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​​​Out in the Deep

One evening recently, on the back porch 

looking out over tomatoes and pumpkins 

in my garden (it was late fall but warm),

I remembered a dream I’d had a few 

nights before in which I was a teenager 

out on a lake with friends, a ski boat 

coming round to get me in the water 

with my skis, my friends in the boat 

drinking beers and laughing, and the sunset 

coming on with its ochre- and salmon-colored 

rays shooting up from the horizon and into 

the cloudless blue. There I was in this dream 

waiting for the boat out in the middle 

of that 50 to a 100-foot-deep lake, 

when I felt a grip on my ankle from under 

the water. These days the voices in my sleep 

make me grind my teeth, and most of my 

dreams are uneventful. There was a woman 

back then, just a few weeks after the days 

in the dream—I remember being with her 

one afternoon by a small pond among 

a group of cedars. It must’ve been fall 

because we were in Oklahoma and the prairie grass 

was long and dry in the fields around us, 

and it wasn’t too cold or hot. I remember 

the wind and the smell of her hair when I 

leaned over to her. I must’ve been flirting 

and not known it, the small ripples lapping 

against the pond’s shore. I didn’t think 

to just lean over and kiss her. Now when I 

wake up I hear strange voices or music 

from outside or from the downstairs apartment. 

Last night I turned on the radio to drown out 

the noise, smelled cedar, and remembered her hair. 

We went into the water that afternoon so many 

years ago, stripped down like Adam and Eve 

or like children that don’t think anything of 

being naked with one another. This is the part 

of the poem where I say ‘And I remembered 

she went under the water and grabbed 

my ankle just like in the dream,’ and I’ll say 

that I went under too, and that the water 

was thick with red silt, but that I got close 

enough to see her hair and reached out for it. 

The poem will end with ‘And I remember 

feeling her hair underwater floating in my fingers,’ 

and it will be as if you, reader, could feel 

that girl’s hair floating between your fingers,

and maybe you’ll picture yourself rising 

from the pond naked like Beelzebub if you’re

a man or Venus if you’re a woman and not feel 

the least bit self-conscious. Well, that girl 

may have existed or maybe I’ve conflated 

in my memory two girls, or three or four. 

Sure, I’ve hopped into a pond naked with a 

woman before—once, in fact, with someone 

I later married, but she wasn’t the one 

by the pond that fall afternoon, 

or was it spring? The one by the pond 

became a nurse and last I heard married 

and divorced the same man twice. She and I 

grew up next door to one another, staying up 

late on her back porch on warm summer 

evenings, gossiping about which friend was 

falling in love with which other friend and not 

knowing we were talking about each other. 

We would talk until we would go quiet, 

and I’d hear the train whistle a few blocks 

away and imagine how it would feel to press

my palm against the warm train track 

after it had soaked up the whole day’s heat.

I tried to see her years later when I passed 

through the city she works in, wandering 

the halls of the hospital and getting so lost 

in its labyrinth I felt I was about to meet 

the Minotaur himself if I didn’t get 

the hell out of there quick. And I was about to 

when she came around the corner dressed 

in white like an angel. And later that afternoon, 

standing in the hotel bathtub, I imagined 

that when she said goodbye and kissed me 

on the cheek the hint of perfume she 

left there was like a secret note she’d slipped 

into my hand, full of allurements and remembrances 

of old forgotten promises, and that the water 

rushing over me as I stood there was washing 

away the words before I could savor them, before I 

could study their exquisite portraits of yearning. 

Exercise in Remorse

I’m back in your arms

but I don’t know which one

you are. I’m like a bird.

There’s no place I know I belong,

in a jet plane over the Indian Ocean,

taking a walk among the northeastern firs.

Ever since we’ve been apart I don’t

know whether to be depressed or not.

I just wish I could play the harmonica,

my sister full of cancer

and the ozone, well, the ozone

is what it is. Charlie Parker

didn’t fare much better. The rocking horse

in my mind whinnies for oats

and his saxophone is so sweet it sounds 

like gin. Then there’s Chopin.

