ABSTRACT

Title of Thesis: MY FOUR THOUSAND BIBLES
Noa Rheva Saunders, Master of Fine Arts, 2016

Thesis Directed By: Dr. Joshua Weiner, English

This collection exhibits the relationships between generations of mothers and daughters that are
often frayed by misgivings about each other’s perspectives and situations. My Four Thousand
Bibles is an emotive critique of ideologies that yield these generational problems, while it
embraces the fluidity of spirit, being both intimate and echoing. The collection traces an arch of
disquietude from a pressurized girlhood, which for the speaker bears the inevitable condition of
guilt, unknowingness, and loving faith. Complemented by the records of her grandmother from
poor Appalachia and by the challenges of love and partnership, the speaker’s understanding of
herself and her position in time develops patience as an observer and participator in the world’s

larger turning.



MY FOUR THOUSAND BIBLES

by

Noa Saunders

Thesis submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate School of the
University of Maryland, College Park, in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Fine Arts
2016

Advisory Committee:

Professor Joshua Weiner, Chair
Professor Elizabeth Arnold
Professor Michael Collier



© Copyright by
Noa Saunders
2016



Contents

Table of Contents

SECTION I

Panto

Self-Portrait

Humilias

Nathaniel, Now Married

from the Holler: Picture day
from the Holler: We’d catch water
from the Holler: Jack’s rabbits
from the Holler: The fight
Cannonballs

Colossians

Translucency
from the Holler: Mud daubers
from the Holler: Sailor the chick
from the Holler: First TV

Old Woman

Harry Tries to Run Forever
from the Holler: Dead piglets
from the Holler: My dad praying
Scattering Stones
from the Holler: Glenwood
Soil

SECTION II

Good News, Rebecca
SECTION III

Ten Years Out

JOCKEY

Practice

Ah, Suffer!

Trinity

Y our Mother Dies

Bob Ross and Chill

Up Beacon Hill

Short Poem

Quelling

Shepherd

Hopper is Still Ticking

Warm Autumn

Love Poem

—
—

O 0 3NN K~ LW~

i






Panto

Forgetter, I have done more than a dog.

I kept your nose clean and the lord

in your house. Carried you and your body

up and down to the living.

These flowers from my hair, take them.

I am forgetting the names of flowers.

The gardened steps to hell, the red with pupils—

poppies, poppies—

The cherubs will count your toes on the path,
and [ have made a queen out of you, itch,
itch, itching in your dust.

When you arrive there at the glistening gateway
smelling the vocation that no longer tastes like dripped water,
tell me, if you can, do the blooms also burn?



Self-Portrait

Born, I was not born into this.

She rests beside herself in a mirror, in a half-curled
Polaroid, cloaked

in ceruleans, a downy thing
for a pregnancy

with a brother, ahead of me, who was like a miracle, a lawless
pour into the flesh.

He learned her maps, as I do, darkly.
A horse breathing her whirlwind into a colt.

Mother, how, like flora reeling its geometry,
without me you hold agenda.

You cannot see me
as [ see you now.
Born, [ am born green as a seed, proving
the self, not a body, not flipped

nor clenched for millennia,
keeps.

I come through, wet-mouthed and electrified.

I arrive with a miracle waiting for me.



Humilias

I find a fruit fly coalescing with cooled tea in my mouth.
My tongue, a tender fondler, makes a tender birth.

Its shining body sticks to my fingertip
and the legs are combed hair on a baptized head.
The sugar chemicals wash and bob. They have

a word for surge in the sea. Arriving in
bird-like patches, words—this one—will not

stay for long in me. But how could it?
The flux has, I imagine, taken me
out of the language. Here, the light fills one

eye but not the other.
—Like so, Mother,
not air makes up the difference between

us. The walls and their coldness disappear
with my leaning weight. [ haven’t sat for long.

I hear only your shaking the table. Jotting
makes it creak like knees—and they come trembling
down the hall. The sound of your breath was a whistle once,

but I don’t recall the smell. Not coffee, or tobacco,
maybe the liquid scent of flesh run dry.
You

might have heard my body rub
the carpet stairs, might have traced

a walled click of the tongue to my swallow.
Mother, do you see the pink in me?
I produce not much else than pink, the little dead.



Nathaniel, Now Married

He isn’t any different, really.

But I, here, now. Surface with forgettable noise left in my ears,
a gliding marble cracking a silent room,

the wife’s there, and his mouth opens wider to take her in

like a solid yes—

The Sundays undertaking their habits,
the vindications hunted, the frightened birds,

bee-sting of glass,

once, he picked one out from my heel with tweezers.

In the starch of the dining room, I’m a flea in the carpet,
his eyes went through a needle’s head.

I don’t believe I cried—

My brother, with his long flexing blond feathers.

He held my ankle like a woodworker.

Behind, before, in the bigger picture,
I want to be his greeter at the pearly gates.
My angel digits petting the life [ don’t hear about—

He finished, exhaled, tissue for the blood drop, and went back to the TV.
I returned outdoors to my drying jungle with all the cicadas
shaking their ridiculous rackets.



from the Holler: Picture day

First year of junior high school— I went to school that morning. I knew they was going to take
pictures and I thought I was pretty. And if you can fix up a country girl why you know. I thought I
was pretty. Got over there and before they made the picture we went out and played, got out on

recess, played tag. And my hair got all windblown. Got all messed up! I was disappointed but—

all well.



from the Holler: We’d catch water

So when laundry on washdays—before they got a washing machine—it was done on a scrub
board. You know, I’ve done that many a time. But Mom would always have big barrels at the end
of the house. These big old drums about like that high and they’d catch rainwater. And Mom
would use that to do her laundry in so we wouldn’t have to draw it up. Because we had a well box
you know that was where we got our water. And that was our refrigerator also. We would get
milk, put it in a bottle. Put it on a rope. And put it down into the cold water. Come in one evening
and pull that milk up out of there. It was like half and half. And about that much cream. But
anyway sometimes when it was real hot in the summer time, it was fun to jump in those barrels.

We thought we were swimming.

