show, 

not tell. What I know is what I have experienced and what I have heard from 

others that I can identify with, and I have attempted in this collection to combine 

these two in order to make the poems sound fresh and interesting~to make them 

"new." The most difficult part of writing poetry, for me, is to show the reader 

what I mean, rather than simply explaining. This difficulty is especially evident 

for me when writing narrative poetry, which is largely the style of poetry in this 

collection. What I try to do in narrative poetry is to think of not just the sights, 

but the smells, tastes, feelings, and sounds that are present in this narrative 

situation. 

Sights seem deceptively easy to relate; one simply writes what one can 

picture in one's mind. Once a scene is pictured, however, one must try to think 

of metaphors that get at the essence of what is seen, that get the reader to see 

what one is trying to show. Moreover, metaphor should go one step further than 

mere substitution of one word or phrase for another; it should attach to itself a 

meaning that runs deeper than superficial qualities of the thing being described, 

giving the reader a sense that more is being said than mere description. 

Through metaphor, a cow's placenta can become a "limp oyster pizza," a baby 

can become a pollywog, and painful childhood memories can become locusts or 

"a dead cat left unburied / and bloating in the sun." In these examples, the "limp 

oyster pizza" carries vy/ith it the connotation of the speaker's repression of 

sexuality because oysters are noted for their aphrodisiac qualities and look 

sexual, yet these oysters are on a limp pizza, which does not sound very 

appetizing; the pollywog represents both the infant stage of life and sperm; the 

locusts represent the destructive power of painful childhood memories; and the 
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dead cat represents the revulsion the speaker feels when confronted with these 

memories. Description in itself can be straightforward, but it becomes more 

interesting when metaphor is used. 

The other senses can also be related using metaphor, but sound is 

unique in that not only can metaphors be used to convey meaning, but the words 

themselves can sound like what is being conveyed. An example of this use of 

sound can be found in "A Dollar A Dozen," where ants "crunch like loose fillings." 

The word "crunch" sounds just like what it means and is thus an example of 

onomatopoeia. The words "like loose fillings" feel like one trying to speak with 

loose fillings rattling around in one's mouth when they are spoken, thus they are 

an example of mimesis. Another example in this poem is the use of "Crush" as 

the soft drink the reader chooses, rather than Pepsi or Dr. Pepper. "Crush" 

sounds like what is happening to the ants. Putting words together to create 

mimesis is, for me, one of the more fun and rewarding aspects of writing poetry. 

Reading my poems out loud has become a regular part of writing poetry 

for me, and I have been fortunate to have local venues in which I can read my 

poems to public audiences. Reading to such audiences not only helps me to get 

a sense of what a poem sounds like when read aloud, it also gives me a chance 

to test how readers will respond to what I have written because I can observe the 

audience's reactions. Enthusiastic applause is a wonderful stroke to my ego, but 

I can learn even more when I get a negative reaction. Also, if I find myself 

wanting to explain a poem after I read it I know that the poem requires revision, 

and I can usually pinpoint the areas that require revision by paying attention to 

the places during which the audience seems lost or confused. 

As with all writing, poetry is most entertaining when sentences are written 

in interesting ways. I try to vary the sentences in my poems as frequently as 
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possible. I often use long sentences when describing details or setting up a 

poem and use shorter sentences to emphasize more important points in poems. 

I will also run one sentence over several lines when necessary to produce the 

effect of enjambment. When enjambment is effectively used, one can convey 

two meanings with one word. An example of enjambment can be found in 

"Growing Up In The Cold War," which contains the lines "I used to think I knew 

something / about the vein that throbs at my temple / in traffic..." Each line 

contains its own statement, yet the second and third lines add meaning to the 

lines that preceded them. The result is that a great deal more is said by 

spreading the one idea over three lines rather than breaking the line in a 

different way or simply writing one long line. In this case, where one breaks the 

lines also becomes quite important. 

All of the poems in this collection are written in free verse, a style with 

which I have grown increasingly comfortable. I use techniques I learned in the 

poetry class I took with Craig Mosher throughout this collection. A poetry 

workshop with Dr. Walter McDonald at Texas Tech helped me to develop my 

use of these techniques and to take risks with my poetry, and Dr. William 

Wenthe's poetry workshop helped me to further develop my skills as a poet and 

to strengthen the sense of voice, rhythm, and sentence structure in my poems. 