And the wrists must be held just so,

an archipelego of notes.

There’s a gesture some women make

that I wish I could mimic.

It’s graceful but effective nonetheless, 

conveying an insistence.

The saxophone is always its corollary,

a gazelle grazing in the grass and inviting

you to gaze at its neck. 

If you travel to Hyderabad

you can see the sultans’ tombs displayed

in the bright sun, spread out 

across the grassy squares like chess pieces

facing one another. I took 

my shoes off there and ran from one 

to the next. The lawns were dimpled 

like mildly choppy water 

on a beach front, and children 

ran about, and, being fair, I was watched. 

I was back in your arms again, 

but I didn’t know which one 

you were. I never meant to hurt you.





[stanza break]

The demands on our attention are too 

deliberate. We are compelled

and cannot resist the dream.

It locks us in like a seat belt

and we’re off to break the world record.

I didn’t mean to hurt you,

stretched out in your blue polka dot dress,

flying away the way I did,

but you were ...

like a sad tune played backwards

crying into a pillow. 

Traffic

Without willing it, you wake up 

in California one morning staring

at a flat screen TV, The Year of the Cat

playing in your head. Traffic sounds

as background music; traffic sounds

are the paintings hanging on the walls,

framed by on and off ramps and hanging

by baby grand piano strings. You

flip the blinds and see that what happens

hasn’t happened yet, and you realize 

you’re in the flat screen TV, the near-

now, being watched by strangers 

as they drive by in their Hummers, 

not a pot hole in sight so their view 

of you is, though brief, smooth and undistracted. 

What are you on TV? You can’t tell—

a gangster? maybe a gangsters’ cat, 

who meows and leaps off 

the gangster’s lap, which signals 

a cut to another scene where you’re 

staring into the barrel of a pistol and 

reach out to paw it because, well, 

because you’re fearless—why, your paw 

is as steady as a rock, as steady as 

L.A. traffic. This movie’s just beginning, 

but you don’t know what part 

you have in it—you may be one of 

those talking animals that moves 

its mouth in sync with some famous actor 

so everyone assumes that you, the cat, 

have taken on characteristics of 

characters the actor has played 

in the past, a kind of pastiche of all 

his roles, and everyone loves you, 

or thinks they do, which according 

to the internal plot of the movie 

amounts to the same thing, the director’s 

blood pulsing with good will 

and intentional obscurantism, 

the smoke machine giving off what 

they call in this business subtext. Subtext 

is oozing up from the set like 

blood from a deep cut across a boxer’s 

right eye, the left one having been 

laid open in the first round—

no, they’ll have to call the fight now.

They can’t possibly let it go any longer.

The Champion & the Challenger

He serves a winner, the challenger, but his head’s

already gone, shaved on top to avoid the thinning

hair, the grimace on his face like last year’s 

leaf on the ground. The champion has nothing to lose, 

he’s won it all, the tributes have all been made, 

the love’s been had and he understands what the old poets 

do, something about the leaves, poems like leaves, 

the old dog indulging the young pup chewing on his ear 

as the wind moves through the branches above.

And in the garden on the other side of the lawn

the cardinal lands, like a gunshot wound, 

but the champion knows it’s the whole universe 

that’s bleeding, an old story, showing a glimmer 

of the fancy footwork, but something else has seeped in, 

a feel for when it matters and when the blood is 

nothing but a little rain on your shirt, a little spring rain.

Not Yet

It’s that dreamlike season again between

summer and fall, not yet fall, the old grumpy

bus driver who tells you to sit down he’ll

get you to where you’re going don’t 

panic on him. Not yet fall, where we 

can see from the middle of the tracks 

standing there with concrete feet the oncoming 

locomotion, as all around us the little 

omens of debris fall about our heads. 

They are all poems, in my mind. 

About winning touchdowns on cool nights 

in Minnesota or Kansas. About the second 

and third kisses of 14-year-olds that never 

later, in young or mid adulthood, live up 

to their full-lipped erotic promise. 

They are about the childhood dog under 

your bed you thought was just sleeping. 