She washed on a little scrub board and I’d have to help her there. And I helped her wash jars to
can with cause I had the smallest wrists. Course being the oldest, my wrist could go back in those
jars. 1 had that job of washing up the canning jars which I always hated that. We’d pick
blackberries the kids would pick blackberries so she could have blackberries and she’d make jam.

I remember she’d can green beans and tomatoes mostly.



from the Holler: Jack’s rabbits

We had this old dog. His name was Jack, that’s what we called him. He was a black and white dog
and I was probably about seven eight nine something like that my brother, Bub would have been
eight. Judy she wasn’t but about two or three. But we were sitting out on the other side of the
house sitting in a circle, maybe picking clover something like that. And this old Jack come down
over the hill and got right in the middle of us and he had a baby rabbit. Oh thrilled us to death and
he let us have it I mean he just dropped it. It was alive not much bigger than that and dropped it
right down in the center. Course we were all wanting that little rabbit you know and it wasn’t long
till here he come again and he had another little rabbit and he dropped right down where we were
at. Well two of us had a rabbit. One of us didn’t. Oh this one’s mine you know kind of fussing
there whose rabbit it was. And it wasn’t long till here old Jack come along and he had another
little rabbit in his mouth and he dropped it. So we all three had a rabbit now all three of us. And it
wasn’t long old Jack came down over the hill again and he had another rabbit. And we tried to get
it and he would not give us it. He took off and killed it. It was like he brought us three rabbits and
the last one he kept for himself.



from the Holler: The fight

There was broom sage in front of our house. And we’d get on that with a cardboard box. And you
could do it as long as there was broom sage. You could slide like a sled. So we did that a lot.
Think we were sleigh riding down over the hill in the broom sage. Until one day, and I don’t know
that I ever fought anybody except my brother and we were always picking. And I had a cousin that
came from town. Her name was Margret Ann. And they came quite often and she was all dress up
in her Sunday clothes and I had on my old blue jeans whatever. I was having fun sliding off that
hill in the broom sage. And I was just at the bottom of the hill and the box tipped over and came
up over top of me. Margret, she jumped on the box. And I wanted out. And she wouldn’t. I was
beating on that box of course the harder I beat on it the hotter it got inside then I thought I could
die because I had a hard time breathing. And she would just laugh and have the biggest time
because I was under there and I couldn’t get out. The hotter I got the more she laughed. Well
eventually I got out and when I did I tried my best to kill her! And I beat her up. First fight I ever
had. Scratched her. She carried a scar on her arm. She went crying to her mother. And of course
Aunt Zellie comes to my mother, she said she needs a spanking! And my mother said well I’ll tell
you what. You whip Margret and I’ll whip Joyce. Well and my mother used to tell me if you don’t
start taking your part with Margret Ann—because she was— I mean I let her— I thought she was
better than me and all that you know she was smarter cause she was from town and all that kind of
good stuff—and she said she was tired of me talking about Margret Ann, because she’d be picking
on me and I wouldn’t do nothing, I wasn’t defending myself. And I defended myself. So she said
tell you what. You whip Margret and I’'ll whip Joyce. Well Aunt Zellie didn’t have to whip
Margret because [ whipped her!



Cannonballs

The sky is very blue today.
Apparently at some point we all think
darkness is a quantity, which makes
blue more than white.
Indigo more than cornflower.
Belly of a whale more
than drinking water.

It’s funny that God pulled Jonah deeper
than most fish go

when the man knew well

it was as easy as closing the horse’s mouth,

and all I have is feeble-legged,

big-eyed, mind power.

What am I going to do now? wrap myself

in black tarp and throw myself

into the street to think about what I’ve done?

This bench could offer me more
than my fair share
of bread loaves—two of its three, perhaps.
But I could always refuse them because
the bus might pass by,
or I’d have to quench my thirst
and I’d rather it be wine than water,

or he could come to his own damn conclusion

that his giving them to me

wasn’t even the important part,

or my thinking about it wasn’t more effective
than a full-gutted black out.
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Colossians

Father fools with the weeds out back investedly
whenever I am in his house anymore.

Every one with its burning bush, pinking in its season.

Are you learning the piano as planned, I say. Are you learning
the king’s ships’ names?

His hips jolt, hammering barefoot through the crabgrass.
He is dribbling the sequential dribble, doubling the heart’s exposition,

that I’ve heard many times: the goingson of old dogs.
Shoot the dog in the head.

I have been provoked to anger
over a hairpin, hairpin head, reasons I shaved my head.

The one time my daddy, who stumbles through his prayers
at supper, raised his voice to me

angered by what in the world he had done to his daughter
to make her say the men are at it again—

my many fathers destroying colossally. Father,
this is what the world gives.

Flies ram themselves into the glass, which sees the self and lies.
The forsythia blazes too, again, yellower than God’s gold.
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Translucency

I've hit my hand very hard somehow,
on a bedpost, or door, something leapt out before me
in a dream.

There’s a bruise and a popped vessel,
the tiny opening of a cat’s mouth,
a minute crash from a giant’s view.

In a past life, I had one friend.
He carried ugly ghosts on his shoulder.
Which answers the question, what’s been running

up and down the firstborns. He ignored them.
Let them make jokes, make cavities
of his eyes.

Here, in this life,
my hands are strangers already. Solid words
don’t sit in my stomach like they used to.

Every morning, [ wake
strung up in a light thick and heavy
as lamb blood, and I am as unforgiving as he is.

