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The following collection of poems , About Suffering, constitutes my MLS project. 

As the poems were created and rewritten, common themes began to emerge, giving the 

collection cohesion. 

1ll 

The title is taken from the first line of a W H. Auden poem titled, "Musee Des Beaux 

Arts": "About suffering they were never wrong I The Old Masters .... " The poems in 

the collection deal with human suffering. Many of the poems are about illness and 

accident, mostly as a result of precarious forces, and, as the Auden poem suggests, it is 

tragedy that permeates life while life goes on. 

As an extension of the theme of suffering, the poems also reflect the lack of protection 

or safety in the world. Human beings are vulnerable to many kinds of tragedy: physical, 

mental and emotional. There is a sense, in these poems, that shelter and safety have 

slipped away and that protection is ultimately un-attainable, which leads to a sense of 

hopelessness. Often in these poems the presence of a physical illness causes suffering. 

This is best exemplified in the first section of the book in the infertility sequence. These 

poems focus on a physical abnormality, and, because of it, the narrator feels defenseless. 

The location of experience moves through the poems from personal to public, yet they 

are connected by the common themes of suffering and lack of protection. The book is 

divided into three sections. In the first section, the poems are private; that is, the poems are 

personal to the extent that most are written in the first person and involve infertility, death 

of a parent, family strains and fears in parenthood. The poems in the second section move 

into a third-person narration; they are less private as the narrator is more of an observer 

reporting a story. In these poems, physical illness again plays a role. Also explored is the 

fragility of human relationships in such poems as "Marriage Counselor" and "Greenhouse 

Effect." The final section is comprised exclusively of public poems-poems as a response 

to a news event. Again, physical illness is a topic: both "Burn Victim" and "Mother & 

Son" involve a physical abnormality. The vulnerability of human life theme is presented in 

this section in various ways including natural disaster. 



IV 

My interest, as the author of the collection, is to reflect upon suffering and for a 

moment pay attention to it rather than turn "leisurely from the disaster," to quote Auden's 

poem. I move about my life in ordinary ways, but part of my life involves being an artist 

who observes and records and who is preoccupied with wanting to communicate a truth 

about human life. Art, particularly poetry, pays attention to the suffering most people 

casually ignore. 

The title, About Suffering, and the structure of the collection have emerged only after 

the poems themselves have been created. Contenthas determined form, and, specifically, 

the form of each individual poem is created in connection with its content. Form becomes 

a constant issue as the poems develop. Here, then, it is critical to discuss a few key 

elements regarding craft and the labor involved in the process of writing. 

It is difficult to explain the poetry writing process step by step from nebulous thoughts 

to putting words on paper. The creation of a poem, according to T. S. Eliot, results in the 

poet's construction of an objective correlative. Eliot speaks of the "poetic fact" not as an 

object but as the converging of disparate experiences which are the poet's own experiences 

and interpretations of the events around him. The converging of ideas is the springboard 

for getting the poem off the ground. As the poetic fact occurs, the poet attends to it using 

language as a way to represent it. Language, image, metaphor, and sound are the vehicles 

the poet uses to transmit the poetic fact to the reader. The object (poem) correlates with the 

poetic fact (Eliot's term, "objective correlative"). The end result of the poet's construction 

of an objective correlative will be a connection between poet and reader. There will be a 

fusion of the poet's experience with the reader's. The actual experience may be different, 

but on some level there will be a link, or some unity of thought. 

To illustrate this point, I will use one of my own poems, "Survivor." Here is the poem 

as it appeared in its first "finished" draft: 



Survivor 

When we see him on television 
we know his life has changed. 
He wants to say, I have been 
on the edge of death, 
but instead mumbles 
something less dramatic, 
as if just exiting a roller coaster ride, 
about hanging on and praying. 
This is how he'll remember it: 
the physical distance 
between himself and the few 
who vanished into darkness. 

