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By the Banks of Saint Johns

I wish I had a river
I could skate away on
I wish I had a river so long
I would teach my feet to fly

— Joni Mitchell

It is autumn but the air remains hot and sticky like summer. I 
wait until there are shadows along the path then run beside 
the river. The air has the stench of paper mills and fish. I 
keep my pace steady except when I pump my arms in and 
out — sprinting for short distances. When my ankles ache 
and I am gasping for breath, I stop for a time, wipe the 
sweat from my face, rest, before moving on. 

The path is dark when I spot the dog in front of me, black 
with a white muzzle. The dog is shaking. I stroke his head 
and he leans into me, nose hot to the touch. I gather him 
up in my arms and walk back across the campus. There are 
radio songs in the air. I can hear Arthur Brown, “I am the 
god of Hellfire and I bring you — fire.” Where am I going 
with a sick dog? There are no dogs allowed in my dormitory.

river dark
the whistle of someone
rowing home

“That dog has a fever,” my roommate Peter says. “Keep the 
mutt off my bed.” I feed him handfuls of dog food that I got 
at the market but the dog isn’t hungry, just wants to curl up 
in a ball and sleep. His eyes and nose are starting to water. I 
carry him outside every morning in the dark so no one sees. 
He walks a little then wants back up the steps.
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At night, between studies, guys on my hall stop by to see 
the dog. “He’s not getting better,” Peter says and hands me 
a can of coins and crumpled bills. “We passed the hat. Your 
dog needs to see a doctor.”

The veterinarian says it could be distemper. He needs to 
keep the dog for a while, feed him liquids, and give him a 
medication to fight the virus. He says the money in the can 
is more than enough to cover his care but I should know 
there are no guarantees. “You might try a prayer,” he says.

before the rain
the bite of something
invisible

I am not accustomed to all the traditions. The dance is one 
of them. An all-girls college is not far away. Freshmen boys 
are asked to sign up with the promise that they wear a white 
shirt, tie, and their shoes will shine. I sign up even with a fat 
wart on my hand and penny loafers that slip when I walk. 
Peter lends me a tie.

A bus drives us over to the Flagler College where we form a 
line. As we enter the auditorium, each of us is matched with 
a partner — there are no choices. I am matched up with Fay 
who has blonde hair and is wearing a blue dress.

The band is playing songs by Gerry and the Pacemakers 
and Johnny Rivers. The room smells like perfume and we 
dance to every song. When the band takes a break, I ask 
Fay if she would like a glass of punch. On the way back, I 
hear her say to a friend, “That’s the only blessed thing he 
said all night.”
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I tell Fay about the dog and how he was sick, how the vet 
let him come home after a week, and that I named him 
Neil after the dog on Topper. “No,” I say, “he’s not a Saint 
Bernard.”

he refuses
to step on moonlight
midnight

The dog is missing. He doesn’t spring from behind bushes 
or crawl from under a bench to join me as I walk to the next 
class. A girl with a ponytail stops me to say, “I have to tell 
you — you just don’t look right without your dog.” Did Neil 
remember that he once had a home? Is he in a house now 
with children and good smells coming from the kitchen?

He has been gone for three days. After supper, I leave the 
cafeteria and run all over campus. Have you seen a black 
and white dog with a red collar? I end up along the river, 
my skin wet like a salamander’s. I run and call and listen. 
There are high-pitched squeaks in the trees. I don’t know if 
they are birds or frogs. My vision blurs from the sweat, the 
tears. I cannot see the shadow of a dog. Locals say there is 
always a chance of rain, moisture from the sea, and mist on 
the river. I feel that way — rain is imminent.

wet leaves
the way my feet
find the holes

I hear the classroom door open and close then the patter of 
paws down an aisle between desks. My English teacher says 
nothing and goes on about her lesson. Heads turn and follow 
the dog back to my desk where he settles under my feet.
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After class, I notice a few strands of beads around the dog’s 
neck, and something folded and taped to his collar. For the 
owner of Neil, we kidnapped your dog, he wouldn’t eat so 
we are returning him to you, and he can keep the beads.

sultry night
can I catch them now?
fireflies

I don’t know his real name; call him Johnny Fastback like 
everyone else does. He is from Patterson, New Jersey—
skinny as a cigarette. Whistles Beatles songs all the time, 
says they are the only group worth a damn. Johnny buys a 
Rambler station wagon from a couple in Saint Augustine, 
says they were a little afraid of him at first, the way he talks. 
Plans to drive home for Thanksgiving and has room for four 
or five who want to chip in for gas — no suitcases. No stops 
along the way. “Yea, Yea, Yea,” you can bring the dog.

The dog is on my lap the whole ride, stares out the window 
at the passing cars, flashing lights. Johnny drops us off in 
Phillipsburg soon after we cross the Delaware River. “Pick 
you up Monday, same time same place, be there or be 
square,” he says as he rattles away in his car.

Twenty miles from home. I hold the dog in one arm and 
stick my thumb in the air with the other. No-one stops to 
give us a lift. Cold settles in my neck and fingers, the dog 
shivers and the air feels like snow.

I call my father from a phone booth, tell him I’m at the 
Key City Diner, and ask if he can come get me. I hear my 
father’s muffled voice. He must be saying something to my 
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mother — something about where I am. I can’t understand 
what he is trying to say. 

dusting of snow
a train whistle rises
in the clear
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High Water Marks

That night, I thought about the man who came to talk to my 
father at the dock; how easily my father spoke to strangers. 
The man who introduced himself as Jim kept a boat a dozen 
slips away from my father’s. He had grown up near the 
marshes, had fished and raked clams all of his life. Jim knew 
how to catch snapper blues and he threw anything silver 
into the bay and the blues could not resist. He caught gar 
and kingfish which belonged farther south in the Carolinas; 
hoisted eels onto the pier that were thick and long as his 
arms. The man was twenty-eight years old and engaged to 
a girl who could row a boat fast as any man, knew how to 
work a crab trap and swam for long distances under water. 
It seemed like Jim had lived a long full life and I prayed to 
God that I too would live until I was twenty-eight. It seemed 
long enough at that moment.

near the sea
houses 
fill and empty

morning tide
the sand swept clean
of stories
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Pigeons of Clay

Dark. We stay for a time in the car where it is warm. “How 
many rainbows did they stock?” my son asks. “How many 
browns?”

Seven o’clock. The circle begins to tighten around the lake 
and we take our places along the bank. My son has a metal 
container of worms fastened to his belt and a canvas creel 
hangs from a shoulder. People toss handfuls of salmon eggs 
and corn and we watch the sides of trout flash in the water. 
“They are like goldfish in a bowl,” my son says. 

Seven forty-five. Fifteen minutes to go and the child next to 
my son is explaining tangles to him — the unwritten code. 
“You have to be the one to say first cuts before the other 
guy,” he says. “Then you can cut his line and keep fishing.” 
My son looks up to me for agreement and I nod yes.

It only takes one fisherman to break the rule and drop a 
line five minutes early then everyone casts. My son’s fingers 
are cold but he manages to flip a worm out with the veil 
of other lines. It is like dolphins closing in on a school of 
baitfish. There is anticipation before the slaughter begins.

evening stars
fish in the bucket
suddenly still
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A Burst of Sound

Our captain guides his boat toward gulls feeding on the 
surface while fishermen nap on benches between stops. 
There have been few blues coming over the railing and 
everyone seems dazed by the bright sun. “Not a fast boat,” 
a man says, “just gets us where we need to be.”

My father and I put down our poles, share a sandwich, and 
drink some cold soda. He believes that you catch more fish 
when there is a breeze, thinks the movement of the boat 
makes the baits come alive. “Move your rod up and down,” 
he tells me. “Make one of the big ones mad enough to 
bite.”

Mid-afternoon. The captain apologizes for the slow fishing, 
promises things will pick-up tomorrow when the weather 
cools. He blows the horn twice and heads toward the inlet. 
I curl up on a bench; try to get some sleep before we reach 
the dock.

I wake to loud voices, the clamor of feet, and a dark sky. 
There is a rush into the cabin as rain pounds the boat, not 
enough room inside for all of us. I see my father’s face 
through a porthole. “Hang on to something boys,” the 
captain yells. “This one could get nasty.” Waves are soon 
as high as the boat; each one soaks us to the bone. Fishing 
rods and tackle run up and down the deck. I grip a bench; 
hang on with all of my might until the storm passes.

Evening. My clothes are wet on the drive home, neck and 
arms stiff from clinging tightly to the bench and getting 
knocked about. My father says my grandfather experienced 
a similar squall. After that he always found excuses not to 
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return to the sea, and he could feel the waves — even on 
dry land.

edge of the surf
the in and out wash
of minnows

baptisms in the sea
light flashes
on an osprey’s wing
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Jackie

An old uncle says that he works too much, one job after 
another, needs to catch his breath; calm down. After supper, 
the old man drives him to a brackish bay and teaches his 
nephew how to gig for flounder. The two of them wade 
in the shallows; stab their pitchforks down to the bottom 
where the flatfish lie pressed like palms against the sand. 
The nephew stabs one sixteen inches long. “No rules here,” 
the old man says. “It’s hit or miss.”

It is three in the morning. He wakes to find his wife gone. 
She is in another room, her head hot to the touch, lips dry. 
He gets a glass of ice water and feeds her little sips. The 
woman’s steady breathing turns to gasps and he dials for 
help. The medics find her in his arms and he will not let 
go. “Life is full of surprises,” the uncle says. “Hold on to 
something when the sadness hits.”

From a garage window, he can hear the boss talking to the 
homeowner. “He’s not one of our regulars but can do most 
anything we need, crawl under your house like a snake and 
rip out the old ductwork, doesn’t mind the dust or the heat. 
Hope you are all right with a colored man.”

Spring. Flounder in the river stir in the mud, make their way 
down to the bay then swim out to sea. No one knows how 
far or where they go. “One of those mysteries,” the old 
man says. “Come back in the fall — sure as clockwork, and 
we know where to find them.”

hint of autumn
he climbs a tree
to remember
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Species

Late afternoon, water in the pond above the Titus’ 
farm is cool and spring fed. I spot one large fish in 
the shallows, close to shore. It appears to be resting 
on some underwater plants. I stoop a few feet back, 
careful to keep my shadow off the water. The fish is 
blue in color with long graceful fins. I watch until I 
know it’s time to go home.

