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The Spinning Place finds its impetus in the intersection of the spiritual and material, and 

while often dwelling in a domestic milieu, the poems move outward both figuratively and 

literally. For instance, one poem re-narrates the tale of Rumpelstiltskin, several poems are about 

divination by various means (frogs, animal behavior), and another performs an erasure of the last 

supper so that it instead tells a woman’s experience in a delivery room. I borrow the title of the 

collection from a stanza of Dylan Thomas’s poem “Fern Hill,” and the excerpt (which will 

become an epigraph to the book) reads: “So it must have been after the birth of the simple light / 

In the first, spinning place, the spellbound horses walking warm / Out of the whinnying green 

stable / On to the fields of praise.” Thomas refers to the newly created earth as the “spinning 

place,” imagining the fleeting idyll and harmony of that scene. In a similar way, my new poems 

specifically explore moments of creation, birth, and discovery, drawing from a variety of 

inspirations, including recognizable narratives and myths, as well as personal experience. 
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PART I 

“THE OTHER SIDE OF LANGUAGE”: SOUND AND SILENCE IN POEMS OF PRAYER   
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In the spring of 2015, I attended the annual Virginia Festival of the Book in 

Charlottesville, Virginia, where poets Charles Wright and Mary Szybist gave a combined 

reading.  At the end of the reading, when asked about the influence of prayer on his 

poetry, Wright, a self-declared “God-fearing agnostic,” gave a customarily succinct and 

aphoristic answer: “the true condition of poetry is prayer, and the true condition of prayer 

is silence.”  I had already been thinking for some time about the overlap of these two 

forms—about where and how poetry and prayer have a tradition of colliding.  The 

question of how one should pray is not a new one; even the disciples asked Jesus this 

question, prompting the first utterance of the Lord’s Prayer.  Wright’s reply relates to the 

concern of the disciples, a concern that is often explicitly present in poems of prayer: the 

role of language.  At first I felt Wright’s pithy answer merely sounded nice as a way of 

relating—almost hierarchizing—poetry and prayer, but was ultimately unhelpful in 

providing true insight into the two forms.  But as I read more contemporary poems of 

prayer, I find Wright’s answer to be on to something.  The aphorism expresses a 

contradiction that I think animates poems of prayer.  It is the familiar A=B but B=C 

construction; so A also equals C.  But if poetry—composed of language—is prayer, and 

prayer is silence, then how can poetry ever enact prayer?  The relationship would suggest 

that the language of poetry is—or strives toward—silence.  This raises the question of 

what the silence of the poem is.  To what extent does poetry depend on silence?  What is 

silence to the contemporary poet who invokes prayer?   
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Not all silences are the same.  Though it might be perceived as the lack of 

language, silence is a kind of language of its own, vastly communicative.  There is the 

silence of rejection, refusal, inattentiveness.  The silence of eye contact, which can speak 

volumes.  The silence of touch.  The peaceful silence of companionship with another.  

The cold silence of feuding.  The silence of solitude that is the absence of sound, and the 

silence that is the absence of speaking, but not of sound, such as driving in the car, the 

highway whirring along, rain falling, the windshield wipers ticking in their metronomic 

pulse.  There is the silence of the empty room broken by the dreaded turning of the knob.  

There is the secret silence of prayer; Christ instructed his followers to go into a room, 

close the door, and pray in secret.  There is the prayer of the silent mouth but the raucous 

mind.  The silence of the one who is prayed for by another.  The silent sanctuary full of 

bowed heads.  The silence broken by corporate prayer, the hundred voices rising with 

liturgy, rising toward the silence of God.  The silence of all words but the ones spoken in 

that unified expression.  

And there is the silence of the poem.  Louise Glück writes, “In most writing, talk 

is energy, and stillness its opposite…When poems are difficult, it is often because their 

silences are complicated, hard to follow.  For me, the answer to such moments is not 

more language”.1  Glück and I are in agreement that the silence of the poem is not static 

or passive; if silences are “hard to follow,” then it is because they move—they contain 

energy and require of the reader the same work of listening that words require.   

Silence threads the poem; it is pieced together by pauses, breaths, the halt of a 

dash, a period, a stanza break.  The end of each line walks up to the cliff’s edge of 

1 Louise Glück, Proofs & Theories: Essays on Poetry (New York: The Ecco Press, 1993), 
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silence, the white page.  Silence impels the poem: the poem constructs itself out of and 

against the white nothingness, which is what waits to swallow the last word.  Poetry 

resists the finality of silence—the silence of nonexistence, the inevitable silence our lives 

move toward.  It pushes against it—insists against it—even as it begins and ends in it.  So 

poetry depends on silence; it cannot sound or mean without the silence out of which it 

resurrects itself.   

The silence of the poem is twofold.  The poem both presses against silence and 

eagerly invites it, requires it: the silence of the listener or reader validates and fuels the 

poem.  This exchange—this assumed intimacy—also characterizes the prayer of the 

believer, who prays because prayer opens a door that leads out of herself, beyond her 

being and her life.  She prays against the silence that would isolate her, and she hopes to 

move God out of his silence.  Prayer and poetry may both be considered a kind of 

utterance that incorporates silence even as it resists its finality, its tendency to isolate.   

In this essay I will consider the relationship between prayer and poetry as well as 

the role of language and silence in poems of prayer.  I will look at a few poems by 

seventeenth century poet George Herbert, who is an influential touchstone for 

contemporary poems of prayer, as well as a selection of poems by contemporary poets 

Christian Wiman, Tom Andrews, and Mary Szybist.  I argue that prayer poems by 

contemporary poets demonstrate self-consciousness and skepticism in the ability of 

language to speak of or to God; in this way, they depart from the work of Herbert.  

Additionally, contemporary poets perceive silence to be a richly productive and crucial 

part of prayer.  Rather than viewing silence as evidence of God’s rejection or one’s own 
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ineptitude, as Herbert does, contemporary poets find silence to be an inextricable 

counterpart to the language of prayer.    