12



from the Holler: Mud daubers

I always found that interesting. We lived out there— there was only two houses when we moved
out there. One was a Black family and then that other house but it stayed empty for a long time. It
belonged to a doctor. He used it sometimes in the summer but he wasn’t there for a long time till
this family bought it. But we didn’t have TV, I can remember when we got our first radio. We had
nothing except what was there. And rainy days many a time, there was kind of a little cement wall
that went so high around our front porch. I’d sit there cause you couldn’t get out and play so I’d sit
there and mud daubers— where the rain would come down off the roof it’d beat a little into the
ground a puddle. There was mud puddles all along there where the rain was cause we didn’t have
gutters. Mud daubers, I’'m not sure what they’re really called, they’re like a wasp almost, but they
build their nests out of mud. And I’d sit on that little concrete wall and watch those mud daubers
come there and they’d take their front parts and they’d roll this mud up into a ball. And I watched
them, I just enjoyed that. Watch them rub it roll it into a ball then they’d fly off to wherever their
nest was. And here they’d come back again. And I’d sit there a long time just watching those bugs

build their home.
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from the Holler: Sailor the chick

Well he wasn’t Sailor at the time but you know we had chickens not a lot but we had chickens.
And they’d have little babies. We kids would run down over the hill there right in front of the
house. And Sailor was in this little section of the yard in front of the front porch where the little
chicks were. One of us, I believe it was my brother, was coming down over the hill, well he
stepped on Sailor, I mean the little chick. And it burst him open. It just burst him open. And my
mother said. Go get me a needle and thread. And she pushed that little chick’s intestines back up
in it and sewed it together with needle and thread. And he lived! But when he walked he walked
spread open. Cause it burst him open right there. And when he walked he walked— but he lived!

And of course everyone made fun of the bowlegged sailors. So that’s why we called him Sailor.
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from the Holler: First TV

When we first got a television set I thought it had to be like a— going to a theater. Dark. I put
blankets up over the windows. I thought the house had to be totally dark. Total darkness. That was
probably about maybe 1951. Not unlike of course during the war. We lived on 24th, it was really it
was an alley. And there were two families that lived on that alley and we were one of them. I
remember they’d have black outs and by that I mean everybody would put a blanket at nighttime
they’d cover their windows so because of planes flying over. So they’d have blankets and they
would have wardens come by if they saw a crack for you know any light [ mean you’d have light
in the house but you couldn’t see it from the outside. They’d put up blankets or something. And I

remember them coming by telling my parents that there was a window they could see a light in.
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Old Woman

This woman has been told, for a while now, that it’s a lot easier

to give nothing than to take nothing. Who would want it easier,

when spam and egg powder is all you have and all you need.

Fifty years ago, and with the husband gone, you say grace, and the kids don’t know the difference
between power and authority, so it’s like living in the bottleneck when the water’s fine.

She went to school for Home Ec. Is that all? Yeah, that’s all I need to say, I think.

She’s been quilting ever since and now she’s developed an interest in reusing coke cans and lids
as ornaments, you know, as part of the green scene that won’t go anywhere without her

small contribution. There’s no sense in calling it trivial, I guess—that was the boys’ idea

after all... Just a civil servant with a civil duty. But she seems happy,

and she still takes no for an answer, like a gun shooting blanks. When she asked

to fit me for a dress, she might as well have suggested parting my hair down the middle
which isn’t quite how I like it. On top of which, the blind hemmer’s a hard stitch to teach
a left-hander, especially with the hawk claws she’d been carrying around. The arthritis
has gotten amazingly worse over the years—but we got over it.

And dress, hair, and all, maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea.

Opportunity of a lifetime, to sit and make my thumbs bleed, really feel

the history I couldn’t exist without. Every jar of buttons is a jar of purple hearts,

and I’ll likely inherit some. It’s traditional at this point, right in the sweet spot.

I’ve also got several editions of Tips for the Bride sitting in the attic with my name on them.
They’re not really what everyone did back then

but they’re still fun to look at, she says,

and sure, what with the weight gain yeast and the hope-chests and the home as the true foundation
of perfect order. It seems like the same tragedy as bravery if you ask me.

But I’ve gone over that bit—Call it whatever you want.

Well, isn’t Bert a man’s name? Yeah, but so is mine. And I’ll probably make the better of it.
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Harry Tries to Run Forever

When Harry dreams of an ex-nun
arriving on donkey back, of course he accepts
her offer. Lead the donkey and I’ll go anywhere.

In return, she presents to him

the tin box he can keep his husbandry in:

a few toggle bolts, spare chess pieces, a lighter with extra fuel.
Doesn’t that feel nice, he tells himself.

It is just enough for Harry to imagine every person he’s hit or kissed,
and for one reason or another he gets the sense

modernal barefooted Margie is a much better fit

for a playmate in his talkative mind.

She might be someone who would carry a gun

or run away from men for her own good.

This would be valuable, he estimates,

for when I want to be alone anyway. The roads and posts
go black when the sky turns orange,

which never quite satisfies like it should.
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from the Holler: Dead piglets

Then my dad had some—one or two years there he raised a pig, so he’d butcher it. And pigs
usually have their babies in the spring I don’t know if this was spring or winter I remember it was
cold because we went down to the pig pen and here was these little babies but they— we didn’t—
I mean, they were cute to us you know I remember they were just little old tiny piglets. Maybe
three or four and we brought up on, put them on the back porch. But what had happened they froze
to death. We didn’t know that. We didn’t look at them as dead. But we knew something wrong
with them. So we went in and got the castor oil. Because mom thought castor oil— she’d cure
everything. So you know we thought we’d bring those little pigs back to life. It didn’t work. It
didn’t work.
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from the Holler: My dad praying

He would sit and read his bible. He read a lot. Dad loved to read. He didn’t have much of an
education but he would read the best of his ability. He loved reading his bible. He could sit all day
probably or half a day or whatever in the winter time that’s when he read. And he’d sit around this
old potbellied stove. And he had an Adirondack chair. It would have been out in the yard but they
brought it in, he used it and Mom had some cushions in it. He’d sit in that old chair and Mom’d
get aggravated cause he wasn’t doing something. She thought he ought to be up working doing
something. Well he’d sit there and all day it seem like and some days the change or money would
fall out of his pockets. And she always searched the cushions to see if there was any change and
she’d find his change but she never would let him have it, she never let him know it because my
mother was she was the— she knew how to take care of money. Dad didn’t. He wasted. Cars.
Lumber. Dad didn’t know how to manage money but he never would give Mom much money

either.
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Scattering Stones
after Ecclesiastes 3:5

With simmers of laud, simmers of longing abluted by sun,
my legs move over his. Our bodies let loose their flutter,
open, and still. A long streak of blue thread

spools from our bedside.

The spider is no longer there.