After lunch the next day there is no sign of the fish. 
There are no minnows swimming in the clear water. 
The center of the pond is deeper. The fish must stay 
there in the bright light of day. Is it the only fish in the 
pond? How did it get here?

The fish is back in the shallows every evening, seems 
to ignore my presence. I toss in crickets and worms 
but it shows no interest in eating them. My notebook 
is filled with sketches of the mystery fish from every 
angle and I have attempted to duplicate its color with 
crayon and colored pencil. I try to match my pictures 
with freshwater guides that I borrow from the school 
library. I can’t find one that is an exact match.

One evening, there are fresh prints in the soft soil 
along the bank. I can’t locate the fish. I find an empty 
plastic container of hooks (size 12) and a few strands 
of monofilament line. My only hope is that the meat 
of this specimen is riddled with bones.
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hazy moon
a splinter just under
the skin

moon in the pines
I lather what’s left
of the soap
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Impromptu

It is August and I am taking my friends for a ride in my 
grandfather’s boat. Chris sits on the port side edge while I 
sit on the right and steer with my left hand. The girls are in 
the back close to the motor — talking and laughing. I follow 
the beaches toward Good Luck Point. Voices rise above the 
water like music.

I wait for Chris to signal me with a nod then I let go of the 
wheel, we both lean backwards and drop into the bay. Our 
plan is to surprise the girls—scare them a bit. I figure one of 
them will take the wheel, turn the boat around and pick us 
up. I imagine them pulling alongside and saying, “Not very 
funny boys.” They don’t. Instead they take off in the boat 
and leave us bobbing in the wake.

The nearest beach is several hundred yards away. No life 
jackets. I remember my father’s words, “Cup your hands, 
dig deep into the water, point your toes and kick hard, 
remember to breathe, remember to breathe.”

the way
they lap my heart
waves on the bay
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Without Wings

My father gives the engine full throttle but there is not 
enough power to pull my grandfather up on skis. Instead 
the boat drags him like a sled through the bay and my 
grandfather won’t let go until my father cuts the engine.

Uncle John has an idea, says it is like sandbags on an air 
balloon. If all the grownups are dropped off on the shore 
and it is just the boy in the boat, then the boat will be lighter, 
and the kid can pull Poppa out of the water. 

I stand where I can hold the steering wheel, look over the 
windshield, and turn my head quickly to see my grandfather. 
I slowly pull out the slack in the tow rope and get it in line 
with the boat. My grandfather holds the handle, leans back 
with the rope between his legs as I slam the throttle forward. 
For a few seconds, it is a tug of war. Then I can feel the boat 
soar forward and I know my grandfather is up and out of 
the water.

The bay is rough; the hull bounces and pounds each wave. 
I turn to catch my grandfather rising up and down — a smile 
wide as the sky. I can drive all the way to Toms River. I know 
he can hold on that long.

lights on the bridge
I wade the boat out
to its mooring
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Sleight of Hand

Wind picks up on the big lake, rocks our rowboat up and 
down. My father finds shelter in a cove across from the 
Ramsay Islands. Water is deep. He adds extra weight to the 
lines and my mother tosses her bait toward trees along the 
shoreline. Yellow wings flash in the pines.

My father stands in the stern and casts against the breeze. I 
tell him that I need new bait because a fish stole my minnow. 
He wants me to catch one in the bucket and thread it on my 
hook. I am not about to hook a fish through the lips or tail. 
“How would you like it?” I ask.

He leaves his line out on the water, rests the rod against 
a seat. Just as my father reaches in the bucket, his fishing 
pole flies over the stern and it is gone in the blink of an 
eye. We are silent as a breeze pushes the boat closer to 
shore. “Must have been a northern pike,” my father says, 
“or maybe a rock.” He pulls the starter cord, backs away 
from the edge and we settle in for a long ride home.

from one place
to another
words in the wind
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Summer Folk

It is late September and the lake is dead quiet. I cannot 
hear the sound of a single outboard. My father is getting 
the floating dock ready for winter. He removes screws from 
the ladder and pulls it straight up and out of the water. Legs 
are black from the mud and look like charred limbs. Next 
he loosens the anchor chains so the dock can move in and 
out with the ice. The dock begins to rock like a boat and my 
father kneels down to tie a length of rope to an eyebolt. He 
carries the other end to the shore and fastens it to a limb 
in the ash tree. If the anchor chains snap then the rope will 
keep the dock from drifting away.

I empty nest material from the bird boxes, lower the flag, 
stack chairs under the overhang, and wrap the rowboats 
with sheets of plastic. I study the changing sky, the yellows 
and reds in the trees. I try to soak it all in one more time. 
The colors before the first dusting of snow.

not a cloud
nothing to soften
the leaving
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Presence

I nail his New Jersey license plate (2007) to a wall in the 
shed like a horseshoe — a memento. I find a few of his 
guitar picks in a drawer and a can of Canadian pennies that 
he used for poker. A few tarnished spinner blades hang 
like earrings from a shelf. There are black marks on a table 
where he pressed hard, underlined everything he wanted 
to remember.

Tonight it is all the same blue. The sky, pine trees, and lake 
water are the same color. I see him in the bow of his boat, 
moving rod and line, making lures dart and dance like live 
fish. I see him tossing a plastic frog across lily pads, and 
reeling in so quickly that it has no time to sink. My son is 
there in the shadows like a small bird, a flicker of light, the 
flash of a wing. My eyes strain to see where he is.

loons call
light fades in a corner
of sky

solitary loon
the creak of a boat
at dusk
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Hauling

Each of us takes a wooden pole as we unravel the seine net. 
There are corks along the top to keep it afloat; weights on 
the bottom so the net drags in the sand.

We choose a spot near the jetty, away from swimmers and 
fishermen. Our poles dig in the silt as we wade into the bay; 
draw our net slowly through the brackish water. When the 
waves reach our waists, I stand as my cousin moves in an 
arch like the path of the moon until we are both parallel to 
the shore again. 

My cousin and I move a few steps toward each other then 
pull the net evenly, quickly onto the beach where we fold it 
open and pick like birds through our catch. The shiners are 
tossed into a bucket of salt water—bait for later tonight. 
Crabs, baby flounder, skinny gar fish, and eels are all 
returned to the sea. A few onlookers move closer to see 
what was towed in from the bay.

At home, we unfold the seine; leave it to dry in the sun, 
while on the beach, seagulls pick through sticks and jellyfish, 
treasures we left behind.

moonlight—
glint of fish scales
on skin
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Sulfur Season

The park is busy. Children are lined up like spokes around 
the pond as they wait for the fishing contest to begin. Out in 
the field, one of the coaches pitches to her players — batting 
practice. I step into the creek where it lines up with the 
parking lot and toss a hare’s ear wet across the water.

A family with a baby carriage pauses to watch me fish. Two 
of the boys walk into the creek. “Get back here!” the mother 
cries. “You’ll scare the gentleman’s fish.” I tell her not to 
worry; the fish aren’t biting and I begin to wade upstream.

I wander where the voices at the park are muted like birds 
deep in the forest, where I can see the old farmstead and 
the houses in the fields that surround it. Behind me, the 
train trestle casts shadows on the water. I aim a cast at a 
dark pool, watch as the fly settles in the current, sinks slowly, 
and then tumbles downstream.

evening chill
I see if my fingers
straighten
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Hold a Breath Long

I wade in up to my waist then dive under. My ears ring 
from the salt water that I can’t shake out, the whistle of the 
wind, and the voices on the beach. My grandsons are not 
afraid of the ocean. They swim more under than on top. I 
search the surface and wait for them to pop up like water 
birds—a flash of orange, of white. The waves are three foot 
high, big enough to knock the boys off of their feet. Is there 
an undertow? Are there rip currents? Jellyfish? The boys 
swim farther and farther out as I call, “Come back, come 
back!” again and again. They turn and wave at me as if I am 
sending out praises for a job well done. I look past them 
where a fishing boat is towing a smaller one back to the 
harbor. Waves are gentle and low and the water warm as a 
bath. I imagine somewhere beyond the horizon, where the 
sea is deep and the water always cold. Fish that I have never 
seen navigate in the always dark; and majestic mountains 
rise from the ocean’s floor.  

Memorial Day
all of the voices
in a shell
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The Keeper

There are four in the boat, three adults and my son who can’t 
stand still. He is all over the place, bow to stern, ducking 
under lines, standing on seats, not fishing very much. My 
son opens tackle boxes, rifles through lures, holds them up 
to see how they work. “This one is a mouse,” he says. “Do 
fish eat mice?”

In one of the boxes, he finds a black rubber worm with 
golden flecks. “Put it on your hook and give it a go,” a 
friend suggests, hoping the boy will focus on one thing. My 
son fastens the worm to his hook, drops it into the deepest 
part of the cove with no weight where it bobs just under the 
surface.

Moments later, my son’s pole is bent and a fish is pulling him 
down through all of our lines. Everyone reels in to give him 
space. “It’s too big, “he cries out. “I can’t do it.” I steady 
the pole as the boy reels in a little at a time until the fish is 
close enough to net.

The smallmouth bass is weighed in at the marina. 
Photographs of the boy and his fish are taken and one of 
them will hang on the wall. No one has seen a bass of such 
size in a long time. “Don’t tell anyone where you caught it,” 
I say. “The lake will be packed tomorrow.”

That night, we sit down for dinner at a restaurant in Chaffey’s 
Locks, one by one, villagers come over to meet the child 
who caught the fish. His nose and ears are bright red from 
the sun. “I hear you caught it over in Clear,” a gentleman 
says. “And to think it went for a bit of rubber worn — sparkles 
and all.”
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shooting stars
the clink of marbles
in a pocket

a promise
to throw them back
shooting stars
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Waking and Dream

I close my eyes and try falling asleep,
But my eyes keep popping back open
Like anything could happen if I close them,
Anything at all.
 — Lisa Shea

Streams in southern Virginia are too warm for trout. I no 
longer fasten my hip boots to a belt or hang a creel from my 
shoulder. My fly rods stand in line down in the basement; a 
net hunches in a corner like a cat. There are spools of line 
in a cupboard and clear plastic boxes filled with flies. From 
time to time, I will study them under a light: Quill Gordon, 
Royal Wulff, Henryville Special, and the Light Cahill which 
worked best in the twilight along the Saucon.