Why does poetry have a long tradition of lending itself to prayer?  What do the 

two modes of address have in common?  This proves difficult to answer for the primary 

reason that prayer, when not public or penned, is private, individualized, and 

unwitnessed.  This makes prayer difficult to define or write about in a general way; any 

idea, once it is proffered, seems as though it could be retracted and contradicted with the 

opposite idea.  Ann Ulanov writes that prayer “does not lend itself to that sort of 

scientific or pseudo-scientific analysis” because it is “a world in which the imagination” 

is central, a quality it shares with poetry.2  I will try to speak of prayer in such a way as to 

encompass its many imaginative possibilities and liberties, but it will be necessary at 

times to specify in a way that may seem to elide other possibilities.   

Poetry and prayer share similar impetuses, purposes, and rhetorical structures.  

Both may begin from a place of fear, need, isolation or distress.  Jahan Ramazani 

describes both poetry and prayer as “scribbling in the dark because of the uncertainty of 

their audiences and the imponderability of their subject matter.”3  We might call that 

darkness the sense of isolation, the lack of clarity that both prompts and characterizes the 

prayerful act of speech.  Or, as Ulanov says, the supplicant prays “by an instinct of fright, 

2 Ann Ulanov and Barry Ulanov, Primary Speech: A Psychology of Prayer (Atlanta: John 
Knox Press, 1982), viii. 
3 Jahan Ramazani, Poetry and Its Others: News, Prayer, Song, and the Dialogue of 
Genres (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 128. 
In this quote, Ramazani is paraphrasing the poet Charles Simic. 

5



a desperate cry for help, or an overflowing need to reach out to something.”4  In “Facing 

Altars: Poetry and Prayer,” Mary Karr writes, “With both prayer and poetry, we…beg 

and grieve and tremble.  We suffer with prayer and poetry alike.”5   

We might pause here to consider an important distinction between the two modes 

of speaking.  Grieving and trembling are arrived at very differently in poetry than they 

are in prayer.  Prayer assumes God’s omniscience.  For this reason, its objective is not 

primarily to report or inform.  There are many reasons one might pray, but these reasons, 

as Ulanov says, proceed from a need for intimacy, not to bring the other up to speed.  

Prayer does not require context, background information.  It can be a word, a thought, a 

fragment.  Desperate and unrehearsed—certainly unrehearsed.  This is pointedly different 

from poetry, which may carefully, painstakingly achieve that sense of fragmentation or 

spontaneity.  “A line will take us hours, maybe,” says Yeats, “Yet if it does not seem a 

moment’s thought, / Our stitching and unstitching has been naught.”6  Wordsworth 

describes poetry as “the spontaneous overflow of emotion” that “takes its origin from 

emotion recollected in tranquility.”7  Poetry is not the moment of prayer itself; it is the 

recollection that selectively orders and approximates it.  Poetry aestheticizes the act of 

praying.  Why does it do this?  Perhaps it is a way of rendering prayer more permanently, 

holding firmly the spool of the kite so that it is not carried irretrievably away into the 

4 Ulanov and Ulanov, Primary Speech, 2. 
5 Mary Karr, “Afterword: Facing Altars: Poetry and Prayer,” Sinners Welcome (New 
York: Harper Collins, 2009), 76. 
6	William Butler Yeats, “Adam’s Curse,” W.B. Yeats: Selected Poems and Four Plays, 
ed. M.L. Rosenthal (New York: Scribner Paperback Poetry, 1996), 28. 
7	William Wordsworth, “Preface to the Second Edition of The Lyrical Ballads, 1802,” 
Toward the Open Field: Poets on the Art of Poetry 1800-1950, ed. Melissa Kwasny 
(Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 2004), 21.  
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silence toward which it flies.  Perhaps it allows the poet to detach himself, to consider it 

from the distance of recreating it.  But we must also consider that poems of prayer—by 

their nature as art—speak to two audiences.  There is the God-audience, who listens 

onstage in the performance of the poem, and the human audience who listens in the 

darkened anonymity of the theater.  

Poetry and prayer both use a variety of rhetorical devices.  Both petition and 

confess; both may also, on the other hand, be considered forms of concentrated attention, 

desiring to listen as well as speak.  The two forms share musical qualities; prayer may 

double as song, and poetry may use various forms of rhyme, alliteration, consonance, and 

repetition.  The two forms are allusive.  A prayer may reference the bible, another holy 

text, or adopt verbatim whole passages from such texts.  Poetry, likewise, often alludes to 

a vast range of artistic works—written, visual and aural—as well as to holy texts.  The 

rhetorical structures of poetry and prayer unfold in shared ways. Poems of prayer, from 

early modern devotional poets to contemporary poets, are characterized by apostrophic 

discourse and offer a kind of lifeline thrown from the self to the other.  Ulanov says 

prayer “extends us beyond our known self into the unknown God….its very nature is 

otherly.”8  She says this in response to the notion that prayer is self-indulgent, 

narcissistic, or merely inward, arguing that even if prayer does not adhere to a specific 

theological tradition, or address the Christian God, any “call for help or understanding 

from forces beyond us” constitutes prayer.9  Nonetheless, this mode of address still 

includes a tacit address to the self, and in this way both poetry and prayer have inward 

8 Ulanov and Ulanov, Primary Speech, 9. 
9 Ibid., 1. 

7



and outward direction, the speaker “self-dividing in two.”10  Prayer is inevitably 

overheard by the one who prays, as it is often a silent act, and directed toward the divine 

audience, while poetry likewise silently includes the writer and the implicit, listening 

reader.  This acts as an animating tension in poems of prayer, because prayer is often self-

effacing, the speaker seeking to lose herself in the presence of God, whereas poetry is 

necessarily self-expressive, aestheticizing the self and the self’s needs in prayer.   

