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Introduction~ 

BYTHEROOTSOFTHEHEART 

I 
. . . they are thrown down 

for an enormous instant and we see darkly 
our own lost unity, how vulnerable it is 
to be women and men, the glory it is to be man 
and share our bread and share our sun and our death 
the dark forgotten marvel of being alive ... 

- Octavio Paz 

I. 
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With encouragement and funding from the National Endowment 
for the Arts, State Arts Agencies, and various other financial 
assistors, we have seen several anthologies of inmate poetry crop up 
on the literary landscape. I suspect those readers and writers who 
have nothing to do with correctional institutions, as six rapidly-

, passed months ago I did not, must look upon these goings-on with an 
eye of curiosity, perhaps questioning the rapid surge and over
reception of poetry written in prisons. Why this sudden and burdened 
bandwagon? Why conduct poetry-writing workshops in prisons to 
begin with? 

Who knows. But questions as such are healthy ones - it is impor
tant to carefully examine our motives, often the catalysts for literary 
snowballings. I must side with the skeptic in saying that poems, 
regardless where or by whom they are written, should ideally stand 
alone in and of themselves, with the umbilical cord severed at the 
hand they fell from. Of course, anyone with intelligence must 
acknowledge the fact that the circumstances behind and around the 
writing of a poem are certainly different for the inmate and the free 
man. But the fact that a poet is writing in prison, or anywhere, 
should have little or no bearing on the reception and judgement of 
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his poem. Those of us who have managed to pull the rein on our 
romanticism must ultimately judge any poem as though it stood in a 
vacuum, without crediting or discrediting it by considering the life of 
the writer. If we allow ourselves to judge poetry by any other means 
we will soon find the scale lopsided toward any number of minorities 
with whom we sympathize; we will find ourselves thrown to the far 
end of the spectrum into a patronizing and compensatory web of 
bias- a subtle bigotry, I grant, far better than the "Why teach son
of-a-bitch convicts?" mentality, but nevertheless a condescending 
bias, like that of our overkindness to the retarded or blind. There is a 
subtle degradation in the over-rating of poetry by virtue of the 
circumstances under which it was written. I point this out to remind 
the reader, and myself, and most importantly the poets represented 
in this anthology, that if certain unpleasant circumstances surround 
a poet then it is his task to impregnate his poem with that misfortune, 
to "descend the steps of the alphabet to the letter in which pain was 
born" 1

- it is the burden of the poem to stand on legs of its own, 
without leaning on pity for support. I want to break that crutch we 
have seen poems wobble on. I want to hurl these poems into the 
larger pond, out of the somewhat murky puddle of "prison poetry" 
and into poetry at large. I want to pull these poets out of the 
patronizing halflight and into the darkness that imprisoned writers 
like Dostoevsky and Smart filled with undeniable light. 

II 

The poems in this anthology result from workshops I taught in 
the Arts-in-Prisons Program of the South Carolina Arts Commission 
during a six-month term as NEA Writer-in-Residence. I came to 
Columbia from Tucson, where I was working in the Poetry-in-the
Schools Program, teaching Papago Indian elementary graders. I 
didn't think anything could be worse, more frustrating than teaching 
children who were just coming to terms with English. But I was 
wrong-the prisons were worse. And that "worse" grows out of an 
element of importance-that it mattered more to help inmates find a 
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handle on poetry because they had more at stake-they had the 
potential to give a piece of their lives to poetry, to become good 
poets, whereas the second graders, for the time being, did not. It 
made the minor failures hurt more-the diminishing classes, the 
classes with no men in them at all, the men who dropped out because 
they preferred the "rhyming kind," or thought creative writing 
meant calligraphy, or philosophy, or couldn't struggle in the face of 
poetry. It was worse because there was potential wrapped in 
indifference, like a man caged in an inmate. It was worse because I 
couldn't always break that cage and let the man, the poet, step out. 
And it was worse because I began to breathe and sleep with my 
work, dream of prisons and nightmarish failures in class, and 
nightmares of penal institutions in general, and of men I came to 
know and pity. 

Workshops were conducted at five institutions on a regular 
weekly basis. Libraries were established in each institution, and the 

students were also exposed to a generous over-dose of 
contemporary poetry in class. My philosophy of teaching branched 
from the premise that the art, per se, could not directly be taught 
and thus the emphasis should be placed on craft, on the techniques 
and mechanics, while the muse snuck in the back door. This method 
might be titled a "craft approach" in that it deals first with the 
hardware, the nuts and bolts involved in the medium of expression, 
and asks later for the emotion that need be expressed. Most of the 
students found difficulty in bridging the gap between the greeting
card-like verse they were writing and what it was I expected. Any of 
them can testify to my endless wrangling over cliches; over
sentimentalizing; woe-is-me-isms; the "forsooth, I am a poet" stuff; 
the easy, pseudo-philosophies; the vague and unfocused language. I 
held strongly to my belief, in James Wright's words, that "In order to 
be true to himself, a poet must be true to the truths of his time." 2 

This is the happy birthday cake that comes and we don't enjoy seeing, 
or eating, but we do so anyway and grow. These matters of funda
mental technical development are the rasps that move against the 
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beginner's grain- and to some, the poets, there is a lesson in the 
struggle about the grain, while to others it simply hurts. I was 
amazed by the syrupy, butterfly-on-the-rose, bicycle-built-for-two 
poems submitted by men confined to the most miserable of 
conditions. I was looking for strength of character that could be 
transformed into strength of verse, or weakness of character that 
could do the same. I was hoping to find crude and harsh voices that 
came up from the blood filled with deep-seated emotions. If a fist 
could sing I wanted to hear that music. I was shooting to maintain a 
wildness and crudeness of statement, an honesty, enhanced by 
refinements of technique. 

III 

Manning Correctional Institution was the first to host a poetry 
workshop, which continued through the six-month period. I can 
remember the first night walking to the gates, my howdy-doody 
haircut matting in the wind and Neruda under my arm. It was 
hailing and I was sweating and ice melted on my hands. There were 
lights flashing and dogs barking. There was an overweight Ladies 
Auxilary in the lobby and I slipped through the center of their 
sheepish chatter into the visiting room to wait. 

It was a long ten minutes. I introduced myself and the program to 
about ten men, all larger than I-even the small ones-then watched 
the class and my pride diminish week by week, man by man, until I 
was left with a small but dedicated core. John Poe was the strength 
of that core. He came out of the silence many poets rise from-out of 
the laid back nature that speaks almost exclusively through verse. 
His first poem that shook me with hope was "Trash Dump," printed 
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below, which stemmed from a discussion about poems hiding in the 
world, or crouching in pencils, as Merwin wrote: 

TRASH DUMP 

Somewhere 
there's a poem 

hiding its face beneath Sunday's 
chicken bone 

Wrapped in the daily paper 
Sleeping in old shoes 

Singing happy birthday 
in an empty cake box 

Slipping up and down 
a dull-edged razor 

Cutting phrases in its heading 
trying to fix a broken doll 

Sinking its teeth into an over-ripe 
apple, 

licking tomato juice from cans. 

