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Our Real Lives 

 

“Once upon a time” is a polished stone, a talisman  

a magic word, a secret key 

a way 

 

back to the kingdom of our real lives: 

lives we led 

before the linear and literal, 

this world we clapped our hands to believe in: 

 

our fundamental grief. Long-legged we walk  

on the water of this sufficient world 

passing back and forth assurances 

that all we see is all there is. 

 

But what we’re really doing isn’t here  

amidst our melancholy tasks. 

Our real lives 

happen somewhere else: 

 

We travel the forest darkly 

meeting a mysterious stranger in a shawl 

or cape a wolf, a hunter, prince, a faithful steward, 

hear beautiful singing in the distance, 

stray from the path 

are asked a riddle. 

 

We leave our father’s house to find our fortune 

guess the magic name 

drink up the sea 

slay the dragon, 

quest. 

 

We journey through the  

caves of the real world 

and mountains a clearing a lonely hut, 

we journey to the castle,  

hear the giant’s magic harp are  

beguiled in the witch’s house, meet  



strangers in a tavern interested in my 

cloak my staff my magic beans  

my goose my horse, who wait  

until I fall asleep. 

 

In these enchanted forms 

waiting in our house of thorns 

as enchanted years pass by we  

wait for a hero, a kiss, an incantation, 

a magic helper to break the spell. 

 

We were never deeply fooled 

 

(a little boy and girl, abandoned and afraid, 

a simpleton, a wicked king, 

the enchanted prince or princess 

living far from home) 

 

by the small stories of this smaller world,  

 

know we’re meant to live in elemental  

danger and challenge,  

to live real stories  

worth telling  

more than once.  

 

 



Grandfather Thompson 
 
The man had a temper and 
was the best dry-kiln man 
in the state of Oregon. 
Each town with a sawmill 
was home until  
the inevitable difficulties 
the harsh words, the going home to her, 
the familiar news, the packing up. 
 
He knew the deep 
and subtle secrets of the wood, 
knew the smell, the feel and heft. 
He loaded the great ovens with hard woods, 
the exotics, woods come up on a ship 
from Brazil, up from Africa, 
delivered to his hand 
to be made right. 
 
I’ll never know what he knew. 
There are no dry-kiln men now.  
He lost two fingers to that art,  
a kiln, a press, I never got it straight. 
 
He died when I was four or five 
or six.  My awe at the finger stumps,  
the big house in sunshine, his roses 
out back, a memory or dream 
of twins coming over the fence. 
 
The time of his life 
and mine seem separated by more 
than the handful of years between us. 
 



I Infer a Season 

 

We move through time like alcohol 

tapping toward an unknown brain. 

We know a word, once spoken 

coils around us and will not die. 

Our first lover remains 

our first. The downward fall, from hand 

to glass, tips me off: this is the coldest month. 

 

In this month sounds do not die away. 

The calls of an unknown bird, 

the steps of invisible animals. They move 

with each movement of foot and branch 

and are released only with the thaw. 

The screams of birth lie close, 

close as that first passion, close 

as the months we move in. 

 

This face, our birthmark, stands against 

a white field. Behind this fence 

blossoms swerve and open, as unfounded 

as animals in winter. They are red and breathe 

like animals. Our drinks curl and sleep, 

their warmth proving only winter. 

 

The trees do not move – the waves probe, and withdraw. 

Our ice changes as we watch. We are a city 

immobile, paralyzed by drifts and snow. 

We long to reach past that face, to caress , 

to probe, as earnestly as we desire 

the unborn engineer, our son, as logically 

as the waters of regret close above us. This son, 

a pale disk, illuminates our crippled landscape. 

 

We move through time, 

tapping from drink to grave. You tell me 

this is not a parable, it is not 

the resurrection. Your assurance 

tips me off. 



The deer under frozen trees is doomed 

but not blind. Behind this known face 

flaming blossoms loosen and burn, each 

winter releasing their first cry. 

 

We know and move. Every birth wail 

soaks like summer through destitute ceilings, 

giving way to winter. 

We turn and descend. 



The Particular and the General I 

 

I’ve been reading American poets lately 

and the question comes up –  

What are all these things, 

a dead pregnant deer by the side 

of the road, a pine tree, 

the plums, that blasted jar in 

Tennessee – and I’ve been 

wondering about that. First 

I was thinking it was 

a charming American hard-headedness 

that prefers facts over theory because 

after all we are not ancient Greeks 

and we are particularly 

not the French. The interstate 

highway system and the Guns of 

Navaronne are connected in this. 

