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ABSTRACT 

 

This collection of poems is about thresholds, some crossed naturally in the process of birth 

in a particular time, family, place, and with certain accompanying circumstances. Other 

thresholds are approached knowingly, with a conscious decision made to cross or not. 

Some thresholds open doors, bring joy, life; others close doors, bring pain, death. In every 

case, we are shaped by the thresholds we cross or turn away from, and by our memories of 

them: beginnings, pauses, stops on the journey between first and last breaths. 

 

The arc of the collection moves within the two main dimensions of time and place. It 

moves from longing for the past in That Road, That Roadside to accepting the past in the 

final companion poem, Beyond Blackberry. In each section, explicit and implicit thresholds 

are being crossed that represent physical and emotional life snapshots. 

 

The movement builds from the first section’s mostly nostalgic mood with memories of a 

Southern childhood, family warmth and tragedy with hints of a darker side in Saturday 

Outings, to the world beyond family in A Day in the Life of A. Stone. 

 

The second section places increasing emphasis on the rhythm of life, including its fragility 

and mortality, its uncertainty, its moments of pleasure, and the senselessness of life lost in 

war, as seen in Marcellin and Blood Chit. And yet hope triumphs in the concluding poem, 

Snow on a Robin’s Wing. 
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Section three continues the focus of section two in a general sense, and also presents some 

very personal thresholds crossed in Alabama Summer 1944 and in the culminating poem, 

Easter Sunday. 

 

The final section reprises earlier themes: the transitory nature of life, the need for choices, 

war, and, in the collection’s closing poem, Beyond Blackberry, the present pushing out the 

past, with memory functioning as a positive catalyst for living in the present. 
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cards, sequence is encountered in terms of before and after, passed or played. But before and after are 
the silences that we sound . . . 
     
    Wyatt Prunty 
    Fallen From The Symboled World, p 3 
 
 
 

 
 
I do not know whether to call this 
an origin or a destination. 
    
   Alfred Corn 
   Infinity Effect at the Hôtel Soubise, ll 24-25 
 
 
 
 
 
I couldn’t decide which door to open — they looked the same, or what 
would happen when I did reach out and turn a knob. I thought I was safe, 
standing there but / my death remembered its date: 
 
only so many summer nights still stood before me, full moon, waning moon, 
October mornings: what to make of them? Which door? 
 

      Marie Howe 
      The World, ll 4-9   
 
 
 
 
Up the ante. 
 
 Dean Kostos 
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THAT ROAD, THAT ROADSIDE 
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DREAMS 

 

Dreams can empower 

As long as one wakes. 

If not, the verb becomes devour. 

 

Dreams can empower 

Or become snowflakes 

If no ground under the tower. 

 

Dreams can empower 

As long as one wakes. 
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THAT ROAD, THAT ROADSIDE  

 

I’d like to be there again 

pedaling my red bike toward the blackberries 

wet still with early morning dew 

tasting, though miles away, juice running down my chin. 

 

That road, that roadside fence 

covered with vines,  

now highways and mailboxes, manicured lawns where children 

ride their bikes on driveways, sidewalks — 

 

I go there in my mind, 

not wanting what has pushed out what was. 

The juice still runs down my chin 

in the warm early morning air   

 

I try to hold the memory that keeps pulling away 

in the subway’s chill and rolling staccato 

distancing me again from 

that roadside and those blackberries. 
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LETTER FROM A DAUGHTER ABROAD    

Mimosa blossoms Alabama afternoon   Summer rain coming 

 

We sit in the backyard under the oak remembering  

How much you did the same. We talk 

 

About your special smile, the way it creeps  

Onto your face then breaks into full view. We 

 

Hear your laughter, spontaneous, as if 

Life itself is laughing through you 

 

Remembering your laugh makes us laugh. At times  

It’s hard to stop without the raindrops, 

 

Or the phone ringing inside, or 

From over the fence: “Can you spare a cup of sugar?”  

 

Do you remember such times where you are? 

Did you sit under a plane tree watching French children play in a park 
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While writing the letter we received today? ——  

 It sounds sad, lonely. Has Paris lost its charm? 

 

We’ll go inside to wait as the rain clears the air 

And we each take paper and pen in hand. 
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FATHER’S BOOTS 

 

I miss the sounds heard as a child — 

The harsh, noisy jay, chipping sparrow,  

Crows and the ever-present mockingbird 

Impersonating other birdsongs and 

Mocking the hot southern summer day.  

Humidity, flies, and mosquitoes 

 

Brown garden scuffed boots. 

 

Teen years: grease and the smell of Gunk as I 

Cleaned the engine of my yellow Harley 125 

Bought with money I’d earned: paper routes,  

Pharmacy deliveries, soda fountain chef, selling 

Plants from the greenhouse we built behind the 

Garage with concrete blocks and plastic sheeting. 

 

Spring wet worn boots. 