Early modern devotional poet George Herbert worries about the efficacy of 

language in prayer.  What is the right way to pray?  How can one pray in such a way that 

God hears, acts, responds?  Is language sufficient?  This self-consciousness about the 

linguistic nature of prayer appears regularly in poems of prayer, but as I’ve suggested, the 

embedded assumptions shift from his work to that of contemporary poets.  While all 

poets of prayer are concerned with the effectiveness of language and searching after how 

to pray, Herbert’s work indicates a confidence that one can pray effectively, a confidence 

I find lacking in contemporary poets.  The latter express much more skepticism of 

language itself as a sufficient means of interacting with, or reaching, God. 

In Herbert’s poem “Denial,” the speaker is distraught because he feels that his 

prayers are unheard—that is, they are met by silence.   

When my devotions could not pierce 
Thy silent ears; 

Then was my heart broken, as was my verse: 
My breast was full of fears 

And disorder:11   

10 Ramazani, Poetry and Its Others, 129. 
11 George Herbert, “Denial,” The Broadview Anthology of Seventeenth Century Verse & 
Prose, eds. Alan Rudrum, Joseph Black, Holly Faith Nelson (Ontario: Broadview Press 
Ltd., 2000), 367. 
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He feels that he cannot pray, or that his prayers do not “pierce / Thy silent ears”—they do 

not move or influence God.  Herbert describes God’s ears here as “silent” rather than as 

deaf.  Typically, a mouth is silent; ears are deaf.  But to say God’s ears are silent is to 

suggest that one can hear God listening.  Prayer longs not merely to speak, but to confirm 

the other’s listening.  This silence is negative, crushing.  The speaker perceives it as 

rejection; it directly causes “disorder.”  

The speaker’s broken heart impels the prayer, even as it is because of prayer that 

it is broken.  This recalls Karr’s notion that prayer and poetry are both born of suffering.  

The relationship between poetry and prayer in Herbert’s poem is inextricable: his heart 

and his verse are both broken.  If he cannot pray, he cannot write.  This is reflected in the 

rhymes throughout the poem, which are all perfect except for this moment.  “Pierce” and 

“verse” are slant rhymes—a moment of dissonance—enacting the brokenness of his verse 

(and heart).  The abilities to pray and to write poetry are cognate with each other, born of 

the same need, broken of the same suffering.  

Herbert’s poem suggests a confidence in the ability of language to effectively 

speak to God, even though his, in this moment, does not.  This is because he relies upon 

God to grant him that ability to pray.  He pleads with God to “tune” his “heartless 

breast,” a plea to be able to pray effectively—to secure the assurance of God’s listening.12  

The closing stanza reveals that the answer to this prayer would also mend his rhyme—his 

verse:  

O cheer and tune my heartless breast, 
Defer no time; 

That so thy favours granting my request, 
They and my mind may chime, 

12 Ibid, 368. 
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And mend my rhyme.13  

Unless God intervenes, the poet is like an untuned instrument, ill-equipped to perform its 

primary function, which is to make beautiful and coherent sound.  He says, “O that thou 

shouldst give dust a tongue / To cry to thee, / And then not hear it crying!”14  Until God 

grants him the ability to pray, both his poetry and his prayer are broken, as the true 

condition of poetry is prayer.   

Similarly, in “The Windows,” Herbert wonders how man can, without God’s 

intervention, speak accurately of God.    

Lord, how can man preach thy eternal word? 
He is a brittle crazy glass: 
Yet in thy temple thou dost him afford 
This glorious and transcendent place, 
To be a window, through thy grace.15 

The poet compares the preacher to a window—a window that is “brittle” and “crazy,”  

“wat’rish, bleak, and thin” until God’s grace intervenes, rendering it full of “light and 

glory.”  By God’s grace—apart from the effort or the failure of man—can God be 

glimpsed in the “temple,” which, since the temple is the New Testament believer’s body, 

we can understand to mean man’s voice.  The answer is yes, he can preach, faithfully 

speak of, and convey God—but he is not the agent of that ability; rather, God is.  Apart 

from God’s intervention, his language would be “speech alone,” would “vanish like a 

flaring thing.”16  Prayer, then, if not mere “speech alone,” is language that is joined by 

God’s favorable response—manifested in language fruitful enough to make “conscience 

13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Herbert, “The Windows,” 367. 
16 Ibid. 
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ring.”17  Herbert views prayer as expressed in language and opposed by silence, rather 

than composed of it.  The success of that language is only verified by the response in the 

listener.  By this I mean that if Herbert prays effectively, his poetry is beautiful, tuned, 

mended; if he preaches, the congregation finds their consciences pierced by his words.   

This relationship between prayer and poetry is not always so simple, though, as in 

“Jordan (II)” he speaks to the tension between self-effacement and self-expression.  It is 

the tension between the poem’s artifice, meant for a human audience, and its 

simultaneous need to be prayer, which eschews artifice for its divine audience.  He 

worries that poetry can aestheticize prayer in a way that invalidates it.  “My thoughts 

began to burnish, sprout, and swell, / Curling with metaphors a plain intention, / Decking 

the sense, as if it were to sell.”18  The last line clarifies why this aesthetic quality of 

prayer is problematic.  It is “as if it were to sell”—the intended audience expands to a 

human one, which may change the motive of the prayer.  The aestheticized prayer invites 

human praise and attention, eclipses the “window” through which God shines his grace.   

The concern with language’s ability to commune with or convey God persists in 

the work of contemporary poets, but with greater skepticism.  While the prayer poems of 

Herbert suggest that language can be adequate, albeit by God’s grace, contemporary 

poets seem more convinced that, as Wright says, the true condition of prayer is silence.  

