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Alternative Prayer for Peace 
 

Remember the body 

a lover’s hands 

                              placed there                   or there 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Praise for Discount Fireworks: 
 
“When a poet lets Freida Khalo breathe on her neck, you just 
know that what comes from her pen will be bold, steamy, smart, 
and explosive, like the fireworks in the title.  These are Carlisle’s 
poems.  They can be as angular as a poke in the ribs, subtle 
enough to make you look again, smart enough to demand your 
attention, hot enough to burn you, and tantalizing enough to 
leave you wanting more.  And words: she makes them dance 
and sing.”  
 

-Dr. Judith Chambers, author of Thomas Pynchon 
(Twain’s United States Author’s Series) and various 
articles. 

 
“With startling elegance and grit, the poems in Discount 
Fireworks skewer our follies and triumphs and the everydays in 
between. In a voice uniquely American, Carlisle reworks the 
mundane icons of our lives, from Dairy Queens to barbecue to 
Keds, with relentless imagery “a ferment of skirts,” “a life as real 
as paint” underscored by Gospel, rock and roll, and the blues. 
Passionate, controlled, and tinged with awe, these are poems 
you’ll want to take home in the palm of your hand.” 
  

-Jo McDougall, author of five books of poetry, most 
recently Satisfied With Havoc. Recipient of DeWitt 
Wallace/Reader’s Digest Award and Arkansas’s Porter 
Fund Literary Prize. 

 
 



 

 

“Wendy Taylor Carlisle is a reader’s dream. Her music is funny, 
sexy, surprising, taking the sorrow out of the everyday world. 
Her poems illuminate the words in our language. They dish out 
a wide range of emotions which become nearer and dearer each 
page. Sensual and literate, Discount Fireworks will turn poetry  
into a brisk tirade.” 
 

-Grace Cavalieri, radio host for “The Poet and the 
Poem” from the Library of Congress. 

 
Wendy Taylor Carlisle’s poems come out wearing their red 
shoes and ready to dance. The lives she sketches flame 
underfoot so the soles of your feet are “burned like little 
suns,” and when we read this book of grace and empathy 
“we are assured there will be sparks, then/blasts and 
blowups, offerings of flame and dust/ and riots of colored 
stars dropped across/ summer and winter skies, a heavenly 
display/ to bring us joy beyond the ordinary.” 
 

-Tony Barnstone, author of three books of poetry and 
one chapbook. Poet, translator and editor of The Anchor 
Book of Chinese Poetry.  
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The poems in Discount Fireworks are grounded in the specific and 
personal, in order to show universal truth of emotion that goes 
beyond the speaker and the situation of the poem. In other 
words, they’re great poetry. The poet Wendy Taylor Carlisle is 
likewise grounded in the specific, the landscape of Arkansas. 
This connection with place gives her a strong foundation from 
which to dive into human experience. As she noted in a recent 
interview, “I’ve lived in Arkansas for 45 years and everything I 
write is touched by its wind and water, its patois and the rocky 
Ozark soil. Its people speak through me.” And she is an ideal 
medium for them. 

Carlisle’s poetry is tied to natural rhythms—the seasons of the 
year, the seasons of life. These are not idealized. They’re in their 
messy splendor. Teenage boys are “lanky,” kids have milk 
chocolate on their chins, a woman has “dollops of flesh.” The 
sensuousness is lovely. But these aren’t poems of strict realism 
either. There’s a touch of surrealism to the images at times. Good 
poetry often surprises us, allowing emotion to feel fresh and 
real. For example, from “Small Gratitudes”: 

…The morning sun troubles the back fence,                       
translates leaves to parchment 

on the hill. Winter facts are black and white.                                
Our gratitude must include them,   

even as we admit the glaciers are thinning                                   
like a smile . . .        

Carlisle sets us up for the impact of global warming in that last 
image. The personification of the morning sun and winter are 
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benign enough. But the glaciers thin like a smile? How 
heartbreakingly sweet of them in their dying. In other poems, 
Carlisle addresses prisoners, immigration, and school shootings, 
also “political” topics, and also approached in disarming ways. 

Throughout these poems, Carlisle uses a variety of techniques to 
bring the reader in—the familiarity of form and the use of well-
known stories in particular. Poems reference Collette and Anna 
Karenina, Biblical stories and tales from Greek mythology. Even 
Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz tells her story. My favorite of 
these might be the ones from Adam and Eve. In “After Adam”: 

. . . So, when I woke that day                                                         
after one of my all-too-infrequent naps                                            
to find one more damned thing to name,                                  
“her” was my first thought, but                                                      
she seemed so awestruck,                                                                  
so hang-on-a-guy’s-every-word,                                                     
my next thought was, “adorable.” . . . 

Through the familiarity of the creation story, we get to a truth of 
human love—that feeling of puppy love at first sight. Eve’s  
story, later in the book, is a much more cynical, mature view of 
the relations between the genders: 

…More than a rib, I was his backbone.                                      
Before the red tent, the sanctified virgins, 

before the first whore or the babies borne                                        
in anguish, before men’s accusations, 

I was made for devotion. After he ate, the clergy                     
called me a seductress, and snare. . . 
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This point, too, is human. And it, too, is accessible to us because 
of the familiarity with the story. 

Discount Fireworks was published originally thirteen years ago by 
Jacaranda Press, which folded soon after the publication. The 
poems are still fresh and relevant; the topics timeless. That is the 
timelessness of deeply-connected people and places, especially 
rural places tied most directly to the earth, landscapes that 
stretch back before people. The imagery of such places, and these 
poems, stay in the subconscious. As Carlisle says in “Notes on 
Forgetting”: 

. . . memory                                                                               
struggles with fable to shape a more perfect line… 

There is no better summary for this book. 

—Danielle Hanson, Poetry Editor, Doubleback Books 
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Small Gratitudes 
 
The morning sun troubles the back fence, 

                translates leaves to parchment 
 

on the hill. Winter facts are black and white. 
                         Our gratitude must include them, 
 
even as we admit the glaciers are thinning 
                                        like a smile. It could be worse. 
 