A crafty poem, perhaps overly so, I grant. But this was the 
technical point of departure, a digestion of imagery and tropes. It 
was the trumpet forming so the lips could blow it, the blood coming 
to terms with ink. John was able to take the leap of employing these 
quickly-acquired techniques for use as means rather than ends of 
themselves. This was a step each student had to make, particularly 
in view of my craft approach, my overemphasis of the importance of 
poetic tools well controlled. 

John was of the most prolific and versatile of all my students. I 
have selected a handful of his autobiographical poems to fill his 
allotment of pages believing he speaks with the greatest strength 
through these. I can move in these poems through his past with him. 
There is a credibility about them, a naivety and innocence that I 
can't describe, that I build faith in line by line. My only regret with 
John Poe's work is that I couldn't publish more of it. 
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Dennis Chiles, also from Manning, was a latecomer to the 
workshop but a blllomer of incredible speed. Like Poe's, his poems in 
all their length and recollection grab the reader by the hand and run 
him through the poet's past, a rural Southern past-poverty from the 
inside out. Dennis' poems are greener and less rhythmic than John 
Poe's, but there's something about their crudeness, their lack of 
polish, that appeals to the senses. 

Lower Savannah Pre·Release, the second institution to host a 
workshop, is a small facility housing some seventy.five men just 
outside Aiken in western South Carolina. Most of the inmates at this 
center work during the day at various jobs in the community, and 
return to the center each evening. This limited the number of 
potential candidates for the workshop, but there were about fifteen 
men who worked right in the center and I met with them one half. 
drizzly February morning in a cafeteria that smelled too much like 
liver, to explain we would be offering a workshop. It could have gone 
worse. In fact, it could have gone a lot worse, because among the 
semi·sleepy, over-eaten men in a bored delirium, there were five 
who expressed interest in giving the class a chance, most notably 
among them James Bush. 

Like many of the poets represented in this anthology, Bush had 
piles of poems he had written-the common beginners kind of verse 
that we encounter so often-usually devoid of any literary merit but 
indicative of the desire to write, of the need. Where Bush's work 
went from this foundation speaks for itself. His poems are silent, 
almost Follain·like little things, occasionally infiltrated by images or 
statements wearing harsher coats, wilder coats, constantly keeping 
the reader on his toes. Bush's poems lay root in the gentleness that is 
obvious in his character. He is at his best in poems like "Silence," 
"Vanity," "Tripping Over a Park Bench," and even "Egyptian Medic 
Lost in the War," where he is at home with both his technique and 
himself and lets the gentleness of his hand wander. 

Kirkland Correctional Institution is a new, campus·like prison 
and thus far more relaxed and comforting than many others. In a 
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remarkably short period of time three young students in the 
workshop began submitting poems that astounded me, that restored 
my faith in our program. The success of the Kirkland workshop 
boomed in comparison to the others, generally speaking. I found 
more of a willingness and devotion, more of a desire to tackle poetry 
seriously and pull it down into one's life. 

Michael Wise, or "Gypsy," was the first to submit poems that 
truly pleased me. His past is even wilder than his nickname implies, 
but he speaks of it, as do his poems, in an almost detached monotone, 
a subtlety that puts a top-English spin on the circumstances thus 
enhancing them through the incongruity of subject and tone. There 
is also a constant and haunting rhythm in his work, at times too 
predictable, but usually moving well and in tune. At his best, in 
poems like "Entry and Exit," "Biography-Chapter One," and "The 
Script" the poems move wonderfully, melodically, like unreligious 
ships wave to wave. It is unfortunate that much of Wise's work hung 
in the gap between the matters of love he wished to express and 
what a State Arts Commission can publish in good conscience. 

James Rodgers, also of the Kirkland workshop, joined the class a 
few weeks late. During his first visit he sat in the front-and-center 
seat, wrapped in an over-sized fatigue coat and slouching as though 
half asleep. I wanted to offer him a pillow. I didn't pay much 
attention to him, suspecting he was another of the one-timers who 
drop by perhaps because they're insomniacs looking in poetry for 
sleep. He didn't come to class the following two weeks as though to 
anchor my suspicions intentionally. But then his poems began 
arriving by mail-not good poems, but the kind of bad poems that 
have hope crouching inside them. I picked up on this quickly and 
began encouraging the other students to nudge him to class. They 
did. And he came from then on, religiously. 

Unlike many of my other students, Rodgers had written little 
poetry prior to his workshop participation. It was remarkable and 
reassuring to watch him progress, to watch him find it unfolding 
inside him. Most notable in his work, in my estimation, is the ping
pong between the colloquial and lofty levels of language-"flashes 
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of/silk and cotton speaking/directly to my eyes" followed by 
"Spaghetti today, not bad/but all I eat is sauce/with some cheese 
because/1 don't care for noodles." Among blue-ridge brown hair 
there's Archie Bell and the "Tighten Up," and so on. Rodgers is of 
the few students I've encountered who shows promise for the future 
I'd buy stock in. 

J. A. Hines, the third of the Kirkland musketeers, is the sort of 
man programs such as ours must be modeled on. He's kind of a 
gentle bale of talent, dedication, need, and ambition. Without getting 
too teary I can say he is one of the students that made my work in 
Columbia most worthwhile, most meaningful. All of the poets 
represented in this anthology are the others, but there are men like 
J. A. Hines and John Poe who somehow stand out and seem to 
indicate that you've woken up something wonderful inside them, 
that you've given them back a piece of their lives. 

Like the work of many beginners, HiDe's poems swung from a 
vague, cliche-filled language to an overly-poetic one before it settled 
in the middle way. His poem "The Trilogy," with which we open this 
anthology, was written in an all-night sleepless effort to strengthen 
his manuscript for a chapbook-length project I had assigned. The 
poem is of the class that tip-toes the tightrope, that keeps the reader 
wondering all along whether the seeming weaknesses are 
calculated. It is almost a series of risky lines carrying the baggage of 
their redemptions. I do, of course, believe the poem works, having 
selected it as the first of this collection. The strength of the poem, of 
his work in general, lays root in the element of surprise: sometimes a 
gentle straight-forwardness, sometimes a wildness of imagery, 
sometimes a tongue-in-cheek remark, and so on. Had I more room I 
would print more Hines. 