 

Alabama summers remembered 

Smells of your just mown grass; petunias, 
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Sweet peas on a trellis in the backyard, 

Climbing roses on the side fence, 

Looking out at clover in the field on the way 

To church on Sunday mornings. 

 

Polished black boots. 

 

The poetry of my father’s boots — 

Steps between rows of beans, tomatoes, 

Watermelons he’d break open on the ground, 

Scoop out the red, seedy heart 

To quench thirst and hunger: 

Legacy from black hands in white fields. 

 

High boots. 

 

Late summer visits to Little Auntie’s in Georgia: 

Boiled custard waiting in the fridge. 

Backyard plum and peach, fig bushes and a garden of 

Today’s forgotten bouquets: asters, zinnias, roses ordered 

From Jackson & Perkins in New Jersey — 
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Wisteria, and the muscadine, scuppernong vines.  

Chipley, Georgia is lost to us now: fancied up 

As Pine Mountain and Callaway Gardens:  

Ancestors’ graves behind a small iron fence, a plot of grass, 

Shaded by an oak tree in the parking lot of the Butterfly Sanctuary. 

 

No boots. 

 

Will my grandson, walking the aisles of 

Whole Foods Market in Manhattan, listening to the sound of 

The automatic sprinklers misting the perfect lettuces — 

Will he miss red Georgia clay, Alabama humidity: 

Cotton fields, backyard peaches, plums, and wild cherries along sidewalks; 

The peace that comes when hosing a vegetable garden in late afternoon — 

Smell of water chasing the day’s heat, 

Opening the air for porch chatter and neighbor visits.  

Will the sight and sound of city boots be enough? 
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ONE COAT 

 

My father had one coat. 

 

When he died, it held the 

spirit of his life: 

sweat of honest work, comfort in cold 

a child’s weight when hurt 

when hoist onto shoulders laughing 

 

He never wanted it washed: 

well-worn, seamless, 

memories in every thread. 
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SOUTHERN SIDEBARS 

 

1.   THE SMELLS 

 

Wet sawdust under a circus tent 

Street vendors: ice, vegetables, ice cream, fruits,  

Fresh cut grass, a frightened skunk, 

Wet concrete porches painted green, 

Brick walkways, dirt and grass between, 

Shrubs after rain, night blooms: Evening Primrose, 

Casablanca Lily, Angel’s Trumpet, Moonflower,  

Jasmine Maid of Orleans, Four O’ Clocks, 

Camel cigarettes and Roi-Tan cigars. 
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2.   THE DARK 

 

Night Blooming Jasmine  

Bats in caves waiting  

As does the Great Horned Owl,  

Raccoon, tarantula, red fox, 

Miniskirts and high boots, 

Johns, illegal scorpions, 

Suburban car cruising — windows down,  

Doorways and abandoned buildings 

Predators waiting for the suspecting, and unsuspecting 

Waiting for dark 
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SATURDAY OUTINGS  

 

Ya’ll eat your breakfast now and 

Mind your momma; do your homework and 

Behave at school, ok? 

He went around the kitchen table 

Kissed each of us on the cheek and said: 

I love you. 

 

Slower than usual in his leaving for work 

And seemed more affectionate . . .  

For a weekday that is — 

 

Weekends were always different: 

He’d take us on outings as he called them. 

On Saturday morning, just daddy and us kids: 

Hilton 6, Blanchard Junior called BJ, and me, 

Dorothy, in the middle at age 4. 

 

He’d park the car by the side of the highway, 

Or turn off on some dirt road into the woods or 

Onto some farmer’s pasture. No signs 
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Posted No Trespassing Keep Out. We’d run free 

 

Chasing each other, playing tag, throwing 

Stones at old falling down fence posts; 

Stopping when one of us found an Indian 

Arrowhead or civil war relic: a lead bullet 

Was the prize. 

 

Our after-play routine never varied: 

Chris’ Hot Dogs, a small joint on  

Dexter Avenue, a few blocks down from the state capitol 

In view, crowning the avenue: big, white, and imposing. 

 

Hilton always wanted chili and lots of 

Onions on his two, BF only wanted mustard, and  

I wanted only catsup. We each had our own paper 

Boat of fries, a real treat since we mostly shared 

Everything else. Daddy always ate a hamburger. 

 

The place was always crowded when we went and the 

Jukebox always playing. Mostly Hank Williams. Politicians, 

Tradesmen of every kind, shop owners and employees,  
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Farmers: overalls, shirts and ties, jeans; frilly dresses,  

Jumpers, and everyday smocks on the wives. 

 

After that Wednesday morning I was talking about before, 

His last words as he headed out the door: Bye, bye,  

I’m off to work. Not the usual: See you tonight. 

Our final outing with Daddy was to the cemetery. 

 

The obituary in the Montgomery Advertiser read: 

 

 Blanchard McGee, a Montgomery business 

 man took his own life on Wednesday, July 25,1907. 

 He was 31 years old. His fellow workers at the 

 insurance company office said nothing was unusual 

 in his behavior that morning. He left the office: “going to lunch.” 