I'm grateful for the way it is: 
                         a freeze first, then at last, a thaw. 
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Swim 

In the pasture behind this wall, the Day-Glo snow fence        
leans, and the concrete cistern pours its gray-brown           
shadow on the drift like seaweed tarnishing the pale sand          
in that time when the ungroomed beach stretched out,                
as far as kid could see, clean as a snake, undisturbed                    
in the early morning, when the waves shimmied to shore,       
and gulls complained to the few walkers legging along               
the tide line, far past the jetty, in that dazzling emptiness   
beyond the tall chairs, with their red and white floats,             
their block letters spelling out:                                                                                                                                         
                         SWIM AT YOUR OWN RISK                  
away from the scattered towels, in the hot vacancy                       
of those years before I came to this motel,                                         
a wild stranger, studying the drifts, in that time                      
when the soles of my feet still burned like little suns. 
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Any Heart 

Before first light, a heart can rise out of its sweaty body,      
follow the morning into another room, escape 

an encircling arm. Before its first hunger,                                         
a heart can retreat, as the sun licks the window pink, 

before the body wakes and turns toward that other breath.     
Any heart can do this, without stir or rustle, 

in the quiet before the coffee maker. Every day,              
someone’s heart bursts or clogs or flutters, 

slips away while a plane tilts into its journey. And why not?      
In a fit, Grandmother’s hair flew out against her pillow. 

I held my breath and learned how death was done.      
Afterward, it could never come too soon. 
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Colette in Full Dress 

In March, a man who looked like you showed up at the door,                                                                                             
and I let him in. I say any soldier with your face is worth a waltz. 

For all I cared, he could have been the neighbor’s doorman,                                                                                   
an Auvergne wolf, or a stack of fresh-cut apple wood. 

I took him in as payback for all the hours I stood alone               
by the shuttered windows, every minute torn in two. 

I took him although he wasn’t you. I greeted him                       
like a good Doberman, and began at once to explain 

the joy of the first Ypres, the bits of bodies, the iron                 
taste of blood, knowing a young man like him 

(like you) desires to talk about his war,                                     
about being in and out of danger, knowing 

that certain words relate to other words,                                      
like Dixieland relates to jazz. I had you in a dance hall.      

I left you in a ferment of skirts, my arms slid around                 
that other soldier, the one who murmured my names                                                                                                                                                                                                                
   Gabrielle!  Sidonie! 

They say any dog can lick a wound and heal it, but without you                                                                                                  
to examine me for signs of a bombed-out heart, 

I had to invent a stranger, hide him in the silent profiles              
of soldiers, young men ready to torch their lives. 
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Until you return, I have to find a man in full-dress uniform,        
a man like you (like him) ready to gun down spring.
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Morse 

Some nights the heater taps out messages                                       
in a mortuary Morse Code I don’t recognize.                          
  Long. Long. Short.                                                                     
I wake, then doze, hope for a telegram I can understand.                      
             Short, long, short. 

I don’t get up for the snow’s footfall, for the door                       
with its chattering hinge, when the pipe bangs the brickwork,                                                                                             
  I ignore it. I am trying to go back                                      
into the dream where a man speaks to me in the dark,      
             exchanging dumb pleasantries: 

“Weather’s Perfect.” “Planted the daisies.”                                          
as if a daughter’s doglily bulbs might contain                                               
             all truth. He makes small talk                                        
about the market, the uncles, travel. My ears fill up          
             with all the words he had no time for 

all the time before. I listen,                                                               
my hair on end, galvanized. Awake, I imagine                   
             letters scratched in the mortar,                              
scuttlebutt from the departed. Does he want me                                         
             to know how to get to him. 

How to journey alone in my uncured skin?                               
Does he sing the directions into my heater?                                      
             I’ve seen which way the streetcars run.                             
I’ll meet him at the jai alai palace.                                         
             Anywhere he wants. 
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I’m waiting now to touch his shadow                                    
beyond the curtains, watching for him                                         
  to appear, and worry the wet flakes                                
with his toe bones. I’m listening in their tapping                              
             for his unfamiliar name. 
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The Heart’s Lumber 
 
This is not a goose feather armchair 
poem, not a lyric made up of 
your mamma’s Repoussé. This isn’t 
some verse about stepping out 
of a too-tight sequined dress or coming 
to terms with forgetting your silk pillow 
in an Oklahoma motel. This poem is a termite, 
isoptera hodo termitida, a voracious eater, 
it lives entirely in the heart’s lumber, 
has no workers, goes unnoticed for years. 
This poem has had its way with the foundations, 
has uncovered the tiniest opening, 
waits now to gnaw up and into your life. 
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Catch and Release 
 
The birds fly out, 
the wind begins.           The wind flies out, 
the birds retreat and moonlight 
sings in your rowdy mouth. 
 
The rain leans in- 
to snow behind the window, 
and all up on the ridge, 
the outside worries to be let in. 
 
The cat’s gone to the fox, 
and the carpenter with the ruined ankles 
grieves all our losses. 
Chapter and verse, he says, 
 
catch and release, it’s all the same. 
The moon goes dark.                The moon flies out. 
The broken-legged wind goes flat, 
the cold and dark begin. 
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Love for the Undead 
 
A vampire doesn’t appear in the mirror. 
I adore this knack for anti-matter, 
confuse one lover with another— 
was it the swimmer with kleptomania? 
was it my best friend’s tow-headed brother? 
 
A man on the lam casts a flimsy shadow. 
Being tenuous has its virtue. 
For me, true love is nine parts water, 
guys I chat up at the Quick Stop counter, 
more transparent than it appears. 
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On an Island 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On an island of oleander and draft stallions, the soft whicker of 
mares leads dusk into a pasture where the limits of action are 
barbed wire but a horse there can stretch his neck across to rip the 
grass on the greener side. In this cropped circle of reach 
the mare lips my sleeve while around us flies buzz over the 
horseshit which is slang for nonsense and is subtly different from 
bullshit which is to say lies, but which might be the same when 
differences in how we view the fence allow prisoner management 
to be conflated with torture, depending on our lexicon, depending 
on our reach. 
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Between This Island and Key West 
After The Fragile Crossing, Painting, Luis Cruz Azaceta 
 

The boat isn’t long enough for him 
to stretch out his legs. He has to squat, 
semi-crouched, his back against the stern 
and hold his one oar with both hands, 
a backward shovel, like the one 
he had with him that morning when 
he headed to the beach, when he decided 
he had to go even if he was late 
and the Marielitos long ago ran aground, 
even if the ocean that day was blue and yellow 
and black but mostly black, and he was 
all those colors himself, with his mother’s 
big eyes and his father’s nose and hairy chest 
and these thoughts did not take a second 
for the man scrambling his skiff into the breakers, 
caught up as he was by the tide, by the surge 
and backwash, and thinking how little food 
he ate before he started out and how 
he brought no food with him that morning 
and only a little to drink. 
At sea, cottony dots of light follow him, whiten 
the water around his oar, large and small points, stars 
and their reflections on the busy waves, 
guide the man as he paddles to the land of a thousand 
lights, riding the Gulf Stream north with the other 
prisoners, the ones that came before and the ones after. 
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A Is for Atom 
Let us, without panic, face the reality of our times. 
Edward R. Murrow 
 

Oh, Mr. Murrow, how we need you now. Surely as much 
as we did when we squatted under our desks, 
A-plus students of the siren, 
following the rules. We ducked, we willing children; 
 
we never looked up at the walls 
above us, where those masters of the tough decision, 
the paper pilgrims, marched. 
Heads bent, we studied our knees from our 
 
vantage point in the radiant universe of Bert the Turtle. 
When we could rise again and uncover, 
we tiptoed away from the fall school chill, 
monitoring our fear in visible breath. 
 