Workshops were also conducted at the Central Correctional 
Institution and Maximum Security Center, both in Columbia. Due to 
a number of unfortunate circumstances these classes began quite 
late, with only one or two months of weekly classes, and thus fell 
short of substancial production. Had I another month or so with the 
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men in these workshops the spine of this collection would have 
expanded. Development in these cases points toward the future; 
another anthology. 

IV 

After the Spanish Civil War the poet Miguel Hernandez was 
incarcerated as a political prisoner and two years later died in 
prison in Alicante, at the age of thirty-two. He wrote: 

Today the only thing I have is the desire 
to rip out my heart by the roots and stick it 
underneath a shoe. 3 

and elsewhere 
Pity the man who is not wounded, who does not feel 
wounded by life, and never sleeps in life, 
joyfully wounded. 4 

It is healthy for those who are incarcerated to keep in mind this 
great wing span of emotions, the despair followed by or filled with 
hope, or visa versa, and how those wings, that vast spectrum of 
mood, can flap through and strengthen one's voice. And it is 
important for those of us free in the world to consider well our lack 
of wounds, the daily complaints of our daily bread, and meat, and 
our Egg McMuffins. We are pitiful if we haven't touched the pain in 
the world, if we haven't broken our skin on thorns. We are fortunate 
looking back at those moments, and I suspect we all have had them, 
when we stepped or leapt across the line of the law and had the luck 
of making it back before morning, before the long arm swung from a 
clear-sighted nowhere and held us by the collar for years. 

*** 
The whole of a poem must go beyond the poem. It must wrap its 

roots around the roots of the heart, hold something at stake, justify 
itself with lifeblood. If a percentage of the green poems printed in 
this anthology fail to fill their lines with the pulse of that blood, fail 
to speak through the beating of each of their words, they at least 
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hold a speck, a mote of that blood, an indication of development to 
come. It is one drop we see falling from the future. It is a speck of 
expression tossed in a dismal season, and laying root, and growing 
toward a strength of diction. It is only one half-backward step 
toward the splendid city Rimbaud spoke of, and Neruda picked up in 
his Nobel lecture, and it may not be a city or splendid at all, and it 
may, in fact, be unattainable, but with respect for that tradition of 
strength and hope, of courageousness of voice, 

... we must pass through solitude and difficulty, 
isolation and silence, in order to reach forth to the 
enchanted place where we can dance our clumsy 
dance and sing our sorrowful song - but in this 
dance or in this song there are fulfilled the most 
ancient rites of our conscience in the awareness 
of being human ... ~ 

Frank Graziano 

1. Cesar Vallejo 
2. William J. Martz, Editor, The Distinctive Voice. (Glenview, Illinois: Scott, Foresman 

and Company, 1966~ p. 286. 

3. Hardie St. Martin, Editor, Roots and Wings, (New York: Harper a: Row, 1978} p. 267. 

4. Ibid, p. 271. 

5. Pablo Neruda, Toward the Splendid City, (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 
1972), p. 21. 
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A TRILOGY 
I. 

A PERSONAL ODE 

Tothetearthatneverletgo 
I give an eyelash 

to hold on to 
a cheek 

to rest on 
To the mountain stream 

snaking 
curling left of the ocean 

I give beavers 
to build dams 

quench the struggle 
disguise its dry end 

To all the unreached goals 
the lost battles 
and their leaders 
failures by the ton 

I wipe purpose 
from the earth 
using care 

and my blood tears 
that will let go 

To every century 
trapped between the pages 
of a book covered with dust 
of the same neutered years 



I destroy every best seller 
I destroy every ticking clock 
to stop new dust 
I give readers 

To each person 

with bridal minds 
and blossom eyes 

that has ever wondered 
how many times 
a drop has rained 

For them 
a seven year drought 

to be blamed on god 
any god 

f. A. Hines 19 
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II. 
FOR MYSELF 

For myself I take 
the one drop of water 
a fish quivers for 

and dies without. 
The last breath 

of a drowning child. 
Every dream of condemned men 
before they hang, 

and tell them to will me 
if they will 

the expected smell 
of thick hemp, 
all their sins 
no worse than mine 
the cold sweat 
that made them toss 
and turn and cheat me 
of their dreams, 
so I may bathe their 

children 
and wipe the blood 
from matted angel 

hair. 
And ask them 
if it's not too much 
leave me their boots 
and urine-soaked 

mattresses 
give me 



their will to live 
and put in the cup 
that the false teeth 

are in 
the ones with 
the decaying 
last suppers. 

Give me the inspiration 
of war mongers 
and throw their causes 

to the orphans. 

J. A. Hines 21 
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III. 
I WILL BUILD A CITY 

From these things I take 
I will build a city 

With hills 

with no roads 
no Tower of Babel 

that turn to backdrops at night 
and block the horizons 
from dreamers and conquistadors 

When the sun hides behind 
its nimbus cover 
the toads will sing the 

day down 
and night will swoop 
like a hand smoothing dust 
leaving ridges 
for the ants to crawl behind 
going to their picnic 
beyond the canvas skyline 

A place cancelled 
by the night 

a place of quicksand 
where mothers 
are buried to their 

breasts 
and snap at vines 
from Sears and Roebuck 
and children will be 
no one's second chance. 
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RUSSIA 1921 

A woman aged past her years, crawls to the corner of a box 
car, careful not to attract attention. She sits afraid to shiver 
and lets the cold drafts circle her body. Lifting the loose 
ends of rags, giving the appearance of a crippled bird, she 
takes an oily cloth of paper from her piece of shawl, her eyes 
taking on the keeness of the Siberian winds that blow 
through the train. Slowly she opens the cloth like slender 
fingers picking an unseen flower. A whole boiled potato, 
tinged with mold, fills her hand. With sudden force, she 
rams the potato into her mouth, choking on the unchewed 
lumps. 
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A PICTURE POEM 

A church 
placed neatly between 
the second and fourth decade 
of the 20th Century 
and surrounded by trees 
naked to the top 
where gray moss hangs 
like a fright wig 
twice bleached 
and giving little shade 
but a good home for gnats 

The trees surround 
a Baptist god 
as if 
they were the guardians. 
Don't they know? 
The world has no use 
for stainglass 
marmalade 
and '39 Fords. 
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CANCEL MY SUBSCRIPTION 

