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101

The steel is cold 

Everywhere you look

And for some

Maybe you, it has encompassed and taken over

Your life-continuance organ. 

So that you are steel

Or they are

With their immalleable convictions

And ambitions determined to win at any cost.

So you adopt the cold steel as your home

Your earth

Your sustenance of lucre

Which you use for good purposes

To continue house payments

Have a life.  A home, A place on earth

But although the lucre replaces God

It’s downside creeps into your life like a secret and odorless disease

A virus with no symptoms

Except ambition and confidence

The face you put on

Your wool-blend suits and silk you feel in your closet 

And hope it’s noticed and defines you

And replaces God for redemption and peace

Your soft pillow a substitute for spiritual dreams

And the meaning your soul reaches for

At night when you’re alone and something else 

seems to be in the room and in your soul. 

You want to mean something in heaven or earth, either way. 

Cold climbing soaring steel structures

Are what your heart and mind and purpose has created

And which surround you and contain you like a milk carton

With the missing child your face on the carton

As lost as an imprint. 

In reality, our hearts are soft and can be crushed by steel

but can survive its smelters and sky-high rise to incorporate us. 

We can see it as a structure

A monument to what can withstand attacks on our love

Touching of hands, longing of hearts, connections of souls. 

We can see steel as what our hearts want to be

Smeltered from the soft, strong purpose of our living minutes

On earth

That our friends, children and wives and husbands need

To know we are as strong as we need to be

To dry their tears

To offer them hope

To attach them to our lives

The way steel is alloyed

The way steel bolsters and builds our lives

A metaphor, an invention, something we see every day

That is not a just thing, but a secret. 

An ingot of love in the smelter of our hearts

That builds our lives.

Living Alone

You put the slipcovers on the pillows

Or you leave them off

The blinds are open or they aren’t

In your cocoon, your ant farm.

Your irreligious retreat

That you misnomer your home. 

Nothing is really here

Other than what’s here

Nothing moves unless you move it

Suspended.  Spiritual and physical inertia.

You get used to it.  It becomes your circumstance.

Your Limbo. 

Like a beating heart that beats to keep beating. 

A heart that pulses running in place

And accompanies you to one station of anonymity

To another. 

The words “stop” are not on the sign

The light could be any color

All roads are the same.  A way to get to where

You go, but don’t want to end up

Although you will.

There is no one in your living room to talk to

That you haven’t made up in your mind

The nothingness is as present as a woman you used to love

Sleep with, cherish, touch, your ear on her chest

Her heart in some strange tempo with yours. 

But these are memories. 

Not alive.  Not like the cups in the cupboard. 

The towels in the closet. 

The peeling paint on the wall you let fall off

As if it were a fall leaf whose time has come

Or snow drifting from heaven

Or a hand in yours. 

This is what it’s like to live alone

A singular existence god can’t reach

Because it’s not up to him

It was always up to you. 

The great secret of life that it is always up to you

And when you tread water

All you do is tread water

And when no one is there to look out the blinds with you

No one is there. 

This is not a complaint

Not even a lament

It is more realistic

It is my life in full

Not alone.  But joined in others’ despair

Drug abuse, solo struggles,

Drunkenness, silent reading, 

Meals made for one,

Broken hearts, uncrushed hearts, open hearts, 

Easy smiles that may catch an eye

Or looks of love of others who have found love

And share that love with onlookers 

Who know what it is, and what it isn’t. 

My stairs are steep and dark

I lose my breath climbing them. 

Inside, the mess of my life is there

Because I haven’t changed it. 

This happens to many who live alone. 

Whose lights go out from the outside

Of their home or apartment

But whose hearts can’t quite give up

Beating silently alone in dark rooms

Where sleep is welcome

And who hang on a glimmer

Of what their lives used to be

And which slid past them silently

And left them peering at what might have been.

His Body Was Never Recovered

It felt like a thousand miles per hour

When he fell toward the embanked concrete wall

And spun

Gaining speed

Off the ledge of the Hoover Dam. 

He fell or he jumped

Either way

From a distance it looked like slow motion

Like he was a rag doll

Dying or losing consciousness

On the way down

Or when he hit the water. 

His body was never recovered

Although they looked for a long time

But his life was. 

Alive as fire in his friend’s mind

His imaginary hands holding the baby he never would

Holding a cup of coffee

Helping his friend button his shirt

An inseparate part

That was now part of his friend’s life flaring life in flesh and spirit, 

Who he gave to others, and they gave to theirs, and theirs

And theirs.  

He was always with him, and always without him

His grandchild’s breath against his ear

A breath from a place you could nearly touch, whose chest rose and fell

In rhythm with ordinary life and rough, earthy mystery. 

He fell like a flailing, given-up person on his way to death

And reappeared in the lives he left behind. 

And everything eyes still living saw.  

In whose shining eyes laughed 

In whose young hands tied shoelaces. 

And whose hands hugged dolls in bed

And in whose eyes saw the great gift he had left behind. 

They never recovered his body.


A Dot on a Page

The pixels of lives 

Spread out and fluoresce and

Absorb whatever they can

And many spread out like inkblots

Blending their colors with others

And some burst open their own eyes and others’ destinies

And like spreading watercolors

Become the addition to life’s subtractions

And disappointments. 

And you can see the feathered edges of their art

Fill souls and eyes and lift little hands

And little minds to run our place

As they take their place in the world

Ready at a moment’s notice to replace us. 

This digital, sudden life bouncing and rebounding

Like a billion lasers light up the world

And fill moments so that those moments are not moments

But steps

Muscular achievements that shove all the world’s physicality

Forward and all the power of our inventiveness to a conclusion. 

Most of us share all this every day

Even before the moon fades and we are shaken awake by God or nature

Or both. 

Something is always at work no matter what we call it. 

We walk on new ground every day. 

Shoved under our feet before we swing them from the bed

Exciting the rods and cones of our eyes

With the first blink of the world coming into focus

Before any of it sinks in today on Tuesday in whatever year it is

Whoever you are

But especially obvious to the men and woman and children

Of hope who are just populous enough to keep us afloat. 

Alive.  And touching each other. 

Because I know they will win

Because I know I have lost. 

A dot on a piece of paper

Rooting for the pixels

Seeing the destiny of children

Knowing there is no mystery to love because it needs none

Grateful to live.  Happy to die. 

A dot who had every chance. 

And who saw the beauty and brutality and barbarism

And who knows the ending.

I may be drunk in a bar in Louisiana when I disappear 

A friend may hold my hand in a hospital

My regrets will be as overwhelming as my sins

But there will be no sadness

Because the light of what I know

Will make up for everything I was not

And sanctify the sacrifice of women with children

Men without families, children without comfort,

Moments without justice

War without resolution

And world without sense

With the flaming forth of shook foil

And the grandeur of crushed oil

Even for a dot on a page.

The Egg Against My Back

This is our childhood

And by proxy our life since

We all smelled the October night air

The excitement from running from house to house

Neighborhoods lit up

Porches burning like invitations

That this was a child’s night

A city ablaze with love and celebration

For laughter and magic

And giggling you could hear for blocks

And thrill and joy and candy excess

And disguises that didn’t disguise because the game was afoot

And our parents played along as if they

Were going house to house as we were

And everything was as safe as if saints were running the show. 

Hallow’s Eve, 

When the dead joined the living

And were part of our joyous and pure souls

That heaven saw

And bags held out for candy

And widened eyes

Whose small hands held out some kind of religious bounty

That symbolized God’s giving in one night

To let children have the sweetness of life as they saw it

And as we saw them.

All bets being off.  All of life’s kid magic and bounty

Filling up their bags.  Filling up them. 

Filing us up as we saw their eyes glow with magic

And laughed at was silliness and heavenly. 

And something we could never understand with our heads. 

But with our still-hoping hearts and suspected souls. 

Big kids played pranks.

One smashed a couple of eggs down my back

Making me sticky and uncomfortable most of the cool

Iowa night. 

I was too little to protest, 

I just bore it under the smell and sweat of my rubber mask

And held out my bag for more candy

Going as far as I could

To as many neighborhoods and houses I could accrue. 

And when the night was over

Watched little Mickey Mouse as the Sorcerer’s Apprentice

And the devil unfolding batlike wings on the mountain

And souls drifting from graves. 

October 31st was a kid night. 

A kid fantasy.  A kid’s dream true. 

Fright part and parcel of it

But kids in their little souls and hearts still felt protected

By something that would never leave some of them.  

That scary life could be looked at

That the bag could always be filled up if offered. 

That you could laugh at death

And that if the school you went to was All Saints

How could they ever leave you?

The Suffering of the Wood

A fall day in Jerusalem
The sun shines beatifically
A child’s eyes light up
The world here is peaceful, conflicted, brutal, political
Worth living in and through. 
Water is brought from the well
Bread is made
Olives are picked and taken from the aging jars
Sandals are slipped on
A wife’s love is returned with a look
A child is embraced by a father
To tell the child he/she is loved with all the power
There is, without the child knowing
Because that’s all the child needs to know
For now. 
A man is scourged, whipped, his flesh torn by leather
So violent his skin is stripped from his body
He is an arrogant man
A simple man
Having sinned against the state
Defying the order
Preaching sedition
If only he had been more quiet
Low key, low profile
He would have just been a man who walked up a hill
With a heavy wooden cross
Just another Jew
Not King of the Jews. 
Of course, he never said that, did he?
So if he wasn’t King of the Jews
Who say he never was even today, 
Then who was he
This carpenter nailed to a cross who has refused to die?
If you were in the boisterous crowd
You may have found out
Like the visions I see that make sense of Christianity,
Of what has happened in the 2000 years since
A carpenter-preacher from Nazareth walked up a hill
With a cross on his shoulders to die an excruciating death
To be forgotten immediately
And to live forever
In churches and schools and books
And in my tortured and doubtful mind
Useless life others tell me he died for
Like soldiers in World War II and Viet Nam. 
In the crowd, I glimpse his face and we make eye contact
It is the face of a woman raped by soldiers
It is the face of a prostitute in New Delhi
It is the face of a queen about to be beheaded
It is the face of a child in an airliner before it crashes
Surrounded by the arms of his mother who knows she cannot save him. 
He falls and looks up.  The wood crashes and crunches
His nearly broken body
He does not want to rise, he is so weak
His face has become a Vietnamese woman with cancer
Who feeds her children without enough strength left over
To feed herself,
His face becomes the Kamikaze pilot’s a moment before suicide
The Marine whose eyes cloud over as the nurse holds his hand
And his soul goes somewhere unseen. 
It becomes as old as a statesman who did not avoid war
The Russian child who topples into a ditch dug by the SS before
The cold steel of a muzzle explodes into his brain. 
His face becomes the bald girl with cancer
Who will not live, and the pain no heart thinks it can survive
Beating every beat with grief of her mother and father, 
The metaphor of all metaphors: family, love, unity, God on earth
All consuming love
Never-ending grief in the same moment,
Repeated in every minute of history
Life inundated with unbearable sorrow
Making us numb to go on, crippling us to become human
Exploding our minds and guts
Asking God to help.  Asking to turn back time.  Asking for a miracle. 
He falls again.  His sweating face hitting the dirt
Under the crushing weight.  Splinters embedding into his flesh like needles 
His face becomes Gandhi and his eyes of love and strength. 
The jutting jaw of Roosevelt. 
Quick cuts of the mothers and fathers and sisters and brothers and wives and children left behind by the soldiers in Arlington National Cemetery.
Hs face becomes my mother and father
Their kindness and love
Others who love and in an instant the love in the world,
Of the people in the world. 
All of them.  All who have not loved yet but will.
The nails make a pounding sound on Golgotha.  They echo. 
He is lifted like a skewered calf upright
Barely breathing
Nearly a carcass but alive with something that cannot be killed
But does not alleviate his suffering
My sinner’s face looks up as unworthy as anyone’s can be
But as his eyes roll once to mine before death
There is all the love of the universe and beyond in his eyes.
His soul has expanded to include me
In his terrible suffering. 
And I see the difference between salvation and religion.
He has not distinguished a chosen people
Or the repentant to be excluded from the moment of love that flared from his eyes and his soul.
It is for everyone. 
It is this that has survived 2000 years. 
Not the church, which has come and gone with its true and false faithfulness. 
It is not a doctrine or an ideology.
An edifice or an institution. 
It is not the rock rolled back, or Easter, or Christmas, or Passover
Or ayatollahs or monks or priests or bishops
Or nativity scenes or fumbling with rosaries or Novenas
Or intellects given to theology. 
It is the flash of love in his eyes before he died
That can still light up the world we live in if it reaches our souls.
I know.  I was there. 
And am just looking for a way to go back.

