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FForeword 
 
I’ve served with Glenn Coats in an editorial capacity for Haibun Today 
for several years. Over that time, I felt that I had gotten to know my 
colleague fairly well; we often exchange personal notes as we share our 
assessments of submissions.  
 
But in reading Glenn’s new collection, Beyond the Muted Trees, I’ve come 
to more fully know him, the range of his experiences and the humanity 
that he exhibits in telling us about them. The book’s opening haiku 
puts it succinctly:  
 

summer dusk— 
tucked between pages 
pieces of a life 

 
Glenn’s focus is on people more than place; the students he’s taught, 
people met while at his family’s remote lakeside cottage, his co-workers 
and family, and his love of fishing.  
 
As I read through the pages and those who people them, I thought 
here’s Whitman in haibun form: 
 

I hear America singing, the varied carols I hear,  
. . .Each singing what belongs to him or her and to none else, . . 
. Singing with open mouths their strong melodious songs . . . 
(“I Hear America Singing”) 

 
Glenn sings the stories of people from all walks of life, but with a 
particular focus on the impoverished, the illiterate, the physically or 
psychologically wounded, the immigrant – in short, down-to-earth 
working folk. 
 
He sings these stories in everyday language and in the vernacular so 
well that I found myself tearing up through many of the pieces. If 
you’ve read the best selling Teacher Man about Frank McCord’s 
experiences in New York vocational schools and English second-
language programs, you’ll know what I mean. 
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A few examples will show you the kind of writing to expect. In 
“Neverland” Glenn takes a group of children whose households have 
no electricity or running water, who have never seen TV or gone to a 
movie, to Peter Pan: 
 

The movie starts and soon they are all talking to the characters 
on the screen as if Wendy and Tinker Bell can hear them. I am 
not about to stop them. The children are moving their arms 
and legs. I will not ask them to be still—not while they are learning how 
to fly. 

 
In “Expectations” he’s teaching a man in his 60s to read: 
 

(Charles) . . . never read “Once upon a time” to his daughters, 
never filled out a form or an application, never checked the 
newspaper for sales, never followed a map to a place he had 
never been. Never heard the sound of his reading voice. 

 
And so … 
 

His reading voice stayed underground, dormant like a root deep 
in frozen earth. Says he waited a lifetime for this and he holds 
each book as if it is sacred. 

 
Charles is reading one word at a time … 
 

I’m not about to stop him and say, “You need to read the 
words smoothly like someone who is talking” or “You have to 
read the words all together.” No, I am letting him go, letting 
him open all the windows, all at once. He deserves that much. 

 
It’s little wonder that A New Resonance 6 (Red Moon Press, 2009) 
included Glenn as one of the “emerging voices in English-language 
haiku.” Given his many published haibun in the best of our journals 
and the quality of his first two collections, were there an announcement 
in 2014 about important voices in English-language haibun, his name 
would certainly be included. 
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In “Invisible Ink”, Glenn writes of the notes he has collected through 
the years: 
 

. . . The words are somewhere, folded and put away in books, 
scribbled on yellow pads or in journals without titles. . . . They 
are like nieces and nephews I no longer see, second cousins 
that I grew up with . . . What do they think about the world, 
about politics, about religion? What do they care about, dream 
about? How do they remember? . . .  

 
The haibun closes with:  
 
 blue shadows 
 wind shakes a tarp 
 from the woodpile 
 
Indeed, the wind has uncovered Glenn’s woodpile of memories. This 
collection serves as an exemplar in our emerging English-language 
haibun genre and is certain to touch your spirit as it did mine. 
 
Ray Rasmussen 
Edmonton, Alberta 
January 2014 
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NNeverland 
 

Tutors are encouraged to bring their students to a special showing of 
Peter Pan. I invite Chester and his brother and sisters want to come 
too. There is no electricity in their cabin, no running water, no 
telephone or a radio. The children have never watched television or 
gone to a movie. 
 
They are waiting when I pull up the narrow lane, each one wearing a 
straw hat, their faces shining like sunlit water. I turn up the car radio as 
I drive the children to the college; Anne Murray is singing “Snowbird.” 
 
The theatre is empty and we sit in the front row. I am between Fonda, 
Rebecca, Chester, and Nathan. The movie starts and soon they are all 
talking to the characters on the screen as if Wendy and Tinker Bell can 
hear them. I am not about to stop them. The children are moving their 
arms and legs. I will not ask them to be still—not while they are 
learning how to fly. 
 
 mountains at dusk 
 a light in the dark 
 between trees 
 
 chill at dusk 
 a dog curls up 
 on the shoes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

15



TThe All of One Room 
 

I board the blue bus in Mars Hill and it drops me off at the foot of a 
mountain in Burnsville. The bus driver points toward a road which is 
more like a path and tells me to follow it, tells me the Crain place is not 
that far, says I can’t miss it. 
 
 afternoon shadows 
 I follow a road 
 worn by feet 
 
The house is small, more like a shed coming off the side of a boulder. 
Smoke is rising from the stack of a metal chimney. No electrical lines, 
no phone lines running in. The children are waiting outside, two girls, 
two boys, barefoot. They are still, quiet like deer. “You the teacher?” 
one of them asks. 
 
 bird song 
 a bar of ivory 
 beside the creek 
 
Light is dim inside. A pot of something cooking on the hearth. Smells I 
can’t recognize. “Chester can’t get to school no more—too many 
seizures. Way behind the others.”  
 
I take out my pens and pencils, open up a notebook, the boy sits 
frozen beside me on a straight back chair. “Let’s read a story,” I say. 
 
 lantern light 
 I bend closer 
 to the words 
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Bus is picking me up at five. I am the last stop. The two girls (Rebecca, 
Fonda) and the two boys (Chester, Nathan) walk with me down the 
mountain. They like my shoes with their high tops. “You comin’ back 
next week,” they want to know. The bus isn’t there so I ask them about 
baseball. I tell them how one person throws a ball and another one hits 
it, how you run base to base until you get home. I swing an imaginary 
bat in the air. The children stare at my pantomime. I tell them I’ll bring 
a bat and ball next time, tell them I’ll teach them how to play the game. 
 
 early spring 
 tops of boulders cool 
 in the dusk 
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LLambs 
 
The principal says I am to remain with my students from the moment 
they arrive in the morning until the last bus is called at three o’clock. 
There are no teacher preparation periods. I am to eat lunch with my 
students and make certain they are busy with seatwork if I need to dash 
down the hall to the lavatory. Is it safe to leave them unattended? 
 
At around ten in the morning, I am permitted to send two students 
down to the cafeteria. Mrs. Lambert will pour a cup of coffee, place the 
cup in a soup bowl, and the children will carry it back to your room. 
The principal says I should send a note with the children about cream 
and sugar and that I must remind them not to spill. What if they should 
stumble and get burned? 
 
I am to teach all of the subjects and follow the order of chapters—no 
deviations. There are no books for art or music lessons. I am to write 
lessons that are appropriate for a fifth grade classroom. What if I can’t 
play an instrument? 
 
I prepare for the first music lesson by listening again and again to a 
recording by Harry Nilsson. Then I write the words down on a spirit 
master and make copies on the Ditto machine. I pass out the words to 
“Without You” and ask my students to read along with me. They don’t 
know the song. I tell them it is beautiful. I place the record on a 
turntable and ask the children to sing along. They love it. The students 
hear the music and rise up from their chairs as if in a church. Suddenly 
they are singing and dancing. I close the door so as not to disturb the 
other teachers and there is the principal with a grimace set tight on his 
face. Do you have time to meet with me after school? 
 
 where rock lives 
 Jesus somewhere 
 in the grooves 
 
 sunlit cafeteria 
 the quiet class 
 gets the cornbread 
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CCorrespondence 
 
I am teaching the parts of a friendly letter when the door opens. The 
principal enters with a yawn like a spent shopper. My students begin to 
greet him but he holds a finger to his lips to quiet them. I go on with 
my lesson as he pauses to stare at the fish in our tank. “Who would you 
write a friendly letter to?” I ask, and a sea of arms reaches for the sky. 
 
Mr. Daily opens a window (he likes fresh air) and takes a seat in the 
back of the classroom. I walk from desk to desk and kneel down to 
hear each fresh idea. The children are eager to get words down to 
mothers, fathers, Mrs. Lambert in the cafeteria, Walter the janitor, and 
me. Mr. Daily isn’t taking notes. He isn’t looking at the children, just 
stares blankly out into the courtyard. 
 
A few days pass and when there is no envelope in my mailbox, I stop 
and ask Mr. Daily about my observation. “Oh that wasn’t an 
evaluation,” he says. “I was just hiding in your room from a parent I 
didn’t want to see.” 
 
 fading light 
 I touch the pages 
 to be sure 
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FFinal Evaluation 
 
“It was an ambush. The principal was waiting for that moment. First 
day back after winter break. Your ears still ringing from noisemakers 
and there he was first period in your spelling class. Sure, you could 
have perhaps should have been prepared. You bombed the lesson and 
he handed you a lousy observation.” 
 
“Three bad observations and I’d say the writing is on the wall. He 
wants you out. You don’t quite fit the bill. The principal likes teachers 
with a certain look, neat and tidy, a confidence about them like a halo. 
That’s not you. You are more like the students—uncertain.” 
 
“Here’s the plan. You put on a nice suit. Yes, the gray one will work 
with a plain tie. Then you march into the big man’s office. Bold as 
brass. You say, “Sir, you haven’t seen me at my best. Could you 
observe me another time?” Nobody does that. It will throw him off his 
game. A confidence reversal. The element of surprise. What are you 
waiting for?” 
 
 cold garage 
 the last spark plug 
 won’t budge 
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TTeaching Guides 
 

 early autumn 
 bright checks 
 in the new shirt 
 
The principal says that I am too thin. He doesn’t like the way I hold 
chalk and wishes I spoke in a louder voice. He wants to read my speech 
before Open House, wants me to sign up for the group dynamics 
class—wants me to be more like him. 
 
 the new teacher 
 is not his mother 
 half-eaten lunch 
 
The Board secretary says I am now registered for the family health 
plan. She thinks I will not be signed up long enough to cover the new 
baby who is expected in May. Mrs. Preckwinkle says she will do her 
best and look into the matter for me. “This is a joyous time,” she 
reminds me. “Don’t worry about every little thing.” 
 
