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1—Faces in the Waiting Room
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Front Line
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In the waiting room at the hospital

the narthex where we enter the world and leave

where a man in loose khakis

pushes a vacuum too fast

to pick up name tags, crumbs, tissues,

gravel from the parking lot

while outside through unshaded windows

a dog with careless stripes 

its tail raised in a question mark

chases a gray squirrel behind the ambulance

why does the dog bother

guarding us from ourselves

our arms clutched on suffering benches

eyes praying for miracles of birth and death

the television blaring with gray news 

battlefield in winter 

a highway bends too close to the sky 

scrapes bombs from clouds

leaves a billow of smoke 

where our faces reflect on the display 

like ridges of bones beneath torn sheets

while an old man at the chess board

fingers mismatched pieces, checks his pulse

wonders when they will call his number

why there are no windows to the back driveway

where the hearses wait, engines idling

behind the crackling screen

and the soft static of faces fading
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Lint
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Once you believed in God, 

but each year he grew smaller, shrinking 

like that cotton shirt you never wear,

the one with crossed oars, faded canoe,

Northwoods Bible Camp where you almost drowned.

The last time you saw him he was curled up

in the back row of your sock drawer,

hardly larger than the cotton ball 

you saved from a bottle of Vitamin C. 

By now he must be reduced to lint.

You recall the sermon in the camp clearing,

how faith is like lint: modest, unobtrusive,

but sticky in a tactile, textile way.

Bits of lint cling together, form a mass

like the congregation on your dryer filter

until it might fill a fluffy bear, flannel shirt, 

stuffing for your wayward soul, a person, a saint.

The pastor shows her ball of lint with pride

but it could infer one god or many. Depends on faith

and faith depends on lint.

Alone in the deep lake you try to find him, 

his tufty beard, grandfather on cresting wave, 

though heaven must be farther away, 

beyond reach, like the distant boat trailing 

a weave of linty rope. Rescue or revelation?

Sinking boy never asks.
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Why do trees stay outside?

my son asks in the rearview mirror,

his car seat centered behind me.

He worries about the soaking rain,

the trees getting wet.

I could tell him the old fable:

the night the redwoods came to dinner

and grew too tall to leave.

Or I could tell him the truth,

how the trees are inside now.

We live in their house, 

their roots clasped in rings around us

like praying hands. They watch,

wondering why we neglect 

the pain of mowed grass,

the desperation of doe and fawn

sprinting for shelter, the cold stars

peering through boughs of live oak, 

the promise of blooming moss.

I might echo his teachers,

say we are one with nature,  

the trees and rocks love us.

They want to be left outside,

the easy answer he expects.

We climb a ridge as the rain clears,

sifting soot from the air.

Across the bay the Farallon Islands

punch through the fog like knuckles.
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Starlings at Sunset

[image: ]


Starling songs expand and bend:

their yearning and vibrant murmurs

pour into silence of parked cars,

grounded jets, muffled whispers

behind face masks and plastic shields.

You trace their chorus in the distance,

discrete notes too high for human ears,

and follow their Rorschach cloud

twisting above wires like flowing ink

projecting images on your skin:

silhouettes of discarded lovers,

tattoos you never purchased,

all those places you lived melting

puddles in the smoke of memory.

Kneading air, the flock folds back,

a film blending past and future, 

flaunting their immunity to time,

your fears, like the prayers you scrawl 

on vellum and pin to the temple door

until the freshening wind lifts the edges

and swirls your hymn into wings.
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