 His wife, Leila, soloist at First Methodist, found him  

 when she came home from her part-time job at Woolworth’s.  

  He was on the bedroom floor, a pistol near his side. He is survived by . . . 

 

Momma said: Come on children, let’s go home. 

Folks will be coming by. 



       

 

15 
A TRITINA TRI-CYCLE 

 

1.  Saturday Morning 

I always looked forward to being alone 

when my parents went shopping. I’d take a book, 

walk down to the creek, and imagine 

 

I was whoever I read about, or imagine 

I was in some strange place, alone 

and in danger . . . but it’s just a book 

 

I could escape at any time and imagine 

I was safe at home. I was alone 

but not alone, not with my book.  

 

2. Sunday Morning 

Our family always had breakfast together, put on our Sunday best, 

then off to church with all the rest, to sing, hear a sermon, and pray.  

The preacher was ready to talk us all to heaven or hell, Amen! 

 

We knew all the hymns and didn’t need the book: say Amen! 

The church was full; everyone in his regular seat,  



       

 

16 
easy to see who was visiting. Preacher said: Let’s pray. 

 

In summer it was sweat’n hot, no air conditioning. It’s time to pray 

for all who’re sick or straying from The Way. We all said: Amen! 

The Deacons took the offering; preacher said: Do your best.  

We passed the plate and did our best. He prayed and said: Amen! 

 

3. Sunday Evening 

The evening meal on Sundays, usually the same, 

leftovers from a big dinner after church:  

cold fried chicken, cornbread, pot liquor, buttermilk 

and sometimes baked sweet potatoes with butter 

from raw milk, churned in the kitchen, as it was 

every other Saturday. 

 

Sunday supper was a ritual like hymns in church. 

Anybody hungry? Daddy asked. We sat. Pass the butter 

please, but I had to wait for grace to be said. 
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A DAY IN THE LIFE OF A. STONE 

 

When dawn broke, I was just lying there   

among my fellow stones, going nowhere, 

doing nothing, expecting another calm day seaside, 

no stressed-out nerves like some June bride. 

Waves far enough out to reach me, lapping the shore,   

a gentle rocking back and forth, habit forming, wanting more. 

 

Then it happened: 

 

Out of the water and into some kid’s hands getting a rubbing, 

back and forth, over and under, a real drubbing; 

a workout worse than some fat guy in a Pilates class; 

in the water again and out, why me of all the mass 

of stones on this beach, bigger and smaller, aristocratic and plebian, 

rounder and smoother, bored with their lot and ready for some real Sisyphean 

action, you know, like reality adventure shows, over and under, 

not a stone’s ideal life, I’d prefer that of a Windhover. 

 

It wasn’t my choice to be a stone     or on this beach     on this day. 

It happened, as it happened that this kid comes along and wants to play. 
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Satisfied I’m clean and dry and worth being his special stone 

I’m pocketed, right pants leg, where it’s very dark and I’m all alone. 

Hey, there are worse lives: a stone for stoning some woman 

by a well, or in the town square, hearing her moan; 

having been used as an instrument of death, 

or, hitting the town drunk, old alcohol breath. 

I have a cousin who lived in rural Mississippi and disappeared in a flood; 

though some say he’s hidden in an evidence room, because of the blood. 
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JESS FINE    

 

Sewanee, TN: Saturday morning country market.  A happening. Three hours of 

community gossip and gospel; of coming, going, buying, selling. Three hours of pure 

country: the words, sounds, scents: a world away from Saturday morning market in 

Greenwich, CT.: three hours of pure New York topics: theater, restaurants: staged. It  

started with a question: I stared at a bushel basket of fresh picked corn, first of the season: 

“Can I cook corn in a microwave?” “Course you can. It’s the only way I cook mine,” she 

said with a big smile beneath her wide brim straw hat, which was trying to decide if it 

wanted to keep keeping together, or just let go and scatter itself on the ground. “It’s much 

better’n on the stove and —” She didn’t finish the sentence, interrupted by a raspy “Shor is, 

much better,” coming from a grandma with two kids, each with a handful of flour sack 

apron.  

 

Woman one continued: “and only takes ’bout two minutes on high power. Put each ear in 

Saran wrap and . . .” “Not me, I do about a minute and a half. You can always put it back, 

but you can’t uncook it,” she drawled with a long laugh and a tussle of each kid’s corn-husk 

mop. “And I wrap mine in damp paper towel.” I reached for the corn, satisfied I had an 

answer when there was a tap on my shoulder and a third woman, petite, glasses, says: “I 

heard y’all talking ’bout corn in a microwave and have to butt in.” By now, we could do a 

TV reality show. “If it’s a big ear, I cut it into three pieces, if medium or small, jess two, 

then rub on a little butter, the real thing, not that fake stuff, sprinkle with a little salt and 
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pepper, and put the pieces in a container, glass is best, but those other ones’ll do. Put on 

top, leave a crack, close the door, and in almost two minutes you got the best boiled-not-

boiled corn you ever had.” And the “ever had” was seasoned with “um, umm,” that trailed 

off into the morning heat.          