My hands shake on the drive home and sometimes I burst into tears 
for no reason at all. Must look foolish to the other drivers. I cannot 
sleep. I plan the next day over and over in my mind. 
 
 wind-bent trees 
 one student 
 never raises a hand 
 
I fill out every form that is in my mailbox; answer all the questions. 
Then I drop them in the secretary’s basket. Hard to keep up with it all. 
The principal is across the desk from me, wants to know why I filled in 
an application for a custodian’s job, and demands to know why I filled 
out paper-work clearly meant for the parent of one of my students. 
The principal is angry and his voice is loud. “And another thing,” he 
almost shouts, “we don’t eat lunch with the children. The teachers have 
their own table.”  I sit looking back at him without any answers. I am 
getting good at this. 
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 fields of corn 
fingers 
copy machine blue 

 
 

 
 

SSigns 

The miles are the same this year as they were the year before and the 
one before that. Same detour around the highway where part of the 
road broke into the river. Same bright sunlight, head-on, along Route 
Twelve. Same pockets of cool air where the forest is dense beside the 
road. Why does the ride feel longer? Why am I always looking at my watch? 

The steady repeat of back-to-school nights and parent conferences like 
the return of birds from the north. The daily grind of thirty minute 
sessions, of  scheduling the difficult reading problems first to get them 
over with. Splash cold water on my face between periods three and 
four to wake up. 
 
Chelsea’s mother says I am a fine teacher. Knows that I helped Adam 
with his confusions and showed him how to match words one-to-one. 
It’s just that Chelsea is a little afraid of me. Says that I am her first older 
teacher. 
 
 green of spring 
 the stop and start 
 of a new reader 
 
 spring dusk 
 the casts we squeeze in 
 before dark 
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MMercy 
 
 she remembers 
 soldiers in the hills 
 cold corner 
 
Sadia confuses the sounds of long and short vowels. Even when she is 
right, Sadia doubts herself and tries words again. Today, I stop her and 
teach the pattern of a long vowel followed by a consonant then silent e. 
Sadia looks surprised and says she understands. Yet, I taught this 
pattern to her last year and the year before that. 
 
“I can’t remember,” Sadia says. “I don’t know the driver’s manual and 
we went over it again and again. I forget meanings and the girls at work 
help me with homework. I tell the doctor the medication is too strong. 
I tell him it makes me forget.” 
 
I remind Sadia of the Baliwood movies. “You retell whole stories, all 
the details. I don’t have to watch them.” Then I remind Sadia of the 
fairy tale she remembered from her childhood. “It was almost like 
Cinderella,” I say.  
 
Sadia doesn’t know what happened to the book of stories. She doesn’t 
know where the soldiers took her brother and her father. I finish the 
lesson and Sadia leaves for work. 
 
 literacy classes 
 she misses the music 
 of her language 
 
The afternoon passes and in the twilight I see her walking down the 
street. Sadia’s face is red from the wind and cold. I surprise her with 
hello. We talk for a moment about winter in the air but there is little to 
say without books spread before me. I unlock the car, look up, and she 
is gone. 
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 snow at night 
 the student pronounces 

silent letters 

 
 
 

DDirections 

On Saturday morning, the rear entrance to the corner building is 
locked, so I enter through the front of the coffee shop. It is early and 
no one is sitting around the small tables that look out on Third Street. 
Someone from behind the counter calls out, “Good morning,” but I 
don’t stop. Their coffee is strong and leaves a bitter taste that lingers 
for hours. The building was once a bank, and I walk quickly past the 
first vault with its heavy door left open—a manmade cave. I push open 
the door that reads Emergency Exit Only and pass the elevator that I 
will not ride and climb two flights of metal stairs that are dirty and 
spotted with coffee stains. I click on the hall light several times to get it 
to work and check to see if the restrooms are locked. 
 
 midnight— 
 on the second floor 
 homeless stir 
 
Wood is peeling from the door to room 2C, and the doorknob feels 
loose as I turn it. There are no windows in the office that now serves as 
a classroom for adults learning how to read. Two gray tables line up 
like roads coming to a T, and donated pictures hang on the walls. I 
settle into a heavy wooden chair and read over the story I will be 
teaching, asking myself about names and places that might confuse a 
new reader. I wonder about her experiences, has she ever gone 
camping, does she know what the surf sounds like? The door is open 
and I listen for feet tapping up the metal stairs. I know it will be my 
first student wanting to understand a few more words so The Holy 
Bible will begin to make sense to her. 
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 morning classes— 
 drifting through air ducts 
 the smell of burnt toast 
 
 

 
 

AAmnesia 
 
She is starting to remember. Deborah writes a word quickly down and 
looks up at me and asks, “How did I know that?” I watch her write a 
question mark then shake her head and change it to a period. “I told 
pastor about my reading lessons and he said that was one of his 
prayers.” 
 
Deborah reads gaves then corrects herself by reading gives. Her eyes 
attend to the ends of words especially ones that start with t-h-e. She 
remembers now, before there were grandchildren and children, before 
the second husband and the first, there were fields. Deborah recalls the 
aunt and uncle who kept her home to wade through fields of corn, 
fields of tobacco. She remembers before them, a skinny teacher in a 
cold room, gloves on her hands when she wrote. It’s coming back to 
her—once someone had taught her, how to read. 
 
 winter— 
 warm breath 
 on the pages 
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VVanishing Point 
 
The last time I saw them was after the New Year. I was leaving the 
grocery store and they were checking out. Maria cradled the baby in 
one arm and lifted bags into the cart with the other. Alex was handing 
the cashier some bills. They waved and both said, “Happy New Year.” 
In a thick accent, Maria called out, “I see you on Friday.” 
 
They did not make class. I called their cell phone numbers but the lines 
were no longer in service.  
 
After two weeks, I sent a letter to their apartment—no response. I 
thought of calling the restaurant where Alex had been working but I 
did not. After a month, I put their books away. 
 
I think of the day, we studied the globe. Maria pointed at a spot in 
southern Mexico, near the sea. “That is where we come from,” she 
said. I wonder whether they returned and worry about the forces that 
may have sent them there. 
 
 winter rain 
 I wait for my hands 
 to work 
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RReading Work 
 
It is warm for Halloween and this morning there is a light drizzle in the 
air. Senalda is here for an interview, but her husband, who is a foot 
taller, is doing all the talking. I learn that Senalda has fourteen brothers 
and sisters in Costa Rica. I find out that families in Costa Rica don’t 
have the material things found in the United States, but they are happy 
and laugh well into the night. I know that Senalda does not like to 
cook. All this, I learn from the husband. 
 
 small windows 
 the silence 
 of a teacher’s bell 
 
I need to understand what Senalda knows about English, how she 
speaks, and the words (if any) she can read. I turn to the husband and 
tell him that he must remain quiet. My words send him to another 
office where his talking begins again. I cannot hear Senalda’s first few 
answers, then like a bird at dawn, her voice grows brighter, louder. 
With each word Senalda reads, her eyes brighten. She says his for had, 
then  stops, knowing something is not right. I teach her the word had 
and she runs her finger under it and says the word slowly. In her voice, 
had is beautiful. Senalda pronounces hirl instead of g irl and I say that 
makes sense in her language. She reads a story then asks to read it once 
again. 
 
The husband returns in time to correct Senalda. “It is g irl not hirl,” he 
says. Senalda’s body grows rigid and still. A small light dims in her eyes. 
 
 late day sun 
 a stretched arm steadies 
 the stop sign 
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PProgress 
 
One by one, farmers sell their land to developers. Builders erect house 
after house on lots that average an acre and a quarter. There are homes 
now on what once were pastures, fields of tomatoes, and fields of corn. 
Children explore the small patches of forest that remain; they gather 
cows’ bones, twisted wheels, bottles of colored glass, and an 
assortment of hand tools. Some play on a rusted tractor that was left in 
a hedgerow. At night, the houses light up like birthday cakes. 
 
Lily’s grandchildren are grown now, no sweet babies left for her to 
mind. She believes in the Lord and that there is a plan for her life. Lily 
signs up for a literacy class where she studies letters and words. “I can 
spell a lot more words than I can read,” she says. “I have to practice to 
remember.” 
 
When Lily gets stuck on a word, someone at home will chime in and 
tell her. Lily reminds them that it is her job to fix it by herself. She 
knows that is the only way to ever learn. Sometimes at night, Lily 
gathers her Teddy bears in a basket, takes the books out of her bag, 
and reads to them. “They are the best listeners,” she says. 
 
 ice turns to water 
 turns to pasture 
 spring thaw 
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FFields to Plow 
 
He had just started school when it shut down over worn-out books, 
unsafe buses, and little heat in winter. Teachers and students wanted 
the same books as the whites-only school, same shiny buses, and same 
pay for their teachers so they all walked out in hope of something 
better. Both schools stayed shut tight when Prince Edward County 
refused to integrate and Charles lost all the important years of his 
education. 
 
 migrating geese 
 the sound of wood 
 splitting in two 
 
Charles learned other things while the schools were closed like loading 
potatoes in a truck. He learned how to feed chickens and call cows in 
from the field, learned how to replace a broken board on the gate and 
work like a man when he should have been playing like a child. 
 
 winter sun 
 a few lines of words 
 forgotten 
 
Years passed by and when the schools did open up again, it was too 
late for Charles. He was too far behind and none of the teachers knew 
how to catch him up. Charles left soon as he could and did what he 
knew how to do—work. 
 
Today Charles is nearly sixty, one grown daughter and one still in 
school. His wife and youngest child are outside now waiting in the 
truck, waiting for Charles to finish his reading lesson. They will do 
what it takes to support him. He is going to read and they will wait for 
him. 
 
 winter evening 
 thick fingers cover 
 most of a page      
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I am showing Charles ‘s. “The apostrophe is like a little backward c,” I 
tell him, “shows that something belongs to someone, like your brother 
the preacher, he’s good with words, people like to hear John’s words.” 
I write down JJohns words and Charles picks up a pencil and carefully 
makes his first apostrophe. “I am learning something all the time,” he 
says and I can hardly get any words out of my mouth. 
 
 frozen fields 
 the words he carries 
 into the night 
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EExpectations 
 

He never read “Once upon a time” to his daughters, never filled out a 
form or an application, never checked the newspaper for sales, never 
followed a map to a place he had never been. Never heard the sound 
of his reading voice. 
 
 years of silence 
 I give the geraniums 
 a full glass 
 
His reading voice stayed underground, dormant like a root deep in 
frozen earth. Says he waited a lifetime for this and he holds each book 
as if it is sacred. 
 
