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ABSTRACT 

 
My dissertation, The Cairo Letters, is a collection of poems that draws largely on the epistolary 
tradition. One section describes a series of letters I received from a first love living in Cairo, 
Egypt. They were long and lonesome and though I have the originals, the poems attempt to 
re-imagine what it felt like to receive these letters every day, while also telling the story of a 
dress shop owner in Cairo and her husband who lost his memory for six months after a car 
accident. The letters are intensely personal while also relating the most quotidian details of 
daily life and for this reason, for their engagement with present time, they become a 
metaphor for writing itself. Later sections take up the theme of forgetting, a type of 
disengagement or death, and the actual death of my father. In many ways this book is an 
elegy, making news of the private grief that is unforgettable and therefore universal. 
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R i v e r  L e g s  
 
 
This is a prayer wheel and a carnival barker, oddities  
pickled in a jar. This is a banjo tuned by reckless angels, 
and a museum piece whose placard reads: life. 
 
This is for the maps, for the border with Mexico 
and men on fire who fold their clothes in the desert—O sleep, 
and for the last dance in the arms of saguaro.  
 
This is for promises met with death. 
 
For a little money to buy a tin roof. For brides 
to the south. Mi amor. This line shedding tears for  
all the eyes that went dry, for veils trembling in sun. 
 
This is for the animals—those with fur cut  
away, the tuskless and mounted, those in hunting 
season closing their eyes to the grass.  
 
This is for all the eggs laid in miniscule palaces. 
 
This is for beginnings and for infinity’s  
exotic locale in the den of human hearts. Forever?  
This is fireworks made from the wand of chalk. 
 
For those who make love and those who steal robes, 
for motels holding our stories in their rugs  
and uncertain bedding pilled with dreams. 
 
This is for you—a dirge, a carousel tune. This is the ice 
and the wooly mammoth in perfect union— 
the unequaled arms of a lover deep in the ground. 
 
And to be plain, this for tupperware containers  
holding the unclaimed dead—for the labels 
a coroner made with a pen—for instance, 
 
River Legs. How can I say they are human parts  
washed to shore? How can I go on thinking beautiful and  
poetry. And: River Legs meets Lone Heart. Marries.  
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S i m p l e  G r a f f i t i  
  
 
Rachel sleeps while I burn the toast  
three times in a row, while the dog chews the fur  
clean off the middle of her tail. 
  
Rachel sleeps while I hide  
in the bathroom—churning, I am churning out  
enough for a wake. 
 
Rachel turns in her sleep 
as a false knife  
enters the side of my head.  
 
Boy trouble  
is right, but fuck you seems 
more precise.  
 
Dear Rachel, the dog was so bad  
on her walk tonight, I had to  
lead her back home, somewhere  
close to you. 
  
She wants only  
to sniff the deep world like some  
incredible glue. She wants only what comes  
as part of the package of dog: better food,  
dreams of flying, love. 
 
How do you sleep? Is it your canopied  
bed or the comforting lace 
of a nightgown? Do you listen  
to the static of recorded ocean 
to lull you, to be you: Rachel  
who sleeps. 
 
I’m always pulling  
the dog from something  
I can’t smell—a story long smoothed  
into the pavement, dog piss, ghosted 
bones of squirrel.  
 
It must  
have been someone who loves  
you—who brought the canister  
of white paint, who fell  
as if praying, as if you were  
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his virgin dream. 
 
The mantilla of sky  
looked on. He wrote you  
into being—twelve adjustments  
of the wrist, simple graffiti: Rachel  
Sleeps. 
 
As if anyone has to rub it in. 
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P e r s o n a l  A d  w i t h  L o b s t e r s  
 
 
You buy white paint for the walls because color  
is too emotional. 
You’ve committed crimes against the dishes 
which have evolved hinged, ambulatory  
parts—exquisite shaking as they leave the sink. 
You don’t even make the bed.  
You prefer the murmuring tide of a sleeping bag. 
This is just a start. 
The yard is lunar. 
At the grocery store it’s one item at a time: 
steak knife, lighter fluid, eggs. 
The next day you buy a car with known problems.  
You craft a personal ad with the same language: 
Low mileage. 
Runs good. 
As is. 
You add a picture of yourself smiling from 
the driver’s side as if to say, all this and the car. 
Your cry is of the wild.  
You are a pelican. 
You are a fish in the mouth of a thin bird. 
You drive to the airport: 
the arriving, the departing, the waving.  
Outside gate 9 your used car is heavy silent. 
Dark. The moon looks like a sword.  
On the walk home you enter 
a family restaurant, lobster-tank against a far wall. 
No condolences now, you just climb in. 
The smell is the bottom of things. 
Antennae come quietly. 
Paragraphs drift from your mouth.  
You tell the lobsters you are not a woman.  
You are a sponge and a lobster and 
a ship gone down. Your heart is marked  
by the pound. It works on its own, 
putting rubber bands around your beautiful claws, 
hollering at any diner to approach  
the glass: Warm the butter, I’m yours. 
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O n e  R e d  L o o k  
 
 
I will admit my love for thin weather and the bird feeder, 
 for it attracts the cardinals—long betrothed—and common  
little finches. Also, it calls to one jay who calls back  
 for the lone seed he manages to take. 
 
I will admit my love for the house and the corner window  
 where birds give constant enjoyment to my withindoors cat. 
And there’s a half-love for the ermine stray  
 who pilgrimed here this morning with religious stealth. 
 
I will admit things with increasing value, as one admits  
 a god, or an extinguished star, or one irretrievable confession, 
which itself admits whole constellations of light.  
 I will then admit the sky into my heart for it is involved in long,  
 
unanswerable war. Here soldiers fall onto young grass  
 in their soft coats, as one falls into a song of dreams  
and decides to wake no more. I will admit that to die is to never see  
 the inside of a kitchen again or a porch-light embarrassed,  
 
flickering just in time for the kiss that astronauts remember  
 while in flight. And so do birds all reporting positively:  
there is water and there is life. I will admit the strange appearance  
 of two armadillos who issue from a length of palms. 
 
They read the following: We are now out of love. 
 I have many things to ask. Anticipating this they reply,  
No questions, please. And to each other they speak with one red look  
 and turn down a pair of unconnected streets.  
 
And how I hate these armored creatures who’ve spoiled my  
 love-fest, and who’ve admitted what I would never say. I will reveal 
that I always tell the truth, while giving nothing away. I will admit  
 that all day I am thinking about morning and begin again  
 
after dinner thinking only of night. This done while half-moon spills  
 on another soldier. He looks at me, not unkindly, knowing I’ve left him  
for someone else. He who finds my eye from some green periscope, 
  who says, now, and makes long and final love to the grass. 
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Y o u r  O w n  P r i v a t e  O i l  S p i l l  
 
 
Swimming away from my own  

island, I entered their party  
before realizing what I had done. 

Let me begin by saying they were whales. 
 
And we three were in a private ocean 

past the saltboxes and glittering yards.  
Past the pea-colored trees and their loping 

boat shadows. Past, finally, the soft nape  
 
of beachfront where evening sounds were settling in. 