Stay where you are when the bombing starts!  
 
the Civil Defense alerted us. We soaked it up 
with General Electric’s A is for Atom. 
We believed it all. We knew 
what good energy was and about bomb shelters 
 
stocked with water and canned goods, that 
guarded a family’s mouthful of air. 
We knew how to hunker 
through the months until summer vacation. 
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Oh Ed, what we wanted then 
was not radioactive, was waves and wind, 
a mushroom cloud of gull wings, 
and what we wanted then was you— 
 
you with your cigarette, you in your dark suit, 
you with your hair swept back, 
each evening, you crooning: Good night. 
Good luck                        Good luck 
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Thirteen 
 
The boy in the baggy shorts, 
tosses back his forelock before he shoots. 
When the corners of the cracked court darken, 
he saunters in. 
 
Six months ago, he was at home in her kitchen, 
milk chocolate on his chin, 
handicapping the Bulls, describing 
the new kid in Algebra, 
 
so much a part of her rooms, 
he was a chair, the thermometer. 
Mom, it’s hot. Underfoot. 
 
In July he talked about baseball. Now he reads 
alone in the evenings. He has nothing to say. 
Before he goes out, the boy 
 
pulls on his Spurs jersey. 
His mother has washed it until it is thin as milk. 
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The Year in Sports 
 
What started me up 
that fall? Under the lights 
of JV games, excitement 
gathered in a boy’s dark skin. 
I could feel him, 
my blood twin, both of us pounding. 
 
January rolled in from 
an icy parking lot, as I walked away 
with the lanky boy who played 
round ball. When we broke up 
in March, he cried. 
In May, I kissed an Irish runner. 
 
It was only one year. Shorts were tighter then. 
I apologize. 
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Bloodthirsty 
 
Rita and I were bloodthirsty girls. Wearing plastic 
Roy Rogers holsters, we overrode the range, shoplifted 
Evening in Paris from the Woolworth’s downtown, 
dabbed it on and galloped the streets, 
pumping our Schwinns, until we were sweaty and rank. 
 
We shot ‘em up. We didn’t balk at murder, 
shattered the well-groomed Susies 
on the playground, blew them straight to hell! 
                          Ka-pow! 
On Saturday we waited for tickets at the Dania Theater. 
In line, we tussled, we swore, we spit wads of paper 
at the other kids, our crime spree only stopped by the ropes, 
velvet we stood behind, panting, impatient 
to be let in to the cool dark where we could pick up 
one of the hick boys we hated all week, and neck. 
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What Mamma Said 
 
It’s all about 
your hips, she said, 
your curls, then it’s 
about a tan, 
your inner arm, 
about your skin 
about the down-soft hair, 
down there. Listen, 
she said it’s 
about how 
you’re lovely and 
invisible and 
how you stand 
and wait your turn. 
She said it once, 
said it again. 
Darling girl, it’s all about, 
all about, 
him. 
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Bicycle 
 
A bicycle soaks up heat in the tropical noon 
while you simmer in your five-o-ones, denim 
 
that blots up oceans of sweat from a kid’s butt, 
stuck to the seat of a dressed-out lavender Phantom. 
 
Mother wears skirts, does not bicycle. She says, 
if you are beautiful even the hibiscus 
 
make way for you. She says it drives a man 
to scream and hammer with his fists, 
 
if he wants you enough. Mother says 
you can wait for it to happen, 50 years if necessary. 
 
She says you can cry, but never for a man. 
My sister and I listen and take it in. Our ears stay tuned 
 
for the sound of hammers. Mother does without a kiss 
until we grow as beautiful as we will ever be, 
 
all the while coveting her sharkskin circle skirt, 
and waiting for our own frantic stranger. 
 
O, the long kickstand evenings, the white plastic fringes. 
O, the pinstripes, the bells, the chrome handlebars. 
 
O, shush of the summer traffic, the slap of a joker in wire spokes. 
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Drawl 
 
What’s basic in me favors drawl, country 
words, hot as August clapboard, 
words that sound out what they mean, 
that have a clean, plain life without too much decorum. 
I linger over hand-rubbed vowels, magnolia 
and verandah, keep vigil as the homefolk 
rock and gossip in the side yard, 
multiply the syllables in each three-letter word. 
Away from home, I reach for the old 
language that shelters under my scapula 
like folded wings, as I become the one 
who seldom speaks, who hesitates, 
who has another name for it. 
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Glossolalia 
 ...when he said to them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit…?” 
They replied, “No, we have not even heard there is a Holy 
Spirit.”…Paul laid his hand upon their heads and the Holy 
Spirit came upon them and they spoke in tongues…” 

            Acts 19:1-6 
 

Satisfied without Him. 
Not talking about 
the visit. Not speaking of 
anything, really. 
Not knowing what 
to respond, because 
they hadn’t heard 
the question before, 
or imagined an answer. 
Not certain Spirit 
was anything to them. 
They began to speak, 
as most of us do, and 
were stunned to find 
in gibberish, meaning, 
for those in need 
of meaning, miracles 
for the rest. 
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By Way of Explanation 
 
In the inner weather of the Impala, 
the voices instructed us, go ahead, 
the small kindness costs nothing, requires no brawn. 
The car had a big engine. I gunned it, sweating. 
Just across the Georgia line, a small town 
JP married us. We were underdone and on the lam, 
carrying cardboard suitcases and fungible wounds. 
 
I hadn’t seen a clenched hand become a fist. 
Your father didn’t know yet we were lost. 
 
You were the tiny moon in my belly’s firmament. 
Every breakfast included cheese grits. 
The story of Job was superfluous to the engine that drove us. 
Moving after dark, reckoning by the stars, 
threatening to quit each other again and again, 
we never went all the way far enough. 
In the end, we left you nothing. 
This story. Your love of antique cars. 
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Dorothy, After 
 
North, South, East, West who could keep them straight? 
I for one can’t remember to pick up the cleaning. 
Why did I think it would be worthwhile to click my heels? 
 