And I, temporary—I am listening.

Through the window, I hear the bells
collapse the wait

to the setting hour, though

I cannot remember the words.

The heaven that betrays itself asks
for my tangled cry, skipping
the earth’s turn.

The dawns uncurl
like rage through my fingers

and my fingers
linger here at his throat.
His voice when it comes

is my own. I should go.

I must see to the rest:

the honeysuckle I eat
alone, the funny courtyard
my amble recalls,

the ruining of a temple,
a making of towers.
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from the Holler: Glenwood

This I want for Molly to know. And your daddy knows this too. That dish in there I told you to
take care of, those are for Molly. There was a polio epidemic many years back that was back in the
30s I guess. My grandmother lived in Glenwood, West Virginia, way back up in the country. It
was my father’s mother. And they took my brother and I and then my aunt’s two children. The one
that I whipped and her brother. Of course that was before I whipped her. And then my other
cousin from my dad’s other sister, so there were five of us. Five children which she took care of
that summer to get us out of Huntington. But she hired— she had her sister come out and help
with all of us. And there we were way back up in the holler but we had fun. We didn’t know any
different. But we had to carry water from the creak. But we girls had to wash dishes and had to do
things in the kitchen I don’t remember cooking anything. But always washing dishes. And my
grandma was a very stern woman. But most of them were back then. And— but anyway we
washed dishes and I remember that set of dishes because they were so pretty. We never had pretty
dishes like that. And I liked them I remember telling her that I liked them. Must have been about
1960, I was getting ready to go overseas and my aunt came down to see me. I was at my mother’s
getting ready she came to see me and she said I got something your grandmother wants you to
have. Course my grandmother died in 52 53. So Grandma had told her she wanted me to have
those dishes because I liked them so much. So I still got the dishes and I’d like for Molly to have

them.

But that grandma she was a firm old woman, she had to be. And you didn’t talk back to Grandma
shoo. Not me not her she was in charge. But I remember when I was about twelve years old I was
up at this cousin’s house where she was just the only child and my grandmother and them had
made a house for her just behind their house. And I was with Grandma. And she’d fix something
to eat. And I went in and ate. Course it was my job to clean up the kitchen so I went out and
cleaned up the kitchen. And she didn’t help either buddy she expected— and when I was finished
eating | went back outside played with my cousin and I’ll never forget. I was turning cartwheels

boy oh boy she opened up that door and said Joyce Lee! Scared the daylights I thought she was
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going to skin me alive. You get back down here at the house. Course I went just like that! She said
you didn’t clean my stove. And she said my kitchen isn’t clean until the stove is clean. And let me

tell you something. To this day my stove is clean.
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Soil

Once, I liked myself. I liked the dirt.

In the grinding dark of it, ’'m swimming out.

My body sleeks itself with membrane, memory clasps
my eyes like a membrane.

The garden is one the sun

sets into, where everything else is dying.

Beneath, the heat exits like a motion serpentine—
I can hear it pass my shoulder.

The beetles make their interjections,
click, collapse.
The worms lip through the words, running out of steam.

Nothing is in my digger-stroke. Nothing reaches—
Reach for me, fill me

with exuberance. Hold me in impossible

boxed light.

In either two mirrors, in the hall, in mother’s house,
which one was I exactly?

One is tall and lean; one has the distended stomach

of a milk jug; one looks at me unaware.

One cannot box light. Gold air, only

shine-winning dust, sometimes makes it to the back wall,

where I am not now a stuck limply-
kicking beetle. I am not staring back at myself.
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Good News, Rebecca

There in the hollow, Sunday morning, we are not where we were
anticipated. Cave of a hallway, kitchen empty, the house braces itself

for what it is not is coming in
like the mistake of a sparrow beckoning again through the window
and tempting the curtains to a long stretch.

How far is the sky without the ground? A big true opening. Becoming
as a method of matter mattering,

pear-shaped and aglow

the trees are cut, and swinging in their own trajectories from the belt up,
by the frame of the window where

the red ants there

click through the screen

like paperclips pulled from a jammed bowl.

The house is letting its breaths out two at a time, the house
is remaining calm, and considering its old linoleum
like stained teeth. Mother tends the terrariums,

stepping around the forgotten table, forgotten toast on a plate.
A floorboard groans below me as she steps. The toast
has forgotten too.

The nothing this is born is still in productive years
and lateness stands with its neck broken

a victim of the will while we are the victims
of lateness, once removed
from mother, a woman living without herself in a single square box.

Her mouth rehearses its words. They do not always
come out. [ do not always move
either. Sister,

not sick, but sick, cannot come out from bed. The clock rummages
for its quarter past and shuts it.
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Mother is going up the stairs, turning over
the weight of the house. Nothing is buzzing here when we catch
in free fall, the dishes only threaten their gymnastics.

My eyes swing to the ceiling
bobbing along a periphery. My ears pop. While there,

there in the third pew, the sermon unstoppably washes over
filling the sanctuary with light
like a tub of cold water.

I hear through the ceiling, which is only another wall, Mother
misstepping through her room, an outturned stash of Cosmos,

anonymous candy, cigarette packs,
fauna entombed in a sewing basket lent for sewing.

Candle wax debris, flora from a funeral years ago, old stickers
litter the chests and the mirrors, her window.

And there’s Rebecca still hanging in the twilight of a body.
Perhaps she is not dead, a creature chaotic

churning dim sleep. Where are you
that makes impossibility an infinitude?

Is this word destruction where ending and nothing
at long last find themselves
in the thicket of holly leaves, rosemarys

whispering to each other rosaries of an arcane genetics,
if a genetic code can be arcane—more particle than syntax

more syntax than language—a thicket
of mentha flower pistols reaching insatiably, gradually, fondly for nothing?
Whom can [ trust if not this earth to forget this for me?

The house is still tumbling away,
further drifting downstream, pulling out its spool length of time,

making things into strangers
from a land less strange play out the Sundays.

A brunch lunch, who knows the time. We are celebrating the Ministry’s return.
In the lawn, the West Virginia Whites come out as they do
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in the white lightness when the clouds brood still in the distance.