I was driven to the dock by the man  
I once loved. A few of my things already  

in the car in an airtight tube. There, too,  
 
were my spoiled hopes of living on land.  

You may not understand that I wanted to rest  
in the south with one animal who dreams  

of birds and the end of the bed,  
 
but on this, for starters, we did not agree. 

Not to mention adjusting to a new way  
of breathing. And what I haven’t said  

is that the whales were getting married.  
 
I had interrupted the most delicate words 

of the ceremony but I couldn’t swim deeper  
or away. And they, startled, kind, invited me  

to take part, which I did, 
 
which is all I ever wanted to do. 

You may not understand, also, that after  
love is your own private oil spill. 

And, as a red barge drifts from view, 
 

and the sky becomes another blue mammal 
as placid as the honeymooning  

whales, you must adjust yourself, tidally. 
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M a g i c i a n ’ s  A s s i s t a n t  S a w e d  i n  T w o   
  
 
From the fountain of drool that is dog 
and the languor of bathrobes. 
From the humility of cereal and fall weather 
and the starless light of the fridge 
where I stand, hero, god in underwear. 
From where I ride in the car’s worn lap, passing  
into one future then another,  
like the magician’s assistant sawed  
in two. From the pillow  
which sets out my dreams like a rope of  
paper dolls with fire.   
From telling my students it was Wittgenstein  
or Heidegger or quantum mechanics 
that said anything we can imagine is possible, is. 
From tubs of old soap,  
the ankles of my future children, 
tented ears of the cat. 
From the suburbs of rust, houseplants  
that won’t die and my boyfriend who will. 
From the great assembly of mushroom and wood, 
the metronome of tennis courts, 
electrocardiograms and 
my voice made of the old skin of water and wire. 
From the surprise of fingers touching down, 
delivered on a bad day to the lowland of my back 
and the chair pulled closer to mine inevitably, 
we, with mouthfuls of food, 
hurtling through a moment that has only  
wind and open windows.  
To be remembered for loving avocados  
and fog. For loving four legs and not two. 
To communicate like the secret language  
of central air. To be a song  
with broken arrows, 
a woodstove making ash of yesterday’s news. 
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D o g  M a k i n g  L u n c h  o f  D e a d  T h i n g s  
 
 
Because I am only  
a small part of  
the pantomime, 
secret decoder  
of keyboard, 
made to make sense of things, 
I’d rather fall into bed. 
Because there is moon 
in my hair  
and the bedroom blinds  
make piano music,  
I sleep late, giving  
all promises  
to the next day. 
Because to walk the dog  
after breakfast  
is to endure  
monastic patience. 
And this day, a bird decorating 
her tail, pecking at 
the sensitive fur,  
makes me see how lost  
she has become,  
deep eyes deepening 
at the end of the leash 
as if to remind me: 
Write fire.  
Write  
bird in flame  
and dog  
making lunch of  
dead things. 
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H o n k y  T o n k  A n g e l  
 
 
Let us do away with secrets. 
Those that brought us close, 
and those that calved an iceberg. 
 
Let us not mention our nicknames:  
Miss Snowpants,   
Mittens— 
because who would understand.  
 
Who could know we took up  
the correspondence of Anne  
and Maxine—those poets before us.  
That, Dear Maxie, we’ll never  
get closer to answering 
if earth is 
the right place for love. 
 
Let us do away with time— 
the past’s betrayals, 
you leaving, a world away from  
this old garden.  
 
Would anyone believe 
we don’t talk anymore? 
 
Or that we drank wine most nights 
(more often me) 
and smoked straight through  
smoking cessation 
(my mouth starting fires 
I’d wish to put out). 
 
Or that new lives begin by such 
surprise—one week 
the flowers are full tilt 
and the next, a catastrophe  
of drying.  
 
I still have a pitcher of iced tea—yours  
in the fridge. 
I have the champagne flutes, 
the crystal bucket,  
but what to celebrate?  
 
Who will know where  
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to bury my urn. 
Who will look under my boot-soles 
and take up my banjo 
when I’m gone. 
 
Who will go through  
my music,  
my goodbye angel, 
Elvis crooning, tell me if it’s over 
and I’ll leave it up to you how it ends.  
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T h e  L a s t  F i r e  a t  t h e  E n d  o f  t h e  E a r t h   
 
 
It was the summer of grilling. 
Even when the afternoons turned  
bottle green, threatening to close down, 
we persevered at this, at least. 
 
I don’t know how kuzdu overcame  
the yard. Or when. And how the birdfeeder, 
so companionable to paired jays,  
emptied itself of seed. The geraniums  
 
are undecided about this place,  
though the cactus, with its minor needs, outgrows 
its clay pot. The rain comes for the evening, 
and the rain refuses to visit.  
 
This sort of thinking, I know, is my  
humped animal: milkfed, uncouth,  
furred with mercurial gold—human.  
It’s a sort of optimism and ambivalence  
 
operating at once: in the palms of  
scrubbed dishes, the lifecycle of drying  
clothes. And there’s the grill.  
A complexity not of charcoal and  
 
chimney starters, but of standing by,  
you and me, half in and half out of 
our tragicomedy, our Traviata,  
though different. This aria is about  
 
the brisket. How you tend to it like a 
consumptive thing in bed, how I set  
the patio table, locate bug spray and, 
as last act, torch the beautiful yard. 
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E a s y  F o r  a  G o d  
 
 
That’s what they said when you, pale  
dress, lay your head  
on the kitchen table. It was  
the attitude of the moth, moments  
 
ago knocking the orbed light— 
all life and sizzle  
and Icarus when in a flash  
of folding he was a shut  
and final fan. 
 
Easy for a god.  
 
That’s what they said when you couldn’t  
hack being alone—love again, in those  
furtive weeks, married the sky  
to your elbow, it happens  
like this, the world made for twos. 
 
That each blue is a waterbed  
and your name in the dark  
and a liquid  
wrench on the whole affair. 
 
It’s rain  
always at your back when you stop  
to listen. 
 
The lepidopterist  
and the god let themselves in, 
point to the moth, exhibit  A: burn  
baby burn. It happens like this,  
but only a god can keep out  
of the furnace.  
 
After the moth  
seized up you heard  
a near church tolling  
the hour. And it was right, and it was  
for you because tonight  
your ears tuned to  
 
the infinitesimal  
and invertebrate. The ordinary.  
 



  15 

Easy for a god.   
 
But for the rest of us? You? A woman  
in her kitchen at the hands  
of the clock, biorhythms  
of stardust just wishing to cork  
up a sloppy, self-pitying loneliness.  
 
Get this: Quit waiting for the phone 
to ring. Those church bells  
are for poets.  And that moth  
is one tawny ash— 
one of millions  
to call your future name while falling. 
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T h e  R o s e  
 
 
Because I had not known a rose until I told my grandmother’s story 
And then only knew the flower as a degree of our difference, 
I am not going to write of its beauty. 
 
And because before I ever learned they could be delivered 
in love, and that she sent two bouquets to herself 
in winter to make a man jealous, 
 
then bore him three sons before his third heart attack 
before her heart closed in exhaust in the garage, 
I go in fear of the flower.   
 
