Yes, Please 
Poems
Olga-Maria C. Cruz

Say

I cannot say what we are made of,

dust or stars.

I cannot say what oranges mean.

I cannot say what brought me 

to this place, or how long

I will stay.

I cannot say where all the goddesses

and priestesses have gone.

I cannot say what beauty is,

where art comes from.

So much is a mystery to me.

I cannot say how many wars 

it will take to achieve peace.

I cannot say what shape

I have, or why;

where this fierce sadness comes from,

where it goes. 

I cannot say how March feels

to the jonquils.

I cannot say how far or near

we are to Love.

Heron

for Sallie Bingham

We finally saw the elusive blue heron,

flapping low against the sunset grasses

behind your little cabin.

So rare, now, in Kentucky,

they will return to quiet places

such as yours, with reeds enough

to hide a nest & fisher legs.

Years ago, when you built here,

between the wood & field,

& dug this pond (just a gash, 

you said, until it filled),

you made a sanctuary 

not only for yourself, after all,

but for the heron, 
the geese,

the flashing dragonflies.

Love Buzz

A few weeks ago, the whole town

smelled like sex.

The trees were making flowery love

in breathy gasps of pink & violet;

they dropped their blossoms carelessly 

over our cars, bright fuchsia petals 

on the sidewalks.

Now the city is abuzz with love.

Seventeen years’ worth of cicadas

have ascended from the ground, 

& the thrum of their cumulative 

mating calls is constant, even deafening.

Each of the six pear trees that line

our street is full of clicks & hums—

the males flexing their thoraxes,

females flicking their consent.

But when they mate, the cicadas

make no sound. 

They lie coupling for hours,

finally still.

Sometimes, in the early evening,

whole areas of town

suddenly go quiet. The buzz of 

the cicada’s love has warmed inside them,

& they are thrumming silently

until they separate & fly off,

trembling, to die.

Siesta

This is the largest house I have ever lived in. 

There are nineteen doors – twenty-one if you 

count both halves of the two sliding doors, 

twenty-three if you add both halves of the two 

sets of French doors. We are high up in the trees, 

with windows angled so cleverly that we never 

have to wear clothes. I am adjusting to the rustle 

of cicadas, the screech of birds at five every morning; 

we wake in a rainforest, sans tigers. I cannot get 

used to the heat here, which sends me to chilled 

tubs with a book, presses me down in my bed in 

the afternoons. A breeze plays with the curtains, 

the bedroom door, which will not latch without a 

firm twist of the knob. A heavy bell tolls from a 

nearby church. It does not count the hours, but 

rings steadily, calling the faithful to pray. But the 

afternoon heat still holds me to the bed. The sleepy 

taste in my mouth keeps me from calling out to you 

to shut the door, to hush the bells.

Dream World

What could I dream, or wish for, else?

I imagine all, and all that’s perfect hold;

beneath this quilt of sleep exhaust myself.

The land itself is charged with living green.

The forest creatures crown me as their queen.

I imagine all, and all that’s perfect, hold.

A willow bending low, I rest beneath

my perfect smile revealing perfect teeth

What could I dream, or wish for, else?

You cannot help but love me here, I think.

The dream does not permit the heart to shrink.

I imagine all, and all that’s perfect hold.

The sky so pale and yellow, sun so blue—

I lie here unaware of missing you.

What could I dream, or wish for, else?

Can I undo myself with selfishness?

I feel no pang of shame, no twinge of guilt

What could I dream, or wish for, else,

but to have you here, beneath my quilt.

Bernheim Arboretum, a.m.

the boy in blue

the girl in pink

(the patient dog

the mother with the tea)

are climbing up & through

the giant sculpture

that reminds me of

the curve of hip bones

it speaks to them perhaps

of curling waves

a once-bitten doughnut
the boy with the stick,

the girl with the ponytail

now scrambling down, 

then up into the branches 

of a nearby tree, play quietly, 

their sturdy arms & legs 

grasping hardy dogwood limbs

(the ever-patient dog

the mother with the tea)

Bloom
1.
Everybody should have a childhood friend named Jill Burks, 

who grows up to run a garden shop called “bloom,” with 

big black & white striped awnings, & raspberry lowercase lettering. 

Didn’t you have someone like her? The richest girl in town, & 

therefore the most popular, but completely unpretentious. 

Sporting long honey hair & nails that doubled as eating utensils, 

Jill was assumed to be a great beauty by practically everyone. 

