10.

13.
14.

16.

18.

20.
21
22.

32.
33.
34.
36.
37.
38.
39.

THE BELOIT POETRY JOURNAL
Volume 40 — Number 2

Winter 1989-1990

R A i

Joanna Byrne Cavitch
Charles Wyatt

Gary Fincke

Francine Sterle
David Sullivan

Frank Johnson

Liu Xiaofang, trans. by
Li Xijian and
Gordon Osing

Yang Mu, trans. by
Li Xijian and
Gordon Osing

Jane Ellen Glasser

Joseph Chaney

Mirosfaw Stecewicz,

trans. by Leslaw Ludwig

Karen Kovacik

Dan Stryk
Naomi Clark

John R. Reed
Books in Brief

CONTENTS

I Follow an Ambulance This Morning
History

History Bites

In the Pictures

Purgatory

Don’t Laugh

They Are Friends, Not Lovers

Teri

Their Letters Were Baked in a Sterilizer
Maybe Now You Know

The Queen of the Farm Courtyard

Smoke from Kitchen Chimneys in My
Hometown

With Difficulty the Poet Dissolves
His Love Affair with Prosody

Shaving Again
What Is an Editor?

Music As It Is
Wedding Song

The Spiders Electric
Prayer Rug Fading
Spinning

To My Mother
Winter Cats

COVER: Knightia fossils, brown in white sandstone, Eocene Period,
Green River Formation, Warfield Springs, Wyoming. From the collection
of Dan Bennett, Down to Earth Gifts, Belfast, Maine.



THE BELOIT POETRY JOURNAL

Volume 40, Number 2 Winter 1989-1990

I FOLLOW AN AMBULANCE THIS MORNING

I follow a panicked ambulance
into Cambridge this morning

follow the whorled siren’s bloody whine

as the screaming closed wagon switches lanes
forcing the polished traffic

off the clogged parkway

I follow along the Mystic Lakes

in an aluminum rain, wipers

saying NO NO NO NO to trauma in lonely places,
wiping and wiping tears,

clearing the windshield view

so six signal lights can blink back red-eyed at me
from crisis, and I sympathize and speed up

as close as 1 can behind the reckless medic
because I want to see

how he

carries woundedness to harbor

and now he leads me, tugs me, draws me
(the driver seems to be someone 1 know)
into closer and closer contact

with the rapid pulses and thin squeals

of his narrow wagon

wailing toward the hospital

with me lurching behind, bumper to bumper,
wanting almost to be caught up in the ambulance
that brakes in terror and skids to a left U-turn

off Memorial Drive

but I keep going along the inbound river.

Joanna Byrne Cavitch



2 Charles Wyatt

HISTORY

There was light across the back field
Making the yellow grass white
And giving block-long tree shadows.

Someone in a white coat was waiting
For a dog in the far corner. Birds
Made strange songs balance in the cold.

For a moment I stopped and plotted myself
In the graph — halfway — my feet warm
On the cold earth and stone my relatives

Have left me to stand on, their bodies
Flattened, or dissolved, compressed
Into the works of earth. I breathe

Them, ancestors. We share the chemicals,
Or, as it occurs to me, standing in
A cold horizontally lit field, in the last

Birdsong of day and season, we are one
Curious spirit, born and reborn,
Out of the same element, never,

Except in the most haunted, useless moments,
Remembering — Ages of you, ages of myself,
And the light, now, quite darkened.

Charles Wyatt
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HISTORY BITES

That night, in his room, complaining, my son
Sat to steal his report from the World Book,
List the Kent State dates and dead like fractions
To be reduced. “History Bites,” it said
On his paper, “choose one, taste, and swallow,”
And I surprised him with slides, his father
The student who'd sampled his fresh mouthful
Of wartime after class. Monday, May 4,
Returned on his wall, and he worked the crowd
For someone familiar from the Dark Age
Of flared pants, long hair, and armies. Though I
Was faculty by now, standing in front
Of students with the rifle of language,
I wanted to show myself on his wall
Like some shadow animal of the hands —
Rabbit of the fingers, the knuckled dog,
Decorative pain of the headstone past.
Look, there I am then, I said, repeating
“They should have shot you, too,” what my uncle,
Who'd wished me dead or drafted, had volleyed
At my complaints. Twenty years was whirring
In that projector’s fan, and my son said
““So what were you doing?” and I managed
“Watching,” followed silence with “I don’t know”
As if he were asking why I'd never
Left college or written one word on

