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"To be in  love is lik e  go ing  outside 
to  see w h a t k ind  of day i t  is."

—R obert C reeley
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I



S ilk  T rick

T he m an  a t  th e  door 
has p lu ck ed  and  cleaned  
a  pheasan t. He offers i t  
to  m e, h is  hands sm eared 
w ith  blood and  fea thers.
Today m y scars hard ly  show. 
W h e n  h e  asks m y nam e,
I say “V anessa.”
I w ed g e  th e  back of a chair 
u n d e r th e  doorknob 
and  h a n g  b lankets  
over th e  w indow s.
I have  tw o  beds. I ta k e  h im  
to  th e  one  fo r s leep in g  alone 
b u t I lie  dow n beside him .

In  th e  m o rn in g  h e  w an ts  m e 
to  te ll stories.
“How w ill you know  
w h a t’s tru e?” I ask.
I uncru m p le  m y p iece  
of red  silk. I t  flu tters, 
n ea r ly  tran sp aren t.
I m ake  i t  van ish  and  reappear. 
He asks w h e re  I lea rn ed  how.
I te ll h im  I c a n 't 
rem em ber. He grabs 
m y hands. I d o n 't know  
if h e ’s th e  sam e m an 
as last n ig h t.
His eyes a re  darker.
T he  house is quiet.
Every now  and  th e n  th e  clock 
skips. He tu rn s  his face 
ag a in s t m y palm.
W h a t a re  th e se  days called, 
th e se  days I can ’t  find  
on  th e  calendar?



D ialogue # i

T he m an  cam e to  see th e  caverns.
I p u t on  m y m in e r’s h a t
and  led  h im  o u t across th e  field.
He ra n  h is h an d  a long  th e  d rip p in g  wall.
Stop, I said. I gave m y lec tu re  
abou t m inerals. I had  cracked  pecans 
all day. M y fingers  w ere  sore.
I could te ll  h e  w an ted  to  stay
fo r d in n e r. He offered to  reach
in to  th e  s tream  and  catch  one of th e  eyeless fish.
I was to u c h in g  th e  sw itch.
I could have tu rn e d  th e  ligh ts  ou t 
any  tim e. T hen  h e  w an ted  to  see 
th e  bottom less pools. I b roke  th e  ice 
a round  th e  edges w ith  m y toe.
He sk ipped  a ro ck  across th e  surface.
I t  landed  on  th e  o th e r side, 
in  th e  moss. “W h a t do you th in k ?”
I asked. I to ld  h im  I’d d ream ed
I could pull th e  riv e r up
and  c u t i t  in to  strips, like  ribbon.
He asked if  th e  pools w ere  rea lly  bottom less.



Seal

I h av en ’t  w ashed  m y h a ir  in  days.
I t  sm ells lik e  old upholstery .
T he  m o te l is cheap, o range bedspread 
and  th e  TV nailed  down.
I t ’s how  I lik e  it.
I pu ll a  s tray  end  of h a ir
to  m y m outh . I w an t to  swim
b u t th e  pool is stagnan t,
its  w alls an  o p u len t g reen . Dead flies
sp eck le  th e  bottom . I w ear m y b ik in i
anyw ay. In  th e  courtyard
grasshoppers bounce against th e  backs
of m y knees. T h e ir b leached skeletons
lin e  th e  g u tte rs .
W h e n  th e  sun  starts  go in g  dow n,
I look th ro u g h  th e  d raw ers in  m y room .
I w an t to  find  so m eth in g  ex tra ,
and  use it. T he  m an  from  th e  fro n t desk
knocks. “I n eed  to  seal som e le tte rs ,”
I te ll h im . I carve m y nam e 
in  th e  b lock of paraffin  
w ith  a b e n t fork.
I ’m  w e a rin g  m y ra in co at 
in  case of sp latters.
T h e  paraffin  m elts  slowly
in  th e  coffee can  over th e  burner.



Love Poem

W e  w alk  a round  th e  scu lp tu re  
on  m oldy straw . He stands beside me.
His sk in  sm ells lik e  c rushed  oak leaves.
This a fte rn o o n  on  th e  h o t m eta l steps 
of th e  tra ile r  I w a tch ed  th e  shadows 
of bees. T he C anadian ch ild ren  
cau g h t sandcrabs in  th e ir  hands.
U ne, deux, tro is—
th e re  is no such th in g  as a  circle.
W h e n  w ill h e  say som eth ing  
I can  steal? O nce I lived n ear th e  arm ory. 
W h e n  th e  tan k s  drove dow n m y s tre e t 
a w om an in  a  w h ite  slip ran  out 
and  h e ld  up a yellow  sign.
I n ev e r k n ew  w h a t i t  said.
W h e re  is th e  artist?  I w an t to  argue  
w ith  h e r. I am  in  love
bu t I k eep  try in g  to  use th e  w ord “p e rip h e ry .” 
In  th e  w a te r  I stood on  a rock  
and  fish  sw am  around  m y feet.
You k n o w  how  I fee l about geom etry .
W ith  o ne  hand  I to u ch  h is knuckles.
W ith  th e  o th e r I scra tch  th e  wall.
I k n o ck  h a rd  on th e  m eta l box.



Christm as

I sat by th e  lake w ith  a m an 
I had  ju s t m et. T he stable 
floa ted  in  th e  fog on  th e  w ater, 
w alls of balsam, roof of d ried  moss. 
T h e  m oon  had  th re e  rings.
T he  m an  p u t h is hand  in  th e  w a te r  
an d  fish  n ibb led  h is fingers.
W h e n  th e  s tab le  m oved closer, 
n u n s  in  w h ite  h ab its  leaned  over 
th e  re a r  rail. T hey  waved.
A fish  jum ped. I w aved back 
as th e y  d isappeared  
b eh in d  th e  island.
T h e  b ak ery  h ad  m ade fresh  rolls.
I could sm ell them .
W e  w e re  close.
W h e n  th e  s tab le  floated  slow ly 
back  across th e  lake, 
th e  nu n s w e re  all k n e e lin g  
in side  by th e  m anger.
T h e ir hab its  g low ed in  th e  tw ilig h t. 
I cou ldn’t  find  m y h a t. The m an 
looked  surprised . “Be careful,” 
h e  said, “How m any chances 
do you th in k  you get?”



