Dairy Auction

I can still hear the shuffling, almost a hiss, 

from the buyers’ boots in the straw we’d spread out 

under the large tent, where they’d gathered around 

the pen we’d set up to run the cows through. 

A chute runs to the pen from the culling pens 

by the barn, and I can hear the farm hands 

out there working the cows, and the cows themselves 

groaning in the morning cold or afternoon heat. 

If it was cold, you’d hear nothing but the rumbling 

of the butane tank, the buyers standing in front of it 

holding their hands out to it and rubbing them 

together, shifting their weight one boot to the other 

and chatting. But you’d still see the cows’ heads 

swaying back and forth, saliva hanging  ragged 

from their mouths. The owner would hold off 

milking to show off their full potential, and I can see 

their bloated udders swinging low to the ground, 

teats squirting white streams into the dust 

or the frozen mud. When my father gave the signal 

we’d begin prodding the cows through the chute 

one at a time and into the pen, where they 

would emerge looking reborn, but this time with bodies 

long as that pen’s nine-foot panels and looking 
like cornered badgers. Eyes wide from the strange noises, 

nostrils pulsing ‘big as men’s fists’ my father would say 

into the microphone. Some would stand quiet as if 

shot between the eyes and didn’t know yet to lay 

their heavy burden down. Others would scurry 

like half-ton cockroaches caught in the light. 

I’ve seen a few try leaping the panels, one coming 

so close we scattered like a pile of leaves in a sudden 

wind. She landed inside the pen, though, and we all 

settled down and tilted our heads to see if she’d ripped 

a teat. “They’re all there for ya boys,” my father 

hollered.  “One, two, three, four!—and there’s 

fifty pounds of milk in there ready to give for ya 

every day—how much ya gimme for her, boys!” 

To get them through the chute we’d sometimes 

poke them with a stick, or an electric prod 

if you felt like a kick in the groin. Or just shove. 

My brother could shove, a big man, a real crowd pleaser too, 

laughing and telling jokes. I can still smell 

the smell of his large chest and feel thirty years ago 

his hand shoving my shoulder, ‘over there, go! 

I need that now!’ I’d scowl and he’d turn—

a planet spinning on its axis—pull his pants up 

from behind and go shake someone’s hand. 

Years later a business partner would betray him 

and he’d lose his house and not long after, his wife. 

But I can see him under that tent tossing out jokes 

as easy as scratching his nose, or one-handing 

a forty-pound bale like it was a tomcat looking 

for a fight. And I can see my father coming around 

the corner of the barn or from the owner’s house, 

his white straw cowboy hat shadowing his face. 

In a few years he’d fall on his kitchen floor, 

take a deep breath, and slip into a coma 

he’d not come out of. But I can hear him start 

his song again and again, and sometimes if I weren’t 

catching bids or logging numbers, or even if I were, 

I’d find myself in that song of his, deep in a dream, 

its rhythms primordial and forgiving. He was 

singing his way into the wallets of the farmers 

sitting on bales and leaning against the double stacks 

behind them. I can see their boots crossed at the ankles, 

toothpicks dangling from the corners of their mouths 

as if their checkbooks were a thousand miles away. 

Noble Horse

Not long after I learned to catch and throw 

a baseball and swing a bat, I was driving 

a hay truck in the open fields for my brother. 

Some days we’d be out before the sun, 

the engine humming its slow monotony

in the dark. On and on in the dark. 

I’d stretch my spine to see over the wheel, 

squint to make out paths between the bales. 

I can still feel the dirt caking 

in the corners of my mouth and eyes, 

taste it on my tongue. Can hear it in my teeth, 

like the grinding of the transmission 

that would send my brother to the truck 

screaming like a drill sergeant. 

He’d get it back in gear 

and I’d be over the Channel again, 

yellow-nosed Messerschmitts 

buzzing around me at 18,000 feet. 

Then flames came and I thought 

I would turn into a god, having been 

charmed by the old dead myth. 

But I’d float down to the open fields, 

outside Calais or Leeds, the townsfolk 

gathered around with fried chicken, 

cold cold milk, and M&Ms.
Storm Cellar

The air up there had smelled heavy 

and sweet, like bread baking or 

dirt when I’d pulled up a shovelful 

from under the peach tree. We talked 

of finding my roof on Lloyd’s house, 

his father’s pickup truck in our livingroom. 