Student poets in workshops I have attended have also contributed to my 

knowledge of poetry, and I also try to incorporate into my poetry what I have 

learned by reading William Carios Williams, Walt Whitman, Robert Frost, 

Jonathan Holden, James Dickey, James Wright, and a host of other modern 

poets. It is my hope that the technique and style I have learned from all of these 

poets is evident in this collection. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE YEARS THE LOCUSTS HAVE EATEN: 

A COLLECTION OF POEMS 
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Parti: Childhood 

Mountain Ash 

Trees make wonderful poems. There was one 

outside my front door when I was young-

a mountain ash-and each year cedar waxwings 

flocked to intoxicating berries, flew wildly 

into each other, the ground. The year Gramma died, 

I watched one smack a window, thump the earth 

lifeless; its mate did the same but lived. I scooped her 

in a Reebok box and watched her slowly die. 

It must have known the fate of its mate, 

or just decided it was time, or had no say 

in the act of dying~and maybe that is why 

I cried as I buried that box in a garden 

grave, angry I couldn't bring her back. 

But this poem is about trees, not waxwings, and that tree 

housed more than just berries and birds. Once 

a red squirrel nested its branches, a mix 

of twigs and dry leaves rustled in a crook 

(continued, no stanza break) 
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next to the treehouse I built two summers before. 

A plank of boards between two branches, 

but it was solitude in the summer shade and snowy hope 

in winter. That red squirrel scurried up our mountain ash 

to bury itself in its fortress. It harvested chestnuts 

down the street and brought them home, flicking 

its tail before scrambling past my cat up smooth bark 

to relative safety, and it did this over and over until one day 

my cat ate him. We buried its carcass in the garden as well. 

That garden grew fertile with dead animals and dog dung 

we shoveled in from the lawn. That shovel came in handy. 

But this poem isn't about shovels or squirrels or birds or dung-

it's about that mountain ash and how it made so many poems. 
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Sulphur Springs 

Mom and Tom bought a red bicycle 

with sissy bars when we lived 

at the Springs of Everlasting Truth. 

I was nine-July in Chico, California-

red ants and cockroaches, 

scorpions and sulphur. 

I'd pop wheelies in front 

of Missy's house, visualizing 

her red ringlets frisking her face, her smile, 

her perfect nose and freckled cheeks. 

She was fourteen, and I knew 

she'd never love me like I was sure 

I loved her. Home was 200 feet square 

and four kids on twin bunks. Mom and Tom 

got the living room floor. We didn't need 

a kitchen-the cafeteria fed us 

three times daily, and it was good, 

so said Pastor Frank and his disciples 

at the head table. Everyone 

wore grins that seemed to cover 

a multitude of sins. Pastor Frank wore (continued, no stanza break) 
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a big one when he eyed his little flock-

especially those with red curls 

and perfect teeth. I did not know then 

what he did behind our homes, 

in the cafeteria, in the field outside 

his back door, in the boy's restroom, 

even the sanctuary-what he silenced 

in more than just Missy's eyes. 

Once, I popped a wheelie uphill 

for Missy, who tramped the opposite walk. 

She laughed when I flipped, my bike 

skidding on its side toward her curb. I didn't know 

those tears were cried before she saw me, 

that her laughter was consolation, that my shame, 

for a moment, made hers more easily borne. 
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The Poacher 

Do they fear 

a wilderness of light 

the way we fear 

the dark? 

-Linda Pastan, "Nocturnal" 

Nocturnals fear dark 

as much as we-they're aware 

we're prowling. That is why 

they attack, shredding 

layers of our flesh 

until ribbons 

flap against our bones; that is why 

their jaws grapple necks, 

twist until we crack. 

They fear things diurnal 

that trespass into night. That is why 

they slink under cover of new moons, 

aware that somewhere behind 

a tree or bush or blind 

there creep Homo sapiens 

with loaded weapons, stalking, 

aiming, not quite seeing, 
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blasting anything 

with eyes that glow. 
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Going For the Gross Out 

For Kirk 

Tom taught me to cowpie fight-

how to find a mound 

crusted over, but gooey inside 

so you could pick up and toss 

without messing yourself and still 

make a fine splat. That was the gross out. 

