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Learn My Language 
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Language 

Lie still now while I rebuild our love. Your face  

is the smooth light coming through the window  

when I can’t sleep – your thighs are pillars  

of the sky, stubbled hairs, translucent against skin –  

your arms arched limbs trees lifted in prayer –  

your voice, wind singing in the mountains 

while glaciers melt and rivers rise.  

But I’ll take you as you are,  

dirty and sad, fresh wounds bleeding  

iron, copper into the carpet of the room we shared  

for a night where you made the stories   

my father told me  

pale yet nothing compared to your fingers stroking  

wildly in the dark. You are the spark  

of a fire running naked through fields, stretching  

its smoke fingers up to the sun. 

 

Lie still now, face turned to the wall. Come morning we’ll walk  

to the river and bathe. We’ll wash  

the dusty film from your flesh. Lie still now, and learn  

my language. I have things I need to say to you. 
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Smoke Signals 

The sound of the trees comes  

and goes in the courtyard, the hiss and chuckle of water 

 in gutters,  rain on leaves turned skyward to catch  

what little sunlight’s left. The day grows  

with sounds like wind growing, never ending, bit by bit, 

 until the roar of it deafens  

the ears and blinds the eyes, filling the belly grumbling, hungry.  

 

Darkness postponed, the moon waiting  

for the sun to grow weary, lax. A blade of grass tastes  

gritty like the soil from which it rises. I’m surrounded  

by fog and water. When night falls, I’ll retreat  

to books piled beside me. I’ll read  

of other’s lives, imagine faces in the dimness, watch  

them disappear. I’ll listen to the storm coming  

in from the sea, landlocked, far from the tide, yet connected,  

rising and falling, the noise of it echoing,  

calling to me, past the mountains, past the trees growing between us. 

 

Summer will bring back light and long days. The wind will push  

against new leaves, force pollen into my lungs, onto my arms.  

The streets and mountains will rise in the morning  

to hear birds wake. I’ll stand, waiting. 

 

There’s peace in the creaking limbs, the pain filled joints.  

I’ll light a smoke  and send smoke to the skies, hoping  

someone will read the message. 
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Roses 

They offered me to let me teach English in Korea, a small apartment.  

I can’t leave my sons, my life. Though it’s hard to admit, I’m scared. 

I walk out the door to forget for a moment I’m without love,  

of what might happen because I’ve forgotten. 

 

Strangers pick me up by my shoulders, lift me,  

take away the pain, but after they’re gone, I’m left suspended,  

remaining behind, waiting for them to fly away with me,  

drop me into the sea.   

 

I notice things when I open my eyes 

—good, bad, confusing—  

reaching into my dark past. I try to understand  

the meanings, spend time listening to traffic, watching  

walls, ignoring the impulse to walk away  

from it all. I walk through rain in the morning,  

my neighbor’s garden, watch the sky brighten with sun.   

 

I stand alone. The day rises up  

thick from the shadows of night, wraps  

around me. Roses explode.  Rot begins at the edges, working  

inward like gangrene. Rain knocks petals to the ground, 

their scent rises, smelling of soil and compost, perfume  

climbing into the wind, spreading through the yard.  

I watch the neighbor’s dog jump against the fence;  

its little voice calling and calling. I walk to the park,  

sink into the muddy grass waiting for summer to bake  

it into something more solid.   
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Birds chase each other outside  

my window, build nests in the rhododendrons, 

raise their young in the cracks of trees. Below them 

there’s a puddle, waiting to lift into the sky.  

I stand on the edge of it, wind rippling its surface,  

remember the waves of the ocean rising  

on the beach, lifting logs, grinding stones to sand.  

I make three wishes, plan them out to get all I want, forget  

I’m broke, scrambling for shelter, food.  

 

I’m not a thief but dream I am, finding it easier to live  

with myself, with no conscience, looking into windows  

at other  people’s lives, feeling bad I can’t bring myself  

to close my eyes  until the weight of sleep presses me 

into it, and I’m forced to rise, stumble to bed,  

half drugged, stripping away 

my clothes like rose petals in rain.    

And, I lie there, surrounded by beauty, close my eyes— 

blink  and the moments will be gone. 
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Fighting Downstairs 

Downstairs, a man lives with his mother 

in a one bedroom flat. She takes the bed.   

He sleeps on a mattress in the living room. 

 

He doesn’t work much and she’s crippled,  

passing her days in a morphine haze. 