The little children with sweaty hands knock against the long buffet
set out in the clear air.

Between the ambrosia and casseroles, they are casting out their lines
for the white powder cakes. The girls are collecting in the portico

with half empty plates of chips and grapes. Every so often
a few push through, give chase around the ring of them
then halt in their old places,

moving muscles and gesturing, holding diets.
Strangers to their girlhoods, being culled and culling themselves.
What comes of their volubility

pours from them like silk, a vex and shimmer
of the is and the should

that the world vaunts.
Hand-holding Hannah and Savannah, twins, do listen closely
to the world singing that overture.

But the world is singing itself too.
The first of the flies make their inquiries,

obsess over the spills of lemonade on my sleeves.
Perhaps that is what their volubility led to.

Mother, what are you hearing them say? while Rebecca tracks a toddler
through the ungroomed baseball diamond, her nice shoes

heavy like coffins of dirt.
The beginning of a storm is never small. We go inside.
Big doors of the church left open and the wet wind let in.

The storm is driving people home. I’'m alone. I fly
down the aisle of the broad-shouldered sanctuary. I multiply

like fishes. One big empty
at the altar. These are my flower petals, my hard oaken

shelter, these are my four thousand bibles.
These are my cravings for juice in my hand,
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these are my cravings for echoes. What does the house do on its own?
I spin. I measure the landing to the moon,

upside down, thunder at my feet. The Lord really is outside.
Here, the big old nothing that is

a vacuum. [ was not disappearing
hiding like a toad among the dome pods of the umbrellas

welcoming me. Then I’'m found. Good
What are eyes good for anyway?
morning, they say.

Little black holes, an instinct of proof, of similarities don’t look between
nothings and somethings. Where a little pioneer

at the edge of a sphinctering gape falls into darkness,

do I like the light sizzle at the bottom?

The Lord has one eye, but I need two.

I
The spring floods us more often now, hotter now. It is like a Saturday at 2pm.

Lying on the piano bench as always looking up I am listening
to the engine’s tremoring bowels,

its own little house through which I hear only foot falls.

Like in the pipings. Like the vents. Like the drywall, a door.

I can hear her crying now. She could be doing it now.
I’d like to find her purgatory instead of watching the ants
who are refusing the sparrow a stray has offered.

My steps on the steps are silent,

following the incense lead. Lavender smoke slinks

like the carrying of a burden up a ladder to the fan blades
that sprawl like an ache, which from the middle

hangs a knot of gift ribbons, bells, and shoestrings.
I move it, it crinkles, on my way
to lounge with her.

It is dirty laundry on the bed that I lie out over.
I wonder if her scent is mine too
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like her laughter is.

She said once a knight in the night told me to kill you
in your sleep. But isn’t it funny, that child’s idiom in bed
or the pen fifteen club, doesn’t the carpet match the dread?

I remember the temper of that playmate.
Her grinding teeth and pinch, nail marks on my arms, on her arms
and [ would rile her on purpose.

She is sitting with a project: sewing the hole of her jeans to her knee,
a loosening sheath of sunburn. I’d like to know

why with an exacto she’ll rip out her stitchings of a baseball

but I don’t ask now. I’d rather not risk now.

Running its fingers down the walls and her hair, some band

I had never heard of from the Midwest who had a bassist

whose habits had been bad when Rebecca took to the house shows,
the unfinished basements, the asbestos.

She contains the absences. I am trying to listen to the sands fall in her body.

When she answers mother’s call, I look. I am a hermit in a new shell.
I excavate for pins and needles, finding many
and pennies. She insisted on pennies

when friends paid her back. She glued them to lampshades and mirrors,
speckling the suns with dozens of moons

eclipse shot and making no journey

of their own, though the fabric glue she used wasn’t as strong

as the hot glue no one bought her.

Mother is telling her to spit it out, telling her again the one about the bootstraps.
I lock myself in the bathroom, with its peach walls and oyster soaps.

A gargoyle near-punctures my palms

in a round of patty cake—yes, the fretting about my conscientiousness.

The cave of a hand I have I examine,

cautious of a crab or snake.

I have been here before but I can’t

remember what I did. I grapple for her hand pretty often. I wring
my hands pretty often. She’s forgotten
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her tissues in the toilet, floating there not like spotted orchids.
This good morning her starry nightmare was at it again

in this same room where, Rebecca
would confess to me later maybe years later,
she tried to swallow too many pills. Her vomit frothy as meringue.

What a silly thing the names of those pills to remember and forget
and equally so the intractable motions of chemicals.

She 1s downstairs in council.

She has reverted to needs our mother understands.

She is busy stretching cat-style

over the kitchen counter, dunking a thumb in her bellybutton,
and asking for more gas money, which is also weed money.

Mother, a stockpiler of wheat and barley flours, a diabetic,
a woman weaning her despair,
keeps her teeth in. And I am still sitting here

in this room that smells like I shouldn’t be breathing,
and now Mama comes, her forehead and palms to the door,
saying something charred like I am trying to do good.

She is wondering where her symbology went wrong.

Her prayers, her dowsing rod, a gentle direction replacing an answer,
warm but with too much fortitude, fail

for the same reason the plants do not live longer.

I am finished. I am washing my hands. I am brushing my hair.
I am waving to myself on the other side of the wormhole

and considering the reasons the Old Testament wars will forever be laying
salt on the graves. The four of us are in the mirror: myself, herself,
and what we look like brushing our hair.

Mama requested Rebecca remove her bandana, one of these Sunday mornings,
with the kind of plea that also asks for maturity

like when she instructed we end our time on the monkey bars

because those are not the hands of ladies.

And we’d crawl beneath the table to listen to our little lesson on John
the Baptist,

to be in the architecture of the table, more like a doghouse
snug but for us.
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The coxing whorls beyond us like we don’t understand it,
like adults ducking behind newspapers, ducking out of a presence

where Rebecca and I are putting our hands

flat on the floor tiles, or turning

them into birds—long index necks, one heavy wing and thumb
—whose game is both a romance and

a drama of good and evil,

or testing the opaqueness of picture books, undoubtedly red
or white or green
without the many greens a mist molds from a tree.