       

I got my three ears of corn, turned to go to my car, but they weren’t quite done, my three 

women: “You come back here next week, you hear, we want to know how you did,” said 

one while the other two nodded and like it had been rehearsed, said together: “You’ll do 

fine, jess fine.” 
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SUNDAY ALCHEMY 
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SUNDAY ALCHEMY  

 

Every Sunday in the south 

Alchemists roll up their sleeves 

Bibles in hand 

Conflation of words 

 

Jesus the philosopher’s stone. 

 

He leans out over the pulpit — 

Bible open in his palm like black wings: 

 

Your dusty, torn, overalls-life ain’t pretty 

But cross the Jordan there’ll be a better one  

And it’ll never end                eternal life 

Beautiful white raiments, the finest cotton 

 

And your hands not bloody from the pickin— 

That all done now by scores of angels.  

Brothers and sisters, bow your heads, 

Close your eyes and ask Jesus to come into your heart; 

Ask Him to give you courage to give up old ways. 
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Won’t you come to Jesus this morning?  

Won’t you come down here and kneel 

Under the cross? 

 

Won’t you do it? God is waiting for you get down on your knees and say it now:  

Yes Jesus, I believe. Cleanse my heart. Forgive me Lord, I do believe 

 

Or spend eternity in the purifying 

Fires of hell. Day on day of blistering sun — 

Get out your seats and come on down  

Join in while the choir sings Just As I Am— 

 

“Just as I am, without one plea, but that 

Thy blood was shed for me, 

and that thou bidst me come to thee,  

O Lamb of God, I come, I come.” 

 

Won’t you come?  

 

And they do. Young men, muscles on show, and old with 

Muscles sagging. Shiny suits, girls and mothers in flowery dresses, Sunday best.   
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Are there others? Say ‘yes’ to your heart. Won’t you come while we sing the last verse 

 

  “Just as I am, thy love unknown 

  hath broken every barrier down; 

  now, to be thine, yes thine alone, 

  O Lamb of God, I come, I come.” 

 

Oh Lord, we thank you for your love and mercy. 

Like the dew of morning let the Spirit 

Cleanse these sinful hearts.  Come Lord Jesus: 

 

Transfigure flesh to spirit, yes Lord! 

Sin to service, yes 

Ah to amen    

Amazing grace 

Until Monday. 
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SUMMER NOTES 

 

The evening’s concert underway 

program of chamber music  

cicadas, the lone owl, trio of tree frogs 

the bull frogs asleep at the pond 

boycotting tonight’s performance 

 

I settle in, only a washings-worn sheet 

between me and the early summer air 

promise of sheetless nights to come 

only dreams to cover 

only dreams to cover 

 

only dreams to cover the unfinished 

symphony —  my body — waiting for 

its conductor to come along 

to come along 

to come along 

 

to come along baton in hand 

adagietto, adagissimo, affetuoso 
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cicadas festoso, festoso, delicato 

owl pavillons en l’air 

tree frogs mezzo voce, mezzo voce 

 

Opus 13 
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INTENTIONAL MISTAKES    

 

I thought about those far away 

Places of the heart, rare moments 

No disparities. 

       

The sawmill ends the rutted dirt road  

The shrill sound of saw cutting into tree flesh 

The smell of wet sawdust. 

     

Oriental rugs, their intentional mistakes 

Some quiet hours among the bean plants 

Tomatoes, cucumbers, okra. 

     

A long time ago 

In a land called tomorrow 

Smiles were always waiting for today 

And tears, and pain. 
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REMEMBERING THE FUTURE    

 

Not absurd at all. 

Don’t you ever think about 

All those futures and remember 

The dancer, artist, poet, physician, dream maker? 

 

We didn’t think about making lives much. 

Living took all our time: accumulating all this rag tag 

Crazy quilt of us hidden now in a dusty trunk 

In an attic we can’t find. 
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AFTERTHOUGHTS 

  

We were young  

Hearts all that mattered 

And the wonder of it all 

 

Bodies only afterthoughts 

Blue jeans and t-shirts 

Sandals, sun and sand 

 

The shade of a pine 

Pummeled by wind 

Gnarled and gnome-like 

 

Ours for a time 

Lying on the summer grass 

Looking up languidly 

 

Through gauzy needles 

At cloud clear cerulean.  
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CANDLEWOOD   

 

Life a bouquet for burning 

Explosions of emotion 

The great seductress 

 

So young: I’ll dance among the stars 

Solo with the NYC Ballet 

Pas de deux with my prince. 