Now, I’m a soccer mom, a hurricane, strong 
enough to lift a house and spin it around, even 
with someone in that house day-drinking gin 
 
and set it down in another county, not a dry one, 
a county with a yellow brick cocktail lounge, 
a dwarf bartender, and a slick businessman 
 
settled in that corner booth with velvet curtains. 
Since I’m a storm, I could lift those curtains, 
and go right up to that man’s room. I’ll never complain 
 
if he lectures all night long, but I might object 
when he’s done, when he shows me the red 
high heels, when he tells me to ride them home. 
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After Adam 
 
I guess you heard the story too, 
the one about the serpent 
and the kiwi or maybe they said 
it was an apple— 
a Gloria Mundi, a Salome, 
a Duchess, a Delicious? 
Too wrong. 
No Python. No Pippin. No garden. 
True, I made a path through 
the lush vegetation, 
but none of it was flowerbeds 
or rows of corn, and if you think 
I sat around in the underbrush, 
imagining Him, 
well you misjudge again. 
I wore myself out making nouns. 
Maximum taxonomy, 
that’s what it was. 
So, when I woke that day 
after one of my all-too-infrequent naps 
to find one more damned thing to name, 
“her” was my first thought, but 
she seemed so awestruck, 
so hang-on-a-guy’s-every-word, 
my next thought was, “adorable.” 
God knows, a man 
loves being worshipped. 
Then I touched her, 
just to see what she was like. 
I have to know the feel 
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of skin, the temperature, 
before I christen them; to judge 
her heft, I lifted her. 
Right then, she twisted into Snake! 
I didn’t mean for it to end 
the way it did, only to certify her, 
don’t you see, as woman 
never as man’s woe, 
only a simple, backboned thing. 
And then she said my name. 
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Discount Fireworks 
 
They are out there on 71 between Mena and DeQueen, 
out in Hatfield, Cove or Grannis, sometimes 
 
even far north as Waldron, they lurk and hunker; 
they aim their loudspeakers, 
 
blare Sousa Marches and folk songs that praise 
the beauty of America, an innocent United States 
 
that calls its patriots to roadside shacks, to weathered board 
and tattered awning, to stalls and sheds with hand-lettered 
 
signs screaming across their wooden sides FIREWORKS!! 
DISCOUNT FIREWORKS!! and to the corrugated 
 
aluminum barns with US SIGN COMPANY billboards 
out front that summon the roofers, 
 
the farmers and housewives, the Elders, 
the whole wide Assembly of God, truants and voters 
 
and illegal immigrants, all of us summoned 
to the home of DISCOUNT FIREWORKS!! Out on 71, 
 
there will be blasts, blowups and sparks 
offerings of flame and dust, riots of colored stars, 
 
dropped across summer and winter skies, 
a celestial display to bring us joy beyond the ordinary 
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gawk and murmur, demanding each man and woman, 
each U.S. child, tip back, chin up to the firmament. 
 
and not quit looking or stop adoring their nation, 
their holiday, their smoke and burn. 
 
After that show, who could keep her mouth from falling open 
in wonder? Who could avoid an explosion 
 
or resist drawing nearer and nearer the fire, 
exclaiming oh and oh and ahhhhhh! 
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March Sixth 
 
Another school shooting, 
the same procession of strangers, 
pressing half-wilted bouquets 
against the chain link playground fence, 
 
the same stunned looks and friends’ disclaimers, 
the same non sequiturs: 
He was going in the Navy. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. 
He didn’t have one tattoo. 
 
He sits in juvie somewhere, Boulder, Sacramento, 
some half-horse town in Arizona, 
his head hanging, his hands caught 
between his knees, fingers locked, 
 
his mind in a sixty-cycle hum, 
not praying, certainly not imagining last year’s 
census which under-counted those roomless 
citizens gathered in the angles of cities 
 
like dirt in an elbow crease. 
A boy, maybe considering fighting, 
maybe masturbating, 
not concerned with politics at all, 
 
not even thinking of the girl who went down 
in a tangle of brown hair and plaid, 
not her blood, not his relief, 
a boy thinking about insults, about turn downs, 
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about guns, the heft of them, 
their slick, metallic smell, the warm stock 
nestled against his shoulder, 
the kick of a shotgun on his arm. 
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An Instant Is All 
 
On the day of the eclipse, the houses 
in the Ozarks adjusted their rabbit ears, 
                   their accordions, 
                          their pawn-shop guitars. 
 
Sad, saddled with the cliché glaze 
of winter rain, they complained, 
                  The holidays are coming. 
                          They did nothing. 
 
Any man can sit on his stone 
mountain and stay dry all winter. Any woman 
              can make up a cold song. 
                           Here is everyone’s mouth and 
 
an instant is all we get, twenty minutes 
of dark moon, then the hillside 
             glowing and glowing, old roadbed 
                          waiting to be paved over. 
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On Andromeda 
             They know all about us on Andromeda. Denis Johnson 
 
We fly under the radar; we let our cars sit undriven, 
our bicycles rust on their racks; we buy 
our groceries online and never answer the phone. 
 
We do this to ease our minds, imagining no one can see 
us. We’re wrong, of course. No matter how clever 
we are at shaping those cute aluminum Stetsons 
 
that shield us from deadly cosmic rays, we can’t outsmart 
the guys from outer space. Sirrah, Almak, Mirach, 
they keep up. We are their OK Magazine, their daytime TV, 
 
their most distant visible, most risible entertainment. 
We have no allies on the worlds of The Chained Maiden, 
there are only Andromedans. Earth: The Movie, they chuckle, 
 
as we roll across two million light years, petty photons, 
neither wave nor particle, learning too slowly, then going away. 
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The Post-Impressionist Decorator 
 
A startle of blossoms in two-tone pots 
measures the placid den, hovers at elbow level 
to the guests and to a bearded stranger, 
 
who speaks at length of saffron petals, 
greeny centers, and of the uses of chromium orange. 
The man laments that in still life 
 
the flowers, although cheerful, must be painted fast: 
they fade so quickly. He leans in to gossip 
bringing with him just a whiff of garlic, 
 
telling them some backdoor stories of Vincent, 
that fou roux, who worked like a glutton, 
throwing brushes, messy as a sailor eating soup. 
 
The stranger murmurs, if they prefer 
another decoration, he can show them 
Starry Night. His audience is bored, 
 
ignores the stars, the winter cold at Arles, 
the man’s delight, his vagrant need to trace 
those printed blooms with his hot fingers. 
 
They are restless, blind to the artist, those 
folks who lust for the obvious, 
a common thing, easy to understand. 
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They cling to the terrible passions of humanity. 
La tristesse durera toujours, the artist whispered 
in the end. Should we assume his sadness, 
 
or is the truth as simple as this wallpaper, 
that a man paints is everything, but what a man paints 
only sometimes exposes who he is? 
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The Post Impressionist in Texas 
 
How would Vincent get along here 
in the sagebrush, this ranch house a riot of his sun- 
flowers, the Texans eloquent, speaking to him 
through yards of solid air? 
 