We wanted to rise from that cellar 

Lazarus-like, Charlton Heston white-haired

and wise. We wanted tree branches 

twisted like broken fingers, cars 

wadded up like sheets of paper. We wanted 

downed telephone poles and dead livestock.

We wanted the earth parted like the Red Sea.

The Heifer

My mind on water skiing,

beer, bikinis, I hollered for 

them across the dead grass,

then dumped the feed 

and flew away, Peter Pan 

in a little yellow pickup truck. 

My father found her by the trough.

She must’ve heard my call

before the others—800 pounds 

of Tinkerbell baked-clay stiff 

and pregnant with grain. 

Her tongue on the ground

limp as a piece of rope. 

Water Moccasin

Nothing between you 

and the horizon but this 

pond and miles of bluestem 

bending in the wind. 

Nothing above you 

but sky and some little 

cedar, elm, or scrub oak 

casting a dog-size shadow.

Behind you an old 

sister pond, dry now,

the bottom of a bowl,

cracks swarming with red ants.

All day the screech of a single

locust, the mid-day heat 

in your lungs and all over 

you like a coat of wool. 

You, a boy, sit considering 

the feel of pond water, red and 

thick with silt, on your face 

and on your body’s dry skin.

But something out in it 

breaks the mirror, and the V 

grows wide and points 

to your soft belly. 

When you hear the locust 

again, you notice it’s gone,

and you watch a swallow draw 

a long low line above the water.

The Nazi Helmet

We never questioned how 

it came to hang in our 

garage. We saw them in 

movies, symbol of the enemy, 

its bottom edge down from 

the ears, across the base 

of the neck, shaping an 

elegance we dared not praise. 

But if you got it in the choosing 

you were lucky and wore it 

proud, stalking a friend around 

corners with a mimosa branch 

machine gun, a plastic potato masher 

poised to blast him off the earth. 

And even when its walls banged 

against your head, your skull 

like the tongue of a bell, 

its bottom edge scraping your 

ten-year-old shoulders till you 

felt like you’d drown in its 

strange echoes that sent you 

to the bottom of the Atlantic 

or the Meditteranean, or near 

the Algerian coast where 

Rommel ruled with halftracks 

and desert tanks—even when 

the summer heat beat on your 

head till it boiled like an 

egg in a pot, even then only 

a fool surrendered it. You’d 

rise from the dead to argue 

rights: it was your daddy with

schrapnel in his back, it hung 

in your garage. But you’d give it up. 

Like I said, it was hot, 

and the weight, like a piano 

on your head. And you’d want 

your friend to experience it. 

But we never questioned how it 

came to hang in the garage. 

Maybe we feared it was paid for 

on the voyage home or back 

in the states. Not stripped 

from a sniper as we’d imagined, 

one who’d held off your daddy’s 

unit until he, your daddy, a bullet 

in one arm a wounded comrade 

in the other, aimed his M-1 

and dropped that sniper from his 

branch like a plump dove.

Somewhere Along the Arno

He’d caught the flu somewhere 

along the Arno, he’d said,

and when he got back all the men 

in his unit were dead.

At 75, he lay in a coma for two days,

Christmas muzak in the hospital halls,

Then as if to break our fall,

the nurse told us we should gather. 

We began, “Our Father who art in heaven, 

hallowed be thy name.” And my sister shouted, 

“Raise him up, O Lord! We offer him to you!”

“Thy kingdom come, thy will be done.”

We buried him New Year’s Day, 

chilly at the graveside, a slight breeze. 

Rifles fired, taps played,

people in line with their handfuls of dirt.

Army Tent

U.S. hardware and personnel swarming 

the Persian Gulf like ants around a den hole, 

I’m remembering my uncle, two tours in Nam, 

sending presents to us boys playing army 

back in Oklahoma: Australian cowboy hats,

strings under the chin, one side of the brim 

snaps up, chopsticks from Saigon, 

inlaid pearl cufflinks we used for 

walkie-talkies, and a twelve-man army tent. 