I never knew its thorns, its green throat 
its epic launchings and final acts, the perfume 
of its fingers fresh from the underworld, without her.  
 
I never knew how the rose, ubiquitous in drama 
and ovations, in stories and special occasions, 
would burn all images of itself with its own fire, 
 
as Dido did, Aeneas’s figure diminishing  
under full sail. Her final silence, the rose. 
Let it mark me. Let it arrive with matches. 
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H i s t o r i c a l  D i s a s t e r s  
 
 
I’ve been in the dining rooms of historical disasters, 
(the Titanic and others) when all the good china fails 
     and the floor is a carpet of broken flowers.  
 
I’ve been on the soft shoulder of a volcano, forming  
my love of lava as its jeweled veil arrests me, 
     a rosegarden of ash. 
 
I’ve also been in the ordinary wrecks and hailstorms.  
I’ve made my list of devastations beyond the news, 
     and there’s the time my personal compass shed  
 
all good sense and started out for its own losses— 
for instance, months ago washing dishes after your party  
     how I ruined it all, confessing, yes 
  
while you paced the driveway, too polite to ring the bell— 
I was inside with someone else. And yet it’s not like me.  
     I make the bed everyday.  
 
I baked you a cake, then baked it again when it leaned  
too far right. And yet, even as I loved all the way through  
     my own complaining, that party  
 
wasn’t the first time I felt the world’s rough legs  
around me, which I can only say sounds like  
     the most silence,  
 
when all one can do is point to the open door, that frame  
of future space, speechless as life is when taken by surprise 
     and comes out crying. 
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E a s t e r  S u n d a y  
 
 
The sky was iron, but so sure of a turn 
I went to buy croquet. 
 
When I came back 
a couple sat in my new lawn chairs: 

 
I loved your paintings. And in reply: 
I loved your rhododendrons.  

 
They were oddly paired, eating my cheese and  
fruit—wine passing between them. 
 
I’m your grandmother, she turned to me, and I, 
like a new deer, stalled before the screen. 

 
I stepped then into the velvet air, 
And this is Vincent van Gogh. 
 
He smiled as an uncle might, or a guide, 
and stood so I could have his chair. 
 
I sat unsure. The trees more so dropped  
their flowers at once, 
 
And a cardinal flying low made the pair  
shudder.  
 
She talked fast then but my ears  
were just hearing a bell buoy, the lighting 
 
of a starboard lantern.  
It was only when she touched me  
 
(a hand filling the yard, a hand  
suggesting a hurricane) 
 
that I came back. He whispered, 
Gloria, we must go, 
 
and bent to her with a handkerchief 
so I could see his hundred freckles. 
  
She wept now. The trees wept, too. The birds  
flying in and out of my house  
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fed large tears to the yard— 
 
and everywhere, 
goddamned harps could be heard. 
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F r e u d  S i n g s  t o  H i m s e l f  ( E r i c  B u r d o n  a n d  T h e  A n i m a l s )  
 
 
Today it is Freud who sits with me at my picnic table— 
the minutiae of clouds, the sky absorbed in its own  
blue-making—we, just getting to know each other.   
 
I’ve read him into my life, which means he’s taking  
his chair as an ant paces, a splinter of its shadow 
cast on the half-line, “Love is home-sickness.”  
 
Is it? 

 We gotta get out of this place, 
He sings to himself.  

 
I sing about a dream I had of losing my sight:  
crouched in the velour of my closed eyes, everything  
in my world was as undefined as the body of an oyster.  
 
I sing about a psychic: her tarot hand, her scarves  
in a wild flock behind us as we climb a jagged rock— 
its jaw suspended over a stadium of dark ocean. 
 
But when I haul myself over the top, she’s no longer  
there. In my hand, a newspaper, a dirge of air— 
letters combing themselves into her obituary, 
 
Freud nods at all of this. He coaxes his chair closer  
as though to attend to me, but his lips, I swear,  
just move through more of that same old music,  
 
      ‘Cause girl, there’s a better life for me and you. 
 
I look to the moonscape of my dirt yard,  
the scalloped edge of old rocks, the crosshatch of my  
umbrella. The far door of my near love foreclosing on a barb  
 
of diamond light with the slowness of sleep-breathing:  
specific particles spin out like some cosmic miscalculation.  
Or like some overplayed song with great eyes. 
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R e d n e c k  V o l v o  
 
 
It came into the world fifteen years after me, 
and already its interior parts disappearing— 
the seats with their widening scars, the doors  
 
long missing cargo holds and the will to stay open.  
And there’s the recent ennui of the dash, 
how it threatens daily to rise from its bed.  
 
I’ve been told to watch its grand leaks and Saturday  
when smoke drifted from the engined cave,  
I thought at thirty-five I understand this, 
 
just as I understood on New Year’s Eve when  
a flat tire was changed by a guy named Spyder  
and another tire blew a mile from his station. 
  
I understood the mechanic I saw this morning, Mike, 
who works from home, who was spraying his bare 
feet in the living room before getting on his shoes.  
 
I understood his young son who wanted to play pool 
with me and eat potato chips. Then later, sitting in 
my car midway up on the lift, Mike calling up, 
 
This’s what a redneck Volvo’d feel like. 
And when he drove me home and I asked about his  
fiancée, he said, “You mean my future ex-wife?”  
 
though she hates when he says that. And why not 
have a sense of humor about falling apart? 
Or the people that one’s breakdowns bring into 
 
one’s life. It’s not understanding something new, 
but a way of brushing against the world.  
It’s like the cashier told me when my tires blew:   
 
Disaster is never too bad because, who knows, 
you might just meet your husband.  
And this evening as my car awaits a gasket, 
 
somewhere near a four-square dinner and 
wedding cake, we spray our regal bodies and  
take out the trash, we store leftovers and yell at 
 
whoever’s near enough to listen. Much of it  
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we’d asked for, some acquired by surprise like winter  
stars: no less ragged, no less burning with light.  
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H i d d e n  I n d u s t r y  
 
 
The wonder of traveling shrines: station  
wagons stuffed with pilgrims  
waiting for a miracle in the backseat. 
 
The wonder of the beach: repeating coolers  
with their private food,  
the ballad of ice cubes entering a glass,  
 
the long coming water, 
that needlework of sea with its blues, its mermaids  
and hidden industry.  
 
The wonder of sandcastles setting miniature lives  
in motion: from one great hall a pianoforte,  
from another fingers stepping into  
 
a glove. And down the beach, where a boy renovates  
his moat, a woman watches from her canopy bed,  
“Pull the curtains,” she yells, 
 
and the wonder of lovemaking to her lord turns the world  
red. The families and the sand make one  
giant wave for the parking lot,  
 
and the sea, with its singing that doesn’t cease,  
climbs the trellis. Foam glitters the floor. Walls  
and crenellations fall.  
 
There’s sweating and a beautiful crèche of sheets, 
and tomorrow, there is the world: 
the wonder of its replications, 
 
its births and pilgrimages, baptisms and final  
endings. Its bruising that is sunset,  
its indiscretions in the offices of rain. 