In the dark, I again visit the waters I knew: South Branch 
of the Raritan, Musconetcong, Pequest, The Bushkill, and 
Cook’s Creek. I retrace my steps, park the car beside River 
Road, and stumble down a gulley, cross the tracks and walk 
up to the big rock where the river narrows alongside Packer’s 
Island. I work my way upstream, casting Coachmen across 
pools and under trees, the shadows beneath overhangs. 
I feel the cold current through my rubber boots, my arm 
working flies through the air, the steady back and forth of a 
saw. I emerge into the open, where the river widens and the 
island begins. I am drawn now to rivers in the dark.

stars above —  dry creek —
nowhere on a map  in the clouds
the sunken dock  a line of bones
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A Rustle of Leaves
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A Rustle of Leaves

The air is crisp and cool as an apple. Bat wings flash 
in the light above the football field. Classic rock blasts 
from loudspeakers, Bon Jovi and Van Halen are quickly 
interrupted by the announcer who proclaims the price of 
a hotdog which will be lowered each time the home team 
scores. He reminds everyone to purchase a raffle ticket and 
names the East Rowan fan of the day. Go-o-o-o Mustangs!

I sit several rows behind the high school band. My grandson 
is pressed like a splinter between the other trumpet players. 
Their tall hats remind me of nutcrackers at Christmas. Conlyn 
knows where I am but he is not about to turn around and 
acknowledge my presence. I expect him to be quiet and 
reserved as I was at his age — he is not. When the music 
plays, my grandson is swaying from side to side; tossing his 
trumpet over his shoulders, then pointing it straight over his 
head—blowing notes in sync with the others — straight up 
into the heavens.

A cannon is fired off each time the Mustangs score a 
touchdown. One large smoke ring rises into the sky 
and lingers through the blasts of horns and roars of 
applause — much longer than I would have expected.

soft voices
line the streets
school at dusk

autumn 
I hear time tumble
down a hill
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Blue Feather Farm

Easter. The boys are in and out of the house as if it is a train 
station. “Kick off those shoes,” my daughter says. It is early 
afternoon, lots of sunshine, and I ask my grandsons to go 
for a walk.

We poke around the tobacco barn where light illuminates 
the dust. One of the boys mentions a creek on the far side 
of the farm. Another says there could be salamanders or 
chubs and he knows where to find a net.

The five of us set out across the first pasture. The cow follows 
us to the fence line where we climb over the metal squares. 
A wind blows patterns in the grasses.

The narrow creek cuts through the red clay. It is shallow and 
clear as a bell. The boys jump for logs and rocks. They ask 
if they can take off their shoes and socks, roll their pants up 
and wade in the water.

They tiptoe through water still cold as snow, fill their pockets 
with freckled stones, and search pools for minnows. Their 
pants are soon soaked to the waist. “We’re going to get in 
trouble,” one of them says. I tell them there is plenty of time 
to dry before we get home.

dusk fills
the empty places
early spring
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Frank’s Version

After lunch, Mrs. Shell gets ready to read us a story about a 
boy who never gets to carry the flag out to the pole. Before 
she starts, Susan Thatcher raises her hand and says the 
trophy the principal gave her for the spelling bee is missing. 
“It was right here on my book,” she says. Mrs. Shell asks if 
anyone has seen Susan’s prize. A boy in the back points his 
finger at me. Mrs. Shell stoops down and finds the trophy in 
my desk. I tell her that I didn’t put it there but she takes my 
recess time away for a week.

My teacher has one long sentence that is pages long, tells 
me to think about what I have done as I write it down. After 
two periods of copying words, my hand begins to hurt and 
I tell my parents what happened at school. “I don’t even 
know that kid,” I say.

My mother writes a note to the teacher. She tells her that 
I am no angel but of all her boys, I am the one to tell the 
truth. If he says he didn’t take it then he didn’t take it. Mrs. 
Shell reads the note then walks back to see the boy who 
pointed at me, asks if he is sure that I took the trophy. “I saw 
him take it from Susan’s desk and hide it behind the pencil 
box,” he says.

“But Frankie,” Mrs. Shell says, “I never mentioned a pencil 
box.”

screen door
the squeak
of a childhood song
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Walking Distance

It is cool this evening. I can hear some of the spectators 
coughing. Some parents are watching the game from their 
cars with heaters running. Coaches are clapping their hands 
to keep warm. My father is coaching at third base and seems 
distracted. He has what my mother calls “That where is he 
now” look about him.

My father has been thinking about Buddy Holly and guitar 
parts keep playing over and over in his head.  Or maybe 
he is thinking about the flock of geese that is following the 
creek or the spring peepers whose chorus is reaching out 
from the marsh. My father’s mind is not on the game.

When he waves Kristen around third and the catcher tags 
her out — the head coach pulls my father from his spot at 
third base. He gathers up his mitt and clipboard, walks over 
to the bench and tells me he is walking home. “I’ll catch up 
with you later,” my father says.

Months pass and the weather turns warm. Pasture grass is 
tall and the bleachers are full. My father never returned to 
the team. Geese still land beside the water and sometimes 
when I round second, I still hear my father’s voice sending 
me home.

lopsided score
the mercy
of darkness
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Evidence

It is dusk and the lake begins to darken with shadows. My 
brother helps me choose a branch, green, not too thick, 
one that will bend and not break. He sharpens the tip with 
his penknife then stabs the first apple for me. On my fourth 
stride, I whip the branch with all of my might; the wood 
snaps the apple into the air. It sails through the dark until 
it splashes down near the ferry crossing. “My God,” my 
brother says, “it must be from playing all that baseball.”

That night, my parents leave my brother in charge and go 
out to dinner. He drives me out to the railroad basin where 
some of his friends are waiting with burlap sacks. “What 
did you bring her for?” one of them asks. My brother tells 
me to keep this a secret and wait in the car. Snakes line the 
warm stones and the boys are stuffing them in their bags. 
My brother jumps when one strikes his high-top sneakers. 
He throws the bag in the trunk and drives me home. “Don’t 
say a word,” he says. “I don’t want mom and dad to know 
about this.”

Next morning. I am drifting between the islands for pike 
with my father and brother. The cottage is a half mile away. 
There is little breeze and our boat is hardly moving. The 
scream cuts through the air like a siren. I know and my 
brother knows what just happened. My father will learn the 
truth of it — soon enough.

empty sky
nothing to bridge
the silence



44

The Wild Mouse

Child eats like a bird. Stares down broccoli the way a prize 
fighter stares down an opponent. Takes an hour to roll 
his peas from one side of the plate to the other. He is all 
ribs. When he bobs on the bay in a tube, my son almost 
disappears.

Tonight, we are walking the boardwalk. He likes to go on 
rides with his sister, says she bites his shoulder when she 
gets scared.  My son likes the gambling wheels and stops at 
every one to study the prizes. I give him a handful of dimes 
and his eyes light up like a pinball machine. He slaps a dime 
down on number seven.

The boy has choice of anything in the place. I point to the 
fishing outfit and the baseball bat. Instead, he chooses a 
clock — one that looks like a giant pocket watch. Wants to 
carry it down the boardwalk, loves the big Roman numeral 
numbers. I hold the chain as he wraps his arms around the 
clock. Strangers stop to ask him about it. Can we hang it 
in the family room? How about above the TV? We can all 
watch it.

taste of salt
wheels spin
ocean sounds

beach fireworks
oh and ah sink
in the surf
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Partners

Twilight. My father is asleep on the couch when I open the 
cabinet above the stove, careful not to clink the glass as I 
take down one bottle at a time. I pour a little Johnny Walker 
into the jar, some Jack Daniels, a splash of Seagram’s 7 and 
Canadian Club. He will never notice the difference. I seal 
the lid on tight and hide the jar outside.

An hour later. My father is awake on the couch. I tell him that 
I am going to the dance at Turntable and I am spending the 
night at Chris’s house — his grandparents don’t mind.

Chris and I meet halfway between our houses where each 
of us has a jar of blended whiskey. In the shadows of trees, 
we chug down every drop then walk to the highway, try to 
hitch a ride. “Don’t open your mouth if someone picks us 
up,” Chris says. “They will know for sure.”

Midnight. I am out on the dance floor with Nancy when 
someone taps my shoulder and says my old man is here. 
I see him near the door—tallest man in the place. Chris 
and I get in the backseat and my father tells us that he ran 
into Chris’s grandparents and how our stories didn’t match 
up. He knows about the liquor. At home, he tells us to sit 
outside — think about what we have done.

wet snow
I cup my hands
around the match
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Minors

I walk through the entrance; breathe in air that smells of 
burnt hotdogs and greasy hamburgers. First I visit the record 
department, flip through the new arrivals and the bargain 
bin. The tall kid who works there asks if I’ve heard the Joe 
Cocker album. “Man can he do the Beatles,” he says.

The girl in men’s clothing is a few years younger than me. 
Works in the store every weekend. I hold up a green tie with 
a windmill on it. “Never saw that one before,” she says. 
“Are you still seeing Maria?”

Stop in the pharmacy stockroom where Cliff works. The 
walls are covered with hearts and girl’s names. “Boss says I 
have to paint over them,” he says. We talk for a while about 
stock cars and which driver will win the next race.

The shoe section is way back in a corner, near where they 
incinerate cardboard boxes. I wait until the only salesman is 
busy with a customer, slip off my old shoes, and then lace 
up a pair of cordovan wing-tips. They are stiff as a board; 
hardly bend as I walk out the front door into the cool of 
Friday night.

end of the street
the radio plays the song
again and again
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Rabbits

No moon. Cold air rushes through the windows. Leaves roll 
across the road like waves as I flick ashes into the night. 
Four of us talking loud, laughing, making plans.

We park the car up the lane from the pony farm, leave it 
running, lights off. We carry milk cans and a crank handle 
for the gas tank. “My daddy made that thing,” Joey says.

The field crunches beneath our feet as we sneak up to the 
barn, fasten the handle, and begin to pump. The cans are 
heavy as we stagger back to the car, our clothes smell of 
fuel. It is past midnight.

“Let’s get out of here,” Joey says. He steps on the gas and 
the car stalls out. We flip the hood and sparks shoot like 
stars when we turn the ignition switch. Lights click on in the 
farm house. There is the sound of a motor in the distance.