Kirk took the concept further. His cow 

just calved, and afterbirth 

stuck to knapweed outside his barn. 

He found a birch branch and poked 

a huge, bloody snot 

barely tolerable to sight, let alone 

touch. He impaled it 

with his branch; hung it there 

like a limp oyster pizza. 

Grinning, he stepped toward me, 

that placenta swinging, and I ran. 

Get that away from me! 

but he kept moving. I suppose (continued, no stanza break) 
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it would make sense to say he caught me 

because this would seem significant, 

but, in fact, he flung it toward me and missed. 

The gelatinous membrane quivered 

as it hit dust. Even Kirk wouldn't touch it again. 

Kirk let loogies hang from his mouth 

on strings of spit. Once he leaned over 

the side of my top bunk and called my name. 

I poked my head over the edge, looked up, 

and a slug of snot smacked my face. Kirk said 

he was trying to suck it back in. 

The next day we found five kittens 

suffocated between two hay bales 

behind the church. Kirk threw one 

to the ground, stamped its head, 

laughed when clumps of brain 

and blood stuck to my pants. 

I called Kirk in January. We talked 

about cowpie fights, afterbirth, 

and sucking back strings of snot. 

When I mentioned kitten brains, 

on my pantlegs, he said 

it never happened. 
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A Dollar a Dozen 

I ate three ants 

for a quarter 

when I was ten, 

not thinking of their 

families, or my preference 

for red, black, or 

mixed-just mashed 

their bodies 

between my molars. They tasted 

like salt and tin foil 

and crunched like loose fillings. 

I got my quarter, with which 

I sprinted to the store 

and bought a Crush 

to wash them down. 
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Exposing Myself 

When he asked to see my penis, I was thirteen-

that stage when the black hairs 

are still fine. I was not yet happy 

with the way things were developing. 

He was my stepfather, full of muscle 

and coarse black hair-a locomotive of a man. 

A former boxer, his frame was twice mine; 

a former track star, he could catch me if I ran. 

I was not certain he would let me say no. 

I don't know why these thoughts keep returning, 

like the smell of a dead cat left unburied 

and bloating in the sun outside my window 

that nobody wants to get close enough to pick up-

even with a stick-and dump in a grave. 

We went in the bathroom, and I showed him 

what he wanted to see. He said, Hmm. 

Okay. That's all, then looked straight 

into my face and stared. I pulled up my pants, ground 

my teeth until I thought I could feel my jaws 

touch each other through the gums. Outside 

(continued with stanza break) 
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by the woodpile, I lifted an axe buried in the stump, 

slammed it into logs of yellow pine, wishing 

his head on the block, his eyes shooting across the yard, 

his scalp stripped from the skull, hung on the wall, 

gray matter clumped in coarse, black hair. 

23 



Carved in Stone 

A broomstick rests in the corner 

with no brush, and none of us 

will touch it. We fear 

the sound it makes as it swings 

at our flesh. I scream 

when he wails my hide, 

but the sting deepens 

when sisters are punished. 

Each time it hits, I feel 

that stick against their thighs, 

hear them plead for it to stop. 

Some twenty strokes later 

it does, and they are made 

to hug the man who delivered 

the fire that rode up their legs 

like tumbleweeds ablaze. 

I want to make him stop, 

to strip him of his pants 

and flog him with that stick, 

but I am small and afraid. (continued with stanza break) 
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As I reach puberty. I'll granite 

my face against swats, 

but even then I'll feel 

droplets in my eyes. 

At fourteen I'll meet Scotch, 

a pleasant gentleman with a fiery tongue. 

He'll soothe the ache and cool 

the flame, but the scratch he leaves 

will make me rasp. By the time 

I meet Weed, the broomstick will split 

in two across my little sister's 

back. No one will cut another. 