Somewhere in a foxhole 
a professional soldier lies dreaming 
of blood rivers 
and potatoes with slanted eyes. 
Rivers flowing 
from the heart of Mao. 
And eyes he had never met 
but they keep staring and laughing 
and following, sometimes chasing. 
There's no escape 
not in dreams 
not in death 
not in dreams of death 
not even in the death of dreams. 
The low iridescent hum of flies 
can be heard along with 
the sounds of shovels striking rocks 
but no tears are singing. 
Soon the sun will raise 
to a degree of stinking hot 
and melt the flies 
into the already rotting flesh 
and make the gravediggers' work 
heavier still. 
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A QUARTER 'TIL ORWELL 

The darkened outline 
of a baby 

cries 

frightened 
and is quickly drowned 

by laughter 
the kind that comes in cans 

served to soldiers 
desert with their K-rations 

Shadows flash their bayonets 
as they parade by 
white-washed walls 
Troop trucks 
their backs covered with canvas 
look like Trojan turtles 
but the dim headlights 

fool no one 

The late streets are empty 
except for the light of lamps 
and a few bored hookers 
vacant stores with no signs 
vacant signs with no stores 
a garbage heap 
the distant hum of flies 

growing steadily 



A WIND CHIME 
A lost hat 
a broken kite string 

kind of wind 
The same kind 

that moves the tree tops 
like a hand across a fresh crew cut 

The same wind 
that blew through 

Whitman's beard 
and cooled the seered lips 
of wounded war veterans, 
Confederate and Union alike 

A perceived in stillness 
kind of wind 

J. A. Hines 27 
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THE DEATH OF A FRIEND 
Laughter in the upper level of your garage. Beer cans 
stacked at the wall like 3-D wall paper, changing brands at 
every corner. Woodstock heroes mixing with urine, spilled 
over the railing and down the rickety steps to slap the 
young girls' nostrils and make their hearts beat fast never 
knowing what to expect. Our drunk eyes hang suspended 
just below their brows and watch partially developed torsos 
painted in denim and swaying to the fad-bound music of 
Hendrix and Joplin. 

I was at a dance when the news found me, wading its way 
through the smoke and sweat-covered bodies to mix with 
music and fill my head. It carried no weight like the smoke. 
Hell, I had wrecks before, and wasn't I standing there with 
my eyes bouncing from buttocks to breasts, reshaping curves 
to fit my fantasies? But the wreck. Steel twisted like an 
electrical cord hung from a new iron. 

Your bike moved like a ghost between the heat risers. A 
shimmering congruence of what was about to take place: 

People mostly young 
were gathered at 
Kimmerly's Kitchen 
like dust drawn to a drought. 
Above the squeals of 

playful pinches 
the familiar sound 
of strained pistons 
came slowly into focus 

A woman accompanied 
by her two children 
was returning from the market 

market 



with thoughts of menu changes, 
stuffing instead of potatoes, 
Sesame Street and the Cookie 

Monster. 

It was a precise moment 
never before and never again 
four people head on 
in a meshing of steel 

and flesh 
that catapulted one man 
like a discarded apple core 
above the scene 

over a neon sign 
to land dead center 

on his crown 
an unstrapped helmet 
like a scrambled basket 

of eggs. 

J. A. Hines 29 

No one moved. It was as if everyone was mocking his still
ness. Then slowly like a lapping shoreline, they inched their 
way forward. The only sound was the hissing of a neon sign, 
off and on. 



JOHN TROY POE 
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FALLING INTO ME 

Close your eyes 
there is a color 

behind the lid 
that will tell you 

my story is black 
and begins in the middle 

like a wave 
you must first become me 

the way a seed becomes an apple 
forget the sounds 

of children playing 
and the taste 
of homemade soup 
turn the pages slowly 

like the sun 
eating away darkness 

fall into me 
like air 

into lungs 
only then 

will you know 
I like the sounds 

of motors 
kissing my ears 

like the sea 
kissing rocks 

you must know 
the difference between 

winners and losers 
and that champions 
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the man 
they forgot 

came out 
like a cat 

going mad 
with death 

riding his back 
just for kicks 

the story is old 
like my grandma's teeth 
and I will remember her too 

even the gold bike 
I rode 

like a wild bull 
it didn't matter 

if there was only one pedal 
you must know 

how to love 
a one pedal bike 

make it shine 
with a greasy rag 

To know 
how fast I went 

to the store 
the day I found the quarter 

peeking from the grass 
like a dewberry 

and you must know 
when the leaves fall 

like dandruff 
and snow 

covers the ground 



-----------------------------------· ----

never die peacefully 
when you come 

to the blood-shot eyes 
you will know 

sleep did not arrive 
the night of the fire 

on the corner of Main 

and Stanaway 
still reminding me 

of an old horse 
called King 

that never won 
the Golden Cup 

or a trip to the derby 
there's a story 

about it 
and the house next door 

the one 
still burning in my eyes 

it was a Saturday night 
filled with 

watching 

wine, 
beer joints 

baby sitters 
and 

me 
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the red, blue and yellow house 
captured 

between the growing teeth 
of a God 

called fire 
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the man 
they forgot 

came out 
like a cat 

going mad 
with death 

riding his back 
just for kicks 

the story is old 
like my grandma's teeth 
and I will remember her too 

even the gold bike 
I rode 

like a wild bull 
it didn't matter 

if there was only one pedal 
you must know 

how to love 
a one pedal bike 

make it shine 
with a greasy rag 

To know 
how fast I went 

to the store 
the day I found the quarter 

peeking from the grass 
like a dewberry 

and you must know 
when the leaves fall 

like dandruff 
and snow 

covers the ground 



there will be a snow man 
that will last two days 

maybe three 
only then 

will you know 
that when waves 

steal grains of sand 
from the shore 

There is a new grain 
and the old ones 
are lost in the palm 

of the sea 
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NORTH SIDE OF CHICAGO 

I ain't ever 
going back there 
to that worn down 
oven-like shack 
down in the foot holes 
of Chicago 
on the other side 
of Hubert Street 
by Young's 
fish market 
pitching pennies 
on the clean side 
of the alley 
I ain't ever 
going back there 
in front of 
the precinct 
watching them 
bringing in prostitutes 
painted faces 
and hot pants 
wanting to do it 
for 15 
the fat cop 
might let you go 
if he can arrest you 
tonight 
when his uniform is asleep 
sneak over 
to your apartment 
like a wolf 
trying to sneak 



past the shepherd 
The little girl 
next door 
ain't so little 
anymore 
The corner 
of 1st and Douglas Street 
making her rich 
standing there like a red light 
for every stud 
going by 
down by the barber shop 
playing checkers 
for 50¢ 
or 2 out of 3 
for a dollar 
I ain't ever 
going back there 
in the summer 
the sun 
pissed on the sidewalk 
even the dog 
won't walk on it 
the breeze 
is on vacation 
sometimes 
I think the sun 
is trying to 
burn off my clothes 
I pass 
the icehouse 
on Brand's Ave. 
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I keep thinking 
God lives there 
The mud hole 
in the vacant lot 
dried up 
like an old woman 
waiting for 
judgement day 
I used to 
watch the rats 
stealing the 
dried-up tadpoles 
before the cats arrived 
I ain't ever 
going back there 
the tadpoles 
in the South 
live to be frogs 
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STRONG BLACK HANDS 