The House

V ines rec la im  th e  landscape b u t I ’ll people 
i t  ye t. W e  sit on stum ps in  th e  fro n t yard 
and  d rin k . “T ee th  a re  flags,” h e  says 
w h e n  h e  kisses m e. W e  balance a m attress 
on  th e  beam s of th e  second story, no roof, 
no  floor. T he  bed sags w h e re  a b ig  m an died 
years ago. I c a n 't sleep. I te ll ghost stories, 
say I lived on  th is  bu rned  ou t side of tow n.
Rope I drop sways in  th e  dark. W h en  I pull, 
i t  pulls back. “Your h a ir sm ells lik e  Polish sham poo,” 
h e  says. O ne k ind  of soap, one shade of gray.
M y h a ir  sm ells lik e  sm oke and snow. A fire  
tru c k  leaves th e  Second S tree t s tation . From  h e re  ' 
w e  can  see th e  b ridges w h e re  th e  road breaks 
in  waves. I need  to  know  w ho has slep t h e re  
s ince  I left. Kudzu buried  th e  b ig  m an 
b u t h is shape stays. T he dead tre e s  a re  wolves 
lik e  alw ays. I look fo r our nam es on th e  walls, 
find  th is  sm all b lue bru ise  on m y lip like  ink.



M irrors

H e is up to  h is elbow s in  d ried  blood.
“You should  te a r  dow n th e  posters,"
I te ll h im , “No one h e re  w ill buy anyth ing ."
He sits on Emma Lee’s hand p ain ted  footstool 
and  stares  a t  th e  fire. T he floorboards
a re  sp lin te red . “Calm down," I say, “Alchem y is too easy." 
How did  I le a rn  to  ta lk  lik e  that?
T he  house sm ells lik e  tu rp e n tin e .
I t  used to  sm ell lik e  pepper.
O nce in  th e  blue bedroom
Em ma Lee d ried  m y hair. She cu rled  i t
w ith  a brush. A fter th a t  m y face was finished.
M irro rs  d o n ’t  su rprise  me. He tak es  th e  p ic tu res
of th e  cousins ou t of th e  hall,
leaves th e  gold fram es. I hold on to  h is arm.
“P rac tic e  look ing  afraid," h e  says.
I t ’s hard . W e  have enough  d ie te tic  candy 
to  last as lo n g  as w e w ant.
On th e  backporch  by th e  kiln, 
h e  d rin k s  th e  last b o ttle  of w ine.
I stay  in  th e  k itch en . I’m  try in g  
to  blow  eggs. I p ee l back th e  tablecloths.
A round m id n ig h t h e  says i t ’s tim e  to  go.
W e  dance  to  m usic from  th e  carousel 
across th e  s tree t. “You’ll forget," 
h e  says. He leaves m e p ictures, 
b u t h e 's  rig h t, 
in  th o se  old dresses 
h e  looks lik e  me.



After the Knife Fight

A g irl in  a  sh iny  b ik in i 
ru n s  b eh in d  a p ile  of rocks.
T he  car slides on  gravel.
She p eek s ou t from  b eh in d  a g reen  sign.
Frost g lit te rs  on  h e r  arms.
I d id n ’t  do it, I te ll h e r  w h en  she  gets in.
She sm iles. Last tim e  I drove th is  road 
I w as n o t alone.
Tom  w as in  back d ru n k
and  W en d y  sat up fro n t p o in tin g  ou t an telope. 
Pull over, W en d y  said ju s t a fte r w e passed 
th e  p la s te r bull.
She p ick ed  sage, barefoot, p u llin g  hard  
on th e  to u g h  clumps.
I kn o w  i t  doesn’t  sound like  m uch.
T he flag  lady w aves us to  a stop.
“W e ’ve  go t som e belly  dum ps com ing .”
In  th e  car ahead  of us, th e  d river 
scra tch es  h is neck,
th ro w s a p in ch  of salt over his shoulder.
T he  w in d  p icks up. He w atches m e 
in  his m irro r. “Don’t  w orry ,” 
th e  g irl says, “See h is scars?”

T his tim e  of y ear th e  sun  com es early  
b u t w e  keep  th e  cu rta in s  draw n 
in  our room  over th e  cafe.
In  th e  p u rp le  lig h t she cu ts ou t m y stitches.
A few  days la te r  th e re ’s a  m an dow nstairs 
w ith  a garb led  voice 
and  a fu r bag. He spreads a road atlas 
over th e  p ie  crum bs
and  m akes m e show  h im  every  place I’ve been. 
I th in k  h e  asks if  I like  fried  catfish.
He traces  th e  h ighw ays.
T he g ir l’s eyes glow  g re e n  
in  m y h ig h  beams.



l O
Jakarta

I rem em b er th is  s tree t. I rem em ber 
th e  p ia s te r w all w h e re  I stop to  rest.
M y fin g e rs  th ro b . In  th e  f ig h tin g  
a b u lle t g razed  m y ear. T hat day w e w alked 
in  th e  fo rest h e  quoted  Keats. She stood 
in  te a rs  am id  th e  a lien  corn. I stood 
in  te a rs  w h ile  h e  poked th e  dead tig e r  
w ith  a  stick , lifted  th e  black gum s 
to  ex p o se  th e  te e th . “U ne abeille ,” 
h e  said, “th a t 's  w h a t s tu n g  you.”
He sm eared  g re e n  o in tm en t on  m y hand.
In  th e  bar I hard ly  recogn ize  him .
He o rders  a  m artin i.
He s till has th e  stick, 
th e  en d  coated  w ith  tar.
W h e n  I w as a baby in  a bar lik e  th is  
th e y  gave m e w ed d in g  cake.
T hey  b ea t drum s. “I t ’s m y b irth d ay ,” 
h e  says, “th e  day of th e  dead.”
“I d o n 't care ,” I te ll him .
W h e re  is th e  d ic tionary  th a t used to  be 
on  th e  bar? I used to  know  m ore words.
He tak es  th e  m aps from  his p o cket
and  spreads th e m  out. “Los dias de m uertos.”
Send m e som e re d  leaves from  hom e.
Show  m e som e grief.



