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Dedication
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This collection of poetry is dedicated to my parents, Dan and Roxie Leatherwood, who never once laughed when I said I wanted to be a writer. To all of my family and friends who have given me support and plenty to write about, and to my wonderful sixth grade teacher, Mrs. Ghirardi—wherever you are—look what you inspired in me. Last but not least and always in my heart, to Rob and my boys.

Introduction
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I grew up in Middle Tennessee, although my early years were spent in the Appalachian town of Waynesville, North Carolina. A bi-product of a first marriage, I used poetry as I evolved from a child into a young adult to feel my way through life. This collection of poetry does not include those emotional investigations. Instead, it's the thoughts of a young adult and puzzled thirty-something-year-old trying to find her way through the mire of family roots and tradition, as well as parenthood and the society of the South. 

These life songs are my perspective and opinions, and no one else's. They are frank at times, but they also include the beautiful moments I have experienced. I hope you enjoy them and find some inspiration to help you ponder, cope, or just smile.
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Danielle Thorne, 2010
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Anticipation of Manhood

And suddenly

I was standing on the porch again

grimacing at the cries of my sister,

trying to screw the tip of my tennis shoe

into an old mouse hole—

knowing I was next.

The sun was hotter than it had been all afternoon.

Sweat trickled down my back

making my Authentic Babe Ruth baseball jersey

stick to me in the most unpleasant places.

Then the screen door banged,

and out flew my sister

hi-tailing it for the loft

where I knew she’d spend the rest of the day

licking her wounds.

With a deliberate sigh,

I picked up my selection

from the hickory tree

in the backyard

and walked solemnly upstairs

to my father’s bedroom

like a man.

Ben

They say daddy squandered his inheritance

when he put the house up for sale

and moved us to the city,

away from the blue mountains

and slurping rivers.

They say when he left

his mother wouldn’t speak his name

and the rest of us,

baggage,

didn’t exist.

We never saw the little boy

who shared half our blood;

the child,

who stayed in the mists

where mountains

watched over him,

and clear, tumbling rivers

sang him to sleep.

My Grandmother, Terrible Person

That furtive woman

in my cells

fled her brutal childhood

screaming like a demon,

as she raced away

on the back of a motorcycle.

She traded the throbbing vibration

of the young Swede’s bike seat

for childbirth,

and passed daughter after daughter into poverty.

Six played in the dirt

until the State came.

I am another spoke

on that bike wheel,

a woman after a woman

hurting, crying, spurting, flailing.

I cannot tear myself away

from my mother’s scars.

I've haunted this roadside for forty years    

watching Marian ride off in the distance;

my mouth taped with Time,

trying to signal telepathically

Save mother! Save mother!

but bruised and broken,

the little orphan passed me into something better than dirt.

You’ve got to give her props for that.

Sometimes I get dark inside,

and see demons on my own front porch.

I want to run,

I want to ride,

I want to fly,

but I can’t go.

No, I can’t.

My momma can’t be left this time.

For Karan, When She Lost Her Brother

One unblemished star

new to the autumn night

warms my heart

like your hand on my shoulder.

Once we,

two little children,

laughed, sang,

teased, and cried,

while days fell behind us

in Technicolor dominoes.

Life’s picture show

seems so endless

until we say farewell;

then the images quietly fade,

and tiptoe into our hearts

where they settle

like hibernating smiles,

waiting to spring forth

with hugs and tears;

waiting for the stars to blaze

with you and me

and all the hands we’ve ever held,

encircled forever

in a sky with no season,

no end,

no goodbyes.

Dodo Bird

This old crow

sports hospital couture

different from three months past,

when pressed khakis

and Italian shoe leather

carried him from the office

to the golf course.

The unbuckled seatbelt did no good

flapping around in its

red Mazda centrifuge,

while he spun like an atom

until the ravine stopped him

with a boulder-lined embrace.

A three month diet of intravenous fluids

has done wonders for weight loss

when low carb could do nothing.

He’s leftover carrion on Death’s plains

watching us all

through morphine-smeared windows.

He holds my hand

as if I’m a nine iron,

interlacing our fingers

as though we’ve done it for years.

I do not know what to do

when he whispers I love you

because I’ve never heard it before.

Southern Woman

They called momma a Damn Yankee

because she didn’t know

what to do with bacon fat.

She pulled up half the garden

before she learned the difference between

snapdragons and plain old weeds.

My step-grandmama showed her 

how to use an iron skillet,

and Momma gave up show tunes for 

John Denver records.  

On Saturdays, she’d cut hair free

for everyone in town,

while they taught us kids to drink ice tea

and eat trout.

I forgot about Chicago

when they sent me down the road

to that old mountain school.

Family Tree

I hated my uncle

for murdering the mimosa

behind his mother’s house.

The timeless woman

glued Victorian ladies

to pink tile walls

while I fantasized

that momma wasn’t a Yankee

and we weren’t garbage

Daddy brought home

to his mountains.

Reunion

The people across the street

wave on occasion

but we’re not that friendly

seeing as I’m not invited

to the obvious party

leaking out of their house.

Next door - Thompson frowns,

rolling his eyes like marbles

as he moves his truck into the garage.

I ignore his discomfort and inhale

sweet smoky pork—southern heaven.

The mailbox is empty so I saunter

back up the drive, smiling at the children

dancing over the sidewalks,

and bouncing up and down

on the backs of their family cars.

There must be a hundred people

on that subdivided plot.

Up and down the block

I see the angst in the windows,

concern from the porches,

as my neighbors

suck in their breath

and chew their lips like cows.

Nobody across the street looks worried.

They just look happy,

and hungry,

and lucky.

None of them could care less

the rest of us are white.

Cycling Rivalry

When we were just two little people,

you—almost two

me—a big three,

you thought that I was the best thing on a tricycle

since I could pedal

and you couldn't.

I let you ride on the back

when I felt like it,

but usually your hands

were too sticky,

and nose too runny.

When I'd refuse, you'd throw yourself

on the ground

and scream just loud enough

for Mom to hear.

I was on to you.

You were a lot smarter

than they gave you credit for.

But only I knew.

And who would believe me?

I was only three.

And you,

pretending to be only two. 

Catfish

My grandfather beat the rubbery heads

of catfish

he pulled out of the water.

He showed me a snapping turtle

which didn’t impress me

half as much

as the long-whiskered monsters

who growled and spat

like scaly felines.

They threw themselves

against the foam cooler,

suffocating with anger

until the heart in my chest

pounded along

with Grandpa’s hammer.

He thrashed them unmercifully

in the driveway

until they were dead enough

to clean for supper.
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