The house 
on the hill 

barely holding 
the broken boards in place 

with the rusted nails falling 
as the striking wind 

chews away chips of paint 
and the swiftness 

of a sparrow 
falls through the paneless window 

to feed on lady bugs 
resting on the hands 

of a honey sucker 
winding its way 

through the scabbed floor 
and falling pillars 

no longer holding 
the once grey porch 

as it did in 1902 

when roses 
sparkled across the yard 

like a rainbow 
over death valley 

and when night drowned the land 
you could hear 

old Joe 
chasing rabbits 

through alleys of cornfields 
or 

the sounds of racoons 
taking the golden ripeness 

of corn 
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every so often 
someone would kill 

a chicken snake 
near the garden 

and hang it in the old apple tree 
behind the smoke house 

I remember 
the smell of frying ham 

the night 
the smoke house 

bursted into colors 
like a flower garden 

and everybody got wet 
from the buckets of water 

traveling like a train 
down tracks of 

strong black hands 
But as the arms 
of the wind pushed open the doors 

of the big house 
they began to hang 
like the leaves of a palm tree 
and each time 

summer kisses the ground 
there's a rose 
that rests 

beside the chipped porch 
sometimes 

you can catch a glance 
of a hare 

fleeing from the sound 
of loose tin 

fighting the wind 



and when the moon 
fills the sky 

you can hear the sounds of racoons 
searching the grassy fields 
for the sweetness of corn 

right below the big house 
on the hill. 
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MY FATHER, THE CRIPPLED STRANGER 

lam 
the product 

of a back seat ride 
plastered 

under the stars 
of a wounded sky 

the seed 
that would drip 

like grease 
into the burning wound 

of darkness 
locking me 
in the belly 

of a woman 
to kick at the walls 
of flesh 

and finally 
to tear open 

the Trojan horse 
and watch victory 

spread his lips 
like the bursting 

of a mellow 
This man 

the figure of a stranger 
resting in my eyes 

shovel-like hands 
reaching 

like the arms of a broken chair 
as he walks towards me 



a lame horse 
wounded 

in his first battle 
I cried 

for the hands 
that would save me 

the smile 
I knew 

like sleep wrapping itself around me 
the words 

escaping my mouth 
momma 

momma a a 
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8' X 6' SEGREGATION 

The bunk plastered 
against the wall 
like feathers on a chicken 
or my shoulder 
all day 
you can hear 
the water running 
The johns 
screaming 
every five minutes 
like someone throwing up 
the roach 
climbing up the wall 
as though tired 
and the spider 
in the corner 
reminds me 
of Grandma's 
hair-net 
The soap 
almost gone 
enough to wash 
my feet 
and the wind 
crawling through the window 
like air 
from my mouth 
soaked in the smell 
of cigarette smoke 
The john 
flushing again 
sometimes 
they turn the lights off 
at 10:00 
and the johns 
stop. 



MICHAEL WISE 
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ENTRY AND EXIT 

He ambled in from 
a pissed on sidewalk 
settled in a booth 
looked around casually 
ordered straight whiskey 
and crossed his legs 
as though he had 
nowhere else to go 

A barmaid in blue jeans 
walking like a Samari 
on rice paper 
brought his drink 
gave him change from 
a wrinkled twenty 
and smiled politely when 
he winked at her navel 

She quit her job 
as though it was 
a social disease 
and together 
they punched nine dollars 
worth of Hank Williams ballads 
not giving a damn 
whose feelings got hurt 

When they left at midnight 
the bartender farted 
two cowboys from Utah 
blamed it on Russia 
a housewife in curlers 
swore it was Satan 
and an off-duty dog catcher 
unplugged the jukebox 
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BIOGRAPHY - CHAPTER ONE 

As children we played 
hide and seek on weekends 
among the chipped reminders 
in the green yard of the dead 

Thomas, Adam- husband of Virginia 
father of John and Sarah 
born July 2nd, eighteen-ninety 
died August lOth, nineteen-forty-one 
not a whole lot to say 
fifty-one years of trial and error 

Some graves newly covered 
with roses, fern and lilac 
others old, appearing 
more slept in, more comfortable 

Owens, Sally Ann - Grant her peace 
born May 22nd, nineteen-fifty-one 
died May 23rd, nineteen-fifty-one 
no mention of a family 
as if they were ashamed 
to admit they might have failed 

Sometimes we played cowboys 
using the larger headstones 
as hideouts and saloons 
or mountains rich with gold 

Wise, Michael J. -also known as Gypsy 
born June 5th, nineteen forty-seven 
died when he'd used all his costumes 
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Pressed against 
someone soft 
ina crowded 
comfortable 
sleeping bag 
pocket full of 
dimes and nickles 
head full of 
tomorrow's dreams 
sporadic traffic 
overhead 
the season 
is Summer 
the bridge 
security 

FREEDOM 



THE SCRIPT 

A distinguished champion 
is gunned down in Georgia 
by an overweight farmer 
who beats his wife 
and screws his daughter 
who prefers Shetland ponies 
or her better hung brother 
who must share his time 
with a neurotic mother 
who's only orgasm was produced 
by an Ex-Lax salesman 
with a fondness for 
giving warm water enemas 
to wives of farmers 
who claim to be Christians. 

When champions are gone 
they leave behind 
more than they started with 
but so do most farmers. 
The one in our story, 
struck down by lightning, 
left a pregnant daughter 
an overworked son 
a lunatic wife 
a few saddened friends 
a forty-acre farm 
and a Baptist minister who 
doubles as an Ex-Lax salesman 
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PORTRAIT OF A LADY 

Every art takes practice 
you tried many times 
before your self-portrait 
was perfected 
painted 
with fiery hair 
in dirty grease from 
all those pies and biscuits 
you hated to bake 
in an oven 
you refused to clean 

Sylvia, poetess, 
lady of Yew trees 
prisoner of house coats 
bound by children 
who nourished 
at your breast 
and slobbered on flames 
of undying words 
I worship in silence 

Dying 
is on art, like everything else. 

