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For
the One who sends the words -


and the one who provides the space


in which to write them…










 


 


 


 


 


 


 


This is
how


we come
to know


one
another:


 


statue by
statue;


leaf by
leaf;


fragments
of ourselves,


gathered
and assembled


into
quiet initiations


of
discovery.










 


Introduction:


Imagine
that you live in a small but productive coal mining town in what today is
commonly known as the Mid Valley region of Northeastern Pennsylvania. Like most
of the men and capable boys in your neighborhood, you earn your living in the
Anthracite mine that undergirds the length and breadth of the ground beneath
your feet. The work is dangerous and difficult, but as long as there are sons
or brothers to lower into it, that hole in the ground will continue to provide
the roof over your head and the food on your table.


You
return home one evening, tired, sore, swaddled in soot, pretty much the same
way you and your next-door neighbor have done countless times before.  Brothers
almost since childhood, you’ve wept shoulder to shoulder at family funerals in
the pews at Saint Mary’s Church, and celebrated the births of each other’s
children. You’ve eaten together, and staggered home together from the
Company-owned bar down the street.  You’ve fed each other’s families with
vegetables from the gardens you’ve planted in the common yard behind your
houses.  And you’ve labored together in the dark and the damp for more years
than either of you would even care to remember.  


Every morning, side by
side, you’ve made your way to the mine.  Every evening, side by side, you’ve
made your way back home. On this particular evening, however, you stand in
front of your neighbor’s house alone. Earlier today, he was working the cramped
and narrow confines of a monkey vein.  The ceiling shifted, and now this man,
whose dusty laughter rattled the windows of Breaker Street, lies crushed and
buried beneath the tons of earth and rock that killed him.  There’s nothing
left for the Black Mariah to carry, and so it falls to you to deliver the news
to his newly-widowed wife and his children.


The life depicted here was
never mine.  But its cultural legacy and mythic inheritance are with me to this
day.  By the time I was born, little remained of the coal mining industry but
skeletal breakers, ubiquitous culm banks, and the occasional rotten-egg smell
of a still-active mine fire on the wind. 


To some, this might sound
ominous, or maybe even depressing, but for one particularly inquisitive child,
who spent his days picking fossils and roaming the sparse Gray Birch copses
dotting those same culm banks, it fostered a deep and personal connection with
the Spirit of the place. From the minute my bare feet left the linoleum and
found themselves on grass and shale, I ran with it.  I breathed it in, and felt
its hand against my cheek in the mystery of every breeze. It offered something
that the chaos of a household riven by alcohol, poverty, and emotional
instability could not - it offered a deep and unshakable sense of home.


As I write these words, I
am sixty-two years old. Many years ago, I traded the culm banks and Company
houses of a small Northeastern Pennsylvania borough for the stockade fences and
manicured lawns of a suburban vinyl village in Southern New Jersey, only to
discover within myself a kind of spiritual homelessness.


The following work
chronicles an attempt, if not to cure this condition, then at least, perhaps,
to alleviate it.  These poems are the result of a year-long endeavor to
establish contact with the Spirit of another place, to make myself available to
its idiosyncrasies and its graces, and if it so desired, to share with it a few
of my own. I’ll let these words stand as proof of the degree to which we were
both forthcoming in our efforts… 
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The Cherry trees 


in the Rite Aid parking
lot 


are dark and stunted; 


resulting,


no doubt,


from a steady diet 


of exhaust fumes; 


and yet,


they somehow manage 


to find the necessary
gumption


to survive.  


 


Not much of an observation



to be sure, 


but it’s one that comes to
mind 


on this first,


warm,


evening walk 


of the year.














 




In the empty field across the street, 


the echoes 


of last year’s grass 


brush against the soles 


of my walking shoes, 


mingle with the crunch of
leaves, 


and whither once again


into silence.






Despite the warmer 


than average temperature,


there’s an obvious chill
in the air, 


but it’s slight enough


to find itself 


easily kept at bay 


by a brisk pace 


and a light woolen shirt, 


buttoned at the waist.



As I get out 


towards the more expensive
homes, 


I catch the faintest whiff



of chimney smoke; 


little more than a nuance
really,


but reminder enough 


that we’re not yet done


with winter...
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I pull on my gloves


and round the corner


past the lighted garages 


on Sienna.


 


It’s cold tonight;


bitter, actually,


so, it feels more like
winter


than almost spring.


 


There’s still a trace


of blue in the sky,


and a handful of stars


sneaking their way


past the orange glow 


of the streetlights.



It’s a perfect night for a walk;


and despite the occasional
passing car


and the random music in my
earbuds,


a palpable silence rises
up


and drapes itself 


over everything.








