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Abstract of Thesis Presented to the Graduate School 

of the University of Florida in Partial Fulfillment of the 

Requirements for the Degree of Master of Fine Arts 

 

IF WE COULD JUST SIT DOWN AND TALK ABOUT THIS 

 

By 

William Ezra Stewart-Silver 

 

May 2014 

 

Chair: Michael Hofmann 

Major: Creative Writing 

 

The poems in this collection attempt to explore the space between people, or, more 

specifically, those brief moments when there is none. Often these poems are actually about the 

failure to explore this space, because this space is intangible and confusing and far away from 

language, but the author cannot find anything that matters to him more. 
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PORTRAIT OF A RED VW BUS, 1985 

Picture my mother, hair down to her shoulder blades: 

she stows hand-woven Panama hats under the seats. 

In a perfect world, their sale would support 

struggling Ecuadorian hat weavers 

 

and pay for gas. Next, my father, sporting a wild 

beard, hoists boxes of tropical-colored hammocks, 

almost certainly the next big Mayan export. My brother, 

not to be outdone, carries his baby sister to the bus. 

 

Now there’s nothing left to move. My mother lies down 

in the uncut grass and listens to the bees humming 

in the clover. My father sits, leaning against a tire. 

Shit, he says. I guess we’re going to New Mexico. 

 

Soon they will be in Ribera. They will pass a single 

gas station, drive down a dusty road to the adobe house 

where, between walls three feet thick, I will be born. 

They will forget to water the lawn. It will turn to dust. 
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MY RELIGION 

My religion is about yesterdays 

and last years, back since I was three, 

 

lying in an empty horse trough 

where my sister would be born, 

the grey plastic walls rising like a sanctuary, 

carving the sky into a brilliant oval. OK, sister, 

 

I thought. Welcome soon to this bright light. 

And then: where are you coming from? 

And then: how do I get out 

of this trough? 
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MY FATHER, WHO DOESN’T LIKE THE TASTE OF ALCOHOL 

My father, who now drives a small purple 

covered pickup. My father, who calls 

Hell “spiritual blackmail,” who says 

 

“Fuck the Buddhists,” because Buddhism    

promotes a passive existence. My father, 

who has weighed 165 since high school, 

 

who still outplays the high school basketballers 

on the public court. “Nobody here knows how 

to play defense,” he says, then grabs another rebound. 

 

My father, who tried to drink with us by tossing 

a shot of sherry into his powdered-algae smoothie 

and pouring it over Cheerios. 

 

My father afterward, laughing hysterically, 

falling off the couch. “You’re not drunk,”  

I say. “That was one shot of sherry.” 

 

“Yes I am,” he says. My father, who falls 

off the couch again. Who doesn’t try to stand, 

who lies laughing on the floor. 
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NOT ALWAYS CURIOSITY 

Poor Spotch. He was our massive piebald cat, 

who grew, post-fix, from litter-runt 

to butterball. His walk turned to a waddle, his fat 

 

belly swaying to the beat. I’d watch him try to hunt 

squirrels in the yard. They were so cruel— 

they’d climb down trees to him, then taunt 

 

with shrill and unkind talk. And, like a fool, 

he’d always fall for it—he’d race  

up two feet of trunk, then gravity’s unbending rules 

 

would drag him slowly down. He’d refuse to face 

me for a while, licking where he could to tame 

his humiliated hide. Which wasn’t much—we’d shave 

 

his back for him. He hated it. Each time, it went the same: 

he’d tremble beneath the clippers, then hide for days.  

The vet called it kidney failure. I think he died of shame. 
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LIFE QUIZ 

NAME______ 

 

1) You have eleven apples. Why do you have so many apples? 

 

2) Why do your shoulders relax when floating alone on a body of water? In your answer, 

include a description of your last experience involving a kayak. 

 

3) If you could have dinner with anyone, living or dead, what would you cook?  

