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… my being is but thine own— Fused from its separateness by ecstasy.

THOMAS HARDY, “She, to Him, IV”
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Blue Hydrangea


Mop-headed transplant from late summer,
 hydrangea macrophylla, blue wave,
 you were colorless when I brought you home,
 as if the ocean had travelled a great distance
 and washed-out in your veins.

Secret white mirror of my convalescence,
 echo of forgotten twilights
 and long ago dawns, lost Rilkean cousin,
 how many nights have I sat alone with you,
 longing for transformation?

But nothing happens. Blue hydrangea,
 most soiled of household gods,
 I need a sudden flare of color, a torch
 to explode through the sterile florets
 and burn away the night.




The Poet at Seven

He could be any seven-year old on the lawn,
holding a baseball in his hand, ready to throw.
He has the middle-class innocence of an American,

except for his blunt features and dark skin
that mark him as a Palestinian or a Jew,
his forehead furrowed like a question,

his concentration camp eyes, nervous, grim,
and too intense. He has the typical
blood of the exile, the refugee, the victim.

Look at him looking at the catcher for a sign—
so violent and competitive, so unexceptional,
except for an ancestral lamentation,

a shadowy, grief-stricken need for freedom
laboring to express itself through him.


Ocean of Grass

The ground was holy, but the wind was harsh
and unbroken prairie stretched for hundreds of miles
so that all she could see was an ocean of grass.

Some days she got so lonely she went outside
and nestled among the sheep, for company.
The ground was holy, but the wind was harsh

and prairie fires swept across the plains,
lighting up the country like a vast tinderbox
until all she could see was an ocean of flames.

She went three years without viewing a tree.
When her husband finally took her on a timber run
she called the ground holy and the wind harsh

and got down on her knees and wept inconsolably,
and lived in a sod hut for thirty more years
until the world dissolved in an ocean of grass.

Think of her sometimes when you pace the earth,
our mother, where she was laid to rest.
The ground was holy, but the wind was harsh
for those who drowned in an ocean of grass.


Iowa Flora

(In Memory of Amy Clampitt)

We thought we were having an indigenous childhood
splashed with Indian paintbrush and grassy knolls
thickened by birdfoot violets and ordinary goldenrod,

but we kept finding noxious alien weeds in the hills—
quackgrass and thistle, European morning glory
that no state legislation could control.

We inherited pioneer grasses high as a prairie
schooner, but there were also fresh settlements
of bog flowers and refugees from the sea

coast marshes, silky-leaved Virginia plants
and Texas marigolds, imported seeds and ornamentals,
weeds from the wasted villages of other continents.

Nature consists of immigrants and mongrels:
you showed us how to prize coincidence and impurity
in wayward fields, the deserted and marginal …

I went down to the swamp to mourn for you, Amy,
and it was as if Providence led me to the place
where I stumbled upon yellow swamp betony

and pink foxglove mingled with something nameless
(unfathomable the mystery before us, you said)
and the shining, cup-flowered grass of Parnassus.


American Summer

Each day was a time clock that scarcely moved,
a slow fist punching us in, punching us out,
electric heat smoldering in the purple air,

but each night was a towering white fly ball
to center field—“a can of corn”—coming down
through stars glittering above the diamond.

Each day was a pair of heavy canvas gloves
hoisting garbage cans into an omnivorous mouth
that crept through thoroughfares and alleys,

but each night was the feeling of a bat
coming alive in your hands, it was lining
the first good pitch for a sharp single.

That summer I learned to steal second base
by getting the jump on right-handed pitchers
and then sliding head-first into the bag.

I learned to drive my father’s stick shift
and to park with my girlfriend at the beach,
our headlights beaming and running low.

I was a sixteen-year-old in the suburbs
and each day was another lesson in working,
a class in becoming invisible to others,

but each night was a Walt Whitman of holidays,
the clarity of a whistle at five p.m.,
the freedom of walking out into the open air.


Days of 1968

She walked through Grant Park during the red days of summer.
 One morning she woke up and smelled tear gas in her hair.

She liked Big Brother and the Holding Company, Bob Dylan,
 Sly & the Family Stone, The Mothers of Invention.

When Jimi Hendrix played Purple Haze in a Jam Session
 she had a vision of the Trail of Tears and the Cherokee Nation.

She dropped acid assiduously for more than a year.
 She sang, “I want to take you higher and higher,”

and dreamt of cleansing the doors of perception.
After she joined the Sky Church I never saw her again …

Days of 1968, sometimes your shutters open
 and I glimpse a star gleaming in the constellations.

I can almost reach up and snag her by the hand.
 I can go to her if I don’t look back at the ground.


The Burning of the Midnight Lamp

Listening to Purple Haze and The Wind Cries Mary,
 Let Me Stand Next to Your Fire and Manic Depression,

I am drifting undersea toward strobe lights
 and feedback, the dreamy, acoustic waves of 1969.

Remember how you explained those dirty sounds—
 the two-note riff banned by the Spanish Inquisition,

the hammer-ons and pull-offs, the sharpened ninth?
Is it tomorrow or just the end of time?

I’ve forgotten nothing. Any moment I’ll cross
 the campus near the dormitory where you’ve moved in

with another man; I’ll pause under the window trembling
 with volume—a betrayer betrayed and turning back

to the raw, metallic, bristling taste of wind.
The morning is dead and the day is too

There’s nothing left here to lead me, but the velvet moon 
(you always liked the wah-wah pedal on that song)….

Someone is playing Voodoo Child and House Burning Down,
 checking the chord progression in Spanish Castle Magic

and the octaves in Third Stone from the Sun.
 Another is blasting Crosstown Traffic from a lounge

where darkness branches into maroon rivers
 and cigarette butts flare into the stars.

No more parties with our friends eating seeds
 and lacing punch, smoking joints in a dim room

where you go on talking about sinister bent strings
 and dive-bombing sounds, the devil invoked

in the interval of a tritone or flattened fifth.
 No more waiting for you to return to me

(that forgotten earring lying on the floor)
 through a downpour of left-handed notes.

But
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