It is Rebecca’s birthday. An unimportant enough event,
being here, to tell anyone. Mother wedged a card in Jeremiah
at the verse of the week, 31:3-6 if anyone’s counting.

She opens it and squeals, yes, there under the table. A fifty-dollar bill
from our mother’s mother, as distanced as many who were young once,
who misspelled her name with the archaic H on the envelope.

The correct spelling in the card. Signed with lots of love
and a caption: ’'m Winny, You’re the Poo!

Another mistake. Her script looks so much like our mother’s.

In the yellow outside, in Chillicothe,

G.G. took a hose to the worms after wet afternoons.

We were in our handmedown shirts and shorts with embroidery and fringe,
sopping up the lawn, under the rain finishing like a sprinkler.

Clunking her way down to the drive to expunge the coagulation there
down to the sewers, or if they were lucky, back into the lush pilgrimage
from which they fell.

As I imagined their long wet slide through the world,
Rebecca would grab them by the handful.

Between the tin bed-skirts of the side-by-side trailers we found a robin:
the fan wings, dead bead, plastic beak, and wire feet, the real thing.
Its eyes open like a doll’s.

G.G. punished us by the word, sending us straight to the tub
only after the fact, only well after we put it in the ground.
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We stuffed a candle box with dandelions and honeysuckle,
berries we knew we could not eat
from just beyond the park’s circle that like a ring of wagons kept us in.

Stroking the velvet stone of its body
we said nothing for a long while. Rebecca did not
want to let it go.

Dear God, I hope death did not pain her. I hope she is landing
on Saint Peter’s hand, that singing is easier with no dawns.
I hope she is happy with the worms in heaven.

11

Two Easter Sundays. Many people surround Mother and Father,

who’ve decided they’re going on leave from their youth Sunday School ministry
to focus on family.

They are asking Father to serve as deacon and Mother
to volunteer in the nursery.
A dozen years is not yet enough

for a real Baptist.
My mother’s shyness is slipping into its cove, with only frazzled nods and we’ll sees
and thank yous.

Between the pillars of epicene thighs, I’'m the size of a crack, I slip through
to my mother. I hug her around her middle.

We are still waiting for Rebecca to emerge

from a different corner of the church,

whose gymnasium of an exposed body, whose dream jungle
I’ve just walked through, basks in the skylight.

The unpredictable warmth is different than the crisp of the flash
and chill from the morning pictures. I am nauseous with chocolate.

The heat heaves its animal weight into the house,
laying out the grotesque scent of mucus to claim the kitchen, the counters,

the vase of flowers, the hot pot with its fish shivers of green beans,

the unflinching kitsch on the wall,
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while Mother prepares honey ham and potatoes.

Like several Sundays, a different Easter of the same
unprecedented heat, the humidity exposes a sweating belly to us.
I draw my hand-slug trail off the table

as Rebecca gives herself over to it.

Again sick with candy, she moans softly
leaning all the way and resting her head in the crook of her arm.

Her stiff dress, a rough blanket like mine, from both chastising and lethargy
we have not taken off, is enjoying bare legs and feet

freshly wagging against the chair legs.

We have relieved ourselves of hosiery at least.

Rebecca is tucking a foot under her.

She is grounded but won’t return to choir tonight, the sole item on the agenda,
and instead is staying home with cramps,
a sweet little stain emerging among her blue tulips.

There is soft bubbling and my mother whistling.
I move to open a window to open the steam.

I am remembering a story of Frankie canning,

not much of a story I guess, and of Hopper.

G.G., you say the brow of her never trembled.

Y our mother worked for winter hard:

finishing fortuitous, every stir of the pot rolling into her like a machine,

the moist lapping up of the air for relief,

with the same sheen my mother moves under now,
making the floor creak.

Frankie and Hopper, who was also Harry

or H.B., or for Frankie, Chuck.

Hopper Bottom, he was equally two-footed,

coming in scored from the coal trains black blue.
My mother says he was a mean old man, never

let Frankie drive. There will be no going of nowhere.
A stone already on its way down.

But G.G., what myth-making tripped through the surrogate time for you?

What is dripping behind your eyes like molasses?
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The Lord’s mysterious turning of leaves,
peeling of history inside out,
your leaving a pastor for a mechanic.

Black blue air by the coal mill.

My little mama everyday after school dusted out the living rooms

under ever frame and coaster, lamps first always.

You haven’t dusted yet, her mother says.
I have ma’am—everyday the dust comes into roost.

Are you calling me a liar?

My mother, a diligent twelve year old,

a cooker, cleaner, a little bleeder—

who stood fast for a sister and drank the milk she refused—
was called a liar.

The coal in the air, the living.

The sunny dry afternoons

where out flung Marie, smaller than she, through the door
outside waving to Hopper as he passed his trains

like an angel’s flight over her play.
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Ten Years Out

Hello, from the top

of wave break. A downpour splitting as soon as touched,
an opposite direction like

family. Like keeping absolutes, or at least however much
a bicycle left out overnight with the crickets can be

and dinner with stay at home dad.

Exacerbate, exonerate,
I am expunging the face from the mirror.

Maybe I never meet my lover,
maybe you two marry,

and you become a bed of nails rather than one.

Though then, you wouldn’t have imagined a wedding
or children, just the big radicals of many trips up the stairs

and down, and longing—What fun

for both of us, really. I don’t know where I’d be
tumbling away from myself, not towards.

I can’t tell you which version is more threatening.
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JOCKEY

Please dare the bell strike.

The leaps it will take for so little—
like a crack in a church door or some silly ideas

from within. Not like my paper drawing of you, of you
as an eyed wire, scrupulous cold, as [ am

a skeined body, accomplished, held still, and
us, as us, letting a fire spoil.

Paper does not take to fire well, which is unlucky.
I’ve mentioned before, I recall no speech

in childhood, I hadn’t a jaw.
Surely I’ve got one now, but it seems I can’t crank it

wide enough for you and things change, by and by.
A church door is only every door

breaking an afternoon
open—mayflies wash in the air the devastating sun,

the blue sky ever-smell kicking in the mouth,
the it keeping what it can of what’s too soon.
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Practice

And I am certainly going on and on.
It is not like I’ve had the time before this,
which is when your hand comes

twinkling up my side in a way comparable only to gliding up stairway rails.

