


























a frog boy rolling cigarettes with his lips; 

a man who drinks paraffin and breathes out flames; 

a gaffed mermaid, half-fish, half-fetus; 

and the famished geek, a live chicken in his hands, eagerly 

biting off the wild-eyed head. But the finale: 

my wife . . 

Most will see more than they desired- a human mountain, marbled 

slabs of thighs and breasts-she'll dwarf 

their ill-proportioned bodies 

of farmer's arms attached to boy-skinny shoulders. 

But there's always one who imagines-hand hard 

in his pocket-the rise to her summit; 

how easily she could eat 

a man. How he could burrow, be swallowed. 

These are the boys she watches, those with a taste for sizeable beauty, 

who rise to the beckoning honey trap 

of her kinked finger 

and knock at our trailer door, sweet with ardor, fragrant as meat. 

They think she's as gluttonous as they are-they don't know better: wide-eyed, 

farm-fresh, tender 

boys: warm as birds, thrashing in my ravenous hands 

and bloodied mouth. 
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Briar Rose 

If I could hunt you, I would. 

I would be a wolf running through the brambles. 
Even rabbits won't go, where I'd go for you. 

If I could close a fist around your hair, 
I would fetter a bow with it, string a harp. 

I would run a finger across the notes, 

and listen to the faint falling. 
Barbed vines keep me away, 

but when the spindle pricks my finger, 
I'll hear your soft breath. 

Even rabbits won't go, where I'd go for you. 

Flowers that protect themselves aren't rare. 
But you- you understand simple things. 

Like thorns. 
Like blood. 

Like sleep. 
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Kitsunetsuki: Nine Tails 

1 

When I 

wait long enough, 

fox eyes appear between 

maple trees: golden veins, cutleaf

cunning. 

2 

A tea 

ceremony 

bachelor, yet-cherry 

blossom kit dreams of Tokyo 

street fruits. 

3 

Husband's 

request: a peach; 

in morning mist: foxes 

running and an observant wife 

forgets. 
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4 

Career 

girl's good taste: sweet 

bean paste, rice, Inari-

zushi, Christmas cake, New Year's Eve 

noodles. 

5 

Willful 

girl; artless bride

groom. An azuki bowl 

shatters, elbowed by her mother

in-law. 

6 

Pale hand, 

lamp glow, paper 

shadow. A black vixen 

pausing, spies the struggling gift: moon 

rabbit. 
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7 

Asian 

princess, foxy 

30, seeks kinky men/ 

women to explore romantic 

lotus. 

8 

Beguiled 

by clever wife, 

I wake bare: blankets cold, 

empty kitchen, children hungry 

and wild. 

9 

Crazy 

like a woman 

daring literacy 

of her heart: involved, luminous, 

possessed. 
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Taking Stock 

Herkus, your goats have broken out again, 

the corn, half shocked, is trampled, torn, et. 

And now, they're pulling sheets and blankets off 

the line; the ruin spread across grain, 

embedded .with leaf mold, mud, moss; 

my labor worthless, morning miscarried. 

The field of pumpkins, bare of leaves, is full 

of fruit: these scattered suns will glow through winter, 

bellies smooth and bulbous 

with seed. My husband, where are you? My guess 

is grieving over foxy wild wine, 

bemoaning crops unpicked and fallow cow

wife-or culling windfalls of local 

whores, their white thighs a welcoming V, 

a flock of geese that won't evade a fickle 

gun. Enjoy, my husband, winter comes: 

the sky portends a storm before dawn 

and I've a led new bride to your bed 

of cold counterpane and muddied sheets. 

Beard fringe trembling: 

she waits. Restless. Hungry. Domesticated. 
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Proposal 

Hand me that apple, Johnny. 

I'll bite to the juice-

hard like cider, 

Sip 

seeds, thick between my teeth like rock 
salt, 

double barrels full. 
You ain't got to pole Muskingum, 

portage 

pot and pack, 
plant 
apples 
wearing that sorry coffee sack. 

I got what you want, right here: 

All this fruit unpicked: 

wild grapes 

apricots, 
plums, 
peaches, 

dripping; 

breaking branches; 
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pear and pawpaw 

bared breasts held in hands. 

And 
persimmon. 

Fermentable still, 

but 

their seeds show spoons, Johnny. 