We spent hours working that tent, 

playing chicken in its stale canvass smell, 

who could sweat the most. If you 

weren’t careful you could pitch it over 

a den of fire ants, prehistoric bastards 

big as thumbs, claws like pliers. I think 

of that tent now and napalm and villages 

burning in my head, tunnels swarming 

with Vietcong. And how we used to plant 

firecrackers in those ant holes to blow them to hell.

Feeder Calves

Sometimes it was still dark when my brother 

and I woke, put on coats and hats to walk 

the half-mile across the railroad tracks, 

where they stood in the open air like statues. 

First we’d break the ice in the water trough, 

scoop out Australia, Africa, North America, 

and when those chunks shattered on the ground 

I’d imagine myself falling down some 

deep fissure or swept away in glacier-water. 

What I remember most is the dark feed-shed 

where we kept the gunnysacks full 

of cotton hulls, maize, and molasses mix. 

When that mix would freeze, sometimes solid 

as the shed’s packed dirt floor, those sacks 

were Russian spies and we’d kick them until 

they confessed, then dip a coffee can into 

one of them and scrape off enough to make 

a raining sound when you poured it in the trough. 

The poor beasts would come scurrying, 

and sometimes it was so dark we couldn’t 

see them, but we’d hear their breathing and 

the clanging of their hooves on the frozen manure. 

The way they’d huddle against a piece of plywood 

wired to a corner panel, you might think 

they were doomed sinners in purgatory, 

adulterous lovers or bribe-stained statesmen 

cursed deaf and dumb. But in my eyes they 

were heroes—they were the truth of suffering. 

Blind to the world and noble because of it. 

Staring out from their own ignorance like ghosts, 

risking their souls to come back and tell us what 

they could not for the life of them remember.

Fairgrounds

There you are in your glory, though the battlefield 

is the county fairgrounds. You hold a ribbon 

draped over the steer’s back. You had ribbons at home, 

a Purple Heart, Distinguished Cross, Silver Star. 

Your hat shades your face so I can’t tell if that’s 

a grin you wear. Where am I looking? Into the steer’s 

ear, it appears, as I hold the halter. I’m not wearing 

a hat, so the sun blinds me. I must be seven, eight, 

looking baffled by my own existence, by the sun 

that fills the blue Oklahoma sky unrelenting, 

like the animal presence of this seven- or eight-hundred 

pound beast in my hands. You may be thinking 

of what calf must be washed and groomed next.

I must be thinking of you, or of nothing. 

Just sensing the smells of the calf, 

or of you next to me, of the grass, or just listening

to the sounds from the barns with their 

loud blower fans that kept the cattle cool. 

I remember I liked that shirt I was wearing, 

the smell of it when it was new, and I liked the way 

your button-down plaid shirt would stretch across your chest. 

I could only hope my chest would someday fill out 

like yours, barrel-chested people called you. 

I was in a barrel, in the barrel of your chest rolling 

toward what I didn’t know under an animal sky.

The Dead Wallet 

soft and smooth its frayed wrinkled corners 

no longer corners barely held together 

with stitches mere dashes of substance—

folds like black petals turning in on themselves 

dry hide of an old cow long ago eaten 

tongue and all like slips of the tongue 

those transparent slips like the long paddle 

never mentioned hanging in the quiet dark 

closet of the night—hinting at a violence 

in your absence Father I’m left with you 

open every day with faded prints of who 

I am—photographs of us that used to speak 

to you gone digested an old confession 

a paid debt—my own flesh still circulating 

currency I cannot live without—I cannot 

toss you out!—one day when I open you 

up to mine your shallow depths you will 

speak to me and fall apart in my hands 

Memory

In the little Mid-western town 

I grew up in was a five-and-dime 

run by a large German woman 

who limped. She kept chocolates 

behind a glass case, 

and in the back were shelves

full of plastic model airplanes and ships

I only had a few coins for.

Memories seem no more than that,

pieces you have to glue together 

to make into something.

There’s an Italian deli

in Queens I 

discovered a couple of years ago—

narrow and stuffed

with breads and olive oil, 

jars of hors d’hoeuvres on tall shelves,

salamis and big balls of cheeses

hanging on strings from the ceiling.

One person

can barely pass another. 