Would he relax at last, surrounded by his own 
rubbery petals in burnt sienna, 
yellow ochre and that difficult bottle-green 
he used for detail? Would he find 
 
the frontier congenial, over the dark llanos 
the exploding, pinwheeling stars? 
Would he say to friends of his, 
Being here, staying here, seems the simplest thing to do? 
 
And would he later remark, 
Outside Paris you quickly forget Paris? 
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If Love Were 
 
the end of a bonfire 
an EXIT sign  
if plowed dirt, a gully 
empty hands  
if his red complexion  
a field tomato 
if a burrow, a mist  
if the wanderer 
a leap backwards 
if flames wavering 
if it faced the sky  
if a scrap of shadow  
rock mountains  
if seeds in a bucket  
then also a woman 
grave in the photo  
her long fingers  
like smoke, like love 
like smoke after all. 
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The River Has No Hair to Hold Onto 
 
It’s simple common sense that a life story begins 
in notes on a paper napkin and ends 
 
stuffed into a parka, put in storage and not thought of again 
as the warm months unroll. Any woman 
 
knows all the outlines are there, along with a comb 
and a crumpled hankie from Brooks. Her hair grows long. 
 
Elsewhere, streams rise and roil the pull-tabs, fish scales 
and sassafras leaves that freckle each 
 
day’s skin, while she goes on, radiant, verdant, 
transitory as water, so like the rain or semen or sweat, 
 
she could end up downstream, confused by gods 
and jobs, struggling to navigate as each day pours past 
 
devious as a river, local as a haircut, cosmic as pocket lint, 
forgettable as any ordinary star. 
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Decocted Life 
 
Of course, he wants to know 
what happened to me 
because old friends always do 
and he goes, what about you? 
And I go, dyed my eyebrows. 
And shit, there we are, 
because how do you explain 
about bioengineering to a geek 
who has patterned underwear 
and where does he get off 
even asking me what’s new 
anyway, since nothing is 
ever new in his world, 
where what happens 
is like a family reunion 
in some prairie state 
where everyone wears Keds 
and big fat smiles 
and eats corn-on-the-fucking cob 
and here he is asking me 
what I’ve done lately to animate 
the myth of the decocted life 
and I begin to tell him 
about fish and the lateral line of 
sense organs they have 
down each side that keeps them from— 
I don’t know— 
running into each other or something 
and it occurs to me that I have 
solved the seemingly intractable 
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puzzle of talking 
intimately by using lateral thinking 
because his questions 
are only a problem when 
I try to answer them 
or when I even try to think 
about them or about what is 
the matter with my eyebrows 
which are just getting older 
like the rest of me and 
that part of my story isn’t a lie 
but maybe I fudge some 
important facts about childhood 
to get them right at long last, 
since I couldn’t accomplish it 
at the time, although 
there were Angel Fish 
and Sergeant Majors 
in the woundingly azure surf 
and none of them swam into one another 
so, the acute sensitivities 
in the rows of nerves along their sides 
must have done their job well 
while I was deciding 
that whatever happened when 
I tipped over the high chair 
was worth it 
if I didn’t have to 
eat those eggs 
and outside, tropical fish 
schooled around in 
a varicolored Busby Berkley 
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synchronized swim routine 
an implausible pinwheel, psychedelic 
but not mind-altering enough 
to erase years worth of memories, 
although something did, 
and that makes me ask him, 
what does he mean, 
what about me 
and can he explain that 
and also illuminate 
the reasons for pastel hotels, 
tile floors, motor scooters, 
water’s constant motion, 
and the small frivolities 
of holiday cottages, and 
can he sort out how 
my secret face 
was the price I paid 
to get that one night on the cliffs 
with the wind off the ocean 
like a salty scarf, the surf 
blasting the beach 
thirty feet down, while inside 
the house next door, my parents 
danced a soignée fox trot, 
post war chic on a limestone 
island 30% the size of DC, 
shared with a few tourists, the help, 
some friends in evening clothes, 
and a community 
of Portuguese farmers, 
none of whom knew 
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I had escaped and headed out 
to the yard gym to swing 
and listen for the ocean chorus: 
the cardinal, clown, lion, parrot, 
puffer, trigger, trumpet, 
grouper, hamlet, rockfish, 
snapper and the red hind, all of them 
singing, singing 
as under my perfect dark eyebrows 
I flew out across the lawn? 
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Winter Poems 
 
i. 
the heart in winter 
is a hundred mouths 
 
the heart is empty 
it takes a second helping 
 
disordered love spills 
over the rim of the heart 
 
the heart’s guardian 
is a greedy little fig 
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ii. 
a woman buys new underwear 
purple and cerulean 
 
scoops of molded foam 
such as angels wear 
 
a ruby bikini 
 
the dresser 
fills up with lace 
 
do not ask what she is doing  
say how she looks 
 
good in red 
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The Horse We Rode in On 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our boring funeral trip ends near an ocean where tongues of pine 
lick the dusty cabin glass. We made the drive with the humidity 
slick on our necks, as we dissected the map and counted the 
motorcycle cops and when we arrived, we found mice, upholstery 
tacks, buttons and lint vying for room on the shelf with the 
cracked FM radio growling cocktail lounge, tight dress, double  
scotch tunes. 
 
We drove away after the mare died in the palmetto scrub, and we 
dragged her stiffening body behind the tractor with a chain as her 
side made a shallow furrow in the field, iridescent horseflies 
danced over her hooves, and the old man who interferes with  
fillies dug her grave. 
 
We were at Stuckey’s eating Peanut Patties when he buried her. 
We were at the rest stop when he put on his prison suit, pressed a 
knife of gin under his ribs and wound himself up like a cheap 
travel clock. We were investigating a Manta Ray when the  
mare’s foreleg jumped up through the sod for the dogs to gnaw. 
This morning we put our mourning plates out on the gritty planks 
as if the Grand Duchess were coming to breakfast, as if this were 
not the usual vacation—two weeks in beach grass and seaweed, 
dodging men-o-war, ammonia ready in the car, with a wall 
thermometer and last year’s Almanac on the porch where we rifle 
through an old Guns and Ammo from a stack left behind by 
someone intent on hunting from the rocker where we now sit. 
 