Charles is reading now and his voice rumbles like a freight train. It is a 
big voice, crosses the room and you hear it outside the door. Each 
word chimes alone like he is calling roll: the names of every doubter, 
every teacher, and every tutor shaking in his voice. You get what you 
expect and nobody expected much. 
 
I’m not about to stop him and say, “You need to read the words 
smoothly like someone who is talking” or “You have to read the words 
all together.” No, I am letting him go, letting him open all the 
windows, all at once. He deserves that much. 
 
 empty classroom 
 desks still warm 
 from the hands 
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CCrossing the Border 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



IIslanders 
 

Three drifts along Mackay Island. Fish are visible in the clear shallow 
water. It is early summer and the water lilies have yet to bloom. A deer, 
a large doe, moves slowly behind low pines. She is a prisoner on the 
island until the lake again freezes. New logs lie under the water; new 
branches stick out like arms.  
 
 empty bay 
 the heron struts 
 two boards at a time 
 
On the eastern shore, bass use the shelter and shadow of an abandoned 
boathouse. They dart out to swallow silver shiners and frogs. Last 
year’s fishing lines coil in the breeze as if they still hold the memory of 
casts into strong winds and stretches from the weight of fish.  
 
 mild winter 
 a wishing well holds 
 the same lean  
 
Locals drag useless limbs (the willow that’s hard to split) out on the 
lake when it is frozen solid; what does not burn sinks, only to catch 
hooks, bump motors. A few will be marked with bleach containers 
painted fluorescent orange like cones along roadsides. The wind is 
enough to blow the boat along Mackay, leave the oars where they are, 
leave them ready. 
 
 sunrise— 
 in the throat of a bass      
 a red hook      
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EElectromagnetic Waves 
 
The antenna tower is twice as tall as the cottage, almost as high as the 
pines. Wires drape down the tower and fall like locks of loose hair. 
One wire is for the television while the other connects a motor to a 
switch that turns the antenna. I leave it pointing east where I pick up 
signals from Ottawa and Kingston. A third signal from Toronto comes 
and goes. It works best at night. 
 
 ragged shoreline 
 the ground not as true 
 as it once was 
 
The tower is rusted now and unsafe to climb. I leave it alone. Tonight 
all three television channels are covering the same story. The young 
man that reporters are talking about reminds me of ones that I grew up 
with. He is the one who leads the conga line at the VFW dance. His car 
rumbles down the street and he flashes a big smile. A girl presses her 
head against his shoulder. He selects a song on the jukebox and 
everyone nods their approval. He sings “King of the Road” just like 
Roger Miller as he walks by the paper store. I know this man. 
 
Daylight lingers. I watch children wave, soldiers stand at attention, and 
onlookers shed tears as his body makes its journey down the Highway 
of Heroes. By now, even on the shores of distant lakes or in 
farmhouses out on the rain soaked prairie, most people know the 148th 
Canadian soldier has fallen. They know him by name. 
 
 summer breeze 
 we guess the limbs 
 winter will break 
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TTobacco Road 
 

One more trip to town, one more list to fill before we close up the 
cottage. Leftover gasoline needs a stabilizer to preserve it for nine more 
months. The mower needs a new blade and the dock a bungee cord so 
it can move in and out with the ice. 
 
Smith Falls is busy. Cars and campers are driving in for the Chocolate 
Festival. Fresh corn and fries signs pop up along the highway. At the 
coffee shop, I check plates and a few of the trucks are from America. 
In the middle of the traffic, a police car flashes its lights and comes to 
an abrupt stop. The young officer leaves his vehicle and darts in and 
out of traffic picking handfuls of loose cigarettes from the road. 
 
 summer detour 
 I turn down the radio 
 to see clearly 
 
We pick up a few groceries at Basics and drive south on Route 15. Just 
outside the city limits, cigarettes begin to cover the shoulders like 
winter snow. Every few hundred yards, another patch of white. 
 
Vehicles have begun to park along the south and northbound 
shoulders. Young men without shirts hurry to gather cigarettes in their 
pockets and bags. They are like children on an Easter egg hunt. The 
older men and one woman move slowly and bend like farmers from 
the waist. They fill their wide hats up with the nameless brands. 
 
I follow the path for ten miles. There are still clumps of cigarettes 
where I turn right, west on Route 42. A few horses and cows move 
behind squares of farm fence. Queen Anne’s Lace sprouts from the 
gravel and the road is open and empty. 
 
 onshore wind 
 the ripple of reeds 
 in all directions 
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TTaken 
 
The animals have been missing for three days. Thieves stole their trailer 
while it was parked at a motel. There is a reward offered for proof that 
the animals are being fed. The tiger will falter first without water. He 
will stop moving, dehydrate, and his kidneys will shut down. The two 
camels will last days longer. They are bred to cross barren terrain. 
 
 longest day 
 the scent of hay 
 close to the ground 
 
Were the animals taken by mistake? Is there a black market for part-time circus 
stars? Did the robbers see value in a large aluminum trailer with bars on its 
windows? 
 
For the first time, a newspaper has called the animals by their proper 
names. The tiger (Jonas) is listed first. The two camels are Sean and 
Todd. Jonas is almost tame and the camels more likely to spit than bite. 
 
This evening, mothers and fathers are watching for them as if they are 
children returning before dark. Grandparents stir when a hound barks 
and they look deep in the forest for movement or the flash of eyes. A 
farmer finishes cutting one last row of hay then sits for a time on his 
tractor. He longs to witness what he has never seen before. 
 
 branches snap 
 on a gravel road 
 a few stars  
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TThe Time It Takes 
 
 summer grasses 
 remnants of a pathway 
 to a boat 
 
It is a dark day and the water still—no drift. A few drops of rain but no 
downpours. I can see Marie and her grandson out in the rowboat. 
Marie is using the oars and moving the boat just outside the weeds and 
down that open stretch where you can swim all the way to the boat 
launch. The boy pulls in a heavy largemouth but the fish with a mouth 
like a bucket has swallowed the hook. 
 
Marie returns the boat to her dock and the boy runs with pole and fish 
to a cottage window where he yells and waves at his grandfather. Ted 
pokes needle-nose pliers deep inside the fish and removes the hook. 
They release the bass and for a time it is still then like a miracle it 
swims away. 
 
I find the fish floating belly-up. My wife catches it with a rake and we 
row out to deeper water where we drop it back in, a proper funeral for 
one who has lasted so long. 
 
 evening shadows 
 the book closes 
 with a slap 
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VVoices in the Trees 
 
There is a kingbird balanced on the stern light of my rowboat. He 
remains there until I step out on the dock. The boat has become a daily 
rain gauge for what the newscasters call “the summer that never was.” I 
roll up my pant legs and hop on the corner seat where the water rushes 
beneath me like a river. I bail the boat dry and move on toward my 
neighbor’s dock. 
 
The ground along the shoreline never dries—not enough sun. My 
shoes leave prints in the soggy grass as if it were wet cement. My 
neighbor shares his dock with a heron who squawks at my arrival. The 
boat does not lean like mine when I step on. It is weighted up front 
with a cinder block to keep the bow down on the lake as if another 
person were riding there. I use a sponge to soak up the water. Oars are 
still in their locks and a line of lures hangs from a piece of wood. 
 
My neighbor is at a hospital in Hershey, Pennsylvania and will never 
return to his boat that he has worn down like a shoe through the years. 
Still, I treat the bailing like a chore, like setting up the coffee pot ahead 
each night or making up the bed in the morning. The rain will not stop 
and the boat needs to be bailed, it is necessary. 
 
 evening shadows 
 a fish rises in the space 
 between lilies 
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CCrossing Miller’s Bay 
 
Hammers are ringing. They tap like birds on the islands. Cottagers 
straighten sheets of metal roofing that folded like sleeves in the winter 
wind. Ice pushed the shorelines into rows of low hills and collapsed 
boathouses. “The lake always wins,” a neighbor says. 
 
 haze at dawn 
 machines that will not start 
 in a heron’s voice 
 
Fishermen turn their engines over and move boats slowly through the 
shallow bays. Engines sputter and stall from last year’s gasoline. The 
spring wind is cold. White heads drift like fog across the channel and 
lines drag through the deep water for pike. 
 
Each year, there are fewer fishing guides and fewer tourists. The lakes 
grow quieter and quieter. Eagles have returned to nest in tall pines and 
a moose was spotted swimming across Wolf Lake. Coyotes howl at 
night in the village cemetery. The big pike that fill black and white 
photographs on lodge walls have yet to return. The old fishermen still 
believe they can find one, maybe a walleye. There is nothing else. 
 
 wind-bent cattails 
 the sparks he sees 
 in waves 
 
 evening thunder 
 the red 
 of a fallen pine 
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SStaging Area on Mud Lake 
 
After two months, the isolation takes its toll. I can’t walk by my cell 
phone without picking it up to check for messages. I begin to 
straighten the crooked pictures on the walls. Thick floor tiles creak 
from my weight. My eyes are drawn again and again to water-marks on 
the ceiling. 
 
Each time I start an outboard, I expect the starter cord to break. The 
line on my fishing reel is beginning to curl like a head of unruly hair. It 
twists and tangles in the wind. Is there sufficient gas to grill one more steak? 
How long will the jug of water last? Is there enough gasoline in the truck to reach 
the border? 
 
The lake is moving like a river and grasses are dry and turning brown. 
A few yellow leaves dot the ground. I long to hear children laughing 
above the birds. I want neighbors who wave back. Suddenly, it’s all too 
much and time to go home. Time to fly. 
 
 fields of stubble— 
 somewhere in the wind 
 the lonesome 
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WWhat Winter Has Left 
 
The front of the house is cocked back like the brim of a hat. There is a 
ragged crack on an outside wall. I use a crowbar and hammers to pry 
open the front door. Cabinet doors are open. There are spaces between 
the floor and walls. Window frames have pulled loose and the 
refrigerator leans on the buckled linoleum. 
 
Some claim it was one of the wind storms that caused the damage. 
Same ones that spun boats like compass needles and scattered shingles 
like cards across lawns. Others say it was the thick ice in the shallow 
bays that rolled mud onto the shorelines and knocked over wishing 
wells. 
 