Pacific Beauty

The hand moves across the page or keyboard
And through the hand moves the electricity of biochemistry
And memory and vivid life
Pictures as real now as when the rods and cones
And your biology and your love and your hope
Exploded at the same time
At that moment was a signpost
A beginning a foreverness a beauty the wind carried into your heart
And your soul.  Promise. 
Something that was part of what you were becoming
The magic of what shook you inundated you
Convinced you there was a place to go a road
Green, with cool breezes and God’s natural beauty
That made sense of your troubles and doubts and fear and pain
As leading you to this place.  A place to start. 
A place you grew wings.  A place that blinded and illuminated you. 
A place that lead to heaven without leaving earth.
I saw the place.  A crooked tree growing perpendicular on a cliff
That overlooked the Pacific. 
You hear the crashing surf.
You smell the ocean and blue natural air
And take something from it absorbing it breathing it in
Heart swelling love possible a moment given
Not from its own purpose but from accidental beauty
Mystical metaphysical non-disposable a true gift
That lights up my eyes and enters my soul and becomes one with me
And alters my life course to pursue whatever it was
I can’t define but only observe soak in
Becoming part of my tears my hair my hands my eyes
My touch my movements.
The stain of my lies has caught up with me
As I write the black blue ink moves from the words
Up through my hands my veins and into my heart
Even though I have no pen.  It is staining the paper or screen
Because that’s how lies work.
And the truth and power of the stain cannot be denied. 
Not from my mother’s and father’s graves
Even though no dirt is disturbed.  Denied by no love or friendship
It has a life of its own spreading like a feather-edge cloud across 
The vellum paper of my life surrounding me like a jell
Ready to calcify as my movements slow down
And people disappear from my life disapparating like ghosts.
There is no answer no therapy no connection that can alter
The power of lies no intention can change what surrounds me
What I’ve become and can’t unbecome
And with the lies come the truth of self deity, crassness and cruelty
Celebrated with a smirk and shrug broken promises
Memories of love’s eyes drained of hope as I speak
Memories of turning my back instead of holding a hand
And speaking from my heart, as the stain clouds the moment
My mind our hope our future the moment and future moments
Are overtaken and blackened by the stain of my lies. 
So why remember the beauty the joy the hope the power?
Because it still exists in the lives I threw away
They tell me, many are blessed many have found faith and fortitude
Many took the magic into their hearts and multiplied it
And found salvation in imperfection
Like the crooked tree that grew out of the cliff
Above the Pacific awkward ungainly but stubborn still alive
Growing, overlooking the crashing rushing beauty of the rocks below
I see this as my vision grows smaller pulling away
The stain blending over the scene I enjoyed for a moment
And abandoned for selfish reasons and fear. 
Sometimes I hear the ocean on the rocks below
And a kind of joy or thought or thankfulness enters me and suspends me
And allows me in the darkness to secretly love those I have injured. 
And their lives and their children and their permanence
And courage.  And as the ink spreads over me like dark water erasing a 
Pattern in the sand, I know that Pacific beauty will be here long after I am gone.

The Color of Hay

My earliest memories
Began with a wagon ride on my grandfather’s farm
In Archie, Missouri
Someone had to kill a snake
In the barn
And I saw my uncle with the shovel that chopped his head off
And I felt the leather seat of the wagon
Cracked by the sun
Under my small fingers
Just looking, just seeing
Maybe the first time my eyes reached my mind
A wagon ride that ended at a dead snake
And began a journey of my own. 
I remember the scratchy cloth of my grandfather’s Studebaker
As my hands felt more of what was around me
As life started to become a path and a way
Rather than a place I felt, occupied. 
The feel of heat
The feel of sunlight
The look of old wood
The smell and look of hay
The creak of a barn door
Palomino hay, the snort of a horse
The dust kicked up from a tennis shoe
A farm. 
Kittens under the porch we named. 
Before everything went wrong
Everything was right. 
The Kodak’s of me smiling as I swung on a backyard swing
The smell of incense at the stations of the cross. 
The green dark linoleum of the staircase up from the chapel
Falling and running on the playground
The merry go round that was an adventure
The bike ride home
The stuff gathering in my mind
That became part of me, a telescope on the world I would look through later
But which were minutes and moments
And following someone else’s path so I could see what grew beside it
Not distracted by questions about where it would lead
Only walking and splashing and pedaling
And eating macaroni and cheese and bologna sandwiches
And watching cartoons and getting spankings
And falling out of trees and playing marbles. 
So little remains in what we do today
50 or so years later
Because another layer has been added to us
That sets our agenda
Paints our lives, absorbs us into its days and months and years
So we forget just what happened to us 
But what we’re made of, what DNA can’t measure. 
The puddles we jumped into. 
The twigs and sticks in our lives
That our kid hands touched and knew and felt.
Because you can’t know what you can’t feel
And we can’t stop to pick up the twigs
Just to pick up the twigs, just to get dirty
Just to lie like leaves fallen to earth
So we knew we were earth and we laughed about it
And had no idea why
That what we miss under our coats and ties or jeans
Aren’t part of our meetings
Or the blender in our cupboards
Or in our cars or trucks
But are restless in our souls
And just behind our eyes
And speak to some of us in real voices
That bring back in half-memories children’s voices from our souls
And reach to us to embrace us again as children 
The children we were
Or the children we think we created
Or the child on the swing or in the mall
We know we could fall down with and laugh with
And be silly, because silly is underrated and misunderstood
And not part of us anymore.
And we see their tiny hands reach out to embrace the air 
Or grab the real imaginary stuff of life that lights up their eyes
And enflames our lives and forgotten hearts. 
And these children we see and we are
Are the wisest of us all
They never give up.  They never get a job. 
They are never separate from the wisdom we have forgotten
From the beauty of the twigs in their hearts
And the dirt in their veins
The love in their hearts they never understand
Because love is not something to be understood.
The hay smells fresh and clean 
It glows like gold
And its soft yellow sheen lights up my world
My past
My soul
My hope
My love. 
It is still in the barn where the wagon is parked.
And when my eyes close it will take me to heaven.

Bitter Pill

Swinging back and forth
Keeping time to the bending and breaking
Hitting all sides of the box
Huddled as if frozen
Moving as slowly as if minutes were eternity
Fear, a blanket and abusive friend
Prayers and tears and crying
Face wet, voice reduced to noises
The relentless fore and aft of the room
Brain and Blood and nerves denied
Poised on the edge of the knife
Nose coming within inches of the razor-sharp blade
Withdrawing.  Withdrawal. 
The hours my brain gave me God
To talk to. 
The closest I came to jumping ship 
And into his arms.
There was no place else to go but crazy. 
And when the fear began to lift
I began to have faith that He was there but I had just missed him
Hadn’t felt the wounds I saw on him
In church, above the altar, frozen in agony
For 2,000 years. 
He never came out of the shadows
And touched my brow with his hands
Or eased my own agony with a look from his eyes
But I never stopped believing He was there. 
Or He could have. 
Because I needed Him to be. 
Maybe that is my faith, apologies to all. 
Heaven on earth and hell on earth
Are the same place.
Devils and angels the same beings
The spiritual and physical are brothers and sisters
Suffering and joy lead us to the same place. 
I feel His power in my weakness
His life in my approaching death
His everlasting creativity in my dried-up testicles
His heart in this heartless world
And His love in the cruelty that sweeps across the earth
Like a stinging wind. 
I feel His success in my failure
His fullness in my empty life
The beauty that the world bursts with
In the impotence my lost and hideous, crawling soul. 
He visited my poetry, if that’s what it was
He showed up in the charity of others
Just underneath the surface of their lives
The impetus of their souls wanting to encircle me
Relieve my doubts and uncertainty. 
I have opened the door to the blackness of my mind
And live in the world as it appears
The gravel in my driveway still crunching
The humidity still a sticky soup 
The routes of my travel predictable. 
It has all worn me out
It has left me as hopeless as I am hopeful
I can still see the beauty of almost everything
At a distance. 
It is a bitter pill after the ones that almost led me to You.

Guts and Spirit
Will your baby be slaughtered
Like a pig still alive
Squawking and pleading for life
Years from your protective arms and loving baby photos
Fighting another chapter of the endless war
That began thousands of years ago?
Did those who died brutally, slowly
Leave life gloriously?
Did their sacrifice and their family’s and the nations of the earth 
gain anything that wasn’t lost or fought for again?
Have millions of death by murderous hand and by weapons stopped
The annihilation of ourselves by ourselves? 
Even the most powerful effigy of goodness and Godness
Looks down upon us from a cross. 
Should we take comfort from that sacrifice
Or is it a message about our brutalism
That the message hasn’t sunk in and maybe never will. 
“I still hang like a butchered animal
And so do you.”  Or by proxy someone else. 
If we can humiliate and tear him to shreds
No one can escape.  For he had no message of domination
Or of a Reich that would last a thousand years. 
His message of goodness, responsibility, faith in a higher power, 
Love for the sake of love, 
Ran nails through his wrists, 
Nearly strangled the life out of him as crucified pain
Made him gurgle and lose faith and think he was forsaken. 
You and I will never feel that agony
The worst we will know is from a hangman’s noose or consciousness
Receding from a lethal ejection or 
A life-ending jolt of voltage
Or a sudden car wreck or a birth defect or the loss of a loved one
Or psychological pain. 
Big fucking deal. 
And the theological bullshit that has grown up around him
Is that he died for our sins. 
He died because of our sins.  We are not absolved by his obscene death.
We are guilty as sin itself.
We are barbaric. 
We are willing to kill for political purposes. 
We think war is OK, if it’s for the right reason. 
To tear the man apart like a slaughtered pig
And drink and revel
Because we think we have won. 
We have lost.  Because we have not progressed
To kindness, tolerance, or with knowledge to stop
The slaughter of the innocents and guilty. 
We are trudging the same dusty paths of 2,000 years ago
With our spears poised
Ready to fight for a sacrificed and defeated Jesus
Who hangs above us
And pleads for us to stop
With blood still flowing, life still ebbing,
Love still alive
Hope still as fragrant as the olive trees
Families still in embrace
Still believing in God’s love
Or saints or grace or manifest destiny or the power of good
To triumph over evil…
As his bloody and defeated 2,000 year-old corpse
Asks mothers to not proffer their sons to the same fate
The same sorrow.
The same inconsolable grief for any nation
Any cause
Anyone. 
I see Jesus because someone has sculpted him. 
I want to know his message. 
I want to live in his heart.
I want to be part of his intention for the world. 
For babies who will live.

Nowhere

Small towns I’ve driven through

Weeds too tall

Railroad tracks rusted but still used

Houses falling down on themselves

Like those inside

A hungry dog

Children long gone

Smokers hunched down in chairs

Flicking their lives and ashes away. 

The wail of a whistle

That passes what used to be a whistle stop. 

The sun is hot in Texas 

It bakes one-light towns

Turns a landscape into a shimmer of heat

Makes life outside unbearable

I pass places whose names 

Don’t even appear on maps, only on crooked signs by the road

Ovens, not places.  Populations, not people.

Nobodies living nowhere doing nothing. 

The highway’s white lines flicker past

Like a dragon’s tongue lapping the road

A blacktop mesa marked like seconds on a clock

To get you past what time has frozen

And forgotten.

Someone owns the cows and land.

But nobody I know.  

I grip the steering wheel and own the road. 

Pass the past.

Pass the present as if it were already gone. 

I stop at a Mexican Food restaurant where cars are in the parking lot

Everyone knows everyone there but you

But you’re driving through

Nobody they will ever see again

And they look back to each other

Past you as if you aren’t there at all

Just the napkins and the plate.

Anonymity is a cocoon

I wear like an invisible blanket

I won’t stop here on the way back home. 

Because I don’t have a home.

I have

Miles from work to a place I live

Miles to where my parents are buried

Miles from a friend I may never see again

Miles from the person I used to be

Miles to a job which will be gone

As quick to forsaken me as I have forsaken it.

As if cutting to a counterpoint in a movie, 

I’ve seen the beauty of clouds rolling in over Table Mountain in Cape Town

It filled me with a sense that I belonged there, was even placed there

I remember the midnight splash of waves against Oregon’s giant rocks 

100 yards from the beach

With a woman who I tried to love but couldn’t

And who couldn’t love me. 

A majestic evening of God’s power turning into nothing

And nowhere

Falling on my deaf heart.

The nostalgic works of a Cedar Rapids childhood

Memories which lead nowhere but to myself

Meant to restore hope and perk up my ears

Spreading out like ladled gravy as words on a page

Only after they’ve flown through electronic air

Like brainwaves, junk in cyberspace.  Existential spam. 

The flotsam and jetsam of my consciousness. 

The vomit of my inarticulate soul. 

I remember driving through old growth forest

Deep in the dark of morning

The smell of nature at its rare, touchable beauty filling all my senses.

Life so vivid.  Death so present. 

I belonged to both worlds.

I didn’t understand, driving through dark, trees where I was an interloper

I do now. 

The weeds grow over beer cans

The breeze blows paper bags that swirl and land

The sun cooks the sky

The biggest house in town is boarded up.

The only gas station isn’t open.

The blacktop drones on under my feet.

This is not the perfect metaphor for my life.

It is my life.

Monochromatic.  On a drive with no destination

The air conditioning makes it tolerable

My bio-chemistry absorbs its wafting chemicals

I am moving.  Halleluiah. 

A cow’s tail swishes off a fly.

Soon, I will run out of gas

Between what appear to be places

That others describe as filled with the practicality of purpose

And the goodness of The Lord.  

What they feel brings their souls closer to the bright light.

I’ve studied Grant Wood’s American Gothic

Relived the carousel and carefree moments of my boyhood

And revisited my pure, young midwestern heart

But it has taken me into a mist no one can see into

Or out of. 

The numbers in my mind are highway signs

Highways I have traveled. 