Some of his memory gone, 
as if sucked out 
with oxygen, 
his life will be new. 
Everything about how his hands 
grip the edge of a table 
or how he holds a human body, 
will have to be learned 
all over again. 

v 

If language, image and metaphor are the vehicles that transmit the poetic fact, the 

second and third stanzas were weak. Dr. Vander Ven read the poem and suggested, for the 

second stanza, that I open it up some. In terms of Eliot's objective correlative, I needed to 

strengthen the "bridge" from poet to poem to reader. The poetic fact wasn't well 

represented; the poem needed a more powerful metaphor to relate the experience. After 

reconstructing the entire second stanza, I felt the third was also lacking in imaginative 

language, although I liked the last five lines. In keeping with the image of fish (at the end 
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of the second stanza), I immediately thought of fish as a primitive life form which moved 

me into the next stanza where I continued with that metaphor. From there, the poem 

moved to the second draft: 

Survivor 

When we see him on television 
we know his life has changed. 
He wants to say, I have been 
on the edge of death, 
but instead mumbles 
something less dramatic, 
as if just exiting a roller coaster ride, 
hanging on and praying. 

This is how he'll remember it: 
in seconds. He'll remember 
the time it took 
for the fuselage to open 
like jaws, and the people 
to slip through like fish. 

He will begin again slowly. 
A primitive man 
with little memory, 
his fires will start 
with sparks. 
He'll be a hunter, 
a gatherer. 

Everything about how his hands 
grip the edge of a table 
or how he holds a human body, 



will have to be learned 
all over again. 

vii 

At this point I felt the poem was complete. But it was then that I was reading Charles 

0. Hartman's book Free ~rse, An Essay on Prosody and I gained valuable information 

regarding lineation. For many years I assumed that where I ended a line in a poem was 

important, but I never had a clear sense of why or what exactly I was doing and, as a 

result, much of it was haphazard and arbitrary. Central to Hartman's thesis is his 

discussion of free verse as prosodic. Hartman states that "free verse," although much 

different in many ways from traditional meter, is like all verse in that it is prosodically 

ordered. Free verse is rhythmic and it is the relationship of rhythm and content that creates 

a "counterpoint." This idea of counterpoint is essential in free verse, according to 

Hartman, and should add to the overall meaning of the poem. A poet's careful attention to 

rhythm creates lineation that controls the reader's movement through the poem. 

Ezra Pound said this about rhythm: "Don't make each line stop dead at the end, and 

then begin every next line with a heave. Let the beginning of the next line catch the rise of 

the rhythm wave ... " 1 With this in mind, I wrote the final version of "Survivor" changing 

only the lineation. 

Survivor 

When we see him 
on television we know 
his life has changed. He wants 
to say, I have been on the edge 
of death, but instead 

mumbles something less dramatic, 

1 Pound, Ezra, Literary Essays of Ezra Pound (New York: New Directions, 1918), 
p. 6. 



as if just exiting 
a roller coaster ride, 
about hanging on and praying. 

This is how he'll remember it: 
in seconds. He'll remember 
the time it took 
for the fuselage to open 
like jaws, and the people 
to slip through 
like fish. 

He will begin again slowly. 
A primitive man 
with little memory, 
his fires will start 
with sparks. 
He'll be a hunter, 
a gatherer. 
Everything about how 
his hands grip the edge 
of a table or how he holds 
a human body 
will have to be learned 
all over again. 

Vlll 

The final poem has more of what Hartman calls "counterpoint." When comparing the 

second and last versions of the poem the difference is subtle, but by changing the lineation 

I've placed emphasis on certain words, highlighting them and giving the poem a more 

complex rhythm. This complex rhythm creates more tension and adds to the overall 

emotion of the poem. For instance, ending the first line with "him" instead of "television" 

and the second line with "know" instead of "changed" forces a pause in a place where a 

pause wouldn't normally occur. By doing this, I've interruped the grammatical unity. 
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This reinforces the poetic fact-the witnessing of a survivor, imagining the survivor's 

experience, and the awareness of my own mortality-as a complex and tension-filled 

situation. Placing "him" and "know" and "edge" at the end of these lines give the poem a 

more staggered rhythm which creates hardness and strain. 