I cut down the front door so it fits the twisted opening and fill the 
cracks around the floor with wet cement. Neighbors stop by to study 
the roofline and inspect my repairs. Each one shares a theory or 
possibility. Each one is certain about how it happened. It is like a fish 
story that keeps evolving—it’s never finished. 
 
 lake winds 
 sounds I once heard 
 in a shell 
 
 all night gusts 
 pine needles line the boats 
 like nests 
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AAn Instance of Motion 
 
Gusts of wind pound the lake, waves stop and start, change direction. 
It is like looking into a kaleidoscope—the patterns are never the same. 
 
A hummingbird hovers outside the window and moves back and forth 
like the waves. Is she looking at us? Does she see her own reflection? The bird 
perches at the nectar feeder and sips the red liquid. Then she looks 
up—her needle-like bill pointing toward the sky. She doesn’t move. 
 
“She must be a traveler,” my wife says. “The wind has exhausted her.” 
The hummingbird is still. I look out and suddenly the bird falls to the 
ground. My wife runs outside and gathers her from the lawn, cups the 
hummingbird in her hands. Wings are like green velvet and her breast 
is white. “Her heart is beating,” my wife says. 
 
Before I can find something to place her in, the breathing stops. I wrap 
the bird in a white cloth and dig a hole on the hillside. I draw a cross 
on a stone. “Did you say a prayer for her?” my wife asks as I walk back 
inside the cottage. 
 
 rowing at night 
 memories 
 she keeps at bay 
 
 awake at midnight 
 the sound of a boat 
 bumping the dock 
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TThe Time Between Fires 
 
It is late September. Snow turns to rain on the lake, rain leaks through 
the roof of the cottage and falls like tears down the walls. Wind shakes 
a section of the tin roof and it rattles like a chest, a child burning with 
fever. There are no boats on the water and docks lie beached on the 
shore. I boil water from the well and drink tea while willows and pines 
shed branches. At night, I curl close to the hearth, toss and turn with 
the waves, all my dreams of broken things. 
 
I return in the spring before the ice goes out. Easter. The cottage is full 
of voices. I lean over the couch and study my new grandson’s face. 
Children climb up and down rocks on the hill, poke in the mud with 
sticks and piss in the wind. The cottage is damp and smells of old 
books. It warms to the smells of food and the sounds of laughter. At 
night, the fire in the hearth is the only source of heat. All of the 
bedroom doors are left open and children lie under layers of blankets 
in the warmth of many breaths. 
 
 shoreline shadows— 
 among the fallen branches 
 a lone antler 
 
Years pass. My grandsons move farther and farther away. They never 
come back to the lake. My wife and I return only in late spring and stay 
through mid-summer. It is lonely at the cottage except for the busy 
robins, the turtles that lay eggs in patches of soft soil, and turkeys that 
strut past the windows. There is birdsong where once there was the 
chatter of children. 
 
 wet leaves 
 what I can no longer 
 shake off 
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Today rain pounds the lake. Wind blows the waves across from 
Mackay Island then suddenly changes direction and sends them back 
the way they came. The temperature drops and it is cold for May. In 
the evening, I light the pilot on the gas fireplace—first time in ten 
years. Light from the flames flickers in photographs of a house boat 
and a young fisherman who holds a silver fish. It shines on the faces of 
animals carved from stone. The rooms warm once again and I begin to 
expect the crunch of gravel, a car, the movement of a boat, lights 
across the water, quick steps, a knock on the door. 
 
 honks of geese 
 I begin 
 to mark the time 
 
 rambling roses 
 summer dusk and a voice 
 calling me home 
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CCustoms 
 
It is a routine like kneeling down to pick strawberries in the spring, 
raking leaves in the fall or packing up to visit the children at Christmas. 
Each summer, for the past thirty years, I stop at the Duty Free Store 
before crossing the border into Ontario. It is a pattern that is hard to 
break. 
 
One person has been working in the store for three decades. He was 
there when my wife and I came in with babies in our arms and there 
when our children followed us to the border in their own cars. 
Sometimes he recognizes us in an instant, “I know you, you’re the folks 
with a Scottish name.” Other times he is not as certain, “I thought you 
looked familiar.” 
 
I know little about the gentleman. I know that he once vacationed with 
his mother at a cottage not far from mine and that winters are long and 
lonely. Today there is gray in his hair and beard. He tells me there were 
three heavy snows this winter and he is tired of the wind always 
blowing a chill around his neck. 
 
He does not mention my wife or ask why she is limping or why her 
hands are twisting like leaves in the wind. The man asks instead about 
winter in Virginia and how long we are staying in Newboro. I do not 
tell him that this is my last pilgrimage—that I will not be coming back. 
Some things are too private and we do not know each other all that 
well. 
 
 snow-bent trees 
 I cast again and again 
 into the shadows 
 
 ridge of pines 
 I pull them back in place 
 a circle of stones 
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AAn Echo of Hammers 
 
Clarke has a vision. He studies the marsh on the western shore of Mud 
Lake and pictures a cottage. The land is cheap, worthless, and he buys 
it for peanuts. Hacks his way through the dense reeds, cuts down trees, 
hauls in dirt and stone while mosquitoes hover over him like a cloud. 
 
No building permits. Clarke uses what he can find to build the place: 
doors from a luncheonette, glass from a gas station, and rocks from the 
forest. Digs a well too close to the lake. Never tells anyone where the 
septic tank is. “Place is a mystery,” someone says. “Wires are a spark 
away from catching fire.” 
 
He pushes wheelbarrows of cement, builds steps down to the water, 
pours a patio, throws up a bunkhouse for visitors and creates a dock 
for his boat. When he finishes the job, Clarke drives his family back 
and forth from Ottawa for weekends on the water. 
 
 dusk on the lake 
 pine trees 
 become dragons 
 
Years pass, the cottage changes hands, ice storms knock out the power, 
pipes burst, the floor floods and wood buckles. Concrete crumbles and 
water from the well turns sour. Tree stumps rot and leave sink holes in 
the earth. Raccoons live in the attic, mice scurry in cupboards, and 
robins build nests under the eaves. At night, skunks scratch the grass 
for grubs as owls soar above ragged pines. Along the shoreline, cattails 
hold the ground in place. Stories about Clarke still spin when snow fills 
the hulls of beached boats. 
 
 hush of pines 
 voices I did not know 
 were there 
 
 voices across water 
 the ashes I scatter 
 here and there 
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TThe Last Summer 
 
I raise the motor and let the boat drift over shallow water. It is too dark 
to see the shadows of hemlock and pine that line the shoreline, too 
dark to locate tree limbs that rise from the lake like fins. Lights on the 
bow and stern are dim like candles. 
 
I cast a black popper into the darkness and cannot see where it lands. I 
flip the bail, wind in the slack line and wait for a fish to rise and snatch 
it as if it is a frog, wait to hear a splash or feel the line tug. My fishing 
pole is pointing up to the sky and I am ready to set the hook. I twitch 
the rod tip and reel in to a rhythm: plop-stop-plop, plop-plop-stop, plop-plop-
plop-stop. A light breeze pushes the boat along. 
 
My face is wet, hair soaked from a drizzle of rain. I have waited too 
long to find the passages between islands, landmarks that mark 
channels, the light behind a window. 
 
 moonless night 
 Psalms written 
 in ordinary words 
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OOperation Mainstream 
 
 record heat 
 my mind full 
 of mistakes 
 
Rochelle is a builder and Jay is a farmer. They know tools, know how 
to fix things. The rest of us are not carpenters. The crew is made up of 
unemployed men from the mountains, a handful of seminarians, and a 
few boys from the college. Rochelle shows us what to do and lets us 
give it a go. There are houses up on stilts that need blocks of concrete 
to stand on. Broken steps lead to broken doors, broken windows. 
Roofs with holes wide enough to see the stars. Rochelle steps back to 
look at our work and says, “Let me look at it with a crooked eye.”  
There is no charge to the mountain people for the work we do. 
 
 bright sun 
 I hammer my thumb once more 
 for good measure 
 
At lunch, we fall like apples beneath trees. The juice and sandwiches 
are warm. Heat is oppressive. One of the seminarians peppers a local 
man with questions about the bible. Buster nods and blinks back at 
him like an owl. I should tell him to lay off, leave Buster alone. I don’t. 
In the evening, we drop Buster off in front of his house. A sway-
backed hound lumbers off the porch to meet him. Rochelle says 
Buster’s wife and kid left some time back. He doesn’t know where they 
are. For supper, he’ll open spaghetti then put the can on a frying pan to 
heat. Saves doing dishes. 
 
Tonight is a tent revival near Hot Springs. Buster will put on a clean 
white shirt (long sleeves) and walk with his bible along the creek. “Not 
an evil bone in his body,” Rochelle says. “Buster knows every hymn by 
heart. The poor soul can’t read a blessed word.” 
 
 the Bible holds 
 sweat from his hands 
 evening shadows 
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CCommon Ground 
 
Wayne did not want or need a helper. He worked best alone and that is 
what he told my father. My father (the owner of the garage door 
business) told him in return that his son had a family now, two young 
children and no classes to teach that summer, and no ifs, ands, or buts, 
I would be Wayne’s helper. 
 
 evening swallows 
 I try out the weight 
 of a new hammer 
 
The work was divided in half. My job was to fasten the hardware and 
locks to the garage door sections then stack them: bottom, lock, 
intermediate, and top, in each garage door opening. Wayne took care of 
the vertical and horizontal tracks as well as the torsion bars and 
springs. I wrote down the instructions I was given in a notebook that I 
left open at each new job site. 
 
 no lessons 
 key in the lock 
 upside down  
 
A few weeks passed and I had peppered Wayne with every question I 
could think of. He smoked menthol cigarettes and answered with a few 
words. Wayne ate no lunch and if the tracks were ready before my 
sections, he lay down on the concrete floors and slept for twenty 
minutes while I caught up. 
 
 late June 
 a pocket of cool 
 close to the floor 
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Midway through that summer and we were installing a large door. I 
struggled to stack sixteen foot sections in an opening. Wayne was 
taking a nap. I woke him when all of the sections were in place and he 
stood and stared for a time at my work. He told me the glass section 
was in wrong after he never showed me the correct procedure in the 
first place.     “What is wrong with you?” I yelled. “What in the world 
did I ever do to you? I am here for a month then I’m gone, back to 
teaching, out of your hair, and you can’t even hold a conversation.” I 
went on and on like a lawyer filling the air with words. 
 