They are about difficult births.

They are about falling leaves, 

which makes them about themselves, 

and two of them sliding down on air 

into one another like two cars moving 

into the same lane, whose collision becomes 

a metaphor for the two seasons, or for two lovers: 

one in an updraft she’d been caught in 

since childhood when her father would 

slap her cheek at the dinner table and 

the other, he, still arcing down as if he’s 

in a swing, the stem of his little-boy-legs 

out in front of him until he reaches that high 

moment of suspense when the torso leans 

back in childlike oblivion, the way his mother, 

in his mind, tossed herself off that bridge 

and disappeared. No, not yet fall. 

But the light’s at a different slant, a different 

attitude, shadows longer and inside the heat 

is a touch of something threatening itself, 

felt beneath the skin, a foreshadowing 

of sorts, of cool nights and of that long 

sleep from whose depths no one 

emerges groggy or rested. 

Current  

There's a way in which rivers are like

pop songs winding their way through 

your head day in day out, passing through 

the late hours of the night like loneliness. 

The TV is a log floating down this one 

and your dining room table is one of those 

islands in the middle that people build 

bridges to if the river is big enough.

Dinner can be the grass on that island

that birds land on on their way north 

or south and your feet scuffling across 

the floor are fish, and the heels of your 

feet fish fins swaying back and forth. 

That makes us all dancers, for I've 

heard fish that don't move die unless 

you're one of those that stays 

in one place and waves back and 

forth as the current rushes past.

Each day without touching someone

is cloudless but snowy, big globs of it

floating down to silence the doubters.

Doubt itself is the squirrel that haunts

my dreams, or the monkey I saw

once on the streets of New Delhi, who came

right up to the cab and looked at me

as if he expected to be crowned 

queen for the day. I never tell 

anyone of the earthquakes I've been 

daydreaming about, like the little

one I felt on that island in Greece. 

I was sitting on the steps of a bank 

looking at your mouth in the clouds 

and it was reminding me of a dream

I’d had once in which I stood staring

at an image floating across a blackboard, 

a wavy line like a swallow skimming 

a shallow pond for mosquitoes. It was 

late in the evening and we'd been 

out of school for years, but there I was 

in the classroom and its emptiness 

was weighing heavy on my heart. 

It was the 4th of July and we were 

waiting for it to get dark outside for

the fireworks show, the booms and spirally 

sounds we had come to expect. 

And you were with me so I felt special, 

for it was the year of the mosquito. 

But that was all a fabrication, something 

I was dreaming up in the wee 

hours of the night and when I woke 

you weren't there at all you were

in the clouds again and they were 

disappearing into the trees.

Sometimes I think I dredge up 

a feeling I could be feeling but am not 

just for the sake of creating a mood. 

That would be one of my dharma selves, 

one of several little color-coded 

file folders I keep in a cabinet 

in the closet like a stuffed monkey. 

Like one of those plastic half-melting 

ice-cream bars on specialty shop

counters you reach for even 

though you know it's a gag. 

That's me sometimes feel free 

to pick me up, call, or stop by

and be half-amused half-annoyed 

you're having to listen to my voice 

when you'd be perfectly content elsewhere, 

say in a deer blind smoking 

cigarettes with the ghost of your 

dead father nearby grumbling at you, 

but you're feeling the steel of 

your shotgun against your thigh

and that warms your heart. Or, say,

just standing by yourself in the 

middle of a small woods watching 

the moss grow on the rotting fallen 

trees. The sun is going down 

and it's almost cold enough for you 

to see your breath and it almost 

spells out how abandoned people 

must've felt that you left behind 

years ago, who are now so past 

forgiving they only think of you 

when someone brings up your name, 

an obituary maybe and of 

someone with the same last name.

The moss looks greener than you

remembered it ever looking and in 

the branches above you some crows

begin to caw reminding you to

go home and fix yourself some dinner.

But it's those crows I’m talking 

about, what am I to do about them 

they keep appearing in my dreams. 