  24 

 T h e  S m a l l e s t  B a r o m e t e r  
 
 
Meanwhile,  
I have a forty year old’s  
calves.  
 
I take naps on the sofa  
like so many in my family  
before me,  
 
before they scotch- 
tape a will  
to the medicine cabinet,  
 
shimmering  
with talc fingerprints.  
 
What happened to  
the barometer  
shaped like a farmhouse?  
 
On sunny days  
the farmer’s wife came out  
for cow milking. 
 
The farmer saddled  
storm clouds  
as if they were his horse— 
 
a vinegar smile,  
shaking one angry fist at God.
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III 
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T H E  C A I R O  L E T T E R S   

 
 
1 .  L e t t e r s  a n d  L e t t e r s  a n d  L e t t e r s  
  
 
The letters hoarded dust and slept off 
          a thousand and one days— 
  
and when they came back into the world, 
from a closet or a file cabinet, 

from the cosmic wonder of my soul—they came  
 
as a story. 
 
So how to begin… 

Once upon a time? 
 
Cairo. The neighborhood mosque—its static over  
the loudspeaker, its otherworldly tongue— 
calling five times to prayer— 

and everyone dropped to their knees. 
 
In the city there was the music: taxis, women  
selling fruit, the incense of hookah. We—my boyfriend and I— 
 
were studying abroad, Arabic, Egyptology, Islam— 
always drinking sweet tea.  
 
We slept in separate rooms at our pension, 
     sharing a bed once in Alexandria— 
felucca of white sheets— 
 
and for one week at the Red Sea where a flood 
washed into our hut, taking things in twos.  
 
After our semester he stayed to work in a dress shop, 
and I, it must be imagined,  

returned home for the mail— 
to Connecticut to live with his mom,  
 
to enter his name into the book of firsts:  
First Love. First Love Letters Received. 
    Beginning like this: 
 

I can’t even conceive of god because you are my god.   
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2 .  T h e  W a t e r  i s  W i d e  
 
 
 
I stand alone at my sink.  

I’m 35— 
         pyramids of  
  bubbles of dish soap. 

 
With the stack of letters, I dream my hands dip 

into the Nile, raise foul and yogurt to my lips, touch 
the mailbox on the 26th of July Street.  
 
In Egypt, Ry was always reading T.E. Lawrence.  

He was dreaming, as Lawrence said of good men, 
not just at night, but outside the dust of sleep.  
 
When I left, he signed his letters, Love. Love. Love.  

He slept with pictures of me in bed. 
 
He was twenty-one. Dreaming Eye Open.  
 
At night he played “The Water is Wide” on his guitar  

ten times for me,  
and by day it arrived from Marrakesh, Algiers, Tripoli— 
 
having touched lemons, apricot, mint,  

a horse crushing olives,  
fires igniting the hearts of stoves. 
 
The song came with veils and carpets and tents,  

arguments, groping, hands  
decorating the soles of a bride. 
 
And by day, there was water at my window. 
And by day, there was a boat to carry two.  
 
Back in Egypt, he rubbed his face  
in my dirty pajamas 

then slept in them. 
 
Martin Luther said every experience should be baptismal.  
T.E. Lawrence said all men dream, but not equally. 
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3 .  M e a s u r e  Y o u r s e l f  
  
 
 
I discovered the letters the other day: yellowed teeth,  
the handwriting of fleas, postmarks so official in 1993.  
 
Of the twenty-two letters the longest is eighteen pages long.  
 
On one envelope, a toll-free number  

scribbled in my younger hand. 
 
I jot it again to feel it, call from Florida, Easter, 2008.  
It rings thirteen times, but it’s a holiday. 
 
And it’s the future.  
 
I turned twenty in Egypt. We traveled to The Valley Of the Kings,  
Hatshepsut’s Tomb. For my birthday we ordered a cake  
from The Pharaohs Hotel, misspelled in decorator’s gel,  

Pharahos. 
  
At one point I rode a camel— 

a creature who folds at the knees 
as if praying to God.   

 
I read on as though reading the obituary of a friend: 
 
The shop has the most beautiful white dress, 
     he said, It makes me want to buy it and marry you. 
 
He told me to measure myself in centimeters  
     from my ankle to my armpit.  
Take note of my hips. He said: Measure my mom, too.  
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4 .  T h e  S e w n  E y e   
 
 
 
He moved from our pension in Zamalek— 

This morning the pension dude called you my wife!— 
to the dress shop in Dokki. 
 
He was met by a man with one eye 
and led  

by a staircase of stars  
to his new bedroom.  
 
Twenty of the letters were written  
on the sixth floor: Shahira Mehrez & Companions.  
 
Her companion was Rinaldo,  

Eye Sewn Shut.  
 
Ry often had breakfast with Shahira,  
     dinner with Rinaldo. One night, tomato soup  
poured over rice, they talked about Rinaldo’s accident: 
 
The desert road, a place of heavy darks, where 
an army truck is parked with its lights off… 
 
An orchestra sets up in the smoke: tires spin, glass  
in Rinaldo’s hair, fire in his hands. 
 
The musicians set aside cymbals. Night comes 
to a stop and oboes rise in the aftersilence. 
 
 Rinaldo was flown to a London hospital, where 
     Shahira went too. He lost his memory for six months. 
He lost his eye and half his face caved in. 
 
It’s a tragedy and a love story. It’s Rinaldo’s, Shahira’s 
and it belongs to me, to Ry, to all of us reading. 
 
When Rinaldo returned to Cairo, he found a cat bleeding  
in the road. He built the wrecked animal a bed on his balcony, 
healing it with antibiotics from his wounds. 
 

All animals dream but not equally. 
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5 .  I n t e r i o r  
 
 
 
I look up Shahira Mehrez & Companions on the internet. 
The New York Times writes about a lavender camel blanket, 
Siwan dresses, a needlework project begun by Mennonites. 
 
There are photos of Shahira’s apartment. I take a virtual tour:  
Cupola, Court with Fountain, Mashrabiyya, Interior: 
 
This is the room where he lived.  
This is the room where the letters began. 
 
I find the envelope with the toll free number and dial again.     
It’s a recording that says: Talk to people just like you. 
 
Are others piecing together letters from 1993?  
Is there a dress shop? Gold hieroglyphs? 
 
Ry wrote all the time about love. About us.  
He said he idealized me—idolized me. He said: You are divine.  
 
And as the stack of envelopes grows its old hair  
what I don’t know is that he’ll call while I write these lines.  
 
And until it reaches through the receiver, what I learn 
is that the voice of the future is the voice of Egypt.   
 
Wait, I say, you won’t believe what I found. 
I tell him about the letters and we laugh. He tells me  
he’s a father. I say: I want to have children.  
 
I say: It’s been so long!  
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6 .  E v e n  i n  D e a t h  
 
 
 
He wrote about buying flashcards for Arabic.  
In letter six it’s Old Spice aftershave and an alcohol stove.  
 