We leave it all behind, scatter in all directions, running 
through pastures and woods, each to a darker place.

river road
the beat of fish
in a canvas creel
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Transportation

My father looks uncomfortable in his Ford Falcon. It fits him 
like one of my suits. His knees are bunched up and his head 
almost hits the ceiling, tries to look the part with his cigarette 
holder and briefcase but it doesn’t work. “Customers won’t 
take me seriously,” he tells my mother. “It’s a kid’s car.”

The Falcon suits my mom just fine and with the way she 
hugs shoulders — a smaller car is a better choice. “Keep 
your elbows in,” my friends say. “Mrs. C. is driving.” So my 
father passes the Falcon on to my mother and orders an 
LTD. It is big and black with burgundy interior, reminds me 
of the tuxedo I wore to the prom. My father keeps banker’s 
hours, sleeps in until after I’ve gone to school then puts on 
a shirt and tie, a pair of gold cufflinks, slicks his hair back 
with a tonic then he is ready to make his calls. A good day 
is eight appointments. The man in a police car—king of the 
road.

early autumn
the music of wheels
blacktop
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Instigator

I am the one who gets the blame for a box of squid in the 
refrigerator, the smell of dead bait in the garage, sand 
across the kitchen floor, a puncture in a tire or a door left 
ajar. “My Timmy would never do that,” my aunt will say. 
“His older cousin is a bad influence.”

It is hot on the boardwalk. My cousin and I shove each other 
back and forth. Slap each other around. It gets out of hand 
and I twist Timmy’s arm behind his back — something snaps 
like a dry branch. Something is wrong. I let go and Timmy 
screams as he races home to the beach house. Trouble.

I run to the end of the boardwalk then farther along the 
sand roads between lagoons. I run into the marsh where 
reeds and cattails scratch my legs. I pull off my shirt, crouch 
down in the bulrushes and watch as mosquitoes land and 
bite my skin, watch as welts rise on my arms, chest, and 
legs. I will stay until I suffer — enough.

waves
pound me down
summer sun
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Lightly Traveled Roads

Dry summer. The Wichecheoke is down to a trickle and in 
some parts of the creek bed there is no water at all — only 
stones. Still the boys ride their bikes down every evening to 
a spot they have christened Deep Hole. They flip over rocks 
and find crickets, salamanders, or worms — anything they 
can thread on a hook, toss in the pool and catch pan fish 
with. I tell them to be home before dark but they seldom are.

Last night on the ride back, they heard Mrs. Crowley 
screaming for help. The boys found her in tears and Mr. 
Crowley slumped behind the wheel of his pick-up truck. He 
had on his overalls, long sleeved shirt and that engineer’s 
cap he always wore. No neighbors close by. No telephone.

Johnny is the younger of the two boys — thirteen, about a 
head taller than a fence post. He drove my tractor a few times 
and drove his mother’s car up and down the lane — nothing 
more. Johnny pushed and his brother pulled Mr. Crowley 
over to the passenger side of the cab. Then Andrew closed 
the door, ran around the truck and slid in the middle. 
Johnny got behind the wheel and started the engine, his 
eyes barely above the steering wheel. The truck bucked 
and sputtered down the lane and Johnny drove back roads 
to Route Twelve. It was dark then — not much traffic.

The boys parked the truck by the Emergency Room door 
and called out, “Help! Help! Somebody needs help!” They 
didn’t hang around, knew there was nothing to say or do. 
The man had been dead for some time.

insects at night
the whisper of prayers
through a screen
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Milagros



52
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Milagros

It is the same pattern every summer. The rain stops in early 
June and by July lawns have browned and I can feel dust on 
my teeth. The municipal lake shrinks and exposes tangled 
wood, bottles and crinkled cans. Cats and buzzards feed on 
the beached fish. Boys fire stones at fish gasping in the few 
pools that remain.

In August, I line my father’s wheelbarrow with a shower 
curtain then push it across the cracked bed of the lake. I 
use a bucket to fill it halfway with water and scoop in a 
half dozen orange and white carp. In the days to come, I 
will feed them dried bread, add a cup of fresh water every 
day for oxygen, and keep them in the shade to slow down 
evaporation. Soon they will be like pets snapping at my 
fingers. It is the same every year — I give them a few more 
weeks — that is all I can hope for.

lilies at night
a prayer inside
closed hands
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First of the Month

Groceries slip through his fingers like frogs and bounce on 
the conveyor belt. The cashier rings up each item then stuffs 
them into plastic bags. When he hears the total, the man 
pulls all the bills out of his wallet and counts them. Next, 
he empties the coins from his pockets and counts them as 
well; glances up at the cashier and pulls out his wallet again. 
Checks each fold and crease and finds nothing. His hands 
tremble. He turns and asks, “Do you have eight cents?” The 
man pays the girl then turns to me and says, “Bless you.” 
Grabs his bags and hurries toward the door, his keys still on 
the counter.

light through the slats
hopes
sink in the mud
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Summer Wages

July. I hammer stakes and pull string across pastures. There 
are few clouds. The sun beats down and burns the top of my 
head and shoulders. I measure fifty feet along the line and 
dig a hole thirty inches deep, drop in a line post, fill in some 
dirt, tamp it down with a shovel handle, more dirt, tamp, 
check level, measure fifty feet and repeat the procedure. 
I am numb from the heat, the smell of earth, the taste of 
sweat. 

Ruth is good with the horses, feeds and waters them, 
mucks out the stalls, rubs them down when they come back 
from a ride. When she is not in the barn, Ruth is out in the 
rows of vegetables, kneeling down, pulling weeds, lifting 
sweet potato vines to keep them from taking root, tying up 
tomatoes and beans. The sun bakes her neck and back, she 
darkens through the summer like a penny.

I try to think of things to say to Ruth, reasons to stop on 
my way back to the barn for field wire or staples. Nothing 
comes out right. I stutter and I never did that before.

August. I ask Ruth out to dinner and to my surprise the 
answer is yes. When I pick her up, she answers the door 
and invites me in to meet her family. Ruth looks beautiful in 
a yellow dress. I open the car door for her and drive over to 
the restaurant by the river.

As soon as we enter, a waitress rushes over and stares at 
Ruth. “Oh no honey,” she says, “we can’t serve you here.”

I take Ruth to the movies instead. On the way home, I 
apologize again for the incident. “Don’t worry about it,” 
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Ruth says. “That is about the best thing that has happened 
to me — all year.”

sunlit hills
a rustle of darkness
in the trees
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Home Before Dark

Fifty years pass by; Billy still lives at the foot of the Blue 
Mountains. He is not the oldest resident but has lived there 
the longest. Remembers when the road was dirt and there 
were only five houses on Bickel Drive. His wife still works 
at the foundry, likes the people and the money comes in 
handy. Billy retired when the Brick Yard closed for good so 
now he fixes things around the house and banks the coal 
stove at night. “Always has to have a project,” his wife says.

Lots of young families and new babies in the neighborhood. 
Bicycles and strollers squeak up and down the road. 
Neighbors think Billy is an odd duck, waves hello one 
minute then ignores them the next, turns and walks away 
in the middle of a conversation. “The old coot is losing it,” 
one of them says.

Billy pretends to like fishing for the sake of his grandson, 
takes him down past the rusted railroad cars where they use 
chicken liver to catch catfish in the Schuykill. In the spring 
after the snow melts, they hike up in the mountains where 
they fish skinny streams. “Brook trout are about the size of 
your hand,” Billy says, “and too pretty to keep.”

This morning there are five inches of fresh snow; all the hills 
and roads are rolled in white carpet. Billy can hear voices 
above the sound of snow blowers. He tightens the handle 
on his shovel then puts on a hat and scarf. He plans on 
clearing his walk then maybe helping Helen who lost her 
husband just three months ago. Not too cold and not much 
wind to speak of — a good day to do some work. “I’ll be 
back before long,” Billy calls to his wife. “Be careful when 
you step out the door.”
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patches of ice
the tractor still
where it stopped
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The Song of the Lark

I watched Sister Wendy on public television as she whisked 
like a feather from museum to museum on a grand tour 
of the art world. She stood beside the famous paintings 
and gave each one a back story. Sister Wendy explained 
the shrug of a shoulder, the direction of a dog’s eye, the 
distance between hands that never touch. I was inspired 
to visit my own local museums and explore the art in great 
rooms at the university. I stood in front of the pieces of art 
and expected stories to emerge like light breaking on the 
horizon. Nothing happened.

My friend Michael goes to art classes where he paints 
models.  He paints faces though not the faces that gaze 
before him. Instead, he sees a woman in the midst of 
drought or famine; he sees the face of a mother who has 
lost a child in a school shooting, or a tall thin slave who 
carries the welts of a beating through a lifetime. In one, I 
see a face in the darkness and it is as if I have opened my 
eyes in the night and she is watching over me. “Tell me her 
story,” I say. “Why did you paint her that way? What do you 
see in this painting?” I need to know. I am that hungry. 

star upon star
I cannot connect
the dots
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Diversions

Rochelle is our crew chief. He is the one who visits families, 
studies their houses, and decides which ones are most in 
need of repairs. The local people trust him; he is from the 
mountains. Rochelle orders materials and divides up the 
work between us. “Don’t wander off,” he says to me. “You 
stand out like a sore thumb.”

Today we are God knows where and I am on the roof of a 
house that seems to be held together by threads. Tom cuts 
long strips of one by two; hands them up to me. I nail them 
across the joists. Later, I will use the narrow wood to fasten 
sheets of tin.

It is mid-morning when she appears, steps out of the forest 
like a deer. Her hair is black as a crow’s feather and she is 
wearing a long skirt. There are no shoes on her feet. Children 
emerge from the trees and follow her every step, flutter 
around her like birds. All of us stop working and watch her 
move across the meadow until she is gone. Who is she? 
Where did she come from? Are there gypsies in the hills?

We break for lunch and walk back to the truck. All of our 
lunch boxes are gone. Rochelle does not hesitate, leaves 
us in the shade and walks into the woods. Comes back 
with arms full of boxes. Squints at the bright sunlight. “The 
boxes are empty,” he says.
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nest building
the music
of work

worn records
the scratchy sound
of memory
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Stone Fruit

I work with her at the Food Lion. The girl is pale as a ghost. 
Tells me she is allergic to anything that swims. When the 
junipers and maples start to pollinate, Lilly is a prisoner 
inside her own house. Takes a bite of an apple and her 
throat swells up—can hardly talk. “You can’t be much fun at 
a picnic,” I say.