 

A future full of rainbows 

I won’t be Cezanne or Matisse, 

But my colors will fade into twilights 

 

And love’s pot of gold waits: 

Coins to be spent for toe shoes, tutus 

Trips to Paris and Milan 

In a to-be-created world 

 

Of so many possibles 

Of becoming so many things 

Of looking back looking forward 
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An amphora of candlewood waiting 

To be ignited into beautiful flames 

Lighting the night, my life. 
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MARCELLIN*       

 

Ah, what will it be tonight? Speak to me dear spirit 

Muse me into my evening’s song — penniless, so 

To charm my guests into willing hospitality. 

Clearly in my reveries: the Italian villa gambled away.  

Its terrace tables: guests from Florence, Paris, Provence  

All beguiled, bound by my incantations and  

Listening to my tales of counts and countesses 

Glasses of wine full of the Tuscan sun, olives, almonds, pistachios 

No talk of the war — 

Laughter only, and only interrupted by applause: 

Marcellin, Marcellin, you rogue, more, more. 

 

Paris at the Café Guerbois with your winter faces,  

This café, my substitute villa, my theater. 

I am the newest member of the coterie, welcomed at the table to 

Replace Bazille, who, uniformed to die, 

Did so alone, lost in the woods of Beaune-la-Rolande 

Surprising Prussian troops who, after firing, laughed  

At the paint tubes and brushes scattered at their feet — 

Rifle still on his shoulder as he lay across his easel and  
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Blood painted his jacket as they watched.  

“Maybe he wanted to paint us dead,” one said amidst laughter 

As they moved on to look for other French soldiers. 

 

  

 

* Marcellin Desboutin, painter, engraver, celebrated bohemian character portrayed in the Degas painting, 

L’Absinthe in 1876. Frédérick Bazille, French Impressionist artist, killed in action in his first battle in the 

Franco-Prussian War, November 28, 1870, age 29. 
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MARSH COTTAGE 

  For Jan Weatherbe on retiring to Cape Cod    

         

Hard getting used to this sun dial life, 

sand and scrub pine vista no Detroit River nestling its Belle Isle,  

no Ambassador Bridge to Canada: without Microsoft Office, 

without Blackberry associates, 

without meetings and memos, 

no tuna salad with avocado at the desk,   

no calls to return, reminder alarms, 

no to-do lists, no trips to plan, no cancel this, 

delegate that. The inbox, outbox gone. 

 

I think about finding a rotary dial phone: 

it would fit in more, there, on the painted table 

under the window, overlooking the marsh 

rippling with life, this September morning.  

 

Hard getting used to the travel scenes calendar: Rome’s Trevi Fountain,  

The Tawaraya Ryokan in Kyoto, Greece’s Temple of Poseidon, Cape Sounion,   

Plane trees in Paris’ Jardin des Plantes, a lone bench by the River Seine  . . .  

And below the glossy photos, so many 
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empty little squares, unfilled, unfulfilled, 

full with their emptiness staring back, 

asking all the questions I can’t answer,  

no — don’t want to answer, am not ready to answer 

        

not yet. On the counter next to the abbreviated  

address book, the red illy coffee maker; 

two white espresso cups, one new, unused. The other 

held between my palms, prayer-like, as I inhale the intense aroma, 

 

let the cup’s warmth anesthesize feeling for the moment 

as I ease lower in the chair, watching the lone Black-backed gull 

On its glide to the marsh.  
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A CINQUAIN SEQUENCE FOR JULY 4 

 

Soldier, 

It’s time to go; 

Longer creates more pain, 

Infects the wound: separation, 

How long? 

 

Once more 

A kiss goodbye, 

A backward glance, you’re gone. 

The plane lifts off, soldiers in place. 

Iraq. 

 

Is this 

What freedom means: 

To leave parents to mourn 

Their young to die on foreign soil, 

Alone. 

 

“Move out!” 

May I speak, sir?  
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IEDs everywhere 

If they aren’t cleared, we’ll die . . . for what? 

“Go, Go!” 

 

Black bags  

Filled with bodies  

And parts; lined row by row . . . 

Waiting homecoming eulogy 

Despair. 
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BLOOD CHIT*       

 

A young marine, his weapon left behind 

walks quietly into the night alone . . . 

away from comrades, all fatigued, supine. 

He’s done. Bonds severed, feels he can’t atone 

 

for all his killing and the cries of grief: 

the sight of body parts      a baby’s arm, 

a mother’s breast among the kumquat leaves: 

the guilt a sore, a mine he can’t disarm. 

 

Code requires his unit search for him 

give their lives and limbs because they share 

what it is to be marines in battle trim. 

Checks his pocket, finds no blood chit there . . . 

 

The Taliban won’t welcome him as friend 

Afghanistan, no Arkansas, will be his end. 

 

* A patch given to the military when in hostile territory. On one side there’s an American flag and on the 

other, in several local languages: “Anyone helping this person to safety will receive a reward.”  
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SNOW ON A ROBIN’S WING     

 

There are those who say 

Life’s too short 

And those who say    too long 

 

There are those who say 

Our breaths are numbered 

Our lives are cast in stone 

 

And those who say  

We own it all own— 

A mix: of known and not 

 

There are those who say  

I’ve seen it all 

And those who say    snow on a Robin’s wing? 