It was odd to see my father

standing in it; he’s dead 

but there he was, reading the label 

of a jar of anchovies in his hand—

he loved anchovies. He was a foot soldier 

in Italy and there were no anchovies 

in western Oklahoma where

he grew up, and

where I, a boy,

would lie at night and listen

to the train whistle

when the heat, like an insatiable 

beast after gorging itself all day,

had settled down to sleep.

You could feel its exhaustion

through the open windows,

its warm breath

sucking the curtains against the screen,

holding them there for four, five seconds,

then blowing them back out to you,

you lying there watching those 

curtains move, not knowing 

they won’t move like that forever.

Here I am a boy in this dream

at the edge of a crowd

squeezing through 

like a rivulet running 

to a big river. I can hear it rushing,

can smell the moisture, feel

it on my face. I am crying

but don’t know why.

I can see through the forest of legs 

a dark hospital room,

my father’s feet sticking out 

from the sheets, tubes on the floor.

Trellises

It’s mid-April and the swallows at the park 

are surely making their swooping paths 

through the evening sky (we didn’t get that far 

on our walk today). Last year’s tomato stalks 

are white in the garden, dry and crisp as old bones. 

They’re still standing, wrapped in the old supports, 

the tall, cone-shaped wire trellises we never 

pulled up and that never fell down. The trellises 

seem like old instruction books telling us, 

say, how to work a typewriter no one remembers owning, 

or how to invest in the 1928 stock market. 

The vines cling so tight we have to break them off, 

yank their twisted forms from the rusted corners, 

weave them in and out of the old interstices, 

their brittle arms and legs splayed out in all 

their former glory as if the juicy, blood-colored globes 

still clung to them, seeds nestled inside, the ripe 

skins taut. We pulled them up from the ground 

after our walk, before the clouds came and turned 

the clear warm sunshine (almost 60 degrees!) 

into a dripping faucet of an evening. We pulled up 

the cones and scraped off the hay and the sheets 

of matted leaves dry on top and damp underneath, 

exposing to the spring creatures of the soil, 

who shrunk like vampires in the light—

little vampires waiting for their bloody spoils, 


roly-polys and small ants and such, enough of them 

to make it seem the whole patch of soil moved.
Change

A friend of mine yesterday told me her cousin 

had leukemia and needed a transplant from his brother, 

and I said what organ? She said bone marrow 

and I remembered what leukemia is. Her cousin’s 

blood type changed, she said, to the brother’s. 

We acknowledged how remarkable that was and I 

thought, it’s all about change. Newspapers convey that 

by being different every day. You go out there 

on the porch and you might think, my goodness 

there it is again how wonderful some things don’t change. 

But you uncurl the paper, like a baby’s fist, 

and there they are: new headlines and scores 

and stock market numbers. You don’t exactly wish 

they were yesterday’s, but couldn’t it stop just once—

say, when your children were racing toward the hammock 

to see who was going to lie on your belly first? 

Was it a lie because it was so brief? I suppose you can 

turn this whole line of thought inside out like a glove, 

slip your hand inside and wear it until it’s soft and 

comfortable. The passing on of everything becomes 

protection and you’re off to the races. Outside, 

the rain from Hurricane Frances drips in the dark 

for hours and becomes the background noise 

to the oscillating fan in this room. Movement itself 

can be the stasis you desire, and you see the static 

present as a mere sleight-of-hand, a magician 

pulling his long colorful ribbons out of his sleeve. 

How pleasant it is when that vision comes to you

in an instant. Only sometimes it’s the vision itself 

that holds me back, like when I’m holding someone’s 

pretty baby and find myself thinking a little too long 

about dropping it. There I am with that feeling 

and I think so much for being off to the races, 

my winning horse just so much dust on the tracks.

Dream

You dream your mother lies dying on a cot 

in some makeshift hospital, a tent perhaps, 

on the edge of the little town you grew up in,

say in Oklahoma or West Texas. She struggles 

to get out of her nightgown and into 

something more presentable, she says,

and to fix her hair—to put her unkempt curls 

back in place like they were when she 

was a little girl, she says, growing up 

in New England, in Vermont, long before

she met your father, before the war,

before they wrote letters back and forth

when he was in Italy and fighting his way up 

the Apennines, long before that.

When she would skate on Lake Champlain

and watch the men cut slabs of ice 

from it and carry them away in wagons.