 

Then I was thinking maybe 

it has to do with an American  

evasive, a squeamishness that hesitates 

to say something definite, a desire 

for the appearance of activity and  

thought to not actually be 

about anything. And though I am 

not deaf to the metaphysics, the 

objection, the odd love poem, there 

is that sense that everything cancels  

out, it passes silently, unseen, 

beneath her window; a stone 

passing through the surface of the  

water without rings, without 

a sound. An effect surprisingly 

easy to produce and in the last analysis 

of questionable utility. 

A palette drawn from 

the sweet stinging emotions:  

remorse, regret, resignation. 

 



It has to do, clearly, with the 

nature of Poetry and America. 

It seems to me, finally, that 

it has to with the business 

of the poet, which business 

is to see. And the more 

seen, and seen clearly, the 

more one is drawn to muteness, 

overwhelmed by impossibility, 

and the movement finally, is 

back, away, and so begins 

the long bemused retreat 

into the particular. 



Love in Addition 
 
Sometimes the dotted line bends round  
into a circle holding just the two of us,  
the rest of the world somewhere else. 
 
We flirt with an alternate future 
your sweater, my car, our drinks. 
Our elbows, our lips. 
A sweet tension builds and holds 
and fades away. 
 
I never stop celebrating you. 
I thank each of all the powers you’re here 
born into this world 
where I could come across you. 
 
Little movies play at unselected moments. 
Would it be fast or slow – 
a frenzy a tearing a plunge – 
or solemn, tender, by firelight – 
deliberately loving the river we’re crossing 
and loving the opposite shore. 
 
Sometimes my visions are sandwiches  
and movies and talking 
nothing more. 
That love is more than enough and 
secure, and there need be no other 
love in addition. 
 
We can’t know what all the powers 
intend for us. 
Us entirely apart: I weep and stagger, refuse. 
Us inside our dotted circle ‘til the end,  
tender and complete: 
I swoon, I marvel, embrace. 
 
Us in what we know and have, 
comfortable, sturdy, good ‘til the end 
with nothing taken away and  
nothing added I know I want that – we’ll hold hands, 
hold our tongues and hold our longings  
apart, secure, never extinguished and 
never aflame.  



Compassion 

 

Perhaps Piaget was an optimist 

to think we ever differentiate 

enough to see other selves actually 

around us. Years ago the conundrum 

of altruism – whatever helping hand I proffer 

is not for them but for me 

to feel selfless and good –  

stopped me. 

 

The puzzle remains. 

Leaving aside for the moment 

whether it’s actually all that 

helpful after all. 

 

Perhaps only holy men are truly 

compassionate, and their apprentices. 

To drain away the sweet liquor 

of mixed motives –  

pity, resignation, superiority, 

curiosity emptiness, pride –  

so nothing remains but the 

bone-dry love of the good, 

such a man would have something 

I don’t have. 

 

The physicists tell us superfluids 

climb the walls of their containers, 

seep through the tiniest invisible cracks 

and are cold beyond imagining. For you 

I will lay my heart in the sun 

to gradually dry until 

nothing remains but a flavor 

particular, pungent, and expansive, 

a flavor you’re never tasted before. 



Insistence 

 

Of the kinds of heroism, 

the quick and the slow, 

I love the slow more. 

 

There is a certain drama 

and a quick stab of love 

for rushing into the burning building, 

tackling the mugger, throwing 

one’s body on the grenade: 

it comes from somewhere but 

it always seems the credit 

goes to adrenalin. This may be unfair, 

having never seen the mugger or stood 

before the burning building 

but nevertheless, 

 

the heroism that constantly presents 

the opportunity of turning back, 

the heroism about 

daily not giving into the temptation 

to throw in the towel, 

this seems to me more. 

 

The insistence that returns to the battle 

after each setback, each fall, that  

weary or despondent refuses to waver, 

this is heroism to respect, and, 

when carried with a light heart 

and a measure of grace, to love. 
 



Love’s Work 

 

All the world’s molecules will be broken  

by the dissolution built into every world  

and this one. This world is broken  

and me with it and us. 

 

So many parents 

have died and lives 

and dreams have come apart. It hurts 

here, and here. You see my shards 

and jagged edges, see the parts 

that shouldn’t show. 

 

As the lightbulb leaves the table’s edge it knows 

once shattered, it won’t get better.  

But we, alive, feel our bones knit together,  

savor the deep dull ache that  

only healing life allows. 