He’s on a bus to Port Said and a child stares at him  
all the way to the Mediterranean… 
 
He wrote that Shahira and Rinaldo are very passionate: 
She yells at everyone in the dress shop, and he  
yells at Ramadan the butler. 
 
Over Omar Khayyam wine, Rinaldo, Eyes Like Buttons,  
talks about being reborn after his accident.  
 
He tells Ry, it’s the love you have with one  
person that matters, even in death.  
 
My boyfriend was moved by the wisdom  
of Rinaldo, Eyes of Thread, who told Ry, 

 
it’s when you’re most unsure of your life  
that you’re made to realize its ultimate meanings.  
 
If we perfect our relationship, he wrote me, we’ll reach nirvana. 
 
And the ghosts of small gods  
are born in the skin of the mail:  

young love, old love, lessons  
from east to west. 
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7 .  I n n u m e r a b l e  S i l e n c e  o f  S t a r s  
 
 
 
I read from The Seven Pillars of Wisdom— 

“At night we were stained by dew, and shamed  
into pettiness by the innumerable silence of stars.” 

 
I think of Rinaldo’s accident, his lost eye as a crystal ball,  
a riddle of the sphinx, an ornament spun  
from a review mirror but in the desert of my soul.  
 
I think of the absence of his eye, the hole sewn  
with gold thread, the hieroglyph.  
 
I think of an envelope. 
 
Love stories have been told since antiquity 
when pharaohs baked cakes  
and camels knelt in sand, calling forth the gods. 
 
I call forth the gods, but it’s a recording.  

Most of us are only dreaming at night. 
 

The letters got longer. He wanted to come home.  
He wanted to stay. Love. Love. Love. 
 
In Arabic he learned to say,  
    Will you be my girlfriend forever?  
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8 .  T h e  S t o r y  o f  M y  L o v e ,  T h e  S t o r y  o f  M y  L o v e  
 
 
 
In one letter Ry outlines The Seven Pillars of Wisdom:  
Lawrence is stationed in Cairo as a British officer.  
 
He believes in Arab independence.  
He’s one man, chasing destiny on a camel.  
 
I chase after him, opening doors in the desert. 
I’m riding at night, resting, drinking water from a skin. 
 
I’m looking everywhere for Rinaldo’s eye. 
I watch Lawrence of Arabia.  
 
I read on… 
 
Ry went to see Play It Again, Sam at a nearby theater, 
a woman asked if she could sit next to him,  
 

I wished I loved her. I wished you were in her place.  
 

And the mailboxes in Cairo tell the story. 
And the mailboxes in Connecticut tell the story. 
 
He wrote our feelings for each other are of supreme  
importance. It took Rinaldo a lifetime to realize this, 

 
But we can live it now. 

 
The cosmic wonder of my soul is licked postage. 
 
It’s a letter dropped to its knees, the address bearing: 

The Story of My Love, The Story of My Love.  
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9 .  2 6 t h  o f  J u l y  S t r e e t   
 
 
 
This writing is The Papyrus of The Lost Eye.   
 
In the first chapter Rinaldo’s eye journeys downstream  
as living soul, journeys upstream as heron. 
 
Its heart comes to rest in the Field of Reeds. 
It is weighed in the presence of Osiris. 
 
This is the book for the orchestra playing before death. 
For cymbals in the desert, for fire in the hands of love.   
 
This is a hymn for this moment forward, 
for weighing oneself in the presence of the living. 
 
In Cairo alone, seven million hearts journey  
downstream as gold thread, 

 journey upstream as galibeya,  
letters sewn in their sleeves. 
 
Ry often went to the 26th of July Street to check for mail. 
By his letters I can see I didn’t write as much.  
 
By March he talked about his plans for the future  
and his flashcards for Arabic.  
 
He always talked about the date, 
 

I get to x another day off my calendar.  
The beauty of time is that it moves us closer. 

 
I don’t tell him any of this when he calls from Boston  
again. I just say: I’ll send you a copy when I’m finished! 
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1 0 .  O t h e r  T h a n  D e a t h  
 
 
 
One morning at breakfast Shahira shared a dream: 
 

Getting out of a big car was her father though thirty years dead.  
He looked like a young Errol Flynn. With him was someone 
she recognized as her brother who died at birth.  

 
 
He turned twenty-two in the dress shop. His plan:  
come home to Connecticut, spend a semester in India, return  
with me to school in the fall, but his father died— 
    young Errol Flynn. 
 

Shahira was terrified because she had no belief in the afterlife.  
She begged her father to save her mother now dying  
a slow, terrible death. She begged her brother. 

 
Death is a letter that travels without end.   
 

Her father led her through a mist that felt like nirvana— 
like being one with everything. She was crying when she woke, 
but she knew he’d had shown her something other than death. 

 
 
Ry wrote that Shahira Mehrez said she was an atheist 
who believed in the supernatural, 
 

I think she believes in God but doesn’t even know it. 
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1 1 .  F a l c o n  o f  G o l d  
 
 
 
May the soul of Rinaldo’s Lost Eye take its place  
in the Dream-bark. May he find the Car & the Giant Mist.  
 
The Book of the Dead gives the soul instructions  

for the opening of the mouth, for power over water,  
for being transformed into a falcon of gold, a lotus.  
 
I include a chapter for not dying again,  
for not forgetting:  

It’s the love you have with one  
person that matters, even in death. 
 
He learned primary colors in Arabic from the shop’s galibeya.  

He always wrote that he was looking at pictures of me—beautiful,  
he said a hundred times and bought me a red dress with his gineih. 
 
There was nothing he didn’t write about in those months:  

diarrhea, being overcharged by a taxi, the thrill of discovering  
a mailbox closer to the dress shop, 
 
  What if these letters get lost in there forever? 
 
Death is a letter getting lost forever.  
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1 2 .  O f  T h o s e  Y e a r s  t o  C o m e  
 
 
He tells her 
nothing of those years, choosing to speak instead 

exclusively of small things, as would be 
the habit of a man and a woman long together 

—LOUISE GLÜCK 

 
 
Dearest Jen, 
 
1184  
I won’t keep a journal but write you letters and letters and  
letters. I’ve been gone over seventeen hundred days, just 5,588  
more to go! In my dreams I see you tending columns of gold  
thread—your loom, a sacred animal. O beautiful hands, I played  
“The Water is Wide” on my lute and smelled your dirty nightgown. 
 
 
1180  
I was in the den of the giant, Polyphemus. I seared his eye with a  
burning limb. Eye seared shut! It looked like a knot in the olive 
tree you love. When dawn rose from her throne of gold I tied  
myself to the belly of a ram to pass from his cave. We left the  
island and began, once again, our journey to Ithaca—to you. 
 
 
1179 
With heavy heart I traveled to the underworld. I saw Anticleia!  
I saw Shahira Mehrez’s father & the heroic Ajax who wouldn’t  
speak a word. I know things about my death, about my way home.  
Keep at the lines of your lavender loom. Play it again and again. I  
am destined for much heartache but I will die apart from the sea. 
 
 
1175 
What if you don’t recognize me, my little buttons-for-eyes? What 
if you send Eurycleia to wash my feet as you would a common  
traveler? No matter! When I see you, lets speak of small things:  
roast chicken, whole lemons, dawn rising from your long thread. 
 