11
Open Hand

This m o rn in g  I see  fo r th e  first tim e  
h e  has an  a rtific ia l hand.
I t  glows, tran s lu cen t and  b lu e-g reen , 
bones lik e  b ike  chain . T he fingers  
bend  lik e  fingers. He com es back 
from  th e  s to re  w ith  m ilk  bottles,

th e  glass th ic k  and  bubbled. W e  d rin k  
th e  m ilk  in  bed, u n der th e  covers.
I can ’t  see ou t th e  w indow s for th e  crow d 
th a t  has g a th e red  a t th e  foot of th e  bed.
T he w om en  b link  snow  out of th e ir  eyelashes. 
T he  m en  k ick  th e ir  boots again st th e  bedpost.

He has also b ro u g h t a book w ith  a yellow  
cover. O nly h e  can  tran s la te  th e  poems.
T he  firs t is about a frozen  w aterfall.
I w a n t th e  crow d to  go aw ay
so I can  sleep. His han d  glow s in  th e  dark.
I can s till see it, even  w h en

I am  on  th e  lo n g  tra in  past th e  w om en 
do in g  pushups in  th e  square.
Even w h e n  th e  m an  w ith  th e  sword 
cu ts th e  heads off all th e  statues 
and  th e y  sh a tte r  on th e  frozen  ground.
Even w h e n  h e  p o in ts  th e  sw ord a t me.



12
Barbados

Sara sen t a  le tte r . “I t  d id n 't h u r t  
as bad as I th o u g h t i t  w ould,” she w rote .
In  h e r  room , a fo ld ing  screen  is p a in ted  
w ith  c ran es  s tre tc h in g  th e ir  necks 
to w ard  dragonflies on  w aterlilies.
From  beh ind , she tosses a s tock ing  
over th e  edge. Sara, d o n 't you rem em ber?
All th e  tim e  w e w e re  sw im m ing, th e  cave 
was u n d e rn e a th  us. W e  dove five fee t dow n 
and  e n te re d  a g re e n  room  veined  w ith  ligh t.
I un w rap p ed  seaw eed from  your ankle.
W h e n  w e  stood up on  th e  rocks, 
th e  passing  tru ck s  blew  th e ir  horns.
W e  k e p t m oving  to  stay warm .

N ow  I go th e re  w ith  him . He holds 
m y foot in  h is  lap and rubs m y heel 
w ith  a p um ice  stone. I ask  fo r a story  
abou t lava. I can  see th e  dark  m outh  
of th e  cave a t th e  base of th e  cliff.
I d o n 't know  w h e re  th e  fear com es from.
I t 's  n o t th e  w ater. I 'm  n o t afraid 
of w a ter. He says h e  loves to  see 
m e shiver. He nev er saw anyone  so w hite .
Sara, rem em b er w h en  you tr ie d  on m y silks, 
looped  m y ch a in  of bells a round  your waist?
W h a t a re  you doing? W h y  did you say, “Barbados, 
w h e re  th e  black m en  a re  so scary  and ugly?”
Sara, th e  w a te r  tu rn e d  my rings gold.



N ot in  aw e, but-

I 've  b een  try in g  to  say som eth ing  
s tra ig h tfo rw ard . At th e  lake 
w e sat on  th e  dock. I d rew  on th e  boards 
w ith  ch a lk  rocks. W e  w atched  th e  island.
In  m y c lea res t m om ents 
I see th in g s  th a t  a re n 't  there .
He tu rn s  h is  back to  th e  w indow . An old m an 
beh in d  h im  looks in. I don’t  m ean 
to  be m ystical. W e  shared 
a choco la te  bar, a  can of corn.
W h e re  is m y persona?
In  m y red  gow n I follow  h im  
a long  th e  ra ilroad  track .
He leads m y by th e  hand
bu t I k eep  slipping, m issing steps.
I lie  dow n. T here. I 'm  safe.
I w an t to  m ake an  analogy 
b e tw een  m yself and  Ireland.
I t  doesn ’t  w ork. T he sun ’s n o t up
and  a lready  th e  p reach e r is ou t on th e  corner.
A lready I am  suggesting  guilt.
At least indecision . I t would be com fortable, 
now , to  e n te r  an  a lte rn a te  universe.
I could le t  a m an  in  a tu rb an  appear 
and  say “d on’t  ea t th e  w h ite  berries. ”
I could ex p ress  concern  about businessm en. 
No. I t ’s n o t like  th a t.
He is m o re  afraid  of h is g ran d p aren ts’ bed 
th a n  I am.



II
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M oney  T ree

I. T he b ranches clack. The pods
rub  to g e th e r, d ry  and  tran sp aren t. 
M ost have th re e  seeds inside.
I 've  sat all a fte rn o o n  
p e e lin g  th e  layers, g a th e rin g  
th e  seeds in  a h t t le  p ile  
on  th e  rail. Two crow s p eck  
th e  fro zen  ground. T he body 
is d iv ided ex ac tly  in  two, 
by th e  lim bs, by th e  lines 
of th e  ch est and  back.
A tra in  passes. I ru n  m y hand  
dow n m y spine. I t  is fa rth e r 
th a n  i t  looks to  th e  edge 
of th e  yard.

II. Last n ig h t a w om an touched
m y hair. I c a n 't  stop th in k in g  
abou t it. A m an  to o k  m y hand.
I'm  try in g  to  call all of i t  back—
I w alked  across th e  bridge.
T he  w ind  w as cold. Pigeons 
flew  off th e  roof of th e  m ovie house 
and  ou t over th e  river. I w alked 
w ith  m y arm s folded. In  th e  bar 
th e  la te  a fte rn o o n  lig h t 
was sh in in g  th ro u g h  th e  open  door 
and  th e  w indow s, g low ing 
across th e  w ooden floor.
I rem em b er now , th a t  th is  is how  
m ost th in g s  s tart, 
in  a  lig h t I know .
And th e n  com e th e  bodies 
and  th e  hands.



T hree L egged Race

I w as b e t te r  a t  th e  sack race, faster in  th e  rising  
sm ell of burlap  and  grass. I could only  w in

th e  th re e  legged  race  if I p rac ticed  ahead  of tim e, 
hobb led  m y le g  to  an o th er 's  and held  on t ig h t

u n til w e  could s trid e  as one. A fterw ard,
i t  fe lt aw kw ard  to  u n tie  m y leg  and  w alk  alone.

I t ’s tw ilig h t. T he sidew alks a re  buckled 
w ith  roots. W h a t am  I afraid of?

