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AT GROUND ZERO

Far outside the warren

where rabbits cuddle around their paws
and a myriad of insects tick and intuit
the chemical change,

a rumbling crash comes down:

A tower falls, from old age

earthquake or detonation?

Some terrible spreading timbre

no one knows.

Inside, where they breathe
close to the animals
hear the tiniest sweetest coos and sighs
and the hard rubbings of fur.
But step back from the creatures
and your antique mouth
is dropped by the booms
constant and nearing
old age falling down
hearts stopped
by the giant flares
coming at last to the heart
to the snug places
where even toward the final hour
fresh droppings flavor the soil.
Barry Wallenstein



2 Tom Hansen

TWO POEMS

Accepting Whatever Words Come

One should lower his standards until there is no felt
threshold to go over in writing. It's easy to write.
— William Stafford

This is the first line. It offers itself.

Take it. Go where it leads.

That was the second. And now here we are
(And there we were) in the third—

Which by now is the fifth.

Forget the fourth. It's already the sixth,
Dying into the seventh.

Word upon line upon stanza, it grows:

A glib little likable babble.

Next comes white space—

The stuff that keeps stanzas apart.

It wants you to listen. . . .

Something above is over and something

Is waiting below to begin

And together the two dream a poem.

It can’t wake up, and sleepwalks in circles,
So lost in this forest of words

It can't find its voice.

That was the second stanza

Supposing what white space might say.

And s0, in its turn,

This third stanza supposes it knows

What the second one thinks.

Meanwhile above: a new white space blooms.
Below: a great silence yawns.

Words die into it. Then there is nothing. . . .
Then something begins to be born.
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Chopping Down The Bodhi Tree

See the little Buddha sitting
Underneath the Bodhi tree—
Never moving, never speaking,
Still as still as still can be.

still, there’s room enough for two.
Walk on over. Take a seat.

Maybe you can find out something
Sitting at the Buddha'’s feet.

Never moving, never speaking
You're a little Buddha, too.

Still as stone, you hear them coming:
Thoughts you never knew you knew.

Little stone, you sit there sweating,
Half-baked in the summer sun.
Drop by drop, you shed your body:
Going, going, going—gone.

Now we see you. Now we don't.
You don’t seem to be all there.
Little Buddha stone is learning
Something lighter than the air.

Listen, little Bodhi sitter,

When you reach that yonder shore,
Will you laugh as you discover

It’s a place you've been before?

Then you'll find your journey’s over
Sooner than you could have guessed.
You'll come back to where you started,
Then find out you never left.
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No one ever used that ticket.

No one took that ferry boat.

Words of thanks you give the captain
Seem to rise from no one’s throat.

No one has come home from nowhere.
No one plans to stay for good.

No one seems to be the same

As people say that no one should.

No one smiles and washes dishes,
Slops the hogs, and shovels shit.
No one finally knows the news:
That this right here, right now is it.
Tom Hansen

PINEY

One day towing a fishing shanty

from lake to lake across a bewilderment
of rivers and marshes in the Barrens,

you find him. He knows you first

by your Ski-Doo, then

by your license pinned like a security pass.

He got here by forcing a foot route

through scrub pine and pepperbush.

He’s running traplines and crossbow fishing
always now on posted land—

Why else would anyone be

a tenth-generation Piney?
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Spring to fall he works wild cranberry bogs,
and when he climbs into waders

to steer a thresher like a garden tiller
bobbing on pontoons, you'd want to be him
just to make that water blaze

and vacuum it black again.

Ask the way back and he’ll tell you
where the last narrow gauge

of the old Pine Barrens Railroad lies

that hauled bog iron for Union shot,

or the site of ponds so rich in tannic acid
any one might stare you down

with the face of the Jersey Devil, that
13th child of a 13th child,

drowned at birth.