 

4) How would you prefer to risk your life? Pick one: 

A) Standing on a rooftop during a thunderstorm, shouting at the wind 

B) Texting while operating a motor vehicle 

C) Eating Fugu prepared by a competent, but not inspired, chef 

D) Smoking five cigarettes a day 

 

5) Have you ever dreamt you were the opposite sex? If so, were you more, or less, attractive 

than you consider your waking self? Was your dream-self aware you were not your 

previous sex? Or was it not until you woke again in your own body that you remembered 

who you are? Was the experience frightening? Thrilling? Confusing? Hum-drum?  

 

6) Should children be present at the births of their siblings?  Does it depend on the age of 

the child? Is three too young? Is touching the waxy vernix on a newborn’s leg a memory 

that will ever fade?  

 

7) How important is it that you answer this question correctly? Consider your family, your 

educators, and yourself. Measure the weight of these respective expectations on a scale of 

one to crushing. Answer in the form of an acrylic still-life. 
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MEMENTOS 

A pine tree straight from Cézanne spread 

its wide branches over my childhood 

(I remember the patches of grass giving up 

the ghost beneath its broad shadow 

 

and blanket of needles). A thin vine snaked up 

its trunk, corkscrewing around a low branch.  

I wanted to destroy it. The curve of it was too 

perfect, like certain unmolested roses. I 

 

marched out, pocketknife in hand. 

My sisters were somehow already there. 

“I’m going to cut that vine,” I said. Little Alia 

threw herself between the vine and me 

 

and grabbed the corkscrew with her small hands. 

There was a little blood. Somebody brought 

a Band-Aid. I carried that vine into my room, 

kept it there for years. 
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DIRECTIONS HOME 

1) Wake up. Is the bed familiar? Is there a bed? Is the room familiar? Is there a room? 
range: 5 feet 

 
 
2) Look for missing articles of clothing. Look for missing keys. Look for sleeping friends. 
range: 5-20 feet 

 
 
3) Find a door. Find what’s behind the door. If there is a sky, continue straight until you get your 

bearings. If there is a hall, continue straight until you encounter another door, or a stairway, or a 

window through which to gaze. 

range: 5-300 feet 
 
 
4) Breathe fresh air. If it’s dark, feel your pupils dilate. If it’s bright, notice them constrict. 
range: 0 feet 

 
 
5) If carrying keys, check for an electric fob. If yes, point in all directions and press “unlock.” 

If no, start walking. 
range: 500 ft-20 miles 

 
 
6) If driving, park your vehicle in its regular location. If walking, proceed directly to your door. 

If you have keys, open it. If you do not, sit and lean against it. Think of your mother’s perfume, 

your father’s safety razor. Of yourself in your old bed. Of the quiet. Of the darkness all around. 
range: 15-50 years 
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MIGRATION  

I’m sitting in the middle 

of an empty room— 

a bedroom-to-be. 

There are dime-sized 

burn marks in the carpeting 

that my bare feet found for me. 

The last tenant smoked weed,  

my landlord said, when I mentioned them. 

I don’t have a problem with that, 

she also said. Go ahead and smoke. 

Just don’t burn the damn carpet. 

Then she says something 

about the washing machine 

still being under warranty, 

so don’t worry about that broken knob, 

but for now here’s a pair of pliers, 

then finally she laughs attractively 

and heads out the door. 

 

So this is another turning point, 

a new town, like the last town 

but with palm trees and Spanish moss 

hanging from the power lines. 

And the sweat! I sweat easily 

and often here—if I could be still enough, 

I’d be a migratory site for elephants, 

pulling their bodies toward me 

with their own ancient mineral desires, 

and they with their rough tongues 

would lick the salt from me. 
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A MESS 

In the lowlands beneath 

the bed, dust bunnies multiply— 

it’s time to introduce 

a predator. I brandish the Swiffer, 

but am for a moment frozen 

before the austere beauty of Mount 

Dirty Clothes. The new peak glows, 

backlit, casting a jagged shadow. “Because 

it’s there,” I say out loud to nobody. 

 

Now the mountain spins in the wash 

and the rabbits have experienced 

a catastrophic species collapse, 

but my everything drawer is still full 

of everything, my books still sprawl. 