We close our ears to crickets and mosquitoes, while back at  
home, the old man ticks for days in his tobacco-stained house, 
stays away from the pasture, wonders how to find him a wife. 
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My South 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On the left, the Atchafalaya, so black, so burnt inside, 
silent as a pot. Down here, our lips equal silt 
 
and common bliss. Down here, we carry our graves folded 
in our pockets, a cardboard hunger, a box and shards. 
 
The woman beside me in this food line wears a skintight skirt, 
has a back door man. Down south, we have the right 
 
to costumes and gossip, to numbers and pawn. Down south, 
we observe the bendable rules that stand in for bone. 
 
Below Missouri, we have a chicory bias. Low blues and 
“Jolie Blonde” are our national anthem. 
 
Down south I learned acoustics from Professor Longhair, religion  
from the Mardi Gras Gods, patience in February’s saxophone 
 
wind. Like Buckwheat and the Meters, I adjust my heartbeat 
to the pulse of the tune. Despite the hunter, 
 
I’m the snake half of the gator. Despite the facts of jazz, 
I’m as romantic as a bad house band. 
 
I still think of salvation every time. 
Night Train. Sugar cane. Soufflé. Etouffé. 
 
The key to muddy silence is under my tongue.                     
Where your world gapes open, darlin,’ I shiver in. 
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The Alligator Handler 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The man on the back of a big bull is counting the scales under his 
thigh when he first hears it. He clamps down harder on the 
colossal ribs and tries to decide if the sound is coming from the 
wide mouth under him or from the street beyond the pit. The 
notes he hears are rhythmic, harmonic, a front porch do-wop, they 
are familiar, they tempt him to ease up, they prompt him to 
relax. 
 
When the high walker he’s straddling still had an egg tooth, every 
Gold Coast kid kept a hatchling in a fish tank. Hundreds of 
babies, their tiny scales bright with slogans, bunked next to a 
transistor radio on some kid’s painted bedroom dresser. 
SUNSHINE STATE GATOR! SOUVENIR OF FLORIDA! gator  
tots swooned to Buddy and the Crickets. Chantilly Lace covered 
them like paint. For twenty years, when they sized out of fish 
tanks, the half-grown lagartos were manumitted to the waiting 
‘glades. Now this wildness hides everywhere. Saurian show tunes 
burst from burrows, creeks and holes, belly crawlers and 
gallopers harmonize, sibilance circles each new-hatched pod. 
Cranes and pelicans tick over in their own sha na na. Every  
crusty body croons. 
 
Today, after his rocking wrestle, the alligator handler will hang  
up his leather gloves for good. No half-grown GOLD COAST 
CHAMP enamel flaking off his side, Elvis in his heart, will ever 
tempt the man again. He will drive away down Alligator Alley, 
full of swamp fever, radio tuned to mangrove and WBBR, Big 
Blues Radio, rocking to Sonny Terry’s Whoopin’ the Doop while  
he imagines himself in silt up to his tattoos, letting loose, dialing 
his marshy soul to the pink nimbus where scales narrow down  
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into white belly. He will wait there for one of them to call him to 
sing along, for the muddy choir to reach out and pull him home. 
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Chula 
After Il Bagno, Painting, Fernando Botero 
 

Naked in the mirror, 
she bargains with what she has— 
the self-invented scent 
of her neck, these dollops of flesh 
without a gesture of bone, 
these hips that urge venga 
and so much more, dark curls 
tremble at her waist like fingers. 
If she wears the scarlet sling backs, 
they show off her rump. 
If she stands straight, 
he will know she means business. 
When he calls her chula, 
she feels as beautiful as soap. 
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La Bamba Dance Club 
 
If a woman loves a man, each of his sentences will seem 
to her as large as sky writing: LA BAMBA DANCE CLUB 
breaking up in the heavens over the plowed fields 
and if she loves him, she won’t be blinded even after 
 
she stares into the explosion of sun behind the brume 
of letters which by then will have melted into something 
like BAD LUB, which could be BAD LOVE, 
although if he loves her, he will not think so. Or maybe 
 
BAD LUCK, which if she loves him it could be, or BANAL, 
which love often is. But if it’s real love his words will be flame 
and she will be dry pine needles. If it’s a true passion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

they will leap into that burning, drop through the dense air, 
elbow to elbow with some gypsy firefighter from Wyoming, 
land hard and trot off together, grinning through the ruined pines. 
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To Show Squalor, Add Flies 
 
Add flies to the scene, though they are 
nothing special, nothing more than a conversation 
with an ex-lover, fly-blown and mean, 
words spoken to improve, to prod a heart 
as it stumbles along under low ceilings. 
 
Picture a yellow room, the pillows, the paralyzing 
moon at the window like a crusted tongue, 
flies landing on the sill and balcony, the afghan 
thick with them. Conjure up a moist evening 
with its narrow eyes. Pull it over you like a quilt 
 
and drift, until a wing vibrates you awake, trapped 
and with no way to fling yourself beyond the subtle 
hum, the swarm on the furniture, on your forearm, 
on the photos of family so elegantly framed. 
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After, Eve 
 
More than a rib, I was his backbone. 
Before the red tent, the sanctified virgins, 
 
before the first whore or the babies borne 
in anguish, before men’s accusations, 
 
I was made for devotion. After he ate, the clergy 
called me a seductress, and snare. 
 
Those Pharisees, they never got the picture. 
How commonplace we thought the moment was, 
 
no sleight of hand, just my palm outstretched 
to the prototype farmer, already in a rut, 
 
mad for my particular crop. Imagine the night, 
the breeze, the fruit, his discontent, how boredom 
 
led to bite, how unnatural it was not to eat, and how soon 
after that he named his mouthful, guilt. 
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Honey 
Stones came at her like bees to candy 
And sweet redheaded harlot that she was 
She screamed out, "I never, I never." Anne Sexton 
 

The redhead is losing what she never owned, 
the man’s hands, those curious bears, 
the ravaged plane of his chest, his skin, 
its pores and wrinkles, his strange, familiar 
smell, the beehive of his shivering. 