Right now you're merely
someplace between Speedwell and Tabemnacle
where springs and currents keep the ice
thin enough for arrows.
He cocks the crossbow and releases line
spooled at his waist. He knows how any April
the crosshairs of surveyors
could sprout from landfill,
and how midges could be sawdust dancing on a plank
as a ripsaw passes through it.
Thomas Reiter
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THREE POEMS

The Palm Reading

Hold near, gypsy lover, the palpable
cosmology of me and read. Read
what Fortune veils in my killing hand. Trace
with warm, pale finger where star-paths etch
their hazardous mobilities of life,
prosperity, and love. Then fold my marks
and vanish them in yours, like crude roads
made voluptuous with snow. Our blizzard’s warmth
enduring for its season. Then on leaving,
tell me: What more than snow-of-my-Self-falling
can fill this wayside emptied of our light?
What more can I unfill, then fill again
with ground bone and the heart’s soft pith
to last alone in the moon’s cold hands?

Eugene Smith, bluecollar mute

I am the son of Acetylene
begotten by some ovum sparked
by cool-blue heat

a body made to lust

for speech, and so

I come to public readings to measure
my voice, to steal a listen

like fruit from a banquet.

For one must be about conversing
know the sweet festivity of words
immune from the body

and so I come like a blindman

to a crowded dance

to sense their presences
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feel them tap against me

stir their fellows trapped

as in a mine disaster, doomed
to smother beneath my hissing.

Surrendering Arcady

Dangling from the web of wisteria
the boy cries out

caught in the ligaments of his father’s dreams.

Go higher, the man shouts.
I'm scared, says his son.

Homesteaders cut boughs with saws
make a hollow among the branches
throw up bright hammocks, rope ladders,
and swings for their children

who soar complacent in a veil of sweat
content with imitating angels, pumping
further into the vault of leaf and limb.
Careful, Gabriel, a mother warns,

Not too high.

Three girls probe a robin’s nest

touch the speckled smoothness of eggs
feel the oval’s fair enchantment

call their brothers and make them thieves.

Nearby, a couple prepares to leap

for a different tree. It is a man

with another man’s wife. Swaying
single file to their jumping place,
knowing in love’s complicity

the color of volition is thin as air

the fittest medium for falling through.
Singularly, they crouch and spring.

Above, the canopy of trees taps rain.
Runoff dapples like the rumor of a flood.

Curtis Derrick
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CHICKEN DINNER

After supper

her guest

sits close to the

round brown body

of the woman, hands
strumming the kitchen
table. He is sucking
his teeth. Her children
sleep in their beds
upstairs. He pretends also
to need to sleep:

out of his glinting
half-closures, eyes,

he watches her

for motherly reactions.

“You have a beautiful

body,” he says, “so round,

just shaped for the

mouth.” But she sits

at the table, still

solid: she does not say anything
yet. “Ooh,” he continues,
“how I would like

to take you in my mouth.

I can taste you now.”

A muscle is twitching

in his jaw. On their bare plates
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the chicken bones

like folded thighs of crickets
fiddle with each other.
There is not even

a chunk of potato left

stuck to the rim

for decency’s sake.

But she is too tired

to push away her chair
and clear up. So they sit
by the arroyo of baving eaten.
“It was a lovely

dinner,” he says.

He sucks his cheek in

and out. The bones

on the plates

speak quietly

like guitar strings:

while the man tries to sing
the woman’s

heavy body

into a stand-up,
leave-the-table mood.

Once on her bed

he goes for her nipples
first off, taking them

in his teeth but playing,
not clamping down hard.
She spreads herself out
as on a plate, she

who would give him anything,
while her flesh,

its ripe brown softness,
creeps delicately

away from his mouth.
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She remembers her children

as babies, sucking and sweating,
fastened on breasts.

How when their new gums sharpened,
testing their first blue-white
teeth, she cried “No! That hurts!”
to them, quickly

moving away, inadvertent,
startling them out of their
milk-dream. It was then

in their eyes she saw for the first
time Intelligence : that is,

they understood “No”

but were bent on their biting
anyway.

How irritated she has become
with everyone, setting herself
like a table for others.

“You taste good,” the man moans.
Already he seems impatient.

He licks the appetizers

from her body, the sherbet,

his jaw muscles clenched.

He presses his mouth upon her
in the other parts.

He is rooting and searching

for something more.

She puts thin

protective hands

in front of her body

like chicken bones; her breasts,
baked potatoes, her nipples.
She wants to take

this plate of herself

and dump it in the sink.

