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For my husband Kevin, and daughters Jennifer, and Chrissy,

and for my soul sisters Becky and Tarah (whose painting graces this cover):

 

Your love, encouragement, and creative genius inspire me.


I Want a Voice Like Billy Collins

 

One of his books sits on my bedside table

Each night I allow myself one poem

restraining from gluttony

the same way I trained myself

away from a whole bag of M&M’s

in favor of one tiny square

of the darkest chocolate I can find

 

It is after all poetry and I want 

to do it right savor it like a guilty pleasure

tasting on my tongue the unadulterated

cowness of his Irish cows the steaming

locomotive perfection of his cigarettes

the Beethoven symphony of his neighbor’s dog

 

There’s some chemical in chocolate

released in the body the same way his poems

dissolve in my mind something I’m sure

that could be explained in the kind of book

I’d never read

 

I finger the spine of Picnic Lightning

wonder if I slid it under my pillow

while I slept if osmosis would have 

its way with me if upon waking

my head would be filled with 

fresh baked scones, blackberry preserves

and clotted cream that would pour

onto the page a diapered baby poem

with a startling cry



Possessed 

 

You are crazy with the itch of people 

parading through your head.  

They shout through breakfast and aerobics and laundry 

until you write them out of your ears and eye sockets

talk them down ladders onto paper.

 

They tap you on the shoulder 

during intimate marital moments 

and laugh when you shoo them away.  

They don’t sleep, rest or disappear, 

obnoxious and complaining, 

every last one of them, 

even the sweet old lady who lives in the right brain.  

 

You wash dishes and they talk to you.  

Tell me again, how did you describe my dress? 

They make you repeat phrases in your head 

over and over until you explode words. 

Then they say, you've got it wrong, 

the dress was periwinkle and not lavender, after all 

and the difference is incredibly huge.  

The difference is what stands between you 

and the garbage disposal and the National Book Award.  

 

But your writing time is over.  

You have responsibilities, and a family: real people

you remind the pathetic creatures that live in your head.  

They don’t care.

Mrs. Right Brain wants gin and a dented primered Impala

You can’t possibly, you tell her, that’s so out of character.

 

It’s time to help your daughter with her homework: 

If Sam has twenty-seven shirts, and twelve of those shirts are white 

and another six are green, calculate 

the percentage of Sam’s shirts that are blue.

 

You think Sam should calculate his own damn shirts. 

Speaking of shirts, says Mrs. Right Brain

I’d like one of those gauzy ones with bells on the sleeves.

 

Get a life, you tell her then yourself. 

You had a life but it’s been appropriated permanently.

It terrifies you to think in this manner:

You are not one for chronic conditions, 

terminal diseases, or permanent relationships.


Now this nagging backache, puffy-eyed 

sleep-robbing disease has taken residence 

underneath your pores inside your cells.  

This thing, demons, or creativity, or writing

will live curled at the base of your skull, 

stretching tendons into your brain pan, 

the absolute rest of your possessed life.

 

You turn to Mrs. Right Brain and ask, 

How about a nice Toyota? 



Becoming Blackfish

 

According to Native legends, the blackfish (orcas)

were once humans who took to the water

 

I want nothing between me 

and the moon-driven tide

the morphing sky 

and the chameleon water

but the thin skin 

I would peel down

and cast off

as I slip into the blue

and fin away 

free



Don’t Walk

 

I cling to my misery as if

it were my only possession.

My tattered cardboard sign

the only constant I can grasp.

Look at my suffering

inked in big black letters.

I want to scream and stomp

shout it from the corner

where I stand watching 

commuters flood onramps.

 

I am stuck at the intersection

hemmed in by speeding traffic

waiting for someone to yield

someone to give me the right of way.

No one slows. No one stops.

My fingers ache from holding

the sign of distress.

My toes cramp, my feet ache.

My soles grow weary.

 

I am waiting, not patiently

but full of anger and anguish.

Wanting the green light

the go ahead. Wanting someone

speeding in his four-door sedan

to give me a break. Stop or yield 

wave me permission to cross

even though I don’t know

my destination 

or the direction I’m headed.