(Stanza continued)
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History as it happened: some roar of oaths
Striking the raised oaths of rifles; some pop
Of gestures freeing the pop of gunfire —

Like fireworks, one platitude for anger,

And what I told my son was “Write this down”:
We thought they were blanks; we stood ignorant
As some lost tribe staring at sticks that smoked.
Which is the way these histories happen,
Somebody saying “Never,” “Of course not,”

Or its thousand variants. The crowd scene
That follows, the jostling forward of faith.

Gary Fincke

IN THE PICTURES

all the Japanese are dead
overexposed
the afternoon glare
tramples
across their faces

I hold them in my hands
I am seven
I have found a shoebox
stuffed with photographs
under the army blanket
far back in the closet
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their bodies
jump up at me
one from a ditch
another
by two sickly trees
across a third
a string of numbers
marks the date

face down the soldier (a dark-haired boy)
has a bayonet
stuck in his back
standing over him
a G.I. is smiling
as if he had bagged a moose
large wet spots
droop
from his underarms
another man squats
behind him
his eyes rolled up
to the shaved top of his head

{(Where is my father?)
Is he hiding
in the woods
the way he hides
under the table
if he hears a shot

curled there

white as a rabbit?

Francine Sterle
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Five Poems from Storyville

PURGATORY

In the first photograph the clipped ears of the black boxer
on her lap are blurred, though the dog’s legs have
found footing on the white cloth that covers her
knickers so the nail-sheaths shine.

The woman’s fingers crisscross beneath its panting belly
and she leans forward, placing their heads in the
same plane, smiling up through her falling hair so her
dimples match the dog’s creased cheeks.

Behind their chair a white cloth screens out the cross-
hatched flagstones, weighted clotheslines, and rain-
gutter’s flared mouth, though Bellocq stood back so
they square off the cloth like a frame.

In the second photograph the dog and its cloth are gone,
the woman's arms are folded tightly under her shirt,
unbuttoned and pulled down off her shoulders,

and the photographer has moved so close only one edge
shows blurred bricks. A rope clasp hangs open over
her shadowed breast and an oval mole graces her
right arm. In this one she gives you nothing

but her bared profile. She stares out through the wet sheets
as if she never cracked the stone of her face, as if she
were not the same woman who held the boxer.
Something’s changed.

These poems are from a series based on the photographs of EJ. Bellocq,
who photographed prostitutes in New Orleans early in this century. Some of
the photographs appear in EJ. Bellocq, Storyville Portraits: Pbotographs
[from the New Orleans Red-Light District, Circa 1912(New York: Museum of
Modern Art, 1970).
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I remember driving to work over the green swells of New
Hampshire hills, red leaves like crusts of fire on my
windshield flamed alive in my wake, and cresting I
saw them waiting for the schoolbus:

a girl poised in plaid knickers, a younger brother circling,
scuffing the leaves. It must have irritated her, because
she struck his cheek so hard the boy fell back on the
asphalt, elbows jarring.

I braked, rolled down my window as I got closer, but she
was older than I'd thought, pimples splotched her
high cheeks, and her look said — none of your busi-
ness, you drive on outa here — and I did.

I drove the same road back from work. Rain had lain its
sheen across the blacktop tempting small frogs to risk
the passage. Most made it, others exploded beneath
my wheels with shallow pops.

DON'T LAUGH

The man on top of her shows one dark, veined hand. It
presses her bicep, touches her laughing lips with a
finger, steadies his unseen body so he can rock into
her.

She faces the photographer, eyes as tightly drawn as the
penciled brows, pulling a smile for me, or for the
customer, or because something he said or did to her
ear amuses her.

She still has her shirt on, her exposed arm clutches the
curtain down around her face where one pink nail
matches the cotton creases printed for a child’s bed-
room. It repeats its lesson

in rolling block letters: A is for apple, B is for boat, C is for
cat, D is for duck, E is for elephant — then A again.
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The prostitute in Bellocq’s plate poses on a divan in her
high heels, stockings, and carnival mask, her eyes
reduced to slits, nose hidden behind a black beak.