And what is on my tombstone are two dates. 

And in between them is nothing.

The Box, Part 5

The heart sees all
Wounded or broken or whole
It is never blind to life
Even if we are. 
And life can be as soaring as a wild cloud
As gentle and quiet as a falling, swaying leaf
As sudden as the death of a friend
As cloying as a summer in Texas
With the rasping Cicadas in rhythm
With all of life at any given moment
Inside the moment I live
Alongside my life in the white box of my house.
I am shrinking with my brain
Having given up what was the past
To faint memory
To the person who will never be again
But only lives in a dream
Where he might run or fly
His smile catching the wind, his legs fast 
Eating up ground
His laughter real, his face revealing the warmth in his heart
His wings spread wide
As he soars and sways and moves gently on the wind
As he remembers a leaf falling onto his small hand
Looking up at the tree it came from
Looking up at what created the tree
His eyes rising to an angelic place his childlike mind
May have remembered only as he played
Or fell on the ground laughing
Or fell asleep to the feel of the covers and the sound of the night. 
In a box called a house
Where his body slept, but his soul lived with the stars
In his life
He has clung to the hands of parenthood
Run his small fingers over the brown farmer hands
Of grandparents whose unshielded love
Shone from their eyes like lights from heaven
And made their laps his home
And their loving strokes of his baby hair
A message that he was part of the earth they knew so well 
But that he came from another place
A visitor from their deepest suspicions
That their lives came from where he did
That he was a messenger whose eyes
Reminded them of wonder.
The same way a leaf sways and swirls
Its path beautiful and profound
Without being anything more than what it is
Always falling
Always coming to rest.
Tonight my breeze has captured me
Surrounded me
Singing to me on our journey to the end
It speaks to me in pictures not words
Comforting my wounded heart
Holding me with hands I remember
Looking at me with shining eyes
And in the ground below
The last box is waiting for me.
For life is a crying eye
And a yearning heart
And if you have breathed and loved
Then it will be time to float into the box
When your part of the story has been told.

Broken

Childhood is wholeness

Parent and adult eyes see this with great love and envy

And depending on their own lives

Fear and regret. 

Nothing can replace the furry doggy or stuffed animal

You felt against your cheek and loved with all your baby heart

Because you knew it loved you back

And that was the beginning of your faith in everything. 

Many childhoods are ideal

Mine was.  Winning the midget boys broad jump. 

The girl liking me who I liked

Playing the Christ child in the 2nd grade play

Even though I forgot the lines

And the nun had to mouth them for me. 

You were the Christ child

Before you were broken

Before you knew you could be broken

And see your real self in the mirror of your soul and mind

Or the reflection of you in the glass door of school one day

In the second you glanced over and saw you as you really were

Before you went up the stairs

And felt the effort of life in your muscles

And your mind and your heart

And your whole life, waiting for an opportunity

To tell you the truth. 

You may be lucky enough to have never seen you looking back at you.

Or to not recognize

The person who would travel with you the rest of your life. 

You are the child you were

Whether you admit it or know it

He or she is in your heat, your heartbeat

Your grown-up hands, your yearning, your dreams

Your life itself, your smallest movement,

Your faith, your disappointment, 

Snuggling up to your inanimate friend,

Listening to the heartbeat of your loved ones, 

Feeling the baby squirm

Or your spouse breathe in life at midnight

Or your children’s children

On your lap as you see heaven in their eyes

And love so much it hurts

You are the child that was born to be

And will always be part of you

No matter what your sorrows and failures

And grownup-ness, and sagging skin

And feeling the breath of death

In your nose, clouding your eyes. 

Weakening your mind, even your spirit.

And of course it’s the soul and heart and eyes of this child

And everything about your life that is fading

That has been part of the miracle you will never understand

In your despair and disappointment

And tears in your pillow and cooking dinner

And surveying your life as a birth force

Instead of a death wish. 

And there it is all before you

All laid out and real

And something that keeps your heart beating

Something you didn’t intend

And that makes you wonder what did intend you.  

You are between heaven and earth.  Enjoy it.

Enjoy the knowing and not knowing. 

Enjoy the earth in your body and heaven in your suspicion. 

If you are broken, others will understand

If you are fulfilled, the broken will celebrate with you

If you believe in God

A community will embrace you.

If you are burdened by doubt, hands will appear on your shoulders. 

To be broken is to have gone through life living with

Disappointment and dreams

That have cracked open and let your faith run out like an egg.

It is to have care and have what you cared about

Be taken from you without explanation

It is to be pierced with your own reality

That contradicts the American Dream. 

It is to live grief and doubt and barbecue without answers. 

It is to look in a glass door

And see who is there, and who isn’t. 

It is to go on.  With or without faith. 

But with the astonishing beauty of the world at your back. 

And the embraces of children in your arms.
I’ve Missed You

You were there

Legs and heart open and wrapped around me

As I lived with you for moments 

In heaven and on earth 

I looked into your brown and blue and green eyes

While we escalated love

Joined.  With each other.  With everything. 

Body vitalizing soul and vice versa.

Sand washed by the ocean.

Sky blazing with unearthly beauty and cloud seduction. 

Embraced in anguish and pleasure

Desperate for each other

Desperate to find something in our lives

That was missing

Until we created it from our animal union

And spiritual selves

Both acting on their own volition

Eyes thinking the vision was as close to heaven as we may get

Minds numbed and drugged by the touch of each other’s skin

We exploded in each other’s arms

And the fragments made the sky brilliant and blinding. 

Somewhere along the line

My mind overruled my heart

And recited ‘This will not last’

Just as young boys whispered in the ears of conquering

Roman generals returning from war on rose-strewn paths

Saying “Remember, all glory is fleeting.”

And I bought in to protect myself. 

I bought in so I could buy out. 

And leave for no good reason or for every good reason. 

And the space that is missing in my life and heart

Expanded to take over the rest of my time

Like a balloon with an idiot clown grin. 

The beauty of those moments

Those women, those lovers

Radiates in my lonely soul

And still makes me smile

That at least they happened

At least part of them is still part of me

Like the waves that still caress the beach

And skies that ignite eyes

And hands that are impossibly warm on my cheek

And belief that love, stronger than a drug 

Is a pull that can’t be resisted. 

No face could be so beautiful.

No moment so immune from time.  

As I lay here lifeless

The same hands you held that once held you 

Will you love my silent heart

And know that it still holds love for you

That will never set with the sun

Or disappear whispering out to sea with the tide?

Will you remember and let it fill you with the silvery warmth

That filled and fulfilled us and passed the spear and sorrow of life

Through us like lover-warriors,

And that will never pass away

Only be passed on. 

Can you touch these cold hands and believe that?

Can you know that we will always be with each other

But that I miss you?

The Rock Hard Ground

As the ground calcifies

The sun’s rings harden

Water runs from the sky into the cracks

To sizzle in the molten core

Of what sees life and what sees life disappear

Like slow glaucoma.

This all the while machines and metal and plastic palm-power 

Click and clack clustering into invisible clouds 

Flying fingers fluent in the lexicon of vapidness

Hardening grey matter and soul matter

And earth matter.  And history never learned.

And taking no one who has Been There

Because they have never Seen That enough to know

What underpins it, what lead to it.  What that slang dismissal wants

Not knowing it leads right to themselves

Those who turning slowly with the earth have turned away

From its fruitfulness.  Toward the rock-hard earth.

The rock-hard lingo and hip false-beat poetry

Of advertising and text.  Trusted.  The literature of capital progress

Abbreviate anagrams replacing true language

And the torturous and almost always failing process of discovering

The wisdom hidden in what has been written

What is there to be discovered. 

That has always been there, and that you and your blackberry 

Have never apped. 

I will die soon and leave nothing of relevance behind. 

The earth and faces and eyes bouncing off these words

As rain wiped off a forehead.  As a dish of dog food placed on the floor. 

As people as a Brand soak into each other

And become versions of each other separated by pop songs

And manufactured meaning and wild fucking and murder

And whatever the moment manufactures to consume or degrade

Or deface or ridicule meaning itself, and slowness, and thought. 

If history is to be believed

There will be a comeback to the simplicity and elegance

Of real life I miss. 

And if it is a good comeback, it will start to take over again. 

But not before I die. 

Perhaps not before hearts regenerate and recreate God

In minds that is not a political party. 

But a shaft from our souls and light from our minds

Not ubiquitous, popular or even believed 

But an answer that lies within us. 

Perhaps his greatest concept.  Ripped from the cross

Trampled again by history, ridiculed by atheists

Who update their technology but not themselves.

An ancient non-answer to a modern non-world. 

One that is rock hard.  Whose fissures sizzle. 

Whose young eyes may hold a secret

Only someone knows who hasn’t been there

Or done that.

Behind The Clouds

I was one of those who stayed for days

Listening to ontological arguments and theatrics

To open my mind and change my life. 

Most of what was said had the ring of truth

Or imitated its sound convincingly enough

To make me stay longer than I thought I would.

But it turned out to be the same thing that

Made me leave, labeled as “fallen” 

Pestered by believers who, when they said “I hear you,”

Meant for you to be quiet and listen to them instead. 

Many ideas stuck; elegant, true and practical. 

But the prisoner format and militaristic model didn’t. 

Especially attempts to excise something as central to me

As water is to life and air is to breath. 

They wanted to leave me without hope.

To redefine it as an excuse to put off action

Or live in pipe dreams, or push a goal beyond my grasp. 

Or anyone’s.  To shove what was under our skin and spirit

Behind the clouds, and shame us to leave it there,

As if its true nature was obsolete. 

It wasn’t a hard sell to abandon it

Once the indoctrination set in. 

It was only when the lobotomy was complete

That its remnants began to resurface, 

Search each other out and regroup. 

And you can make a good intellectual argument to

Sock it away and live without it. 

And when the intellectuals run the world

Maybe it will stay hidden in a dark, locked cupboard. 

But not in mine. 

My hope encases my pain and joy at the molecular level

So small it feels like spirit or fate, so big it has created my life.

So magnanimous it has embraced others I don’t even know. 

Gluing us together with its maniacal dreams.

Wrapping itself around my body like a swarm of gnats

10 million strong, taking on my features

Moving through life with its own buzzing manifest destiny. 

And I’ve seen it show up in the oddest places

At the oddest moments. 

Disguised as great grief and unbearable pain

That changed someone so much you’d think their eyes

Were a different color. 

Posing as the inexplicable action of falling on a hand grenade

So others would live as fathers and brothers and husbands

And diplomats and hot dog vendors and alcoholics.

Hope disguised as grisly certain death

Exploding quietly and in slow motion in the lives that survived. 

Somewhere deep in the eyes of parents whose children’s

Hair has fallen out because of Chemo,

Who want to exchange the child’s fate with theirs

And would, without taking a second to decide

Setting into motion something invisible yet palpable

That will never be buried, or part of a seminar in L.A.

Hope is not hoping against hope. 

It is the part that is impossible, undoable and undeniable. 

It is wanting without have any of the tools to work the land

To enrich the heart or change anyone’s mind. 

It makes no sense, contradicts itself, goes against the rules

Can be pointed to and laughed at. 

It often loses but it never goes away. 

Part of an unseen plan that makes us take a wrong turn

And end up in the right place. 

It is so small as to be a rock in your shoe

The hair you leave on the barber’s floor, 

The last Cheerio in the bowl,

Counting the stairs as you ascend them.

Giving up and giving in so you can see what is left

And what you must do to go on. 

It pops up and disappears for no reason at all

In people you’d least expect it from. 

I’ve felt it as a casket was lowered

Huge buildings have crumbled to dust

Films of Jewish dead were bulldozed into mass graves

A hand wobbled on a cane. 

Often, it is the last human part of us to go. 

But even if it hides behind a cloud

It is where God lives.

Even though we know that there is no God.
The Explosion

We look normal but we aren’t

We want to fall to our knees

And beat our arms against the ground until they’re blood red

We want to scream all the time

To make up for the times we couldn’t and can’t

Because we have to cook or rake the leaves

Or hold the hand of someone who needs us to be steady

While our nerve endings bust open and our brain scrambles for an exit. 

We are TNT in waiting

Some explode along the way in tantrums and bursts

Some are just explosive and it ruins their lives and plans

Some explode quietly and melt everything inside

And go on meltingly, quietly, silently, deprived of themselves. 

Some make explosion their cause for all of us

Or against all of us

With red faces and a lifetime of achievements

Or a death list they add to

Hoping to include everyone…else. 

You can see it on the news 

And in the parking lots of grocery stores

Flicking to life in propagandized children

Their souls already despoiled and incapable of contribution

Their eyes looking up at you from the checkout line

As cold as the frozen foods. 

So many of us in different stages of explosion

You see it every day

Road rage

The man or woman you thought you knew. 

You do. 

It is all of us coming out crying in frustration

And a kind of honest hopelessness

A rage of righteousness

That can lead to so much wrong

And leave us on our knees instead of holding each other’s hands

And sending the rage to each other to be combated 

By each other’s love 

Spreading by hand-grips to metal guns and bullets 

And whose collective look at what seemed so powerful into the gentleness

That was born with the first embrace of our own child

Or whose memory has exploded like God’s love upon us 

From our mothers and fathers who didn’t know what else to call it

As they breathed their explosion of love into life

Turning their lives around the first time they caressed our baby heads

And looked with eyes that had never looked before

Into what had never been explained. 