A few days ago, a man drops a bottle of merlot and it breaks 
into pieces near her register. Lilly starts to cough and choke. 
The manager has someone cover for me so I can drive her 
home. “I’ve never seen allergies so bad,” he says.

On the way, Lilly tells me how she loves the smell of catfish 
frying in a skillet, reminds her of her grandma who drenched 
them in cornbread and poured bacon grease on the string 
beans. Says she won’t go in the kitchen, stays close enough 
to stir a memory, far enough away that she can still catch 
her breath.

moonlit lawn
she blows a moth
from her arm
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Da Capo al Fine

I can hear her father’s voice in another room where it booms 
like a drum. There are elephants all around the house with 
colorful blankets—symbols of the Republican Party. Leisa’s 
mother asks her father to pipe down, “Leisa and her friend 
are in the other room.”

We sit on the couch and she puts on records for me to 
hear. I have never heard “Darkness, Darkness” by the 
Youngbloods — sad and beautiful at the same time. “Is that 
you Leisa?” her mother asks.”Walter, that’s your daughter 
singing in the living room. Doesn’t she have the sweetest 
voice?”

I take her for a drive up and down the hills on Stanton Station 
Road where my car begins to sputter and sounds like it will 
quit. I pull over on a side road and pop the hood. Sparks fly 
around the engine like lightning bugs. “Turn the engine off 
and give it a rest,” Leisa says. “It will be fine.”

I roll down the window and watch ponies graze in a field. 
Leisa sings “Hey Jude” by the Beatles and hums in places 
where she forgets the words. I don’t know what to say—it’s 
lovely.

Leisa’s parents are asleep when we get back to Maple 
Avenue. We make some drinks out of tomato juice and 
vodka; add some pepper and lemon then take them outside. 
The night air smells of fresh-cut grass and the pepper in my 
drink makes me cough. Leisa stands on a step, turns her 
palms to the night and sings in a high voice. I have never 
heard anything like it. “It’s from an opera,” she says. “It’s 
what I want to sing—the only music that matters to me.”
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word of her passing
the few words of a song
I remember

beach music
her voice in the hollow
of a wave



65

Stones

It is raining and she is alone at the shore. Her room is on the 
fifth floor where most of the apartments are abandoned like 
nests until summer. She can see a piece of the ocean from 
the deck and cars moving on the streets below. The cars are 
becoming familiar. Ones that pass early in the morning and 
return home around dinner time. A few lap the block again 
and again and Adele believes someone is watching her.

Sand on the beach has been stripped away by winter 
storms and it is strewn with driftwood. She gathers shells 
each afternoon and keeps them locked in the trunk of her 
car. Adele talks to other beachcombers as she wanders past 
the end of the boardwalk. The island feels like a prison and 
she seldom leaves. No one is coming for a visit. In a few 
months the Ferris wheel will turn again — then, something 
will happen.

on and off breezes
my sister reads words
that are not there
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Dimming the Dream

I stuff wads of paper in my ears. It has to be silent in order for 
me to sleep and it must be dark. The doors on the medicine 
cabinet grind back and forth like saws and car lights rush 
by the window like waves. The television next door is a 
muddle of voices. I can never block them out completely. In 
the morning, my mother gives me warm tea bags to press 
on my swollen eyes. “He looks just like his grandfather,” 
someone will say.

Years pass and I give up on silence. Now, it has to be noise. 
I stack record albums that drop one by one through the 
night until only music fills my head. When I cannot shake 
the songs in the daylight, I settle on a box fan — the rattle 
and hum of it. It is my cure for insomnia — a machine that 
disturbs every clear thought, every question.

night air
I wake you to ask
are you awake?
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Evacuation

There are no dogs barking, no push mowers moving back 
and forth, no whines from chainsaws dead wooding the 
pines, no cars pulling in or taking off, no laughter from 
swing sets and slides. Nothing. The town is quiet.

Frogs hop along roads that shine with moisture as ducks 
swim in drainage pools. Nuthatches tap holes in soft soffit. 
There are bluebirds perched on road signs and snakes 
green as grass slither across sand.

The tropical depression continues to linger off shore. A 
radio announcer proclaims the number of dead and missing, 
though with more rain in the forecast, those figures are not 
yet carved in stone.

faces in the mist
all the private parts
of prayer

all night rain
a prayer to remember
the prayer
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The Rock Valley Session

To reckon with loss is to reckon with what 
hasn’t been lost.
 — David Means

My son is a thousand miles away from the highway and the 
state troopers, lawyers and creditors, the job he once had. 
He rents a few rooms in a town along the Gulf Coast. No 
job prospects. No driver’s license. Far from all he lost, all he 
tossed away.

The town looks weathered like used clothes. Streets are busy 
with cars and there are homeless families moving along the 
highway. My son tells me the place attracts the hard-hit, 
ones with no place left to go. “Everyone has a story that 
you don’t want to hear.”

lonely places
in the sunset trees
nightfall

All he owns that has value is up for sale. All the fish tanks, 
musical instruments, and fishing gear are up for grabs on 
Craigslist. What he no longer wants or needs is donated 
to the Salvation Army Store where he does his community 
service. “I have to start all over again,” my son says. “The 
fines are just the icing on the cake.”

I hold one of his acoustic guitars in my arms and lay sheets 
of music on his bed. My son plugs a solid body into an 
amp. He sits down, head bowed over the neck of his guitar, 
concentrates as I begin to play. He listens and waits then fills 
the room with bursts of melody, his fingers fly up and down 
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the neck and notes bend as his pick flutters like a bird. He 
fleshes out tunes, giving them intensity and purpose. All 
the pain and anger, breathing life into songs and for the 
moment — a way for us to move forward.

a new year
the wind picks up
where it left off
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Impulse or Desire
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Impulse or Desire

The project is for history class. David will use his father’s 
movie camera to film a story about World War II. The script 
is nonsense with nothing based on research or facts. We 
decide to call it “The Bride of Mussolini.” The cast includes 
soldiers, citizens, as well as the resistance fighters. The 
costumes are not authentic. We borrow uniforms for the 
soldiers, golf caps for the civilians, and an old Buick for the 
getaway scene. The airplanes on display at the VFW will 
provide authenticity for an attack by the Germans. David 
is the director and I am to play a resistance fighter. We ask 
other classmates to volunteer for parts.

Near the end of the film, the bride of Mussolini is captured 
and hung from a tree. One of the two girls who agreed to 
be in the movie plays the part. After the hanging, there is an 
escape scene with resistance fighters clinging to the roof of 
the Buick and standing on the bumper as the car bounces 
up and down, speeding along a dirt road. Air rifles and toy 
guns pop up from ditches and between trees as the car 
rattles away.

In the closing scene, members of the resistance are 
celebrating in an open field. It is late afternoon and the 
sun starting to sink. David encourages the actors to jump 
up and down, raise their guns high in the air. I embrace for 
a moment; the only other girl in the film, her dark hair is all 
over the place after the car ride. I hold her until David yells, 
“Cut,” and the story comes to an end. 

sunset in the trees
fragments
of butterfly wing
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The Apprentice

It is Friday night and only one of the three butchers stays 
until nine. I wrap film around each tray, cut it with a blade, 
snap and tuck the sides, press the bottom against the heat 
pad then weigh and price each item.

Customers push the buzzer for special items. I slide the 
door open and ask how I can help, then call out the order 
to George who says, “Three pounds of chopped sirloin 
coming right up.”

The fish counter is quiet except for the thin man who is 
wrinkled as a shoe. He comes in once a week and asks for 
a buck shad. I wrap it in stiff paper and he always winks and 
says, “Thank you captain.”

I cover for Kay at the deli when she needs a break, make 
sandwiches with liverwurst or bologna between slices of 
rye. “Did you remember the pickle and napkin?” Kay asks 
when she returns.

After work, I step into the night where the air is fresh and 
new, warmer than the meat room. The parking lot shines in 
the moonlight. George and I stand by our cars for a moment. 
“You off to see that gal over in Locktown?” he asks. “If you 
don’t give her a call, I know somebody else will.”

lilies in the dark
a blanket spread
in the field
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Born Again

Evening. We are not ready to bring the day to a close, not 
wanting to turn toward home. Instead, I drive past shore 
towns, Ocean Gate and Beachwood, Toms River and Island 
Heights. We cross rivers and bays, lagoons with boats tied 
up for the night. Snowy egrets poke through the marsh 
grass as the sun begins to set.

Lights are on in the town of Freehold. “Charly” is showing 
at the movie theatre. We find a place to park and hurry to 
buy tickets as the show is about to start.

Charly is slow, has the mind of a child, holds down a job at 
the bakery where he sweeps the floors clean of powder and 
dust. At night, he goes to classes, wants to make himself 
smarter. There is an experimental surgery, a slim chance to 
fix the part in his brain that isn’t right. The procedure works 
for a time and Charly falls in love with his teacher, her eyes, 
and the shape of her body.

It is after midnight, your head rests against my shoulder and 
when I look to the right, my chin touches your hair. The road 
ahead is narrow and dark, long spaces between houses, no 
other cars on the highway. Air outside smells of rain, of pine. 
I slow the car down. I have all night and there is no longer 
a reason to hurry.

slice of moon
the temptation
to smile back
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Out of the Blue

A friend says, you remember Joan, that anniversary party 
three years ago, the car spinning in a circle on a back road, 
and then that long ride to the shore in the spring, a few 
dates then you went off to college and Joan left her job at 
medical records and attended nursing school.