His teeth

are starting to grind.

Kathleen Spivack
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She is afraid of offending
him, arching her back.
For it is an honor
to be picked clean.
And now her own carcass
starts thrumming:
a high clear tension-like whine.
“I don't like noise
while I'm eating,” he says,
“You’re making me nervous.
Lie still.”
Kathleen Spivack

TWO POEMS

Cecropia

Now don'’t get me wrong—it wasn't butterflies

I went for,

those daytime flirts,

but moths, the shy ones furred and thick fronded,
pale green, lavender, umber and rose-mottled giants
with the thumb prints of God on their wings,
Polyphemus, Cecropia, Promethea, Luna, Io...

Molasses was a trick to make them stay

I tried one night, painted on a grove of pines—

it was something to do

besides the wedding of the girl across the street.

Well, nothing came of it.

And there, beyond the trees

the bride moon-white, bridesmaids pale green, dancing
in the blue and silver night.
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That was when I was twelve. By fifteen

I was professional, let the silksack of a Cecropia
cool among the rutabaga and potatoes.

All winter I waited for May, the cocoon growing firm
as my own birth day approached.

Also waiting
was the Ford Victoria, two-tone tan, cow-horned:

When the day came, you can imagine the rubber

I burned, The Yellow Rose of Texas blooming vastly
from the speakers

and the hundred or more 1 did on N.Y. 96

and Ruth Waymoth hair spanking cheerleading
drumming our song on the roof

and when we took Elmwood on two wheels Ruth
half out the window both arms in the air in a vee
and her fingers vees and the plunge of her two-piece
oh lord.

When I pulled in, late,

the Cecropia was out

and with a sound like the rustle of underthings,
half eaten by ants.

They blackened the new tan fur,

the sockets where eyes had looked for some way
out of this, the pink and umber wings, too wet to fly,
the thumbprints—what little was left of them.

Burial
A boy is in the field, digging,

whose father has been stunned
by the sledge of time
and doesn’t know enough to drop

or try again.
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A boy is in the field, digging
a hole which is perfectly square,

whose father gets nothing straight,
not his swayback barn, his bending
past, his pretty wife.

A boy is in the field, digging
a hole which is perfectly square,
knowing all,

whose father will never know
whose mother it was
skirt up in the mow with Ben Stone.

A boy is in the field, digging

a hole which is perfectly square,
knowing all

he can do is build these walls

as straight as squinting eyes allow,

whose father left Abraham out

in a two-day rain

to bloat himself on half-ripe oats,
couldn’t find the slugs

to shoot the horse

and had to use a maul.

A boy is in the field, digging

a hole which is perfectly square,
knowing all

he can do is build these walls

as straight as squinting eyes allow
and high enough

for more than a stiff-legged horse,

whose father once carried him high
as the Morgan,
whose mother once swung him flat out
in the dangerous air,
and said she’d never let go, ever.
Rennie McQuilkin
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ALTENBRUCKEN

In the bookstalls along the river

I find the girl of my dreams selling

old gravestones stacked in wood bins,
white marble inscribed in Gothic script
and smooth slate markers, the names
forgotten. I sort them out, my grandparents
and great-grandparents, and count

the generations, one stone upon the next.
Taking my hands she teaches me to deal
the stones like Tarot cards, shows me
how they point towards dusk.

That night I dance with her

outside the Hotel Holderlin beneath
chestnut trees and Chinese lanterns.
We waltz among gaily dressed couples
who draw no breath—sometimes

they stop to stare at me, wondering
that the living come so close.

Later, beneath the old bridge, she
offers me the mist rising as the river
breathes. 1 learn that she died

in the camps and has waited long years

for love. Passing through her lips
I find myself in a small room playing violin
for those who have ears, bringing them
gifts from the dead. For those who weep:
spirited dances. For those who laugh:
Trauermusik, so in the strain of the bow
they hear their passing. I shape the notes
this woman gives me, here in her bed
with the river set above us like a canopy.
For a thousand years I'll be this music:
sound of water passing over stone.
Theodore Deppe