 

There are those who say 

Been there, done that 

There’s no new song for me to sing. 
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There are those who pray 

To a god unseen 

And those who don’t   alone 

 

Those who pray for another day, 

A gift to wrap as they choose 

One to give new pleasures — or some to lose. 

 

The Robin’s there   snow on its wing.
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PASSING THROUGH 
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PASSING THROUGH 

 
Just passing through 

The Rue Boissy d’Anglais, 

Or so I thought until 

Zeus pissed through a sieve 

(Thank you Aristophanes) 

And I ducked into your boutique: 

You, like a goddess, gliding among the Hermes —  

 

Messenger of Olympian Zeus 

Patron of boundaries and of 

Travelers who cross them, 

Of wit, literature and poets, 

Commerce and thieves, harlots  

And liars. Winged sandaled, Hermes. 

 

That French seductive smile: 

Bonjour monsieur, may I assist you, 

Something special for that special someone? 

I wanted to say: Oui mademoiselle, you.” 

 

Was this a threshold I wanted to cross again — 

This Boundary between Earth and Underworld? 

I had escaped Cerberus once. 

Without a coin in my mouth. 
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WRITING A MEMORY  

 

When I am older 

I’ll remember this present: 

 

Remember your smell as you hold me 

Warm against the cold winter wind pushing 

Its way in and around the closed window 

 

Riding the whispering howls as if 

Pushed again between closed blinds 

Into the chilled room 

 

Wrapping the bed in cold 

Against the cold, our bodies singing 

April in Paris, chestnuts in blossom. 
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LOST 

 

The narrow two-lane road holds no more charm. 

He knows he’s lost and darkness coming soon, 

the boring Interstate, now looking like a grail: 

its gas, its food, its lodging signs, and exits  

at this moment, Master Card priceless. 

Then, around a turn, there it is 

rising above the endless green cornfields   

like some grounded object, lights haloed 

against the darkening sky, a Ferris wheel. 

He did not need to see the sign to know: 

“Wetumpka County Fairgrounds Carnival  

Coming June 13  Rides  Shows 

Games  Prizes  Food  Fun for All.”  

In the Fun House, seeing himself distorted, as others see him? 

And (why now?) realizes the looked for me 

isn’t there, the me, a we in disguise.       

It is all here: sawdust, barkers, ring-toss, 

parachute, caterpillar, water guns, and thoughts 

as I, being the he, the we still lost, 

slump into the tan Chevy Malibu and wait. 
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EMPTY ROOMS 

 

The mirrors were the first to go 

They could have stayed 

I was wrong to think  

Reflection the problem 

Not wanting to see 

My image there, eyes 

Afraid I’d see a soul 

 

Realizing 

The books lining walls 

Were mirrors too 

Far more telling 

They were next to go 

Then other things. 

 

Now I sit in an empty room 

In an empty house   

Looking out across 

Empty fields 

Under an empty sky 



       

 

46 
ALABAMA SUMMER 1944     

 

Saturday of heat and sweat 

After morning chores,  

before an afternoon of friends and movies, 

before a short bus ride and Krystal burgers. 

 

A boy of nine, impatient, and craning  

to see the Court Street bus round the corner; 

a boy to soon become the Lone Ranger, 

to ride and shoot and shout: “Hi Ho Silver, Away.” 

 

I liked window seats, but all were gone; 

I took an aisle. The woman next to me  

was large and black, and me the only white 

behind that painted line. It won’t be long   

 

I thought, but the tires were not moving. 

The driver left his seat and came back to me, 

He smiled and gently touched my arm:  

“Stand up a minute son,” he said. I did.  
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The sweat rolled down his face, and leaning 

over her he spit the words: “Get up nigger!”   

“Move on back.”  

“There’s no more seats.”  

“Move! Now! Stand     

       back there with them others.” 

 

She slid across the seat and grasping the seatback in front of her,  

Pulling up her heavy frame, moved down the aisle. 

 

“It’s all right son, you can sit back down,  

take the window seat; it’s free now.”   

But I was not. My chest hurt; it was hard  

 

To breathe. I sat. The bus was pulling out 

from the curb. All thoughts of Krystals and movies — gone.  

The black woman was not. I looked back at her.  

She smiled and slowly shook her head as if to say 

“It’s all right, it’s not your fault.”  

 

I pulled the cord to tell the driver to stop the bus — 

and pushed between the opening doors before it did. 
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The few blocks home were fast and slow and blurred. 

 

My dad still mowed the yard: “Hey son, what’s wrong?” 

 

I ran past him, up the front porch steps, 

Opening the screen door without stopping, 

Into my room, onto my bed, trying to escape her silence 

and that black and white photo burning. 

 

 



       

 

49 
LESBOS 

 

I wake to the sound of sheep bells on 

Sappho’s isle.  