She never wore the same outfit twice. And yet she was perfectly 

happy to be my friend. I always thought Jill needed someone 

who was unimpressed by her wealth, who liked her for her own 

self & not her parents’ property, the chance at trips to exotic places. 

Someone who believed in her, who knew she wasn’t an airhead 

even though she was captain of the cheerleading squad & the 

perpetual homecoming princess, even in junior high. 

It has been 10 years since I’ve seen her, 

20 years since we met. I still wear her favorite 

poppy lip-gloss. 

2.

Everyone should have a friend like Jill Burks, who 

loves me past all reason. If I wanted, at age 35, to become 

an astronaut, she would support me completely. 

She literally sees me as taller, stronger, more beautiful, 

happier, even, than I really am. The other day—

“You know, you could be a model.”

“Except I’m too short...”

“But you’re 5’8”, at least!”

“5’4”, 5’4”, my dear—you’re the one

who’s 5’8”.”

Who else but Jill would hear about my grad school successes 

and assume that I was therefore completely happy and fulfilled? 

Not call, thinking 

I didn’t miss her.

3.

Everyone should have a true friend on the day her father dies, 
to bring her the childhood equivalent 
of the funeral bouquet—a grey and white puppy, 
with a bunch of daisies tied to his collar.

4.

Everyone should have her oldest friend at her side 
on her wedding day. I was not there for you, my dear, 
but you’ll be there for me.

And friends should be there too when children come
(especially the first, especially the only)—
when babies are born, or not born, or not conceived.

I was not there, I did not know when Annabelle

came dimpling into the world.

You’ll share her with me, though. 
You with your generous hands.

Birth Pains


on a line by Leatha Kendrick

This is how things get born—

the cow strains in her stall,

brings forth her calf

without the vet’s assistance;

the slave girl squats in a field,

wraps her baby in a shawl,

then goes on picking cotton.

We do not get to name the 

time or place of birth,

define the pain, its length

or depth.

This is how things get borne.

In fear, in anguish, desolation.

The mother adds a stranger’s

nameless baby to the common grave,

screams a silent prayer 

for her own child taken

by the sea.

(Little time for grief—there is 

a village to rebuild

and fewer hands to build it.)

This is how things get borne.

Widow and widower cling together.

It is almost time 

for the spring planting.

In Broad Daylight



after Rutgers Kopland

You see it happen—

it is broad daylight

and before your eyes

the bodies of mothers

plummet living to the earth.

Bright morning, the cityscape

of glass and steel,

paper and ash.

You watch it all happen,

over and over,

in broad daylight—

before your eyes

the bodies of fathers 

plummet living to the earth.

Bodies, I think, if you

are all that is left,

that is soft

and human in this place—

If you are our bodies,

his and mine,

where are you going

where are you taking us,

leaving us, so quickly,

so alone.

SDF: Semper Fi

The crew of rangy boys waits

quietly in the airport lounge.
Newly shorn recruits,
the Marine Corps has sent them

signing bonuses for Christmas,

a peaceful holiday at home,

and now, two days later,

is shipping them off to training

camp in South Carolina

before Iraq.

Boys from Seneca High School,

boys from Male & Central,

seventeen, eighteen years old,

soft-faced skinny boys, never

flown before; some of them, 

it’s their first time in an airport—
they gather and smile for the

veteran who’s taking their picture.

Instead of “cheese,” he tells them,

“Semper Fi.” 

A few boys laugh nervously

boarding the plane,

claim to each other

they’ll feel better 

on the boat.

Love Song


on a line by Neruda

I have seen from my window

the rain take off her clothes 

for the cupped flowers,

for your pine-forest eyes,

as though you were noon.

She does not dance this 

way for everyone.

I have seen the sun, 

dipping west, linger

for one moment more

to kiss your brow

before she goes down 

to sleep.

I have heard even the fickle

moon call you Love, 

leaning into your window

to give your poems

her blue luminosity.

I think you are beloved of

all the universe. 

But you are mine. You love me only.

I sing my triumph to the night sky.

Extravagance

My father was better at spending 

than earning, most of his life.

But you forgave him this, 

didn’t you, because his extravagances

were rarely for himself, 

almost always gifts.

He returned from every trip abroad

with exotic musical instruments,

or an African shield covered with 

wildebeest skin, a tiny ivory box

from India. Ordinary days, 

there were flowers for Mother,

and, for you, 

tins of miniature hard candies 

like strawberries or lemons, 

coloring books & pencils

he would conjure

out of apparently empty paper bags.