Language impedes.  In “One Time,” Christian Wiman writes, “I say God and mean more 

17 Ibid. 
18 Herbert, “Jordan (II),” 371. 
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/ than the bright abyss that opens in that word.”19  He questions the ability of language to 

name God, and finds on the other side of that abstraction—God—even more abstraction, 

a “bright abyss.”  This seems a paralyzing and crucial disjuncture: one cannot pray 

because one cannot even sufficiently name who or what God is.  He goes on, “I do not 

know how to come closer to God / except by standing where a world is ending / for one 

man.”20  For Wiman, language cannot initiate intimacy with God, nor does he suggest (as 

Herbert would) that God will graciously initiate that intimacy, either.  Rather, the crisis of 

death, where the world ends for one man, is perhaps the nearest hope he has to closeness 

with God.  The closing movement of the poem reads,  

And praise to the light that is not 
yet, the dawn in which one bird believes, 
crying not as if there had been no night 
but as if there were no night in which it had not been.21 

Belief—the projected belief of the speaker—occurs not in the ability to speak to God or 

specify him in language, but instead in the inarticulate sound made by a non-human 

creature.  The bird’s experience of the night is unencumbered by language; it is a purer 

experience of the thing itself (night), rather than the thing mediated through words.  It is 

the speaker’s ability to imaginatively project belief onto the bird that makes it so crucial 

for belief to happen through the bird: the bird cannot project or emote its own idea of 

night (or God).  In other words, the imaginative faculty of humanity—and of language, of 

poetry—weakens our confidence that we can know God as he truly is.  It leaves open the 

possibility that we have merely imagined what we want to imagine about him.  

19 Christian Wiman, “One Time,” Every Riven Thing (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2010), 29. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid., 30. 
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Paradoxically, the poem’s expressed distrust of language occurs in language.  While the 

poem manages not to directly address God—it speaks of him almost exclusively in third 

person—it lapses into apostrophe for one instance, which reads like a slip of the tongue.  

The speaker, hoping his wife will survive her grief for his impending death, praises “the 

pain / scalding us toward each other, the grief / beyond which, please God, she will 

live.”22  This suggests, despite the skepticism that blunts and depersonalizes the speaker’s 

prayer, a desperate hope, even an involuntary hope, that prayer can be effective.  

Language may be flawed, but it is the only tool available. 

In “Praying with George Herbert in Late Winter,” Tom Andrews borrows 

language from Herbert’s poem “Prayer.”  Herbert describes prayer, in a litany that 

proceeds as a series of metaphors, as “God’s breath in man returning to his birth” and an 

“engine against th’ Almighty.”23  Andrews writes, “Mercy upon you, breath’s engine // 

returning what is to what is.”24  Though Herbert’s poem is in third person, never 

addressing God, and Andrews’ uses second person, addressing God throughout, Andrews 

still joins Herbert in thinking openly throughout the poem about how we might think of 

prayer.  He wonders about the basic ability of language to commune with God.  

In fits and starts, Lord, 
     our words work 
the other side of language 

where you lie if you can be said 
     to lie. Mercy upon 

22 Ibid., 29-30. 
23 Herbert, “Prayer,” 365. 
24 Tom Andrews, “Praying with George Herbert in Late Winter,” Random Symmetries: 
The Collected Poems of Tom Andrews (Ohio: Oberlin College Press, 2000), 85. 
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the priest who calls on you 

to nurture and to terrorize 
     him, for you oblige.25 

He shares some of Herbert’s assurance that God responds to prayer—“you oblige”—but 

it is a darker assurance, tainted by the idea that to move God to response is to invite terror 

on oneself.  This hinges upon the line “if you can be said / to lie” (emphasis mine), in 

which Andrews refuses to fully grant the premise that God exists on the other side of our 

language.  I don’t think the poem means, primarily, to question the existence of God in 

this moment.  Rather, the line break in “where you lie if you can be said / to lie” 

emphasizes the word “said.”  The question is whether or not God can be uttered.  

Andrews doubts that language can be permeable, can allow God through; perhaps it is a 

barrier and God exists only “on the other side” of it.  

We can feel the difficulty of articulating God in the tension between Andrews’ 

description of the natural and his description of the spiritual.  The juxtaposition is one of 

clarity against vagueness. 

     Outside, light swarms 
and particularizes the snow; 

tree limbs crack with ice 
     and drop. I can say 
there is a larger something 

inside me.26 

The lines become wonderfully specific with images of the tangible, believable world, and 

even the odd technicality of the verb “particularize” points us to this frustrating contrast.  

25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
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Andrews can speak of the world in such particular, satisfying terms, but when he speaks 

of God, he is reduced to a nebulous word like “something.”  This also points back to 

Herbert’s poem, which ends with the line, “The land of spices; something understood.”27  

Ultimately, though Herbert proceeds through an imaginative, specific list of metaphors, 

the poem ends with the near-paradox of “something understood.”  The difficulty with 

which Andrews writes of the spiritual is apparent in the phrase “I can say”—the speaker 

is self-conscious, unable to speak of God without calling attention to the fact that God—

by his absence, his invisibility—is made of language.  Since there is, for the 

contemporary poet, no physical manifestation of God himself, it is as though we have the 

sign without the signified.     

In the second section of the poem, the self-consciousness becomes more overt and 

specific. 

Lord, I drift on the words 
I speak to you— 

the words take on 

and utter me. In what 
language are you not 

what we say you are?28 

The problem is not just that language about God is abstract; the problem is if language 

can be about God at all.  The speaker fears that as he tries to speak to God, he speaks only 

himself and his own conception of God rather than any kind of truth about whom God 

may or may not be.   

27 Herbert, “Prayer,” 365. 
28 Andrews, “Praying with George Herbert,” 86. 
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Ultimately, Andrews suggests, perhaps the best way to know intimacy with God 

is to forgo language altogether, since language seems only to impede.  He closes “Praying 

with George Herbert” by turning to silence.  

    Yes. From my window I watch a boy step 

     backwards down the snow-covered road, 
studying his sudden boot tracks. 
     The wedding of his look and the world! 

