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“We cross our bridges when we come to them and burn them behind us, with nothing to show for our progress except a memory of the smell of smoke, and a presumption that once our eyes watered.”

 ― Tom Stoppard

I have been consistently intrigued with the intrinsic substance of existence instead of its outer manifestations.  Certainly, poetry is concerned with experience and the perception of that experience, but consideration of the “human” element of perception is accomplished in poetry to a greater and more dramatic degree than perhaps in any other art form.

Unlike so seamless a form of art as the novel (or even the short story), collected poems serve as a somewhat cryptic mosaic of what was happening inside the mind of the poet as he was sorting the various sensations of his random experiences into clues of meaning in his own life and perhaps even in the lives of others.

Reality, the goal of perception, is not just an object, nor is it solely the goal of consciousness.  Perception and consciousness literally become vital parts of reality itself when organized in the mode of a poem.  Poems, therefore, are fertile sources for unlimited human transformation and growth.

Because poems are tightly woven and highly compressed patterns of human images, emotions, perceptions, and experiences, poetical composition and the intelligent reading of poetry are powerful instruments for developing and exercising human perception, that driving aspect of the intellect.  As a work of art, a poem's purpose is to be itself, a "turbine" empowering all human beings toward greater and more comprehensive vistas of reality.  At its very least, a poem is most certainly a part of reality itself because it exists.  By definition, that which exists is real to the degree of its unique nature.  Reality, therefore, is extended by the poem as a new layer on its own surface—one that dramatically expresses the universal core of human and, sometimes, even divine meaning.

I hope you enjoy these poems.

--- Don Gerz

Objects in the Mirror (2008)

(For Those in Their Twenties)
Take care when backing into parallel spaces…

Objects in the mirror are closer than they appear.

Mostly constricted places remain,

but you can still find a few possibilities to your left.

Nothing aligns with other real things or genuine souls these days,

unlike when heroes moved whole populations

with their ideals and visions.

We had boundless dreams then…new frontiers,

but we squandered them in Southeast Asia,

especially in places like My Lai.

Now we daydream and drug ourselves in darkness to forget the 

nightmare, the one that left us hitchhiking back home with 

nothing more than sorrow and despair in our bags.

Looking over shoulders, we have walked backward ever since,

and the young have never walked in any other manner.

Only their dry history books speak of dreams and ideals,

but books are no substitute for what was blown away

in Dallas, Los Angeles, Memphis, and by all that followed.

Anyway, books of ideas have shriveled into bites without subjects 

and verbs …the world grunts to connect the sacred with the 

profane.

Our children cannot feel what once was,

so they climb mountains to get a better view.

Good for them.

Once upon a time, everyone and everything lined up exquisitely behind

our evolving visions, and the daily news was truly new,

vision upon vision, ideal upon ideal, leaders articulating national and international destinies and political virtue with the splendid movement and wallop of a Koufax hardball.  It seemed that way…I was only there.

But that was yesterday before lesser men blew it.

Before they blew it, the world admired our visions…we admired our 

visions, and virtue was always the regular fare of the day.

You could read our golden souls on the front page where now the stock 

market and lottery numbers have become the new King James,

gold lilt and all.

We did not define our country’s greatness by the vicissitudes of

Dow Jones then.

It was not that long ago…just yesterday.
Now, the TV is our leader, our Il Duce, hanging us to dry by our heels.

These days I hear twenty sieg heils before I finish my morning coffee.

Freshly laundered brown shirts are closer in the mirror than they appear,

and I cannot park a word edgewise without creasing one of them.
All I want is to be able to drive toward magnificent cities

on hills where we can fulfill our destinies.

People say I want too much, but I want my life…and I want you to have 

yours as well.  It is not too much to demand.
Oh, I still drive to great cities on mountains in my heart,

ones where I see the great Aum…

but I know where they are because I have been there.

Even I have doubts and sometimes ask friends,

“Am I looking into a mirror where objects are farther than they appear?”

I have made that mistake before.

Winston and Julia (2008)

No security for us.

No rest for the wicked…ever.

No one was ever in the least bit interested…

     no one cared to listen.

No one consistently tried to fathom our poems

     during all these years.

They could have asked for glosses.

(We were never far away.)

We would have been complimented.

No one ever carefully read and commented on our papers,

     plays, whatever.

No one ever closely listened to our deep thoughts,

     both spoken and written.

Oh, we may have occasionally received a polite audience,

     but no profound questions were asked,

     and perceptive remarks seldom were ventured.

(What was going on in those heads for all those years?)

No bald, sincere, or naked interest

     about what meant everything to us:

     imagination, creativity, thinking, and writing.