I had  to  be to ld  to  be am azed
w h en  th e  w aves w ashed m y g re e n  shovel

ou t w ith  th e  tid e  and  re tu rn e d  i t  th e  n e x t day.
I found i t  on th e  sand, beside a horseshoe crab shell

and  som e p ieces of p in k  coral. “It's  back," I said,
and  I sat dow n and dug  a ho le  to  w atch  i t  fill w ith  w ater.
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I?
Spring

Even th e  snow  in  th e  shade is m elting . 
Soon th e  h a rd w are  s to re  w ill p u t out 
fla ts of tom ato  and  p ep p er plants, 
bags of beans dusted  w ith  p in k  pow der.
I th in k  I look re laxed , one foot 
p ropped  on  th e  porch  rail.
I don ’t  look lik e  I ’m  w aiting .
A g irl rid es  by on  a bike,
fast over th e  bum py s tree t,
h e r  b lond h a ir  bundled  under a scarf.
I w ould be all r ig h t
if I could stop th a t  w om an from  calling  
ev ery  n ig h t  to  say rhym es in  m y ear— 
coat rack , rab b it track .
She w on’t  say w h a t she w ants.
I ho ld  th e  phone, try  to  grab 
th e  s tr in g  th a t tu rn s  th e  lig h t on 
b u t i t  sw ings over m y head.
She laughs and  asks,
“A re you there?  Are you still th e re?”
I’m  try in g  to  rem em b er a song.
People a re  all ou t w alk ing  
w ith  th e ir  ch ild ren . N ex t door 
a m an  carves so m eth in g  small and  o rn a te  
from  a p iece  of oak.
T he c lea r a ir  sharpens m y ears.
I h e a r  saw dust falling,
po ta toes g ro w in g  in  th e ir  buckets.
I h e a r bubbles from  th e  m ouths 
of th e  goldfish. T he  sun 
is ju s t w h e re  i t  should be.



Black W a te r

I. N o th in g  to  do w ith  th e  m oon, th is  w ay of black w ater, 
decay, b rin e -so ak ed  com post of last y ea r’s leaves,

th is  m irro r th a t  tu rn s  m e upside down, shakes out confessions 
I n e v e r m ean t to  m ake. You w an t m e to  lie  for you,

fire  o ne  w a rn in g  shot in to  th e  air. I m ake m y fingers 
w ro u g h t iron , black g rip  of nails on palms, te ll you no.

T he bu lle t s till falls som ew here. You m ade m e stand 
in  w e t red  lig h t and  w atch  th e  w reck  and  now  I can ’t  leave.

I ’m  beside a dy in g  m an. People w ait 
in  th e  car b eh in d  us. I te ll th em

I can ’t  stay, th a t  I ’ll find  th e  p a th  in  th e  dark, 
c ru n ch  leaves lik e  insects u n der m y fee t

and  ta k e  th e  sign down. T hen  I ’ll go back to  h im
bu t o ne  of you w ith  hands over your face has to com e too.

II. Some n ig h ts  I th in k  th e  figh ts  s ta rt n o t over
spilled  d rin k s  and  uncalled shots, bu t because th e  cu rre n t

su rg in g  th ro u g h  m e loops ou t to  ion ize  th e  room.
You’ve  said th is  is unreasonable. At least

I know  w h en  to  stop w atch ing , w h en  a tem ple  cracks 
on th e  co rn e r of a table, knuck les sling  blood,

bodies lu rch  to  b reak  th e  circle. W e  pour 
on to  th e  s tre e t u n d er a lig h t th a t  blinks

fast as an  eye. W e  are  severed. The lig h t pulses, 
holds us still as w e try  to  slip away.
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Horizon

To g e t h e re  w e  have w alked
in  ou r sleep
past d a rk  holes
w h e re  an im als live,
cliff-caves,
r iv e r canyons.
O ur eyes stop 
befo re  th e  horizon .
T he  shade of all 
w e  c a n ’t  see 
falls.

T he  w in te r  sun sh a tte rs  
w indow s. W e  sit 
w ith  glass in  our laps, 
g rin d  i t  to  sand 
or g lue  th e  p ieces back, 
bu t th e  lig h t is crooked.
I t  tu rn s  corners.

A seagull c irc les 
th e  basin
a th o u san d  m iles inland.
T he  h ills  have rings.
Salt c rusts a long  th e  shore.

W e  follow  a b roken  
w h ite  line .
T w ilig h t and  dust 
b lu r o u r vision.
T he  w a te r  has risen.
I t s trands us on m ountain tops..
L ights w e  see
in  th e  valleys
a t  n ig h t
a re  noctiluca,
stars
in  th e  swells.



20
A ssateague

W h a t good does i t  do to  go to  th e  island alone?
M y w indow s ra tt le  w h e th e r  o r n o t th e  tra in  passes.
I w ak e  th in k in g  dead m an’s pedal, a  p ick e t fence 
a ro u n d  th e  devil and  his red  p it. T hen  th e  long  
w h is tle . D andelions g row  la rg e  here . U nder m y ch in  
th e y  g low  th ro u g h  any  lie  about fo rg e ttin g .
In  th e i r  l ig h t I see th e  veins of m y eyes.

H orses’ hooves beat to  th e  end  of th e  island.
In  th e  s to re  across th e  bridge, a  m an 
follow s w h ile  I p ick  up bread. He rubs h is scar, 
te m p le  to  jaw , and  inv ites  m e to  a party .
M y a cc e n t m akes m e look fam iliar. He g rew  up 
in  M organ ton . I a lm ost ask if h e  k n ew  John 
b u t th e  dates are  w rong. I n eed  a knife.
All h e  has is a p lastic  spoon.
W h e n  I cross th e  b ridge again, th e  b low ing sand, 
th e  w h ite  birds s tan d in g  in  th e  m arsh like  vases 
ask m e to  w ait.



21
Ism a

I was th e  co n d u cto r’s daugh ter.
On h o t days I rode  on th e  open  platform . 
W h e n  I saw  th e  black silhouettes  
of farm ers, I alw ays th o u g h t th e  sun 
was g o in g  dow n. From  back east 
K aren sen t m e a p iece  of h e r  hair. 
R uthella, M aryalice, and  Estella 
e lec ted  h e r  treasu rer.
Som etim es a fte r  d a rk  she pu ts on 
a k e rc h ie f  and  goes dow n th e  g^ully 
to  e a t w ith  th e  hobos.
She asks th e  h ard  questions—
Are you home?
Are you a t  home?
Are you com ing  home?
O nce she  asked m e about beauty.
W ell, I said, daisies grow  
along  th e  tracks.
I used th e  w ord  “m alleab le” 
th o u g h  I k n e w  she w ouldn’t  know  it.
I said m y pockets w e re  heavy 
w ith  m e lted  pennies.