Afterwards, Wayne and I took the door apart, changed a few hinges 
around and bolted it back together. On the ride home, he spoke for a 
long time about his wife and his three children. We were in no hurry to 
reach the shop. 
 
 afternoon shadows 
 tension keeps the doors 
 from falling down 
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SShanghai Noodle Factory 
 
It is just a summer job but my father knows the owner of the company 
and he wants me to take it seriously. I leave before my father in the 
morning, follow the road past Lipton Tea, Darts Mill, then on to 
Whitehouse Station. The factory is on Codington Road, a few miles off 
Route 22. “Don’t smile so much,” my father advises. “Look serious 
like the rest of them.” 
 
 time clocks 
 men wait till the last minute 
 to leave their cars 
 
The box cars are dropped off at night. When the doors are opened in 
the morning, they are stacked with lumber from floor to ceiling. 
Another man helps me unload and sort the boards into various sizes. 
We fill pallets on wheels then push them into the building. The boards 
rock up and down like boats on the sea. It takes three days to empty 
the first box car. 
 
 summer dusk 
 the need for better light 
 to pull splinters 
 
The new boss is from Texas, big and tall, and no one respects him. He 
marches down to the loading dock, gives an order, and then marches 
back to his office. Curses and mumbles follow his footsteps. 
 
Rust has bled from the metal building onto the foundation blocks, 
smearing them like dirty faces. The boss gives me five gallon drums of 
paint, rollers, and brushes. There is a special powder that I am to add 
to each drum of paint. He gives me one whole week to paint all the 
blocks. “Place will look good as new when you’re done,” he says. I start 
on the western side, out of the sun. 
 
 afternoon shadows 
 my shoulder leans 
 into fresh paint 
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After the painting project, I am taught how to use one of the drill 
presses and stationed near the electrical department. All day long it is 
the same sounds, the recurring motions of arms, hands, and legs. I 
force myself to concentrate, no daydreams or I’ll lose a finger. The 
same center hole in a three inch piece of angle. I can’t hear anyone or 
anything, just the machine. When someone touches my shoulder, I 
almost jump out of my skin. “Break time,” Walter says. 
 
 lunch whistle 
 the boss calls me 
 teacher 
 
By the end of July, I am filling orders for the trucks. I carry a clipboard 
and load boxes of hardware, springs, bundles of track, locks, door 
sections, and wooden stops. I line pallets up beside the dock like barges 
waiting to move. Trucks back up to the loading platform and Tom calls 
out “Lebanon Door” or “Hunterdon.” Tom and his father help me 
load the trucks and I check off everything we put on. Then I push the 
empty pallets back into the warehouse. I push the carts faster and faster 
past row after row of silent doors, then jump on at the last second and 
ride for a time straight into the belly of the whale. 
 
 summer’s end 
 I shake the last 
 sweaty hand 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

57



TThe Color of Earth 
 
The morning air in Carolina Shores is thick with moisture. It tastes of 
salt and fish. Spanish mackerel are running in the surf. In the still 
lagoons beside houses, solitary white egrets poke their reflections. 
 
I drive north toward Wilmington; there is little traffic on a school day 
in October. West of the shoreline, farms begin. Fields of soybeans 
yellowed by autumn and a few fields of cotton, some picked, some 
waiting. I make a wrong turn off Interstate 40. Houses and sheds are 
gray like smoke. A couch on a porch faces inside toward the window. 
Strangers wave in the small towns. 
 
Seventy miles on I-95 to Emporia where I follow a detour around the 
train station and pass empty shop windows. A gray afternoon sky is 
darker behind sun glasses. Three hundred miles and the gas tank is 
nearly empty. I stop at a corner gas station in South Hill, Virginia. A 
blue truck is parked behind my shoulder; a small handmade sign says 
Sweet Potatoes. I give the cashier too many bills. She returns five and 
I wander over to the truck. 
 
Every inch of the truck is faded and worn, bruised like skin. A man is 
arranging sweet potatoes by size on the truck’s bed. All of the potatoes 
are washed clean of dirt. There is a silver scale on the tailgate. “I keep 
‘em in my kitchen in a cool place,” the man says, “last a long long time, 
always taste fresh dug.” The man is worn like his truck and his voice is 
soft, gentle. I take five pounds and he throws in a few extra. “You have 
a blessed day,” he says, and I know he means every word. 
 
One more hour to go with the sweet potatoes resting on top of shirts 
and pants. Light is fading fast. I should have purchased a bushel. 
 
 calloused hands 
 sunset in a slice 
 sweet potato 
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NNo Broken Bones 
 
The fairways are hard like rock. There is no moisture in the soil. My 
five iron vibrates in my hands each time I try to take a divot; a shock 
runs through my neck.  
 
Wind is strong today and dust devils spin along cart paths. There are 
five in our group. It is on the fifth hole when I hear the laughter, off to 
the side, just after we have taken our drives. Three players are laughing 
at something, slapping arms and backs. I cannot hear what they are 
talking about. 
 
 passing geese 
 a heart  
 already broken 
 
After eighteen holes, one of the golfers comes up to me as I am getting 
ready to leave. “I just have to apologize,” he says. “It’s just a joke, same 
one we’ve been saying since we were kids—the one about a skinny 
colored girl. We don’t mean anything by it. Didn’t mean to offend 
you.” 
 
I did not hear the joke. The wind was blowing hard and the men were 
too far away. I don’t tell Billy that. I just let him think I heard. 
 
 another jab 
 about living in the sticks 
 pine needles 
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LLast Week of the Fair 
 

I worked with the boy for two years and saw him every day. Funeral 
was this morning.  I took the day off, it bothered me that much.  After 
the storms, we loaded up the truck with broken limbs, and sometimes 
it took all night. Put up barricades before the Heart of Virginia and 
filled most of the cracks on Main Street. He wasn’t afraid of work. 
 
Good kid. Fine family.  He was a fireman and part of the river rescue. 
The boy played some decent baseball, quite an arm for a skinny fellow. 
Neighborhood children looked up to him, had respect. 
 
He wasn’t thinking, not about his parents, not about his job, not about 
walking down to the river with his fishing pole. He forgot every single 
thing when she broke it off. It happened to me plenty of times. You 
get over it, not him. Yea, it was his rifle. A friend found him. You don’t 
get over something like that. Not ever. 
 
No, he did not go to my church. He was a white boy. 
 
 hot night 
 segregated cars 
 on the Ferris wheel 
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AA Murder of Crows 
 
 rain pools 
 in the curl of a leaf 
 wet wings 
 
Late November. Rain has stripped all the redbud trees clean. I can see 
deep into the pines. Sunset lights the spaces between black trunks. 
Orange. I hear the crows. They are talking softly in contented voices. 
Do they speak of rings and bracelets snatched from open windows? Are their nests 
lined in silver? 
 
Crows steer clear of my place and choose instead the backyard of my 
neighbor who does not like people. He avoids humans. Darts in his 
house when a car rumbles down the gravel lane or when he hears 
joggers talking as they run. Never waves. Never says a blessed thing. 
Crows fuss all day behind his burning can. Even before a shotgun 
blasts in the forest, they caw in their warning voices. Does he throw them 
bread and scraps? Does he leave the lid off the trash can? 
 
Jehovah’s Witnesses are at his door now. Their clothes dark as pine 
trunks—the wings of crows. They hold bibles and papers under their 
arms and wait. He won’t answer the door and listen to what they have 
to say. I could tell them not to waste their time and move on to the 
next place. They can’t hear me, not with all the crows raising such a 
racket. 
 
 moonlit blossoms 
 the recluse steps 
 from his porch 
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TThin Mountain Air 
 

A few days after Christmas, thin ice forms across the marshes. Small 
deer dot the pastures along with clumps of snow. There is little traffic 
on the highway. 
 
I follow behind a gray truck which is pulling a trailer. A make-shift pen 
rocks on top of it. The pen is wrapped in sheets of blue plastic. The 
sheets are torn and snapping in and out of the bars like curtains 
through an open window. Two calves huddle near the front. They are 
brown like rich earth. I pull off to find gasoline. 
 
Miles later, I see the trailer off on a shoulder. A man and a woman are 
gathering shreds of plastic like streamers after a party. There is one 
sheet left and the calves are up against it, facing each other—muzzle to 
muzzle. Steam clouds the blue as they breathe the cold air in and out. 
Hills to the west are long and covered with snow, no end in sight, all 
that matters in their eyes. 
 
 old mountains 
 the time it takes water 
 to smooth wood 
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SSaint Sebastian 
 
A few miles from the ocean and there is a slight breeze blowing 
through the screen. Not enough to dry the forehead. He wakes his wife 
to tell her that someone outside is shoveling snow—shoveling snow 
and he cannot sleep. 
 
“It’s just a dream, you were dreaming again sweetie, go on back to 
sleep,” she whispers. “Anyway, it never snows in this part of Florida.” 
 
Weeks pass and it is always the same dream. Shoop, shoop—shoop, 
shoop, he hears the steady rhythm of a snow shovel scraping the drive. 
He stops telling his wife. 
 
One night, she is awake and hears a sound. His index finger curls and 
scratches the pillow. Again and again, steady, the finger opens and 
closes as if it were part of a machine. Involuntary. Her husband has no 
idea. 
 
 Years later. The disease has spread to every muscle in his body. He 
cannot form a smile but can tell you with what is left of a voice that it 
all began on a snowy night. 
 
 wind from the gulf 
 the weight of a single fish 
 almost too much 
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SShoes by the Door 
 
He saw her in the sisters. The way they each walked with confidence 
and stood straight and tall. The way they talked and brushed snow 
from their sleeves. The way they gave off light when they stood side by 
side in church. He liked to be around them. 
 
 graveside wreath 
 the wind lifts snow 
 from a pasture 
 
After her passing, he still watched television with headphones on as if 
she were reading beside him. He still filled the same wine glass and 
never touched hers. The one with a crack so slight, he had to hold it up 
to the light in order to see it. 
 
 a prayer 
 through a half-open door 
 morning stars 
 
The car was hers (bright red) with a few years left on the lease. He 
turned it in and absorbed the penalty. Bought himself an old car with 
an engine that rattled like maracas. When he first turned it over, blue 
smoke spewed from the muffler—blue like water. It rose for an instant, 
then when he looked in the rearview mirror—it was gone. 
 
 deep winter  
 the weight of air 
 breaks ice 
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TThe Real King 
 

I go there a few times each month. Place has good hamburgers and 
gets busy around noon. He is always there. The police officers take the 
same corner tables and construction workers fill up the booths. 
Grandparents and grandchildren like those tables closest to the sunlight 
where the kids can get up and run around. He sits in the middle at a 
table all by himself. Wears a bomber jacket with the words I Am A 
Korean War Vet printed on the back. He is skinny as a piece of paper. 
Somebody thought he might be sick. Dresses nice. White hair always 
combed back. Beard trimmed short. 
 