Every holiday was an excuse for

yet more gifts, of course.

He gave pre- & post-Christmas presents

to extend the season.

And you could be sure of 

an early birthday present every year.

One night, when he was supposed 

to be at a conference, hours away,

my father showed up with an 

early birthday present for Mother,

a Barbra Streisand video 

we all stayed up to watch; 

a gift he was so eager to bring her,

it brought him home to die 

that night in her arms, 

in his sleep, in his own bed,

in the generous warmth 

of our Florida home

rather than the cold extravagance 

of a hotel.
Danïlia

I met you at our father’s funeral.

I’d heard of you, of course—
seen two pictures, maybe—
I’d never given much thought 

to your existence.

But there you were,

a grown-up, more elegant version

of myself,

blonder & more dainty.

There you were,
calling yourself my sister.

At the house, you sprawled on my bed

as though it were your own,

the way real sisters probably do.

You had cramps & did not 

hesitate to tell me.

You flipped through my record collection

& gave me your opinion of each artist.

You asked about my “love life”

(which made me wonder if,

at 13, I was supposed to have one)

& offered free advice about boys.

You sat by me at dinner

& I looked at your hand

on the table—

the same tapered fingers,

squared-off nails,

my exact shade of pearl polish.

Our hands, so close together,

could have belonged to the same person.

Meeting of Three

Some few days after my father died,

we had our first family meeting of three.

To be honest, I remember

none of this myself,

but Mama says my little brother

did most of the talking.

Only eight years old, he

was full of questions.

“Will we be poor now?” was his first concern.

Mama reassured him that, financially 

at least, we’d be just fine.

Then he wanted to know

who would sit at the head of the table, 

& who would get Pop’s reclining chair.

Mama said she’d sit at the head now,

she’d make the rules & be in charge—

but we could all share the recliner.

Then my brother asked,

“Who will make us laugh?”

Mom & I were at a loss.

Finally she said,

“Honey, I think that will be your job now.”

On Memory and Forgetting

for Popí

All I can recall 

of you, sometimes,

is the way your belly 

would rise & fall 

with your big breaths

as we lay napping together—
how impressed I was

with the size of that belly—

my little arm would not 

fit over it

—the way I worked so hard 
to inhale deeply

hold the breath so long

& exhale by degrees

to time my breaths with yours.

Dreamland



for Wendell
I think it is because I

have no father now,

have had no uncles

nor grandfathers

for so long, that

I am in love with you.

I dream of you often,

of sitting on benches, or 

walking through fields

with you telling me 

about horses and tomato

vines and garlic plants. 

(I will listen, I will try 

to remember.)

I feel I’ve always known

you, your strong

weathered hands, your

gruffness, the vulnerable

spirit underneath.

I grieve so deeply when

I dream that you die.

I have mourned my own

men already. But now

there is you to love,

and my heart knows

already, you to mourn.

I used to worry after 

those dreams. But in 

a few days, I will dream 

you alive again, sitting on

the porch, holding 

Tanya’s hand.

Miss Betty

It was hard at first, adjusting to the move. 

She complained bitterly for weeks that she 

wanted to go home. We told her gently for 

weeks that this was her home now.

The house was sold to pay for her care, for 

this small but comfortable apartment with a 

safe balcony & real plants. Miss Betty was still 

unhappy. She felt alone, she felt homeless, she said.

(You were frustrated. I was heartbroken.)

Miss Betty began to miss her possessions that

 did not make the move, things that would have 

cluttered up her new apartment. She began to 

think they had been stolen, that people had come 

& taken them, bit by bit, when she wasn’t looking.

Now she spends the better part of the day hiding 

photographs & toothpaste from her neighbors.

But Miss Betty is unfailingly kind to the neighbors, 

who are mostly frail, tiny women pale with age, 

just as muddled as she. Although she can no longer 

dress or bathe herself, or recall what happened in 

the past two minutes, Miss Betty is very sure that 

she is well & strong, & far better off than “the little 

white-head ladies” on her hall. She condescends to

bless them as she passes by on her way to dinner. 

Convinced she owns the place, she later asks us 

if they all turned in their rent checks on time.

When I Grow Up

Mother & I have a long-running discussion 

about what it takes to be a grown-up.

Real grown-ups can swallow aspirins 

without a drink.

They buy their own cars,

pay their own rent;

they take themselves to the doctor 

& noone has to hold their hand.

The first step to being a grown-up 

is probably finding food

when you’re off on your own,

& dinner no longer magically

appears on the table at 6:30 every evening.