We explode everywhere

And reveal ourselves, our souls, our missions and destinies. 

We explode ourselves into glorious perverted death.

We explode with the earth’s bounty

Like a Thomas Hart Benton painting

We explode with barrels of guns that end our lives

We explode in tears and yelling and fists 

And causes that are worthy and foolish. 

And bursts we feel in our hearts, that make us whole and join us together.

And these explosions are the lights of our life

That ignite the surface of the earth

And which burn from the depths of our being

Scorching us, with the scars of flesh and time.

Why I Like Being Alive

I long for winter

I have no answers

I write according to no mission

Or discipline

Or to be read

I am minor in everything. 

But I eat at good Mexican restaurants

And like the people I work with. 

Dying slowly

I enjoy a lot more of life than when I wasn’t. 

I hate the Texas heat

And secretly think we’d all be better with

Democratic Socialism

Than Capitalism run amok

Republicans think I’m stupid and subversive

But when profits fill everyone’s pockets

The wind of god will destroy religions

And make all of us humanitarians. 

Dogs are my favorite pets

I think they pretend to be stupid

But have figured out that a good heart

Is better than a good mind. 

My friends are more important to me than 

I am to myself. 

I would die for all or each of them for their happiness

I would die for my brother to continue his inspiration to others. 

I think nature is under-rated compared to concrete

And mini-malls

I don’t believe American commercial architecture

Has to be ugly. 

I think most Americans are deprived of environmental beauty

I hate business because all it cares about is itself

And most of it is inherently stupid and shortsighted

And doesn’t know the power of the people that make it successful

Or when to stop growing, create something new

Or not think of competition as enemies. 

The world is still full of people and things of wonder and mystery

The beauty is all around us and often defaced

By driven business-types who answer to Boards of Directors

But not moms and dads who swing their kids at parks. 

Mom and dad work for love, not companies

Caregivers work to alleviate suffering and feel human

Not to have their names computerized on a check

They have been overtaken

And what they care about brushed aside

And ironically what they care about is why corporations survive. 

The beauty and power of the world hasn’t gone away

And most of us live it and know it. 

The child we swing

The spouse who becomes all love can be or ever was 

The ebbing almost invisible suspicion that 

We are children of the earth, not an ID card

That our lives will never add up on a balance sheet

That we are essentially mysterious and wondrous

And when pressed, like it that way. 

The evidence is everywhere.

In sandboxes

Trikes left on driveways

Children obsessed with dogs and toys

Movers and shakers who at home

Touch more power embracing their child

Than sitting at a desk

Feeling their heart beat next to their white shirt

The child’s breath against their ear

Their hands reaching up for us, for what some of us have lost

And what many of us harbor in our secret hearts 

Whose underground power sustains the world

And every leaf in every tree

And that moves us forward against the big denial

That would have us give it all up for investors. 

What most of us invest in is to keep the spirit

Of hope and love in as many eyes as we can. 

And our hearts beating to the beat of those born from us, and their 

Sleeping breath as we lie next to them. 

This is our great unspoken secret

That will keep the world spinning

For eyes that see newness and mystery

And continue our lost longing 

Alive in the sandboxes and on the swings

As the world hangs in the balance

In hands which can barely hang on

But which hold all we are and ever will be.

What We Do

The world is filled up with what we do

We all want to know 

But it’s too big to summarize

And it’s not nearly as important

As what was here before us

And mostly why we do it. 

Republicans don’t give a shit why anything is done

They just want it done their way

Democrats care too much about why and

In their naiveté, let tyrants go free

And mass murderers gleefully go about genocide. 

But the world is only political to politicians

It is a partially-told story to the rest of us

That we are living and bringing to life

As its pages turn and its meaning starts to unfold

For all of us

Politicians and extremists and murderers

Often one and the same

Power-mad and self-important characters who have their day in the sun

And say in our lives

And almost always sell us out

So their own dicks can get sucked or they can have big houses

Expensive vacations and materialistic soulless children

Who enter drug rehab or suck up wealth

And use it for expensive pool parties:

The New American Dream. 

The part of the story that gets told by the media

Whose skirts have been raised so high

That they’ve ripped them off and are almost brazen enough to say

“Just give me your money; we could give a fuck about 

Our listeners, viewers, customers or clients.” 

Our legs are open.  Our minds are closed. 

We are an evolved society

Whose comic reference to the principals of our founding fathers

We rape and spit on. 

And go about our way thinking we are real Americans

Instead of strutting, Nazi-like buffoons who are missing the SS bands

But who drive bigger cars and eat better meals

Overlooking our swimming pools. 

American Totalitarianism doesn’t need dictators.

We can be heartless, ruthless and racist without being told. 

Fuck the niggers.  Fuck the wetbacks.  Fuck the chinks.  Fuck the Jews.

Fuck the Muslims. 

And I’ll fuck my white wife and give my kids what my hard work

And ignorance of my family can supply happily:

A new Mustang, some cocaine or heroin, sex parties at 15,

Obesity, spiritual deadness, psychological deserts, family desertion,

Tan and beautiful us all, without a shred of humanity underneath

Unless we can fake it.  And many of us do.  Look at our Christmas cards

Aren’t we happy?

That is our brink.  Not the Taliban who need to be exposed

As heathens and stopped with bullets. 

Not the uneducated Mexicans who are here illegally

And need to go back so both our countries can 

Solve our own problems. 

Our brink is where we’ve led ourselves. 

The life mask of Lincoln won’t bring us back to greatness

Remembering Pearl Harbor won’t change our diverted souls 

And make us the country we were. 

Watching ‘The Little Rascals’ won’t restore our innocence 

The Internet is half miracle-half joke.  And most of us

Bet on the joke side and are becoming Borg. 

When Woody Guthrie penned and sang “This land is your land

This land is my land, from California to the New York island”

It was true enough to fire a true movement 

And sink into us like friendship and a family dinner

And windstorms in Kansas, 

And a west that was undiscovered

And a neighborhood barbecue and shoveling coal into a furnace so

Kids could sleep and dream instead of shiver and cry. 

We are what we do.  Not what we were. 

We are still sincere, have big dreams, big shoulders

Are good neighbors with tender hearts. 

But we are also ashamed of what we’ve become

And don’t like to think about it. 

It hurts. 

It has made me lose my faith. 

But not my hope. 

I don’t know where that love comes from

But it surfaces from time to time

In my ordinary and unremarkable life

And fills me with the love that rises from little homes here in Texas

Shines from children’s’ hearts so that I have to shield my eyes

Speaks to me in voices of suffering and fortitude

That makes me put one foot in front of the other

Joining their journey for salvation and purpose

And I feel there black and brown and young and old and dying

Hands clasped to mine, and around my shoulders

To make a wall that still stands against what would stop our hearts

And keep our love from shining in the darkness.

The Man Who Left People Alone
He walks on a beach of smooth pebbles
And picks one to skip across the water
Just like
In the plays and movies that flicker across his eyes
Which are more real than his life
And which skip and splash until they sink
So quickly that they hardly happen at all. 
And the fog rolls in
And the man is covered in his own dreams
Others can’t see 
And which don’t become pearls in others’ lives
Or reminders of wrinkled sheets of aftermaths
They become part of his story. 
And after too much alcohol or too little
His mind finds the wisdom he has seemed to look for
Since he first touched a woman
Or climbed a tree getting a splinter
Or hears his dead mother call him to dinner
And watches in his distracted mind the spring that stretches
And closes the door he flung open to go into the house.
And as he feels the wooden porch
And smells summer
His story steals from ubiquitous history to narrate itself
Quietly, almost silently, like suspicion in his head
And in a quantum moment everyone else’s stories
Told in a quiet and steady tone
Of visceral truth, true smells, true sound, true history
Not retold.  As real as banana popsicles.
As falling down on your bike and hurting yourself and crying a little 
But gong on.  Because stories go on
And you are now, like a library book, like a 3rd grade reader
Like a blue jay that squawks out your window
An apple with a spoiled spot, the grip of a baseball bat
The girl you thought you would marry when you were eleven,
The black eye, the sled accident,
The wild fantasy, the girls’ curls, the nun’s swinging Medieval
Rosaries, 
The windows in the classroom that swung out and down.
You are a story.  Only a story. 
The only thing real and undeniable about
You that tells the truth and carries anything of you forward like a railroad
Train whose wheels screech and squeal and halt
And you look at with small child eyes
And see what you have become and what you will always be
Because you are part of the story. 
Your plans will never match searching for your other sock
Your thoughts will dissipate from your pages like mist from a meadow. 
What you care about most
What your heart yearns for, reaches for, believes in, argues about 
Is the stone that skips across the pond and settles into the others.
The cup of tea you have for lunch
Your own steps you hear on a wooden floor
Turning your collar up from the cold
This is your story.
Visceral and burning memories never last. 
They will die like you and your children.
Sad, as they happen.  Forgotten as wind reshapes history. 
But they are never lost or fruitless or ignored by time.
Your story will always be told, its stepping-stone for someone else. 
Two eyes will meet in a restaurant.  
Someone will always skip the stone.

Losing Your Mind

When you’re little it didn’t matter
It’s silliness
Or losing lunchboxes that were expensive
Or robbing your piggybank
With a kitchen knife through the piggy slot on the top
To slide quarters and nickels and dimes out
To buy ice cream treats you hade no right to,
No right to rifle through your college education for a Nutty Buddy. 
You were crazy then
But all kids answer to the Crazy God
And makes parents think about why they became parents
While children almost think about nothing at all. 
Maybe that’s where losing your mind gets started
You get away with it and as you grow
Your MO gets more slitty-eyed and sneaky
And rumbles silently from your own soul’s laughter
Rolling like a silent caterpillar into adolescence
Masquerading as personality, entertainment
A whirlwind that starts winding your life around itself
With a Cheshire smile on it’s spinning face
And an invitation to fly and cry and live in the clouds
Close to heaven, feeling a breeze that might be from an angels wing
Or a demon’s summon to join whatever might be unearthly
And satisfy your strange soul and make the muddy shoes
Under your bed wings or pitchforks
Because what does it matter if you’ve lost your mind?
And you think of your mind as your brain
That can be thrown as a football
Removable, soaring with a powerful heave of your will
To India and China and Pluto and Alamogordo
And to dinner that night with a woman you are taken with
Because her mind and love have sense you will never have
And she will go home with a man unlike you
And make uncrazy love and put her soft arm over his chest
As your undeterred mind explores what Dante and the Marquis De Sade
And Toulouse-Lautrec and Vincent Van Gogh and William Burroughs
And Lawrence Ferlinghetti and James Dickey and James Joyce and the
Wildest sensible mind of all Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote about life
That he destroyed and that destroyed him to take his mind to
undiscovered worlds that existed beyond most of us, but planted an explosive diamond in our imagination, which I try to slice from Hopkins’ shocking and earthbound descriptions into an amalgamation of God and man and hold it close to my chest, so my broken mind won’t feel like a broken heart. 
His words lift me like no others. 
And maybe when he prayed, his heart became a feather.
When you immerse yourself and see inconsequent occurrences of nature as the divinity of life, it is easy to lose your mind.

The Girl

I topple into bed like a mannequin
Functioning like a bomb defusing into feathering oblivion
Night and light waiting, one rich with symbolism
The other a well with no bottom. 
I thought she was there one night
In the twilight between sleep and wakefulness
Awakened, surrounded and infused with love
Just for a moment
A moment that was from earth
Before its nightly coffin opened. 
The other night
She was there in a soft glow
Just like in the movies
Her hair with a braid next to her temple
My back to her but seeing her with my dream eyes
Like a 50’s girl, a young teen, 
Her nose straight like an arrow from Gabriel
A girl who’d never been born
A girl who had died before we met
A girl whose life traveled my path
And whose invisible heart she revealed was always mine
Always ours.  Always there. 
In case I ever opened my eyes. 
I thought I was alone, Always would be. 
That the trail I traveled and life I led
Was as solitary as an unnamed star
As ordinary as prairie grass that bent and grew
And bent and grew
Was scythed again and again
And nestled to earth with the commonness
Of plenty, of usefulness, 
Without distinction or notice. 
But she was there, 
Visible to my heart or mind or soul or all of me
As if she always had been.
I wish I could have made her come alive
When we had more than my remaining years to shape
But she was there last night
As unforgettable as a first touch
As soft as eyelids that brush each other after a kiss
As indelible as the stars
As real as anything gets in life 
Or anything in between the minutes and the ages.
And I know that within minutes or years or less
She will reappear because we are one
Have always been one
That she has always saved me
From myself, from loneliness, 
From death without thanks or repentance. 
It may not be morning
When my request is granted
It may be the deepest, quiet night
When I feel a tingle on my shoulder
And without turning see her face
As the most beautiful sight of my life
And hear the whisper of her soft music
“It is time to go.”
And I will.