I quit. I’m leaving everything 

the same. I’m running five-mile 

leaf-strewn loops from my front door 

to my front door. 
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PIZZA WITH THE NEIGHBORS 

Shady Jack calls me at 3 a.m. to say 

he’s drinking with some older 

ladies at the house next door. 

Okay, I say, but I have to write 

this poem. Uh-huh, he says. 

 

Then I’m sitting in a circle of chairs 

in a breezeway. A lady holding a Heineken 

hands me a card that reads “Olympic Athlete— 

Cycling—1992/1996,” but before I  

express amazement she  

 

walks inside, returns with a stack 

of pizza slices from the oven.  

Now Jack tells us about the time 

his high-school friend (class president!) took 

Jack’s SATs. For what, I ask. Jack laughs. 

 

James Taylor tickets! That’s too good, 

I think, then remember I have to  

write this poem. Hold on, 

says Little Bob, through a slice of pizza. 

We’ll help. Poems are usually about, what? 

 

Sadness? Relationships? Sadness 

about relationships? tragic self- 

destruction? I guess, I say. Sometimes. 

I was hoping for something a little 

quieter to say. Well shit, says Big Bob, 

 

rolling a blunt. What, then? Just something 

worth writing, I say. Something small. But true. 

Big Bob sites down the barrel of his blunt. 

Well, he says, I won’t say it’s small, 

But this is pretty goddamn true. 
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A PRIDE OF CATS 

The single tangle of Spanish moss 

draping the power line catches the sun, 

flares like golden fleece, 

if that’s not too mythological, 

not too much to believe. 

 

A pop song, punctuated with trumpets 

and upbeat shouts, repeats its chorus 

about the ends of things, 

and, goddammit, I like it, I’ve always 

been a sucker for trumpets. 

 

Stray cats are rolling in the dusty yard— 

most nights a woman leaves Tupperwares 

of dry food so they can roam the streets 

like tiny lions, regal and well fed. 

They let me scratch between their ears. 

 

But not for long, and I think how 

affection has never been domesticated— 

at best it allows itself to wander your halls 

and rooms, to lounge on your duvet, its small 

warm body resting lightly on your own. 
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UNRECOVERABLES 

I’m back to staring 
at the wide gaps between 
the porch planks, remembering 

 
the brown Bic lighter, the packs 

of Trident, the pocket change I’ve lost, 

thinking about past renters 

 

and what small objects 
slipped through their fingers. 
Last week a visiting friend 

 
of a friend lost his wallet; 
it would never fit, but I still see it 
where I see all small lost things: 

 
in that unsearchable dark, 

resting lightly on a bed of dirt 
and cigarette ash, 
 
you or he or I standing 
above, looking down 

at our empty fumbling hands.  
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A HISTORY OF POEMS ABOUT FLYING 

The first poem I wrote was about butterflies 

and the wire of their antennas. 

 

My second poem was about the mystery 

of witches. 

 

So here is a poem about a bat, or about the humid 

summers when I first watched 

 

their black bodies dart across a darkening sky, 

hearing or imagining hearing 

 

soft echolocation clicks. Soon the dark 

would drive us off the field into the parking lot, 

 

loud with proud parents, and later, bright with snaking lines 

of headlight-lit minivans. But for a few dim minutes 

 

we ran beneath that swarm, watched them rush 

above the collapsing goal posts, 

 

the fading lines of chalk.  
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DINNER ON THE GULF 

It’s dusk and raining 
at Cedar Key; we’ve emptied 
our glasses, we’ve eaten the olives 
off their tiny yellow swords. 
 
From our table I see you pause 
on the deck, watching dolphins 

rise and dive like needles through 

the stippled surface of the bay. 
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URGES 

Quiet adjustments of arms gone numb, 

legs gone strangely sore, brief wakings 

to another’s breathing: it’s been good to have 
a witness to our miraculous overnight survival 

in the rip tides of your sheets. 
 
But now you’re outside, getting between 
me and my email, me and my coffee, 
me and whatever feels like hunger. 
I have the urge to resist every urge I have; 

it’s complicated. 