 
 
R. 
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1 3 .  T h e  G r e a t  S o u l  G i v e s  t o  M a n  a s  D o w r y  
 
 

 
He drew himself exercising in late March. The sun threw  
shadows across his desk. Into the letter he copied a Sufi poem, 
“The Marriage of the Soul”: 
  

And from this mystic marriage are born 
The poets' songs, inner knowledge, 
The language of the heart, virtuous living, 
And the fair child Beauty. 
 
And the Great Soul gives to man as dowry 
The hidden glory of the world. 

 
 
It is a late letter. He’s on his little sixth floor balcony— 
Shahira Mehrez & Companions, Dokki, Cairo, Egypt. 
 
I don’t know then that I won’t see the address for fifteen years— 
that I will hardly understand the magnitude of this love. 
 

A bubble came floating down from the sky 
and I looked up to see a maid and a child in  
a window high above, we waved. I love you.  

 
This chapter is from the book of the soul,  
instructions for living in this world, for loving— 

    
Here, I hold it towards you. 
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IV 
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A n  A p o l o g y  F o r  S o m e  o f  T h e  W a y s  T h e  W o r l d  W e n t  W r o n g  
 
 
You think of all portraits of the dead 
in the paper last week.  
 
You touch their brows, trace a finger  
over lapels, over the celestial rise of shoulders. 
Their eyes burn like rain, like lightning  
caught in the slow face of a creek. 
 
Newsprint from a woman’s hair  
comes off on your finger, and she stares at you,  
as they all do,  
from an old configuration of the world.  
 
The end of beauty.  
 
And here you are reading names, understanding 
their fate in the small way the living do,  
 
wondering if one had eggs for breakfast and how. 
If another chopped wood or milked cows, 
if any of them ever wore a crown. 
 
And you think of the rain as a Ferris wheel of angels— 
toes brushing your cheek  
as one page is turned, then another, 
until you’ve gone beyond the last 
 
and held the newspaper to the window 
and stood just so behind the soldiers, 
close enough to smell their distant soap, their sweat. 
 
Close enough to bite an ear, to whisper, 
I am the creek. I am the sound of dirt breaking 
into song. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry. 
 
 
 
 



  41 

E N T E R I N G  T H E  C E M E T E R Y  
 
 
 

1  
 
Department of Motor Vehicles 
Providence, Rhode Island 
 
To Whom It May Concern, 
 
 
Joseph E. ___________ will no longer be driving—. 
This isn’t a small matter, his being dead, so I thought 
you should know.  
   I’m his daughter.  
 
It may be a testament to your beautiful roads, 
the vigorous fruit stands, the unequaled pines, 
that during treatment on his stomach & lungs & brain 
 
he drove himself to the hospital (the clouds  
just then cosmic flowers—nurses’ caps). 
 
The funeral was a beautiful affair. 
 
My cat, arriving in his black suit, distributed lint brushes  
to the crowd. One family of seals shook years of water  
from their backs. Entering the cemetery 
 
were zebras who halted our brute cars halfway up the hill. 
Meanwhile, an ant bore a bugle on which a low,  
life-and-life-gone sound broke our silence.  
 
Did you know?  

My throat, from which breath seems so luxurious  
was an inheritance from him? I have his inwardness,  
his way of collapsing into one thing with too much love. Yes,  
he drank, probably while driving, but that was long ago.  

 
And did you know, Providence DMV, that the hour my father  
died, Rhode Island’s ocean turned into stone? 
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2  
 
 
Dear Toledo, 
 
 
I lose it in mother’s kitchen. 
 
At this moment I’m a visitor, in the next 
her dinner guests learn I’m having  

“a meltdown.” 
 
Herman Melville would understand. 
 
He’d kindly take the dishtowel from my hands. 
The heavy cream, the coffee poured back in its pot,  
and the dessert spoons—to hell with the dessert spoons. 
 
In the yellow kitchen he’d read from Moby Dick,  
 

…and then, as if his chest had been a mortar, 

he burst his hot heart’s shell upon it. 
 
That’s how it feels, dear Toledo, but I’m making headway. 
Writing to each of you in order—Annapolis, Baltimore,  
Cheyenne—already the plum valleys of the alphabet have heard. 
 
Already the avalanche of tears.  
 
It happens in Ohio everyday, I know. But this one is mine. 
It interrupts even as the guests ready themselves for pie. 
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3  
 
 
 
Dear Worcester, 
 
 
This morning the room is blue. The sheets 

tossed like a bluebird, like one spectacular  
wave, stir as I do on invisible strings.  
 
I’ve a copy of Dream Songs in bed— 

(all the world like a woolen lover) 
like a dog with on-again-off-again ears. 
 
My father, somehow thirty-three days dead now…        
 
At his funeral (O unfathomable urn) 
my mother—henceforth known as Cynthia— 

bequeathed me a new set of sheets. I took them in 
the blue air, in the good salt traveling 
 
off the bay. One breeze touching at once dune grass, 

beach pea, my pregnant cousin—all of us 
just home from the cemetery passing into 
 
a fledgling minute. Then another. Seconds of seconds. 
Death is henceforth known as a new set of sheets. 
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4  
 
 
 
Dear Yuma, 
 
 
You are my last city. You will do—have all done so well, 
but if I could only write to my father: 
 
The day you died the world woke 

to a different world.  
 

A pillow retiring at dawn wasn’t  
the same by seven thirty. Neither was the boy 
in my bed who shares your name, Joe. 

 
(How the end of your life was left as a voicemail message. 
How in my world you lived another hour while we slept.) 
 
The last time I saw you was in a parking lot.  
 
Between small breathing and morning’s enormity,  
I told you about Joe, then this: I’ll wait for you and we’ll 
talk about it more, handing me a hundred dollar bill. 
 
Joe just had surgery 

and you were in the hospital everywhere. I saw your thin  
gown. Your fingers unhitched a soda from its machine.  
I’m certain at one point you checked his blood pressure. Where  
did you get the nurse’s clothes? How did you know that I was,  
 
at that moment, dreaming of you? 
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5  
 
  
 
Dear Teddie Darling, 
 
 
Yes, my father did pass away so I’m not really surprised  
you “had a feeling.”  
 
Or that his spirit visited you in San Francisco.  
 
Big spirit. 
 
He comes to me in various ways as a squirrel,  
as a dragonfly in the kitchen.  
 
Then as a foil entering a chink in a fencing jacket: 

 
His breath-fog squalls my morning coffee. He naps  
in the irrelevant mail, the basin of the sink. Letters  
are written from inside my wrist.  

 
There are hours at which the door to my house is human. 
 
For days he’s the water in my car.  
Leaky sunroof. Big rain. 
 
He dated you when he divorced Cynthia. Of this 
I remember a crack in your car’s sunroof. When drunk 
he emancipated stars, the incomprehensible glass.  
 
With you he became a Mormon. From there it blurs. 

I was once best friends with your daughter. How strange 
she married a few weeks ago. Congratulations, although 
I hear she didn’t invite you.  

