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PART ONE: In the Blinding Dark



 

Passing Through

 

“ . . . an agony constraineth him to travel from land to land.”

 –“Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, S.T. Coleridge

 

 

As if we had just shot

the harmless Albatross,

 

spirits raise dead men 

to sail our ships over time’s ocean,

ghosts spin the steersman’s wheel,

 

ghost ships whisk us to shores

where we buy trinkets

and objets d’art at native prices,

dirt cheap but costly.

 

On our way home, that stead 

we always forever leave, 

some memory urges us away

 

as much as it invites us to come,

to arrive at that fragile place

where our hearts lie still,

 

tentative as injured birds,

wings tucked and empty.



 

Dreaming

 

You have often swallowed this moment,

this gathering of coyotes around

freshly killed prey—

in the nature of wild beasts

something becomes debris

and starts to drift on its own

among the planets.

 

You did not decide,

never thought of,

were never thought of

in these times imbibed

as quick-long drinks

that intoxicate you.

Drunk for an hour

sleep sips you

and becomes woozy

as you fall into its lap

to be nursed.

 

You think of loving again,

as an image of your old childhood 

home takes shape, growing stories 

into the sky, the earthy brown

trunk of the old wild cherry tree 

bulging straight up through

the center of each floor and ceiling

without end.

 

But daylight slants slyly into the room— 

you’re not as certain

you’re alive.



 

Virtual Darkness

 

How much darkness fell

between September fiction

October drama, November poetry,

that term I first taught

through my laptop

built-in mike,

each student’s name popping

up on the cold computer screen

 

so that dusk drooped down unexpectedly,

like a shade-making curtain

before the play is done,

night forgotten by eager eyes 

focused on a steady window of light

that never indicates reality will change

even though the audience is invisible,

their little letters rising up on the chat board:

Why did Iago hate Othello so much?

 

unable as I am to imagine a blackness

that leaves one soliloquizing into it

to no one who is really there

to a small solitary brightness

eerily shining in the blinding dark.



 

Cindy’s bones

 

rattle in wind

hanging from the white

birch tree, white and brittle

as the bark

of the old birch tree.

 

Young Cindy’s bones,

wind chimes to the crows,

how long they’ve been there,

nobody knows—

 

nobody knows why

she hasn’t been seen

for weeks now, waiting 

in the meadow for sunrise

alone.

 

Cindy’s bones swing,

clickety click in the breeze,

but nobody sees. They 

took her too deep in the woods

and forced her to her knees

 

Cindy’s bones clicking

in the innocent summer,

those boys never did 

come back either—

 

Cindy’s bones white 

as daisies in the meadow, 

white bones

making a quiet, brittle 

chorus in the bright

rapacious woods,

 

and only the wise wind

blowing, blowing, knowing.



 

Watching Miss Jane Pittman, Black History Month, 2010

 

Thirteen years after Civil War’s end,

Jane and Joe, nothing but the clothes

they wore, a sack of potatoes, some water

in a bottle. Running ecstatically toward

a tiny one-room shack, a bed with a mattress

so flat it could never keep the scars on their backs

from feeling wood’s hardness.

 

How long, how long, would it take

for the wood to be fine, polished 

mahagony and the bed to be 

plush, feathered, and fat?

How long till sagas of freedom

were no longer signs of a sickness

deep within this country’s grain

and cloth? 

 

Till something ugly, wild, white,

and dangerous did not drag

an ex-slave’s limp corpse 

over untamed grass?



 

Poème Fantastique

(inspired in part by Hector Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique)

 

I.

Love: a canister full of sugar

funneled out into a red bowl,

one white grain missed if lost,

as it falls to the counter

and is wiped away by the nearest

sponge, down the garbage disposal.

 

Impossible to retrieve, it is 

melted and gone. The empty

pinpoint of lovespace aches.

 

But the rest shines white and gleaming

in the red bowl, a life to live, to risk,

sifting into liquid, the body’s fluids.

 

III. 

Roads that lead to stars

are in your hands,

your lifelines.

We must learn to walk

inside our hands,

to be small enough to fit

in our hands,

where the stars are, where

the roads to the stars 

await.

 

IV.

Love: the clean white circle

of your soul with its own day and night

the day with no sound,

no noise, no clashing. The day 

with no words. But its veil 

is too thin to keep out glaring light.