Missouri
The hollow of the world
Holds my soul
Rabbit hunting with grandpa and my brother David
On the Missouri farm
I am so little
My soul lives with the animals
And killing a rabbit 
And hearing the terror of its squawking
As its throat is cut with a pocket knife
Is like cutting my soul from childhood
From the innocence of coloring pictures in coloring books
Of farms and bunnies and chickens. 
That weren’t being slaughtered and eaten
When I had Burnt Ember and Ochre and Red and Bright Orange
In my little hand
Coloring to beat the band as they strutted and peeked around buildings.
No place to hide now
My eyes wide with death
This bunny colored in red
Skinned in front of me
Is that what we all look like under our fur?
Flesh and bone and sinew for the dinner table. 
Farm life. 
As real as it gets
The world spins around me
And swirls me into it
How can death and cuteness
Share the same barnyard?
There is no answer except that they do
The calf lapping at the salt lick
Grandma frying the chicken
Me and my cousins chasing chickens in the yard
Devouring them minutes later. 
You don’t get to see the transition that young
You play with cars
Put your finger into the fabric straps of fans
Step onto the hot floor grates 
That send heat from the coal furnace
I am already sheltered
My mother turning me from seeing the chicken
And the rabbit battered and fried. 
At the table I won’t eat the rabbit
I remember it’s twitching end
I have a drumstick, sweet corn, a biscuit with butter
I remember sitting in grandpa’s lap and feeling
His warm love buzz through me like magic.
Grabbing grandma’s skirt and being picked up and kissed
Running outside in tennis shoes
Trying to catch wild kitties.
Putting my finger in the birdbath. 
But I can’t remember when it ended
When its trauma and love helped make me myself
I can’t remember becoming me.
I can’t remember when I started to hate myself
And not know why. 
I can only remember Texas summers too hot to go outside
Too much television
Missouri too far to drive
A bike ride around the block on my bike
With other sons and daughters of misplaced engineers
Slipping through the cracks
Of the parched Texas earth. 
Not so different almost 60 years later. 
Waiting out August and September. 
Missing Missouri and Iowa and grandparents
And parents who took the watermelon-and-cousin
get-together memories to their graves
More vividly than I will take mine. 
Missouri in summer is 
Not so different from Texas
But I am different
Without destiny or a map
Robbed of my mother’s and father’s history by their death
With so little to replace it
That breathes by its own momentum.
Without the meaning that was there
Before I was included in the hunt. 
Before the rabbit squawked,
The penknives did their business
And I opted for the chicken.

Reach

I can’t reach far enough
Those below are lost in suffering
Is it mine or theirs?
I am reaching with all I am
But a nail in my wrist 
Stops me. 
This lesson is hard to take
I preached reaching into heaven
I preached reaching within
I said you will find something in both places
That will illuminate you here
And give you everlasting life. 
Yet I am minutes from death. 
Who am I?
Within eye-distance
Storm clouds gather and roll toward Golgotha
A Jew hangs close to death
No one knows but him 
How far he has reached with his hope, 
His love, his mind.
They think of him as a charlatan of false promises
A clownish religious gimmick
As easy as a lamb to slaughter
As easy as a corpse to bury his ideas
As unlikely to survive. 
They don’t know how far he has reached
Or what he has found
That so many will need
That so many will stretch his and their reach past the nails 
That even if his father had forsaken him 
They would not. 
More powerful in death than in life.
More truthful in silence than in sermons.
His body cradled by believers
Brought down from the cross to his mother and family 
The face of an ordinary man consoled by broken hearts
Sagging, touched by those who held him as a baby. 
His lifeless blood-stained arm touching the ground
Coated by dust.
Dead: The most human someone could ever be.
Who will reach that far again?
What did he see that still opens our eyes?
What makes his hands reach beyond the nails
We all have through our wrists
And open our hearts to the divine ridiculous
The sacred deception
The miracles that happen today. 
A madman.  A psychotic.  A narcissist. 
They don’t know how far I have reached.  
They don’t know that what is outside them 
Is what is inside them. 
As I slide from heavy, rough wood. 
They don’t know that I never offered miracles. 
How can you not love these worthy fools?
Sand

He wipes the bar
Sits on his stool crossing his legs
He jogs an hour each day
Half an hour in the morning
When the sand is white 
Then 30 minutes before the sun goes down
when the sand is orange. 
His fair skin is as brown as it will ever be,
He has given up on everything in life
Except life itself.  He is a coward and wise. 
During the day the conversation begins
“You are wasting your life.
This what you have to show for it?”
“Yes.”
“It’s almost nothing. 
There is so much more.
You are a fool. 
Aren’t you ashamed of your wasted life?”
“Sometimes.  But with the air on your face,
The horizon that reaches as far as I can see,
Why should being here mean I should be anywhere else?”
He listens to the sound of waves on the beach
They are the same every day.  They are different every day. 
As soft as the fingertips of a woman’s caress
That whisper in his dreams, real and awake. 
He smiles and talks with the random customer
So he won’t have to listen to himself. 
They are pleasant conversations.
Almost always with well-intended people. 
But they don’t talk the same way
As the waves and water 
And seagulls and the sound of his jogging feet
On the sand. 
He feels free when he runs
Moving with life instead of against it
Occupying his mind full of thoughtless junk
Leaving his body to be with his body
And liking his life
As much as he ever has. 
The conversation that runs with him
Doesn’t even talk to him.

Ernest Words
He wrote standing up
Clacking away at an Underwood
Or something else
His mind clicking and revolving and sexualizing
And divining on the page
Just to write it down
Not an ounce of sentiment
Not a gram of self pity
Just what happened in all its fullness
Like the ambulance driver he was
Like the reporter he was
Like the characters that emerged from his mind and soul
Alive as anyone
You felt a wet leaf on their face
The loss of love without reversal
Wet streets
The psychotic detachment
The deep dull pain of life as it could be
Instead of your dream born from the first minute you lived for
He never turned away
He saw it all
Lost it all for all of us
Because he was there when it happened.
Read his stories from the Kansas City Star
They’re still there
Still as there as the day they were clacked away
My grandfather said he was a good cub reporter
A colleague who read what he wrote
And knew he was a genius
When other reporters wrote what everyone else
Might think, or understand, but couldn’t quite get to.
He tried to be his idol
Sherwood Anderson
Tried to be more real than life could offer
More plain and simple
And let the words speak for themselves
Let them carry mountainous emotion
And under-the-surface reality that runs us
And carries us and lets us down.
He tried to find the words
That were as true as life and death and lightning 
His whole life until he gave up. 
He gave me so much
A whole adolescent chronicle of growing up
With his character Dick.
But he came into his own with the loss and failure
And soul-darkened stories of him and 
The people he ran into in Spain
And in war, and in loss
And in sunsets with no promise
And in sex without love
And in love without hope
And in life without feeling. 
He tried for years. 
Through drunkenness and women and big game shooting
And brandy and sweating in bars
And standing and typing.
But in Idaho, he put two cold barrels of a shotgun
In his mouth and he pulled the trigger
And the explosion he heard
Drowned out his search and eloquence
And left us only with what he had done
Not what he might have. 
So maybe what was left undone
Is just as much why we remember him 
As the life and words he left behind.
An explosion of a Cézanne reality,
Of a world at war twice,
Of romance playing second fiddle to duty
Overcome by a bigger thing than love.
In Paris.  The Keys.  In the clouds of war
And with the wounded, defaced and injured 
That he drove from the battlefields.
Or maybe he had just seen too much
Knew too much Felt too much
More than a man should see and know and write about. 
And try to make sense of.  No matter his eloquence and reaching heart. 
Maybe the explosion made more sense
Than what he was going to write.
Maybe it was how his story was supposed to end.

The Overtaker

In my living room

I am with the soul of death

Maneuvering my life to its end

Not fooled one bit

By its covert mission. 

What passes through my mind

Is what has happened

Not what will. 

I used to have premonitions that would come true

Now the days turn like pages of time

The blinds stay shut

And I tread water. 

I used to be afraid of death

Its impact visiting me when I was too young to die

Now I know if I turn my head a little

It will move just beyond hearing distance

And its translucent hand will softly grip my heart

A comfort, a promise, so damn individual that my own hand

Touches my chest. 

My life has surprised me

Its momentum stopping as if a scientist stopped an experiment

As if a bar of metal slowed down on a track

To have measurements made while I saw stillness for the first time

And looked forward and back and sideways and up

At the same time

My eyes full of wonder and flashes of wisdom

And understanding that religion is not about belief

But about peace.  And I re-live moments in my life.

Hopscotch with Eleanor McVey on the chalk outline

On her driveway

Stepping on a bumble bee in my bare feet and falling down

My socks matching my shirt in high school

My intelligence and ignorance not talking to each other

Until it is too late except to observe others

And root for them

As his final plans for me take over

Since I have no final plans for myself. 

That’s all there is to it.

There are memories and there is now. 

I saw a medical student lift the arm of a cadaver up

With great respect for the woman who no longer lived

Gave birth, held children, made dinner

Hung clothes out to dry, wiped tears from her eyes

Raised her arm to cheer at little league games

And probably left her body to science. 

He saw her grisly beauty and sensed her real life. 

I think he knew what life was with her

There was a soft light of capitulation from his soul 

And a smile that his heart beat like hers once did.

I think he understood.

I remember his voice, his eyes, the way he lifted her embalmed arm

As if it were eternal, that it would never die. 

The closest I’ve come to religion. 

And realizing that my living room may be misnamed.


The Scepter and The Scythe

Too much Gin tonight
Thought the bottle was as empty
As my future, as me, as my heart, as my hope
But it wasn’t
It splashed over the rocks
And kept me from falling on them
That old fucker Hope
Snapping into me like the venom of a snake
And the grace of God
Making my doubt and my faith stand out like a child’s drawing
The vivid red and the rich yellow ochre
Side by side on the vellum
Reminding me of the nuns who glided like silent, judging angels
Whose love we felt in our tiny hearts
Whose love we couldn’t do without
Whose love still fills us up
As alive as the bursting nature Hopkins wrote about
And queer Wordsworth flew into
Like a punk rock star diving onto a crowd
Knowing that arms would catch him
And catch him in the net of hope and wet-haired faith
That is the frenzy of life today. 
He is on the hill with his scythe
Looking down
Patient
Knowing he will always win
And always lose
The eye-rolling human spirit persistent
Insistent Intent that there is something
Beyond the scythe that will cut us down like winter wheat
We think we will go somewhere when cut down don’t we?
The sun sets.  And the sun comes up.
Even though most of us are under ground, eyes embalmed.
Me, not yet, but soon.  Soon.  The dirt is packed together with my fingers. 
He breathes on my neck. 
I turn my head and smile into his emptiness
Knowing I have no certainty
Just a soul filled with memories of how strong life has been
How it will go on when I am stopped
And this is in my eyes
That glare back at him
With a scepter for his scythe. 
There is only one answer for inevitability.
It is faith. 
The scythe is a ghost that cannot cut through it
And swings into transparency
As its glimmer illuminates my doubt
And keeps him at bay. 
Thank you, gin. 
For the splash that wets his face
And makes my soul and heart drunk with uncertainty. 
That makes me embrace life
So close to the scythe. 
So full of a life that was lived and is lived
Like a field of wheat that shines in yellow sunlight
And nourishes life
Long after it is cut down.

Walking in New York

On a cold fall day

I walk past a cemetery in New York

Miles from Woodside where I live

Coming back from Astoria

Almost lost near a place where the lost are placed

A page from a girlie magazine blows across the sidewalk

I pick it up and want to fuck the girl

Let it go and watch it blow across a grave

She was mine for a second.

And for the rest of my life I walk as the earth revolves

Under me.

I am keeping up next to the dead

Next to graves without flowers 

The buzzing in my head is sickness and disorientation

I walk alone even though the song says

I never will,

In my new green coat.

Are there girls in those homes who need me?

Should I knock on a door? 

The world revolves and I keep up

Like a slow-motion Gerbil.

In New York.  Near a forgotten graveyard. 

Next to my forgotten friends. 

Dead inside.  Stabbing at life. 

The ribbon of sidewalk sliding underneath me

Like a treadmill. 

Ugliness is all around me.

Absorbs me as if I were a cardboard man on a gameboard

Reduces me to its dimensions

Walking the streets of New York to my job at CBS. 

The city moves underneath me as I walk. 

At West 57th Street I even walk miles inside

Someone says it used to be a dairy

The East River flows like a grey ship a block away

I can’t smell it. 

I walk through catacombs with million dollar machinery

Past an audio room that is never used

Dark like a forgotten museum

Always dark.  Never explained. 

Dead to the world. 

Like the cemetery.  The floor moves underneath me

And I walk on. 

Past the past. 

Into the cafeteria.  Through the CBS catacombs.

Up the elevator where Andy Rooney

Makes a wisecrack. 

Into my office with a bullet wound in the window

Because someone fired at us from the AT&T building

Half a block away. 

Hoping to send someone to the graveyard.

To rest in peace as porn tumbles across his or her grave

As the world revolves and I walk to keep up with it.

Reverend Al Sharpton and his crew are demonstrating

Because of a special report by reporter Mike Taibbi 

As I walk into West 57th the next morning. 

They look like they’re having fun.  I wait for them to let me in.

I couldn’t be farther from home. 

The subway gate clicks around as I drop the token in.

I always have to stand because we are so close to Manhattan

And no seats are ever empty. 

We all sway, look away, share this tiny space

Hurtling underground

Hanging on.  So close to a woman’s face I could kiss her.

And want to, but suppress my smile. 