22
Snow scape

U rg in g  m e to  th in k  about God, 
h e  traces  th e  le tte rs  on m y forehead  
w ith  h is  f in g e r— GOD.
In  th e  crow ded  cafe, 
peop le  tu rn  to  look.
M y lip h u rts . Today I tr ie d  to  sell 
m y dresses. T he lig h t m e te r 
on  m y cam era is broken.
M y p ic tu res  com e o u t black, 
o r b r ig h t in  irreg u la r  pa tte rn s. 
Y ou 're m issing  som eth ing , h e  says.
If you d rive  over th e  pass 
you n eed  chains, o r radiais.
You m ig h t have  radiais.
W e ’ll ch eck  in  th e  m orning.
D elores and  V eronica, rem em ber m e 
from  school? You danced to  a song 
I liked. W h a t w as th e  nam e of it?

A fter d in n e r  w e  d rin k  Sangre de Toro.
I co u n t th e  g ra in s of rice  
le ft on  m y p late .
Som eone is alw ays te llin g  m e n o t to  move. 
T he  flash goes off. Of course I agree.
I w ill t ry  to  fo rg e t w h ere  th e  grave 
is located , o r a t  least m ark  it 
w ith  so m eth in g  useful, 
lik e  a w indm ill.
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G host Tow n

This is w h a t you believe in — 
dry  ve in s and  bo ttles  still w a itin g  
on  a tab le .
You choose a room  in  th e  ho te l 
and  h a n g  th e  lam p on  th e  wall.
Y our re fle c tio n  w avers in  th e  m irror.
In  th e  d im  lig h t your eyes a re  open  m ines.

I refuse  dead ends, abandoned beds
w ith  m ushroom s g ro w in g  th ro u g h  th e  m attresses.
W h ile  you sleep I w alk  th e  hallw ays
n a ilin g  horseshoes to  th e  walls,
try in g  on  dresses th read ed  w ith  cobw ebs
and  th e  scen t of m othballs and  lavender.

A shaft fina lly  opens.
I c lea r aw ay th e  porous ea rth  
and  p iles of tim ber.
B etw een  h e re  and  to w n  
bodies h u d d le  in  a tu nne l, 
g lo w in g  and  heavy as gold.
It ta k es  a ll n ig h t to  carry  th em  out 
and  th e y  tu rn  to  dust 
a t th e  f irs t to u ch  of air.

W h e n  I re tu rn  to  you, phosphorescen t
from  th e ir  hands,
you w ill rem em b er th e  dark  place
w h e re  I have held  you,
th e  tra ils  of lig h t I have left on your skin.



24
I N ev er Told You

I n e v e r to ld  you h ow  easy i t  was.
You b lew  th e  h o rn  on  th e  toy  car 
w h ile  I p e tte d  th e  g u inea  pig.
T he  p ile  of ice  skates d ripped  
in  th e  co rner. T h ere  was a p ic tu re  
on th e  w all of a b ig  bird, w h ite  
and  heavy-look ing , s tan d in g  ou t 
from  th e  canvas on a sta irstep  
of fo lded  paper. I t  trem bled  
w h en  w e  stam ped ou r feet.
I 'm  su re  I did say a t  least once,
“oh  com e on, w e re  n o t ch ild ren ,” 
b u t you cou ldn’t  h ea r m e over 
th e  c lan k in g  pots and  pans.
I w an ted  to  go back ou t on th e  ice.
Down a t  th e  in le t I could see 
silver ripp les  of m oving  w ater.

N ear th e  island, bushes and  reeds 
s tuck  th ro u g h  th e  frozen  surface.
W h e re  I b rushed  off th e  snow 
I saw bubbles, deep cracks.
Did you know  I could h e a r you 
s in g in g  back a t  th e  house?
I lis ten ed  all th e  w ay th ro u g h  
“S ilen t N ig h t” in  G erm an. T he pond 
w as em p ty  e x ce p t for a group of boys 
a t o ne  end, ch illin g  th e ir  beer 
in  a hole. I skated  around  th em  
in  a b ig  circle. I p rac ticed  stopp ing  
in  l i t t le  circles. Soon i t  was easy.
I spun so th a t ev ery th in g  blurred.
T hen  I skated  over th e  snow -covered  
gravel and  dow n th e  h ill to  th e  river.



The Fox

On top  of th e  m ounta in , m y m o th e r
saw  a red  fox. W h e n  w e cam e around a bend
i t  stood b r ig h t against th e  snow
a t th e  ed g e  of a th ick e t. I t w a tch ed  her.
She d id n ’t  te ll m y fa th e r. He carried  m e 
on  h is shoulders dow n th e  tra il.
H alf-asleep, I opened  m y eyes
in  a  p a tch  of low  fog. M y face was w et.
I d id n ’t  know  w h e re  I was.

M y m o th e r and  fa th e r  fig h t 
abou t C atalina  Island. He says 
she can ’t  see i t  from  th e  m ainland.
She says she  can. I t  is cloudy.
She to ld  m e w e m ig h t go out 
in  a g lass-bo ttom ed  boat, bu t h e  w on’t  
ta k e  us. A long th e  shore, people 
in  ra in co a ts  and  yellow  gloves 
g a th e r  razo r clams.