Your sisters tell her to rest, that we will take 

care of her. You go outside into the open air 

and notice in the sky two three-headed tornadoes 

making their way through town—

twin Cerberuses at the gates of hell.

They are moving away from you, but you 

are concerned for others, for no siren 

has sounded. You worry for the town 

and for your mother, and you marvel at the beauty 

of the scene, the muted purples and grays.

You marvel that you are witnessing it 

and that it is not a dream. Yes, in the dream 

you marvel that this is not a dream.

You begin to run through the streets 

with another boy, say a brother who’s now 

a broker and lives in St. Louis so you don’t 

see him much, but there he is beside you,

a boy like you running in the street alongside 

these funnels a few blocks away, these 

slender violent ghosts that have wriggled 

free like newborns from bruise-colored clouds.

Funeral Ode

When someone in the parish died 

we altar boys prayed—to be pulled from school 

at least half a day. First there was mass. 

I’d pour the wine: red and white, 

then red then white, then white then red. 

Father would whisper “more, more!” 

and I’d ask myself if he’d make it, the long drive 

to the cemetery and the sacred words to say. 

But he’d stay on his feet, except the time 

he didn’t—when he finished the homily, 

rocked back on his heels and kicked his habit for good, 

struck his head on the corner woodwork 

and like a good efficient priest segued 

one funeral into the next. 

If it was open casket there’d be

that odd lump of flesh, that bag of death 

whose job it was to signify a life, 

though we all knew it wasn’t as still 

as we might wish, on the fast track to putrefaction as it was. 

You wouldn’t know it, though, from the get-up 

it was laid in—why, with all that silk padding 

you’d think that corpse was some sultan 

reclining in his tent, eyes closed, meditating on the smoke 

snaking its way up from his hookah. 

And O their faces—powdered like pastries! 

(I was always hungry those days.)

And of course there were always the musical 

and noble words: thees and thous 

dropped like rain from heaven 

to pack that mortal coil, like a fine jewel,

into our prairie’s dry, clayey soil. We’d 

spin them from our mouths as if they formed 

some golden web that fended off the worms. 

But I loved all the pageantry, 

the sleek swish of that purple robe, 

so satiny smooth you couldn’t stop 

fantasizing your skin bare against it—

maybe the puffy-eyed cutie in the second pew 

would join you in the changing room 

for some fresh wafer. 

My favorite, though, was incense 

at the graveside, smoke rising 

like a ghost from those rattling chains—

Marley himself come to haunt all 

the truant acolytes past present and future! 

And though it seemed there was always that trio 

of chattering scissortails on the powerlines, 

those sisters reminding me with their snipping 

that it was only a matter of time—one funeral? two?—

before they found my own thread, I chose 

to listen instead to the chorus of mid-day crickets 

and cicadas, and to the distant bullfrogs 

singing of milk and honey and golden streets 

from their own muddy pulpits.

There I Might Live

I would like not to abide by a faith

in motion for its own sake. I would 

like to live sitting still, my back yard 

as exotic a landscape as there is, sycamores 

and maples and birch my wildebeests, 

Benghal tigers, and African elephants all 

sharing “trunks” and “wooly game.” 

“Wherever I sat, there I might live,” 

wrote Thoreau, “and the landscape 

radiated from me accordingly.” 

But aren’t we always in motion? 

Walden Pond today is not of course 

Thoreau’s. His no longer exists, 

and never did you could say, technically, 

given time’s you might say hyper-

fleeting character. Which brings us 

to the sticky debate between time 

and existence. O would that they would 

stick! That there would be at least 

sometimes something more than debate, 

more than “is life mere consciousness?”

Here I am propped up in bed this morning, 

the summer fan moving air for my 

comfort, the computer glowing. 

Is what I’m sensing all idea? When my 

lover returns today or tomorrow and I 

find her breasts in my hands cupped, 

will they be mere thoughts? Will her lips 

on mine, and then her nipple in my 

mouth be the mere thinking of lips 

on lips, nipple in mouth? Will my devotion 

and hers be the stuff of pure unstuff?

Can there be nothing but the asking?

Old House

An old house I used to live in

with my wife and our children 

had two wells that in the summer 

would both go dry. The house 

was next to an apple orchard, 

and in the yard was a large 

black walnut tree and a garden 

with zinnias and sweet peas.