As a final statement on the subject of form, it is important to note that poetry writing 

involves the constant process of revision. One is never absolutely sure of the words or 

their position and changing them is always a temptation even after they have been 

published. 

When I began this project with the idea to construct a publishable chapbook, I knew 

that the poems would have to stand on their own, yet be connected. I believe I have 

accomplished this goal. It is hard to judge one's own work-I know there are poems in 

the collection that I favor and that are more successful than others. 

Note: Three of the poems included in this manuscript have been accepted for 

publication. "The Father's Nightmare" and "Infertility Rite" will 

appear next spring in The Windsor Review and "Fertility Dance" has 

been accepted by The Midwest Quarterly, also appearing next spring. 
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Musee des Beaux Arts 

About suffering thery were never wrong, 
The Old Masters: how well they understood 
Its human position; how it takes place 
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking 

dully along; 
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting 
For the miraculous birth, there always must be 
Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating 
On a pond at the edge of the wood: 
They never forgot 
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course 
Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot 
Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse 
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree. 

In Brueghel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away 
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may 
Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry, 
But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone 
As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green 
Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen 
Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky, 
Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on. 

-W.H.Auden 



Infertility Rite 

He was once a welcomed guest. 
Each month the king 
arrived in the flurry 
and fanfare clothed in crimson 
and she was grateful. 
She set a place 
for him at the table, 
linen napkins, the works. 
She busied herself days in advance 
preparing many succulent dishes. 

Later, she refused him even a cordial reception. 
He knocked at the side door 
because she was embarrassed 
and didn't want anyone 
to notice, not even herself. 
He'd step insidiously over 
the threshold and make 
his loud announcement. 
He became rude. He whistled 
nursery rhymes and grew fat 
to mock her. 

She covered her ears. 
Heavy with anguish, a captor 
of its steady flow, she 
found herself on the doorstep 
of the spiritualist whose eyes 
shut while she uttered 
words of magical power. 
And when that failed, when she 
had her feet in the river 
of bad news, she tried to hide. 
Like water seeking 
its own level 
she drifted 
to the deepest, darkest 
place in the house. 

1 



He found her there 
each month in a corner 
of the basement, 
huddled and shaking, 
fragile as an egg. 
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The Doctor Talks To Me About Infertility 

The examining room is cold 
as logic. The room 
is cold and I imagine 
that I can see my breath 
and the breath of the doctor 
as she explains what 
has gone wrong. I hear 
the word uterus and 
the word blood. She talks 
to me about the blood 
leaking out, attaching itself 
to this and that. 

The wild dog in me rises. 
I get up on all fours 
and howl over her calm, 
rational voice. When she 
says incision and 
cauterize I bare my teeth. 
She leans down and bravely 
offers her hand. I growl 
and back into a corner. 
Her voice softens as she 
tries to coax me out. She 
tells me stories with 
happy endings. My ears point 
back in the cold room 
with the logic 
and the breath 
and the doctor's eyes 
that gleam like the edge 
of a scalpel. 
She's careful not to come 
closer. She knows I'm 
having none of it. 
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Fertility Dance 

On the fifth day 
of the cycle, they 
gather what they need. 
She slips the white 
pills under her tongue 
and the dance begins. 
They paint their faces 
and go barefoot over 
hot coals. 
They throw a calf 
onto the fire. 
The blood of a chicken 
drips down 
the bedroom door. 
They diet on the food 
of primitive cultures, 
each holding a white 
carton, letting the rice 
run in abundance out 
the sides of their mouths. 
They stand before the gods 
like Dorothy 
with the witch's broom 
saying, we've done what 
you've asked, we want 
our wish. 
The gods scorn their empty 
hands, their bodies 
at rest. They work 
quickly with new weapons: 
the spears lie side 
by side, silver tips 
pointing in what must be 
the direction of healing; 
the moon's reflection 
summoning a mystical cure. 
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More Blood 

Again, the pale red 
hose is tied above her 
elbow, the needle draws 
dark blood into the cartridge, 
blood the color of 
day after day, the color 
of an absent child. 
Her mouth tastes 
of blood, she wipes her tears 
and then the brown-red 
streaks from her hands. 
At night the faucet 
drips and she dreams 
of blood spilling to the floor. 
The doctor tells her again 
about the blood, the wandering 
blood, the mystery 
of it all, about the endless 
orange pills, about the 
depression, the mood swings, 
the weight gain. 
Her temperature chart glows; 
it is a mountainous range 
of neon-red. 