Once in a while when a family stands up to leave, I see them walk over 
to his table. Kids lag behind the parents—a little shy. They say a few 
words to him; shake his hand. His eyes light up and he nods his 
appreciation. On the way out, I’ve heard a parent say, “It was a war 
dear, a long time ago.” 
 
 winter light 
 the thin ribs 
 of clouds 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

65



SShips That Pass 
 
She sizes people up. Notices the ones in a hurry, almost running down 
the aisles; leaves them alone. Some shoppers might be a bit undone: a 
few buttons missing, hair in tangles, socks that don’t match. She lets 
them pass. 
 
It is the ones in no particular hurry that she wants. Someone filling a 
cart slowly—forming it package by package like a mountain. She will 
stop a woman in the produce aisle and ask, “Do you work here? Can 
you tell me how to find the ice-pops?” It is conversation she wants. 
Small talk about the weather or a birthday coming up. 
 
Once she tugged on my sleeve, “Do you mind if I say something?” she 
asked. “You are tall and I am short. My husband was tall like you; bless 
his heart, gone two years now.” 
 
The air was cool from the automatic doors opening and closing. 
“Yellow delicious apples are good in pies if you throw in a few granny 
smiths,” she said. “My husband wasn’t much of a cook. Are you?” 
 
 sidewalk snow 
 he caulks the seams 
 on his shoes 
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TThe Pretender 
 
He stands on the curb and looks down at his shoes. His arms lay flat 
against his sides and he does not wave at the passing cars or point at 
the Payday Loans store behind him. The young man looks 
uncomfortable in the green sack. No-one honks their horn or shouts 
“Great Costume” out the window. No-one pauses on the sidewalk and 
asks, “Who are you supposed to be?” The mid-day sun is unbearable 
and he must be roasting in that outfit. He knows that if he doesn’t 
dress up like a fifty dollar bill—somebody else will. 
 
 summer drought 
 clouds too thin 
 to matter 
 
 

 
 

 
Day Shift 

 
It is summer and he is melting, shoulders rounding, arms sinking into 
his sides, pant legs sagging to the ground. He is standing on the thin 
island beside the southbound turning lane. Breezes from passing cars 
and trucks are lifting the tufts of gray hair on his head and shaking his 
cardboard sign. 
 
Letters on the cardboard have faded from the sun, smudged from the 
sweat of his hands. What does the sign say? Slow down so I can read it. Is he 
pointing to a garage sale? 
 
He stands still and gazes straight ahead unless a car slows down and 
someone rolls down a window, hands him a few coins. Then he will 
nod thanks and again look back up the highway. The man stares 
somewhere on the horizon, at the distant mountains. He is like a sailor, 
straining through the fog, to see the shores of home. 
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 passing trains 
the shake 
in a memory 

 
 slowly slowly 
 the river stretches 
 across a lifetime 
 
 

 
 

LLast House on the Left 

The telephone rings at eight o’clock sharp and I know who it is. My 
wife looks up from her book and says, “Mary, oh dear Mary, she hit 
that wrong number again.” Sometimes I let the phone ring and 
sometimes I walk to the kitchen and answer it. “Dorothy, is that you?” 
Mary asks. “Oh, I am so sorry to bother you again. I don’t know why I 
keep doing that.” 
 
February is almost gone now. Each day there is less snow on the 
pasture, mainly patches with pools of clear water that shine like eyes. 
The fields freeze by night and thaw in the day. Tonight, the phone 
rings again at the usual time. I tell my wife that I’ll get the call. When I 
pick up the phone, there is no-one there. “Hello Mary, is that you?” I 
ask. Nothing. I am surprised by the silence.  
 
 tinkle  
 of silverware 
 winter dusk 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

68



LLocal Hero 
 
It is dark when I reach the boat and there are two cars already in the 
lot. The captain’s son and his girlfriend are steaming up the windows of 
her Pinto wagon. Jack is in the other car sound asleep, his head leaning 
against the window. Does he ever go home? 
 
Fishermen arrive at dawn, pay their fares, chip in a few dollars for the 
pool fish then board the Miss Take II with rusty coolers and thick 
fishing poles. They mark out a territory along the deck. Jack has his 
own spot on the port side of the bow. If a newcomer should place his 
gear under the seat in that spot, someone will say, “Not there, it’s 
already taken.” 
 
Everyone talks to Jack on the ride out to the fishing grounds. “Were 
they biting yesterday?” a fisherman asks. “Did the birds lead you to 
them?” Jack stands there steady as a stone in his wrinkled clothes, his 
face unshaven, and answers every single question like a teacher. Is he 
married? Children? 
 
We reach the acid waters and all the lines drop in. Those close to Jack 
study his technique, the way he lets the diamond jig hit the ocean floor 
then reels in like there is no tomorrow—full speed. The captain walks 
around with his head bent to the right, a pipe in his mouth. “If you 
aren’t cranking in like Jackie, you’re not breaking any jaws. Reel them 
in boys,” he says. 
 
Jack never stops fishing, never pauses for a sandwich or a drink, never 
leaves his stead until the captain calls it quits. On the boat ride in, Jack 
guts his cooler of blues as seagulls scream in the wake. How many frozen 
fish must a lonely man stow away in the freezer, in order to hold onto his place in 
the world? 
 
 kerosene lamps 
 the way talk changes 
 under the hood 
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lights on a street 
 talk of the fish 

spreads table to table 
 
 

 
 

NNumbers on a Mailbox 

The house is not far from the highway. Take a right past Bob’s Service 
Station; follow Orchard Road then take a right on Sandy River. Their 
place is first one on the left. 

He bought the calves (white-faced Herefords) after he retired. Thought 
he could earn some extra money. They grazed the wide pastures and in 
the winter he threw bales of hay over the fence. 
 
Wife fell in love with those calves. She would sing and they crossed the 
fields to find her. Fed them handfuls of hay and stroked their heads. 
“Eyes soft as ponds,” she told her husband. 
 
When the cows were big enough and ready for auction, the wife paid 
top dollar for the bunch. Most of them lived long lives. 
 
Fences are gone now and a farmer from down the road cuts the fields 
for hay. Keeps the place looking nice. She had a voice, sweet and high, 
almost sang like a bird. 
 
 dry leaves 
 roads that come 
 to an end 
 
 
 
. 
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FFoothills 
 
 Love…is it really love at all 
 Or something that I heard love called 
 Something that I heard love called 
    Eric Anderson 
 
I rent one room in a trailer. There is one window and space enough for 
a day bed, small dresser, and a record player. I store things in my 
suitcase. The trailer sits on the edge of a farm—close to the highway. 
Behind me, one old horse white as snow wanders a pasture. My 
landlady, Zel, says I can ride him if I have a mind to. She is surprised 
that I don’t know how to ride a horse or milk a cow. “I’m from New 
Jersey,” I tell her. “Lots of houses in my neighborhood.” 
 
Zel says the summer days are hot and dry here—seldom rains. She tells 
me the nights cool down quickly after dark and I might need to plug in 
one of the electric heaters. I study the frayed cords on the heaters and 
decide to close the window and cover up with a blanket. 
 
I wear a cross around my neck that I found on a sidewalk. I cannot 
find a teaching job so I am working on a project with the Catholic 
Church to fix-up houses of the poor. Zel puts those two things 
together and assumes that I am a religious young man who is doing 
God’s work. “An act of mercy,” she calls it and I let her believe that. 
 
There is a fat gray cat that has taken to sleeping on my steps and two 
hounds like to crawl through a missing block in the foundation and 
sleep under the trailer. Sometimes they howl in the middle of the night. 
“Do something about your dogs,” the other tenants say. I tell them that 
they are not my dogs—they just showed up. Still, I slip them scraps 
when no-one is looking and the dogs follow my every footstep. I 
decide to give them names: Hope and Faith. 
 
 abandoned farm 
 the smell of chickens 
 in porch wood 
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 I stir  
 silence in a cup 
 porch light 
 
Weekends are quiet. The other tenants who are also volunteers go 
home to towns in North Carolina and Virginia. On Saturdays, I drive 
to Asheville to look for records. At night, I put a new album on the 
turntable and leave the arm open so it plays over and over again. By 
morning, the words are stamped in my memory—they are all I can 
think about. Some Sundays, Zel walks over with warm cornbread and a 
salad. “Don’t want you to starve,” she says. 
 
Jim is part of the work crew. His father is a minister and Jim reminds 
me of one as well—the way he is careful with every word. Never a 
curse, never a bad word about anyone. He has a cousin that he wants 
me to meet and Jim makes all the arrangements. I drive over to 
Chimney Rock and follow Jim’s directions to where Sarah lives. She is 
just out of high school with black hair that falls across her face and 
freckles. Her mother makes us lunch and slices a red velvet cake for 
desert. 
 
Afterwards, Sarah drives me to a look-out point in the mountains. We 
get out of the car and lean against the hood. The sky is clear and the 
mountains roll into the distance like the sea. I tell her that I want to 
teach young children how to read. Sarah talks about the community 
college and how she hopes to become a nurse—nurses run in her 
family. We stay the afternoon and Sarah drives me back to my car. I 
don’t say, “I really want to see you again,” or “I like the sound of your 
voice.” Sarah doesn’t ask me to give her a call or say I should come 
back for a visit. 
 
I think about those things on the ride home as I feel the mountains 
press in on my shoulders and the sharp shadows of evening. The road 
narrows before my eyes. 
 
 unable to see 
 who will wave back 
 summer dusk 
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 green branches 
 the blur of faces 
 wood smoke 
 
Zel and her husband Homer invite me in when I walk over to pay the 
rent. They ask me about the house that I am working on, who lives 
there, and the kinds of repairs that are needed. “Oh I know that 
porch,” Homer says. “It’s been sinking a long time.” He says they 
know lots of folks in the mountains. 
 
Zel shows me a photograph of her granddaughter. She is standing near 
a stream, all dressed up, squinting back at the light. Zel says she is 
coming for the weekend and wants me to join them for dinner on 
Sunday afternoon if I haven’t any plans that day. “I told Kathy that I 
knew you were a Christian first time I saw you—I can always tell.” 
 
 corn stubble— 
 across a field of stones 
 crows  
 
 summer wedding 
 children gather stones 
 beside a river 
 
On the way to Weaverville, I see them flash along the road like orange 
leaves in the fall. They are bending over and cleaning out a drainage 
ditch. Another group is spreading a pile of gravel across a soft 
shoulder. They do not look up from their toil, each man bent to the 
task while guards with guns stand at each end of a line. 
 