T h e  car b reaks th ro u g h  th e  guardrail.
O ne w h ee l hangs over th e  edge, 
over w a te r . W ith  m y ch eek  against th e  seat 
I sit still. T he  m an  from  th e  toU booth 
ru n s  to w ard  us in  h is  su it and cap.
I p re te n d  I’m  in  a seashell.
I t ’s m id n ig h t. W h e re  a re  m y black olives, 
m y slices of cheese  and ham?
I saw m y h a ir  un d er th e  m icroscope.
I saw w ater.
I don ’t  w a n t th e  em pty  bank, 
or th e  s tr in g  of pearls.
I can  w a lk  from  here .
W h e n  is i t  safe to  com e out?
W h e n  w ill th e  coins stop fa lling  
to  th e  yellow  carpet?
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T w ist

I d rive  fast on  th e  old h ighw ay, 
p o in tin g  ou t shapes u n d er th e  kudzu 
to  th e  m an  beside me.
I ’m  ta k in g  h im  back to  m y house 
to  sit on  th e  lo n g  g re e n  sofa 
and  play  cards
around  th e  handp ieced  table.
I w ill reassem ble  th e  bed, 
p u t on th e  th ic k  blue canopy 
to  m atch  th e  spread and drapes.
I w ill ta k e  th e  kn ife  out 
from  u n d e r th e  pillow  
and  b reak  th e  blade.
D uring  th e  h o t afternoons.
I’ll un lock  th e  tru n k
and  w ear th e  faded lace dresses,
th e  gold sandals.
This is n o t a  dream .
T h a t’s m y sto re  on th e  co rner 
w ith  its  shady cem en t wall, 
m y sew er d itch  blossom ing 
w ith  a lgae  and  violets.
H ere  w e com e in  th e  car
to  see th e  envelope full of m y hair,
th e  loose ban ister.
Look, th a t ’s m y m o th e r and m y au n t 
s itt in g  on  th e  stairs 
e x p e c tin g  a thundersto rm .
T he lig h ts  a re  out.
T hey’re  sh arin g  a bowl 
of p in eap p le  sherbet, 
and  w h e n  th e  lig h tn in g  
flashes over th e ir  faces 
I can  te ll  th e y  a re  sm iling.



Paradise ^

You have to  w a tch  o u t for th e  past.
W h e re  a re  w e r ig h t now?
O utside th e  D ixon G enera l Store,
K evin and  I e a t fried  fru it pies.
Sundays, th e  D ixon bar is closed.
W h e re  a re  w e now?
Across th e  bridge. Paradise—P opulation  300.
I am  n o t th in k in g  w h a t paradise could m ean 
e x c e p t th a t  th e  s trip ed  cliffs 
lead  us in . T he g re e n  riv e r m atches 
th e  g re e n  of th e  sky in  th e  east.
Hail. W h a t is ha il in  Paradise?
Ice, l ik e  an y w h ere  else.
K evin says, “I could live h e re .”
Parad ise  has tw o  bars, bo th  open.
If I w e re  Kevin, th is  poem  m ig h t be about irony.
He w ould te ll m e, “You should have left
th a t  d ee r skull w h e re  you found it
in s tead  of ta k in g  i t  to  Paradise
in  a p ap er bag on th e  seat b e tw een  us.”
He m ig h t try  to  m ake m e te ll h im
w h y  I w an ted  it. Of w h a t w ere  you made?
Of dust. I could m ake up som eth ing  good enough  
abou t th e  p e rm an en ce  of bone.
W h e re  a re  w e r ig h t now?
You k n o w  w h a t I m ean.
“I t  w ould  be w orse to  tak e  i t  
and  th e n  p u t i t  back,” h e  said.
This e n d in g  is too  easy. Go back 
to  Paradise. I alm ost fo rgo t 
th is  w as n o t K evin’s poem.
N ever m ind  th e  d eer skull.
He said w e m ig h t reach  escape velocity.
W e  ta lk ed  abou t w h a t w ould happen.



Ill
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Red Berries

I w oke  and  said mam a. I don’t  know
if I w as ca lling  h e r. O vern igh t
th e  b e rrie s  tu rn e d  from  o range to  red.
“W h a t does m y back feel like?” h e  asks.
All w e ek  th e  fish  have sw um  circles
in  th e  old w ashtub . I re lease  th em
a t th e  reservo ir. O verhead, sk ee t plates shatter.
T he  shots send trem ors th ro u g h  th e  w ater.
T he  fish  d o n 't w a n t to  leave m y hands.
T hey  a re  lik e  m oths.
T hey  w a n t to  fly  in  m y hair.

M y m o th e r types, suck ing  a penny.
I sit on th e  floor by h e r  cot.
M am a, I w as th e  one w ho cracked 
all th e  ligh tbu lbs. I pulled  out th e  w ire.
I t was a fte r  I fell in  love.
“No, m y p earl,” she says, “You can ’t  escape politics.” 
M y m o u th  ta s tes  lik e  ink . This isn ’t  th e  scene 
I w an ted . A m an  stands by a ro ck  wall.
He is tire d  of w alk ing .
He tak es  off h is  pack.
M y m o th e r show s m e th e  black hairs on h e r breasts.



3°E vensong

T h e  fro n t room  som etim es is a bar. He leaves th e  four m en  th e re , h e r  voice 
a lread y  in  h is  ears like  w ind, and  closes th e  doors beh ind  him . In  th e  last 
room  sh e  is singing , h e r face tu rn e d  to  th e  ceiling. Her ivory dress clings 
as if  i t  is w et, darkened  by h e r  skin. The song is half sob, a hum  and  stab 
in  h is m arrow , a blue v ib ra tion  lik e  th e  c e n te r  of a flame.

W h e n  sh e  drops h e r  head  h e  asks h e r  to  s ing  again. She spits som eth ing  
sh in y  in to  h is  han d  and  closes h is  fingers around  th e  edge. “M y vocal cords 
a re  cut," she says. A red  rope  drops and  she drapes i t  a round  h e r  neck. Her 
w ho le  body flickers bu t h e  n ev er th in k s  ghost. She c a n 't step  down, so she 
m ust be safe, bu t th e  floor drops and  h e  is falling.

He w aits  in  th e  fro n t room . T he  four m en  carry  h e r  body in  and  prop h e r 
beside th e  riv e r th a t flows a lo n g  th e  east wall. T hen h e  is alone w ith  h e r 
and  th e  evensong  of p igeons and  th e  hollow  sm oky sound of th e  m oon on w ater. 
He can ’t  look a t  h e r. Down th e  river th e  m en  are  fry in g  fish, and  h e  
te lls  h e r  softly, “yes, a fishbone could be a ladder." W h en  she sits up and 
s tre tch e s  ou t h e r  arm s h e  is n o t surprised. He doesn’t  th in k  angel as she arcs 
in to  th e  r iv e r and  th e  c rab -app le  branches close.