I've never been as cold as that 

day walking along the lakeshore 

boardwalk in Chicago. I don't 

think I could remember even then 

what I was doing there. Looking

for you I suppose, in the cold waves

that were running up to the shore

trying to be horses, but they were just

ponies little merry-go-round ponies

and I was way too old for that. What

is it about a purple cloud that pulls

me into that death reverie? 'What is

the universe trying to tell me' oh I love

to laugh when I hear someone speak 

like that, but who am I to be the clown

stripping off his make-up in front

of a whole crowd I don't even like

to dress up. Here comes that song

again in my head and you aren't even 

here to help me ham it up you're off 

doing your smoke and mirrors trick 

again the one we can only speak about 

in tongues our hands in the air as if 

we're flagging someone down who's 

just gotten off an airplane and it's 

warm, balmy even, and you can smell 

the happiness it smells like fruit,

like peaches or watermelon. 

Why is There Anything?

There’s a pattern in my dog’s hair, 

like a school of fish or a current of 

air or the flow of blood or colors 

on the water’s surface in a slow moving 

creek. Stacks of books in my bedroom 

rise and fall like the uplift and erosion 

of a mountain range, but they’re all 

there. That period I just typed is there. 

The rain outside and the bedspread 

on my bed, its floral patterns—there’s 

that word again that’s a pattern itself. 

But what of patterns of the heart 

the romantic type the cold fish 

the peanut-brained sentimentalist 

the nihilist who cries at movies at the drop 

of a kernel of popcorn on the heroine’s 

chest. And when the hero leans over 

to pick it up with his mouth she steals 

a kiss and they make up and our hero 

is bawling his eyes out into his root beer. 

The alien dies of a mysterious alien 

disease that saves all the humans 

on earth and there he goes again tears 

welling up in his eyes that he knows 

will be nothing but worm food once 

that mushy heart of his stops. Where 

is the pattern among these differences

in feeling and thought? Why, he asks,

does he love if death is the end of it

all? He tells himself it’s because it’s 

convenient and feels good so why not. 

Meanwhile he fantasizes about teaching

on a reservation ‘making a difference’ 

how quaint how noble how easy to 

fantasize. And he cries not a painful 

cry really just emotion emotion he tells 

himself that is merely a conditioned 

response replace the string music 

with jazz or tough blues and the tears 

turn to laughter or indifference. Why 

is there anything? he asks himself, 

and answers that if there weren’t 

there would be no asking and that’s 

an affirmation of love: nothingness 

is just another romanticization. 

Grammar Animals

Most mornings and afternoons

in the cool early spring my

dog’s curled up on the sofa

like a comma, or like an adjective

modifying the house and me.

But then a conjunction happens

and suddenly she’s a noun:

the crunch of tires on gravel

or a growl or a child’s cry somewhere

outside and into the obligatory

future she shall romp, to the porch

that overlooks my back yard

like a prepositional phrase.

The click-clacks of her clause

on the hardwood floor are dependent

on nothing really, nothing, that is,

to do with, reflexively, herself

(volition’s a human puzzle, a mere

parenthesis in the world at large).

And from the porch she will

lean over the edge and into

the continuous future, barking

and barking like a redundant participle,

annoyingly i-n-ging her way

into the neighbors’ lives. From

her perspective, of course, she is

always alive—her future will have

always been perfect, like Keats’s

nightingale, living forever in her

unselfconsciousness, like a street

paved in gold or an apple

in a baroque painting at the end

of a long branch always and forever dangling.

We with our sentence medial

adverbial modifiers, on the other hand,

separated by two or no commas;

with our restrictive and non-

restrictive clauses and their whichs

and thats, which stand out like

middle-age paunches; with our

sperm and eggs that multiply like

anaphora; we have forever 

forsaken immortality. And for 

what, a rhetorical question? 

Parceling out what we think 

is our habitual perfect futures? 

We who will always have been 

like moles scratching in the dark.

Life

Funny how the gray-blue sky 

today, early May, clings 

to my sleeve—I can’t shake it,

its texture inescapable, fused

in my mind with the sweet 

smell of honeysuckle or lilac. 