You’ve been gone, and I’ve been busy running the country

or whatever else I’ve managed to kill days with.

Trying sake, and pretending to not enjoy myself

at stupid bars where they never

serve liquor in real glasses. Or better yet,

brushing off thirty pounds of mushrooms on overtime

for a boss who doesn’t consider me responsible because

I look young for my age. Did you know you get salmonella from the shell
not the egg? It’s, like, sexually transmitted.

I keep thinking of us as one and the other’s long shadow.

I see into your face

and the capillaries under your eyes will probably be darker soon.
It feels like I can just tell

what your face will do in twenty years.

I’1l say, Damn he looks like a father,

but what does a father look like anyway?

I know a mother looks like me.
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Ah, Suffer!

With you all things are impossible.

And yet, I’'m the one who ends up moving back and forth between Conrad Birdie,
One Last Kiss and Jarvis Cocker’s My Baby’s Coming Back to Me.

Both are certainly mid-April jams, but Birdie’s stupid orgasmic chokes

don’t quite distract me from the road in a good way. And then

you are again

chewing off an earring, bringing
me to your middle, and holding—

I do not know how to be devoured by someone like you.

If only. But it’s nice that Mickey’s brooms continue marching on with the electric
without spilling. Just an imaginable thunder. It’s their blind diligence
or my sentimentality for terror

which has served me only in so far
as a dare would, the kinds I never end up having the guts for.
Some version of me does.

I’ve been calling one of us a pilgrim and another a philosopher
but maybe I’ve got it backwards, though even the pilgrim

is untethered to something less so

than you are and I am really

neither anyway. Untetheredness
I sense really shares a lizardish finitude
with survival especially if there is a light frosting that no one else seems to see.

What you are afraid of

returns to you, for obvious reasons

not unlike a specter, bearing in swaddling wrap and tinsel

your mother and isolation

but maybe I’ve gone too far for mentioning your mom, brightening everything
like a relief from cruelty, sharp as a shadow,

driving with both hands.

Let me tell you what desire can do with hands.

What are you afraid of
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is a useless question so don’t bother,
and don’t try to beat me out with lyrical analogs because I know all these songs
really well. I can stay out of port for however long it takes, or at least

for the next few hours.

If I weren’t stuck, I wouldn’t be stuck.
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Trinity

Salt of the earth, south Illinois. I got off the plane

and I was the tallest thing for miles. I could hang
from God’s ear like an earring

if I wanted. I had a marvelous time. Best game
of darts ever played but I’ve never

been good at pool. Violence tends to be more
interesting some say. [ wouldn’t go so far

and surely not this close to Ferguson, where
Americans are dying in the dark.

I am remembering an expression of fear,
saying all lives matter

like an old man with cancer fumbling
for a tissue,

or snapping peanut shells, whipping them into
the big corner barrel.

They say we’ve entered a new age, but whether
by agriculture or industrialization

or violence, determining its beginning is hard.
1945 marks the year when we very well could

destroy ourselves, playing with fire, or like
arming ourselves with Davey Crockets,

keeping sound a right as good
as the right to eat,

except for those that shouldn’t. We are not
so far away from that.
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Y our Mother Dies

She had gotten trapped between the walls of the house, an irregular paper star

folded in a leather womb.
In my imagination fixed as a painter or cleaner there as normally

collecting wrong answers and buttons
and leaving not a trace.

Finding her like finding water damage was not-long-expected
after the new year.

The parlor caught Columbus Sunday in Spring light,
grass like heaven’s chill slowing the blood.

I remember you as a griever, non-eater, with no
open words. Your father was finally alone

but-with-what alone, standing above her in the yard. The pair
you made was two left feet with shoes on.

Dreamchoked in the orange morning, nothing
could get me to tell you. Not the wide-smiling door

of our room, not your own terrors
wherein I, a box carcass, sound the mort nightly.

Not while we’re alive at least when your skin spikes
in the dark and in the light your eyes soak me up.

What an immemorable piece of myself I have here
left with me.

You were slipping off the bed, mouth in mock-scream
like a child, I peered down the well that opened you

don’t go and the silver at the bottom peered back.



Bob Ross and Chill

We are marathoning the four-hundred-episode stream
of the one and only in celebration of his birthday.

It’s just the thing for October, something to excuse the restive air,
which is to say our quarantine of October

is harboring a revolt, and how else
might we be mollified

other than by our ugly comforter, or Rilke, other than
the vacuuming of the rug?

In our little eight-day stint, Bob is a visiting pet
whose inconsequential routines stay on its plane of being—
except for our affected watching. We cannot touch it.

The shows, like skimming through a museum collection
of all the right fossils, offer us only the relish of knowing
that whether or not

he makes the deliberate promise of something new
does not matter. The clouds are most successful as illusions,

then mountains big as midnight, although the snow does not disappear
over the years to reflect the retreat over the decades.

Then trees and waterfront in the foreground. A grandfather
of a pine coming down to stand off-center for an easy transition to nonpainting
has set off the consternated chattrolls

who worry that the master has ruined it, beseeching him,
but he saved it. He beat the devil out of it.

How impossible it would be to learn from this, letting it happen
whatever it is that’s in one’s heart—imagining the real world

as a series of forgeries. He is running
unsurprisingly through a dozen sound sayings,
thinking like water.
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What Bob feels, which may be happy just as an empty cage,
is channeling an American sergeanthood into an affinity
for squirrel kits’ care

—referring to a warm winter sky as a mushroom cloud
only once. But this

was not supposed to be about Bobert. I tell you
van dyke brown and cad yellow are my favorites of his artillery,

filling your cup again with milk. Would you like
something else for your sweet tooth?

other than these indistinguishable gummies
over and over again. Let us hopscotch our way into havens

birdless, humanless, stillness in fractions
to humor the bored pressures of October.