This may involve actually purchasing 

your first major appliances—a 3-foot-tall

white dorm refrigerator & matching microwave.

Of course, real grown-ups 

can eat whatever they want,

in quantities they choose,

even it it’s not good for them.

They’re allowed to wear all 

the makeup they want

& noone gives a shit if they write 

in cursive or print or all-caps or whatever. 

I was never entirely certain I wanted 

to be a grown-up—

thought maybe I could escape by 

staying in school for 25 years—

But as it turns out,

only grown-ups can have

terminal degrees.

Mother

In the time it takes me to wash my face, 

she has washed the car and waxed it. 

In the time it takes me to teach a class, 

she has done the grocery shopping, 

fixed the shade that wouldn’t raise, 

drilled twelve holes in the wall and 

hung six coat-hooks, evenly spaced.  

This is the woman who runs 5K’s 

every weekend, wins consistently 

in the 55-60 age bracket. 

Triumphant, she crows 

on the phone to me—

“I was the fastest old lady 

again today….”

Yes, Please



for W.C.N.
My friend’s two-year old will

wander into the kitchen as

we’re working on dinner and say

to herself, “Want some cake, Willow?”

as though she could put these 

words into our mouths by

mere suggestion.

The old Jedi mind trick.

Of course, if you do offer her

cake, she will only shrug and

say, “Okay.”

Her mother is trying to teach 

her manners, to say, “Yes,

please,” and “No, thank you.”

But mostly what you get is, “Okay.”

She will beg and beg to go outside

and when you finally say,

“Come on, Willow, let’s go outside,” 

she will only say,

“Okay.”
On Bathing

My tub is my castle—

or maybe the moat—
without a dragon, but for 

clawfeet sprawling dark underneath.  

My tub is my sanctuary, steamy & 

peaceful on cold evenings, chill 

as an underground spring on 

sultry afternoons.  

The bath makes for a lovely library—

how many hours in delicious nudity, 

soaking with Nabokov or Woolf?  

These waters are my Scottish loch; 

some days I am a selkie, reclaiming 

my watery skin. 

When I was little, & had long hair, 

I was a mermaid.

Haiku On a Rowing Chant

I row dark and fast

my oars dripping with silver

following the geese.

Kama Sutra Haiku

Love Pose Number Eight:

The Dead Bug, curled on her back,

quivering for you.

Strange Fruit

Pear tree in winter,

Studded with ripe black starlings—

Strange fruit bobs and hops.

Bones

The hip bones are the most prominent.

She reaches for them every morning,

first thing. Then ribcage, arching,

clavicles, and down again to hips.

They curve away like handlebars.

She feels she has a grip on things.

She feels her bones to check that

she is still there, in one piece.

To see if one or another part might have

slipped away in the night.

She is unsure, some mornings, of

deserving to wake.

Certainly, she does not deserve to 

eat. No food today. No food. No

comfort.

Pillow Book

We have a little list going—

several lists, actually,

and some of them are getting rather long.

Lists of things that please us:

shopping lists for trips to Scotland

and France, names we like the sound of.

The longest is the list

of things that make me happy—linden soap, 

dark chocolate elephants, yoga poses, vanilla tea.

What’s not on it,

I guess because I haven’t thought to

articulate it before now,

is the very existence of this

little book,

a gift you brought me back

from a book fair (lined

pages bound in hand-dyed fabric, crafted

by a friend), which is filled already 

with testimony of such joys—

evidence in itself of the

exuberance and extravagance of our love.

Holdings

All things hold together here—
the dark hair warm on your chest,

your strong rectangular fingers.

My head curves into your hand;

you say you love its almond shape,

the thought of the thoughts inside it.

Sometimes, I want you to hold me 

without touching me, to hold

me still and close, not moving.

My face wants to curl into your 

shoulder, the curve of your chest.

In the night, sometimes I reach for 

your sex to hold; I reach for your 

hand to hold my heart. It wants

to beat in your hand, to be where 

all things hold together.

Habitat

Snow again, late April,

fierce wind and again

I wonder how I wandered

this far north.

A little boy I know,

brown and bonny,

weeps bitterly when forced

outdoors on days like this.

Still too young for speech,

his cries are clear enough—

Why have you brought me 

to this place? what happened

to the ground? why are

Northerners allowed to adopt

infants from Guatemala…?

I understand his howls.

Puerto Ricans don’t belong

here, either. But I’ve been

here a while. I know the joy

of a hickory fire, weight of

quilts, the sudden bliss

of spring.

