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Dedication


For family





Epigraph


                “I had my existence. I was there.

                Me in place and the place in me.”

                —Seamus Heaney, “A Herbal”
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RESOLUTION


The surge and clatter of whitewater conceals

how shallow underneath is, how quickly gone.

Leave that noise behind. Come here

where the water is slow, and clear.

Watch the crawfish prance across the sand,

the mica flash, the sculpin blend with stone.

It’s all beyond your reach though it appears

as near and known as your outstretched hand.





RAISING THE DEAD




LAST SERVICE

Though cranes and bulldozers came,

yanked free marble and creek stones

like loose teeth, and then shovels

unearthed coffins and Christ’s

stained glass face no longer paned

windows but like the steeple,

piano, bell, and hymnals

followed that rolling graveyard

over the quick-dying streams,

the soon obsolete bridges—

they still congregated there,

wading then crossing in boats

those last Sunday nights, their farms

already lost in the lake,

nothing but that brief island

left of their world as they lit

the church with candles and sang

from memory deep as water

old hymns of resurrection

before leaving that high ground

where the dead had once risen.



UNDER JOCASSEE

One summer morning when

the sky is blue and deep

as the middle of the lake,

rent a boat and shadow

Jocassee’s western shoreline

until you reach the cove that

once was the Horsepasture River.

Now bow your head and soon

you’ll see as through a mirror

not a river but a road

flowing underneath you.

Follow that road into

the deeper water where

you’ll pass a family graveyard,

then a house and barn.

All that’s changed is time,

so cut the motor and drift

back sixty years and remember

a woman who lived in that house,

remember an August morning

as she walks from the barn,

the milking done, a woman

singing only to herself,

no children yet, her husband

distant in the field.

Suddenly she shivers,

something dark has come

over her although

no cloud shades the sun.

She’s no longer singing.

She believes someone

has crossed her grave, although

she will go to her grave,

a grave you’ve just passed over,

wondering why she looked up.



TAKING DOWN THE LINES

They tore the telephone lines

from the valley like unhealed

stitches, poles and wires hauled off

through which voices had once flowed

across Jocassee like freshets

crisscrossing, running backward

into far coves where one phone

might be shared by five families.

In those lines was sediment

of births and sickness, deaths,

love vows and threats, all passed on

mouth to mouth, vital as breath

before silenced in the lake’s

currents of lost connections.



FALL CREEK

As though shedding an old skin,

Fall Creek slips free from fall’s weight,

clots of leaves blackening snags,

back of pool where years ago

local lore claims clothes were shed

by a man and woman wed

less than a month, who let hoe

and plow handle slip from hands,

left rows half done, crossed dark waves

of bottomland to lie on

a bed of ferns, make a child,

and all the while the woman

stretching both arms behind her

over the bank, hands swaying

wrist-deep in current—perhaps

some old wives’ tale, water’s pulse

pulsing what seed might be sown,

or just her need to let go

the world awhile, let the creek

wash away every burden

her life had carried so far,

open a room for this new

becoming as her body

flowed around her man like water.



SHEE-SHOW

Shortia galacifolia, commonly known as Oconee Bells

Michaux called it Shortia

for a London friend, a word

read more than spoken because

white settlers let place and shape

inspire a prettier name,

a rich feel of syllables

rung off the tongue, merging two

cultures for once without blood,

though now so long after those

namegivers have vanished like

what was here, I remember

the Cherokee word, the smooth

surface of its cadence, how

it promised coming water.



DEEP WATER

The night smooths out its black tarp,

tacks it to the sky with stars.

Lake waves slap the bank, define

a shoreline as one man casts

his seine into the unseen,

lifts the net’s pale bloom, and spills

of threadfin fill the live well.

Soon that squared pool of water

flickers as if a mirror,

surfaces memory of when

this deep water was a sky.



IN DISMAL GORGE

The lost can stay lost down here,

in laurel slicks, false-pathed caves.

Too much too soon disappears.