She longs for distraction: 
something that will pull 
her into the light. 
She remembers the tiny 
ballerina of years ago, 
the one inside her jewelry 
box. When she prayed 
for the first blood, 
she'd open it, the dancing 
girl would pop up, two red 
sparkle eyes, and spin 
briefly to a song. 
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Feeding The Beast 

The Muse has turned ugly. 
The hair, once silky 
and flowing, has gone kinky, 
fiery-red. She's no longer 
tired, she's out of bed 
raiding the refrigerator. 
She's shed her clothing, 
adjusted the thermometer. 

My brother calls. The doctor 
went in through his throat, 
up to his nose. He can breathe, 
but the blood. The pressure, 
he says, he must sit still 
he shouldn't bend over. 

The Muse is loud, and talks 
out of turn. The radio is on, 
the TV, spilling out 
their bad news. She carries 
a microphone. She's getting taller, 
her feet hang over the edge 
of the bed. 

My father calls. The biopsy. 
Think yellow, he says. The fluid 
is black, he watched it go through 
a tube. His back on a cold 
slab and the doctor held 
the kidney in his hand. Nothing 
in that room but breathing 
and yellow light. 

I take Vitamin C. I offer her a tablet 
and she accepts, places it on her tongue 
and it foams like Alka-Seltzer. 
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She wants more, bicarb, Benedryl, Valium. 
She paces all night, or plays the piano. 

My daughter calls. She needs 
a soda bath. She can't keep 
her hands away from the sores. 
My tongue, she says. She can't eat, 
they've moved into her mouth, her ears, 
her scalp, her sex. 

The Muse is impatient. She leaves, 
walks to the comer phonebooth. 
She wants to hear it again, about the 
incision, how they sliced him down 
the center like bread, how he's held 
together with staples. She wants 
to see pictures. 

I call enough! She wants me to stare 
into the sun, eyes wide, to practice 
the thing that sustains her. 
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Noise 

The father is daydreaming, busy defending 
the past when the son calls to tell him 
of another cough. The sounds of wheezing 
and congestion grow louder until the son 
is standing next to him, emptying his lungs. 
Years of phlegm spill out and then he turns blue. 
The father breathes into the boy's mouth 
until he falls back, losing his own breath. 

The daughter, too, reaches inside herself 
and pulls out something ugly. 
The endless chain of words, the necklace 
of words she drapes herself in, 
mean nothing to them. They're all restless: 
these beautiful conflicts go undisrupted, 
each person takes a turn at the wheel. 
My story is so noisy, you won't even hear me. 
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Hospice 1981 

In darkness 
except for a florescent light 
above the bed on the wall 
my mother breathed hard, 
her last breaths hard 
and irregular, and the variation 
of her breathing made my own breath 
shallow as we stared at her 
as if watching TV in the dark 
the green light reflecting our faces 
as if it were the 60's again 
and we were watching a spaceship 
lift after a 60-second count 
scaffolds falling from it 
releasing it 
pushing it into blackness 
and no air 
watching its slow orbit 
in simulation 
aware only of our breathing, 
in and then out again, 
and the soft, shifting earth. 
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A Small Thing 

When the phone rang 
at 12:30 a.m. we 
knew, my Dad and I, 
what they would say. 
We rushed back to 
where we'd been sitting 
all evening, from where 
they'd sent us home, 
from the pale green light 
that took our strength, 
to see her dead body 
already cold and gray 
and a woman, not a nurse, 
a nun perhaps, 
pressed a kleenex 
into my hand, "I caught 
your mother's last tear," 
she said. A small thing, 
I held it in my hand 
and touched her lifeless hands 
with my own warm hand. 
I felt the peppery 
sting of life, the blood 
flitted through my body 
like a trapped bird. 
The splattered rain 
on the window hung in luscious 
drops and the morning sun 
carved its sharpest edges. 
For days the kleenex 
with the tear felt alive 
in my hand so I kept it 
close to me, I let it dance 
in a corner of my pocket. 
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The Mother's Dream 