 

How can we see past waking up, past 

our shared morning cigarettes? The distance 

in the distance hangs on the horizon, 

a fog of suspended conversations, a drizzle 

of curiously empty texts. 
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MOVING THROUGH THE DAYS 

Friends, you might think boring 

is as bad as it gets: the ennui 

of a well-fed life, punctuated with starlings 

swirling in large dark skies, or smoke 

curling from your cigarette, 

catching the slanting light. 

 

But then there are the rapids, 

the swamped decks, a sinking 

into worse than boredom. 

In these times I recommend 

long night runs, or bouldering, 

or driving until you find a coast. 

Watching waves reform the beach 

is a cliché that works, and if you need 

 

to speak, the ocean is a perfect terrible 

listener; it will swallow all the foolish words 

you’d rather, afterward, never hear again. 

If, like Demosthenes, you need 

something to speak around, there are pebbles 

and sea glass to fill your mouth. If you need 

a simpler pain, wait for the sun to rise, 

Then remove your clothes and burn. 
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ANOTHER MINOR DANGER OF DRINKING 

It takes a certain kind of drunk to make 
a certain kind of call--to get where you 
forget the months or years of space, of breaks, 
of broken glass, that must by now have smoothed, 
if only from the daily scraping tides. 
So after three or seven drinks it’s time 
to “reconnect,” recast those past goodbyes. 
With any luck, she won’t pick up. That’s fine. 
But if she does, you’ll hear a voice you know 
too well, but also not at all. She’ll say 
it’s late, you’re drunk, she really has to go. 
It is, you are, of course she couldn’t stay, 
so end the call. Be glad you have no choice. 
It’s good she’s gone and doesn’t miss your voice. 
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FALLING 

The night of Nick’s psychotic break, 

we drank Busch Light and channel surfed. 

We talked girls, flash fiction, the lack 

 

of decent dive bars in our town. No quarrels, 

no darkness in his eyes. And no bath salts— 

just a joint passed around, one of a thousand 

 

Friday nights. Then he was off the couch,  

running toward our fourth-floor window. 

As if a sparkling pool waited just below, 

 

he shut his eyes and tried to dive. It took 

five friends and a suitcase to his shins 

to drop him—he’s a farmer’s son. 

 

We dragged him to the kitchen, the only room 

without a window. It smelled like Lemon Joy.  

He held his knees and rocked on the linoleum.  
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WHEN SURGEONS LEAVE OBJECTS BEHIND 

Nobody is supposed to know. They’re pickpockets 

in reverse, their slender fingers barely brushing 

open wounds. Don’t bother asking questions; 

 

they’ll flash a Cheshire grin and, with a flourish 

of powdered latex gloves, pull a scalpel from behind 

your ear. Then they’ll leave you in the tiled hall, 

 

flustered and alone. A few fanatics pore over yellowed 

autopsy reports—their finds include a stamp-sized 

version of Josef Otto af Sillén’s Third Symphony 

 

inside a glass egg, tucked into a deaf man’s inner ear. 

Another man, who always meant to travel, was found 

with a tiny Mercury and Pluto in his heart. 
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SNOW DAYS IN PAWLET 

The bay window framed a field simplified 

by snow. The skeleton of a fire still stood 

in the fireplace, so recent the fabrics 

of the room remembered. 

 

My clothes and books and plastic-bagged 

bottle of shampoo made it already in my trunk. 

I found I couldn’t leave. I stood by the door 

waiting, an ascending diver, to decompress. 

 

Someone else now reclines in the La-Z-Boy, 

watching as a winter storm approaches. 

A radio plays scraps of classical music. 

Muffled lightning bleaches the room. 
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FIND WARMTH IN EVERY BED 

“Do anything to keep your body warm,” 

the man who ran survival workshops said. 

“That’s the trick to living through a storm.” 

 

“You won’t believe how badly you’ll perform, 

how often people lost will end up dead. 

Do anything to keep your body warm.” 

 

“The young ones live, because they know to worm 

their bodies into places adults dread. 

That’s the trick to living through a storm.” 

 

“A rotting log will do, but adults squirm. 

Not children, though. They’ll sleep in it instead. 