I was walking the dog the other 

day and found myself swimming 

in it, the blossoms everywhere, 

like music—and I felt I was 

walking through a nudist colony, 

all that fragrant vulnerability 

out in the open just asking 

to be swatted or pinched. 

And it occurred to me life is 

so painful it’s like a puncture wound, 

or a reverse somersault that flops, 

the sting unforgettable, staying 

with you for eternity. I don’t 

know what that word means, 

eternity—I’ve been hearing 

Emily Dickenson use it 

for years, but I think we’ve 

lost the capacity to conceive 

of ‘capaciousness on that level,’ 

as Billy Collins might phrase it. 

Who is to say we would even 

want it. It wouldn’t leave us 

much time, oddly enough, 

to experience the everydayness 

of a rush hour, all that genuine 

rage and guilt. And it’s been 

years since someone stopped 

it all with a white bronco, time 

getting shrunk like a glove 

one disingenuously tries to fit 

into. But what is time anyway 

but a whistling tune down 

the hall that we can hear, 

yes, but hardly be in, as if 

it were something you could 

dive into and swim through. 

It’s more like a taste, a ripe 

mango on a bed of rice, 

sauteed with raisins and 

walnuts and olives, and sometimes 

you bite down hard on a pit 

or eat too much of it and it 

comes back up on you, 

say, the next morning when 

you least expect it. But I’ll 

put on my glasses afterwards 

anyway as if it’s any other 

morning and listen all day 

for that sweet doppler effect.

The Last Out

I heard later the Yankees

blew it in the bottom of the ninth.

In the top of the inning

one of the Royals had hit 

a homer off Rivera to make it

3-2 and then with bases 

loaded Cabrera bounced out 

to first. I’d seen most 

of the game, saw A-Rod’s 

homer in the bottom of the eighth 

that tied it up, but my wife

and I had to get to the park 

before it got too dark, 

to grill all the vegetables 

and cool ourselves 

in the breezes off the water, 

and to enjoy the last of the sunset. 

While we watched it I 

reminisced about this park 

twenty-five years ago, how I’d 

written a poem about it in which 

I used the word promontory
even though the park has 

no promontory to speak of, 

because I thought the sound

of the word evoked the image 

of the willows hanging their 

green growth down against 

the sky’s dying light. 

I told her I used to think 

words could do that, convey 

the beauty of reality, but that 

I’m glad that idea is dead, 

that words have been 

unburdened of that gravitas. 

She was turning the vegetables—

egg plants whole and cut up 

zucchini and onions and red 

and green peppers—and I was 

watching the dog. I talked 

about my former vision 

of success, how if you paid 

attention to the details good 

things will happen. ‘Yeah,’ 

she said, ‘I used to think that 

too,’ a response that pleased me. 

And yet for a moment 

I had a yearning that the vision 

be true again, and that 

the fact of her existence 

in my life be its proof, that 

my devotion and our love 

were the details that had

been well attended to. When 

they replayed the game 

the next day there I was again, 

A-Rod had hit the homer, 

tied again, Rivera came out 

and gave up that home run;

bottom of the ninth, A-Rod 

on base, Giambi walks, bases loaded 

with two outs and Cabrera up 

with the tying run on third. 

That was when the storm 

alert came and by the time 

the game was back on the players 

were walking off the field.  

Opening the Gate

When you’re ten and told 

to get the gate it’s 

important to open the door 

and jump out before 

the pickup stops—you don’t

want your brother yelling 

at you for being slow. Now, 

if it’s a wire gate and 

the kind that uses a top 

and bottom loop to hold 
the gate post to the fence post, 

some loops are tighter 

than others so you have to 

get a sense of the tension 

to know how hard to shoulder 

the post to loosen that

top loop. Maybe you’re 

familiar with this gate 

and know it gives you trouble, 

or maybe you know it’s an 

easy one and you don’t have 

to worry. But maybe you’re 

not familiar with it, maybe 

it’s a neighbor’s field that 

you’re driving into because 

your cattle have hopped 

the fence, in which case 

you better hurry even 

more because you know 

your brothers are already 

pissed off. So if the wire’s 

tight and after putting 

your shoulder to the gate post 

and reaching out and 

grabbing the fence post 

with both hands and squeezing 

as hard as you can 

you’ve only loosened 

the wire enough to make it 

slip down an inch or two, 

then you have to be 

careful the wire doesn’t 

catch your shoulder skin 

and pinch it, or, worse, 

catch a finger or two. 