And late tonight, with you,

I will prowl my natural

habitat—warm bed, warm

mouth, warm skin.

The Love Song of Daisy Fay Buchanan

Let us go then, you and I,

and buy for me those pink clouds in the sky;

Let us go, 

through years and dreams and streets,

advances and retreats,

to come upon that 

overwhelming question....

And indeed there will be time

for parties

and pearls

and polo ponies

There will be time, there will be time

for lavender taxis

and blinking green lights

and white linen jackets

and drunken fistfights.

But I have heard your words already,

heard them all—

the words that stab and slice



with lies, diamond-hard....

And when I am stabbed 

and smiling 

and alone


then how should I begin 

to spit out all the heartaches

of my days and ways?

And I have heard your words already,

heard them all—

The words that promise

with gleaming intensity,

but in the dying summer,

covered with dust....

Is it a lieutenant’s stripes that make my heart grow ripe?

And how should I begin?

I should have been a little fool,

laughing through my tears....

And would it have been worth it, after all,

after the shirts, the drives amid the summer heat

among the taxis and the ladder in the blocks along the street

Would it have been worthwhile

to have taken your dream with both hands?

To take and embrace it

with my dreaming heart?

To say, “Keep driving, Jay;

Let’s just keep driving west”—

If later, taking a drink or combing my hair, 

I should think:

“This is not what I want at all,

This is not it, at all.”

And would it have been worth it, after all,

Would it have been worthwhile,

After the green light and the yellow car,

After the lavender hat and the white gowns 

that trail along the floor—

And this, and so much more?—

If I, glancing in a mirror

or staring at a wall, should think:

“This is not it at all,

This is not my dream, at all.”

In my dreams, I still waltz

with a handsome young lieutenant all in white,

A young rajah with tiger pelts and rubies bright.

I do not think that he will come for me.

Little Red

I’d never met a wolf before,

so how was I to know?

I thought his teeth were beautiful.

I can’t manage to remember

what it was he said to me,

but his smile was so exciting—

of course I told him 

who I was,

where I was going.

I thought his teeth were beautiful.

I can’t manage to forget

the shock of finding him there

arrived before me, in the bed—

of course I asked him 

to leave, but

what was I to do?

I’d never met a wolf before.

I thought his teeth were beautiful.

Housesitting

The fact is, when I’m housesitting,

I never actually sleep in your house.

I mean, I try—

I try really hard

because I feel like I’m supposed 

to sleep there—

it’s part of what you’re

paying me to do.

But I always lie awake,

desperate for my own bed.

I lie awake in your 

rock-hard bed,

tormented by your f-ing cat,

your dogs who insist 

on sleeping with me,

& I feel terrifically guilty

& conflicted

until I rise exhausted at 2 a.m.,
drive shakily to my own apartment,

& sleep until dawn,

when I sneak back to your place

to make sure it didn’t burn down. 

Health Food

Make food your medicine, and your medicine, food.


—Hippocrates 

We lunch on crackers with cream cheese & raw garlic,

a natural antibiotic, antifungal & antiviral agent. For 

dinner, pasta tossed with extra-virgin olive oil &

cherry tomatoes, for the heart.  We might have smoothies

for dessert, blueberry/banana, my favorite— brimming with 

potassium & antioxidants.  I don’t exactly know what

part of me is in danger of oxidation (am I rusting from

the inside out?) but I am advised in all the media

to eat colorful foods, take digestive enzymes, 

cut down on carbs.

I drink 64 ounces of water a day, unless I’m on cranberry

juice for a UTI. Really, I’m happy with my soynuts instead of

potentially carcinogenic peanuts, & I only eat organic

bread, & eggs from free-range chickens who grew up

listening to Mozart.

But I’m waiting for the day when scientists discover

the healing properties of the cheese danish,

when the food pyramid is reconfigured to rest on a 

firm foundation of ice cream, Starburst, and a host of

other pre-packaged, over-processed foods

pumped full of steroids & flavors created 

in a chem lab in New Jersey.

The Student Baker

The student baker hurries to cross 

the street, hurries away 

from the teaching bakery on the corner

with his apron flapping, 

his pleated hat high,

with a small white box in his hands.

He holds the box carefully,

up and away from his chest

as though he were already

making his presentation to the Queen. 

In fact, as he strides away

he looks not unlike one of the Magi,

turbaned and berobed, bearing 

frankincense to the Christ Child.