I hear from her, has a job in northern Jersey, an apartment, 
works three to eleven, lives about an hour away from here, 
says she can meet us around midnight at the Mother Hen, 
that club over in Califon, a new version of The Gathering 
Moss are playing, place gets so loud the windows shake, 
pool balls crack like stones, Joan wants to meet us there, 
she wonders why you never called.

flare of kindling
the band tries
to slow things down
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The Lottery

December 1, 1969. There are 366 pieces of paper, each with 
a day of the year, and they are curled up inside blue-plastic 
capsules. I listen closely to a radio, as one by one, birth 
dates are plucked from a glass jar. When mine is unrolled, 
an official reads, December 27 . . . December 27 is 078. 
The uncertainty is over. While friends celebrate around the 
campus, knowing they will never be called up for service, 
I contemplate the future, certain that I will be joining the 
army when my student deferment ends.

end of class
I breathe in
the river

Winter 1972. I am halfway through my first year of teaching. 
On weekends, I go to dances with Joan. Some nights, I ski 
down the hill behind my father’s house. Snow lit by houses 
and stars. The letter arrives as I knew it would; I am to take 
a bus to Newark, New Jersey for the purpose of a physical 
examination. 

cold creek
squeeze of a wrist
in the dark

I wander from station to station with other men (eyes wide 
as cattle) wearing shoes, socks, and underwear. Height and 
weight. Heartbeat. Blood sample. Lungs. Yes, I smoke. Yes, 
my feet are flat. Yes, I have frequent headaches. Yes, I suffer 
from insomnia. At lunchtime, I buy a hotdog from a street 
vendor; spill mustard down my coat, leaves a stain like a sky 
at dusk. Afterwards, I pass my physical.
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river shadows
the blur of last night’s
dreams

My teaching job will be here when I return.  Father says he 
will be a bitter man if something should happen to me. I sit 
for the longest time with Joan, holding on and not saying 
much. I don’t ask, Will you wait for me? Stop at the diner 
where friends rise from their stools, stand at attention and 
salute me. I do not salute them back.

winter river
all that I know 
about lonely

alone by the river
the one flat stone
that feels right
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Hello in There1

Please don’t just pass’em by and stare
As if you didn’t care, say, “Hello in there, hello.”

— John Prine

The couple we are staying with argue then go to their room. 
Through the wall, we hear the same album playing over 
and over again, must have left the arm on the record player 
open. It is John Prine and we know the muffled words by 
heart. 

We are holding on to each other as car lights flash by the 
windows; talking about finding a place of our own — moving 
in together. It is a small town and everybody knows 
everybody, wouldn’t look right for a nurse to live with the 
new fourth grade teacher. What would people think?

Where should we get married? We know that families are 
complicated and maybe it would be simpler to drive down 
to Virginia and find a justice of the peace. 

I knock on the closed door, wake our friends and share the 
news. “Well congratulations,” Chris says. “Misery loves 
company.” Then the door closes again. 

morning light
wine stains
on the tablecloth

1. Title and lyrics by John Prine, 1971 by Cotillion Music, Inc.
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Revelations

Sunday morning. Before leaving for a game, I announce 
to my parents that I am getting married. My father shakes 
my hand, congratulates me, and says he is not surprised. 
Mom follows my footsteps around the house, peppers me 
with questions. “Not to worry,” I say. “We are going to be 
married in Virginia, a few friends, a simple ceremony.”

no clouds
I pound the scent of oil
from my mitt

Afternoon. The minister lets us use the ball field by his church, 
long as we keep the noise down, no alcohol or profanity. 
It is a hot day, bright sun. I can hear lawn mowers in the 
distance, cars on the highway behind my back. There are a 
few spectators, couple of girlfriends, neighborhood kids on 
bicycles.  I am in right field where not much is happening, a 
few easy pop-ups then a slow grounder goes between my 
legs. “Get your head in the game,” Coach yells.

One of the kids on bicycles recognizes me. “Hey, that’s my 
teacher,” he hollers. Then he taunts me whenever I am up to 
bat. “This guy can’t hit, can’t hit the broad side of a barn.” 
And he is right. I strike out all afternoon, feel like I am in the 
wrong place, that I should be somewhere else.

After the game, some of the players grumble about the way 
I played. “Leave him alone,” Coach says. “He’s got a lot on 
his mind, come summer, he’ll be a married man, won’t have 
a whole lot of interest in baseball.”
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infield dust
silence settles
over a loss
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Prelude

The photo was taken on their wedding day, July 27, 1973, 
in Fairfax, Virginia. The image of my mother and father is 
blurred as if it were taken through a rainy window. They are 
both wearing overalls and faded blue work shirts. My mother 
is looking straight at the camera, hair parted in the middle 
and falling down her shoulders, hands cupped around a 
bouquet of flowers. My father has an arm around my mother 
and is looking at her and not at the photographer. They are 
in a room, an ordinary room like you might see in someone’s 
house. A retired member of the Virginia Circuit Court had 
just administered their wedding vows. A few hours later at a 
small restaurant, a waitress will look at my parents and ask, 
“Are you two part of a square dancing team?”

sunlit stones
the ones that are
meant to be
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Sawdust

My wife is not in the audience tonight. Her eyes are not 
looking up to remind me to slow down—breathe—pause. 
She is not here to say your voice is breaking like ice. You are 
not talking between poems. Don’t act like you are in a hurry 
to leave. Do you ever smile?

I know these people. I attended this high school. The poems 
that I have chosen are about the day to day life of a teacher. 
One was inspired by a Bob Seger song while another is 
about longing for a snow day. My words are cracking with 
emotion as if they have been buried long in the heart of a 
tree. It hurts to talk.

Afterwards, the moderator asks if there are any questions. 
Mr. Brennan (my high school woodshop teacher) asks, 
“Don’t you ever swat black flies?” I am frozen by his 
question. Does he mean, do I just stand still when a swarm 
of black flies lands on my arms and face? Does he imagine 
that I can ignore physical pain? Am I on the wrong track? 
Does he simply wonder if I take life too seriously? His words 
are not clear to me.

scent of wood
the simple design
of a cutting board

winter wind
all the thin layers
in plywood
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Trampoline

June, the days heat up from the bright sun. By the time I 
see an owl soar across the cove and hear coyotes in the 
cemetery, the night air has cooled. Droplets form from the 
changes in temperature and by morning water runs like rain 
down the gutters. My father dries out his rowboat with a 
towel and rows out to cast a few lines before breakfast.

Ten o’clock, the metal roof is dry enough to paint. As my 
father gathers buckets and brushes to carry up the ladder, 
my mother sets up a lawn chair where she can watch his 
every movement. “Too close to the edge!” she yells up. “Are 
you paying attention?” My father nods and goes on about 
the business of spreading the silver paint with thick rollers. 
I catch frogs in the reeds and drop them in a lunch box that 
is lined with wet grass. They have spots like leopards.

Late afternoon, my father looks up from the ground and sees 
a spot that he missed on the roof. I stand beside my mother 
as he climbs slowly back up the ladder with a bucket and a 
brush. “Don’t step on the wet panel,” my mother warns but 
it is too late. Father slides like a man on skis across the roof 
and falls to the ground where we hear a deep grunt.

My father sits on a chair as my mother uses mineral spirits 
to wipe paint from his hair, arms, and legs. There is blood 
dripping from both knees and his glasses are broken. “Listen 
Tin Man,” my mother says. “You don’t bounce the way you 
used to.”
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night fishing
the splash as he steps
off the dock

fishing at night
father’s hat
shines like the moon
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Stand By Me2

The waitress pours a few drinks at the bar then walks quickly 
to the entrance where she acts as hostess. Through the 
window, I see a small piece of the waterway. A boat passes 
and I watch waves from the wake disappear. It seems like 
a long time before she returns. The waitress stands still for 
a moment and looks at each of us. “Kind of quiet, aren’t 
you,” she says.

The next morning, attendants pull down lights around 
the windows and pick golden ornaments from the trees. 
A woman in her pajamas pumps gasoline. Inside her car, 
children turn up the volume on a radio song. If the sky that 
we look upon, Should tumble and fall, All the mountains 
crumble to the sea. Her hips sway as she wishes the guy 
behind the pump a Merry Christmas. My wife opens the lids 
on the creamers and I pour them into our cups of coffee.

The lowlands are green with annual rye. Cows wade in mud 
up to their knees. The roofs of barns and houses are creased 
like hats. “Slow down,” my wife says. “You’re speeding.” 
The highway is empty as many of the homes. I ease off on 
the accelerator and drive farther into this first day of the 
New Year.

nightfall   light from the stars
I find my way home  notes
in a song   I’ll never reach

3. Note: Title and lyrics from the song of the same name by Ben King, 
Tammy Wynette, Jerry Lieber, Mike Stoller, Billy N. Sherrill.
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Patina

I sanded this chair before. It was half a century ago, the 
spring before the wedding. We gathered used furniture in 
my mother’s garage. In the evening, we met to brush on 
paint stripper, let it set, then scraped it off with knives. The 
wood on the poster bed was sanded smooth then covered 
with thick varnish stain — the color of walnuts. Lips tasted of 
turpentine and sweat.

The chair was coated with a heavy brown paint, and as we 
scraped away the old, carvings began to emerge — two 
branches that swayed up and down — rolled like waves and 
burst with oak leaves.

Today, I start again. I sand off paint spots from my daughter’s 
room, creams and blues, splatters of yellow, the green of a 
kitchen. I sand and scrape then rest. When I am still — the 
small birds return to feed close to me. I steady the chair in 
my arms, rocking it ever so gently like a child.

mayflies
the instant
we met

late summer
a stream
we can step across
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Absent Geese
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Absent Geese

Winter washes shoreline
clean of footprints,
old nests jut onto the stream
like the bows of boats,
bleached brush,
a child picks dappled eggs
from the stubble,
they shatter in his hands,
falling like crackers
on cold soup.

 birds in the cold
 a need to speak
 in song
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August

The changes are subtle —
nothing severe as
flood or fire,
water temperatures
rise and fall,
bass move in and out
with cold fronts,
an old dock finally 
gives in
to long winters.
she returns, 
her step slower,
her grip not as
strong,
she holds the tiller,
turning
to face the wind —
head on.

 songs sinking in a field  dusk
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Will

The ball bounces
on the gravel surface
like his pickup
along the corn,
knows 
before it leaves
his hands,
the ball will sail
through the hoop
like wind through holes
in his shirt,
he no longer sleeps,
stars light up the court
as the backboard
thuds
like a distant drum.

 sixty winters
 a belly
 in the wooden floor
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The Plow

They still farm
his fields,
won’t touch the
vines
spinning through
window frames,
or chop the maple
that keeps clapboards
from drying out.
If he were here
he’d say, “Harrow it
under.”

 fresh furrows
 already talk
 of a dry summer



95

The Tenant

I try to stay
in the red house
as mice ruin fresh bread
in the kitchen,
cows slip 
between broken rails;
move like trains
down the road,
I nail plastic
over window frames
light wood
when the furnace dies,
cold spreads 
through my body 
like cracks in the plaster.

 fog in the hills
 ghosts hang
 from a buzzard’s wing
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Abandoned