But once you’ve gotten 

some leverage, maybe by 

digging your boots into a 

clump of prairie grass, 

and once you’ve shoved 

hard enough to loosen it 

and have grabbed the wire 

and slipped it up over 

the post, then you’re set.

But you still have to pull 

the post out of the bottom

wire. Some posts are more 

difficult than others—

cedar’s the worst because 

its bark shreds and those 

shredded pieces are 

like thick twine that grabs 

onto things like they’re 

alive and about to be 

torn from their mothers, 

so to work the post free 

you might have to take it 

down real low like you 

was a grownup dancing 

with your sweetheart.

But don’t ever tell anybody 

that and don’t ever tell 

anybody I said that. So once 

you dip the post down 

it will most likely free 

itself from that bottom 

loop and you’re off 

to the races swinging it out. 

Then after your brother 

drives through you’ll 

have to swing it back in—

as he’ll tell you you 

don’t want to be looking 

for your cattle in the gullies 

as they’re giving you 

the slip just because you’re 

too lazy to close the gate. 

Now, if you’ve had 

trouble getting that top 

loop off you’ll have even 

more getting it back on, 

and you know that, 

but you shove and shove 

and soon you’ve got it on 

and you’re running back 

to the pickup truck and 

chances are your brother 

has started to roll before 

you’re even close. But hopping 

onto the back bumper 

of a moving pickup truck 

in open pasture is the easy 

part because it’s fun 

and because you’ve done 

your job and feel good 

about it. You just have to 

hope your brother doesn’t 

slam on the brakes 

the second you reach out 

to grab the tail gate. But 

even if he does and you 

go crashing into it and as

you’re picking yourself

up you hear him laughing, 

you’ll still feel good because 

then you have something 

to be pissed at somebody 

about, and that it's him 

is icing on the cake.
He Had a Dream

He had a dream he said

in his Irish brogue, of an eagle

flying over a river that had split

and come back to itself, forming

a green island in the middle, 

and he interpreted this as a sign 

that his wife would soon return. 

He had long kinky red hair and 

baggy jeans with rips and dirt 

that had worn itself into the fabric 

to make a new color. It was hot 

that afternoon and his jeans 

dragged the ground. His flute 

rested on the windowsill behind me 

on the red brick wall of the bus station,

wrapped in a black piece of a flag 

that had been blessed he said 

by a Cherokee chief. He was headed 

for Buffalo and eventually New Mexico

and Los Angeles. I squinted a lot 

in my silence, looking at him, his long

red beard reaching out like 

fingers with fingernails curling

into themselves. I listened to 

the gushing stream of his talk 

and found myself wishing my 

new suede Nikes could fly me up 

into the clouds, that I could 

become the rain and cool this day 

off for him, my button-down shirt 

open and flapping behind me 

into the dark clouds.

Monkey in the Tree

I’m in my own little summer treehouse

here on my second story porch,

with the hanging plant that droops its 

hair down in the humidity. I have 

to water it daily or it turns ninety-

years-old over night and that’s too much 

of a mirror for me to face. The Jade 

below it is another story—she’s had 

perky breasts now for several years 

and doesn’t seem to care if anyone’s

looking. My dog snoozing 

beside me is getting up there in 

dog years, but she can still keep up 

with me on my jaunts around the block 

that take me much longer, it seems, 

than it used to just a few short years ago. 

What I was then is difficult to fathom. 