On creek banks clearings appear,

once homesteads. Nothing remains.

The lost can stay lost down here,

like Tom Clark’s child, our worst fears

confirmed as we searched in vain.

Too much too soon disappears.

How often this is made clear

where cliff-shadows pall our days.

The lost can stay lost down here,

lives slip away like water.

We fill our Bibles with names.

The lost can stay lost down here.

Too much too soon disappears.



BLACK-EYED SUSANS

The hay was belt-buckle high

when rain let up, three days’ sun

baked stalks dry, and by midday

all but the far pasture mowed,

raked into windrows, above

June sky still blue as I drove

my tractor up on the ridge

to the far pasture where strands

of sagging barbed wire marked where

my land stopped, church land began,

knowing I’d find some grave-gift,

flowers, flag, styrofoam cross

blown on my land, and so first

walked the boundary, made sure what

belonged on the other side

got returned, soon enough saw

black-eyed Susans, the same kind

planted in my yard, a note

tight-folded tied to a bow.

Always was all that it said,

which said enough for I knew

what grave that note belonged to,

and knew as well who wrote it,

he and her married three months

when he died, now always young,

always their love in first bloom,

too new to life to know life

was no honeymoon. Instead,

she learned that lesson with me

over three decades, what fires

our flesh sparked too soon put out

by time and just surviving,

and learned why old folks called it

getting hitched, because like mules

so much of life was one row

you never saw the end of,

and always he was close by,

under a stone you could see

from the porch, wedding picture

she kept hid in her drawer,

his black-and-white flashbulb grin

grinning at me like he knew

he’d made me more of a ghost

to her than he’d ever be.

There at that moment—that word

in my hand, his grave so close,

if I’d had a shovel near

I’d have dug him up right then,

shown her the bones, made her see

what the truth was, for memory

is always the easiest

thing to love, to keep alive

in the heart. After awhile

I laid the note and bouquet

where they belonged, never spoke

a word about it to her

then or ever, even when

she was dying, calling his

name with her last words. Sometimes

on a Sunday afternoon

I’ll cross the pasture, make sure

her stone’s not starting to lean,

if it’s early summer bring

black-eyed susans for her grave,

leave a few on his as well,

for soon enough we’ll all be

sleeping together, beyond

all things that ever mattered.



WHIPPOORWILL

The night Silas Broughton died

neighbors at his bedside heard

a dirge rising from high limbs

in the nearby woods, and thought

come dawn the whippoorwill’s song

would end, one life given wing

requiem enough—were wrong,

for still it called as dusk filled

Lost Cove again and Bill Cole

answered, caught in his field, mouth

open as though to reply,

so men gathered, brought with them

flintlocks and lanterns, then walked

into those woods, searching for

death’s composer, and returned

at first light, their faces lined

with sudden furrows as though

ten years had drained from their lives

in just one night, and not one

would say what was seen or heard,

or why each wore a feather

pressed to the pulse of his wrist.



SHELTON LAUREL

Sister, I have come to understand

the world will have its way with us despite

what we might wish, or once believed. Last week

I watched our neighbors die like snakes. Gut-shot,

then hacked with hoes until their moaning ceased.

Shelton’s youngest son was one of them,

alive thirteen years. His eyes met mine,

but like his father and brothers he didn’t speak.

It was past words by then but still I thought

of all the times the five of us had shared

a hunting camp, spun lies at Allen’s Store,

better times before we let this war

settle like a vulture in these hills,

a vulture never sated. Though I aimed

my rifle to the right it didn’t matter,

others found the mark with lead or hoe.

And when it ended the sun burned in the sky

like any other day. The French Broad still

flowed on down to Marshall. In the trees

fox squirrels chattered, wrens still sang their song.

By noon the snow had turned from white to red.

Our sergeant danced like a dervish on the grave,

vowed he’d push them deeper into hell.

And I was there, dear sister, I was there,

and still feel I am there although I hide

miles away, deep inside this cavern
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