You sure, Johnny? 
Sure you want to be walking come winter? 
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Vantage Point (Taliesin West) 

USit down, Wes, you're destroying the scale!u 
-the 5'8" Frank Lloyd Wright to a much taller student 

It wasn't enough for you. Was it, Frank? 

Abstracting 
hollyhocks and waterlilies, 
inventing wide-curved, high-crossed fonts, 
bridging a house 
over a damn waterfall? 

No. 

We needed to kiss 
your parallels. 

So why not build the world at your own scale? 
Parse prophecy 

-space instead of matter-

and tilt the surveyor's glass to extend your horizontals? 
You pulled 

stones from the earth, exposed 
the shining brow 

and-Christ!-named not one house, but two for the Welsh bard. 

The truth is, 
Frank, put back to back, I have three inches on you. 

And even with all this Sonoran light
I feel crowded. 

Your new reality 
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falls short: 
I'd rather walk your rooflines than belly down in your kiva 

and all this native rock emerging 
rough-edged 

from concrete walls 
seems a boy scout masonry project gone wrong. 

Don't misunderstand me, 
I see the axes: 

long lines drawing the mountains to your doorstep 

and gathered-glass corners 
revealing the desert 

to be what it has always been: 

-the space without, the space within-

But how indigenous is your creation?
the desert was too harsh 

for redwood and canvass: you replaced them 

with steel beams 
and fiberglass translucence. 

-form and function are one-

But this place is no great thing composed 
of the smaller. 

And you promised, Frank. 
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Winter-light 

Black winter-light: 

high and bitter

wind tastes like chalk. 

Boys quiet-smoke on the steps. 

Who can tell? Their words rise with moist-breath crystal and ash. 

(Take my fingers-they're cold.) 

I hear the crush 

of footfalls, jacket-nylon-swish and boy-voices soft-echoing off 

brick-bold walls. 

On the pavement, frost scratches silver gridlines: 

paths and intersections-walk this way 

and quickly. 

Black winter-light, 

snow appearing only inches from the upturned face and in your hair 

glimmer-faint stars 

don't melt. 
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Impulse and Interval 
(for John) 

You didn't seem to notice when the tree arrived-

a small boy in a red coat 

running on the surface of the snow-or our struggling steps, 

feet and branches 

crushing through the crystalline plane. You left us 

to catch snowflakes on your eyelashes. 

And while the wires were untangled, strung and lit, 

you watched a cartoon: 

a mouse caught under a cup, the cat' s celebration; 

seven seconds 

played over and over, until we knew the exact moment 

you'd freeze the frame: the cat' s paws 

outstretched and wild. 

But tonight, room by room, 

you turn off lamps, try to defer 

the moment, hope we won't take down the bright bulbs 

in an otherwise tarnished house. 

What goes on in your Christmas lights brain? 

Unexpected points flash: 
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current runs from strip to post to thread: 

filaments, seemingly erratic: 

blink: 

connect, overheat, cool, reconnect. 

The wires curl and cross 

like your fingers stimming their twisted dance. 

Lights glowing against spruce branches embody 

a small universe: blue and yellow suns, red giants, red and white dwarves; 

coronas too distant 

to overlap. Dendrons and axons 

grow outward from nerve-cells

splayed like arms 

of night-hunting brittle stars-but don't quite touch, the gap 

almost imperceptible, but still 

light years apart. 

I don' t know how to measure intervals-impulse to reaction, 

star to nova, supernova 

to dark absence. A message fired from head to hand: 

you carry an ornament: a glass ball, 

a world insubstantial 

and stolen. 

Is this what you want? A handful of glass? 

I wish I could read your answers: 
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dancing cats, mice trapped beneath teacups, snowflakes, starfish, 

a thousand blinking lights, 

innumerable stars. 

Words caught in convolutions 

and behind your eyes: that atlas of constellations. 
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Pulsar 

"Tell them that silence, more than language, remains the substance and seal of 
what was once their universe, and that, like language, it demands to be recognized 
and transmitted." 