(We certainly put it in their hands, heads,

     and souls often enough.)
Finally, wild, instinctual cries for passion

     had to be directed to outsiders.

Dams burst.

These things cannot be planned.

By their nature, these things do not happen

     through thoughtful design.

When it does happen, all of a sudden 

it’s 1984 again…not 2008.

(Well, it could be any year,

     and it will be all years whenever sinful lovers love.)
Winston Smith and his lover skulk in and out

     of Proletariat City where they find a cheap room to 

     drink decent coffee and eat black market chocolate.

They savagely wield their rusty parts

     in each other’s faces

     and then cut their flesh into little strips

     as they chew each other into Eucharistic orgasm.

And while they are eating themselves into love,

     Julia and Winston try to hide from the Eye,

     from the Camera.

Covering their bodies like Adam and Eve

     as they bolt out of Eden, they leave/return/leave

     Proletariat City until one day the Eye finally captures 

     their freedom, finally records their sins

     against the State, against Morality, against Decency.

(If God were present, their lust would offend God too,

     but the State does not allow God to exist…

     not the real God, anyway.)
Free love is always against something or someone.

No rest for the thinkers, for the free.

No security for the creative…ever.

It is always 1984.
School (2008)

Silence does not come from anger (at least not necessarily),
but concern will always come from silence.
Trials over time can overwhelm even the strongest of hearts…

no one is immune.
When I was a schoolboy,

I passed notes to the girls.
Even then, I tried to shock them,

at least get their attention.
I imagined my words would solve their problems…

amaze them about the world and my grasp of life.
Of course, they didn't have the problems women do now.
If I could just remember what I wrote back then,

maybe I could solve everyone's problems now…

at least make one person laugh.
No, it wouldn't work.
I can't even pass cryptic notes these days.
Sometimes, I still feel as I did when I was young…

but words fail…or are not allowed.
How I'd love to pull pigtails and snap bra straps for old time's sake.
I bet I could still make women laugh.
That's all I've ever wanted to do…well, almost.
So, all you grown up girls out there,

consider your bra straps snapped

and your pigtails pulled.
I'm passing you notes you can't read now,

but I'm writing them in my head just the same.
Silence does not come from anger (at least not necessarily),

but concern will always come from silence...

Trials over time can overwhelm even the strongest of hearts…

no one is immune.
I’ll see you in school tomorrow…

My school never ends.

Collating (2008)
In my dream we shared an office,

you on one end, me on the other.

My window had the eastern view,

yours faced west.

I wanted to see the sun ascend like Apollo on his wheels

and hear the first birds of the day.

You preferred watching the sun on its way below the light.

 

You loved to surprise me in the dark,

in the mystery of your body and soul.

I never saw you coming until you were there…

suddenly you,

you where the sun used to be.

 

You made the sun appear at night.

You were the sun in darkness.

You were the heat and energy of the sun

on the other side of our planet.

You were the songs of all birds

when they sleep in dark trees,

on invisible limbs,

modestly hidden behind damp leaves.

 

You were never modest in the light of night.

 

You were the sun when there was no sun.

Sorry about the Fish (2008)
Sorry about the fish

I meant it as food, but you can feed yourself

I forgot I taught you all those years ago how to do that

I forgot I taught you that you don’t need me

or anyone else for that matter when you have yourself

Perhaps you have forgotten it as well

Sorry about the fish

I threw it to you because it’s the only part of me I can give you now…

Don’t get me wrong…I’d love to give you all of whoever I am,

but I’m spoken for…so are you

Sorry about the fish,

but do not think I love you less for throwing it your way

Sometimes the circumstances of our lives…the promises, the duties,

the commitments, the trusts, the legacies, and so much more…

do not allow us to throw more than an occasional fish

to those we love

Sorry about the fish,


but please take a good look at it

I am the fish
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Nine Confessions (2008)
#1 - Being Found Alone

It is not the world’s nature to let anyone alone.

Left to their unconscious devices,

humans either obliterate each other’s center

or claim one another as discovered lands

like a Columbus with infected blankets.

#2 - Being Known and Heard / Being Extraordinary

We think we cannot be heard, cannot be known,

but we are smarter than we feel…

We are more than our fears and mistakes.

He who makes the most mistakes learns the most.

He who learns the most has more sense

than those who are not brave enough to be wrong.

He who is never wrong cannot ever be right or true…

certainly not worthy.

Only those who are little and weak,

who are like a small mouse, will prevail in the end.

If you doubt this, simply observe any rodent as it patiently searches

for the way out of a maze.