Sylvia Plath 
"Lady of Lazarus" 



On a July night 
you wrapped me 
in skin as smooth 
as wax paper 

BELOW POINT DUME 

Brown areola 
surrounded your nipples 
like a doughnut around 
a new orange pencil 
tiny lines, reminders 
of a past conception 
separated your navel 
from the elastic impression 
of a too tight bikini 

Great Pacific waves 
pounded ten feet away 
like a well-pleased audience 
as our bed of love 
moved under and between us 
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QUEEN OF COWGIRLS 

In halter top and cut-offs 
she flies across the meadow 
upon a horse called Wolfgang 
her yellow hair bouncing 
like a bowl of lemon pudding 
a budding Swedish goddess 
with a Folly Beach tan 

This afternoon is practice 
for another rodeo 
like last week when she won 
in every contest entered 
Arena and Barrell Race 
Gambler's Choice, Texas T 
foreign names to me 
to her a way of life 

I smile and nod approval 
to the ticking of a stop watch 
and the reigning Queen 
of cowgirls knows 
her stable boy is waiting 



PEACE WALK 

The blacktop weaves 
like a friendly serpent 
yellow grass turns green 
as it passes under 
rusted barbed wire 
draped from sagging limbs 
like drunks from lampposts 

Gooseberry bushes and toadstools 
share common lodging 
flying balls of brown fur 
play games in treetops 
while cans once full of 
Blue Ribbon, Coors and Falstaff 
lay bent and wounded 
like soldiers after battle 

Ditches dry and dusty 
march the border 
between public and private 
as together we venture 
through once sacred country 
Burma Shave, Kodak 
and General Electric 
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DEPARTURE 

Halfway between 
Christmas and the new year 
with eighteen inches 
of snow on the lawn 
you fed the goldfish 
packed two suitcases 
with pink negligees 
bluejeans and memories 
called a taxi 
challenged the elements 
and rolled into Wednesday 

Thursday I missed you 
Friday I had a hangover 
I don't remember 
Sunday the goldfish died 

' 



CURRENT EVENTS 
Marilyn Monroe alive 
in nothing but a tan 
a best selling novel 
a six car pile-up 
slinging blood and fingernails 
making an instant collage 
across the battered highway 

A meal of favorite vegetables 
a superstar performing 
his most beloved role 
a nymphette in pigtails 
publicizing her desire 
for a poet twice her age 

A painting by Picasso 
a sculpture by Lippold 
names, dates and places 
of the most famous wars 
a photograph of Jesus 
in his last epic play 

Each morning meets me crawling 
from the cavern of ideals 
into this game 
where rules change 
according to moods 
and cops hide in restrooms 
waiting for Prince Charming 
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SATURDAY, APRIL 22, 1978 

Sliding through the teeming 
chow hall at ten past 
noon with flashes of 
silk and cotton speaking 
directly to my eyes 

Spaghetti today, not bad 
but all I eat is sauce 
with some cheese because 
I don't care for noodles 

Shuffled into the afternoon 
my thoughts running elsewhere 
beyond the circling buzzards 
while I stood apart 
smoking a cigarette 

Remembering a picture 
of a young girl 
filed away in my memory 

I returned home 
read a book and relaxed 
outside the sun 
skates across the tile 

Ships of peanut hulls 
lie at anchor 
on ponds of coffee 
with stained filter tips 
to serve as fallen lighthouses 



I have never seen you 
except in a color photo 
from your prom 

JULIA 
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you hold on to an arm in a white dinner jacket 
where you cut its body off 

I have never talked to you 
except in words 
written on yellow legal paper 
with a hand that shakes in anticipation 
of the missing touch 

I never tasted your eyes 
except for the scent of dogwoods in spring 
dredged up from the smothering sauce 
of my memory gone amuck 

The way I found you 
lying on a jagged piece of my life 
thrown clear of the smouldering asphalt 
where my lonely secrets bleed 
dissipating into darkness 
as I clutch blindly toward your star 

I saw you walking barefoot 
ina dream 
in the shadow of a mountain 
rising past the barbed wire fence 
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DECEMBER LOVER 
You ran from 
the warm surf 
foaming around you 
you around me 
wet gleaming skin 
an amber shade 
you shook me 
like a landslide 
queen bitch 
mama from 
Stuart Hall 
parochial school 

I was young 
and in love 
but you were 
a pistol packing 
cowgirl who was 
looking for notch 
number 21 
I shot first 
you got off 
we made love 
with you as 
my earthbound 
goddess 
we lay 
among the shadows 
in our personal 
corner of 
heaven 

Like Pacific waves 
we rolled over 
the rocks 
and into 
one another 
for a moment 
I thought you 
were ageless 



Lockers full 
of corned beef 
and cheese 
too many pairs 
of starched jeans 
to count 
a different design 
dacron shirt 
for every day 
of the week 

AFFLUENCE 

two brands of cigarettes 
three kinds of dope 
and a walking cane 
of green lizards * 

* Plastic tokens used as money in prisons 
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SISTERS AND SATURDAYS 
For Rachael 

Sprawling on the grass 
out in Gypsy Hill Park 
on a Saturday afternoon 
in my mind 

Old and faded picnic tables 
people playing softball 
horse-shoes on the rec field 
where I lie 

In the desert of your eyes 
where we danced as children 
to the beat of Archie Bell 
the tighten-up 

Your blue ridge brown hair 
an open parachute 
sliding 
through clouds 

As we climbed toward the lookout 
at humpback rock 
two hundred feet above the rolling parkway 

When you turned to view the valley 
I slipped away 
to explore the lush menu 
beyond 



PAINESMILL 

A ground hog wanders 
across the retreating bank 
brown fur gleaming 
from his morning bath 

Between the silent hills 
where only the wind has 
access, for the rest of 
the world has forgotten 

The once proud stream 
now dusty, a faint 
trickle that will 
never give up its heritage 

Oozing by the crumbling 
old mill house 
its deathly pallored clapboard 
and broken eyes reflecting light 
in one last tear 

A final monument with 
the cabin on the ridge 
to an old and now 
deadman 

Who was only good 
for drinking Blue Ribbon 
and playing tunes 
on a century-old fiddle 

While a young boy danced, 
sang, and clapped his hands 
as the countless thousands 
who in later years 

Would dance and sing 
and clap their hands 
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PSILOCYBIN 

For three days it rained 
and then 
sunshine 
spilling across the sky like orange juice 
splashing the earth 
with warmth 

I searched for you 
among the slick 
misty fields 
bare feet drowning 
in the dewy pasture 

Eyes full of sleep 
and the brightness 
of sunrise 
hands carefully parting 
tall clumps of grass 
sporadic with flowers 