A few days pass and the chain gang is right in front of my trailer. 
Cameramen are filming the men as they work. A man walks over to the 
trailer with a clipboard. He says that he is the director of a film about 
chain gangs and asks me a few questions. Do you feel that chain gangs 
should be part of a criminal justice system? Do you consider this to be a humane 
punishment? Should chain gangs be abolished? The director goes on to 
describe some of the crimes these men have committed: bad checks, 
grand theft auto, arson, and assault and battery. “Not a one of them 
has taken a life.” 
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I don’t know how I chose this place or if there is a reason to my being 
here. I build steps that lead up to a stranger’s doorway; hear a woman’s 
voice singing inside a barn as goats amble up a crooked hillside. The 
prisoners have moved farther up the road that leads to Tennessee. 
Homer and Zel go about the business of taking care of the farm, taking 
care of each other, rain or shine, the certainty of their faith in every 
movement, in every word. 
 
 light 
 one empty box 
 on another 
 
 morning— 
 in a field of boulders 
 hammers ring 
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  Trace of a River 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



AA Rose Colored Car 
 
Ocean Gate 1969. The long ride down to the shore in my Studebaker 
Lark. It is late March and there is little traffic through the Pine Barrens. 
Our first date and my elbow is out the window, a cigarette burning 
between my fingers, stations drift on the radio. I point out the glove 
box which opens into a vanity and the new windshield which replaced 
the one that failed inspection. The front seat is large and there is room 
between us, your dark hair and eyes flash against a background of scrub 
pines. Sand begins to appear on the shoulders of the road, a few farms, 
shallow lakes the color of cedar, ramshackle houses. I try to keep the 
conversation going, grinning wide like the steering wheel then a sharp 
pain behind my shoulder, I slap at it. “Just an ash blown back in,” I say, 
trying to be stoic. Hours later, I shake the dead bee from my shirt, the 
bite at a spot that I can hardly reach. 
 
 early spring 
 the driftwood yet to be thrown 
 into piles 
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BBeyond the Muted Trees 
 
California Creek 1973. I know the farmer and ask if we can camp on 
one of his pastures. We set up the tent near a stream, a short distance 
from the barn where you surprise Homer by milking one of his cows. 
There is one horse with a great sway in his back who wanders through 
the fields. 
 
Beyond the fields, mountains begin to climb; roads are made of dirt. 
There are houses back there, most without electricity or running water. 
They perch up on rocks or a few timbers—no foundations. The houses 
are tucked away like photographs in a drawer. No one sees them. 
 
One boy walks down a lane each day from somewhere and talks to us 
slowly as if each word is picked like an apple from a tree.  
 
We stop talking during the rain, after water bleeds through the canvas 
and nothing is dry. The stream is running high and fast. The water is 
too brown to drink. It is morning when the boy returns to our tent and 
stands before it like a soldier. “Are you in there Mr. and Mrs.?” he asks. 
Our sleeping bags are damp, our clothes moist, and we are silent for a 
long time before the boy turns away toward the hills, toward home. 
 
 all night rain 
 the smell of wood smoke 
 in every thread 
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OOnset 
 
Autumn leaves tumble in the current like wounded fish. You are on the 
path beside the canal, hands in the pockets of your long camel coat, 
collar turned up, and braids fall from a wool cap. The sun is behind my 
back and you are squinting and smiling at me. Your dog is ahead of you 
with nose to the ground and tail straight up in the air. There are a few 
thin clouds on the horizon and for a moment, all is still. You are 
beautiful. 
 
 a flick 
 of the horse’s tail 
 leaves in the wind 
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SSong of a Road 
 
 So he set down his books and whispered along 
 like a man learning to speak again. 
     Edwin Romond 
 
The silence soaks through our clothing like last night’s rain; settles in 
our bones. We sit rigid with eyes straight ahead as we wind past farm 
after farm.  
 
The ride is long and the car overheats. I pull into a rest area, lift the 
hood, and wait for the radiator to cool. A state trooper pulls in to 
check on us. “Everything all right?” he asks. When he looks at our 
faces, the trooper knows that we are not all right, but he has nothing to 
offer. 
 
Wind blows through the windows and lifts your hair, silence follows us 
to the sign-post road then to your drive where the dogs and geese 
begin to bark, where the engine sounds like it is about to stall. I step on 
the accelerator. “Don’t call me unless you have something positive to 
say,” is all I can muster. Why did I say such a stupid thing? 
 
The silence envelopes me for weeks, covers me like a heavy coat. There 
is a hunch to my shoulders, a drag to my feet. I move slowly through 
the halls. My fellow teachers urge me to call you, to work things out. 
Relatives are over when the phone rings and I stretch the cord halfway 
up the stairs. There is hope in my grandmother’s eyes. Everyone is 
quiet. Words come ever so slowly as if I am translating them into a new 
language. 
 
 glue that holds 
 the chair together 
 broken clouds 
 
 light through trees 
 the beauty 
 of something broken 
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MMotor Neurons 
 

Dr. Brown is serious. He does not make small talk or say something 
funny to put us at ease. The man is all business. It is late in the day; he 
must want to go home. Mark Brown is the foremost authority in his 
field which is understanding neuromuscular diseases that cannot be 
cured. He never gets the chance to say you will feel better in a few 
weeks and he doesn’t believe in giving someone false hopes. 
 
The doctor looks at my wife and tells her the illness is already in every 
muscle in her body and quickly dashes the slim hopes and questions 
raised at the four other hospitals. Outside the glass, it is starting to get 
dark. Dr. Brown says my wife will be in a wheel chair within ten years 
and I see her wilt like a petal in the cold. He says her variant of Spinal 
Muscular Atrophy will progress at a slow steady rate like a freight train 
across a prairie. Mark Brown urges us to take that trip we always 
wanted to make and we are numb to his words, immune to them, his 
words cannot shake us. 
 
It is dark now and our children are two hours away. Friends are 
watching them. They need to finish their homework, go to sleep, 
tomorrow is a school day. We need to move on, get behind the wheel 
and look somewhere else for a time. 
 
 evening traffic 
 all of the prayers 
 all at once 
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IInvisible Ink 
 
I lose track of them: phrases, sentences, whole paragraphs, middles, 
beginnings, endings. The words are somewhere, folded and put away in 
books, scribbled on yellow pads or in journals without titles. There is a 
poem about raspberry jam which is really about a man named Sam who 
works at a factory, and has a son serving in Vietnam. Another was 
written the night before a wedding in New York and tells how for just 
one weekend the walls of silence can tumble down, and factions within 
a family can talk with one another. There is a story about a young man, 
a loner, who discovers a nest of eagles deep in the forest, and is 
desperate to show them to someone else. All of those words are 
missing. 
 
They are like nieces and nephews I no longer see, second cousins that I 
grew up with; I remember them as children but wouldn’t know them as 
adults. What do they think about the world, about politics, about religion? What 
do they care about, dream about? How do they remember? My words are 
destined to remain, in my memory, children; they never had a chance 
to grow up. 
 
 blue shadows 
 wind shakes a tarp 
 from the woodpile 
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GGlittering Prizes 
 
It is a small crowd at the retirement dinner, all the tables squeezed in a 
small section of the Elks. Everyone is talking at our table and I cannot 
hear a single conversation. It is like the beach when my ears fill with 
water—nothing is clear. There is little room to dance so my wife and I 
rock on the same spot in order not to bump anyone. 
 
The bartender keeps bringing drinks to our table. “Compliments of the 
gentleman,” she says. We look around the tables and search the dance 
floor for a face nodding with recognition, there is no one. What 
gentleman? 
 
Finally, one of the other teachers says, “Your old man is buying the 
drinks, he’s on the other side of the bar shooting pool.” I knew my 
father shot pool after work at the Lebanon Hotel. After I started to 
drive, I would stop in and surprise him when I saw his Ford parked 
outside. I spoke with several of his friends and watched him sink a few 
balls. I was a distraction. My father would order me a soda then I’d be 
on my way. I never knew he played at the Elks. 
 
Several couples join us on a visit to see my father. He is grinning with a 
pool stick in his hand. “Been mowing us down for hours,” one of his 
buddies says. They convince him that he should give his son a try. 
 
I take off my suit jacket and rub my glasses on my shirt. My father’s 
eyes are glassy and his legs have a wobble to them. “I am not a pool 
player,” I say with everyone watching. It is a long slow game of eight 
ball with neither of us playing well.  
 
My father’s friends are quiet when I call the pocket and sink the eight 
ball. My father and I shake hands like we did when I left for college 
and when I graduated. My wife and I return to the dance floor where a 
slow dance is playing. The crowd is thin as some have gone home. I 
think about my father, how he could dive perfectly off a board and 
send the pins flying at the bowling alley, how he sends golf balls across 
water, and bangs the pin with his horseshoes. My father is just worn 
out tonight, not playing his best—not seeing me clearly. 
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midday 
 Father’s golden football 
 among the cufflinks 

 adjusting to light 
the barman mumbles 

 your boy is here 
 
 

 
 
 

BBlonde is the Color 

She told him the crack in the windshield would pass inspection and 
said the noisy transmission wasn’t much to worry about. He didn’t 
think about those things, only the couple of dates they had gone on 
while her boyfriend was out of town and the way she leaned into his 
shoulder. 

My son bought her car for fifty dollars and it would not pass 
inspection. First, we replaced the windshield then the transmission quit. 
One of the mechanics at the Esso Station installed a rebuilt one. I had 
him park out on the road after the car left oil spots all over the drive. 
 
The girl moved away and married her boyfriend. My son is gone now 
most of the year. I park his car under Lou’s barn while he is away. We 
stop there on the way home from the airport and swing the bay door 
open in the moonlight. The Studebaker always starts. It is a heavy 
car—not very fast. I see the lights falling behind when we head up the 
hill beside the reservoir. 

 cold water 
 a shadow close by 
 his side 
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aa.m. 
 