He can ’t  save h er, and  can’t  keep  h e r from  com ing back, th e  scen t of b u rn t 
p ap er in  h e r  dress, h e r  body w ashed on a flood plain  m iles aw ay w a itin g  for 
th e  four m en, h e r  m u te  music, th e  barnacled notes.
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If I Say Love

If I say love because I don’t  know  
a n o th e r  w ord, I w ill have to  b rin g  
th e  m oon in , and  th e  black tailless cat.
I w ill hav e  to  consider luck  and  chance 
and  h ow  a fte r th e  gam e of poker 
and  th e  a rg u m en t about th e  acto r 
everyone  else w e n t out in to  th e  snow 
and  I stayed. I w ill have  to  say 
w e stood by th e  h e a te r  and  danced 
to  som e old song and  h e  blew  ou t th e  candles 
and  w e w e n t to  bed to g e th e r.
I w ill have  to  stay  in  th is  poem
u n til m o rn in g  w h en  th e  radio s till plays
and  a dog  w e arin g  a bell w alks under
th e  w indow , and th e  bed shakes
from  tra in s  lin k in g  cars th re e  blocks away.
I w ould  lik e  to  stop h ere .
I w ill have  to  ta k e  us to  th e  re s tau ran t 
w h e re  w e  have toast and ha lf-done eggs 
and  read  ou r horoscopes 
w ith  th e  old m en  e a tin g  alone 
and  th e  sp rings of th e  seats gone.

I w ould  ra th e r  go to  th e  a fternoon  
w e sat in  W en d y ’s house w a itin g  
w h ile  she  took  a bath , p lay ing  
th e  sam e song over and  over. T hen  
she w ould p u t on  a flow ered  robe 
and  m ake  jasm ine  tea, and  w e w ould 
all s tre tc h  ou t on th e  floor 
and  sleep  u n til spring. W e  w ould 
g row  o ld er w ith o u t know ing.
I w ould n o t le t us go beyond 
w h a t w e w ere  doing, sleep ing  
th ro u g h  th e  d rip p in g  ice  and  th e  sun.
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R evenge

Last fall th e  gypsy p a in ted  h e r  booth  red.
S he laughed  in  th e  fairw ay dust, 
a  deep  g re e n  bru ise on  h e r shoulder, 
w oodchips in  th e  w ind, th e  smell 
of m an u re  and  grease.
“Hooks and  eyes b rin g  you luck ,” she said, 
“M ake h im  fasten  th e m .”

T he  house beh ind  th e  o rchard  burned.
W e  a te  peaches off th e  trees, 
th e ir  sk in  w arm  and  smoky.
He ta lk ed  a lo t, used w ords lik e  “corn  silk” 
and  “oil lam p." He said th e  tobacco 
d ry in g  in  th e  field  was row s 
of b lond ch ild ren  lo o k in g  back.

T he  gypsy said to  d ream  of th e  fire  e a te r 
m eans survival. T o n igh t I 'm  him .
I do all th e  ta lk ing .
T o n ig h t h e  w ants to  listen .
I ta lk  abou t starlings on  th e  phone  lines.
This is n o t a question
of rev en g e . All I know  about th e  place
I tr ie d  to  ta k e  h im  is n e ith e r  of us belong  th e re .

I t ’s snow in g  again . G oing hom e 
th e  car ge ts  s tuck  tw ice.
I s tand  in  th e  k itch en .
T he  avocado seed on  th e  sill 
is g ro w in g  roo ts  in  a glass of w ater.
He said inside m y body was th e  safest place.
At th e  end  of th e  pasture, a g irl 
pu ts  h e r  lips to  th e  e lec tric  fence.



33Buckshot

Sir, a llow  m e to  say 
th e  m oon was full.
I am  su re  you’d ra th e r  I d idn 't.
Allow m e to  say th e  m oon is full 
on  ev ery  canvas stacked  in  his closet.
Lean close, so th e  tip  of your w axed  m ustache 
b rushes m y cheek.
Y our n am e is Buckshot.
You a re  a ta tto o  a rtis t.
P ro n g h o rn , n o t an telope, h e  said.
He han d ed  m e a vial 
of litm us paper.
W h e n  I w oke in  th e  dark  
h e  sat sm oking.
T he  dog’s face g low ed a t th e  w indow .
I th o u g h t I was a ghost.
Yes, sir. A li t t le  m elodram a.
I t ’s sim ple g eom etry—
tu rn  en o u g h  co rners  and  you’re  back
w h e re  you started .
L ittle  boys roast po tatoes 
over fires in  th e  g u tte r.
But a pyram id, th e re ’s one th in g  
I don ’t  tru s t.
Say: “I h a te  i t  w h en  th e  g irls cry.
T he o u tlin e  h u rts  m ore th a n  th e  re s t.”
W h o  w as i t  w ho  w an ted  to  be a priest?
Hey, d o n ’t  you rem em ber 
how  all th is  started?
You w e n t to  g e t your first ta tto o
from  a g irl w hose h a ir  sm elled lik e  almonds.
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Justin  said to  w ait and  h e ’d be back.
I gave h im  m y blue rock, 
m y bird.
U n tan g le  th o se  tin  cans and  string ,
I said. I 'm  m ak in g  am brosia

in  th e  h o te l room . I leave m ilky  p rin ts  
on  th e  w indow s from  th e  coconut.
T he  b lue lig h ts  on  th e  runw ay  blink.
I t  h e lp s  to  stay  in  o ne  p lace

for a w hile , even  th o u g h  th e  m an w ho lived in  th e  old cab in  
n e x t  to  ours h ad  a gun
and  a y ard  full of crabgrass h e  w ove in to  w hips.
He w a tch ed  Love C onnection  every  w eek n ig h t a t eleven. 
L igh t from  th e  TV flickered  
th ro u g h  h is  curta ins.

On w eek en d s h e  w a tch ed  us.
W h en  I saw  h im  s ig h t us 
th ro u g h  th e  scope of h is  gun  
I w aved. I kissed Ju stin ’s knee.

W h ile  I w a it I rid e  th e  carnival sw ings 
every  day. I live in  air, like  a p lant.
You d on’t  n eed  any th ing ,

h e  says w h e n  I ru n  ou t to  m ee t him .
I sit crosslegged in  th e  cab of h is tru ck  
and  h e  drives ou t past all th e  lights.
T he stars flash.
He te lls  m e h is  n ew  w ord—

n o c tilu cen t. I know  w e are  headed for th e  ocean 
to  sit on  a ro ck
and  look for dolphins. I keep  p o in tin g

ou t th e  w indow s. T h e re ’s a n ice  spot.
T he f la t- to p p ed  rid g e  looks alm ost like  horizon.
I could g row  o rn am en ta l cabbages 
on th e  hillside.
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Yes, I 'm  ex ag g era tin g . But I do
have questions. W h a t m akes a w ashboard road?