 
I sometimes understand. He who is riding with sky,  
late with breath, he who is, well, dead—it’s like a bruise  
one discovers blowing wide on the undersoft of an arm. 
 
Teddie Darling, as letters rearrange, and the past consumes plains,  
water buffalo, birthdays, socks, fathers—I will write to you again  
 
just to write your name. 
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6  
 
  
 
Dear Mr. President, Dear Abraham Lincoln, 
 
 
I received your letter as great consolation.  
 
Some days are wheat fields stretching without pause. 
Then, unexpectedly, gold muzzles a sky so blank 
it quiets the business of clouds—  
 

I had four months to prepare.  
 
 
Our last Saturday we took pictures on a March beach.  
In one I’m holding my hair from the wind. Out of politeness  
his wool cap is in his hand, though he was always cold. 
 

(Sorrow is a crow riding old fields. Above families 
with their own leg of lamb dinners, their own blazing fires  
and blue carpets—their own swelling and declining numbers.) 

 
 
Please know how your kindness has touched me. How today 
is 1862 & my father doesn’t arrive for another eighty-two years.  
Doesn’t die for one hundred and forty-three.  
 

How words, in a peculiar order, are everything. 
 
And how knowing this now is like standing neck-deep in snow, 
but oh, how I get carried away! Perhaps you’ll have a chance to meet, 
and, if so, tell him to gain some weight. Tell him I say hello. 
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W o r l d ’ s  L a r g e s t  M i l k  B o t t l e s  
 
 
In the claw of 
southern Connecticut,  
a sailboat  drifts  

from a lesson. The family car,  
 
commandeered by my uncle 
climbs aboard  
an indigenous tree 
 
while  
 
a rock from our yard blasts 
through a neighbor’s front tooth: 
a first for suburban stones in private space. 
 
Fires start interiorly  
(bed, closet). 
 
One is set our dog Smokey, 
fed up with our inattention.  

Who’s to blame? 
 
The neighbors think it’s us. 
So does the New England arbor club. 
 
I say we’re elk taken to minor 
routes.  

At times we stop, giving  
 
one another a lift.   
At times we accelerate, dust spinning into 
gospel music. 
 
I say we’re roadside attractions— 
(1001 lawn ornaments, drive-thru 
church, drive-thru tree, world’s largest milk bottles) 
 
some in disrepair, some barely  
affecting but a private map. 
 
O miniature trail of tears. O gift shop of  
unimpeachable past. How can we not  
find ourselves—our helixes, our wild bobbins  
of molecular thread—anything but what we are? 
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A  H u m a n  Q u e s t i o n   
 
 
Summer’s accordion breathed life   
into the world’s little party.  
 
I was there.  
 
You were there too,  
a swallow of blue cake, one year dead, 
 
asking, Wasn’t it just my birthday?  
 
The lanterns, a chain of  
paper gowns, bobbed down 
 
and up. The choir grass  
and cheap jewelry  
 
of the fence  
kept at their unbothered tasks.  
 
We knew something had  
     passed.  
 
A human  
question trawling air  
 
after some thought. After  
some right way of doing this. 
 
 



  49 

 
 
 
 
 
 

V 
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M i n u t e s  A r e  F i r e w o r k s  
 
 
The sweetheart vine hauls itself  
along the east-facing window. And the ant,  
his unusually long rig, gloved  
 
in the shadow of the vine, traces  
circles on the window— 
a sort of meditation on the afterlife.  
 
If heaven isn’t a promise to the tiny, a trading in  
of small strides, love of crumbs  
and offer, instead, two hands and a place at the table,  
 
I don’t know what is.  
 
This, Sweet Reader, to say that in our one bear-suit, 
in our numbers and our dramaturgy and our moments of me, 
we arrive at our own truths:  
 
such natural disasters, they come only by surprise.  
Like the sudden life of a tomato or the rose, 
outrageously pink, on our annual cake.  
 
Or how sunset, though cliché, is never merely pretty.  
How I forget minutes are fireworks and stars  
and the spark of hammered flint. And so do you, maybe.  
 
That time, always dressed in its Sunday best,  
is demanding we attend to it from within  
our strange animal skins and our own  
 
hearts, which open on a waltz, a ballerina  
in arabesque, on a needle which touches down, a miracle of  
music boxes, on the most beautiful-sounding teeth. 
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N i g h t  G a r d e n  o f  S l o w  B i r d s  
 
 
The bird was fully dressed, (his umber chest, a lit fire  
from within) dreaming, or so I thought, of winter’s  

retiring offices:  
 
corsets loosening from flushed roses, frostwater  
gone soft, hoses tolling a spring requiem, a mass.   

I bent down to find his ear.  
 
His eyes, closed to me, almost like a coquette 
when I revealed myself, calling him by name. 

 I said, William,  
 
with the silver desperation of a compass pointing  
many ways. There was no answer.    William.  

A dot of blood crawled  
 
from under his back. It was noon. The sun laddered  
a spotless sky, saw this living and dying in my yard.  

Again. 
 
I went into the kitchen for what— a dustpan,  
And slid him in with wild devotion. Time, a carriage, 

made no sound. 
 

Nor did his unheaving chest. Did he not recognize me?  
The yard-sounds held their breath. My lips bent to his,  

fed the lantern of his chest.  
 
And again, until his head rolled like a slow match,  
I didn’t see it at once. Then I saw a torch take me in,  

hovering warmly,  
 
as it did after sex. I won’t say that the cat brought him back  
the next day. Just that I buried him near my car in another 

 simple grave, 
 
and knelt without words. That there was just the soft  
dreaming of earth, the night garden of slow birds. 
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Y o u  F e l l  f o r  t h e  A n i m a l s  

 
 
You fell for the animals that died:  
the bird (Prince Charming), the dachshund,  
 
and those imagined in the armless  
dark—buried all of them below  
 
the forsythia bush. You   
fell for the houses which declined extravagantly 
 
into an apartment, an automat of men 
with soft, dispassionate shoes. 
 
You fell for small death which,  
like love, advanced to the front line—its arms  
 
in the air thinking of the first orgasm in a  
peach bed that smelled forever like peaches. 
 
You fell for shadows stepping apart  
from mammals everywhere: 
 
the cat who left his fur coat, 
the camel who shed his silken hump 
 
and was ordinary: a tailor, a barman 
a figure in the frame of the backdoor.   
 
You fell, finally, for evening’s pelt  
which crept in while your mother told you the words.  
 
And then she left for a few hours, a pack of days,  
one loose year. And night, once a kind panda 
 
with a washcloth or a cup of milk, rolled over 
and said: There are no more surprises, just sleep. 
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A N I M A L  L E T T E R S  
 
 
 

1  
 
Dear Lieutenant, 
 
 
How minutes ago I discovered 
       your right arm— 
 

the tender socket, the ghost of a salute, the emerald stitching  
savagely undone. Earlier it was your serious little scarf,  
 
goggles fashioned after the war, the stand-at-attention  
loyalty of your flight suit. I found your dog tags, too.  