The house overlooked Cayuga Lake, 

and one day I strapped our son 

in the car and took a drive along 

the lakeside slopes, with its fields 

of grapevines strung on trellises 

like low-hanging clotheslines. 

It was spring or early summer when 

the vines are no longer covered 

with snow. I looked at them with 

their stray tendrils hanging down, 

and thought they looked like the arms

of the thieves that hung beside Christ, 

or like those of Christ himself 

in replicate, sacrificing himself 

in row after row. But most days 

my son and I would stay home. 

I would sit at the breakfast table 

and write and he would play 

at my feet. I might watch the steam 

rise from my coffee and if I arranged 

the lines on the page just so, 

that column could mimic the steam 

curling up from my cup. And I 

would watch my son pushing his 

trains back and forth along the floor 

and think how he was like me 

scribbling on the page, or I like him. 

If I imagined in the poem 

my coffee cup on the floor, 

it could be his engine steaming 

and pulling little cars behind it 

hitched to its handle. And he, 

suddenly small as a mouse, 

his little engineer hat pulled down

over his ears, would lean back 

inside the C of the handle and peek 

around the side of the cup 

to see where he was going. 

That image could be the driving

image in the poem, and he might 

look out from his perch, as I’m 

writing about him on his coffee-cup 

engine, and wave goodbye to me.

For You 

Like cottonwood seeds blowing 

from trees on long afternoons in late 

spring, my thoughts scatter.

There’s a buzz in this room 

and an itch in my navel. How is 

a man to write about the moon 

and loss, regeneration and love, 

when there are moths and mites 

to worry about—and the newspapers! 

They gather like dust! Like hair! 

Like flakes of skin!

Beyond

The storm shakes the windows in the early morning

hours of this cold day. It is January and I am alone,

sitting up in bed. My dog is under the covers 

at my feet, and I am considering aloneness.

“As soon as truth is a limit or has limits,

its own,” writes Derrida, “and assuming that it

knows some limits, as the expression goes,

truth would be a certain relation to what terminates

or determines it.” It wouldn’t be true to say

that I am alone, though no one else is in the house.

I cannot go beyond the boundary of my community

to say that I am not a part of it. Does my dog 

at my feet consider herself alone? Meaning keeps 

me company, if I mean it to. It is a trail I make 

by making it, walking it and clearing the path, 

like deer or goats or wild dogs. But perhaps 

it is not beyond the stretch of the imagination, 

as the phrase goes, to go beyond meaning in this 

matter. The history of human migration is full 

of stories of crossing boundaries beyond the known. 

Iceland, Greenland, The Bering Strait, and down south 

The Pitcairns and Easter Island. And right here 

in upstate New York is one of those destinations. 

What did borders mean to those early explorers? 

I hear the train across town whistling along 

the tracks I walked across a couple of days ago, 

exploring a new path to the park. I’m sure 

my daughter meant to call me back, I remember 

thinking as I walked along the path. And then, 

getting closer to the lake, I came across a possum 

and watched its hands scurry it away. Sometimes 

in this old house I hear the pattering of animal 

feet in the attic, when the wind shakes the house 

or when the heat comes on. Ah, I think to myself, 

it is not my meaning that measures out their 

winter meals, or times their heart rates—it is 

not my meaning that counts me as one in this house.

Ars Poetica

I would like to leave the page

blank but I’m afraid

it would all be misunderstood 

or, worse, forgotten. 

It’s late and the clock is ticking, 

the dog snores,

and the pencil, well, it seems to have 

a mind of its own, like a music box

wound up. I had one once,

a gift from my mother--

the key turned

and turned and notes

fell into my ears or rose to them

if the box was in my hand,

say, waist-level in my hand,

where it sat inanimate and yet alive

with feeling and warmth,

its smooth wooden lid

not yet stained with age.

I didn’t recognize its tune then, 

an incantation from a time

before my time,

a Romantic etude perhaps,

or a variation on a Neoclassical

theme, an homage to a past 

that now is mine,

my mother’s voice

a music teacher’s slow

tick-tocking lesson on pacing 

and interpretation, one 

then another turning into 

sound, lesson and memory 

turning into sound and meaning 

nothing more than that,

nothing more than sound.

I close the lid, the notes 

more than I can bear.
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