She dreams of death by fire. 
Black air thick as silt, 
she cannot run. 
She sees them call to her. 
Her first born 
is crying, the other, 
the unborn, is urinating, 
water flowing from them 
like molten lava. 
They touch their hungry 
mouths which move like 
hot wax. 
Smoke curls into gray cords 
and she reels them in. 
She pulls the small one close, 
eyes closed and hands 
groping for the breast hard 
as coal, the milk blue 
as a flame. 
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The Father's Nightmare 

The small tooth, 
the one we loved 
to look at, to touch, 
grew. That tooth, more precious 
than a pearl, wanted more 
than to rub up against 
a soft teething ring, 
it was hungry for an apple, 
it wanted the core. 
It was awful, you said. 
Then a knock on the door. 
A strange boy stood there 
asking for her and you pushed 
him away saying she's 
too young, she only has one 
tooth. You pointed to the baby 
at your feet, but it was 
too late. You shouted her name 
as she walked past you. She turned 
and her mouth was a torch, 
a swaying flame. She dropped 
something shiny, it looked 
like a penny but when you 
got closer it was a tooth, 
the small one, the pearl. 
It grew big and white until, 
when you looked again, you 
held a chunk of ice. 
You woke and your hands 
were cold. You told me 
to go to the porch, 
check for puddles, check 
for water, any trace. 
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Her Body 

My daughter stands 
before me, her two-year-old 
body naked, eyes 
twinkling like the stars 
beyond her reach. 
She points to her stomach 
round and ripe 
as a melon, touching 
its center, a small, 
delicate rose. 
I smell the fragrant garden 
of her body. 

Her knees 
with their dark bruises, 
scrapes and scabs are like maps 
of mysterious countries. 
I glide down 
the river of a blue 
vein, stopping to hike 
the terrain and learn 
the language of the natives. 
I stalk the trail of tiny 
impressions made by her 
soft, wet feet. 
I stretch myself out 
on the milky white sea 
of her back, find a rosey 
pink mosquito bite raised up 
like an island, stake my claim 
and never leave. 
She offers up 
the places of her body 
like she gives me milk 
from her small spoon, 
like this poem. 
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Jessica's Dance 

Born without blood, you 
were saved. The whirring machines 
saved your life but you grew 
into a tight bud. Your arms 
stay close to your chest, 
your chin falls to your chest, 
your legs twist and turn. You wince 
from seizures, your body 
stiffens, the soft food falls 
from your mouth. Only 
your brown, braided hair 
swings free when your mother 
lifts you off the floor. 

The movie is simple, 
the movie is easy. 
The one that turns 
in the calmness 
of the night 
for your mother and father, 
the one they eventually 
wake from. Music plays. 
Your sturdy legs move 
you across the floor. 
Your parents are smaller. 
You remove the net 
of their hands and dance 
out of their dark 
shadow. You whisper 
your name and then open 
yourself like a flower. 
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In Sickness 

(for Martha) 

She'll rise to do it again 
out of love, 
she'll roll him over 
out of love, 
she'll apply the salve, 
she'll lift and pull, 
she'll think like a nurse, 
she'll do it all, anything, 
it won't empty her, 
she won't be carved out, 
hollow, 
a canoe set upon thrashing water, 
not a hard shell 
taking it, taking it. 
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Greenhouse Effect 

She shields her eyes, walks 
swiftly to escape the sun. In 

the late afternoon, in the heavy air 
of a room she watches the rise 

and fall of her lover's chest. Just 
skin between them and the air. 