I'll fortify my brain 

against that stick and the arms 

that swing it, but I will be 

what he raised me to be. 
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The In-Your-Face, Out-of-Place Cobalt Door 

Tucked under the back porch eave 

of a stone and hardwood, thatch-roofed home, 

its hunter-green french doors 

accenting black walnut stain, 

and grey river rocks climbing with ivy, 

glared a cobalt door hung over 

a hodgepodge clay-tiled porch. 

Each day, I walked through redwoods 

down the winding street that borders 

my backyard hydrangeas, and swung out 

past the large mailbox shaped like a pig. 

As my feet crunched gravel, 

I found myself staring past bamboo, 

maple saplings, and bonsai at that door. 

Who would paint a door 

such an ungodly shade of blue? I took 

this path for my walks each day, hoping 

to glimpse the mysterious door painter. 

I never saw the painter, but that door 

began to gain character. Now (continued with stanza break) 

26 



I have to grin as I stroll by 

and watch it defy its surroundings-

delightfully out-of-place is that door, 

and that is no small praise 

from the owner of our neighborhood's 

only pig-shaped mailbox. 
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Part 2: The Military 

A German Fortress 

At one hundred miles per hour, 

wind liquifies as we march 

at forty-five degree angles 

past three layers of concertina 

to a GP Small tent-olive drab, 

of course. Sergeant Miller always said 

there's only one kind of soldier, 

and that's a green soldier With wind 

blurring your eyes, those green soldiers 

begin to look the same as trees, 

except, at times, for the moving. In some countries, 

trees blow down; their branches twiri in fields. 

Once, in France, our CUC-V 

passed through an entire forest 

with no standing trees; they all lay branchless 

on their own needles and leaves. Many 

still attached themselves to their roots 

clutching clods of muck; others 

broke at the base, roots fixed in soil. 

(continued with stanza break) 
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though not quite detached-the two pieces 

linked, with a twist, by a green tendon 

of wood and sap. In Germany, 

you receive a fine for damaging trees-

even for accidents, like swerving 

and hitting a large pine to avoid 

Volksmarchers crossing the Strasse. 

That fine accounts for not just 

the damaged tree, but all the saplings 

that tree might have sown. The Germans 

love their trees-perhaps more 

than people. In France they love trees too, 

but you wouldn't know it by the wind. 

In Germany, the wind takes all six sides 

of our canvas GP Small and blows them up 

and away from the center, slams them 

back against the poles. It's hard 

to sleep while the tent is banging, 

but German law insures our safety 

atop that hill outside Bad Durkheim: 

We made our bivouac among the trees. 
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Drills in Peacetime 

"Dhll sergeants have the highest suicide rate in the Army." 

-SSG Miller; Ft. Jackson, SC 

They strut Smoky Bear hats, 

watch us bellycrawl under 

concertina and drill 

bayonets into hearts 

of potato sacks 

screaming, BLOOD, BLOOD, 

BLOOD MAKES THE GRASS GROW! 

We yell, yet they can't hear us. 

They holler with tequila breath, 

spit spinning off their lips, tell us 

they screwed our mothers, 

that our mothers enjoyed it. 

They warn us not to say Sir-

"I IVORKfor a living, SOLDIERr 

They steal our weapons, 

force us to caterpillar 

stand hands to feet, knees locked, 

walk our hands to push-up position, 

(continued with stanza break) 
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push-up ten times, step our feet 

to our hands and handwalk 

out again, and do this again 

and again until blood dribbles 

out our pores onto the grass-

sacrifice for lost M-16s. 

They tell us not to call them guns. 

"You shoot your weapon, you play 

with your gun, PRIVATEr 

They load us in cattle cars, 

train us to do tricks: right flank, left flank 

breathe CS gas. At night 

they walk the halls, pull us 

from our bunks, yell that 

we aren't sleeping right, 

force us to do pushups 

until our butts shake, 

laugh as we struggle. 

We call them Drills. 

They drink mescal from the bottle, 

gnaw the worm. They carve razors 

into their arms, flre weapons (continued, no stanza break) 
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at their brains, drive their cars 

into freight trains. 
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On Frostbite, God, The Devil, and Strawberries 

The wife's half of an argument between herself and her husband in the 

bar of the Snowbound Motel near Cutbank, Montana. 