Background music to her siren songs 

 

Looking from the bed 

I see only shapes in 

The earliest hints of old 

Rosy fingered dawn 

 

Curves 

Wooden bowl on the table 

Full of curves I can’t see 

Plums, grapes, oranges, lemons 

 

And next to me. 
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MORNING ON LESBOS 

 

It wasn’t a long walk 

Up the goat path 

Past scattered olive trees 

Yielding fruit for centuries 

 

Sun hot 

Light pure 

 

Stones loose under foot 

Rolling away 

Down the hill 

Knocking others loose 

Until a little parade 

Is under way with fits 

And starts 

 

I think of Sisyphus and 

Wonder why he didn’t just step aside 
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OFF THE COAST OF METHONI 

The Peloponnesus, Greece 

 

Dusk. The view from the hotel porch looks out  

Across the fortress ruins to rocking sea.   

Fathoms down phantoms move across  

The rotted decks, translucent beings: boys, 

Men, black hair, beards, caps, scarves imaged 

Among the sea’s collage of wood and iron, 

 

Without the fate acanthus leaves enjoy, 

Memorialized on columns standing  

Or broken, lying here and there for tourists 

To walk between and wonder at the tales 

Of gods and goddesses and noble men.     

 

These phantoms: braided captains, crews of ships 

Of war, and mustached fishermen of caiques — 

With names like Hope, Odysseus, and Zeus — 

Who left their homes, their rockscapes, and olive groves; 

In each a heart that loved and knew the risk.  
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The water, disappearing into night,  

Its secrets kept: their fortunes, dreams and hopes 

Still float above the light-starved sand; 

Tomorrows disappeared, forever lost,  

Poseidon’s vault is locked. There are no keys. 
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TABERNA KLIMATERIA 

    For Alice & Bea 

 

Under grape leaves 

White tables on stone 

Creating magic 

 

Sunset in candles 

Flirting with the moon 

Over the wall 

 

Laughter in wine 

Causing smiles to dance 

Across three faces 

 

Souls sharing the fullness of time 

In a moment 

 

Under grape leaves 

Loving life making 

Tomorrow welcome 

Unknowing 
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EASTER SUNDAY     

 

A woman sleeps on steps of stone, 

Gothic entry of the church — today a home. 

Her nightgown, a dress as thin as foam; 

Parishioners ignore her there alone.  

She wears no armor like that other Joan, 

Though wounded as they betray the ancient tome.  

 

Her figure shifts so slightly, moves like loam, 

While women wearing Prada boots bemoan 

This rumpled presence there. And then she wakes — 

Easter. Singing: Jesus Christ is Risen Today 

The doors are closed against the cool, the wind. 

The sounds inside grow faint: “Forgive mistakes…” 

She pulls her Gucci shawl up tight: it won’t allay 

The pain. She closes eyes and goes to sleep again. 
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BEYOND BLACKBERRY 
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TIMELESS INVENTORY          

 

One threshold by chance, another by choice: 

Birth, birthdays, friends, schools, 

Career, marriage, divorce, marriage — 

and thresholds missed 

Friends lost contact with, 

Trips not taken, words not spoken 

Relationships not pursued — 

Doors not opened, not closed 

 

I’ve remained in familiar rooms  

Of heart and mind — familiar daily routines,  

Comfortable emotional artifacts 

Encouraging closed doors yet awhile 

 

Thinking the doors always there 

Decisions possible tomorrow 

A timeless inventory of thresholds 

Waiting my time my crossing 
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A better time than now 

Too long unopened — 

Doors without handles 

Opening and closing only in dreams 

To mirages of possibles and 

Purgatorial fantasies 

 

I wake again uncomfortable in the same  

Comfortable rooms.
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CIRCULARITY      

 

Cycle through life. 

First fall off the shiny red bike   

scraped knee, bruised elbow, tears  

first missed deadline, bruised ego 

 

First fall off the shiny red bike  

New growing old so quick 

first missed deadline, bruised ego 

venues change, not life 

 

New growing old so quick 

expectations dashed, tomorrow gone 

venues change, heart the same 

ghosts of dreams interrupted 

 

Expectations dashed, tomorrow gone 

lonely alone, empty house, one glass 

on the table, ghosts of dreams interrupted 

leave the rubble behind 
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Lonely alone, empty house, one glass 

scraped knee, bruised elbow, tears 

leave the rubble behind 

cycle through life. 
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SUITCASE    

  

Your favorite pale blue bikini with 

Frayed ties 

 

between the Calvin Klein Escape 

And the worn copy of A Room of One’s Own, 

Which you never had. 

 

Our love squeezed out in little dollops 

day by day like your Crest with whitener 

leaving only a wrinkled tube. 

 

I take it from the storage bin in the basement 

empty and full of memories. 
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ALABAMA HAIKU 

 

    Screen door slams behind  

bare feet already on dirt;  

    tadpoles his target. 