- Elie Wiesel, One Generation After 

Tell me the story. 

once upon a time 

No. Don't start that way, it's too easy. 

the boy is scared 

I already know the boy was scared. Your heartbeat gave him away. 
Tell me 
terrifying. 

the boy hides in a burnt building with riddled walls shattered torn 
the walls are cinder-streaks flaking 
a burnt paper ceiling 
open to sky 
and the boy's eyes are gray with ash 

You mean his eyelashes, his eyelashes were choked with ash. 

the boy's eyes are gray as smoke 

Then say what you mean. 

his eyes are closed boxes 
packages rucksacks cases cartons luggage 
buckled fastened tied-shut lettered in a hundred languages thousands 
of names 
thrown onto the streets 
of cities towns villages shtetls 
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labeled FRAGILE 

Eyes can't be boxes. 

his eyes are bulbs layers of paper layers of cells 
buried reserves 
dormant 
waiting for the push pull cycle which will force him to shed 
his skin 

Eyes can't be bulbs, either. 

his eyes are bulbs incandescent wires translucent 

glass 
shattered 

in the night 
broken with an open hand a fist board axe rifle 
crystal shards 
jagged prisms embedded in the cement top of a brick wall 
billions of tiny suns stars kokavim 

gathered 
together in constellations endlessly 
burning 

precious lovely dangerous 

No. Eyes aren't bulbs. They aren't stars. They can't be shattered. Or dangerous. 

cinders fall with their own weight 
the boy collapses under his own gravity pulled towards center 
a white dwarf radiating heat 
into the cold expanse 

The boy is bigger than that. The boy 
is a man. 

no a neutron star 
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spinning misaligned 
so small so dense so heavy 

shedding pulses of light 
how heavy is a star 
fifty billion tons per spoonful how many spoonfuls 
in a boy 

how heavy is the boy 

You're not telling the story right. A story has a beginning, a middle, and an end. 

once upon a time 

there is a boy 
who learns to listen 

to his heartbeat 

but what if the boy's heart stops beating will the pounding stop 
door wall floor the pounding fists 
the pounding piano strings breaking like a woman 
thrown down the stairs 

or a man shot through the back for breaking her fall 

payot cut with the snick of a knife 
a face 
ground into a brick wall 
a paving stone 
and thrown from a roof the children fly for a moment 

can the boy stop his own heartbeat 
can the boy stop 

fire and guns 
splintering windows and doors 
and fists that sound like bayonets 
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breaking the reflective surface of a frozen pond 

the boy is thirsty 

the boy sees his face 
for the first time and raises it in cupped palms 
but what is water if he drinks alone 

You can't ask questions in a story. A story is the answer. 

what is he watching what feeds the fire stacked driftwood or old bones 

fat 

and when the dead begin to stir arms legs straining to rise 
dance free themselves 
from stiff embrace profane intimacy what is the dark 
red on the boy's face 
against slightly sweet smoke 
amber darkness 
and the fiery pale 

the star begins to burn 
misaligned 
and spinning with his heartbeat 

flash 

flash 

flash 

for the boy 

the dead move the dead walk the dead breathe the dead sing 
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the dead are songs 
the dead glow 
the dead are gathered 
precious bones 
together in constellations pulsing radiant endless 
lovely 

the boy is so small so dense so heavy the boy is so dangerous 
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Making Arrangements 

It happened too often. The order written 

incorrectly. Or misread. Or at the last 

minute, the bereaved remembered: the beloved 

had always liked yellow calla lilies 

and sweetheart roses. I would stand 

next to the open casket, dean-slicing 

flower sterns. Amending the mistakes 

of the living. But the dead don't care 

about perfection, dark dresses, a hidden whiskey 

flask in a jacket pocket. Empty 

words. It was just his time. A woman waits 

at the back of the room, whispers 

to her child, Are you scared? The girl twitches, 

bends to stroke a petal off the carpet 

and says, He can't hurt me. Let's go 

eat pancakes. There's no shame in this: wanting 

to eat, eating. A child approaching 

a corpse and feeling only her own future. 

A growl in the belly. Children know

everything is uncertain; no place is safe 
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and every place is safe. They hide 

in boxes, beneath beds, in the shadows 

of oak trees. The undertaker's child plays 

hide-and-seek among the coffins. 

We've all run in the graveyard, ducked behind 

marble a!1d granite. Played counting games 

with jam-jar daisies. He loves me. He loves me not. 