Mine is not the only head to turn

and watch him pass.

I am not the only one wondering

what splendid confection he has created,

and for whom?

Napoleans for the emperor?

Cheese danish drizzled with honey 

and almonds for a lover? 

A tart aux pommes he hopes will win a prize?

His flapping form retreats.

We wish him well.

Bonnie Doon

He and she are walking together 

down the High Street in Edinburgh—

the Royal Mile—hand in hand

down the cobblestones,

away from the castle which is really 

a fortress, toward the house 

of the Holy Cross,

which is really a castle.

They are looking in the windows 

of little shops, but not shopping.

She leads him past the 

ancient kirk where John Knox

led the Scottish Reformation, 

to a jewelry store with yellow walls

& glass cases framed in maplewood.

She wants everything in the store,

& he wants to buy her everything

in the store, but she won’t let him. 

She takes his hand & they wander down

the hill, drifting in & out of markets

& museums, breathing the chocolate air

outside the fudge factory.

When they come to Anta, the tartan textile place,

she shows him everything they make—

plaid woolen bags & purses, rugs, 

blankets, scarves—curtains, even, 

& pottery in tartan patterns.

She tells the saleswoman about her last visit,

how her mother bought a soup bowl,

how they pored over the catalogue for days

after they got back home to America.

Later, they go to her favorite coffee shop

& she chooses one snack & 

one drink, & he chooses one snack

& one drink, even though there are maybe

twenty things they want.

They sit on pillows piled on a window bench—

face each other, hold their

coffees in both hands.

Down the street, a bagpiper goes playing
“Bonnie Doon.”

De Anima
after Aristotle

Democritus claims the soul is made of fire

—this is the atomic soul, consisting of 

miniscule flaming spheres.

Diogenes says the soul is made of air—

“finest in grain and a first principle,”
origin of knowledge and of motion.  Heraclitus agrees,

but insists the soul is warm air,

which naturally rises.

(Thales explains that even a magnet has a soul,

being able to move the iron.)
Hippo hypothesizes an aqueous soul, contra

Critias who holds it is essentially blood.

Each of the elements has found its partisan

except earth, Aristotle tells us.

Only the earth has no takers.

Likeness


after Aristotle
Like, they say, is known by like.

(This is the ancient Greek philosophers’

way of saying, “It takes one 

to know one.”)

The soul knows everything

and so must be composed,

some thinkers maintain,

of all the elements.

Like, they say, is known only by like.

What, then, could you know of me?

We are as like as fish and ape.

Your element, from all appearances, 

is fire—you flash and leap—

I am a salt liquid pouring

in heavy waves.

What could I know of you,

if like is known by like?

But all the elements together become

the essence of infinity;

the form and matter of the universe unified—

by what? Intelligence? Goodness? Beauty? Love?

You say these are the true elements 

of Being,

these the essence of us both.

Like, they say, is known by like.

The Void

after Aristotle (The Physics)

The void is thought to be a place

with nothing in it.

People think that what exists must

have a body, so where there is 

no body, there must be void,

an interval in the tangible;

and where there is a tangible form,

no void.

But what about the voids

within the body?

The gnawing belly,

the rumbling empty womb?

There seem to be voids also

in the mind, tiny black holes

that grow larger as we age,

sucking down events, ideas,

names, one by one.

The void is that in which 

there is no ‘this,’
the philosopher says – 

a place deprived of body – 

like the hollow spot 

beneath my sternum.

Like your bed, your chair.

The Other Half


after Plato (The Symposium)
“When one meets with his other half,

the pair are lost in an amazement of love 

& friendship & intimacy, & will not be out of 

each other’s sight, even for a moment.  

These are the couples who

pass their whole lives together…”

Yes, indeed, Aristophanes,

I would welcome Hephaestus’ services—
if in fact the ironmonger god 

could forge the bond between 

my lover and myself,

melt us into one body, and one soul,

I would rejoice.

I am less certain of your idea

that the sexes once were three,

and human beings round in shape,

with double sets of limbs and members;

that men who love men are

the more manly, and made of the exalted sun, 

whilst those who love women 

are merely moon.

And yet it is appealing,

this notion of the “other half,”

that my lover shares my very substance,

was cut away from me in some other age,

and so we long to be reunited.

And yes, to have discovered one another—

our true loves, our other selves—

in fact does feel like the gods’ reward.
The True Earth


after Plato (The Phaedo)

The earth is spherical,

in the middle of the heavens,

needing neither air

nor any other force

to keep it from falling.