     And for a moment, Lord, I think 
I understand about you and silence… 
     But what a racket I make in telling you.29 

The description of the boy in the snow, again beautifully particular, is an image of how 

movement backward, away, can simultaneously be a means of moving forward.  As the 

boy steps backward, his boot tracks would continue to point forward, in the opposite 

direction of his movement.  Perhaps this image suggests to the speaker a course of action: 

a movement “backward” from language and into silence is actually the means of moving 

toward God.   

Mary Szybist takes a more radically self-conscious approach to thinking about 

how to convey God in language.  Her poem “How (Not) to Speak of God” is an example 

of concrete poetry, the lines arranged like rays of sunlight around an empty center.  Each 

line of the poem begins with “who” and can be read as either declarative or interrogative.  

For instance, “who knows the scent of dust, the scent of each sparrow” and “who should 

29 Ibid. 
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be extolled with our sugared tongues.”30  The poem’s shape defies an identifiable, fixed 

beginning or end.  In an interview about this poem, Szybist says, “Here, the experience of 

faith and doubt are entwined, and even, perhaps, simultaneous.”31  We might think of the 

interrogative possibility of each line as one way the poem depicts doubt, and the empty 

center as another.  Doubt and silence overlap; the silence from which the lines issue is the 

doubt that prompts speech in the first place.  So when Szybist says faith and doubt are 

entwined here, we might also think of the poem as depicting how language and silence 

are entwined: each line resists and breaks the silence while also depending on silence to 

begin and receive it. 

The image is provocative, one of language endlessly circling a center.32  We can 

understand this in multiple ways.  One idea is that the void, which might be considered 

the image of the language-less God, fuels the language—the lines emanate out from it.  

This reading aligns itself with the poetry of Herbert, who believes that God must be the 

source of language in prayer.  We might also read Szybist’s poem as one in which the 

language creates the shape of the void itself.  This possibility echoes Andrews’ question, 

“in what / language are you not / what we say you are?”33  The parenthetical “(Not)” in 

the poem’s title helps convey the tension between presence and absence.  Another 

possible reading is that the white void of the page is—in any poem—an image of silence, 

and Szybist has formed her poem in such a way that the circling language about God both 

30 Mary Szybist, “How (Not) To Speak of God,” Incarnadine (Minneapolis: Graywolf 
Press, 2013), 41. 

31 Mary Szybist, “On Craft: Mary Szybist on Visual Poetry,” November 25, 2013. 
https://www.graywolfpress.org/blogs/craft-mary-szybist-visual-poetry  
32 I have attached a scanned copy of the poem at the end of the essay. 
33 Andrews, “Praying with George Herbert,” 86. 
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originates and ends in this silence.  Doubt and silence overlap; the silence from which the 

lines issue is the doubt that prompts speech in the first place.  So when Szybist says faith 

and doubt are entwined here, we might also think of the poem as depicting how poetry 

and silence are entwined: each line resists and breaks the silence while also depending on 

silence to begin and receive it.  In his essay “God Is Not Beyond,” Christian Wiman 

writes, “Silence is the language of faith. Action—be it church or charity, politics or 

poetry—is the translation…Without these constant translations into action, that original, 

sustaining silence begins to be less powerful, and then less accessible, and then finally 

impossible.”34  Only by the presence of language on the page is the originating and 

ultimate silence possible—visible.  Poetry translates the silence that is both faith and 

doubt into language; without it, that silence has nothing by which to distinguish itself as 

silence.   

The true condition of poetry is prayer, and the true condition of prayer is silence.  

I would revise Wright’s statement and substitute “condition” with desire.  The true desire 

of poetry is prayer—to become like prayer, the secret, unrehearsed, unassuming 

concentration of one’s being toward another’s.  But in order for poetry to be poetry, it 

cannot be secret or unrehearsed.  Robert Hass says “a word is elegy to what it 

signifies.”35  In the same way, the poem elegizes the prayer it performs and cannot be, 

even as it presses resolutely toward it, as words press toward what they signify.  In the 

same way, prayer presses toward silence, toward the belief in God’s silent but probable 

34 Wiman, My Bright Abyss, 107. 
35 Robert Hass, “Meditation at Lagunitas,” The Apple Trees at Olema: New and Selected 
Poems (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2010), 79. 
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acquiescence and toward the hope of an eventual intimacy that precludes language, that is 

silent because it is perfect.  Wiman writes, “mystics and other meditative savants say that 

the final fruition of prayer is silence.”36  We are left to wonder with our words about the 

nature of that silence.  In language we ripen toward it.     

36 Wiman, My Bright Abyss, 127. 
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PART II 

THE SPINNING PLACE 
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So it must have been after the birth of the simple light 
In the first, spinning place, the spellbound horses walking warm 
     Out of the whinnying green stable 
          On to the fields of praise. 

—Dylan Thomas 
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Part 1: The First Spinning
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The Spinning Place 