At best, it's a tenuous prediction-

who will love us, who we will love-and soon 

forgotten. And yes, this is the root: What will you 

remember of me? Not: a prayer card saint 

or mahogany box: grief-chosen 

distractions: no. But: the thousand bulbs you scattered 

on the hill: iris and crocus, lily 

and narcissus: prepared and settled: yes: oh: yes. 
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Finch (For Brigit in Illinois) 
-And for Renee, because yes, no one really leaves. 

Dear Brigit, 

The flatlands: linear, predictable, innumerable placid rows 

penned in with translucent barbed wire; the burn 

separates sawtoothed winter stalks from county roads. Your eyes 

mark the horizon. Is it forever? No valleys, no steep mountainsides. 

In Illinois, you'll have to wander a long way to find what you're 

looking for. And even if you find it, you'll still be thinking about leaving. 

Is levelland so unbearable? What about the sumac leaves 

turning to flame? Clusters of sour, furry fruit and dusky hips of elusive prairie 

roses? 
I 

Shallow' substitutes, I guess. Things you never intended to seek or love. You 

didn't want to reckon with the unobvious: the autumn-burning, 

unexpected ashes, smoke-blue-blur air of a narrow prairie remnant. You sighed 

watching the grackles stealing grain, their eyes 

reflecting the angles and planes of your face, the angels and plains. But I 

see more: lace-rusted corn cribs, red winter wheat, yellowed leaves 

of farmhouse bibles, endless variations of pale December sky. (Besides, 

I, too, think that no one really leaves.) Soon enough, tunnel vision furrows 
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of corn will obscure the crossroads and we'll forget the accomplish of the burn: 

the solace of promised resurrection, that nothing abandons you 

unless it is to return stronger. (Stay. Not forever.) I'll tie your 

braid to the hedgerow, place a bluestem anchor, and put strange, green Osage 

oranges in your 

hands-force you to watch shimmering air, the burning 

of heaven-vivid tallgrass. The landscape is big around us; bur oaks rise like 

giants, but their leaves 

wind-caught won't reach the horizon. Still, the house finch isn't humbled. She 

rises 

on hollow bones; the dark undersides 

of her wings swallow the distance between thistle and hedge. But can you 

reside-

here, where a rich man can see all his fences? Is there nothing the flatlands can 

give you? 

Above us, like dreams, the voices of a Baptist choir rise: 

I'll fly away, oh Glory! I'll fly away. Like a bird from these prison walls I'll fly, I'll 

fly away!-we listen through the window you've left 

open to catch songs. And suddenly, I can see the angel within you, the blush 

burnt 

cheeks, the green-gold height caught in vast, explosive light and I burn, 

too. You carry wings, sober-furled and tight, hidden inside 

so they'll not startle awake if you're suddenly reminded of leaving. 
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Enough. Throw the window open, untie the braid, scatter the sumac branches 

and berries. You 

are the hungry finch, the quiet moon burning-I'll 

miss you-wild as milkweed, the lush and dusky rose. 

Your silhouette is burnt into the field, but I can't hold you, 

wings pi!lioned, bound to your sides. The dark beads of your eyes

a red finch restless to leave, longing for flight, a fire-song rising. 

*** This sestina has its origins in Renee Ashley's "For Brigit in Illinois"

originally published in The Kenyon Review and later in Ashley's book The Various 

Reasons of Light (1998). "Finch" borrows end words and some phrases from its 

inspiration. 
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Woman with Apples and Persimmons 

He told me where the light was best. 

The orchard. As if it was a thing to be 

known. A fact like salt for bread. The place where 

things begin and begin again: water 

to appl~, apple to juice: a small boy, 

golden fruit in his left hand, penis 

in the right, an arc released onto the trunk 

of a tree. The boy is gone now, the men, 

too. The sound of wrists snapping stems from spurs. 

A glacial stone remains: flat top 

radiating heat, threads of quartz, flecks of mica. 

Sit. Or stand. It makes no difference. 

Yellow jackets sipping from bruised windfalls 

and the drunken flight back to the nest. A kitten, 

sun-striped, curled in a crate; the cat hunting 

voles in the long-grass. The light is amber 

and soft. You won't look like you. Yes, but who said lies 

aren't part of the beginning? And who said 

lies aren't true? The orchard has imperfect 

lines and there is a tree in the center. 