 

    RC Cola, pop 

corn, barefoot, Moon Pie madness; 

  summer no school morn  

 

    Mimosa blossoms, 

smell of peaches, Alabama 

    afternoon calling. 

 

 

    Red dust on cotton, 

rows of dirty white and green; 

    with black hands bleeding. 

 

    Red dust on cotton 

sweat drips from sexless black brows 

    back aching with pain. 



       

 

62 
A MOMENT COMES 

 

There are signs, 

Punctuation marks 

Ignored before. A colon: 

Rosebud in January snow 

Rhododendron by a closed door. 

 

Here and there an exclamation 

Point as I’m walking home 

Across the park, a summer night 

Stopping to stare at a blue and 

Gray feather on the green bench. 

 

A moment comes 

Knowing life is ending 

Soon. Old iron life 

No Philosopher’s Stone 

Or brass. 

 

Tadpoles in the creek’s 

Eddy, black sperm. 
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Hickory nuts under foot. 

More memory companions 

Oh well, tomorrow I’ll . . . 

 

I don’t know how soon 

The moment comes 

Knowing life is ending soon. 

The scar stands out more 

Like a ridgeline. 

 

An angel says: Get Ready. 

I’ll help. It won’t matter 

 

She doesn’t say what won’t matter: 

Not seeing colors so bright (red) 

And the smell of a lime fading 

Favorite tastes forgotten 

 

There’s a growing distance 

Between me and every 

Thing. Does this make separating 

Easier? Is this what she meant? 
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All the things the same. 

None mean life. 

None give life. 

 

A moment comes 

Knowing life is  

Ending. Soon. 

 

Seeing, believing, caring 

All disappearing 

 

Carried away with the sound 

Of a whip-o-will 

 

On a hot, humid evening 

Around six o’clock. 
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HIDE AND SEEK   

 

Children play hide and seek: behind trees 

Barefoot in summer: You’re it. 

Soldiers play hide and seek behind Humvees  

Dust, heat everywhere: She’s dead. 

Games. Evening news video-feed: 

Bring me a beer please. 

 

Soldiers play hide and seek: she’s dead. 

Her small body limp— 

She was it without knowing: 

White starched school shirt tie-dyed with blood. 

A mother waits, always will. 

 

Her small body limp— 

In the soldier’s arms 

Head cradled by rifle strap 

Starched white shirt tie-dyed with blood 

 

In the soldier’s arms. 

A mother waits, always will 
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In the streets of Baghdad. 

 

What might have been 

No video-feed, not a game. 

 

Mothers wait. 
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ITHACA   

 

1. Reprise 

We were young. 

Hearts all that mattered— 

 

This place: Ithaca 

This time: only the moment 

Recreating earlier innocence 

A journey beginning 

Hardly noticing our bodies 

Conveyors only    of there to here 

 

Blue jeans and t-shirts on the sand 

Holding the heat, the sun, waiting  

Ready to towel us warm, 

To cashier the waters chill  

 

The Aleppo pine, neighbor to some wild olives and oaks  

Branches reaching skyward like cemetery cypress 

Giving shade, and resin with a family tree of frankincense,  

retsina, and Myrrh.    



       

 

68 
2. And Now 

 

Another Ithaca, long hallways—  

Sterilized steel needles, morphine,  

no Retsina, the gauze an enlarging circle of red unseen 

beneath white sheets.  

All focus on the body— 

Blue scrubs, all young watching, waiting:  

Beeps and blips, a heart on the screen 

I still hold your hand. 

 

 



       

 

69 
BEYOND BLACKBERRY   

 

Blackberries not for eating, no black pearl cluster  

To hold in your hand, eyes feasting, savoring the richness  

Before tasting. No bike ride needed, no sweat. 

 

No wariness about trolls hiding in unseen water drains. 

 

It was different growing up a boy in Alabama — 

‘The country,’ a short bike ride to pick blackberries 

Dusty and already warm in the early morning sun. 

 

Fresh washed in cool water for morning cereal. 

 

Blackberries not unpacked, unwrapped 

From brightly decorated, beckoning boxes — 

A rainbow of colors to choose from, nothing dusty, 

 

Lined up like toy soldiers at attention waiting for buyers. 

 

No dusty black fruit carefully basketed 

To share with family and friends. Vines carefully pulled 
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From entanglements with the honeysuckle —  

 

Blue morning glories, and wild pink rambling roses. 

 

Google a map for the nearest market or, go online 

Order direct from Smuckers or blueridgejams.com, No 

Battle scars: no scratched arms, hands:  

 

Expedited delivery: two days and the jar is on your shelf. 

 

No one speaks of savoring a Blackberry: 

The fruit isn’t predictable, not innocently found 

Along the wayside — a new more powerful slam book: 

  

Bitter fruit, facebooked, tweeted, youtubed, legal poison.  

I’m now beyond the Blackberry’s assault. 

 

Blackberries by the roadside, 

Though less available than once, 

Like the years, salve the present.



   
 

 

 



       

 

 