My life seems like a pipe cleaner that 

for the first time you understand isn’t 

just for twisting into little shapes—

a dog or pony or pig—but can actually 

clean a pipe, as you go about, say, 

thinking up a little song whose 

beauty you’d like to think justifies 

its own existence. Everything justifies 

its own existence to me these days, 

the smell of gasoline at the pump, 

the over-ripe peach in the bowl 

in front of me, offering itself to the 

palm of my hand on this summer 

afternoon, like a cloud that shapes 

itself into a June bug or a bunny. 

They both will hop away and I, staring 

at the sky from my porch, know that. 

That’s how I know to love them.
Bats

From my back porch yesterday, at dusk, 

I watched them flicker about in the near dark, 

up and down between the tall trees, 

like peripheral glimpses of something 

in a dream, a nightmare even, except 

I was watching them straight on. 

And today, after a long night of tossing 

and turning like a bass thrown up 

on the shore, the hook secure in my

thick wiry lip, I heard in my head that maybe 

anxiety is my home, that if I could make 

my peace with it I could sink down 

in its cushions, light up a pipe even, 

take periodic mid-afternoon naps in its 

soft folds. I can see from where I am 

on the porch again today twin white 

butterflies swimming above the garden, 

the bright sun lighting them up. There one 

is circling the tomato plant climbing 

its round wire trellis next to the overgrown 

collards. Should every single thing be 

accepted into as much light as it will take? 

The kindling beneath Joan of Arc? Job’s locusts 

and boils? Blossoming hemangiomas? 

Postmordem petrusences and the scars

of the Guantanamo tortured? A squirrel’s 

been making a mockery of the bird feeder 

all summer long, climbing down from 

the roof and scattering seeds onto the 

garbage cans below. I sometimes watch him 

at work, my broom handle in hand, 

he and I warily eyeing one another.

Cool Hand Luke

I like the way George Kennedy

in the final scene charges 

the mirror sunglasses like 

a bull at a matador he is 

so angry at Luke getting shot. 

And there’s Dennis Hopper 

pre-Apocalypse Now, 

baby-faced, and the prisoners 

are all white middle-class 

looking and the prison guards 

white too and stiff like they’re 

mannikins, or as if they were raised 

as sharks and morphed into 

humans for this role and when 

the shooting is finished they’ll 

be slipped back into the ocean. 

I like that scene in which 

Luke’s mother comes to visit 

him in prison and she’s dying, 

laid out on a cot in the back of 

that pickup truck coughing 

and you can tell she adores 

Luke but Luke doesn’t know 

how to make it all up to her, his 

wasted life. It’s as if he’s been 

dipping into her his whole life

with his indifference—she’s 

been nothing but a can of 

skoal and he’s been dipping 

into her a pinch at a time 

with his thumb and forefinger 

and he feels bad about it 

but being in prison there’s not 

much he can do and now 

she’s dying, propped up in 

the back of the pickup truck 

with her lung cancer and she’s

smoking in the heat and 

all he can do is look down 

and kick at the dust with his 

boot and mumble something 

about how it all doesn’t seem 

to add up to much.

Bus Trip

As a prescription for 

writing poems Wordsworth’s 

definition of poetry—

the overflow of powerful

emotions recollected in

tranquility—is directing us 

to let the experiences we 

believe to have poetic possibilities 

gestate in our minds for a while—

a month, a year, five years—

and when we return to them 

the renewed emotions they 

inspire are to drive the composition 

of the poem. Well, I’m on this 

bus trip now and am feeling 

something, so according 

to him I’m not to have much 

poetically to say about it yet. 

But I like this scene and the feelings 

I’m having. It’s mid-afternoon 

in mid-winter, a five-hour

trip across upstate New York,

and there’s snow on the 

ground and it’s draping 

the hills and the hillside trees. 

The sun’s going down already

behind some purple clouds

that look like they could be

over either northern Pennsylvania

or the Land of Oz take your 

pick, and the driver seems 

to take this beautiful scenery 

in stride as if he were walking 

home through some woods, 

not rushing really but with 

deliberation nonetheless,

rubbing his bald head, 

looking left, right, fidgeting 

his big body and working 

the oversized steering wheel. 