 

Brokenness cascades through this world. 

And life wants more life.  

Love works to heal and repair. 

Continuing to put things right  

is the world’s only love song.  

 

Broken, we sing that song 

and build a life  

to keep out the dismantling rain. 



The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 

 

and its discontents.   

How much human energy is bound up in it?   

All of us looking out our eyes at the world the 

world how much it takes to make  

a self make it prop it slice it deliver a  

credible self.  Coherent  

self authentic convincing reliable 

self.  How far 

 

underground the cave paintings were: secret, and deep. 

He went alone his pictures 

by torchlight only seen 

by him: away.  “This 

is how it was.  I saw.” And here 

I can entirely be because  

there is no one here to see 

me. 

 

An expulsion, our return denied 

by flaming sword when we realize 

to merely be is not enough but 

we must also seem. 

 

We’re shaved and twisted we believe the others  

don’t.  Don’t 

fret don’t shimmer don’t fade away. 

No one believes they’ve got it right. 

 

Supermarket pictures 

of those selected to be themselves for us 

punished, seen without their makeup 

with cellulite, dying, arrested, drunk. 

This terrible rootlessness: our freedom dreams 

untenable, impossible after all. 

 

But we feel, a stone in an underground lake 

there is a true core, our real lives live still, 

one in ceaseless praise one 



forever tenderly receiving,  

someone in us who’s always  

screaming someone always outraged someone 

undone by grief  

or saved by love. 



The Particular and the General II 

 

Jacob slept in that field, over 

the fencerow there. This is the stone 

he used for a pillow. The Powers and 

Dominions were descending and ascending  

here, and 

here. 

 

That everything means something seems 

gassy and sophomoric everywhere outside 

the experience. But the times when 

heft, texture, use, all the thin film of 

characteristic gives way, when the scratch 

of oblique perception widens to let one 

pass and one sees for a moment what the angels 

know, then one remembers the forgotten truth 

that the only general is the universe entire, 

and every particular is the way into everything else. 

 

What can one do then, visibly, but write poetry 

that gropes toward the sweet instant through this 

particular or that, the plums, the jar? 

How rare it must be to give the reader now 

what the poet saw just then. 

 

Blake and his grain of sand, Emily’s demand 

that the top of her head give way, it’s what 

we all want, and miss, to drop through 

the hazy web of general near-truths and distorted 

approximations to feel the God-saturated primeval 

particular fact. 



The Island of Banks and Insurance Companies 

 

I read today that New York will become the 

island of banks and insurance companies. 

Everything else will be driven away by 

the old sure hand of economic forces 

beyond our control –  

 

though one supposes there will always be a need 

for sweeping up, for lunch, for the police. 

 

The new romance of Gotham, young men 

leaving their hometowns to seek their destinies 

in the actuarial sciences, in debt restructuring, 

in catering. 

 

Landlines and satellite links radiate forth 

from this culmination of our dreams of efficiency, 

the rational deployment of goods and services, 

tens of thousands of cost-benefit analyses and 

 

coded electron pulses connect the triumph 

of three centuries with the tissues of the body politic, 

nerve impulses animate the hulking mass of interest 

accruing and rolling over the millions of human bodies 

moving with angelic precision through the bell curves 

of predicted morbidity and mortality 

by age, by sex, by occupation. 

 



The Atlas of African History 

 

or 

 

Healthy Men Who Like their Jobs 

 

Can one peer through the dots 

on that first map back 

to the campfires and charred bones 

and see the first step, 

 

see the realization  

that things are not exactly 

as they appear to be, 

 

and wonder why this flinging outward, 

the headlong expansion seeping from 

those first tiny homes 

feels now like contraction? 

 

When I meet them, 

the healthy men who like their jobs 

and bear them no contempt but admiration 

and wish for them a little 

more of this and less of that 

since that is what they wish for, 

and wonder how they escape the voice which 

insists so quietly and unavoidably –  

 

There will be no rest 

until everything is entirely different, 

despite the push of the business of the day 

which pushes still and will push again 

tomorrow – 

 

when I meet them I know that despite the contraction, 

despite living beneath the gyrating lines of 

economic indicators, despite our individual 

encoding 

into miniscule data points stored 



on fifteen inches of magnetic tape in air-conditioned rooms 

cables writhing soundlessly beneath the clean 

raised floors, 

that everything is as it should be, 

that we are as we must be, 

and if they wouldn’t trade with me 

nor I with them so much the better 

for both of us. 