“Your mother is fine and still drives to the hospital a few days each 
week to exercise. Doesn’t get too close to the others in her class. Says 
one of the men always tries to talk with her. You know your mother—
likes to keep her distance.” 
 
 autumn leaves— 
 separate from its bow 
 mother’s violin 
 
“We met your sister down the shore. Bought her a hat with a wide 
brim for the cruise. Gave her a set of new luggage. She’s excited. Your 
sister is very sociable and she’ll fit right in on the ship” 
 
 storm damage 
 shells beyond 
 the water’s reach 
 
“Sold three doors to your last principal. Yes, that’s her name. You were 
at the school in the country—a few miles from the circle. She is a 
serious person, matter of fact wouldn’t you say. Calls a spade a spade. 
Spent quite a sum on the doors. The principal didn’t rave about you. I 
told her what you are doing now. Maybe she just didn’t like you.” 
 
 Palm Sunday 
 the snap of branches 
 in my hands 
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TThe Last Time I Lost My Father 
 
 father asks  
 if I hear the chimes 
 twilight 
 
I led my father into the Moravian Book Store which smelled of coffee. 
“I’ll just be a minute,” I said. “I want to check the bargain books.” 
When I looked up my father was gone. 
 
No sign of him in the fiction section or children’s books which were 
closer to the street. Did he follow the wrong man? Did he hear a voice like 
mine? The book store was busy. Customers lifted vases up and down, 
studied prints, held candles. What do I do? I walked up and down the 
aisles trying not to panic. 
 
I found my father near the cash register. Pressed away from passing 
customers like a tall tree. His pale blue eyes were wide open as he 
stared above them. “It’s me Dad,” I said. “Come on, let’s go home.”  
 
 father weeps 
 at what is nearly gone 
 April moon 
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MMarch of Time 
 
The way we both remember him. Blond hair. Thin arms and legs. Eyes 
too big for his face like someone who was starving. We knew he was ill. 
Our parents told us that much. The boy walked to the bay every day 
with his family and they spread a blanket near the jetty. He sat between 
his mother and father with a towel draped over his shoulders. Two 
sisters built sandcastles close to the waves. 
 
 summer heat 
 my cousin looms taller 
 in her go-go boots 
 
We didn’t give it much thought. The boy was a few years younger and 
we didn’t know him well. Instead, our bare feet burned up and down 
the beach. We managed awkward flips off of the fishing pier and laced 
strips of squid on narrow hooks when the snappers were running. The 
boy flickered like a candle through the summer yet we thought little of 
the day before or what would happen tomorrow. 
 
 the place  
 where a fish splashed 
 night sky 
 
Odd, we should speak of him tonight. Neither of us recalls his name. 
The air is humid; ready to rain. We can’t see the noisy water birds that 
sound like chickens. We cannot see that far ahead but our shoulders 
hunch from the weight of a lifetime—the time that is left. 
 
 morning train 
 stick figures part 
 the mist 
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BBone China 
 
My mother is shrinking like a spring creek in summer. She is thin and 
brittle, her robe looks heavy on her shoulders, steps are measured and 
slow. Careful as she slides plates into the dishwasher. “They must never 
touch,” she says. The vacuum cleaner weighs too much to carry up the 
steps. “I was strong,” my mother says. “I was Bone Crusher.” 
 
The birdbath lies on its side outside her kitchen window. My mother is 
no longer allowed to spread seed for the birds. The association claims 
the food draws rats and deer. Mother no longer drives in the dark or 
paints pictures down in the basement. “Never enough time,” she says. 
 
In order to see above the steering wheel, she sits on a pillow. A light 
clicks on automatically when my mother presses a button to open up 
the garage door. She looks a long time in the rearview mirror, garage 
walls are close, imposing, and not so easy to navigate. 
 
 mother remembers 
 her black hair 
 nesting birds 
 
 she asks 
 would I know them now? 
 Violets 
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IImprints 
 
My father claims that he can pick up the scent of wild rabbits, swears 
the smell is as distinctive as fresh turned soil, sharp as gasoline. In my 
father’s story, he is a child playing outside at dusk when he finds two 
bunnies on the lawn and there is no sign of the mother. Father dries 
their wet fur then feeds them eye-droppers filled with warm milk. The 
scent of moist fur sticks to his skin and stays in his head.  
 
Tonight the air is cool. The crab apple and pear trees are in bloom. 
Tree frogs spring from the thick grass. My father follows the edge of 
the woods as it forms a horseshoe around the property. His hearing is 
poor now and he no longer hears the frogs. Father walks a bit then 
stops. His head is frozen for a moment, eyes wide in the fading light as 
if he is certain, something is out there. 
 
 scent of pine 
 I pour the river 
 from my boots 
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WWitherspoon Street 
 
You were not yet born when the doctor said I wasn’t helping. He told 
me to take a walk. There was a chill in the evening air. I was drawn to 
find a church and I walked until I found one with an open door. 
 
No-one was inside. No lights on. I sat in a pew near the back. The air 
smelled of books—a basement library. I didn’t know how to begin a 
prayer, “May I sit in your church Lord for I haven’t a church of my 
own.” The words spilled out of me as I wanted you to enter this world 
and I wanted both of you to be all right. “Please keep them safe—
please hear my prayer.” 
 
After you were born, I drove home in the middle of the night. No 
other cars on River Road. My head spinning from the thought of you. 
A red fox streaked across the road, a flash of copper in my headlights. 
A sign of good fortune? 
 
 midnight water 
 the promise 
 of light 
 
 mist at dawn 
 one bead of water 
 on a crabapple 
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BBefore They Shut It Down 
 
The slide closes down in the evening, water that rushes down it like a 
stream is turned off. The screams stop as the pier, beaches, and 
boardwalk empty. Families move toward home. 
 
At dusk, fishermen return to the pier and cast spearing into the bay. 
They pull snapper blues from the water that shine like new dimes. 
Families come back with lines, bait, and crab traps. Parents stand ready 
with nets as children pull in crabs that nibble and hold on to chunks of 
mossbunker. Is he still on? Am I pulling too fast? 
 
My sister hops along the pier; stops to stoop down and study crabs in 
baskets—dares them to snap her finger. Then she stops to ask 
fishermen about their catches. How are they biting? Any luck? At the end 
of the pier, my sister studies the slide, the steep steps, sharp incline, and 
the cage above. 
 
There are stars in the sky and waves gently lap the shore. My sister 
pretends to rise up from the cage, to spread her arms like wings, to fall 
knees first part way down the slide then to crash like a wave into the 
brackish water. She contemplates the risks, the chances she will take 
tomorrow. 
 
 pull of water 
 copper toes  
 part the sand 
 
 an owl’s wings 
 sounds of swimming 
 in the dark 
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BBoats in the Snow 
 
Everything is cold, a bar of soap, the handle of a broom, plates in the 
cupboard. I switch on the electricity while my grandfather lights the 
kerosene stove. Then we walk through the cottage and lift the sheets 
that cover the furniture like ghosts. Some of the shades are broken. I 
raise the ones that work to let in the light. Grandfather makes coffee 
and we add lumps of sugar left over from last summer. I wrap my 
fingers around the mug to help me warm up. We talk about things we 
have to do and where we will begin. 
 
We raise the garage door on the left side and it is filled with bicycles. 
They lean against each other. All of the tires are flat and the spokes 
covered with rust. I pull the bikes out one at a time, pump up the tires, 
oil the wheels and chains then test drive them to see if the brakes work. 
My grandfather tightens the seats and handlebars then makes a list of 
parts we need to purchase. 
 
The other bay is a tangle of fishing rods, nets, and crab traps. I cut off 
the hooks and pull the old line off of the reels. Grandfather nails arms 
of wood to the wall and we hang the rods up where they will be out of 
the sand. My grandfather says that we have done enough for one day—
he wants to see the water. 
 
 ice on the marsh 
 light shines through 
 abandoned nests 
 
 boathouse ruins 
 the wind whistles 
 across wires 
 
The beach is strewn with debris, driftwood and boards, pieces of rope, 
broken glass, dead fish and crabs. My grandfather throws a piece of 
wood out on the bay and his dog swims quickly out to fetch it. “You 
can’t do that,” I say. “The water is like ice—he’ll get sick.” My 
grandfather uses his coat to dry off the dog. 
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A few fishing boats are anchored just off the jetty. I can’t see anyone 
reeling in a fish. The flounder should stir soon and Grandfather 
believes the run will start in a few days. We walk farther along the 
shoreline and look through what winter has left on the beach. 
 
I don’t know where it is from, how long it bobbed on the water or how 
deep it was buried in snow. There are no numbers on the port or 
starboard sides of the hull—no name is painted on the stern. I know it 
is old by the barnacles that cover the bottom, by the lines and cracks in 
the paint. The boat is worn like a face that has spent too much time in 
the sun and wind. We drag and push it across the gravel parking lot 
then down the street to my grandfather’s driveway where we set it up 
on thick boards. “No-one owns this boat,” my grandfather says, “not 
anymore.” 
 
 deep in the attic 
 a scent of rain 
 in the blankets 
 
 breathing at night 
 the walls 
 thin as shirts 
 
My grandfather is still a child when he becomes a soldier. He is not tall 
but strong and sturdy like an ox. It is World War I. He learns the 
deafening sounds of guns, the cries of the wounded, hears the last 
words of the dying, all the prayers. My grandfather is captured by the 
enemy and held prisoner outside of a Catholic church. The priest turns 
his back as the people in the village throw stones and spit on him. 
After the war, Grandfather no longer believes in God and will never 
again attend a church service. “God is the sea,” my grandfather says as 
waves toss and turn on the bay. 
 
 skinny moon 
 dust on the wings 
 of a frozen moth 
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 moonlight 
 the shatter of dreams 
 across water 
 
We use putty knives to scrape the barnacles off the boat and scuff off 
the loose paint. “It doesn’t have to be perfect,” my grandfather says. 
“It’s just a fishing boat.” He mixes cans of paint and makes a color that 
is like the bay on a cloudy day. After the paint dries, I tack on letters 
for the name: MOBY. I name her after the whale in the famous story, 
the one with all the gouges and marks left by the harpoons. “She is 
ready for the high seas,” my grandfather says. 
 
I row just beyond the pier and drop the anchor. My grandfather stands 
at the end of the pier and watches me fish. I use a small sinker and lace 
a strip of bloodworm on my hook. The flounder are biting. I lift each 
one from the water where it flaps for a moment like a bird. My 
grandfather calls out with each new fish, “Oh my God, Oh my God.” 
Even with the wind in my face, I hear his every word. 
 
 dusk under the eaves 
 a prayer for the fish 
 thrown back 
 
 coastal storm 
 prayers blow 
 out to sea 
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