It's easy for you to talk about frostbite, 

about the feeling of feeling nothing at all 

then thawing to coal fire, or floating 

bloated bodies in Bangladesh, or flies 

in the eyes of pot-bellied babies, 

or how it doesn't seem to matter much 

because we're ail blasphemers 

in one sense or another, and the only thing 

we have in common is suffering anyway. 

To hear you tell it, we may as well 

go straight down to Bob's Guns 'n Fun, 

buy some shotguns and hand grenades, 

and blow ourselves to Hell, where we belong. 

You can say those things for decades-

how God not only can't hear, but doesn't 

really care to, how the Devil is in our heads, 

and the best we can do is ignore him, 

how Christmas is a Kodak moment, 

and Santa is really Ed Asner vAih a beard, 

or someone's father decaying in a chimney. (continued, no stanza break) 
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It's easy to get down and funky 

with the devil. But what about that man 

who gave you ten dollars for vy/atering his yard, 

even though you left it on overnight 

and froze his strawberries? What about 

the Mickey on your mantel sealed in plexiglass 

and signed by the slugger himself? What about 

that woman who used WJO spoons because 

feeding you with one wasn't fast enough? 
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Growing Up in the Cold War 

For me, war happens only on CNN, 

bodies lie knotted in slicks of mud 

only on Unsolved Mysteries, 

and classic rock is the closest thing 

I have to living history. 

I used to think I knew something 

about the vein that throbs at my temple 

in traffic, my gasp at the bastard 

dodging his new Infiniti in front 

of my old Pontiac, the knot in my side 

as I swerve to miss his fender 

-my therapist says they're all the same. 

I have no recollection, only 

shadovy^ of things I know 

people don't discuss in public: 

addiction, abuse, friends slipping 

down waterfalls to die, but these 

happened to someone I don't know, 

in places I don't remember at all. 

And my only real fear 

is that I might discover 

the throbbing in my head 

is really the bloody bones of childhood 

I hang locked in close places 
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Rummage Sale 

At twenty-two, I rummage 

through boxes of kid's stuff: a blue plastic 

motorized airplane, a regulation-size 

football, some twenty Hawkman 

comic books, and a G.I. Joe Bunker-

a green wood box with camouflaged interior. 

Age ten. Tom teaches me to throw 

a regulation-size football. 

Fingers on the laces he says, 

arranging them the best 

my short span will allow. Ghp it 

with your thumb down here. 

He wants me to get it right. Let it roll 

off your fingers. I want this 

to work. It spins all of ten feet. 

You're getting it. Try Again, 

only harder I position my fingers. 

ff my hand were any smaller, 

I could not hold the ball. 

My eleventh Christmas, Mom and Tom 

buy me a blue plastic airplane. 

I hope it will fly, but I don't believe (continued, no stanza break) 
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anyone will show me how. It is bigger 

than anything my sisters got, 

so I like it. My parents want me to buy 

the kit that makes it go. That plane 

will never leave my closet. 

Age twelve. Mom bought me 

a G. I. Joe Bunker for my birthday. 

I have no plans to join the Army. 

The bunker will come in handy. 

I am thirteen, and I buy my flrst comic book-

Hawkman. I picture myself with wings, 

swooping down from Citizen's State Bank 

and carrying off the school's most popular giris. 

I'll never date. 

I've learned to throw a football, 

but Tom's too busy to throw it back, 

so I am in my room reading 

a Hawkman comic book. In my G.I. Joe bunker 

lie pictures from my sister's Glamour 

and Seventeen. 

At fourteen, I watch a friend fall 

Ave hundred feet down Canyon Creek Falls. 

I pray. He survives six hours. God (continued, no stanza break) 

37 



ignores me. Mike is dead 

when paramedics arrive. At home, 

I hide my Bible in G.I. Joe's Bunker. 

Sixteen. My friends roll herb in Zig-Zags. 

I choke back smoke and feel 

like I am walking on a waterbed. I think 

I have found Jesus again. When I get home, 

I dig out my Bible, read John and Revelation. 

Seventeen. My younger sister gives her baby 

to a nice couple in Great Falls. They are happy. My sister 

is crying. I w\\\ join G.I. Joe. I vAW fire weapons, 

throw grenades, learn to kill. I am afraid 

to show anger, but willing to learn. 