The earth is vast,

with numerous hollows of every 

shape and size,

into which the waters and mists and air

have collected.

These are the dregs of the ether,

pure essence of the starry heavens.

We live in these hollow places,

imagining ourselves to be

on the top of the earth,

as one who lived on the seabed

might assume the sea to be the sky.

We are too feeble, too sluggish

to escape this land of shadows,

to reach the upper regions—

the true heaven, the true light,

the true earth.

For all our realm is corrupted and
marred—there is nothing of

real Beauty or Perfection, here.

But the earth’s true surface, when 

viewed from above,

is made up of such colors,

vivid and pure,

as our best artists can only hint at;

its vegetation, its stones and gravel

are undamaged, rich and lovely.

Humans and animals of every kind

live everywhere in peace,

free from disease, and in harmony

with the divine.

They see the sun, moon, and stars

as they really are;

they see the gods face to face.

It is only those who have lived well

who are released from this realm,

set free, and passing upward,

make their home upon the

earth’s true surface.

A Philosopher Speaks of Rivers


after Plato (The Phaedo)

Rivers of fire and water flow deep beneath

the earth, running

through subterranean channels

linking the realm in which we live

with others deeper

and more extensive.

Rivers of hot water

rivers of cold

rivers of mud and of lava—

all these flow in and out of the Tartarus—

the chasm that runs straight through

the globe—in and through and

back again,

causing the earth to turn.

Among these mighty streams

there are four which are particular:

Oceanus is largest, and outermost, 

encircling the world.

Acheron takes a contrary course,

flowing through desolate regions

to the lake where spirits come

to be reborn.

Periphlegethon winds round inside

the earth, boiling with liquid rock.

Cocytus spirals down and mingles

with the River Styx, and

mysterious powers seep into its waters.

All this is true, Socrates says.

Meditation
after Descartes
I understand rest only as 

cessation of movement;

I comprehend darkness

only as absence of light.

I try to know God.

I know that I am.

I know I am not that

Creator spirit—even the 

concept of a perfect being,

all-knowing, eternal,

though inescapable,
is far distant from my 

imperfect self.

But it does not matter

that I do not grasp the infinite.

It is enough to brush 

the feathered edges of divinity

with my fingertips.

Drinking in the Wind


after Jeremiah Burroughs

A hungry man may stand

all day with his mouth open

drinking in the wind.

He thinks the air 

will fill him up,

and so he stands for hours—

mouth wide open,

arms wide open—

trying to eat the wind.

But he remains hungry.

No amount of air can satisfy.

The wind, vast as it is,

has not the capacity

to fill him up.

How I Know There’s a God

Do you know how I know there’s a God?

Because, at the end of the month

& money is tight,

I go to the grocery

& my whole list is on sale.

Some items, big time, like

the cheese I like that’s usually three bucks

is 6 for $6—which means $1 because

you don’t have to buy all six.

& then I find that I can get

beautiful baby spinach,

not in a bag ($3.50), or in bulk,

even ($2.50), but at the salad bar,

just as much as I want,

just the right amount for a quiche,

for 80¢ —& that includes a scoop

of mushrooms (already sliced).

But the best part is,

the part where I’m sure there has to be a God,

is when I get to the pharmacy,

& I’m so broke I think

this month I have to use my credit card

(now bear with me, my Catholic friends)—

my pill has gone generic,

& I tell you what,
it could not have happened at a better time.

Kennen/Wissen

I am sure I used to know God.

I learned all about Him in school.

I knew all the things they taught

me to be true. Jesus was God

among us, and the Word made flesh.

The Bible had no contradictions.

Answers abounded there, far more
than questions. Questions were,

one felt, somehow impolite. The

little bearded men had sorted

everything out already, in their books.

But they are far away now,

and I am drifting down the Elkhorn 

in  your canoe, to a greener place.

The questions are stronger here.

The heavy, bearded voices are lost

among the bird cries, the wind 

in reeds and treetops.

And here with you, there is 

such tenderness toward existence,

benevolence toward Being, such

freedom. Somehow, I am the more

certain God is with us.

Narrow Path


“…they will want you to kneel and weep and say


you should have been like them…”



Wendell Berry, “Do Not Be Ashamed”

I have lost, this year, more friends than 

I can name. Not through war or famine 

or disease—nothing so dramatic or external. 