Most despise mice, but the creatures never give up…never.

They always find a way to make it through the night,

and they never consider the size of their lives.

If a mouse’s tiny existence is extraordinary,

how much more so is the life of even the most humble person?

#3 - Depression, Mania, and Suicide

Just a few neurons firing this way instead of that way

because of not enough of this natural chemical

or too much of that one is all that stands in the way

of our desire to live and our temptation to die.

The world is never as dark as we see it,

nor is it ever as bright as we thought it used to be.

All perception is a lie.

All feeling, whether it is of the highest order or the lowest, is skewed.

In the end, only ideas can be trusted…and chemicals.

(Continued)

All truth is constructed of rational thoughts, healthy neurons,

the proper neurotransmitters,

and the right kind and mix of natural or synthetic chemicals.

Our dispositions are not metaphysical mysteries dependent

upon untold existential planets lining up neatly

within our intricate lives.

Our ends are the products of our choices,

and our choices are the products of our wills.

#4 - Too Hot to the Touch

If we touched, we would be sentenced

to burn eternally in Hades,

or freeze in Dante’s Inferno

next to Lucifer’s hairy legs,

or someplace where lovers are damned forever

to regard each other’s lips without consummation,

a place where saints yawn at what we went to Hell for

as they envy us from Heaven.

#5 - Everything Matters, You Know

I smelled molten road tar yesterday.

It smelled so bad I liked it.

As a second grader,

I climbed into the yellow bus

and inhaled the aroma of newly sharpened pencils.

Each mother must have sharpened her child’s pencil

a moment before the bus arrived at her little house.

I liked that.

I have hurt people I loved,

and loved people I hurt.

People who loved me have hurt me too,

and some who have hurt me have loved me deeply.

I liked it, I hated it, I loved it,

I hurt...I cried...I laughed.

I am still alive.

Nothing can kill me but time,

and nothing can kill my love.

Everything matters, you know…especially love,

and nothing can kill love as long as you can smell it.

#6 - Remembrance of Things Suspended

Memories of her were dead to him.

Memories are dry and sterile,

and she was never anything but wet and fertile.
When he thought of her,

he imagined her with him wherever he was.

He imagined her in church with him,

in the car,

in a library,

on a rainy street in any city.

Anywhere he was, she was.

Always, he would whisper in her ears,

tempt her like an obdurate devil,

poke her lightly in her ribs.

He felt it his right to do this

because God had ripped out one of his own ribs

and given it to her.

(That was a long, long time ago.)

He loved to think about what he would whisper in her ears

as he pulled her hair aside…

mostly obscene desires,

how he would do unspeakable things to her body,

things that would make her embarrassed that she liked it.

#7 - Into the Wind

I’ve never understood how sailboats sail into wind.

Whenever I walk into a stiff wind,

I’m blown back on my heels.

But sailboats cannot go forward unless they face the wind.

I always dream about a woman who thought she failed me.

She must have felt that she had walked into a hurricane,

but she was sailing into the wind.

She thought she never found what she had been looking for.

It was the wind.

(Continued)

#8 - Futile Regrets

When I was young, it seemed I could do no wrong.

Perhaps I was simply lucky.

I was never caught with my hand in the jar,

and I ate countless cookies…as many as I wanted.
People said I took chances,

but I never worried.

Maybe I never worried because I did not think what I was doing was wrong.

Did I not have a conscience?

Did I not know right from wrong?

Maybe I didn’t care.

I never dreamed I was hurting lovers and other friends

but I finally realized I hurt them plenty.

I was never aware that I was doing anything except living,

as if my only duty was to extend my luck.

My vocation was to live a charmed life,

and my life was indeed charmed.

I should be in jail somewhere,

but I could do no wrong when I was a young man.

Now that I am old,

perhaps I am finally in jail.

Behind these bars,

I wish I could make love with those I hurt when I was young,

when I lived such a charmed life.

#9 - On the Line

I remember my mother

hanging laundry on a line in our backyard.

She seemed happy.

As I ran between the still wet sheets,

they would brush my laughing face.

She never once scolded me.

I think she loved me then.
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It Was Thirty Years Ago Today (2008)
You know that song I like,

the one by that obscure Liverpool band beginning with,

“It was twenty years ago today, 
Sgt. Pepper taught the band to play. 
They've been going in and out of style, 
But they're guaranteed to raise a smile.”

Thirty years ago today we made our marriage vows.

Almost a third of a century ago, we pledged each other love,

comfort, honor, loyalty, and faithfulness

“in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer,

for better or worse, as long as we both shall live.”