Nineteen. I celebrate my birthday in Germany. 

I am wasted on one shot of Jack Daniels 

per birthday. My Bible rests in a drawer 

under brown t-shirts and green underwear. 

Twenty. I am G. I. Joe in Germany. 

I have found Jesus again. I toss Jack Daniels 

out my vy/indow to the dumpster below. 

My friends take bets it won't last, 

cast lots for my cigarettes. They lose. (continued with stanza break) 
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Twenty-two. I place an ad. 

For Sale: G.I. Joe Bunker, slightly used; 

regulation-size football; blue plastic 

motorized airplane, like new. 

I am keeping the comic books. 

And the Bible. 
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The Years the Locusts Have Eaten 

7 will restore to you the years the locusts have eaten." 

-Joel 2:25 

Everything I write lately 

starts with "I remember..." 

or "When I was thirteen...," 

and I just want once to write about now-

but always the locusts creep up 

the back of my skull and spit 

on my face the brown juice 

of what was but never should have been. 

The years filled with growth 

nourished those locusts. 

I was too small to beat them away, 

so they swarmed around me, tearing 

my clothes, gnawing my skin 

with their mandibles, each day 

growing in number. By the time 

I was grown, I was afraid to move 

for fear I'd anger them more. Years 

were consumed before I caught 

a fragment of light through the batting (continued, no stanza break) 
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of wings. I swung my arms at that light, 

but the locusts swarmed all the more, 

clamoring for the rest of me, attempting 

to darken my vision-but soon 

the low moan of their wings diminished 

until at length I could scarcely hear it at al 

Now they are gone. I stand naked, 

but not helpless. I can see now 

to write about now. 
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Part 3: Marriage 

A Perfect Gentleman 

Around the building 

marked English and Philosophy, 

I walk with a friend, who says 

he thinks me inherently good, 

meaning I appear less bad than he, 

though I hear only his third repetition, 

being (a married man, mind you) 

preoccupied with the body of a girl 

two-thirds my age-the way 

her legs curve at the base 

of her butt, how her breasts kiss 

her blue silk blouse, how 

her eyes meet mine then hide 

in a curl of blonde hair, and how hot 

my cheeks feel as my friend 

attempts to attract my attention 

and tell me how good he thinks I am. 
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Breaking My Legs 

I am breaking my legs. 

I don't want to, but I have 

to push through-to see 

what's inside. I feel 

the sharp crack of bone 

splitting through muscle, 

nerves, and skin, out the top 

of my thigh. The sight 

of that ivory tusk pushing a gurgle 

of red convulses my leg. 

I can't see for all the blood. 

At night I think, but can't sleep; 

the pain keeps my eyes open. 

What I want is to back up, 

to push that bone back inside 

and stop the blood 

but I can't. 

It seeps to your side 

of the bed, and sticks 

to your nightgown 
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like magma, 

only faster burning. I need 

to sleep, but now I have 

to break the other one. 
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Roach Legs 

On the living room floor, 

on its back 

with legs flailing, 

a roach 

with no butt 

seems aware 

it is half gone-

Can it see 

my cat 

who has 

on his whisker 

a roach leg 

still kicking? 
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This Side of Heaven or Hell 

There are no rooms in this house, 

no furniture, no windows, no doors, 

only walls and space that grow smaller 

each hour I'm here, and if Heaven 

has windows, I'd rather be there 

talking to Jesus because I hear 

He has a good deal for anyone 

willing to sacrifice his life. 

Hell, I'd sacrifice mine 

for just a few good shots of bourbon 

and a hit off that passing joint. 

A real man admits he wants to die 

but is too afraid to pull the trigger, 

so instead he decides 

to jsit down, pop a beer, 

and wallow in the suds. Not me. 

I am no real man. I've been in this house 

for twenty-nine years, and not once 

have I said what I really want 

is isolation. I would die tonight (continued with stanza break) 
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if the Good Lord would take me, 

but He likes keeping me here in this house 

so He can pin me to the floor, arms and legs 

kicking in all directions, and pry 

my wings slowly from my back. 
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River Walk 

We float the river cruise on San Antonio's 

River Walk, eat lunch at the Hard Rock, amble 

arm-in-arm by green water, bluebonnets, and cedar. 