Mars rotates on its axis, completing one revolution every 24.6 hours. —NASA 

Think of something you wish we had  
a word for, I tell my students.  
If our experience flows through the current 
of language, then how do we live 
what we cannot say? What would you say 
if you could? A student says, a word for longing 
for someone who is in the same room.  
A word for the particular quiet of the house  
just after loved ones leave, the spare bed 
disheveled, extra cups by the sink,  
alluvial silt of tea still warm in the porcelain. 
One girl raises her hand: 
a word for the way we feel when people sing 
Happy Birthday to us.  
Yes—that annual blend of pleasure 
and embarrassment, the sombrero 
tilted on your head while the other patrons 
look up from their salted rims,  
the birthday candles beading blue wax while dad 
pans the camera around the glowing faces. 
I last heard the song four months ago 
just as my daughter pushed free of me. 
Dr. Wilson began to sing, the surprise of his baritone 
rising in the midst of both our cries,  
happy birthday, dear Eloise…her face purple 
and swollen, the slick curling cord that bound us 
then cut. I have often wondered what the doctor said 
when my sister gave birth to twins, one alive  
and one not. No song or word can sing  
into that abyssal joy, that sorrow. A word for the prayer 
of pure praise wedded to sheer anguish. A word  
for longing for someone who is in the same body.  
How often I’d longed for my daughter 
those nine months, even as she turned and stirred 
beneath my hands, only as far away 
as my skin is deep. Perhaps there is no word 
that is not longing. When my sister and I   
are silent together on the phone,  
I can’t help but think of the Mars Rover,  
280 million miles away rolling slowly  
through a crater of red rock and dust,  
singing Happy Birthday to itself. 
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This is how my sister will always feel  
when she sings that song to her son— 
both elegy and ode, a tune that rises 
from the dark depth of a place no one can go 
with her or follow her out of, even if she promises 
not to look back. A word for praise  
struck from the flint of sorrow. A word for longing 
for someone who is in the same cosmos. 
A word for the look of the earth  
as glimpsed from Mars, twinned in its spinning,  
unsayable and green in its faraway light. 
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Prelude to Circulatory System 

There was the pelican who snagged  
her feet in the ocean,  
& white gulls that clotted near crusts 
of foam. Before that, a blindfold 
of cloud stretched from horizon ear 
to ear. Before that, the moon 
on the tesseral water. Cuban bread 
& Spanish wine. A stand that sold 
gourmet popsicles. A word  
in my throat when I looked at him. 
The sigh of sheets on the line,  
the sigh of sheets moving & still 
with us. Perhaps I’ve gone too far— 
the distance between begin & begun  
is the upturned world before  
the retina translates. Already I’m too late. 
Already you have moved  
from your fallopian dark  
to the blooded sanctum where you root. 
The earthly currents begin to swish 
through you. It is as though  
my skin is a rafter against which  
a curled bird begins to stir.  
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Poison 

Thrash of feet through thorns, 
mangled undergrowth, away 

    from the voice calling one, two, three— 

we shattered out from base, 
the seeker’s cantor ascending 

     the numeric scale,  

we hiders seeking vine enclave, 
chokecherry cloister, 

     fox hollow, a banishment 

we exulted in, to see 
but not be seen. Days later, 

     my mother would know 

where I’d been—archipelagos of red 
hived along my arms  

    and neck, fleeted across my belly, 

ankle, thigh. I was an agony of skin 
and calamine, yes— 

     how I longed in the damp nights 

for my sheets to snuff my body’s 
interminable guttering— 

    but I would suffer again  

that trinity of leaves—its honest touch— 
to yours, traceless 

     and secret, incurable.  
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Annunciation (While Pregnant, I Develop Aviophobia) 

It wasn’t when the test read yes, or when the blood 
didn’t come, or when my breasts 

became so tender I shrank even from the shower’s 
hot-fingered caress. No, I first became convinced 

of our two helical strands spiraling & knotting 
inside me beyond my ability to count or stop them 

only when, as the plane nosed west somewhere over Georgia, 
my skin paled, lit with a cold fevered sheen of panic, 

made of me a trembling hallucination. All sound 
reached me as through a blue whelm of sea, 

a high keening whale call. Alone among strangers, 
my body glyphed with secret & threatening to tell, 

I slipped from consciousness into the stewardess’s 
firm grip on my elbow, the oxygen mask 

she cupped over my face, her waterwords calling 
is there a doctor on board. I fell & fell 

from that sky, unearthly, impossibly winged, to find you 
in the airport, my oracle’s lips lusterless.  

But I brought you no prophecy at all, 
only a kind of proof of what had already happened: 

my clothes still cloud-dewed with sweat, my hair 
tendriled damply to my neck with the labor 

of what it took to descend with this news. 
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The Spinning Place 

First my skin breaks 
into tesseral humidity; 

  then a colony of bees begins 

their toneless wilderness 
in the canal of my ear. 

     And then the room, 

gust-filled curtains 
reaching for me— 

    or trees if outside, or faces 

if I’m aerial, or in a waiting room— 
all spinning, whirled,  

     then elided by a swift rapture 

of dark. In panic, in fear, 
I slip from the waking world 

    and surface later, supine,  

to a nimbus of peering faces. 
This must be why newborns dream 

     more in the first weeks of life 

than ever again— 
the mind eases 

    into the terror of consciousness, 

unspooling, spooling the senses 
into sense. (The sound of water 

     on skin, on tile, its roof tattoo; 

the taste of milk swallowed, 
milk choked, milk gurgled;  

     the noon shine of a horse’s flank, 

the arboreal three-greened distance.) 
 In the womb, too, they drift, 

     our dreams the sieve  

the world sifts through. 
You again, I say, when the dark 

    comes to call. The honeymakers 
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fill their combs. No voice 
but theirs to fix me 

     when the spinning begins.  
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Scale 

I am soft sift  
In an hourglass 

—Hopkins 

Against the darkening winterplum sky,  
a lone contrail whitens—loose thread, untufted 
cotton. A perfect inverse of me: 

   Lenten moon 

of my belly taut, halved by a slurred grey line.  
Linea nigra, the doctor says, my belly button’s 
new ashen tail a ghostly likeness of the cut cord 

that once bound me to my mother.  
These days I am a solstice, a season begun 
in your germinal dark. Measure me now 

in months, in so many weeks, all the streams 
of my body downrivering 
into the estuary that is you.  