Three decades ago, we pledged to love and cherish each other

until death eventually parted us,

and we did it according to God's holy ordinance,

this offering to Him of our faithfulness to each other and to Him.

You’ve been perfect, just about a perfect wife and mother for all these years.

I’ve loved and cherished you in my own way,

comforted you when you needed reassurance.

And I’ve been loyal,

although you may not feel I have been as constant as I should have been.

(You are probably right.  Poets and philosophers have no boundaries,

and I don’t trust them, either.)
At least I’ve been faithful in matters of the flesh…but even in this I have sinned 

against you and God in thought and word many times.

I had hoped to give you a better audit of my vows today,

but instead I can only give you these thirty years of my life…

for better or worse as they have been (mostly better).

I know I’ve hurt you on occasion,

yet I was always “guaranteed to raise a smile.”

Was that in our vows,

or was it in a song I heard somewhere?

Nothing Is Lost (2008)
She cannot hold the universe together.

No matter how hard she tries,

it is too strong to mind her heart.

Waves flow this way and that

and winds blow where they blow.

A stranger on a street reminds her

of a young man she once knew.

Pedestrians lose themselves down alleys,

and young men grow old.

She could not hold him forever…

The world is like that.

But old men remember youth,

and good women never fade away.

Nothing is lost, nothing dies.

The universe is too tenacious for that.

The Best Laid Plans (2008)
“The best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men / Gang aft a-gley.”

                                     --- Robert Burns

Life never goes where you aim it,

Never ends where it feels right,

Never sleeps in the right bed,

Never drunkenly caresses the right body…

Or at least other loved bodies.

Time drains the best of us.

The rest of us it throws into an orgy

Of old Lutherans parroting lines,

Lines not astute,

Not even clever the first time.

(Continued)
The Best Laid Plans

(Continued)
I don’t feel like finishing this poem

When it does not matter to anyone but me

That life never goes where I want it to go,

Never bites on the green close to the hole.

When did life start living me?

When did I stop starting?

When did I fall silent

As fate laced its vines around my ankles,

Tripped me,

Tackled me on my fertilized suburban lawn,

Watered with these monthly bills

While my soul thirsts?

Perhaps it is my lust that thirsts.

Lust, soul,

Soul lust.

To me they have always been the same.

Well, I still dream,

And I still go where I want to go in my dreams,

But I always wake up with who I am…

With what I’ve become.

And I’m not getting any younger.

Oh, by the way…

Life started living me when I said, “Ok.”

It was the last thing I remember saying

As life started going one way

While I went the other.
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Spoons (2009)

We have an insatiable yearning to fill ourselves with one another— to scurry inside the other, finding what we want to find.

Obstructed by murky noise and discordant vistas, we escape the hypnotic rituals of distractions like persistent laboratory rats zigzagging their ways through a maze.

God knows the answers, but His wisdom does us little good until we stumble upon it through a million steps and a thousand detours—when we prove to each other and ourselves that there are no exits without unlimited entrances.

I will be happy to show you how I avoided dead-ends and found the best passages, but I can share my journeys only when I realize we never parted in the first place.

Our exits and entrances worm throughout this endless universe, and our arrivals are always ending at our beginnings.  Our ends are always dropping as fruit into a basket.

And as soon as I leave, you pass by as one of us slips into a bed somewhere the other cannot find.

I awaken, you sleep.  You stir, I doze.

All those miles, all those paths, and we never went anywhere without each other.  We never lost ourselves except into each other.

We were never two, except as spoons in a kitchen drawer.

Forgetting and Remembering (2009)

What we remember is not all there is.

We seldom recall the good we tried to do, tried to be...

  the good spirits we often were.

Most of what we did was better than we thought.

We cannot forget what we think, what we thought,

  and we often fail to think about the good we did.

We do not remember because remembrances

  often seem reserved for regrets,

  regrets that multiplied with years of unclaimed Grace.

But the Good is never lost, and the rest melts away

  with unrehearsed acceptance and unforced forgiveness

  that we failed to claim as ours back when.

Nothing good is ever forgotten,

  and nothing lasts forever but the Good.

You, he, she, them, and I may seem to melt away,

  but we all stay—we all remain in the Good.

We live forever as long as we lose ourselves

  in that sweet Good.

For we are so much more than who we seem to be,

  even more than all that has ever existed,

  or ever will exist.

Meanwhile, this universe hangs at the ends of strings,

  strings tied to the tips of our fingers.

We are better than we remember we were,

  because those who do what is good

  can never melt away...

  they just forget who they are, who they were.

Yet Someone always knows,

  and that Someone who never forgets

  always remembers for us.
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