The house grows darker,
he will not cook;
she will not
wash windows,
papers spread from
floor to floor like
shadows,
harsh words rise
in separate rooms while
outside, crops
are given to weeds
and insects,
animals cry for
food and water,
neighbors arrive with
baskets of fruit
and canned hams,
the hosts
don’t have the grace
to open their door.

 valley so low
 all the songs that sink
 into stone
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Passages

His chair cocks
like a hat
along with other
crooked stones,
he is dreaming,
head bobbing
as if it were
a channel marker
near the ferry
crossing,
his eyelids burn
from the sun,
red like a tongue,
the man hears water
pouring from
a pail,
footsteps crossing
a dock,
waking, blinking —
a ship is passing.

 dry summer
 a chair too brittle
 to step on
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Eclipse

His wife opens the door,
cold air from a hallway
settles around his neck
and shoulders like
her arms,
he cannot move
from the chair
they once fastened
together
with glue and rope,
in a dream
the man releases
a ball with wings,
it sails through
the wheat-colored sky
of mid-winter until
it rests before the moon
and for a moment
light dims.

 winter night —
 not enough lamplight
 for words
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Watching Hand

The house alive
with curtains blowing,
fresh firewood
in a pile near
the walk,
no one answers the bell,
I leave his things:
a poncho, castanets,
and a framed black 
and white picture of
mother and child,  
as I turn to go
the sound of a spoon
hitting the floor
in the kitchen.

 evening traffic
 one horn
 sadder than the rest
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Deprivation

She won’t drive the car
or sell it, as it
belonged to her husband;
what would he think?
It’s covered with blankets,
tucked in like a child
on a cool night.
She cowers in the house,
a stray cat,
hard-bitten and fearful
of people.
If you knock long enough,
you’ll sense motion
and the door will open up
to a pale flower
desperate for light.

 dry creek bed
 the pluck
 of a single string
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Susan

We perch like hawks
in separate rooms,
I cannot hear your voice
through the wall,
or see your eyes zero in
on the child who will not learn,
I recognize your heels
as they echo in the hallway,
slowly,
they chip away at the tiles,
as if they were, a mountain.

 dreams at night —
 again I call the class
 to attention
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While There Is Still Time

My father wants to sell
one more door,
hopes to inspect
one more rental unit,
my father longs to catch
one last fish,
fancies a tall glass 
of merlot,
hopes to see a comedy 
on the big screen,
desires  a long rest 
on the couch,
when I call
my father’s conversation
is brief,
I am not on the list.

 nightfall
 words to a song darken
 then they are gone
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Increments
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Increments

I listen to the wind whispering, imagine
it’s them speaking of their failing crops
while eating a scant evening meal.
I don’t know who these tears are for.

— Ray Rasmussen

My father gives me a chemistry kit for my birthday. I read 
the directions but ignore the warnings as I mix up the 
ingredients to make chlorine gas. I ask my father to take 
a sniff and his eyes water for days. He comes through the 
door after work with tears streaming down his face.

Years go by, decades, and I never see tears in my father’s 
eyes. Not at funerals, not after he crashes his big Ford 
Galaxy, not when the big trout shakes his fly or when the 
lawn dies during a prolonged drought.

Now my father and I talk on the phone and I hear him start 
to cry. I do not ask, “Why are you crying? What’s wrong?” I 
know the tears are for a business partner who is long gone, 
a company about to close, eyelets he can no longer thread, 
faces he no longer recognizes. My father’s tears are for the 
oak once piled high — the logs that are left to burn.

moonlit water —
in the end he flicks
a cane pole
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Harbor View

I ride around with my friend, no particular destination, as if 
we are back in high school. We drive past the restaurants 
and down to the waterway where the commercial fleet lines 
up like old boots. There are no fishermen around and no 
catches to admire.

Next, it’s Sunset Beach where the sand is wide. It is the off-
season now and we watch dogs leap for Frisbees. Bicycles 
leave small wakes in the sand while a few sunbathers read 
books near the dunes. Gulls perch on pilings like lookouts as 
sandpipers huddle in patches along the beach. “Everyone 
is from somewhere else,” my friend says. “Mostly New 
Yorkers. They call this county Yankee Stadium.”

We park for a time at a Lowes grocery store. I watch people 
going in and out. “Everyone is old here,” my friend tells 
me. “But you and I are on the younger end of old.” I never 
get out of the car, no longer certain why we stopped here 
in the first place.

sunset
arms settle in the sand
like driftwood
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The Name of the Storm

I open the front door and it sounds like gun fire as frozen 
branches snap and fall. I step outside with the dog to look 
around. “Get back inside,” a neighbor yells from inside her 
garage. “You want to get killed!”

All night long, limbs bounce on the roof, gutters laden with 
ice pull away from the house, lights flicker on and off — I 
cannot sleep.

In the morning, neighbors leave their homes like frightened 
rabbits and step cautiously on the road. Jackets are 
unbuttoned — hair uncombed. Couples with hair white as 
snow grasp hands and walk down the block to see what the 
storm has left in its wake.

By afternoon, the cleanup work begins. Each of us bent to 
the task — not accustomed to physical work. I pile branches 
and limbs; broken fronds along the street. My fingers are 
numb but there is purpose in my steps. All around me, there 
are piles of brush like bonfires from another time — along 
another shore — fires to brace against the cold — the 
endless night.

hands sift
through what is left
snow showers

winter trees
a flash of ice
on wings
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Nothing But Time

First light and the roads are like rivers shrouded in mist. 
Figures appear like wisps of smoke, some are walking small 
dogs. The dogs navigate around mailboxes, up and down 
gullies, tug down walkways. Neighbors move slowly toward 
me as I rake pine needles and magnolia leaves.

Never get ahead of that pine straw, falls all four seasons but 
heaviest in the fall, use it to mulch around the azaleas or 
bag it and recycle the stuff next to the township building. 
Never ends. Where did you say you were from? I thought 
I remembered that. Don’t work so hard, there’s always 
tomorrow.

cool of November
I give the walking stick
a place to lean
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Flickers

Most of the people in this community are retired. They have 
come here to live where the climate is mild and the sea is 
not far away. I look into their faces and sometimes I see 
children I knew when I was a child.

The lady from West Virginia who studied at Rutgers reminds 
me of Jayne Barns. The way her hair curls up on the ends 
and bounces when she walks, the way heads turn when she 
laughs and her eyes flash like water. I see Jayne who sat 
in front of me on the school bus. Jayne who sassed even 
the older students back and never once turned around to 
acknowledge my presence.

Over at the Ace Hardware Store, there is a man who calls 
me Bud or asks, “Can I help you young man?” He always 
wants to help me find something: a ladder, a wheelbarrow, 
or a light fixture. I look at him and see Lance Lewandowski, 
long skinny legs, pompadour of hair, shoes that click when 
he walks, and when he steps outside — a cigarette hangs 
from the corner of his mouth. Lance who put his arm around 
Josephine when classes changed until Mr. Slavotsky gave 
him what for. “You will be a gentleman Mr. Lewandowski,” 
he said, and Lance dropped his arm, stood up straight and 
tall like a soldier.

My father calls in the evening and says, “Your mother 
and I watched a story about two brothers who are both 
fishermen, one is good and studies hard, the other gambles 
and gets into fights. The father of the boys is a minister and 
a fisherman as well. We saw him with his thick gray hair and 
wire rimmed glasses and we both said at the same time that 
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he could be our son — looks just like you. Do you know the 
name of the movie?”

tidal pools
the in and out
of memory

they dart away
like minnows
summer shadows
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Kingdoms

My father drifts across the showroom like a ghost. His vision 
is almost gone and nothing is rich in detail. People and 
objects blur like colors in the sea. “I can’t believe he’s still 
here,” one of the customers whispers.

The garage door samples are made of steel, fiberglass 
or wood. My father recites the attributes of each one as 
if his words are chiseled in stone. Customers listen in awe 
of his presentations. He memorizes voices and phone 
numbers, makes appointments to measure height, width, 
and headroom.

High above the rafters, there are stacks of cardboard boxes 
labeled with dates. Each one is filled with bills, receipts, 
ledgers, account information and copies of tax forms. The 
boxes are histories of good and bad years. Business has 
been slow for the past decade. “We just about break even,” 
my father says.

My father is nearly ninety and reluctant to bring his business 
to a close, unwilling to talk about it. The employees do what 
they can to make it work. Drive him out to check jobs, take 
him to the bank for a deposit, or bring him home for lunch. 
“Your father is going to die at his desk,” the secretary says. 
I think that she is right and that is what my father wants.

so it looks like
someone is home
porch light
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Solids

My father’s clothes are wrinkled; the knees of his pants hang 
like chins. His neck is unshaven. He goes outside for short 
walks then sinks back into the couch. My father has no faith 
in God, no prayers for the sick, no words of forgiveness, no 
dreams, nothing.

There are photographs: a couple on their honeymoon in 
Maine, a white church, small house with a picket fence. 
Snapshots of children and grandchildren dressed up for 
birthdays, for proms and graduations, parties.

In one photo, mist is rising on a river. Shapes appear in 
the distance. My father moves the picture back and forth 
and tries to discern the images. Are the objects rocks, a 
jetty? Is there a boat in the current? My father is no longer 
certain — where he is.

along the shore
the shape of things
that wash back
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Pilgrimage

The wind is knocking the boat against the dock. I tighten 
the ropes to keep it steady and help my father step down 
where he centers himself on the widest seat. I use an oar to 
push us beyond the lily pads, out to deeper water.

The boat is moving too fast to catch fish. I lower a drift sock 
off the stern which slows things down, allows our baits time 
to sink. “Find us some fish,” my father says. “You’re the 
captain.”

I cast my line with the wind, ahead of the drift. I watch for 
any signs of movement then lift my rod straight up. I am 
able to hook several bass in this manner.

My father is not having any luck. He is setting the hook too 
quickly and missing the fish. He is beginning to sulk like a 
child. “I am not going in without a fish,” he says.

By afternoon, the wind is whipping skinny pines that sprout 
between rocks. Flags snap. My father is quiet, hunched 
over as the boat drags his bait behind us. He can’t manage 
another cast.