 
Dearest Sir, it doesn’t look good. 
 

When I first wrote, it was to say that your snowy insides  
were everywhere. That when I found your body by the dog bed 
it was merely a container undone of all its silent parts.  

 
The poet might say it was a golden husk gloriously emptied. 
 

On a brighter note, we learned that Joe just had a virus. His liver’s 
like a P-40 Warhawk. Thank god. I was the one to tell his mother  
who collapsed in my arms. Who took off all her jewelry as a gift.  
 
And Lieutenant—she had me kiss her silver Torah, encouraging me  
to convert. How loss gathers us together in sad, historical skirts at times 
with happy endings. 

 
How I wish we had such good news about you. 
 

The dog just hasn’t been feeling herself these days—worried about Joe. 
I’ve taken away her other toys until she collects herself. Right now 
she’s chewing a bone while I’m cataloging the rooms of the house  
 
collecting each infinite piece of you. Some days I’ve been a widow  
with wire wings passing into the atmosphere. I’ve seen small earth. 
I’ve seen night lose itself. Death has such advantages, revealing,  

 
by light years, the wreckage. The woodpile that becomes one’s heart. 
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2  

 
 
 
Dearest Bluegrass, 
 
 
i. 
It seems the palm trees at Venice Beach are  
     at half mast. 
 
That the gaiety of sandcastles has given out,  
and bathers approach water for  
an articulation of silence.  
 
Yesterday, hours after you died,  
the moon waxed to half its former self, which  
I could have guessed beforehand. 
How nature becomes an oil painting of our lives— 
 
startlingly accurate.  
 
 
ii. 
In your case, you are only half yourself  
without your brother, Buckeye, identically gray,  
the same milk-fed canines, the same  
Georgia-drawl when mewling at the bedroom door.  
 
I remember. 
 
 
iii. 
I never saw you after I moved out.  
 
(That we must live a different life—almost someone  
else’s with each new decision.  
 
That the branches of our skin bear hundreds  
of thousands of flowers.) 
 
 
iv. 
My ex wrote to tell me: 
 I thought he was stretching on the deck. In reality, 
  he was having a seizure. Maybe a heart attack. 
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v. 
The words come as those cast from  
a telegraph machine. In reality,  
 
I don’t know what to make of language  
that makes smaller  
my world.  
 
But Bluegrass, dear boy, I digress.  
Tomorrow I go for an EKG. As my heart elongates  
on the monitor it will be a pantomime of you.  
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3  
 
 
Dear Buckeye, 
 
 
I’m sorry to hear you’ve been mopey. 
I have days like that too, 
 
sometimes, 
 
but I’ve never lost a twin. I’m an only child— 
never nursed by a she-wolf (I wasn’t even breastfed) at  
river’s edge or fed figs by a woodpecker… 
 
How it must have looked to that bird— 
a minor god—gazing at four identical eyes  
taking in the feathered empyrean.  
 
But those other twins are less famous to me  
than you and Bluegrass,  

even if Mars was their father.   
 
Robin wrote to say that last week you were set 
in a basket and sent down the Ballona Creek.  
 
That the wickered boat contained 3 belled toys, 
2 catnip socks and a mouse hired to navigate. 
 
That you were adopted by a couple downriver 
who’ll provide the positive attention you’re constantly seeking.  

 
I think: What the psycho-babble does that mean? 
And: We’re all the same.  

 
Sometimes  
 
we remove our scales like rainbows of 
fish, taking to land, (reminding us too much 
of our old lives).  

I’m not sure I’ve said it right,  
but, dear cat, your gray coat is inherently sad. 
 
Enjoy Culver City where your brother’s ghost will  
not clean itself in each room of your new house. 



  57 

W h a t  Y o u  H e a r  W h e n  Y o u  L i s t e n  t o  D y i n g  T r e e s  
 
 
You hear the living on the smallest level: opera 
broadcasting in grass, 
a picnic table scored with years of music: 
 
penknives, inscrutable initials. 
You hear electricity’s hum, a torch-song on the 
tongue of lantern bugs.  
 
It’s in all that’s forgotten, never thought about,  
very much alive: wisdom teeth coming in,  
subterfuge, an uncle drawing portraits in jail.  
 
There’re dream noises too: the name 
you call yourself in bed. 
  Miss Ovenmitts? 
 
This is the smallest of small. All  
the unlaunched spaceships of thought. 
All the feathers filling this morning’s lawn: 
 
a cardinal clawed at and dead.  
There’s the wailing among leaves that is the leaves  
and the widowed bird. And by night, 
 
when I’ve laid a proper grave,  
you’ll hear the mosquito revival tent. 
You’ll hear all talk of God 
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I  W i l l  B e  a  R u m o r  

 
 
What I do, I declare: I do no more. 
All that is violent, woolen, animal  
will be so without me.  
 
All that is ledge, habit and instinct will be lost  
in the corduroy wale of white spaces. 
 
I will be a rumor.  
 
Just another in a potter’s field  
where each takes a turn at the dishes, scouring bone  
until there’s no sign I belonged to you.  
 
I shall write outside a schooner, adrift, 
eyeing-in.  
   
Reversing the porthole  
so all that is dusky and velvet  
is not mine. 
 
I trade in my wings, my flocks, my starfish.  
I take down the spinnaker, which brought me 
to this place and left me an island. 
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E l e c t r i c i t y  o f  C r i c k e t s  
 
 
The light eloped in the hours you first slept. Stars set fire  

to your front steps, and the elephant ears, 
leaning too close to listen, they went up in flame. 

The mailbox for once was speechless. 
 
We all live alone until, like Noah’s flood, the world  

is born to us. In January, in the seventies,  
the electricity of crickets, the slow current of a freight train,  

set you outside yourself. 
 
Your heart knocked against a wooden shore so that  

all you could hear was each loud wave. 
You moved through states, the coming and going of stars, 

the opera of papered feet.  
 
You’d started off with questions—some small some burning  

as camellias burn in spring. Giants bent their toes 
on the threshold, and when first light came across your skin,  

what you knew about yourself was old news. 
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S t e p p i n g  I n t o  a  F u r n a c e  
 
 
I was going home, the idea finding me uneasily  
     and leaving me like the heat which mostly didn’t  

work. In this way I comforted myself while pushing  
on. It was dark for many miles and then, in the  

headlights furling past, I glimpsed wings in the bed  
     of my truck. Somehow I was unsurprised as though the  
angel appeared by appointment. I stopped. 
 
He climbed into the cab (his wings so yielding), 
     and fumbled with the sea-line of his seatbelt. The radio  

played holiday music but I could only hear something  
like wind held in a box. We then talked as though  

we’d been born together, which I can only describe  
     like this: we were moving a loneliness. I dropped him  
at a small motel. I went too— 
 
the music of ice machines, the lobby’s blank face— 
     and gently folded his wings together at the door.  

Inside the bed’s cotton roses swelled, falling under  
our touch. We stepped into a furnace and forged 

our own wings over and again. I flew above the Gulf, felt 
 with one free hand, twin gardens of stars, an obdurate  
coast, the velvet alphabet of pines. 
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