 

I‘m lonely, but he shouts kindness up at me.  

 

Night comes and they fight. I wince  

at the shouted obscenities. Who would say that to their mother?  

Speak to their son in that tone? 

 

It’s midnight now and morning will come  

soon enough. I’ll walk down to the store, buy smokes  

come home to the tension of an argument put on hold,  

a peace treaty waiting to be broken. 
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Photograph 

The photo is black and white, yellowing  

with age and carelessness. I’m in the front,  

one arm thrown over my eyes, unhappy 

with someone or something. 

 

My mother looks frightened, my sisters stare  

at the camera, waiting to run  

into the house, away from my father.  

 

Who took this picture? Why did we stand 

in front of the roses, the petals’ gray flame reaching 

for our thighs?  

 

I’ve forgotten  

what prompted the photograph, but I keep it now,  

in an album I never look at. 

 

I miss my father, my mother. I haven’t spoken  

to my sisters in years. My brother calls me sometimes 

in the middle of the night looking for someone  

to tell him that he’s okay, there’s nothing to be afraid of.  

 

My mother is ill. Soon we’ll all gather at her casket.  

Who’ll photograph the funeral? We’ll all be there,  

in dresses and ties, a perfect opportunity  

to pretend we love each other. 
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Nights and Days 

Orion in the southern sky. Cold, dry air waits for rain.  

The news says there might be snow this week. Maybe  

it will stick around a few days. Maybe I’ll walk  

over packed ice and watch  

the cars ease past, cautious, scared. 

 

Soon the moon’ll be full again, light falling through  

the naked winter trees. Come summer, city lights’ll cover  

the stars, the clouds will burn away,  

the nights will be unbearably short.  

 

I’ll wake late in the morning and watch  

the birds fight over the seeds my neighbor spreads 

over the dark, wet soil. I’ll sit  

on the floor of my apartment and listen  

to the day pass without me. 
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A Song in the Woods 

Water runs over rocks, carrying 

the leaves to the ocean. I stand 

on the bank watching salamanders, 

water snakes making their living 

from the moss and cattails 

along the edges of the stream. I catch  

the last bit of the daylight in my hands,  

hold it close to my chest and whisper 

a song under my breath. 

The wind picks it up 

and carries it to the edge  

of the mountains where snow 

lies, gathered up against the stones 

of the earth. 
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Temper Tantrum 

Sunlight through the window 

of my apartment. I walk 

through the living room, 

naked and cold. The heat pumps 

out blue air. The curtains glow 

yellow and I can hear birds 

shouting through the glass. 

 

Flies circle in the heavy, wet air 

between me and the television. 

 

The day winds down, the last 

bit of the sun bleeding into the sky, 

clouds gathering  

over the Coast Range. 

Out on the balcony, 

I watch my neighbors  

through their windows. 

I listen to their radios 

and televisions barking 

in their living rooms. 

Night comes and a blue flicker 

of lightning arcs through the sky. 

Rain pours down. I’m wet 

and cold, remember 

the thunderstorms growing up 

in the South, the mountains 

turning to glistening mud 

and dark rock. This is nothing 

like that. This is a minor fit. 

God having a temper tantrum. 
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Ocean 

The ocean makes promises it can’t keep. 

Rain whispers my name 

in the cedar outside my window. 

Come midnight, leave my apartment 

and walk on the shore where the water eats 

stones and spits out sand. 

Barnacles anchor themselves to dories 

capsized above the tide line, waiting 

for the crabbers to come, drop 

their pots into the bay, Sea grass grows  

in the dunes, reaching 

for the folded sky. I walk 

for an hour, a mile toward town 

and a mile back. I light 

a fire. The wood collapses 

into ash and ember. Morning rises, pearlescent, over  

the mountains. People rise from their beds, 

making breakfast before rushing 

off to work. This is how it goes,  

the day begins. People live. 

The sea roars and grumbles. 

Gulls stir the clouds, watch 

promising myself another day. 
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What I Do at Night 

There’s nothing under 

my pillow but discarded dreams, 

voices telling me stories 

while I wait for sleep. 

 

I can’t just drift away 

the way my wife does. 

I lie in the darkness and think. 

I stare at the blank wall, 

plan a trip to the laundry 

where I’ll wash clothes 

and wait for the Hispanic women 

to get done with the dryers. 