She twists forward, bracing her buttocks with the right arm
while supporting her torso on the other elbow. Her
stomach muscles are taut, she cannot hold this pose
long.

She makes me uncomfortable. A parody of the sexual
before that big bed, leaning forward with no negli-
gent arm to interrupt my taking in her body, her face
masked and smiling —

but the smile has stayed on too long, no laughter left in it,
not even derision, just a game played for those who
would use this photograph. She gives them what she
wants to.

I don’t want to moralize these pictures, give the women
names, or pretend this is an act of fidelity any truer
than a man’s masturbating, 1 want to tell you a story.

I remember a circle of fists in a playground in winter. All in
until the chooser slapped one open and said what
you got there? The one without mittens said bread
and butter.

We all said where’s my half? He said cat got it. Where’s the
cat? Dog ate it. Where's the dog? In the woods.
Where’s the woods? Water sank it. Where's the water?

Ox drank it. Where’s the ox? Butcher killed it. Where’s the
butcher? Rope hung him. Where’s the rope? Knife cut
it. Where's the knife? Hammer broke it. Where’s the
hammer?

Upstairs cracking nuts. Then through the plumed air we
chanted A is for apple, P is for pear, first one to laugh
grin or show their teeth gets a box a pinch and a pull
of the hair.

I bit back my cheeks’ insides until somebody broke.
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THEY ARE FRIENDS, NOT LOVERS

Off a one-lane bridge over a muddy stream that fed the
Ompompanoosuc Andrew and I would throw our
gangly bodies, twist the world into a somersault and
smack the warm water

which we had to enter at an angle or be wrenched by the
shallows. When a car came down the oak-hung road
we’d wrestle, snag each other’s long necks and fall
together,

parting before the warm water drowned our laughter. The
only time two women share a plate of Bellocq’s they
seem to inhabit different worlds; one is dressed for
church or the camera,

the other sleeps at the edge of the frame. My friend who
worked a house says she took a female lover because
the men began to sicken her and were so simple to
satisfy.

She saved a spot on her neck she’d let no one else kiss. In a
photograph by Mary Ellen Mark two Bombay prosti-
tutes are united by the stretched flesh of one’s cheek
the other tugs with her teeth.

The larger smiles at the camera, a rose in her hair shadows
the free cheek. The other woman turns sideways,
laces her left hand into the clasp of crossed arms and
pulls them together

with the hand that hugs her shoulder. The gold across their
bare chests sets off the patina of their flesh. Under-
neath: Lata (right) and Asha. They are friends, not
lovers.
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Miracles repeated are no longer miracles, but inconsequen-
tial as faces in a passing bus, so lust becomes a parody
one performs and Lata teeths Asha’s cheek to show
affection.

Andrew and I crawled beneath the bed, scared his sisters
would see if we did it in the open room, and brought
our faces together above the cold tiles to kiss. Eyes
closed we cracked our teeth;

then shook with laughter until my hair caught on the
springs and Andrew had to untangle me. He worked
patiently, touching his lips with his tongue as if
memorizing what we'd done.

TERI

This woman, seated sideways on a dark, lathe-turned chair
is fat. Not grotesquely, but enough so that her chin
and belly are folded twice and her breasts are sand-
bag weights.

Her extremities are overmodeled like Michelangelo’s mar-
ble statues, a big veined hand wraps round the seat’s
front corner, and one foot, angled towards the photo-
grapher, displays chipped nails.

She wears a mask, one wide lip visible beneath the silvery
edge almost smiles. The eye slits are covered in gauze
and behind roll the opaque eyes of a frozen fish.

I have avoided describing her because I knew I would do
her presence injustice, mark her with my metaphors
the way the plate scars her arm with a burn of spilled
emulsion.
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I remember dancing with Teri Alf at a Christmas party; no
one else would ask her to when the music slowed,
and 1 wanted to overcome my revulsion at the fat
folds that circled her chin.