Do anything to keep your body warm.” 

 

“And never try to walk your way from harm. 

Without the stars, you’ll walk in your own tread.  

That’s the trick to living through a storm.” 

 

I’ve found that this applies to life indoors: 

Survive by knowing how to pick your bed; 

do anything to keep your body warm. 

That’s the trick to living through a storm. 



 

29 

ALEXANDER FREAR REMEMBERS THE CHICAGO FIRE 

I still sometimes dream of it. 

Wind was blowing through Clark Street 

as the first cinders began to fall. 

 

Was is it not like a dream? 

A woman, blinded by sparks and shouldering 

a bureau drawer, struck me in the chest, 

 

breaking the crystal of my watch. A bird-cage 

fell from a high sill and struck me in the arm, 

a bird still trapped and flapping within. 

 

These things reappear for me: a homeless child 

in the middle of the street, crushed beneath 

a marble slab, white kid gloves on his hands, 

 

his pockets stuffed with gold sleeve-buttons; 

a man standing on an upright in a bar, shaking 

a bottle of whiskey, declaring the fire 

 

a friend to the poor man. Another drunk 

threw a bottle and knocked him off. Finally 

I remember the little girl, her hair on fire, 

 

running screaming past me. Somebody  

threw a glass of liquor on her; it flared, 

covering her in a great blue flame.  
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FLEAS FOR JESUS 

 And he to me: “This miserable state is borne by the wretched souls of those who lived 

 without disgrace yet without praise.” 

—Dante 

Inferno 

 

Here comes a sprinting pope—he leads 

the pack around the bend. 

Or is that Pilate? The markings are unclear. 

Either way, a neutral angel’s 

breath is on his back. Now they’re neck 

and wing! Is it a sin to bet on angels? 

 

 

Not that it matters. Nobody wins there, except 

the wasps and writhing worms. 

They have it pretty good. To what god 

did they commit 

to be rewarded so in death? You know the passage: 

 “The faithful’s heaven is the doubter’s hell.” 

By “passage,” I mean a verse  

 I just made up. It sounds like something 

God would say. 

 

 

That’s all too far from 

Gainesville. These days the committed 

 aren’t so revered, or allowed 

sharp objects in their rooms. 

 We doubters doubt 

outdoors, on this town’s marvelous 

 wraparound porches. From above 

we must look like quitters, 

 if not dead, sitting so still on these wooden 

rings. Even the fleas cannot move us, 

 though they drink our blood like wine. 
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REAR WINDOW 

Who can resist a distant, incidentally un-curtained 

scene? Let’s all stay in, buy zoom lenses, go a certain 

 

kind of crazy. We can watch our neighbors 

bury bodies, snap the necks of nosy Labradors. 

 

Let’s act like leading men, but never leave 

our rooms. Convince the villain (how naive!) 

 

to come to us. We’re armed with paparazzi flash 

grenades! If we still end up hanging from the window sash, 

 

the cops below will stop our fall. Then into the arms 

of leading ladies we will go, still pajama’d, unalarmed. 
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WHAT TO PACK, AND WHAT TO LEAVE BEHIND 

 Reflection is not thrust aside today because it is dangerous or upsetting, but simply

 because it is a waste of time. 

—Jean-François Lyotard 

The Differend: Phrases in Dispute 

 

While I slept in the back of the Camry 

with you in my arms, you wrote a note 

to me, tucked it into 

the plastic inner shell of a Kinder egg 

and concealed  it in my carry-on. 

 

We sat silently in the empty 

airport, your soft weight against me. 

I wondered whether the hijackers 

had considered their coming legacy 

of premature goodbyes. I wondered 

if that was a selfish thought.  

 

I made it through the mostly empty 

security, looking back as you looked away. 

Then you were gone. I was walking 

alone, the carpeting muting my footfalls, 

like the hushing of a theater 

as the house lights slowly dim. 
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ARRIVE-T-IL? OR, AFTER EATING MUSHROOMS AND FINDING I DID NOT 

PREVIOUSLY UNDERSTAND CERTAIN QUESTIONS 

Later people asked 

was it a good 

or a bad trip? 