       I never— 
 

The redhead’s peaceful days disappear. 
She turns for comfort to honey, to mayfly, to river, 
considers the invisible inverse— 
a cooler universe—where her neighbors would love her 
and bless desire. Avoiding their eyes, 
she backs away. Over her shoulder, the first stone— 
she bends to pick it up. I never. We never. 
                                                                Never— 
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News of the Flesh 
 
In sweet late August when a north wind first insinuates 
October rot, any meat-heavy breeze can sweat out 
neon, smell of music, salt muck, cigarettes 
and a jet-fueled band can lay back on a contract— 
Pensacola, ten weeks in the Motel Six, 
five players, four dark rooms, hid out behind 
a bougainvillea hedge. The drummer and the bass man 
flip a quarter for the room that has a door. 
In heat like that, a dreadnought calls up lyrics 
from a Southern Comfort shot and bands play late 
and stay awake until the early news of war 
and accidental death, news of the flesh, 
calls them to sleep in dirty sheets while sundown 
melts the afternoon and fans click overhead. 
The audience is small and dull. They bellyache. 
The rent’s impossible and way past due. 
Mildew, politics, the war, the blues— 
they ask each other what’s to blame? Like weather, 
luck’s an element they cannot change. 
They scramble eggs, fry bacon, start again. 
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Summer Romance 
 
It wasn’t him telling her what to do over and over 
as the light leaked out of August. It wasn’t that kiss 
in the Hibiscus garden or all the talk about rhinos 
and fire, about what they shared which came down to 
an immodest hour and the stations of summer. 
 
Stuck, they were suckers for heat and evening, 
for sweat and the half-undressed, his eyes slipped 
to a woman’s breasts, her red bikini top floated alone, 
the Setters pant on the asphalt. It must be 
the progression from snap peas to Patty Pan, 
 
the Better Boys ripening, the children shrill on the verandah. 
When it gets down to canning, the season is mostly done. 
Hot weather always ends here in a rainstorm, 
in a double-cross, in a low-wattage grin. 
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Dendrology 
 
The sun’s washed lemon, the shoo-fly plant’s pale violet 
and white and by the time you phone to talk it out, 
 
the trees along the road have turned and it’s too late 
for me to call any flower by its proper name, 
 
even Throat wart, even Professor Plum. 
So I’ll leave these words for you in a ligustrum, 
 
in the dry leaves that fill the gutters along 
Route Two, where hickories weep and maples 
 
set fire to their highest limbs. Only magnolias stay 
green and constant in the autumn dawn. You speak. 
 
Outside leaves break up with branches. Let me 
answer. There’s no cure for your romance in botany. 
 
The underbrush has no more comfort than any other story. 
Just let go. No fall is accidental in this light. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 55 

That Year 
 
Nobody thought it was a dream. 
And it wasn’t. That year’s bumper crops 
were jilted lovers and Cochins, 
twelve months and nothing 
but tears and feathers. 
 
That year, George paddled 
into the Bayou to drown himself 
and didn’t. He kept his fortune 
and his cook stove. 
 
That year, the waitress took off 
for Memphis and Margie ate alone 
at Furr’s Cafeteria. 
 
That year, no one wrote a will or a codicil. 
That year, nobody sent a letter home. 
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A More Perfect Day 
 
I find it just over there on the path through 
the next-door lot with its Johnson grass 
& broken toys & that one impossible 
Jack-in-the-box with the rusted spring inside 
the flimsy cloth body that I could never stuff back in, 
so “Pop Goes the Weasel” popped him every time. 
Then, all at once. I’m home again 
and working my way up the quarter-mile drive, 
1320 feet of weedy phlox into yesterday, 
deep into the faded narrative of that day 
or the one which precedes or follows it, or another 
more perfect day when the path was cleared, 
the weeding done, all the toys repaired. 
On such a model day, you were here, on your knees 
in the fresh beds, digging, glittering with sweat, 
your chest hair, eyelashes, all the fur of a lifetime 
spent avoiding that long talk you meant to have, 
sweaty myself that day, I kneel beside you 
as we bend into the dirt, set out 
to plant and sort, uproot and reinvent. 
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The Fairest 
 
The widow’s heart fills and empties, ticks along 
as if it were intact. Her job now is to ignore 
the darkness somewhere south of the lace that disappears 
between her thighs. Her job is to be husbandless. 
 
After his wake, she wears ugly clothes that suggest 
mourning. Her job is to love a girl, not hers, 
growing up downstairs. She touches the child’s hair 
then she waits. Her only kin, the mirror in which 
 
she seeks a maiden’s face, finds her own figure her lace. 
Try as she may to transform the tale— 
the grown up child, the poisoned fruit, the bad disguise— 
her step-ways in the woods are permanent, etched 
 
into that glass, the one reflecting back at her: the apple cheek, 
the alabaster skin, the flat, black, empty eye. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 58 

To Paris, Love Oenone 
 
It's just an apple, you said, and lobbed it. 
That was after you left our son and me, protested 
it was your mother's blunder, her cold shoulder, 
caused the dust up with that Gold Delicious. 
For the Fairest, you said when you chose one 
goddess, and from their three lame bribes, 
of course, you favored lust. How fast you fell 
and how little time went past before you accused 
the gods, the fates, the moon for your bad luck. Worse 
than your war, is me here on this mountain 
with its famous wind, imagining your fingers running 
through her blond hair. Promised the loveliest, 
you got what you got for being a hound. 
I pulled my hand back, never touched your wound. 
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Baby, Your Hand 
 
What I know about the man, about his spouse, 
his girlfriend, all those other fictions 
is some true tales are true, and some are trash 
and that, like any other transit man, he passed. 
 
And, honestly, we never met. 
What I know best is photos (black and white) 
an article or two, the mystery of his words, that 
twists me so I sing out loud some nights: 
 
It’s your hand, Baby, I adore. My body 
is compliant, if out of reach. You taught me 
bridge and pill and gun, mean pleasures. 
Taught me the star quality of those who pass over. 
 
From you, dead guy, I've been a real fast learner— 
I’m always just leaving. I always wish you were here. 
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Poem Ending with a Line from Anna Karenina 
 
When she tries to say what happened 
her language falters. Her plan, 
 
that life that started out to the grocery, 
started out one plus two equals three, 
 
now blooms, becomes a field 
of Indian Paintbrush because of curls, 
 
or the way a brow, creased in annoyance, 
arouses her, because some eyelashes 
 
are two-to-one thicker than others 
and the skin in the crook of an elbow is luscious, 
 
translucent. After it’s over, when 
she tries to explain the whirlwind, 
 
the rapture, no words fit better than: 
She stepped into the path of the oncoming train. 
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The Wound 
And one of them smote the servant of the high priest, and cut off 
his right ear. And Jesus answered and said, Suffer ye thus far. 
And he touched his ear, and healed him. Luke 22:50-51 
 

Was it good or bad luck 
to be Malchus, 
to stand close enough 
to take the opening cut 
 
at the end of that story? 
Was he amazed 
by the half-silence as 
his ear lay in the dust, 
 
curling toward heaven? 
Did he consider then how, 
in an instant, we can leave 
one destiny for another? 
 