She was cynical as hell and spared no one, least of all
herself, her thunderous laughter, but she guided her
obesity through the embarrassments of each doorway
with a whispered forgive me.

I held one hand high and pressed the palm of the other
against her back as lightly as I could because her flesh
collapsed around it, and we turned our clumsy feet in
a simple circle

until a button on her blouse broke open and she turned
towards the wall to redo it so we could begin again. 1
held her closer than 1 wanted to, felt her cheek
spread against mine.

When the music finally halted 1 went to wash, my shirt
pasted to my heart’s beating. The others before their
mirrors chided me, said I was drunk and trying to take
advantage of Teri.

But that’s too easy. In Bellocq's photograph the woman'’s
long hair is compressed by the mask’s band, then
overflows her neck and shoulders to ride over her
breast and on down.

Behind her a formal photograph encases a woman in the
shimmering light of a photographer’s retouching
brush, her chin smooth as sanded marble, hair
pinned tight in a restrained bun.

In its frame is stuck a snapshot of another woman, grinning
beneath an outsized hat, her chin doubled by the
loose strap. Blurred, half the hat cropped out, its tak-
ing never stopped the woman’s laugh.
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THEIR LETTERS WERE BAKED IN A STERILIZER

A woman faces a wall, her feet ride the molding and her
hand pretends to hold a chalked butterfly. The face
that looked at it has been shredded by the sweep of a
blade.

Half the plates have the heads scratched out. A hurried
flurry of lines tears the thin layer that held their faces
but never breaks their bodies. A violation that missed
the stray eye.

There are no personal records. Like the lepers shipped to
Point Clair above New Orleans where they were not
allowed to marry, vote, or have telephones, they are
only bodies in someone’s count.

Stewart treed the girl who wore the first short skirt we’'d
seen. Recess was over, balls rolling to rest, and Linda
above us hugging her knees to a branch of the pine
she’d climbed; Fuck you!

Life it bitch! He kept repeating, leaning against my pull.
After school we met Linda again, between the pine
and the church, where we’d agreed to show her ours
if she’d show us hers.

When she’d lifted her skirt and pulled her panties down,
the scratchy mound wasn’t anything like the pictures.
Stewart cackled and ran yelling Come on! but I stood
there.

For the rest of the year she chased me every recess. These
photographs are like a cache of baked letters, aban-
doned cicada shells clinging to branches, their backs
split.

David Sullivan



Frank Johnson 13

MAYBE NOW YOU KNOW

My friend, the disappearance of Mary

was a serious serious matter

1 sensed you couldn’t paint your watercolors
not in the way you wanted to at least
because she was lost without a clue

(she left her fish like shining knives)

there was certain gladness in this moaning house
to find this morning the police information

Mary well in Nova Scotia well in Nova Scotia

I rushed the news to you you can paint go on

life returns to a perfect sphere

you will paint

I will write

(or I will paint you will write)

we will do both things well, more or less,
we will talk over whiskey and birds

you will tell me it’s hard to rhyme serenely
serene I will insist to you

the difficulty of a bowl of fruit

we will discuss insects and linguistics

I knew that feeling

(long ago I could not write for sorrow)
now I share your jubilation

you have immaculate talent

g0 on paint your paintings you're free
the disappearance of Mary

was a serious serious matter

(once I could not write

not in the way I wanted to at least
because the woman [ longed for

was missing in your arms)

Frank Johnson
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THE QUEEN OF THE FARM COURTYARD

She is back from the fields

and smells of the fragrance of grasses;

pure dew drops have soaked the hem of her coat;
her face shines with jewelled beads of sweat.

For her kitty, she caught a string of grasshoppers

and pinned it high on her straw hat;

for her little daughter, she has picked two wild flowers
and nicely fixed them on her head at the temples.

Oh, my homespun wife,
queen of the farm courtyard!

No sooner back home and she lays down the rake and takes up a broom;
chickens swarm her and geese gabble around her;

big grey rabbits salute her with fixed eyes;

in the pen, the little pigs scramble ahead of one another.

She exercises her sacred powers,

runs back and forth joyfully.

She carries heavy buckets of fodder

and brandishes an iron ladle like a baton.

Oh, my capable wife,
queen of the farm courtyard!



