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A Note About the Author






The Waiting


No matter how early I would get up

and come out of the guest room, and look down the hall,

there between the wings of the wing-back chair

my father would be sitting, his head calm

and dark between the wings. He sat

unmoving, like something someone has made,

his robe fallen away from his knees,

he sat and stared at the swimming pool

in the dawn. By then, he knew he was dying,

he seemed to approach it as a job to be done

which he knew how to do. He got up early

for the graveyard shift. When he heard me coming down the

hall, he would not turn—he had

a way of holding still to be looked at,

as if a piece of sculpture could sense

the gaze which was running over it—

he would wait with that burnished, looked-at look until

the hem of my nightgown came into view,

then slew his eyes up at me, without

moving his head, and wait, the kiss

came to him, he did not go to it.

Now he would have some company

as he tried to swallow an eighth of a teaspoon

of coffee, he would have his child to give him

the cup to spit into, his child to empty it—

I would be there all day, watch him nap,

be there when he woke, sit with him

until the day ended, and he could get back into

bed with his wife. Not until the next

dawn would he be alone again, night-

watchman of matter, sitting, facing

the water—the earth without form, and void,

darkness upon the face of it, as if

waiting for his daughter.




Nullipara


The last morning of my visit, we sit

in our bathrobes, cronies, we cross and re-cross

our legs. Suddenly, he sees a thread

dangling from the cuff of my nightie, he cries out

Stay there! and goes to his desk drawer.

I hold my wrist out to him

and he stares with rigid concentration,

his irises balls of impacted matter.

He opens the shears, weighty and silvery-

brassy, the color of taint, he gets the

blades on either side of the thread

close to the cuff—he wants to get it

exactly right, to do me a service

at the end of his life. He snips once

and we sigh, we get fresh coffee and feel it

enter us. He knows he will live in me

after he is dead, I will carry him like a mother.

I do not know if I will ever deliver.




The Pulling


Every hour, now, he is cnonindent,

shedding some old ability.

Knees up, body tin-colored,

hair black and grey, thick with

grease like ritual unguent, my father

moves, hour by hour, head-first,

toward death, I sense every inch of him moving

through me toward it, the way each child

moved, slowly, down through my body,

as if I were God feeling the rivers

pulling steadily through me, and the earth

pressing through, the universe

itself hauled through me heavily and easily,

drawn through my body like a napkin through a ring—

as if my father could live and die

safely inside me.




The Glass


I think of it with wonder now,

the glass of mucus that stood on the table

in front of my father all weekend. The tumor

is growing fast in his throat these days,

and as it grows it sends out pus

like the sun sending out flares, those pouring

tongues. So my father has to gargle, cough,

spit a mouthful of thick stuff

into the glass every ten minutes or so,

scraping the rim up his lower lip

to get the last bit off his skin, then he

sets the glass down on the table and it

sits there, like a glass of beer foam,

shiny and faintly golden, he gargles and

coughs and reaches for it again

and gets the heavy sputum out,

full of bubbles and moving around like yeast—

he is like a god producing food from his own mouth.

He, himself, can eat nothing anymore,

just a swallow of milk, sometimes,

cut with water, and even then

it can’t always get past the tumor,

and the next time the saliva comes up

it is ropey, he has to roll it in his throat

a minute to form it and get it up and dis-

gorge the oval globule into the

glass of phlegm, which stood there all day and

filled slowly with compound globes and I would

empty it and it would fill again

and shimmer there on the table until

the room seemed to turn around it

in an orderly way, a model of the solar system

turning around the sun,

my father the old earth that used to

lie at the center of the universe, now

turning with the rest of us

around his death, bright glass of

spit on the table, these last mouthfuls.




Death and Morality


My father’s dying is not evil.

It is not good and it is not evil,

it is out of the moral world altogether.

When the nurses empty his catheter bag,

pouring the pale, amber fluid

into the hospital measuring cup, it is

neither good nor bad, it is only

the body. Even his pain, when his face

contracts, and his mouth makes a sucking snap

when his jaws draw back

is not wicked, no one is doing it to him,

there is no guilt, and no shame,

there is only pleasure and pain. This

is the world where sex lives, the world

of the nerves, the world without church,

we kiss him in it, we stroke back his gummed

hair, his wife and I, one

on either side, we wipe the flow of

saliva like ivory clay from the side of his mouth.

His body feels us attending him

outside the world of the moral, as if

we are making love to him in the woods

and we hear, far away, in a field,

the distant hymns of a tent-meeting,

smaller than the smallest drops of green-black

woods dew on his body as we dip to touch him.




The Picture I Want


It is black and white, square, thickly

glossed like a snapshot from a Baby Brownie.

He is sitting up, on the long couch,

a large man gone small with cancer.

In the open neck of his sports shirt

you can see some of the larger lumps

pressing out at his throat and chest,

he is like a stocking stuffed with things.

His head is leaning over far to one side,

resting on the top of my head, and my head

is leaning on his shoulder, my face as near

to the primary tumor as a dozing baby’s

lips to the mother’s breast. The light

is harsh, the shadows sharp, you can see

the lines of age on both our faces

and our eyes are closed—we are resting on each other,

almost asleep.
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