And look down at my shoes.  See her Nikes, 

And the paper bag she carries her work shoes in. 

I imagine her graceful feet slipping into her heels

And the Nikes waiting all day under her desk. 

She doesn’t want to be sexual in the subway

But she is, as we sway and I smile looking down. 

I turn 40 in New York and let no one know

Have a Rolling Rock across the street with a producer

Who works with me

Unhappiness seeps into me like the chill of fall

Steam out of manhole covers has lost its charm

The grime of New York seems two centuries old and covers everything

Including me.

You walk everywhere here. 

A friend drives my Toyota from Omaha and I find a place to park it

A mile away.  A teen steals it and causes a fatal accident. 

I am sued because he has no money. 

I run.  New York revolves.  I have to keep up.

Find my wrecked Toyota in a salvage yard on the edge of Long Island Sound

After a visit at a local police precinct to report it. 

There is a poster of a xeroxed dog on their bulletin board

With a litany of abuse no one could survive. 

“Name: Lucky.  If found, call this number.”

I walk 

Past ramshackle houses 

Under rusting bridges

Past Astoria studios

The Greek restaurants

Through the rain

Past Sunnyside to Jamaica Heights

Under the creaking red timbers of the subway

The scenery of my life always underfoot

Always revolving to keep me stepping

Through this European city that calls itself American

Past playgrounds

Tenements

Up worn-out stairs

To talk to a neighbor with Alzheimers

Who I eventually abandon 

Like I do New York

Leaving from Grand Central Station

For a cross-country trip to Portland, Oregon

Via train. 

A couple will drive my Toyota there for me.

I see ruts of the original Oregon Trail from my sleeper car. 

The train moving over the revolving earth

To a new life in the west

When they get there the tires are worn out because

The New York repair shop cheated me and left the car unaligned.

But the insurance paid them anyway

And now I’m not there anymore. 

In New York, 

A homeless man once stepped into our car who smelled so bad

Everyone left and crowded into the next car. 

Another time, a man tried to stab me with a screwdriver.

The presence of death and the stench of life

I walk past them as New York moves under my feet

And my steps take me past a cemetery in Queens

To a place I thought I would stay. 

But nobody stays anywhere long enough

To watch the leaves, the snow, or the porn blow over them.

Let’s Rock

Our generation birthed ourselves
Crashing cymbals, Woodstock getaways
Mind bending. 
They sent our bodies to war but we kept our souls
So young, so drugged, so into sex and love and colors
So stoned.  Turn the volume up.  Songs said it all
Because we couldn’t stand up.  Everything was funny
Munchies.  The cuisine of our generation. 
It crashed, into us, and took us down. 
And left us here.  Old.  Dead.  Whores.  Suburbanites. 
With a rock song in the background. 
Everyone has a different anthem but we’re the same. 
Twisted under today like worms in a bowl
Strangers on a train
Effaced and defaced.  Full of unanswered wonder we don’t talk about
Because nothing is answered by anything.
Not religion, politicians, causes, 
Townhouses, friends, wine bars,
It’s all there for us
And we occupy every square inch
Stretching our souls to the max
Until they break like soft membranes
Without a sound as the music keeps playing. 
Let’s rock. 
Flinging our lost souls around like underwear
Holding them up to crucifixes
And billboards
And glass buildings
And the celestial ball of the sky
Hoping for a reflection we can recognize. 
Not knowing we have been commercialized
With our souls tagging along like dachshunds
Long ago
In dorm rooms
Pot parties
War, peace, steelcase desks
Danish furniture
Minimalism
Excess
Swimming pools
Empty and false love
Living for expectations
Instead of the fire inside
We foamed with red canisters pulled off walls
Or anything we could get our mind’s hands on. 
Yet the pull of the soul is still there
Brought to life by emptiness and trickery
The ubiquitous ulteriorness of our time
And worse, our lives, and worse, our legacy
And worse, ourselves. 
The soul’s outreach the only suffering
That is as true as our shallowness
As we rock on. 
Scientists know more know than ever
Yet we are emptier than ever 
We all know something is missing
The problem is that it is everything
And a voice that finds it
is drowned out by too much of everything else.
Eyes that see it darken quickly with sadness. 
As the beat goes on
Like a song lyric
Background music for brain cells to fall like autumn leaves
For souls to be out-volumed 
In numbers and noise. 
I am dancing
Which is ironic because I can’t dance
But when you’re brain dead it is easy
When you’re soul-dead it is just something else to do. 
Life is something else to do
For a list that gets bigger
By the day. 
My soul is buried in my childhood, with my parents
With my country, on buses, in fields of corn,
With cancer patients, with angels who aren’t there, 
With God who has yet to appear, with Progresso soup. 
Let’s rock.

Prayer Alone
Life has brought me to my knees
Not religion
But it’s not a bad place to be. 
Sometimes I pray
Because that is the precedent.
Almost never for others. 
Often for death
Often for life
Never for this place I am
Between something and nothing. 
Circumstance and arrogance have made me stupid
A kneeling jester from a GPS position
Zooming up through my roof, my state, my world
I look down on myself
And wonder at how many times I went so wrong
When so many things I believe in are right. 
Above my roof the stars glide effortlessly
The moon has stared back at Galileo, Piltdown man, 
The bubbling ooze of earth. 
The same moon that turned lovers into poets
And lunatics into inmates. 
Maybe Hopkins was right. 
Maybe the world is filled with the grandeur of God
Maybe its light shines from shook foil
And oozes like crushed oil.
Sometimes my eyes are blinded
And I feel the crush of life in my body, and my soul. 
Sometimes my tears well up from a chasm of endless depth
For children with no future
Countries with no peace
Governments with no answers
Marriages with no love
Families with no togetherness
Criminals with no clue. 
The sorrow is like 4 closing walls that break me to pieces
Turn a scream into dust
As wind lifts my infinitesimal particles light enough to float forever
Invisible enough to become anything. 
And I reach for a supernatural hand 
but find my own face turned from me,
Smiling behind my gaze knowing I have found my reflection
And nothing more. 
Days are still hot in Texas although it is almost November
Tomorrow I will help a Hospice reassure their dying and their families
Everything is OK. 
I will buy Halloween candy for the kids who never come.  But you never know. 
I will hobble like a drunk. 
Later, the GPS system will locate me on my knees
And look down with geographical precision
As I am on my knees. 
On the floor. 
Praying for shook foil. 
And oozing oil. 
Beyond saving. 
But not beyond trying. 
Does God live wrapped in my despair
Wearing holes in my jeans
As I drop to the ground
A speck under a satellite
And lift my eyes to what I hope is there,
And drop my head to bear
What the earth has ordained?

The Son of God

It is All Hallow’s Eve
Where I grew up, the bite of cold was in the air
The perfect harbinger of saints who would
Touch our childlike hearts
And souls who would wrap their old lives around them 
Like overcoats. 
And walk with us.  Some companions to our parents’ finite souls
Others walking with us in our garish earthly costumes
Not aware of a time when the heart stops
Because our bag of life is full of what is sweet 
As a child.  Hidden.  Kept from us to keep our new hearts hopeful
To keep us children
For as long as we could belong to heaven but walk on earth. 
Sadness rushes over me like a Tsunami. 
A wasted life will do that to you
And life’s dole-faced reality
And barbarism and murder and the cries of children
Whose bags will never be full. 
I know now that I will never have faith
Merely a thimble of charity, and only disguised love in my heart
And I go to the hill where the man I should love
Mind-melds with me in my mental aberration. 
We have fallen under a heavy weight
The dust enters every pore and I smell earth
As if it were a sacrament and a curse
I wish someone had told me, I think
I wish they had told me I was the Son of God
That this torture up Golgotha would be remembered as a great sacrifice
An equalizer of evil, a penance for those who rip through life
And earth leaving blood, death and despair. 
Funny, that’s how I feel.  Or perhaps it is the splinters that stab 
Through my shoulders, or the spit that lands on my face
Or the thought that runs through my tattered mind

Wondering that my friends I supped with hours ago
May be days away by now 
I couldn’t help the visions. 
I couldn’t lie to Pilate. 
I couldn’t let the crowds go hungry
Or the sick stay in misery
Or the water carriers and housebuilders live for nothing but the next day
But why does that make me the Son of God?
I almost believe it myself.
What lies will they make up to deify me?
What truths will they ignore to de-sanctify my message. 
They are as much God as I am. 
Then why have the scourges of the whip riveted my back with blood
Why have I failed to lift them
If I can’t lift myself. 
Today I am going to die. 
One less man in the world, but no less God. 
My faith is my burden, my mission as forgettable as the sandal tracks
Left in my dust covered by the bloodlust of a mob.
I am not the holiest man in the world.
I am a corpse in waiting, trudging up a hill with a rack on my back
Lashed together to point in all the directions of hopelessness at once
I will rise from the earth a skewered and nailed carcass
And look down from heaven to death
And I will give in, give up life for myself and for all whom I have loved. 
Why do they call me the Son of God?
Then I am back in Texas
It is All Hallows Eve and children are in costumes
Ringing doorbells of saints and souls
Scampering away with what makes life sweet
As I trudge up the hill to my own death
Stapled to my own hopelessness in all directions
Rising above the crowd to look through his eyes
Over everything, all of life, at what is undone, 
And the suffering of it all washes over me like liquid fire, 
Just as it must have for him
As unsaved as anyone, as unworthy to be called anything but my own name
As far away from the Son of God
As time and infidelity can make me. 
They say a storm came up when he died
They say they dressed and carried his body to a commoner’s tomb
They say the rock was rolled back
And they say he looks down now with love, not agony.
What he left for me is love, doubt and hope. 
I’m not sure he could leave anything else.
Tomorrow the sun will come up. 
I imagine it shining through cracks in rough hewn stone on a morning
A long tome ago
And I imagine a twitch in his eyelids
And them opening once more to see the world as it really is. 
Of course, this is only what I imagine.

Spiritual Fucking

Heaven looks on

Giving us the flesh and the desire

And god knows, we embrace it. 

Make it part of love

And release

Living in its own pornographic paradise

Being part of our drive

To outdo the limits of our humanity

And let an orgasmic explosion

Blow us straight to heaven

Sweat and love the powder that fires the love musket

From grass and beds and cars

To what we didn’t know we were or part of 

Until we get off. 

And earth and spirit become the same thing. 

The sunset full of both beliefs

The body next to yours

As spiritual as you both can get. 

God works in mysterious ways. 

On mattresses.  On blankets.  With blue balls. 

It’s obscene. 

It’s Sexual.  Sensual.  Spiritual. 

Even in church.  Looking down girl’s dresses

Girls looking at men’s veins.

Tingling. 

Boys indiscriminate, sprouting like trees.

Girls juicy, gorgeous, objects of lust

Shy, what could be more perfect. 

Obviously to drive us crazy. 

We want to touch and feel and look and caress

And run our slick fingers over wet slits

And stand up straight and hard like horses

And bleat our souls in sexual throatiness

In union, on earth, in heaven

In the Milky Way, in the women who always were

And always will be magic and perfect

Making us hard and human

Making us responsible and fathers and one with God

Because we can be one with them. 

Under the stars.  Flesh with spirit. 

Melted by nature and God and man’s love

A woman’s open legs and heart

So easy to mistake for less than divine

So easy to see and touch the flesh

And let the divine and majesty of the universe 

And power of it all

Come with our masculine spurt

While women accept and absorb our seed

Knowing they are the source

And we are only the necessity

Unless we love them beyond our own understanding. 

And the best of us do. 

We stay to learn. 

Our children our teachers. 

Our wives and lovers the only softness we may ever know. 

The way to God’s loving arms some would say

Or the way to blending us with woman magic: 

The stars bursting, white shine, the earth’s rough and deep soul

The creative center of all we know and are

That makes us return to the making of ourselves. 

Women are not an afterthought. 

And are not the core of us.  They are the center of us. 

An invention from the heart of God

That flows through our veins and lives in our hearts. 

Lustful.  Raped.  Pushed to the ground for centuries. 

Only to survive to lift our souls

In spite of our warrior pagan ways.

Filled with our animal passions of base and grunting sexuality

Fulfilled In forested secrecy

With hands of love that have never wavered from forgiveness

As they console our warlike faces

With the softness of their eyes 

Which reach our souls 

And cradle our hearts 

To make us more than we can be

Or would ever hope to become.

We impale them with thrust and lust

And the pleasure of earthly angels.

And hold our bodies straight. 

And when they look into our eyes with earthly purpose

We look back into their eternity.

The Touch that Disappears

In the 8th Grade

My pillow was my lover

It was years before it came to life

It felt like it would last for all time

For all my life

But the light came on

The sun rose up

And my love was gone

My soul on a tightrope. 

I was in a glade at midnight in Texas

With a girl who would have me

Sweet enough to marry and grow with

But I was held back

By a part of myself that was incomplete

That could not give myself in moonlight

Or in the grasp of hands that would be as forever

As forever could be at 19.

I remember her sweet soul and buckskin hippyness

And her ripe and ready body

And eyes glowing with midnight moonlight

And my own, blind with fear.