Night cradles the soul 

in soft black cashmere,

when even sitting down and doing 

nothing makes sense.

 

V. 

Love, the galaxy is pulsing

with dead beings,

(no new stanza)

Horse nebula, North American

Nebula, all souls flung alive

into the heavens. If you don’t

believe me, press your eyes

down hard and you will see

a yellow super nova blooming

behind them, and the white 

hazes of Andromeda,

 

 life a brief glimpse

at glowing space,

while a dead god and goddess

unite in the blackness above 

wondering,

What happened to us, love?

What happened?



 

Images in the Dark


	I. Death Plague





 

The universe snapped shut

the night a skeleton walked

among soft women

who should have been singing

lullabies to a maiden asleep

on a marble divan,

 

the skeleton’s thin wife dressed 

with the air of lonely penthouse

dwellers who would wear red and 

wait for excitement like tonight—

 

but the skeleton wanted the virgin

this time, canceling the cosmos

for spite,

soft women lifting their arms up

to the sky for help.

 

II. Life from Death

 

A dragon-drawn chariot rescues Medea;

later,  Wotan’s daughters ride

through clouds’ smoldering fury,

huge furrowed eyebrows over 

bare rough-edged mountains,

valleys abandoned by light

in the view of a bloodshot eye

blinking with lightning,

windy with thunderbolts

while a  pregnant woman sleeps

in a cave.


	 

III. Innocence and Evil





 

After the attack by demons,

a thousand saints processed,

their line of candles, 

(no break)

 

their thin lives glowing almost fleshless

flames flickering in twilight,

as churches fill with their tragedy.

 

(new stanza)

Not out of this will come the day

when small children play

with deadly serpents; the parents,

wise, not moving, watch the snakes

eventually go their own way.


	 

IV. The Beginning, Again





 

Certain pine trees in the snow were illumined;

no one knew where the light came from,

a puzzle of black rocks cracked open

summoning primal shining dreams,

edges that had once touched 

and come, fast, together.



 

Earthquake

 

i woke up from a dream,

then my building

my home in the sky

heaved and jumped

like some clumsy spasmic giant

the earth stricken and shaking

my door creaking

as the highrise swayed.

No, don’t let him do it!

i cried out, aware

of my own death—

surely someone was to blame.

 

i rushed dressing

planned to leave

the building, leave 

the planet, then the whole place

lost power, as i had just done—

all power over my life

dissolving like salt

in hot water.

 

But then it stopped—

my door was silent.

Clouds descended 

on the mountains

outside my window,

a rainy fog stooped low 

over us—we were alive—

 

as alive as we could be

without power, always

without power when the earth

reminds our bodied lives

that she could, if she so 

desired, shrug us off,

be pure and alone again

like God.



 

Nana (Virginia Jones Wilson)

 

This is not for all blind women,

but for my Nana, feet molding

in the old folks home,

her life only in her mind.

 

My veins narrow when I remember

her in her old garden,

the earth clinging to her hands and feet,

keeping the sun tame 

with her wide straw hat,

how she loved the soil, the ground,

the “good dirt” where things grew.

 

She thinks she is young again,

so they drug her. She talks of her sons

as if they are still small, so they

put her to sleep.  She sits

in a closed place, waiting to die.

 

I will die before I go helpless,

I promise, but what could I do for you,

Nana, having nothing myself then?

 

May the nothing that became the world

keep your eyes bright for my memory,

old red woman, old black woman,

for my eyes to keep seeing clearly.



 

PART TWO: Something to See By



 

Willie

 

woke to his own funk

the flicker of each eye catching 

grass and greenery 

jutting proudly up through sidewalk-

and curb-cracks, the seed of an in-

town tree blowing along the street,

cased in translucent stuff thinner 

than paper to give it wings 

white  pigeons strutting

in the dirt beside him, the soil 

between the walkway and the parking

lot just beyond his bus-stop bench.

 

But would-be bus riders would not sit down.

“Bum.” “Homeless.”  They thought.

 

as Willie grogged out again,

leaving them to their stark 

catharsis, with  bursts of odd

dreaming—purple, yellow, orange—

behind his eyes.



 

Willie in the Hospital

 

Willie all cleaned up, 

no longer the putrid, dirty

mass of breathing flesh before 

an
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