It's muggy May. Two weeks ago 

I almost left you-unhappy vAVn the past eight years, 

depressed among finals and term papers, I thought 

I knew what was wrong, that our marriage 

was a sham, and I could leave or miserate alone. 

I told you my state. You cried and said 

I had to do what was best for me, but what was best 

I did not know. A pretty redhead helped me decide. 

I thought she wanted me-wanted to be rescued 

from her marriage, too-but she didn't want any part of me, 

save my smile, my e-mail ear, my virtual shoulder. 

For almost eight years I hung my words so carefully 

even you couldn't tell they were sopping wet, 

and each day I drove nails further into your wrists. 

You didn't even know you were bleeding. 

It was the redhead who twisted my brain with rejection, 

(continued, no stanza break) 
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and that rejection made me examine your eyes 

for a clue. I didn't know what to look for, 

but beyond the storm that boiled in them was 

a dazzling light radiating through 

that for almost eight years I missed because I thought 

it belonged only to you. I took a chance-reached behind 

your dark clouds and found the source of that light-

fire I somehow missed, and now that I had it 

I wondered why it took me so long-why I trapped myself 

in my mind, as if underwater, drowning, unwilling 

to raise my head above the surface and scream for help. 

That flre consumed without burning, enveloped without 

smothering, shot through my hands and feet and magnetized 

my mind so all I could think was closer, closer 
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Brushing Up on Dad 

As I brushed my teeth 

with a tri-colored swiri, 

I saw my reflection 

with a dribble of toothpaste spit 

oozing from the corner of my mouth. 

I knew I was in a poem, 

so the shock of seeing myself, 

and not my father, surprised me. 

I saw no evidence 

of receding hairiine, nor even 

a fleck of green squinting through 

my brown eyes. Had his genes 

really passed on to me? My nose 

was not the same-smaller, 

less dignifled-and my father 

was at least three inches taller. 

As I dressed, I wondered 

if he put on his shoes 

the same way I did-left 

to right, both socks then 

both shoes. On my way 

(continued with stanza break) 
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to my car, I watched my shadow-

the way the arms swung, 

the comfortable stride: 

I was walking with his footsteps. 
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Drew's Pond 

For James Merhll 

Strolling out past the grove of cherries 

down that dirt road that splits around 

Drew's Pond-an almost perfect circle 

of algae water, reflections of bull pine, 

the white bark of birch, and interspersed 

mounds of raspberry and currant-

I pause to examine a school of pollywogs 

darting about like thousands of angels. 

They remind me of Merrill's angel-

how those few lines bothered him so much 

the angel thought them best left in the pen-

Or was that God he spoke of? At any rate, 

those lines came, but for me-

and for you—our lines were written 

long before we learned them. 

I watch those pollywogs squiggling in 

among each other like sperm the doctor 

discussed with us, explaining our chances 

of parenthood were insignificant-and the best 

\/ve could hope for was to save as many (continued, no stanza break) 
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of my pollywogs as we could, 

shoot them all at once at your egg, and hope 

one could break through that thick wall 

to fashion what we hoped would be something 

like us, only smaller and breast-fed. 

God created amphibians to populate 

entire worlds. Those that survive 

will one day grow to fertilize 

another set of frogs, and I, 

only five million pollywogs per shot, 

may never have a chance at populating 

just one empty crib. 

I want to take a Mason jar, 

dip it into the pond, scoop up 

one pollywog, and take him 

home to you. I want to watch you 

notice the tiniest things-how his eyes 

bug out just a little, how little stumps 

form at the base of his tail, and how 

his olive skin blotches with black dots-

and hear you call him beautiful. We could find 

algae and insects to nourish him, watch him grow 

(continued, no stanza break) 
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and mature, his front legs pushing out just behind 

his head, his back legs kicking out that whip of a tail, 

and one day, fully developed, we could take him 

back to his sisters and brothers, 

set him down at the edge of the pond, 

and watch him leap into the murky green. 
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