 

It just was, I said, 

and tried to explain 

how within minutes 

 

the border between 

good and bad  

was gone. 

 

Which now I think 

is where we always are, 

floating over meaning. 

 

We must be our own 

cartographers: chart that 

form, map it out, 

 

stamp compass roses on 

every surface it, say 

today this way is up. 
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THE FLICKER FILMS 

are almost terrifying, the way 

they won’t explain themselves. 

Sunflowers crowd the screen. 

 

The easy question is where 

is the question? Where is  

the starlet with silky hair 

 

who still looks good in tears 

and knows how to run in high 

heels? I mean, I’m asking 

 

for direction: Who do I care 

about? I can look only so many 

places; show me where to look. 

 

Instead, it’s almost a painting; 

it should be hanging in a long 

quiet hall, where I could admire it 

 

just long enough, then glide on. 

If only I were like the woman I once 

read an article about—she faints 

 

when she sees certain qualities of art. 

She brings a nurse to openings, often 

leaves, unconscious, in a wheelchair. 

 

I’d like my body to be so sure. 

Where am I looking? Sometimes 

you see a movie only the second 

 

time you watch it. Sometimes 

you’re never sure you’ve seen it 

at all. Sometimes sunflowers 

 

stand together, rows of flickering 

inscrutable faces, thirty years ago, 

the slanting light, an open field. 
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DISCOURSE, FIGURE 

This is writing. Ha! 

You say 

the rust collects, 

you say the flakes 

are thick on you. 

I believe it, but I 

don't care. See them 

as feathers, but this 

brings back the long 

hot road we pedaled 

through Georgia, 

the muggy afternoon 

that smelled like wet dog, 

the soft under-feathers 

scattered on the shoulder, 

still fluttering, and finally 

the Tyson factory, where 

people stand for sixteen 

hours at poultry disassembly 

lines, and at night stand over 

kitchen sinks, scrubbing 

and again scrubbing 

their raw pink hands. 
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ENCOUNTERS WITH BELIEF 

Farmland, Central Georgia 

 

My friend and I are riding bicycles 

in the rain down an endless road. 

A stranger pulls his big rig to the side, 

offers us a ride to the nearest town. 

That’s how we find ourselves in the darkness 

of his trailer. We leave our headlamps off, 

start singing—harmonizing, without words. 

 

 

Halloween, Appalachian trail 

 

A hiker named Lone Wolf offers to share 

his case of Natty Light. While we drink, 

he tells us how he lost control one winter night 

and drove into a ravine, crushing his jaw. 

He’s sure he should have died— he was unconscious 

and alone—but somehow the headlights stayed on, 

and a passing driver saw the distant glow. “A miracle!” 

he says, his broken teeth gleaming in the dark. 

 

 

Lake Toba 

 

The Christian family restaurant sells ’shroom 

omelets. Heidi and I buy one to split. 

The father, carrying his sleepy son, 

stops by our table, smiles, then tells us to 

“Enjoy the omelet! Eat with happiness!” 

All night we watch the hotel walls ripple, 

try talking to the actors on TV. 

 

 

Food Lion, Southern Virginia 

 

We plan to camp behind it for a week 

to give my tendinitis time to heal; 

but a man starts following, so we keep 

walking. Then he shouts at us, “All this 

back here’s owned by the church—camp anywhere.” 

So we do. He brings us water 

every day. Other members of the flock stop by 

with trays of cookies and Rice-Krispies snacks. 
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VEHICLE WITH SUBSTANTIAL SUBWOOFER, 406 NW 3RD STREET, 3 A.M. 

2011-? 

multimedia  

 

The artist recreates the experience of being shaken 

awake by a passing subwoofer at three a.m. 

by passing through the streets at three a.m.  

with a subwoofer. 

 

The work culminates in ten, 

or five, or thirty minutes of constant bass 

emanating from a stationary position  

directly outside the audience’s 

bedroom window. The audience might 

appreciate a small distortion in the panes. 