 

Our pale skins and our seeping 

march from continent to continent and 

the flintlocks, the printing press, the 

repressions, the submarines 

and all the rest, the nightly news 

makes up a world 

 

and 

the world produced  

is this world, the world 

on which we live, spinning silently 

in the coldness of space 

beneath the hot hot 

sun. 



The Girl who Knew 
 for Leslie Bruder 
 
The girl who knew that 
something happened through  
touch 
lives still 
 
inside a body involved  
with  
trucks and regulations.   
 
She still knows 
everyone travels incognito 
inside a body 
and can be touched. 
 
You move through a world of people who signal  
through the flames of their bodies. 
 
The stretch, the lift,  
the brush –  
you soak into the  
stubborn world of  
the lives of others, 
 
find soured energies, 
or clean, circulating,  
or blocked, you  
find locked up 
memories, confusions, griefs 
and know how to release them. 
 
There’s nothing sentimental about this love. 
 
How far does the world spin  
during the stretch, the lift?   
Just a little, just the right amount. 
 
Your kind of mathematics 
doesn’t use numbers.  
It calls up spirits and  
finds a way. Your  
 
Buddha nature is lean and alert.  
 
Something else 
wants to pull everything down,  



pull things to pieces,  
the river bottom that won’t stay put, 
the details the money the 
stuff. You wonder when  
the money will work as smoothly 
as the love. 
 
~~ 
 
You’ve already won. There are 
lives in the world 
touched by the lives you touched, 
teachers taught by the teachers you taught. 
 
How many people changed,  
in rooms just big enough for two?  
A difference sometimes that lasts, 
people clothed in a slightly new body, 
 
return to the world,  
wear their clothes, drive 
their cars, order things to eat, things 
to keep in their houses, things 
to give away. 
 
A person inside a  
new body, a body taught  
a new path through the woods, 
a body without that pain 
that seems like it’s been there forever. 
 



Trying to Find a Way 

 

Knowing it all repeats 

as pickets in a picket fence repeat: 

that this week takes its form from last, 

that the phase of the moon is quite reliably 

predicted, that the same doubts and pleasures 

revolve seen and soon enough unseen again 

each with its own camshaft and eccentric gear, 

 

lets one see the logic behind the fact 

of recurring dreams. They are a hint, a clue 

to the quality of experience which gnaws 

somewhere deep in the brain and leads 

to a petition: 

‘Lord, let something 

actually happen now.’ 

 

Picking up in the middle, as we always do, 

and seeing the same pieces shuffle and 

snap into focus with that comforting 

illusion of novelty we have come to expect, 

starts the desire for a different way 

of life that is not Mary, her lambs or their tails 

being dragged so irrevocably behind them. 

 

The lunar eclipse, scheduled with the 

precision and silence of space 

will occur has occurred is occurring  

next Sunday, 5:35 AM. 

 

The recognition that she wants 

to remain, that it is not as easy  

to lose my love as I feared, 

through inadvertence or failure, 

is a landmark, a post driven into the ground, 

a single filling station by the desert highway, 

a great and surprising mercy. 



Union 

 

Blind buried assumption that says 

“That which is gradual and difficult 

Is impossible,” accept your graceful 

burial at sea and know 

 

you leave behind the certain knowledge that 

the handsome captain –  

the urge to change everything and change it now –  

 

courts gallantly the plain scullery maid of 

daily efforts daily made, 

 

that courtship marriage summer nights 

will lead to pregnancy and birth 

the child a whole new way of life 

 

born of a union which feels the 

divine logic that for each 

there could be no other. 



Done for Now 

 

The toys go back in the box, 

time to come downstairs for dinner 

boys. Some days you see the sun 

go down, from daylight to the orange  

glow feel the air change, see the 

birds fly. Other days you look up, 

it’s already dark. 

The memory of daylight remains 

but the transition is missing. 

 

Done for now, for a time. And another 

time will bring it back round again. 

One thing, then another, to feel 

the time of one’s life lap over the body, 

like the tide coming in and going out. 

Like daylight dimming and returning 

the breathe moving in and out. 

 

Time now for backgammon, time 

for dinner and friends and a drink. 

Time now for the end of the year 

and the start of the next. 

Things stand just as they stand now. 

We’ve come this far, exactly. 

 

Everything is satisfactory, everything 

is in its place. The house is warm 

and freshly painted, the food is fresh 

and in the icebox. 

 

Let a blessing come down upon us, 

let what is needful arrive, let peace 

come when it is good for it to come. 
 