        That is you— 

there, the tick of your limbs, a second hand, 
a second hand, fingers whorled and filling 
with bone, numbered one by one,  

as are your days in that luminous Book.  
Nameless one, I know you in numbers.  
Your parts, your gathering weeks, the 145 

of your heart. The thrum of kicks  
in an hour is as many as the sparrows  
that flit in the bare snarl of vine and hedge, 

as many as the houses that line our street, 
my trips to the bathroom in the night.  
I think, in those small, bleary hours,  

of the hand that pens the book of our days,  
turns the page. Nameless one, only once more 
will you be numberless, when you begin again 

at zero. Day you quicken toward, cold sear 
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of light, fugue of voices. You’ll be cut  
like yarn from the skein, your skin unshined 

of blood, your heels grasped and slapped. 
Cry, numberless one—for now you are laid 
upon the scale, the 0.0 you’ll shatter,  

your life weighed against a feather, 
       already counted up. 
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Advent 

Last week a jellied disc 
in one of my husband’s lower vertebrae 
cinched, slipped—on the x-ray 
the bones’ thorned edges gritted against each other, 
his whole spine yearning left, 
a lily stem arched toward the promise  
of light. Now the days shrink 
into themselves, the trees bare-limbed 
but for squirrels’ nests and the green 
bloom of mistletoe, the opalescent berries 
suspended like droplets of milk. 
All my comforts are questions: 
is it better, does this help, and to wonder 
at the body as host, his to pain, 
mine to our firstborn. Unseen, unfelt 
arms and legs push into socket, 
joints form, the elbow a door 
swinging open. Before you, before your 
cloistral assembly of parts, I knew 
words waiting to become you: 
Face. Hair. Cuticle. Was it this way 
for Mary, overshadowed by the Spirit?— 
her body not hers, reworded with the promise 
of flesh? How can this be, I echo her,  
though I have known a man. 
Here? I ask him, and soothe cream  
into his skin, the two divots in the small 
of his back—gates that keep the invisible hurt. 
May it be as you have said— 
and I picture her trembling hands,  
the hour dusk, everything vague and blued,  
hour all the shadows become shadow.  
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Solstice 

It’s obscurity inscribed on the air, 
birch limbs unlit one by one, 
the moon a blurted secret at both ends 
of the day. The possum revel and slink 
with nothing but moon and eyeglow 
to illumine tossed cans and wrappers. 
I could ask the darkness to hide me, 
the psalmist wrote, and this day would seem 
the answer, the wild approaching dark barely fronded 
with light: firs mantled in white dust, 
windows crypted with frost. Anna told me 
about those girls, what their stepfather did to them. 
Milton—going blind as he wrote 
Paradise Lost—imagined that in hell 
not even the fires give off light.  
But even in darkness I cannot hide from you. 
Some stories are too true to finish. 
Some darks too dark. Across the way,  
blackbirds fling upward from a field,  
their bodies fluent with ascent.  
Beneath each wing a startling ember: 
last light carried off 
into the deepening firmament.   
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Delivery Room [Sacrament Under Erasure] 

Who has     his hand? 
Betray me, son, 

     just       written. 

Who would be better if born? 

     I     answered,     you— 

gave and broke   and gave 
my body, 

offered it to 
you, my blood 

    poured out for 
you.  

Drink of this. 
Now drink 

anew, you, 
my kingdom. 

—Matthew 26:23-29 
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Lithomancy 
—divination by gemstones 

Like eye color or money or even a propensity 
to watch TV, we inherit the moment our teeth emerge. 
No surprise, then, when I glimpsed the milky white ridge, 
half the width of my pinky nail,  
splitting my daughter’s lower gums at just three months— 
exactly when I’d first sprung my own,  
my mother told me. Three months:  
hardly old enough to grasp a teething ring,  
too young for painkillers or to gnaw 
a cold strawberry. Baby teeth, milk teeth, 
X-Actos in miniature, blades undulled by years 
of chew or grind—new-minted, fresh off the line. 
By now, months later, she has dragged grooves  
in plastic spoons, bitten marks upon her arm  
that didn’t fade for hours (“she’s just figuring out  
what they do,” my mother said when I called),  
nearly drawn blood from my nipple. They sprout in twos,  
pushing slowly, tortuously, through the gum, 
pink passage from their periodontal underworld 
into the light of speech, the open mouth. 
The source of distress is invisible at first,  
marked only by rivers of drool, a white-seared  
tumescence in the mouth, and a keening moan 
she performs all day—as she does now, chewing her fingers, 
a sure herald of the buds about to bloom. 
Mothers around here swear by amber necklaces:  
call it voodoo or superstition, or a new science 
backed only by anecdotal evidence,  
but the amber beads are said to release an oil 
into the skin to relieve sore and swollen gums,  
the resin-colored gems as small as milk teeth themselves. 
When I turn to get my daughter’s beads 
from the dresser, I see they have fallen in the uncanny shape 
of a uterus, even bordered by curling fallopian anterooms. 
Remarkable, it stops me, she in the flesh 
and this remembrance, the ground of her making, 
pictured beside her. Even there, in her former life,  
her present distress gestated: the tooth buds 
of all primary teeth discernible at eight weeks 
after conception, dormant and brooding, 
an eruption we watch for. The pain 
of the mouth to mature toward language. 
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Now at seven months she hums when pleased,  
exclaims in squeals, makes accidental fricatives,  
glissandos her vowels, her mouth filling with order 
and precision, white plinths carved from the quarry 
of her gums, on which, someday soon,  
she’ll construct a word. A word like momma,  
the name of the galaxy from which she came— 
her body galactic too, born already with her million eggs, 
which begin, steadily, to die,  
most never released from the ovary. 
So many years ago my mother carried me  
and the glint of my daughter 
as I carried her, her million glints. 
Who else did I carry, pocketed within her,  
a mere granule of one of these amber beads?  
What are our odds of being named? Of being held? 
She runs her tongue along her latest teeth,  
tugs a finger at the aching place. A star 
inside her blinks out, lost,  
as this dawning tooth will soon be— 
an absence, only a lisp to whistle 
for a while through her words. 
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Part 2: Out of the Whinnying Green
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Exile with Fox 