 

The artist challenges us to confront 

some difficult realities: The audience, 

placed into this conscious state, 

is going to be there for a while. The audience 

is afraid of confrontation. The audience 

has forgotten whatever it was dreaming. 
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PRAISE FOR THE EMPTY LOT ACROSS FROM MY HOUSE: 

“Dazzling.” 

—People 

 

“Like a moonscape—my footprints never seem to fade.” 

—Shady Jack 

 

“Raucous” 

—Christian Empty Lots Monitor 

 

“     ” 

—Man passing by on bike 

 

“From the right angle, in low light, it looks like a miniature baseball diamond.” 

—Neighbor sitting on porch 

 

“I don’t know…I don’t really see it.” 

—Other neighbor sitting on porch 

 

“Sort of … squint. And ignore the lamppost. See how that wedge of dirt could be an infield?” 

—First neighbor sitting on porch 

 

“Oh! Ok, yeah. I can see that. Huh!” 

—Second neighbor sitting on porch 

 

“Triumphant.” 

—New York Review of Lots 
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A SENSE OF SELF 

As a child I was not concerned 

by ladders, I never knocked 

on wood. But repetition wore 

me down: I am now abnormally 

aware of black cats. There is real 

fear when a mirror breaks, something 

beyond the scattered glass. 

 

I’ve even developed peculiar responses 

when confronted by symbolism acted 

out: last week my airbed developed 

a slow leak. Now I have this sinking 

feeling. Something eerie in that slow deflate.  

 

Or: five years ago, while flossing 

in Cambodia, a piece of tooth 

fell into the sink, an act so fraught 

with symbolism that for long seconds 

I didn’t move, half-convinced 

I was asleep. More, that I might 

wake. Anywhere. Any age. 

 

Seconds later I was brought back 

by righteous anger—at my pathetic 

tooth, the injustice of floss-wrought 

damage—but those inverted moments 

lingered. How figurative I felt. 
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RELATIVELY TIRED 

It is hard to remember 

to be tired in a quiet room, 

alone. Nobody near 

to yawn and stretch 

and close a book, or hear 

your yawn and stretch 

and closing of a book. 

Time spent alone 

is only half-believed: 

Yes, of course 

you are living, 

you are growing tired, 

you are choosing now to sleep. 
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TOWARD HOME 

 All things on earth point home in old October; sailors to sea, travelers to walls and 

 fences, hunters to field and hollow and the long voice of the hounds, the lover to the love 

 he has forsaken. 

—Thomas Wolfe 

Of Time and the River: A Legend of Man's Hunger in His Youth 

 

Thanks, Tom, for framing 

that Autumn ache. Let’s all turn 

toward home. Or at least the window  

 

in a café on an October afternoon. 

The sun already stretching, 

the beginnings of the golden hour, 

 

the air just cool enough to add 

a little weight. Even the woman packed 

into a leopard-print shirt and matching tights 

 

passing heavily by my table 

can’t quite dispel the mood. But you, 

Wolfe, have captured it. You have 

 

taken it out of me. How universal of you. 

How right you are. It’s in the air. 

I raise my cappuccino to you, 

 

Wolfe, you sonofabitch. Don’t laugh, 

but there was time—I was even younger— 

when I’d go on silly walks. Through 

 

slanting light. Through fallen leaves. I’d feel 

the turning in the air. I thought— 

—don’t smirk!—some part of it was mine. 
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IF WE COULD JUST SIT DOWN AND TALK ABOUT THIS 

It’s one of those almost-got-hit-by-a-car days. 

Time to listen to eight-minute songs with titles like “Six Days at the Bottom of the Ocean.” 

 

A megaphone could get something across. Aesthetically. 

On certain afternoons, grocery stores are unnavigable. 

 

I walk recursive patterns. All this changing light.  

That buried hysteria when one consumes too much coffee. 

 

I would like to learn a lesson. 

CIA World Factbook—Loved Ones. Geography: rocky. Language: dramatic. 

 

Do you feel that? The almost imperceptible weight of your mercury fillings?  

Friend, it’s late and snowing. Let’s sneak again into the alpaca farm. Stare into those large, dark 

 eyes. 
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