Where I found you 
suddenly 
growing out of 
a steaming mound 
of manure 

Expanding 
like my throbbing head 
purple and black 
crowned in light orange 
you stood waiting 
like a patient lover 
wet and slimy 
with desire 



I knelt to touch you 
to ask how you were 
you responded gurgling 
your own special language 
like a waterfall 
of syllables 

Poet among plants 
mellow as an August moon 
you accepted my company 
though you'd rather be 
left alone 

You sang 
with the voice of an oboe 
while those around you 
portrayed the lyrics 
in a well performed ballet 
directed by the wind 

Until I finally 
plucked you from the dung heap 
sent you to Virginia 
in a blue and white 
Gremlin 
where you wait for me 
today 
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ON A ROOMATE WHO MADE PAROLE 

Just another Winter day 
in April 
suicide gray 

among spots 
of fog 

One more fried chicken Wednesday 
easing by 

perhaps 
following you 

On your way to Colorado 
the breath of mountains 

shrouded in 
an empty blue 

Slow dancing 
parading down 

across 
closed eyes 

as I wait 
in my room 

for 
someone else 
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DOWN ON COW STREET 

I see in mirrors 
memories of fried eggs 
fresh grits 
with crap mixed in 
cooked for me 
by siblings to laugh 
at me crying 
the day 

brothers 
in hand me down diapers 
played games 

of lumber jacks 
I hit little Anthony 
in his soft skull 
with rusty handle bars 
while grandmother 
scrubbed greasy floors 
for pennies and bowls of mush 
going bald worrying about death 
opening closet doors 
where broken mirrors hung 
seeing tea bags 

of eyes 
turning ugly and dark 
from the night 

I stuffed toilet paper 
in nostrils 
to stop 

sinus dripping 
on Mom's clean pillow slips 



slobbering on the same slips 
from drippy eggs 
sis cooked 

in fish grease 
trapped in the septic tank 

with bird cages 
and diaper pins 

from month-old pampers 
maggots left 
in the outhouse 

beside the molding toilet paper 
where calloused hands 
wrapped in gloves 

by doctors 
in the veterinarian hospitals 
down on Cow Street 

while runny-nose children 
played with the neighbor's dog 

the one with fleas 
jumping from dog to child 
child to dog 

liking the children better 
until we moved 

on X-mas morning 
in 1967 

when Christmas trees were lit 
by kitchen matches 

in little brother's hand 
cinders laughing 

at grandmother 
with arthritis 

in the back room 
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huddled in cobwebed corners 
of the old shack 
where flowers once bloomed 
in spring 
grandfather buried 
silver dollars 
in the mud hole 
beside trash 

from an old shack 
Anthony and I 
played lumber jacks 
with toothless saws 

cutting trees 
for pot bellied stoves 

after birthday cake's 
icing melted 

on grandmother's birthday 
the grandmother lost 
in a cloud of smoke 
on X-mas morning 

in 1967 
like Indians 

sending messages to braves 
on buffalo plains in North Dakota 

grandmother lost 
in a blaze 

beyond the shack in snow 
beyond the veterinarian hospitals 

down on Cow Street 
beyond stinking outhouses 



where aged hands whipped behinds 
with corn cobs and oak leaves 

I saw the green snake 
coach whip 

in the rafters 
when ice hit naked behinds 
with teeth 

sharp enough 
to chew 

dreams 
of me and Doris Jean 
hiding under the house 

touching each other's parts 
siblings 
laughed at discoveries 
parents waited 
to lash out punishment 
with blacksmith arms 
bull whip straps 
limbering on my behind 
too tender to beat 
like a mule in a salad patch 
but tough enough to whip 
a dog squatting in a bed 

of spring roses 
the mailman's shoe 

carried 
the smell 

over lawns and 
crowded streets 

Dennis Chiles 71 



72 

to neighbors' house 
where grandmother 

scrubbed floors 
for a fat white man 
with blood-shot eyes 
and zippers melting 
sweating to be cooled 
by tired women with bald heads 
when sheep and cats were sleeping 
already pregnant 
by a landlord in heat 
I would have fed him to dogs 
given half a chance 
I couldn't catch them 
with their pants down 
I think about my grandmother 
when I hear cats giving birth 
beyond the guard tower 
beyond the fence 
where men wait like age 
with watering mouths 
inching hands for 
next month's 
edition of Playboy 
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TRUCKING WATERMELONS 

Before the sun yawned 
or stretched its arms 93 miles long 
nappy-headed negro boys 
with cat butter in eyes 
got up with roosters 
stretching limbs and blowing bad breath 
like chimneys exhaling smog 
after running cold water 
over sleep 
fell into cotton pants 
eight sizes too big 
with patches from dead wool 
starch from last week's washing. 
Happy as raisins 
turning to grapes 
for Mr. Ed is taking 
us on a trip 
in a blue and red truck 
with 16 wheels 
to a watermelon patch 
making foot steps mute 
we slipped like grubs 
in flower beds 
out the back door 
the Spring night smiled 
with teeth of bright 
glittering stars brushed with baking soda, 

we ran 
like fire in wheat fields 
through freshly planted gardens 
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on the old dusty paths 
that wind like a maze 
in the laboratory of the earth 
that has fallen 
many rats and guinea pigs 
marking its path 
though waterless creeks 
that smelled of backed up commodes 
to Mr. Ed's store 
hitting our eyes 
blurred by sweat 
shadowed like the moon's behind 
was that big blue and red truck 
with 16 wheels standing still 
its hood open being fed 
till Mr. Ed bellowed like a hippo in heat 
a giant in a world of dwarfs 
with the gut 
of a gestating cow 
in her 7th month 
a voice that belonged 
to a crippled opera singer 
and hands that boxed 
sledge hammers for fun. 
Shaking the trucks cab 
as he climbed in 
through the narrow door 
we all were ready to ride 
slapping the motor 
it groaned and spat flames 
from hot pistons coming out of a coma 
from tow iron pipes bolted to the cab 



like a pregnant caterpillar 
16 wheels slowly moved forward 
we sat back stiff as Abraham's shadow 
with silver dollar eyes 

broken jaws hanging open 
happy as fleas 
in a lion's mane 
to be leaving the tribe 
in a blue and red truck 
to a spot on the map 
that stuck its finger in the ocean 
a place we read about but never touched 
like Moses and the Promised Land 
the sun spat on 
Earth's face with powerful jaws 
as it stood over the toilet 
the big truck plowed on 
like an obese termite in a haunted house 
miles and miles 
of parching cement with 
a jackhammer's appetite 
never getting thristy like a rusty camel 
or stopping to rest it's 
iron lungs bellowing smoke 
and sixteen wheels crying 
in the bottom of the South. 
With eyes reflecting green we looked 
before us laid an epidemic 
of green-infested acres of vines 
spreading mounds raising like 
small graves in a churchyard 