Or did he overhear 
the frightened whispers, 
keep himself untouched, fade back, 
vanish into the crowd? 
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Letters from Mexico 
 
i. From Just Over the Border 
 
After the defeat of dreams, 
turbines shoulder rooftop crucifixions, 
bugambilia disappear into 
the improbable light, hammers 
surrender their usefulness, 
and I am de rodillas 
in a town of saints and broken brick 
 
ii. Concerning Those Saints 
 
Saint Joseph of the Dirt Sellers, 
patron of bicyclists, gathers his 
ten-speed children under a ribbed nave. 
 
Crosses sprout up everywhere. 
On a cathedral dome, Mary bends 
her head over the babe, her neck 
 
perpetually twisted to the oblique, 
so that only mescal with the worm 
can soothe her cervical ache. 
 
iii. Why I Can’t Come Home 
 
The hand of this ciudad burns with fever, 
an alphabet simmers in the heart of the river, 
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daybreak has a moon in it, smells of tortilla, 
barks like a car horn, a roof dog, a rooster. 
 
The walls trace a graceful universe of stone; 
silent cattle egrets turn their feet up to the sun. 
 
Frieda Kahlo breathes on my neck. 
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River Life 
 
Another soggy morning and I sweat and mourn 
New York and Lady Day and one-night stands, 
 
while strangers feed me, and I struggle along 
without Strega or cigarettes, or even 
 
the occasional clandestine hamburger, 
and only a few invented upheavals 
 
for company. On this river, it’s just a century 
plus past the war and I’m chained to my shabby 
 
ideas about race and my childhood, which are contrary 
to my actual down-south story, and cross-ways 
 
of my life in this parish where the customers 
drink late and demand scat in cross-town bars. 
 
I haven’t had a drink in years, but river life has me 
mosquito-bit and hungry for bottleneck, played 
 
in some dive with a name like The 5 Spot. 
I am smitten by fête champêtre, icebox pie, 
 
by drag queens of both sexes, stunned by this river’s 
gracious plenty of water, by its West Bank, 
 
by these still-standing levees, for which I give thanks 
as bulldozers grumble behind me in the swamp. 
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Fifth Labor 
 
If you want a different story, you swing the mop. 
What I remember is the weight of nights 
and their particulars, that sunrise, 
a mist before the morning slid over us, 
lifting like a blue balloon, striped to amuse 
the limbic part of the brain that sees a lover 
through the casement, gone up the path 
with the noble rattle and crunch 
of a serious journey, his canteen swaying. 
 
But for me there’s something prissy about 
talking like this without mentioning the dirt 
or listing the leftovers: a greasy knife, stained linens, 
when I know what comes after, 
if I want the place clean, I move the river. 
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In the 9th Ward 
 
Let there be winds, Lord, 
and let them blow, 
you know how. 
And Lord, blinding sun, 
but make that later on, 
and standing water 
where the dead can float. 
Lord, let there be 
Spanish moss 
with chiggers in it, 
and let those chiggers 
be many and hungry for blood. 
God of the flood, 
may we have busses too, 
and kings of the city 
to commandeer them 
for drives through the front 
of Frady’s One Stop and 
the Winn-Dixie on Almonaster? 
Lord, if they must, 
let the days then roll 
like a river over the levees, 
and over the dry tongues 
of the people. And Jesus, 
could you also put 
a song on their lips 
and in their ears, 
the Joyful Gospel Choir’s 
harmony, their version 
of O Happy Day, 
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or anything by One-A-Chord 
or by our Miss Mahalia 
from Water Street? 
Oh, grant us all 
a walking bass, a cornet and 
drumming, Lord, drumming. 
And last, Almighty, if you  
please, 
only let our sons and 
daughters 
walk from the parted waters, 
walk onto a dry land. 
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Notes on Forgetting 
 
Family stories are a big part of why 
I distrust my childhood, 
especially the part that disappeared, 
since everything I remember happened 
before my hand was cut off or after 
I was seven, and most surroundings 
have vanished and been replaced 
by worries about asbestos. Still, 
I can say how far a person will go 
to be singular, for example to Slidell, 
Louisiana where the two crackheads 
stole a donut truck and left a 15-mile trail 
of Krispy Kremes for the police to follow, 
or how someone else might choose 
to eat a mile or two of filled long johns, 
crullers, sugar, cinnamon and chocolate- 
chocolate donuts in order to escape her life. 
I can explain how when that person 
wakes up fat in Mrs. Wright’s third grade, 
the ruler to the knuckles, the chair in the hall, 
face to the corner, visit to the principal 
all seem convincing new ways 
to play down the tedium of learning 
perfect cursive. But this is devolving 
into stories of childhood, a time which, 
as I said, I distrust and which 
I have tuned out like a fuzzy FM station 
so as to have the music the way I want it. 
I tell myself this in the shorthand 
relatives use to lie about casaba 
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or the maid’s splayed feet, the endless 
insect humming, not to mention the sun 
on a Percheron’s back or how 
the legs of a child on that horse might 
stick out almost horizontal over the furrows 
as the Portuguese farmers plow. 
 



 

 1 
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Notes 
 
P. 4    Colette’s full name was Sidonie Gabrielle     
          Claudine Colette. 
 
P. 9    For Larry Chatterton 
 
P.12   The Marielitos are the roughly 125,000 people      

who fled from the Cuban port of Mariel as part of a 1980 
exodus of refugees. 

 
P. 15   For Naomi & Madison Nye 
 
P. 22   For my son, Sam 
 
P.32   fou roux: French. Crazy Red, Vincent van Gogh’s      
          nickname. 
 
P.34   Italicized quotes are from the letter of Vincent to                                                                                
          his brother, Theo, dated June 25, 1889, written                            
          from the asylum at San Rémy. 
 
P.44   The Meters and Buckwheat Zydeco are Louisiana  
           musicians. Night Train is a very cheap red wine. 
 
P.45   el largato: Spanish. alligator, lizard. 
 
P.47   The Urban Dictionary defines chula as sexy, fine. 
 
P.48  “gypsy firefighter”: name of a firefighter who went from   
          wildfire to wildfire in the West at the turn of the 21st     
          century.  
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P.51   Epigraph from Anne Sexton, “Jesus Raises Up   
           the Harlot.” 

 
P.53   In memory of Bruce McElheny 
 
P.58   Oenone, in Greek mythology, a nymph skilled in                                                                                                                                  
           healing. Paris deserted her for Helen of Troy.    
          When he lay mortally wounded, he asked   
           Oenone to heal him. She refused. 

 
P.62   de rodillas: Spanish. on the knees. 
 
P.64   Fête champêtre: French. an outdoor meal, a picnic.      
           For Joe and Lucianne and Studio in the Woods. 
 
P.68   For my son, Richard, and the other survivors of  
          Katrina. Miss Mahalia is gospel singer Mahalia   
          Jackson. 
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