His arms and legs are shaking as I pull my father from the 
rowboat. He staggers down the floating dock without 
turning to look back at the water, at what was lost today.

light in the leaves
eyelets my father
no longer threads



114

For a Period of Time

a light clicks on
in the coffee shop
silent boats

The first owner uses the skiff for clamming, heads out when 
the tide is low, anchors in a shallow cove, steps in then uses 
his feet to feel for clams. The man fills a bushel basket then 
dumps the clams in the boat where they crack like pool balls. 
He works halfway through the incoming tide then turns the 
skiff toward home. “Your feet are cut to pieces,” his wife 
says as her husband hobbles across the floor.

Over time, the original owner puts on high boots; uses a 
basket rake to shake clams loose from mud and sand. He 
labors until his back and arms can’t push or pull; drags the 
heavy boat onto the shore, then walks through his door 
twisted like a pretzel. “You’re not a kid anymore,” his wife 
says. “Enough is enough.”

For a decade, the boat lies flipped over between some 
pines. It turns green. Spring rains pound the hull like the 
sea and winter snows bury it like a hill. The owner of the 
boat gives it away.

all day clouds
light from the mast
of a shrimp boat

The young man scrubs the rowboat back to white, decides 
to name it after one of his cats. He uses the skiff only on 
fresh water lakes where fishermen aren’t accustomed to 
seeing a clam boat. The young man stands on a wooden 
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seat, lets the wind push the boat through coves where he 
casts into tree shadows for bass and northern pike. At night, 
the skiff is tied to a dock where it rocks in the moonlight.

Years go by and the second owner moves far away from the 
chain of lakes where his skiff is moored. Not knowing if he 
will return, the young man signs it over to his father who 
uses it to fish around islands and back-waters where tree 
stumps lie submerged just beneath the surface.

summer stars
fine bones vanish
in the sand

The boy’s father no longer uses the skiff for fishing as it is 
too heavy for him to launch. He keeps it on a trailer, covers it 
with thick plastic. When the tarp tears and flaps like a worn 
sail, he puts on a new one. Every few years, the third owner 
sands the wooden seats and dresses them with teak oil. He 
scrubs mildew from the hull. The boat is ready to launch 
should someone long to drift through the day and into the 
darkness for those moments when the fish are hungry.

call of a loon —
how lonely they are
empty cabins

creak of ice
winter breaks the last
of the cattails
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The Fourth Stage

My father is thin and pale, quieter than usual, contemplating 
shadows in his lungs, and what that means for the future. 
He folds his hands together and leans his chin against them. 
There is something to say, something that is tossing and 
turning like a storm at sea. I see it coming.

Morning. The family gathers around the kitchen table to 
hear my father’s pronouncement. Someone has made an 
offer to buy his business, if they can come together on a 
price, the deal is done. “I am going to miss work terribly,” 
my father says. “I won’t know what else to do.”

I take my mother and father to an old inn for lunch. It 
has small quiet rooms like a house and it is easy to have 
conversations. Service is leisurely but there is no hurry. My 
father has a glass of chardonnay, onion soup, and a pastrami 
sandwich. He finishes his lunch then asks me to walk him 
out to my car — needs some fresh air. We reach the porch 
and my father collapses in a chair, his head rests against his 
chest, and he stops responding to my questions. I believe 
my father is gone.

Afternoon. Father recovers from the blackout, quieter 
than before. We gather in the living room for a few more 
announcements, the way properties will be divided, how he 
wants to leave something for each grandchild.

Later, I’m caught in rush-hour traffic. Cars push by on either 
side and all the lanes are clogged as I slowly wind past 
Bethlehem and Allentown. I long for the mountains, to 
inhale cold air, to cross familiar rivers, to know where I am 
going.
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roadside strangers
a butterfly the color
of sand and gravel
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Of Wind and Water

Long before I was born, there was a thin strip of land 
separating the bunkhouse from the water. A concrete 
pathway ran across the top. Years of rising and falling water 
levels as well as the ice moving in and out have stripped 
away the land. Slabs of the concrete have broken off and 
lean perpendicular to the bank. Each winter, ice presses the 
chunks into the shoreline, pushing the floor and outside 
wall inward. In the spring, my father uses a crowbar to pry 
open the twisted door. “This place doesn’t stand a chance,” 
he says.

There are gaps between the slabs and the land where snakes 
hunt for frogs. My father believes that if he fills those spaces 
with stones, then the concrete slabs will act as bulkheads 
and keep the building from crumbling any farther.

It is the middle of July and today all of us are gathering rocks 
and stones in the forest, filling wheelbarrows and wagons. 
We form an assembly line by the water’s edge and pass 
buckets of stones from one to another like a brigade at a 
fire. One by one, the empty areas fill until there is a crooked 
wall running beside the small house. All of us are covered 
in sweat and dirt; we doubt that the bulkheads will stop the 
ice. “I know that,” my father says. “I had to do something.”

humid night
thoughts drown in the whir
of a fan
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Outlasting the Blues

There is a brief warning. It happens in the blink of an eye, 
something in a glance, the look of light changes. Not 
enough time to prepare for the parade of lines like practiced 
script that I begin to see until it all becomes a blur. I cannot 
read text or signs and faces and objects take on a fuzzy 
tone. There is no pattern as the attacks are random. I can 
be climbing a stairwell between classes, holding the steel 
handrail, as students flow around me unaware that I can’t 
see where I am going. Once it happened as I administered 
a standardized test and stood in silence before the children 
until my vision returned. Each time, I wait it out like a sudden 
thunder storm until my eyes clear.

It is the same for my father and my son though our 
experiences vary slightly. My father will feel faint and unable 
to move—skin pale as a ghost. It happened on the day of 
his wedding though some attributed it to nerves and the 
heat of a summer church. It occurred at work and at several 
restaurants. “Go and find your father,” my mother said. “He 
should be back by now.” I found him slumped over a sink 
in the restroom — still as a stone. I led him out to the car 
where we waited for his vision and his strength to return. 
It immobilizes my son who has to lie down in the dark for 
hours.

Doctors have their theories: sinus infections, migraine 
headaches, and sudden changes in blood pressure — hunger. 
No one knows for certain what happens or how we are 
linked by a similar ailment. The condition has become part 
of who we are and we accept that at any moment we might 
see a flash, see it coming like a train in the distance, and we 
have learned to hold on until it passes.
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tributaries
father’s name stops
with my son

bends in the river
father asks
what he already knows
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The Bestowal of Blessings

What matters is simply a choice we make, a 
choice governed by time and opportunity and 
how well we persuade ourselves to go on until 
some other powerful force overtakes us.

— Richard Ford

After studying the x-rays, Dr. Gates says, “The tumor is 
on her tongue. I am going to take her into surgery now.” 
Knowing my wife and me, he doesn’t ask us if we want Millie 
to have the surgery. He is intent in doing all that he can to 
help her.

Millie is slow to recover and she is off food now, turns away 
from once cherished treats. My wife makes her scrambled 
eggs with cheese, cube steak, even baby food with 
vegetables and barley. Nothing works. She drinks a bit of 
water then finds a cool place to sleep and dream.

swallows at dusk
river shadows darken
her coat

scent of rock
the dog drags
some river home

The next day, it’s sunny and I sit with her on the porch. Millie 
no longer pays attention to the movements of birds and 
rabbits, no longer sits up when she hears the sound of a car 
or a familiar voice. She just wants back inside, wants to lie 
back down on her bed.
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One afternoon, I lift her onto the backseat of the car. “We’re 
going for a ride,” I say. “Lay down now girl, take a rest.” 
Millie won’t lie down and her eyes gaze at all that flashes 
outside the window. She studies fields of new tobacco, 
abandoned railroad cars, the glint of sun on shallow lakes 
and ponds, the twisted oaks and tall pines. It is the most 
alert I have seen her in weeks. Rain starts to fall around 
Clarksville and the steady drum of it lulls her to sleep.

the dog curls
beneath her song
lilies in June

end of spring
she asks if I’ll keep
a loch of hair

Bird song cuts through the haze and Millie walks slowly past 
the blueberry bushes and the holly. She hears my neighbors’ 
voices, her tail wags and she begins to bark and talk at the 
same time. Joe kneels down to stroke her head — his hand 
brushes the length of her back. Joe’s wife is in tears. “It’s 
hard,” he says. “Harder than if it were a person sometimes.” 
Millie has gathered up strength and pulls me toward the 
road — she wants to go for a walk.

I take down the harness from a hook on the wall; loosen 
the straps so it won’t rub the growth on her shoulder. Millie 
steps into it the way she always does, lifts her head up in the 
air, and soon matches her stride with mine. I walk with her 
all the way to Bayberry. Each time I pause to turn around, 
Millie pulls forward — she will not stop. I take a big loop and 
walk past a man sitting on the tailgate of his truck. “What a 
beautiful dog,” he calls out. 
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first light
I step through spaces
she once filled

scent of pine
how else to remember
a river

The cancer spreads like brown spots on a banana. Each 
day there is swelling in a new place. “Is she in pain?” my 
daughter asks. I tell her that I don’t know. My daughter says 
I know the right thing to do.

After the final clinic visit, I stand outside not knowing where 
to go. I look back for movement behind windows and listen 
for a rustle of feet. All is quiet. Fledglings emerge from a 
dense cedar — sparrows —  and perch on a wire, dotting the 
lines like notes on a musical scale. A car crunches gravel on 
its way to somewhere. 

river dusk
stones light the hillside
like lambs

full moon
a circle of stones 
around the tree
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The Desire to Endure

It took them longer, a week or so,
to notice the hole in their
language that the new word 
had made

— Emma Hooper

Autumn. I am at North Carolina State and my sister is at 
the University of Virginia. It is a thirteen hour drive to New 
Jersey. My parents tell us both to stay put, not to come 
home for the viewing. “Everyone will understand,” my 
mother says. “Your education is the important thing.”

I can’t concentrate in class; keep thinking about my 
grandmother, with her broom, dust rising from the steps. 
Cooking, the air saturated with the smell of turkey and 
dressing.

It’s already dark when I carry my sister’s suitcase out to my 
car. Her eyes are bruised from crying. By the time we cross 
the Potomac, it is pouring so hard that highway lines are 
invisible. Big trucks bury us in waves of water. I can’t hear 
my sister’s voice.

The sky clears when we reach the Lehigh Valley. “Is that 
what happens?” my sister asks. “You’re swallowed up in a 
storm, everything turns black, and then you slowly start to 
move your arms and legs like swimming or flying, up toward 
a few lights. They might be stars.”

funeral footsteps
the darkness of crows
on the old oak
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