of beared seeds 
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vines choking, singing epitaphs 
and leaves covering graves 
shining hills of riping gold 
floating through space 
like falling comets making a wish 
into the heavy arms 
of a railroad spike pounder 
watermelon after watermelon 
they were hurled 
like cannon balls 
as fine china going air mail 
they were packed in unbailed hay 
so bruises wouldn't show 
on the oval green faces 
from the trucks rough gallop 
over miles of cement 
raising like bulging muscles 
on the earth's weightless body 
before nights thieving fingers 
stole another sun 
stacks of deformed cucumbers 
on the trucks back 
like young opossum on their mother 
sleep tied me in chains 
with unbreakable links. 
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Crouching 
beneath the listening 
trees 
stars and 
street lights 
blinking in tune 
swings and slides now 
silent in the park 
the crickets 
nocturnal choir 
a stray dog 
searching for 
a hand to lick. 
I gave him mine. 

SILENCE 



Lying 
spread eagle 

on the flop house 
floor 

Looking up 
through the knothole 
by the chimney 

I open my mouth 
catch the 
silhouette of your 
smile. 
I swallow gladly. 

I take hold 
of the bedpost, 
staggering. 
The bra 
and black panties 
fall 
eagerly in a 
shadowy purple 

Vanity 
looks in the 
mirror 
takes 
me again 
like a grapevine 
on a picket fence. 
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Sand 
sucking at my feet 
as though 

THE SHELL 

walking through Crisco 

I see 
no gulls. 

Hear no 
endless babble 
scattered among styro-foam 
coolers. 
Ignore 
shapely flesh 

cooking 
in cocoa butter 

The tide 
forgets a starfish 
his thumb 
broken at the joint 
but uncovers a 
clump 
with as many holes 
as grains of sand 
jockeying for position 
in my underwear 

Past the shadow 
the coolness 
beneath the pier 



the scattered cups 
escaped from 
clenched fist 
wrappers 
left to fend 
for themselves 
oozing 
red and yellow. 

A piece of undrifting wood 
I kick 
curious, 
not angry. 
I see the 
ocean throw away 
another 
old toy. 

My heart 
jumps 
like a sailfish. 
A hook 
in his toothy gums. It's 
perfect, 
spiraling 
all the colors 
of a child's book 
I can't 
wait 
to put it to my ear. 

James Bush 81 



82 

EGYPTIAN MEDIC LOST IN THE WAR 

Fear 
retreats 
down the firing line 
dodging 
goose bumps 
crystalized 
melancholy 
stagnant 
in fox holes 
over flowing 
arms and heads 
empty sleeves and helmets 
the ones 
pressing in the mud 
on the bottom 
keep the warmest 
tripping over 
bayonets 
clutching 
a new calendar 
I've got promises 
to keep. 
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TRIPPING OVER A PARK BENCH 

The tree 
erupted 
into the fog 
like a lizards 
tongue 
squirrels 
playing in the crevice 
mistletoe sprouting 
at the tips 
where a hand 
has never gripped 

cockleburs 
digging 
in my back 
I see 
dirt daubers nest 
under the picnic table 
tiny pill boxes 
full of eggs 

blood runs through 
the morning sky 
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An old rna ttress 
its tattered corner 
out in the day 
red road 
dust hovering 
then settles 
to sleep. 

Telephone lines 
frame my vision: 
crows playing tricks 
in the dying 
young corn field 
dive bombing 
the crow scarer 
peeking at his 
broom handles 
A fifty-seven 
Chevy with 
its, engine in 
the back seat 
two wheels missing 

Two wheels 
in a ditch 
a dead snake 
uncoiled 
opaque eyes 
starring 
unflinching at 

SERTA 



the ground 
tied in a 
knot 
on the chrome 
door handle 

I pick up 
my walking stick 
bowed like my back 
cap my bottle 
of Four Roses 
and wonder 
how lumpy 
the old mattress 
would be. 

James Bush 85 
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CRUMBLING MINER 

The crumbling miner 
refused 
the yellow grits 
slapped the 
tarnished cup 
of spring water 
and waited 
for the coma 
he knew 
would pull the sheets. 

Hanging limply 
like the 
other end of 
a hangman's noose 
in the arms of 
his son's 
son 
tenderly 
the 
senility and dust 
pumped 
through his veins 
gray hair 
matted to his head 
once black 
as the silence 
in a coal tunnel. 



SHILALAKE 

Early mist 
leaves a cool taste to the senses 
pine trees yawning 
at their reflections 
a bass leaps breaking the silence 
as he catches a minnow, 
the old redwood boat 
tied to the waterlogged dock, 
paint peeling, oar chipped, 
memories stashed away 
like a forgotten book 
to be brought back out 
and opened. 

~ Rusty Letson 87 



88 Kent Smith ~ 

RETURNING TO CHILDHOOD, 1964 

The three room house sat 
on Beard St. 
in front of unpaved roads 
beside the graveyard 
I see Joann my first lover 
she leads me behind the house 
we undress on the grassless 
ground 
In smiling glass and rough 
nails 
by the water faucet in twenty 
degree weather 
during the summer 
Afterward, I visit my babysitter 
I sat a while watching the fireplace 
chew upwood 
as though they were snowflakes 
falling on a sunny day 
I reached on the shelf 
ate the honey-tasting aspirin 
went to the cafe 
peeped through the bullet hole 
saw people dancing 
and swallowing acid 
I came back down the dirt road 
saw roosters and hens 
playing like kids on Christmas 
I stepped in the yard 
saw my neighbor Buster 
guarding my tricycle 



looking like a sick junkie 
who dropped his last cap of 
dope 
Buster broke the wheels 
I glanced around 
spotted a rooster pecking at my leg 
like a woodpecker hammering 
on a tree 
trying to escape my enemy 
like a cat 
running from a vicious dog 
I hollered help 
Then out of the house 
like a lifeguard going to the rescue 
of a boy 
came my mother and threw 
my need away 
like it was a softball being 
knocked out of the park 
forever 
three days later sadness 
struck 
my grandmother 
died 
the community changed 
Joann and I stopped making 
love 
the fireplace stopped chewing 
the people stopped dancing 
and swallowing acid 
the roosters and hens 
stopped playing 
the grass showed its 
head 

Kent Smith 89 
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the sun peeped from 
behind the curtains 
the weather changed 
the plants became immortelle 
I even believe the 
dead cried 
and their hearts rose 
from the ground 
to speak immortally 
after the funeral 
we moved from the little house 
on Beard St. 
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