The TV is on without sound, she leans 
closer to view the diagram. The sun 

is an angry red, it's drained earth's blue. 
The weatherman dabs his forehead. A lazy 

breeze billows the curtain. It arches 
toward them like a massive sail. She turns 

and turns in her sleep. Some incredible 
change is about to take place. 
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Marriage Counselor 

They needed a diversion, 
but something other than weather. 
Something like rain but not rain. 

At a baseball game it 
slows down the action 
while everyone's eyes rest 
on the men rolling out the tarp. 

They bought a video camera 
and someone to film them, 
critique them. 
Someone who would stop 
midway and point to the screen 
saying, "See, there's another 
false start." 

They wanted someone driving them 
relentlessly. Like rain, 
this could go on indefinitely. 
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Water Survey 

Dear Sir: Our water is bad. We live in the city 
and when I fill a glass and hold it to the light 
I can see the debris. It's cloudy and flecks 
of different color and size are floating everywhere. 
What is this? Sand? Nitrates? In the morning 
when I turn the water on, for a few seconds the smell 
is rotten. Are the pipes shot? Do we need a filter? 
My hairdresser lives in the country and her water 
comes from a well. She told me she has iron stains 
and that her water softener is not doing the job. 
My neighbor's basement is crumbling. He's down on his 
knees examining the cracks and the peeling paint. 
There's seepage, he says, and the walls are moving. 
The panelling in our family room is warped. We take books 
off the shelves and they're covered with mold. The children 
wake me, they want cups of water in the middle 
of the night. They drink lemonade too and like to chew 
the ice. My husband bought a dehumidifier and empties 
out gallons of water into the laundry tub. He tells me 
not to worry, but sometimes I feel the floor buckling 
under me. 'Itust me, he says, and then he reaches for me 
and his hands are light and moist like dew, or like the misty 
rain that hangs in the early morning fog. 
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Onset 

It is late March and the power 
is out so you dress in the dark. 
Your brother's hand is heavy 
on your shoulder, heavy on 
your yellow rain slicker. 
You hate your shoes and 
the tights with holes. 

On the way to school, you lose 
your homework to the wind which 
holds it tightly like a stubborn 
child. The papers jerk up 
and down and you watch them go 
in disbelief. You tell Sister 
you're sick and she calls your mother. 

At the shopping center you see 
a man with a metal hook 
for a hand. Each night you dream 
a part of you is missing. You keep 
your papers in a schoolbag and lock 
it with a little gold key, the key 
you're always misplacing. 
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Three Poems 

(for Paul Bowles) 

1. 

The woman 
is face to face 
with a priest. 
He extends a plate. 
Can you help? 
She dreams 
of a church, 
one she's walked 
miles to see. 
Her feet 
are bleeding 
and then she has 
no feet. 
A stranger offers 
to carry her through 
the door 
but he steals 
her wallet instead. 
The stained glass 
window falls apart 
by color. 
A wind 
stirs the shards 
as it makes and remakes 
itself. I'll remain 
here, she says, 
until it is perfect. 

2. 

The woman has been unfaithful. 
Her husband too 
admits his sins. 
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They pack 
and take the children 
on a long journey. 
They walk, crawl, 
one child dies 
from exposure. 
The new home 
is made of glass. 
The husband 
takes a rock, scrapes the pane 
and says, See 
this too is not safe. 

3. 

The woman 
is baking a cake. 
She repeats 
the recipe in order 
to get it right. 
Eggs flour sugar salt. 
Eggs flour sugar salt. 
She goes outside 
for dirt, sand, stones. 
The mixture 
looks like nothing 
she's ever seen. 
Her eyes glaze, she nods 
approvingly, she's never 
wanted anything so badly. 
She removes it 
from the oven 
then sets it down 
delicately like a child 
and opens the window. 
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Survivor 

When we see him 
on television we know 
his life has changed. He wants 
to say, I have been on the edge 
of death, but instead 
mumbles something less dramatic, 
as if just exiting 
a roller coaster ride, 
about hanging on and praying. 

This is how he'll remember it: 
in seconds. He'll remember 
the time it took 
for the fuselage to open 
like jaws, and the people 
to slip through 
like fish. 