 

I stare at the opposite corners eyeing

each red hand on its metal pole,

anxious for one, any one to change

into a pedestrian glowing white

and confident lit up 

in its electronic box.

 

Maybe a countdown too

flashing numbers indicating 

how much time 

has been allotted for me

to cross safely.

 

Thirty or forty seconds

when my passage is protected

when I’m not forced

to contend with two tons of metal

and a distracted driver

bearing down on me.

But there’s no guarantee

someone won’t run

a red light

and rage at me 

for failing to jump 

out of the way fast enough

cursing me for my very existence.

 

So I stand on the corner

anxious as a rabbit 

preparing to dash between

a coyote and a bobcat

believing it is life or death

as dire as all that.

Despite the adrenaline

I am frozen. Trapped

on my concrete island. 

The signal cycles 

and cycles and never

issues my invitation to cross.

 

Alone and stranded

I have failed

to push the walk button.



 

Zeke and the Dry Bones

 

Inspired by Ezekiel 37

 

Zeke borrows a trick from God

Puts on a record

Makes dry bones dance

In my living room

 

Zeke divines blood

And bone between us

When what exists

Are brittle fragments

Best left unexhumed

 

He tries to strip us

From love's grave clothes

I want to believe he can

 

My flesh and bone

Long to dance

In the living room

Sinewy breath

Pulsing blood

Revived by Zeke's bones

 

The record skips

The beat is off

Zeke's sharp elbows

And bony protrusions

Jab

 

We fall

Flesh away

Revealing the valley

Between us

Prophetless and bone dry



Revelations

 

For Rev. Sandra Hammett

 

There are a thousand ways to shatter

but those well trained in theater

plaster on smiles

bind wounds to our chests

wear sunglasses indoors

and take the stage

 

Until God enters

our dressing rooms mid-run,

opens the blinds

and pushes us fully clothed 

into the shower.

 

When I was drowning

Jesus came to me

dressed as the Gorton's fisherman

in yellow squall slicker and hat.

 

He appeared to you in Vegas vision:

Rhinestone-studded suit, strutting on a white stallion,

the lost souls riding posse behind him.

 

Either way, there are a thousand ways

Jesus kneels, retrieving our scattered pieces.

The house lights go on,

we give up the act.



I Used to Believe

 

I used to believe

I could earn brownie points

from the universe

sorting my recycling:

cans from glass from plastics from paper.

I used to believe

in being an earth-mother

catching my waiting-for-it-to-get-hot

shower water in a bucket

and lugging it to the garden

to water my three rose bushes.

I used to believe

in guilt as the motivating source

reusing my disposable plastic cups

until they cracked apart.

I used to believe

forgiveness was soft,

useless as a saturated paper towel.

I used to believe

a God who created woman

from a rib was laughable.

 

I believe now

that brownies are only for eating

even though I still recycle.

I believe now

in an Earth-father and a God-mother

and the other way around

and every which way in between.

I believe now

in love that overflows

any cup

washing away needless guilt.

I believe now

in something more—

it happened the day my shower water

turned to love

the day Jesus

handed me a towel.

 

I believe now

that forgiveness

is the boldest act

in our universe.

I believe now

that the slat

between our ribs

is the perfect place

to carry our faith.



We All Sit Beside a Pool of Tears

 

For Rev. Trevor Hudson

and the Companions in Ministry community

 

We all sit beside a pool of tears

Mine was home to algae and mosquitoes

not much more than a puddle, really

I sat there everyday unable

to see the sun, the moon, or myself

reflected in the murk, hoping

for a tadpole to take up residence

or dew to float on a leaf

 

The dark immensity of tears beside you

was too deep to fathom

too wide to sail across

the rain of accumulated pain

tsunamis of sorrow, centuries of grief

 

Unlike me, you didn’t sit at water’s edge

helpless, hoping

 

You braved the stagnant sea

waded until you submerged

our despair alive against your skin

Your nostrils flared, your mouth opened

you did what those of us desperate

to survive avoid

 

You gulped in our grief

drowned in the lake of our shatteredness

then you emerged, coughing, sputtering

the weight of us dripped

from your robe and beard

 

You stroked toward shore

then stopped
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