Because, of course, like Bert’s pictures in chalk, the life of it
is just beyond view waiting to be sought out

like looking for a place for the deed Bert and Mary
never indulge.

As unhappy a painting as this one that—no, is still
the same. I cannot imagine sex there,
and he has successfully lulled me to sleep.
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Up Beacon Hill
Small world, small Boston, like a molar. Starlight and lamplight palette,
the surface curves of the street

curves like a guide for the rain
if it rained.

Walking unbalanced, head front, foot twisted
—age was a hole I fell into

which was like waiting for the show of animatronics to at any moment berate me,
crack out its impositions from a lit window,

and fade to a shallow mystery, but there were none. No faces at all,
just paint, just brick,

no space but the length of a brick. A backhoe loader splayed out,
a colossal scorpion who makes of the brick

chump change or little flecks of wheat. What kind of size
of humans were here? I’d ask my monologue.

The doorframes coming down from the street ranged in size
by prisoner type: rusted can & bars type, crippled cold & naked type,

ratman busy with the fleas type, raggedy ann who reads type, so small sleeps in a drawer type,
but there were none.

This is what we get with no history. Gonzo might as well
do his emerging, claiming to be Chuckie D.

Naturally, I do not think I am exaggerating over the disjunctiveness
of oh of it all I guess,

of the spinning of houses siphoning themselves off
to the sky, a heavens drain,

of cowboys witching away their anonymity in an old American folktale,
of a final generation mounting the soapbox

balanced on a coin, yes aswarm, yes hysterically.
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Short Poem

Is it still all right that I want a ring? We can get ourselves both rings, if you want. I know
it will not mean
so much in a hundred years, but I care about it now. That’s what an artifact is. Isn’t it?

I kept those flowers you dried in the Frost collection. They are still relentlessly undead.
All they’re missing
is water. That’s all we’ll be missing, is water. Fire water, mineral water, water of the spirit.

46



Quelling
In southern Ohio, where we all have learned the land wrinkles like a carpet into hills
where the ice came to halt,

a train is cricking along a flatland between two worlds
and earning its exclusion from both.

Insects whip through splintering light. Like them all, the evening is one of many.
The old men without eveningmeal live their long deaths,
abstaining the sphinx’s aroma:

four legs, two legs, three.

The nacred clouds clothe their birthplaces,
which are only stories by now.

A honeybee is stationed near my bench.
Like the widowers here to be under grace and the yellow trees, he moves slowly.

He is catching up.

The sun’s venom eats. The men gaze through the axis,
through the swing sets. They keep grounded their hiding

as they watch a child’s topple to breast.

Brother, seemingly synonymous with soldier since the beginning,
is joining the National Guard.

A cat follows its shadow home as the train follows its faith.
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Shepherd
After a wildernight full of darlingest Rilke, you come, desperate as a beggar for rest,
to a bench in the dungeon halls of Denney. You ask me to stay while you sleep.

Curling yourself, hands kneading between knees, a remora against the belly of the wall.
You left this place, you fell away.

I cannot finish my work. Noon light skims the window’s whale rib into the hall that we are
slowing, letting a far off muscle pump its breath along without us. Noon light

radiating out from the long green where there is a shepherd of some kind
trotting after a master

who twirls every few steps to check the dog’s fidelity. The dog glides through its resilience:
grass and spit forge with the tongue

as dog tongues do, eyes fixed on the guiding star. The boy
could have been a mile ahead. Of course,

you do not remember this. You awoke surprised that I would still be there. There
at your reunion with the world.

You loved it, loving me.
My friend, I looked down a barrel through you and I saw nothing

but me.
Is there a body I would not keep? A light I would not take in—?

Light is never a metaphor, writes one of our favorites, praying.
And neither is the work of the eyes.
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Hopper is Still Ticking
I found your Notice of Classification card, Hopper,
today among your daughter’s possessions.

It dates the year the war ended.
I’m glad it was the children that kept you from the war.

I’m glad they did not grow faster.
Berry-eating aerial, saint, or ghost, or demon,

what is your place here, cold chameleon?
What do you mean to me now in the altitude of stone?

Don’t worry, Father. I am keeping love in my heart.
It runs out from me, as it should, and parallel, across river.

I stand, a strange soaker of the sun, hearing the insects clot the air.

Sometimes they are mistaken for uncountable spasms.

Sometimes they rest by me like a conscience as I read.
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Warm Autumn
Sprite light dapples along for a moment with the leaves
that circle their resting place

before they scrape and clump the cobblestone down to the pond
where the sleepily synchronous leaves graze

like the creatures heavy at home. Someone is mumbling advice
for prepositions and someone in his mind is solving a Rubik’s,

the jumble held with a three-finger prong
and another three fingers tap along the knee-high wall

that runs all the way down to the pond
though it could equally be at a kitchen table.

I’d like to take a soaped sled through the leaves one day.
I should pick one sooner than later

if the weather really will turn. If the trees really will
turn in on themselves, I’d like to find some time

while the leaves are loosening in the candy colors
the sun leaves behind. Someone I know on high is suggesting

love comes down only in its sacrifices
like the always illimitable geese who are always arriving

between the pink and shadow
that too quickly grows from the earth. Like the dark

I am only a spectator of those defying what I’'m bound to,
being a being who depends on metaphor

while advice only behaves like a metaphor for advice.
O fateful debris. O my sky. At least the sky is with me.



Love Poem

We can keep our mouths to ourselves

only for so long. Like the rabbits

we are, crawling under the blankets suspended
by our hard-knuckle chair, we nest, we make
a little womb flush pink with light

coming in to us. We are stones

feeding on the sun. Can we use it,

what falls on us like sleep?

The plants can take what we can’t,

some friend alien slurping up

what we don’t. We have what

we need, laughing like fleas

to each other, mouths building our peachful cathedral
brimming together with springtime, fish-eye
windows, wind-filled buoyant door, nectar

for the birds. Christ is somewhere

quietly playing chess.

Take this poem that I haven’t the strength for,
wrapped as a crane with its floret dimples
rolling out the shadows.

Take this poem that I fear losing
up my sleeve, its bursts
all but silently broken.
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