Yes, the center-a seed took root 

and I let it grow. And soon, after the first frost, 

persimmons: glowing orange. Tasting 

of sex. Thin skins barely containing 
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the flesh. It's about shadow. And perspective. 

We are like trees. I think. Standing 

in crooked rows, entangled fingers. Yes, 

that's it, your arm curved around the branch. 

Some, root stock and graft, hardy to the hips .. . 

and then, oh! a fluster of petals, veined 

and pin~, the promise of sweet fruit. The rest 

of us, unknown: seedlings, unpredictable. 

Sour and practical, hard cider 

and vinegar. Or the rare wild tang: 

a flavor remembered at the back of the throat, 

elusive and never completely regained. 
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Notes 

Carnivorous 

Carny lingo, like a sideshow attraction, may not be exactly what it appears 
to be. 

Gaff -1. a fake freak exhibit 2. hidden apparatus by which a game or trick is 
cor:ttrolled. May also be used as a verb. 

Geek- a performer whose act consists of repulsive behavior and/or eating 
disgusting things; geeks typically bite the heads off of living animals. 

Talker- the person who "talks" up an attraction; typically referred to as a 
"barker" by non-carny folk, but a true carny would never say "barker". 

Ten-in-one- a midway show consisting of ten acts or attractions; typically 
consists of a mix of freaks, performers, and curiosities. 

Tip - a crowd gathered by a talker's patter. 

Kitsunetsuki: Nine Tails 

In Japan there are many legends about kitsune (fox) sprits. These 
supernatural foxes are alleged to have magical powers and great wisdom, 
may be malicious or benevolent, and gain additional tails as they age and 
gain power. (A nine-tailed kitsune is thought to have immeasurable 
wisdom.) The term kitsunetsuki is usually translated to mean "fox-madness" 
and describes an individual (typically a young woman of marriageable age) 
who has been supposedly possessed by a kitsune. Victims are said to exhibit 
bizarre behavior, act like foxes, crave food that foxes supposedly favor (rice, 
tofu, and azuki (sweet red beans)), and become literate in previously 
unknown languages. In medicine, kitsunetsuki is considered a cultural 
psychosis unique to Japan 
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Kudzu 

J, 

Kudzu does not die "at the merest touch of cold" -it sleeps and waits. 

Regards, 

J 

Nepenthes ventricosa 

Commonly known as tropical pitcher plants, Nepenthes is a genus of 
carnivorous vines; its true leaves take the form of pitchers which contain a 
watery or syrupy liquid produced for the purpose of capturing and 
drowning prey. The narrow waisted pitchers of N. ventricosa are typically a 
shiny, pale green flushed with pink and red, and mottled with red veins 
and speckles. A rain-shedding lid protects the slippery, red-lipped mouth 
that leads down to the pitcher's belly 

Proposal 

John Chapman, known as "Johnny Appleseed" in American folk history, 
was an eccentric pioneer entrepreneur; his seed-grown apple nurseries were 
(and in a few cases still are) scattered across Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois. 
Unlike grafted apple trees, seed-grown trees rarely produce sweet fruit
seed-grown apples tend to be sour and were an excellent source of alcohol 
on the American frontier. 

It is claimed that the seeds of an American persimmon fruit can predict 
winter weather. When cut open lengthwise, a white embryo can be seen 
within the center of a persimmon seed. If the embryo is shaped like a knife, 
a bitter winter with harsh winds is ahead. If it is shaped like a fork, the 
forthcoming winter should be short and mild. If it is shaped like a spoon, 
expect a long winter with deep, heavy, and lasting snow. 
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Tremulus 

Quaking Aspen (Populus tremuloides), a member of the poplar genus, is 
easily recognized by its 1-3" long, heart-shaped to rounded teardrop
shaped leaves that tremble when touched by even the slightest breeze. 
Shiny and dark green in the summer, aspens have brilliant autumn color, 
typically bright yellow or gold, but sometimes tinged with orange and red. 
Groves of aspens are noted for their ability to thrive and regenerate after 
forest fires . 

Often used as a landscape plant, aspen wood has additional commercial 
purposes. Its wood is used for pulp, light-weight lumber, and to make 
small, carved products such as spoons and matchsticks. 

Word-whip 

It is said that a true bard can slay by voicing a single word. 
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