 

I lie in darkness 

and wait for morning 

when I’m halfway in this world. 

 

My wife does puzzles at night 

to ease her mind. I wonder 

what she dreams when she dreams. 

She’s not like me. She doesn’t fear 

the world outside the walls 

of our little apartment. 

I keep my fear in my dresser, 

little pills rolling into the corners, 

clicking against the wood. 

 

There’s nothing under 

my pillow but pieces 
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of thought. Little balls 

of lint sticking to my fingers, 

my palms. I close my eyes. 

When sleep finally comes, 

I float on the river of fear. 

Nightmares chase me. I look  

at the clock and wonder how long  

it will be before the sun rises. 
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On the Corner 

Rent boys and butchers sell meat 

on the corner. Teenaged girls 

wait for the bus to come take them 

to the club downtown where they’ll dance 

to live music and smoke 

cigarettes in the parking lot, 

looking for boys to make them feel 

like women. Haloes glow  

around the streetlamps, dropping 

their light in hazy cones. The long darkness 

of the winter sky descends  

to the earth, the trees along the street. 

Nothing is safe here. Last week, a man died 

on the street. A man walked along the sidewalk 

and someone shot him down. He died  

before the light could reach him,  

before hands could lift up his head 

and catch the blood running  

from his mouth, his chest, his belly. 

 

On the corner here, people walk 

all day waiting for the snow falling 

from a round, gray sky, traffic hissing 

along the asphalt, cars carrying the living 

on the street, carefully avoiding the curbs, 

each other, the pedestrians. It’s cold here. 

Snow falls and the windows of the buildings 

are dark, piled with winter’s soft silence. 

The bus comes and the butcher closes 

shop. The rent boys huddle under the awnings, 
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shivering, waiting for a date. Later, 

when the cops have cleared the streets, 

and the busses are filled with only with dust, 

everyone will go home. Everyone will pay  

no attention to the people making  

their lives on the street. 
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From Night to Morning 

My bed is too large for me, so large 

I only sleep on a fraction of it. I curl 

around my pillows, four of them, 

and lie there wrapped in dreams, one arm 

raised over my head. Outside, snow falls 

and melts in the courtyard, the clouds 

reflecting the yellow city light. No stars shine. 

The moon’s face is bearded and dimmed. 

In the morning, waking without the need 

to get up, to be anywhere or meet anyone, I struggle 

with the watery remnants of my dreams. 

The daylight filters through the knowledge 

my world has changed somehow. I’ve become 

a cipher, blank, inscrutable. The trees know 

me. Squirrels and ravens recognize my face. 

I stand on the balcony, barefoot and cold, 

the wet world around me. The only noise 

is the sound of my lungs wheezing,  

my knuckles cracking in the winter wind.  
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Flood 

Rain announces the kingdom of gravity, falling 

through leaves and limbs without regard to injury 

or the ground below, through fog and water,  

pellets rolling free and dropping into the soft earth.  

My skin crawls and the wind pays no mind.  

I’m cold and wet, miserable, but somehow at peace.  

Each step takes me further than I’ve ever been.  

The roses growing at the edge of the park, the hydrangeas  

unfolding their blossoms in spring’s cruel weather.  

What’s next? The flood again? The rainbow’s promise  

about to be broken? 

 

Rivers rise in their banks and homes give way 

to wind. People die this way and no one knows 

what happens to the bodies. There are trucks  

on the road, carrying fresh water, food, blankets.  

Men and women carry themselves with bent,  

defeated spines. They move away, count their dead.  

They hold their vigils in ramshackled shelters, waiting  

for news of the simply missing. I watch them  

through tired eyes and ladle soup into enameled bowls,  

handing out bread from the rack behind me. I can’t 

sleep with these faces turned to the wall. I can’t  

sleep with uncertain fear. 

 

Water brings the earth a layer of silt. People break 

out into the sun on the third day, stand under trees,  

wiping the last pellets of rain from their eyes. Now 

that the dead have been counted and the living brought  

to high ground, we can continue. With snow melting  
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in the mountains and rain in the valleys, no one is safe.  

No one can stand on the banks and pour a glass  

of wine into the water, libations for the gods 

of river and sea. Now, they’ll hide in huts, knees bent, 

heads nodding to prayers and exhortations.  

 

Gravity brings the river down 

to the ocean, forcing it over stones and trunks. 

The ocean is indifferent, receiving the living 

and dead with equal measure. 