In bed with blond hair cascading onto my stomach

In college, in love, in a private bed

Unable to talk, driven speechless with touch

With the surge from below

The only moment this moment

The skin and soul of a woman

Like the world splitting and letting me into heaven

Nothing dawned on me other than dawn

And love that had not come of age

Its mind and soul years ahead so I could be part of this moment

In a house trailer on the outskirts of heaven.

And everything under the skirt was mine. 

In Dallas

Trolling for love or ass or pussy or all of it

The hint of some wisdom starting to seep into me

Sitting at the bar, waiting to dance

Drunk enough to charm, barely enough to get it up

Waking up next to a stranger

Who wasn’t a stranger just a few hours before

None of it lasted 

Except the moments

That were starting to add up 

To a different me. 

That separated me from most of my friends

And led me away from the me

Being shed like a snakeskin

Now, no bar to go to

No job to fall into that fit my ambition

Nothing in the streets and identical apartments

That were home to my soul, 

Whose wayward women were as lost as me

Putting their hopes in a man who wore the costume

But turned out to be as generic as the apartments

We pretended to live in. 

I loved a woman who lived in Fort Worth

She followed me to California

That should have mapped our lives and our love

But I took up with someone else

And in a rare wise moment watching the rise and fall 

Of her gorgeous breasts

Right there on the Pacific Ocean

In Laguna Beach, which could have been Eden

A voice told me to enjoy this while is lasted. 

The same voice saying the same thing with my new love

In Hollywood. 

The same voice that called silently to me

Next to my sleeping lifelong loves in Silverlake. 

Until I finally got the point. 

The moment is what I will leave you.

The memory is what you will have. 

And my ex-lovers have life partners

Whose love and wisdom caresses them, 

And gives them the map and picnics and laughter and children

They once hoped I would. 

Love that will not last is still love

Still stronger than my failure, outlasting me by far. 

I blew my nose on my T-shirt last night

Waking up with bad allergies at 4 in the morning. 

I have never stopped loving the women who shared my life, 

Our bed and our fragile, heavenly hope.

When the Plow Stops
Everyone has a time and place of reckoning
Mine is now
Not where a GPS system locates my body from space
Where the space and synapses of my mind
Locate my soul in the landscape of my memory.
Whatever we make
Comes from whatever we think
McCluhan was right
The high tech world which I distrust so much
Emanates from the breakneck-speed of electrical activity of our brain
An imitation on steroids and performance-enhancing drugs
Expressing itself in cell phones that do half our thinking
And none of our feeling
An extension of ourselves. 
50 years ago we were on earth
Now I think we are floating in space with our planet
Some of us going through the half-century-old motions of love
Betty Crocker
Grandma’s fried chicken
Jesse Owen’s blazing insult of Aryan supremacy
In Hitler’s stadium
His legs faster than we can even see today
His heart running with the spiritual energy we commercialize
And present as available to everyone on TV.
It’s not. 
This is not the future evolving with us in step
This is a day of reckoning. 
I reckon I’m in one of my grandfather’s 360 acres in Archie, Missouri
So quiet you can hear nature’s noises
Lying on my back with a coat on in mid fall
The tall grass framing the blue sky
The rusty turning of the windmill scrunching its low slow sound
Too young for faith
Too old to ignore that something is up
With me, the world, and everyone in it. 
The chickens are slaughtered for our meals. 
The earth grows our fruit and vegetables. 
I eat it off the trees and from the vines
Thin slices of raw potato with salt
Grape from the vine
Apples from the trees
Mulberries from the branches. 
That stain my hands and memory. 
It is easier to go back than forward
When forward is an end instead of a start. 
Reckoning is standing straight when the reaper slices you in half
Reckoning is family outings and arguments and 
Baseball games and life and knowing your place in it so well 
No one can justify anything about what you’ve become.
Reckoning is when your mind is not thinking.
I saw a WWII tank at a park in Nacogdoches
My mind blew up at 19,
I got lost somewhere in Laguna Beach and saw a furniture store
I wondered why no one lived on the river in Buffalo
I woke up in a hotel in Cape Town and thought I would stay forever
I told a judge I didn’t know what happened
I hurt myself because my brain is damaged
I’m not sure if I loved my mother or father
I wanted to kill an arrogant biker and flatten him under my car. 
This is my day of reckoning. 
A long day. Until I see oblivion’s face. 
I am glad others tell me they feel blessed. 
They are stronger. We need them. 
I am glad I see nobility in waitresses and yard workers.
The sun comes up as bright as ever, in beams
I see it illuminate faith and brighten children’s’ eyes
And people who pray from their hearts and their faith
And for people who have pictures of heaven as screensavers. 
But the sun has burned away my illusions
And the blue sky is for adventurers and dreamers. 
Reckoning is like truth serum. 
Maybe the tank commander died so I could live.
And maybe if I get a chance to touch his hand I will thank him
And apologize for my life.
No doubt he will forgive me. 
And as my eyes
stain his uniform with tears.
I will think of his sacrifice.
And thousands more will flood into me 
From the ledger that can never be balanced. 
From the day as a child in a Missouri farm-field
Looking up at an endless sky
I knew a day of reckoning was coming
As inevitable as the wind that blew across the wild grass

Whose chill told me it was time for Supper.

My House

A cartoon

On a barren desert landscape

Sand storms whipping around 

A Victorian-American two-story

The sand pocking its surface

I am inside and outside like any good homeowner

Looking at my gables

My porches

Entryways to where you can hear my heartbeat

Where we can have wine and can talk

As the drifts come from all corners of land and armies 

Rustling up sandy dust and throwing it in the air

Convinced they will change minds that change the world.

Instead of wafting away into the wind.

The world changes itself without any help. 

And the sand siphons from fingers back to earth

As faithless and useless as power

Trying to become a footstep along a path 

That knows nothing about houses that protect laughter,

That dig wells for water, that harbor sleeping children

That stood their ground long before

Anyone had a better idea. 

My house is my bedroom when I was child

An open window at the foot of my bed

Where the wind of my town, my friends, the day’s memories

Coalesced each night in my dreams

Dirt clod fights

Crushing dandelions with my yellow fingers

Pedaling a bike to everywhere

Watching a bead of sweat run down the cheek of a friend

At the stations of the cross. 

Bust into my house and you will find all of us

Wide-eyed, funny, needing mom and dad

Holding hands. 

Needing to be with trees and the rush of wind that sweeps through

Their branches and reminds us who we really belong to

And where we come from. 

Come into my house.  We are still here. 

My house is a Grant Wood painting

It is the wood and beams of my strength

It is the failure of my design

It is the jealousy of houses I have seen

That are better than my own. 

It is on a page in a catalogue of Frank Lloyd Wright boxes that swim in space, 

Flow, and make us want to drop to our knees.

In one of his houses I visited in Los Angeles

It was Art as living space

Environment as religion

Power that didn’t want to cajole me.

Power that exploded my heart and mind

Whose burst was created with brick and shape

That had gone far beyond what it was

And became what it could be. 

There are fading boards of what my house use to be

A few years ago.

A house I liked. 

Painted, smiling, wood strong and proud

Surrounded by greenery

People came and went

You could see them from outside through the windows

Their glow warm and real

The shingles smelled of cedar

The cushions were soft

Eyes alight with fire and love

A house green with nature and red with drive

Yellow with joy, white with honesty. 

Women’s energy and man’s energy

Sexuality, appreciation, hors d'oeuvres of ourselves

To share and sample

Where leaving was never leaving for good.

Winter has snuck in on me

My house revolves in the wind

Like the Wizard of Oz

But I don’t land on the yellow brick road

I twist in the wind and swirl in a tornado

Swirling and plummeting until I land with a jolt

Jolted from my chair with a crash. 

I look out the window

My hair is white

Many familiar faces are gone. 

Many hearts are missing from mine.

It is a strange landscape

Quiet, Empty voices echo within me. 

Parents who meant and made home. 

Their friends, their children, their whole warm worlds

Of avenues and peanut butter sandwiches

And playgrounds where we lived on spirit land

That showed up in sleds and puppy love

Mittens and rabbit’s feet and the dirt on our hands every day.

Our fingers like God’s reaching touch. 

Today the dunes of snow drift up against my walls 

Even without winter

My boards cracked and faded as homes everywhere

The wood weathered

Everything around the house changed

Outdated, decrepit.

Replace by cubicles of house-crippled hearts

And sorrow that sweeps across lands like silent plagues.

My house stands alone. 

Weak as decay.

A hiding place for my suffering and wild-eyed hope.

Held together by the sticks of earth it came from.

But I am not alone. 

I hold hands with strangers and unmet friends

With whom we share our houses. 

Our grip is unbreakable and our love smelted.

The Dark Road

I have the wheel but no control

An illusion we all have 

Your life unknown to me but connected

By our bruises and embarrassments and shame

By the sky that loses our dreams

By the earth that brings us to our knees 

Not knowing what knocked us down.

Our lives are not movies that can be rewound

They are piles of pancakes

We wolf down without thinking.

And you may find yourself like me

In the driver’s seat on a road without headlights

Careening forward at breakneck speed

The life you could have led 

Sliding like a movie past your window

Not keeping your eyes on the road

Because you can’t see where it ends

Or where it takes you. 

I hope not. 

I want to be more cheerful than that

But my old car’s gas pedal is stuck 

And has been for years

And the moonlight and flickering headlights

Show me what I could do without.

Adultery. Debasing women. Lies disguised with the ring of truth.

My young face and energy clueless

Except for my own ends. 

Cheating those who loved me into loving me.

They light up one by one

And only now pierce my heart

Only now look into my eyes and soul

And replace my numb past with my real one. 

My molecules and aging face

Leaving a legacy of disappointment

And impotence born of self-deception

I wrapped myself into like a cocoon

From which the butterfly never emerges. 

It is this dark road I travel each day

That reveals more and more about me

That I don’t want to know

But want to know even more than I don’t.  

I try to add it all up. 

It seems normal enough. 

Lunchboxes on playgrounds

Sledding in Bever Park

Watermelon at the farm with my grandparents and cousins

Trading baseball cards

Watched over by the nuns’ tough love

Patting strange but trusting dogs

Playing miniature golf with my best friend

Graduating with a good mind

A career many would envy

A talent built into my circuitry

Real love that failed, but was always real

They flash in my headlights

As I loosen my grip on the wheel

And smile, knowing it will all end

But not knowing anything else.

Like a test dummy

That crashes into the wall in slow motion

Winking at the camera at the very end.

Forgotten Jew

My bones are me

I used to love the dinner table

And food

That meant tradition and the best of life

In my wife’s eyes

And my children's impatience

I can’t forget their eyes

As a walking skeleton. 

We are herded into ovens with lies

Our spirits as dead as our bodies will be 

We know what’s ahead

And don’t want to think about what’s behind

The pain deadens me 

We are without humanity. A memory. An absurd idea.

Our souls crushed by black boots

Our skulls blown to fragments by bullets

Our wives raped by Germans

Our skin made into lampshades

Our children shot to death not to end their terror

But to feed the rasping beast. 

That has become mercy. 

Others consider us a race

We considered ourselves human beings

Whose history was part of who we were.

Target practice, beef carcasses, human garbage

Shoveled by earth-movers into graves

Toppled on top of each other to rot in unison

Blind eyes open to the dirt of kindness

Extended with the rifle butts and electrified fences

That we fell on to zap ourselves

Out of misery. Hope within running distance. 

No God. No religion. Just a final jolt. 

Hope is an empty end. 

The end of a scene we could never have imagined

Lost with our consciousness

There is no hope in our emaciated bodies and lost souls

We are together in communal suffering

That means nothing. That roars from the throat of the beast. 

The smell of burning flesh and live bodies

Is the perfume of the victor

The screams of women and children suffocated by gas

Packed naked together

Children clinging to parents who cannot protect them

And whose broken hearts resound in eternity

They clutch their children and pray

Underlining atheism as a real and smiling demon

The screams are music. And when the screams die

Black hearts are in harmony. And history cannot be undone.

I am next.

Not strong enough to work. 

Another skeletal remain in waiting. 

I will be gone forever.

My hope given up to the God who abandoned me

I will be gassed like a criminal

Bulldozed like an animal

Forgotten by you. Nameless. 

As if my life never was. 

My hope left me long ago. 

In my last breath, clutching the bony arm of the woman

Next to me whose eyes have left reason

I close mine and pray that my lost hope

Will find its way to you.

ICE

The light from the lamppost

Umbrellas the street

Turns the falling ice crystals

Into soft spray from heaven

From the blackness or from the light above

Whichever you believe. 

From a small Midwest town

Music from a bandstand in the park nearby earlier

Or close to somewhere just out of sight

A heap that used to be alive

Rags and odor and clouded retina

The man who told my high school friend

You may be like me

No matter how smart you are. 

He never told me how he felt

Just that he met him in an alley. 

If you’re an honors class student

The bullet goes through your brain just as fast. 

As beautiful and enigmatic as a Magritte

As American as “Our Town.”

As ubiquitous as our plain faces against the cold wind

A stanchion of our past we can’t give up

That we rebuild and redesign whenever we can. 

Next to our new train stations

And regentrified downtowns

Hopper iconified it in “Nighthawks” 

Seargent in his portraits.