Can w e p lease stop here?
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B essem er C ity

From  th e  steps of th e  em p ty  chu rch  
I can  see  th e  slag heaps gleam .
T he  m im osa b ranches droop, 
d ro p p in g  th e ir  blossoms. T he tre e  
has b een  in  bloom  for w eeks.
I t  m akes m e sleepy. I lean  against th e  stops 
and  sh u t m y eyes. I know  it  all w ith o u t looking- 
th e  row  of outhouses dow n th e  gully, 
th e  ceram ic  shards a rran g ed  in  p a tte rn s  
on  th e  g round. I h ea r th e  sound of ham m ering . 
Y esterday crossing  th e  tre s tle ,
I scraped  m y an k le  on a s trip  of ru sted  m etal.
I used th e  last of th e  an tisep tic .
T he b leached  bones of a  dog
lay on th e  tra c k  below, th e  black h ide
to rn  off th e  ribs and  gnaw ed to  shreds.
W h en  I go t back to  th e  ch u rch  
th e  ch ipped  vase was full 
of b lack -ey ed  Susans.
I open  m y eyes. C hild ren  are  ru n n in g  
dow n th e  hill, th e ir  arm s open  w ide 
to  th e  w ind . Steps com e around  th e  side 
of th e  c h u rc h  bu t I d o n 't tu rn .
His hands to u ch  m y shoulders.
“I ’ve b een  to  C alifornia,” h e  says,
“I m e t a  m an  w ho bu ilt a house 
ou t of d riftw ood .”



W olves

T he Q ueen A nne's lace along  th e  road is tu rn in g  brow n. 
I ’ve fo rg o tten  all I gave up 
fo r th e  sm ell of lam p oil,
lo n g  n ig h ts  w ith  a voice alw ays calling  for w ater.
T he r iv e r hangs lik e  a cu rta in
over th e  w indow s. Last m o n th  on th e  back steps
w e d ran k  every  n ig h t, w oke angry ,
unable  to  rem em b er w hy.
N ow  I’v e  dream ed  of th e  red  bird  again, 
and  th e  ch ild  I 've  le ft beh ind  
w ho  m ig h t be m ine.
W olves leap  to  th e  trees  
and  lie  a long  th e  branches.
T he  ru s ted  m ach ines in  th e  barn  w on’t  le t us leave. 
H arnessed, his horse  circles th e  press, 
crushes stalks of sugar cane to  g re e n  juice.
He carries  fu ll buckets to  th e  iro n  po t 
over th e  fire. I fry  venison, w a tch  h im  
fold h is arm s and  stare  a t th e  sky, 
a t th e  p a tch  of soy beans n ea r th e  porch.
W in d  ru stles  th e  w eeds, th e  sam e sound 
th e  w olves’ eyes m ake as th e y  w atch  
th e  child . He k ills a copperhead, 
th ro w s i t  to  a d itch .
T he ho rse  stops.
Black clouds spread  out above th e  barn.
I call h im  in, u n b u tto n in g  m y dress.
He s tirs  th e  po t once m ore,
covers it. L igh t ripp les a long th e  walls.
Look, I say, and  I show  h im  m y steady hands.
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D ow n a t  th e  docks I'm  still
n o t sure. If I stay
w ith  h im  I w ill have to  te a r
th e  tap e  off th e  last box,
th e  o ne  m arked  “m iscellaneous”
in  red  in k . T he ch ild ren
pass by w ith  bouquets
of snapdragons. T hey  squeeze
th e  bloom s to  m ake th e m  talk.
Could I say I ju s t cam e dow n
to  w a tch  m y re flec tio n
in  th e  w a ter, to  buy
som e fresh  fish fo r th e  old w om an
n e x t door w ith  g ran n y  beads
of d ir t  an d  sw eat
around  h e r  neck?
O nce h e  said so m eth in g  to  me 
abou t u n lim ited  tim e, 
abou t n e w  freck les 
on m y chest.
I a lm ost m issed i t
I t w as o n e  of th o se  n ig h ts
h e  p ressed  h is  face
to  th e  glass of th e  k itc h e n  door.
I d o n 't know
if h e  w a n ted  in  or out.
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T he ch o ice  had  m ore to  do w ith  w a itin g
th a n  I th o u g h t. I bu ilt a fire
a t  th e  ed g e  of th e  lo t and  burned
m y dress. A irplane lig h ts
w ashed  over m e. G radually
i t  becam e w in te r. I was driving.
A long th e  road  I saw signs— 
o ne  said q u a ran tin e— 
b u t I ig n o red  them . I bu rned  
m y lis t of num bers  in  th e  ashtray.
W h e n  h e  g o t in  th e  car,
i t  was w arm er. He p u t a  bottlecap
u n d e r th e  b ro k en  w iper.
T he  sc rap in g  stopped.
He stopped  coughing .
T he  snow  fell s tra ig h t down.
W e  lis tened . I t  was nearly  dark.
This w as one  option.
I cou ldn ’t  th in k  of th e  o ther.
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I can ’t  stop laughing . T he funny  th in g  
h ap p en ed  hours ago. On TV a m an 
in  a su it carried  a g roundhog  
th ro u g h  th e  crow d.
I t  sniffed h is sleeve, 
cu rled  a ro u n d  h is arm .
M y m o th e r w an ts m y address.
W h ile  I ta lk  to  h e r
th e  sun g lin ts  off black dog h a ir
on th e  sofa. He tu rn s
th e  P o rtuguese  tap e  on loud.
I’ve p icked  up a few  w ords— 
lobster, please, th a n k  you.
Last n ig h t I b it a frag m en t of brass 
in  th e  venison.
I p u t i t  in  m y pocket.
This m o rn in g  w e p lan ted  small red  po tatoes 
in  tw o m e ta l buckets.
T h e ir w h ite  roo ts glow  
th ro u g h  th e  soil.

T o n ig h t w h ile  h e  is pack ing  
I ch eck  th e  mail.
I read  th e  cata log  of glass eyes.
Some a re  fo r dolls, 
o th e rs  fo r tax iderm y.
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