He will begin again slowly. 
A primitive man 
with little memory, 
his fires will start 
with sparks. 
He'll be a hunter, 
a gatherer. 
Everything about how 
his hands grip the edge 
of a table or how he holds 
a human body 
will have to be learned 
all over again. 
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Burn Victim 

Flash bulbs 
go off in his face 
in the scattered rhythms 
of corn popping, or pea 
soup in a rapid boil, 
as if he needed 
those hot, bright lights 
to trigger his memory. 
We can almost see 
the shell of wax crack 
away revealing a smaller 
version of Vincent Price. 
This marble-faced boy 
tells the public he is afraid 
of his father. After five years 
his father is allowed 
to return to the world 
of gasoline, matches and sons. 
His eyes blaze: big, clear 
balls protrude from their sockets, 
thin flaps of skin open 
and close over them barely 
hiding the long, dark 
hours of his life. 

A red baseball cap covers 
his bald head, the head 
a father should hold 
carefully between his hands 
as he weeps a little 
for his lost youth; 
a son to protect 
at all costs from a collision 
with anything that might ignite. 
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Happy Birthday Heinz Jost 

September 19, 1941 

He couldn't eat the night 
of his birthday, he had no appetite 
after going inside the walls, 
after taking the forbidden photographs 
of the prison, of the Jews 
in stages of starvation. 
He pushed his plate away, the storekeeper, 
the member of the German Army, 
because he couldn't erase the day, 
couldn't wipe out the hungry 
and the dead, a man's head hanging 
over the side of something 
his mouth gaping. 

Or, perhaps it was the street 
musician, the violinist, the man 
staring directly into the lens, 
taking up his bow, his only weapon 
against the madness. 

Or, perhaps he remembered bracing 
himself on the Warsaw street, steadying 
the camera, the human debris 
moving in a swift current 
of terror, helpless against 
the undertow, the journey 
to Treblinka. 

Maybe his own children, 
through the viewfinder, 
struck unlikely poses: 
urchinlike, helpless, one eye 
cocked toward the camera. 
Maybe he lost his appetite 
every birthday because on those nights 
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he dreamed the future: 
the long line of strangers 
passing the man in the tattered suit 
with the violin, 
their mouths open in disbelief. 
These strangers confronting his eyes, 
the eyes of fifty years ago: 
help us 
before it's too late. 
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Mother & Son 

She sits on the bed buddha-
like, a woman in a white 
hospital gown. Below the grainy 
photograph the caption says 
she is in remission. 
Her young son is on the bed 
with her as she touches 
her scalp lightly with bony 
fingers, tufts of hair 
between them. The boy holds 
a mirror steady and she lifts 
her face to it as if she 
were his puppet, as if he 
could do only the next best 
thing to climbing inside her, 
lifting an arm and then a leg 
to keep her going. 
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Bedford, Indiana 

ZS-month old child ripped from his mother's arms 
as tornado levels home 

They were in the hallway 
when it hit, on their way 
to the back bedroom 
and the child 
was suddenly gone. 
In the rubble, "little Bennie" 
opened his mouth, and then shut 
his eyes. 

They really couldn't afford 
to have all them kids, 
but they kept having them 
until they got a boy. 

All of it will pass. The shards 
of glass in the abdomen, 
the concussions, the broken 
bones, the flattened home. 

Three sisters will grow up 
in a flurry of activity, filling 
the empty space reserved for 
a brother. They'll look at 
their tear-stained reflections 
in the mirror and their budding 
breasts, they'll wear wedding 
dresses white as rice. 
Their eggs will leave them, 
one by one. 
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Aftershocks 

(Photographs of Iran earthquake) 

It looks as though 
they had a premonition, 
the mothers ready for mourning, 
bodies wrapped in dark cloth. 
With heads tilted, hands 
reaching toward God, 
they fall in succession, 
a delicate ballet gone mad. 
One woman's daughters are lost 
beneath her, the camera 
catches her on her way down, 
legs failing her, a pathetic 
dance she'll repeat 
when she gives them back 
to the earth, finally, 
and for the last time. 
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