There’s a young woman 

across the aisle with a star 

on her right hand the size 

of a silver dollar, maybe 

a tattoo maybe a bar 

last night I don’t know—

she’s sprawled out on the 

seat now exposing her lower 

back, nothing sexy just 

lower back skin. It’s in 

the 30s or 40s outside and lots 

of heads in here are leaning 

against the windows—I assume 

they’re finding the slight 

chill of the window pane 

a bit refreshing given the 

stuffiness. The bus’s engine’s 

humming and somewhere 

in the back someone’s cell phone 

rings, softly, like in a dream. 

There’s something primal 

going on here the way we’re 

all relaxing and without 

thinking about it trusting this 

one man to look over us, 

to keep us safe from the 

vagaries of fate, the fickle 

whims of harm and the errant 

thoughts of our inevitable demise. 

Lord knows I can talk with 

the best of them when I 

get warmed up to it but it 

occurs to me as I’m writing 

this that in the context of 

the inherent vulnerability 

of this mortal coil it is important 

not to say more than is 

called for—ever. And there’s 

a connection between this 

‘ethos of taciturnity’ we might 

call it on the one hand and 

Wordsworth’s composition 

theory on the other, in which 

a poem, as a consequence of 

being an expression of emotion 

compressed by time and reflection, 

becomes a thing whose 

concentration is appropriate 

to the dignity and depth 

of that thought and feeling. 

But it occurs to me that 

of that kind of poem and 

those who like it (to be fair 

I must include myself 

among them) it could be 

said what Lincoln said of 

mystics and mysticism: 

for those who like that sort 

of thing that’s the sort of thing 

they would like. But it occurs 

to me too that that sort of 

poem may do more than 

merely appeal to a harmless

aesthetic, for it may betray 

consciousness and its construction

of continuous time: to 

compress an experience by 

long contemplation and 

to offer that compression as 

the essence of the experience

rarefied by some natural poetic 

process diminishes the role 

of that experience in the continuum. 

I recently heard this type 

of poetry referred to by 

the gentle pejorative of holy-hush 

poetry. This poem could’ve 

been a holy hush poem:

Bus Trip

I’m on it now—the engine humming, 

the sun going down behind the purple clouds.

A geyser-burst of thought 

and feeling (!), for years, 

I could argue, subject to the 

pressures of deep reflection and 

rendered mute by contemplation. 

To be honest those two lines 

were the original poem 

until I got to thinking there 

could be more. Not should, 

mind you, just could. I like 

that star that might be a 

tattoo on the girl’s hand, 

for example—it would not 

have been a shame of course

to have left it in the dustbin

of poetry, but I like it nonetheless. 

And the big bus driver, I like him. 

What I didn’t tell you is that 

his wife for some reason—I 

assume she’s his wife—is 

slumped in the front seat 

behind him with her ear phones 

over her stringy dirty-blond hair, 

and she’s got bags under 

her middle-aged eyes and 

splotchy skin, but what I want 

to tell you is that when her 

cell phone goes off he fidgets 

even more than usual and looks 

over at her and extends his long 

arm out to her, still driving 

of course, and grunts in her 

direction to get her attention 

because he apparently thinks 

whoever is calling might 

have something to say 

important enough to wake 

her from her nap or her music 

reverie. But maybe he’s 

just bored and wants attention 

and maybe jealous that she’s 

sleeping while he’s having 

to steer this wobbly bus 

of fat-asses around these hills. 

But maybe he’s not bored 

or jealous because after 

this happens two or three times 

and nothing apparently important 

gets relayed, he says he 

wishes she’d stop calling, 

the ‘she’ being some relative 

I assume or maybe a friend. 

But what I want to say is 

that it’s all damned endearing 

how he waves his arms 

to wake her when her cell phone 

rings, and then stops when 

he realizes she’s sleeping too 

soundly for his gestures 

to have an effect, and goes back 

to looking at the highway 

and trees and the purple hills. 

And by the way he moves 

and gestures toward her 

I can tell how much he 

loves her and I’m just so 

charmed by it all I can 

barely contain myself, she 

with her stringy dirty blond hair 

and bags under her eyes.
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