Grant Wood in his American Gothic

Thomas Hart Benton in his wheat-cutting paintings

I watched it roll by in Iowa driving from San Diego

To Waterloo, fields of yellow wheat

Swaying from natural and divine seed

Springing from the black soft earth

Like it was God’s home and where we belonged

What birthed and fed us and then claimed us

Beyond our ambitions and minutes above ground 

Souls born from below who stretched far above

Involved involuntarily with the mystery of life and death

Distracting ourselves with everything in between. 

With playgrounds and drink and proposals 

And conjoining and birthing like the fields and drying up like the corn

And latching onto paintings and prayers and people

Who keep us from going down a third time

Who swirl evil and murder and divinity together

Like it were icing on a cake

As natural as a birthday, as inevitable as a hearse

As flat as a picnic blanket, as real as love

As light as a hummingbird, as heavy as a planet

As unbearable as grief, as healing as faith

As innocent as a child’s eyes, as heartless as a mortgage

As quiet as the lightning bolt of your life with the sound turned down

As soft as a touch unseen in the night

But not unfelt. Never unfelt. Always a brush stroke of love

In your veins and glowing body and mysterious mind

The part of you that you will never understand

Because it is always too much to bear, too real, too sorrowful

And too full of blinding beauty. 

So we stand by the lamppost with our collar and the shimmering crystals

That fall around us and make up our life-envelope

Posing for a painting

Watching the breath of our bodies and souls

The shimmering, silver knowledge that contains what we know and don’t know

Touching our face, flecking our lips, floating onto our eyelashes.

We are ice tonight in the wind

So we can see in the dark.

Tomorrow we will melt almost as soon as we reach the ground

And become part of everything we touch.

Rock Bottom

The angels know you’re here

You just don’t know they are

Your breath fills the air

Sometimes they’re jealous of what you feel

Or don’t understand

Sometimes they want to appear

Instead of just touching your soul

Sometimes they want to be what the earth does

Swirl the wind through the trees

Blaze the sky with sunset

Give the first breath to a baby fresh and bloody

From the womb that electrifies your heart

And changes you forever

But they can’t. 

Only God can do that

So they observe and love in secret

And touch your heart with suspicion of God

And with true love

That God invented and made you part of its purpose. 

Crazy Gerard Manly Hopkins got it right

Twisting and rhyming and contorting language

To describe the world as it really was

The product of an abstract artist genius 

Who used love as the basecoat and hid it in leaves changing colors

And wild wind and storms

And breezes that touch you like a lover’s hand 

And the eyes of a child as clear as heaven

And your suffering and agony to remind you

That you are temporary and temporal and susceptible

And feel horror and wonder within moments of each other. 

The divinity of the world

Is that it exists at all. 

Our divinity is inherent in our failings and longings 

And most of all our unrelenting love. 

Which we don’t understand but embrace

And even if forgotten, blooms again with our spouses and children and friends.

Love is the smile of God

The unending universe of christmas tree lights

The leaf of fall that sticks to your face

The child you used to be who hides in your laughter. 

And angels have to cope

Jealous or not because they are filled with the love of God

And when you sink like a stone

To the bed of the stream

If you believe in angels they will be there

As you drift onto rock bottom 

And let loose of life and hope. 

They will never let loose of you.

An Overcast day

Squirming like Gollum

Our souls twist to be alive

Our hearts lead our eyes to still see life

As it goes on. 

Silent whimpers

From our neighbors fill us

We stop dead in our tracks

Their sorrow on our shoes

Their lives on our conscience

Their video games pushing our care aside

Retreating us to boxy rooms

And linear hearts

And souls we want to shake alive. 

The news wants us to hope

Teachers and bosses and friends

But we know, led into the ovens once

Hope was a blind alley

A cruel brutal joke. 

And we hope it won’t be now.

But hope is not enough. 

Like the waters of the Nile

The ruins of the Pyramids

The French girl wanting love in 1944.

The child in Africa with the swollen belly

The incurable alcoholic

The 12 steps that stumble

Hope can dissipate

Like fog in a glen. 

I fell in love with my second cousin one night

And crashed her like a plane

I fell in love with pure brunette loveliness and laughter

In Omaha and left her with the impotence of me

And a memory of longing and real love

And the black truth of life.

I’ve seen her picture on the internet.

She is in Kansas City. 

Still beautiful. Still thrown away. 

Our hearts are born suckers

Our childhood’s wondrous rooms we can’t re-enter

Longing is our journey

Love our ace in the hole that betrays us

And fulfills us between the sheets

Between moments that make us see 

The canvas we live on, love on, hate on 

Cook on, jump on, shower on, fuck on, 

Think on, plan on, drive on, love on. 

Hope on. As hope fools us at every turn. 

Some of us make the world. 

The rest of us hope that loving between the sheets

Is enough to raise our hands and say I am part of the plan, 

That I tried. 

That I am only human. 

That I failed so much

But never gave up my soul’s hope

Even though my heart fell like a stone

And buried itself in the earth.

The Mathematics of Sorrow

In the river

The odds are not with us

And we are all in the river.

Sometimes we walk across the bottom

And our smile beams up to the sky

But we walk across the bones of our beloved

The river bottoms of our mothers and fathers

Longing to know where they have gone

Our fingertips touch their faces

And come back wet with tears

Clouding our minds beating with life and blood

With uncertainty

Leaving us alone or with longing

Or faith or despair or the clutching of children’s hands

As their tiny fingers touch our faces 

And we cling to what floats in the river

For their sake and to ease our aching hearts.

We don’t know what else to do. 

Faith can disappear like fog

I used to take long walks in old-money neighborhoods

In L.A.

Walking for the sake of walking

Past unknown star homes

With no map-hawkers on the streets

Because only some of us knew who lived behind the walls. 

The sidewalks were as neutral as my life

The celebrity an illusion

The energy of life boiling in the sun

Served at the dinner table

Not filmed, not documented, not pretended.

One step at a time

In the river that kept me and them immersed

Our hands swimming to keep us above water. 

As long as we could.

Heads always went under

Only bubbles resurfaced.

There was only the river

And what we did before we saw the sky

Ripple as we went under. 

There was only the solid sidewalk

The bright sun.

The place that sold fresh chicken

The Greek restaurant with family recipes

The studios that sold truth and illusion

In equal measures

The cemetery across Paramount Studios on Melrose

The real ending of every movie

We all glanced at before we

Went through the gate

And tried to be immortal.

My friend has blown his brains out on his mother’s couch. 

A doctor who pulled thousands of children

From the womb of miracles to the warm breath of life

Has died. 

My best friend has lost a sister whose lives were connected

By time, blood, spirit and love.

A woman who offers me help as she treads water

All touch my hard heart

Reach to me from above the water line.

But the odds are not with me. 

The mathematics will flow down cheeks

Cripple our hearts 

Bleaken our souls, paralyze our love

Pull us under

Fill us with unbearable sorrow. 

At the bottom of the river 

I feel the steps of those above

And I push up

My spiritual bouyance

Enough for my soul and their bodies.

The Funeral of James Dean

He is brooding like a wounded and powerful stag

Shot by life, 

Shot to life,

Bigger than life up on the screen

Exploding in every moment

Every movement charged

As mesmerizing as a slow-motion bomb

Handsome as a movie star

Hair and eyes that swayed and flicked at life

Made women melt.

I feel the buzz of his Porsche on the sole of my shoe

Hear the faint strains of the organ

Far away. Far away. 

Fairmount, Indiana. 

The left side of his face toward the quilted casket lining

The horror hidden

The torn moment unrecorded, unseen, 

Yet never to be undone. 

3 movies. Two released after his death.

His fame posthumous, ongoing, eternal now.

He lived in a run-down cabin, not Beverly Hills. 

His posters squawk “love me, have me” from Hollywood Boulevard

Souvenir shops. 

I’ve been there. Seen his star. 

There is no magic on Hollywood Boulevard

Nowhere in Hollywood

Except when we played pick-up softball games

Under the Hollywood sign.

But he still lives here. With Marilyn and Elvis. 

Not in the plot of ground where his bones lie. 

He is neon now. He is everyone’s. And no one’s. 

In East of Eden, Raymond Massey

Didn’t know what to make of him. 

Dean improvised, grabbed to hug him for the love

Massey’s character couldn’t show him

As Dean embraced Massey, twisting onto his torso

Then tearing his broken heart from his father

And stumbling out the door. 

It is a famous scene. 

No one who has seen it will likely forget it. 

Because it wasn’t really acting.

James Dean wasn’t an actor.

He was the orphaned pain of a beat generation

Whose cry reached the sky

Stuck on the trellis of the past

That didn’t know itself or what to do.

He had girlfriends, and boyfriends

Liked fast cars

And a guy in a Ford named Turnupseed killed him

Making what was probably an illegal left turn. 

T-boning the low slung Porsche into a telephone pole

Dean’s mechanic was thrown from the car and lived.

Turnupseed had a few scratches. 

Dean died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital.

You can look it all up on the internet.

I did. But all you’ll satisfy is your morbid curiosity. 

Because James Dean died on September 30th, 1955.

But how can that be?

I saw him last night in East of Eden.

Bigger than life.

Brooding like a rifled stag

Stealing every scene

With his lithe body and electric eyes

Surprising me and the other actors

By not acting at all.

How inhuman not to act. 

How inhuman to die

When you were immortal. 

How Hollywood. 

I feel the buzz of the Porsche on the sole of my shoe.

The Pain of Others

The threshold is there

But can’t be crossed.

I saw a book on the holocaust

As an eighth grader

The picture section showed the skeletal bodies

Of gassed Jews bulldozed into German ditches

Like trash.

I wasn’t there for the stench or the wrench

Of the hearts of those I would never know.

The cries that rose like blood to the clouds. 

Just now can my shoe approach that threshold.

It can’t come closer. 

To the moment that bestiality smiles and roars.

It is their last moment with clasped hands

And lost hope. 

Just a moment.  Not even a minute.

A gunshot ends everything. 

Its suddenness darkens my soul. 

The suffering never ends

The cry fills the sky like Edvard Munch’s “The Scream”

A frozen moment that mimics our shame and terror

We know in our heart of hearts the moment 

Will never be wiped clean from our souls.

We can act free but never be free.

This black history alive in every human heart.

A crust of sorrow invading the fiber of our muscles and our minds.

It’s why we ask God for forgiveness

It’s why we believe He is there

Twisted in his own agony

His raised eyes drawing our own to the clouds

Nothing left but to pray for forgiveness

As a shot muffled by the face of a Russian child

Explodes into our humanity 

And makes us all SS men.  Onlookers.

The pain of the child, parents and friends

Living forever even though they are gone. 

Our hands reaching for them and grasping air. 

Present tense.  Always. 

No ocean holding the tears

No one forgiving us.

No one abating the thump of history in our hearts

That wounds our humanity

And makes us fall to the ground

Conditions the touch of love 

We give our children and grandchildren

Harboring the terrible secret

We never want them to know. 

Knowing our inheritance will break their hearts

Hoping it will not cripple their souls

Or destroy their hope. 

Hide the books. 

Bury the history. 

Let us do more than pray. 

Let us forget. 

Let what we know happened die with us

And not lie with them. 

When I stumble and fall

Please God break your justice on me

Stun me with your bolt of retribution. 

Let me fall into the ditch

With a bullet in my head

And nestle dead with families I don’t know

So that the children of my friends

Will only see sky

And have no ropes to impede their hope.

Earth and Poking Fingers

Small hands find a leaf or rock

Like gold it emanates the secret they wish to find

And is stored In a shoebox

Shown to other small angel-humans

And marveled over

And become part of collections

In closets and under beds

While bigger people smile at the childishness of such discoveries. 

And big discoveries like mile-long electron accelerators

Promise to advance us

And they do.

But the leaves and dirt and wind pass their wisdom onto children

And big kids like us have moved on from

Poking our fingers into the ground

And often miss the real connection

Sleeping children are close to in their dreams

Sidestepping science, to feel rocks, leaves and dirt. 

And we think we can feel them too

And we claim to as the 6th thing on the list

“It’s also a wonderful object.”

After understanding them in science tables and fitting into

The pages of theory and publications

And written down knowledge

No less marvelous but far less connected

To eyes seeing it for the very first time

Feeling the smooth rock sides, clumps of roots, washed by a stream

A gift from earth to a child, and to a scientist, and to an archeologist

And to a geologist, and to a botanist, and to a chemist, 

And to the child who has the shoebox and has been reclaimed by

The earth and reminded what he is made of and where he belongs

And who may never become a scientist but will always remain

Part of what he found and how he fits in

And what he must do to preserve its mystery and reality

Which are the same thing

And how when they all wake up the next morning

It has pressed them into its ancient journey and earthly permanence

Under a microscope or under a bed

But under their steps and part of their own mystery

That they are part of something

And not haphazard accidents floating

Over deserts and oceans hoping to be enlightened

And directed by some spiritual map. 

That they all belong there

Poking for where they came from

And others who make up their own Who Am I

And see the answer, “You are part of this”

And were born as part of this

Will live as part of this

And die as part of this

And the drone of lawnmowers

Is not louder than the song of nature

That is your home

And gives you a soul instead of car keys

And brings you alive

Instead of thinking about death long before it shows up

To embrace you 

And take you back with the deep secret

You found as a child and kept in a shoebox

And even then reminded you that the coolness of earth

Was the heaven you stood on your whole life.
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