My friends are casualties of fear. They are 

afraid I’ve drifted away from the True Faith, 

the path of righteousness. They pray ardently 

for my repentance. Their eyebrows narrow 

when they talk of me. A girl whom I loved 

as a sister banished me from her home—afraid, 

I think, that freedom would be contagious. 

Another writes me lengthy emails; she is most 

displeased with me; the gossip she hears is so 

distressing. My old friends are fearful of women 

and sex and art and education. They walk the 

narrow path; they speak of Jesus with authority. 

I walked with them for more than a decade. 

I wish I were not grieved to see them go.

St. Teresa to Her Daughters

It is no small pity,

& should cause us 

no little shame, 

that through our own fault

we do not understand ourselves.

Would it not be a sign

of great ignorance, my dears,

if a person, when asked,

could not say who she was,

who her parents were,

from what country she came?

Our own ignorance is 

incomparably greater

if we make no attempt

to understand our souls—

the beautiful & precious qualities

that lie within.

The soul is an enormous castle

full of rooms & many, many doors

& in the centre 

is the chiefest hall

where the most secret things pass 

between the soul & God.

All our life is a journey 
toward this inner chamber,

full intimacy with the Divine.

This journey, sisters, demands

great humility & a reckless love.

When we proceed toward 

His Majesty with caution,

we find obstacles at every turn,

are constantly fearful.

We dare not go further,

as though we could arrive

at these mansions by

letting others journey for us!

No, dear daughters,

let us leave both fear & reason 

in God’s hands:

Our task is only to travel onward

that we may each find

the sweetness, 

the clear light

in the courtyard 

of that inmost castle.

Prayer Wheel

This week a friend brought us a gift—

a small Tibetan prayer wheel

on a brightly painted stand.

I have spent hours already

stroking it, watching it

spin into a blur.

I know to stroke from right to left.
(I’ve seen these wheels in movies.)

I have no idea how they work,

what one is supposed to say

or think as it turns.

I was trained in Christian prayer.

But the wheel itself is meditative,

perfectly centered,

peaceful even while in motion.

I urge it along, and silently

call the names of suffering friends,

storm-struck towns.

I try to keep my wishes kind;

wonder about the power of the wheel—

what its whirring voice might say,

who might be listening.

Sylvie

She looks like any other young black girl,

taller than most, long hair straightened

and pulled over her shoulder in a braid.

Her blue jeans are tight and low. Her tiny

pink t-shirt, American Eagle, matches pink

lips and nails. Only when she speaks

can you tell she’s not from here,

east end or west. Her vowels are shy, lofty,

her d’s and t’s too soft. Only by asking

would you ever know she is from Rwanda.

Yes, she saw her parents die, and many

others, too—slaughtered with machetes

by what the press called “Hutu militiamen.” 

She knew these men as neighbors. Of the 

thirteen members of her family, only two others 

are left—a brother and a cousin, both babies 

at the time. She has come to you for help

with English. She wants to go to college soon.

And so you sit with her,

and teach her words like “inordinate”

and “recrimination,” all the while wondering,

when Christ was growing up, did He hear

stories about the Slaughter of the Innocents?

Or did He watch it happen

with omniscient infant eyes

and do nothing?

Taliban
Reading Lolita in Tehran has been giving me nightmares. 

With each chapter, my dreams get progressively worse. 

My students are caught up in a revolution. The Christian Taliban has taken over the college, & I am on trial for 

heresy & indecency. They say my skirts are too short, my syllabus full of decadent novels. They scrutinize my phone records, my email. I can only enter campus in a burqa.  

And then, there’s my ethics class—I’m teaching it all wrong, 

it seems. Too much critical thinking & not enough preaching. Too much emphasis on amorphous virtues—proper Biblical ethics, apparently, is a checklist of do’s and don’ts. 

And have I kept these rules myself? Do I fancy myself ethical enough to teach an ethics class? 

I have a choice now—it is very simple—to cooperate or to rebel. My job and my reputation are both at stake. Maybe more. Maybe zealous student crusaders will stone my house. Maybe the Baptist Gestapo will arrest me in the night and a nervous, dough-faced man will be appointed to take over my classes. Maybe my Ph.D. will be revoked.

Can they do that?

Is there anyone to stop them?

30 December
This is the time


between the times

a place where all possibilities


lie open


but unseen—
the time of stillness,


breath




holding

between the birth of a redeemer


and epiphany of kings—
between the old year’s dying

and the birthing of the new,
a gap between spokes in the wheel

where burdens are let fall

and sins repented

And twelve months fresh stand forth

with gifts

or stones

according to their welcome
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