Midnight, mid-May. The earth supple 
with three weeks of rain, queen anne 
lacing the clover, dandelions racing the slope 
of hill behind our house. Water pooled 
in every nick and hollow bared to sky, 
moss slick and greening inside the curbs. 
Our dog noses through yards, puddle-pawed, 
until suddenly he is gone—bent to the wild will 
of instinct, your gasp and halt call 
a hundred feet too slow. Still I glimpse 
his tempter, the redly skittish sprint of a fox 
just one breath quicker. Poor creature— 
chased through the city from one exile 
into another, some hedge or damp shed 
where he might cower, helpless to snuff 
the giveaway glare of his eyes. What was it 
we read once?—that one great love is a thing 
to be feared because it makes of all others 
a kind of exile. Overhead the stars shiver 
in their deep cave. To them the chase must 
look like a comet, a match blown out. 
No, the wind of breath as it first cups the flame. 
O love me, fleet tail. Sweet air, streets 
memoried with rain. No, not a match  
at all: the cosmos emptied back into itself. 
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Batrachomancy 
—divination by frogs 

Somewhere they leap on soft wet banks, 
crouch in clear waters, their mottled skin  
as dew brilliant as the spiderwebs were the spring 
my father saved them. They don’t know how 
they were spared, of course, the wrist-thin skin 
of their throats pale and pulsing to sound out 
the hours, each other. Perhaps only a few  
still survive that spring twelve years ago,  
when their mother trekked up from the wooded stream 
that bordered our yard and emptied her belly  
in our swimming pool—nebulous cluster  
of milky globules suspended there, each an eye 
with its black, pinpricked center. There,  
to our spellbound disgust, they hatched— 
the pool a frantic bevy of heads and tails,  
the luck or curse that placed them there. 
If I follow them back through their afterlives, 
bellowing and skin-darkened to herald  
a coming rain, voluble with warning  
when storms approached, some lost,  
perhaps tweezed apart in junior high labs,  
or caught again by my father, cupped too tightly 
in the hands of his new daughter—if I follow them 
back through their chorused, forested lives, 
I can trace them up the garden hose 
that poured them in synchronized frenzy 
into their rightful waters, the hose 
a sinuous lifeline climbing the yard to our pool, 
where its other end siphoned the tadpoles 
from a water thrilled with their darting chaos. 
Look harder, farther: I see my father 
by the stream, kneeling in damp clay,  
his lungs full, his mouth around the hose 
inhaling a deep, slow gasp, then another,  
until the summoned water met his mouth. 
The bodies pouring out into the life 
they had not known to imagine.  
And his watching them arrowed away  
in the current like undoused green flames.  
And the bitter, secret taste on his tongue. 
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The Spinning Place 

How many times has a man’s boast— 
a father’s lie— 
earned a girl a room in a stone 
tower, the company of straw?  
Oh, such company!—and the mice, 
the raindrop scuttle of their feet 
hurrying away from me, 
away, like the king’s feet 
winding down stone stairs, back 
into the kingdom of the possible.  

~ 

What need do I have of her 
necklace when the straw 
spins to life, golden and serpentine at my touch? 
Still—the fluent filament it makes 
in my hand, warm from her neck. 
Her weeping settles as a bird 
that has flown many hours over sea, wings spread, 
feet outstretched toward land at last. 

~ 

Midas, the king breathes, 
beautiful Midas, 
though he does not look at me. 
Only the molten geography 
of the room leaps like flames 
in the dark hearth  
of his turning, widening eyes. 

~ 

Tonight, she does not weep. 
Armfuls and armfuls of straw 
she brings me, the treadle nimble 
as a damper beneath my foot, 
pedal sustaining the wheel’s music, 
each note of straw coaxed into sonatas 
of daffodils, yellow warblers, 
burnished waters of rivers at dawn. 
After a while she stops to watch 
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the wheel’s spoked spinning, 
its hypnosis churning into skeins 
the currency of her life. 
On and on between us it spins, 
perfect O of her mouth, of crowns. 
Endless and empty as her ruby ring, 
the zero it makes of my pocket.  

~ 

The king knocks at the door 
not long after the imp has gone, 
the climbing sun just level with the tower’s 
lone window. A blush of pleasure 
seeps up his neck, ruddies his lips and cheeks, 
his eyes bright as honey. 
One more night, he tasks me,  
one more alchemic nocturne, 
and he will make me his wife. 
If not: gallows. Either way: my life. 

~ 

This night she is pale and curled 
among the piles of new straw, 
a shed cicada skin,  
even her voice the rasped molt 
of a body once compelled by song. 
She is paupered—no baubles 
or trinkets, not a barrette in her hair, 
even her life spoken for. 
So I extract her promise 
for what only she can spin, cocoon 
into flesh, the perishable fruit 
of her body: firstborn.   
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In Another Life I Encounter My Father 

after B.H. Fairchild 

Summer, 1975.  Sparse wind,  
filmy, vague air.  The sun lazes west for hours. 
I half-skip, half-amble toward the park 
on Urban Drive, kicking pebbles  
with the scuffed toe of my tennis shoe. 
In one hand I hold both handles  
of my jump rope, its white cord  
skimming the road behind me  
in fluid shapes. Halfway there, I spot him. 
The boy’s thin, wiry body hangs  
by his hands from a thick oak branch,  
but only for a moment—he hoists  
up to the next, hooking his leg over 
and pushing up even higher. I stop 
to watch him climb, his yellow hair  
ascending into crowns of leaves, his limbs 
without pause or scruple. He is alone.  
My jump rope hangs limp as the tail  
of a scolded dog.  

    The boy falls.  
He falls without cry or grunt— 
only the dull rhyme of body to branch,  
body to branch— 
his lungs squeezed like a bellows of all air,  
the resultant flame one that flares  
in my ribs and pours up my throat.  
The boy lies in the grass 
like a god thrown to earth.  
He rouses his bones, dice rattled 
in a cup, and walks inside his house. 
If I stay, I will watch him leave home 
a hundred times, a thousand times,  
a rehearsal for another life, another leaving. 
If I look harder, I will see the two ends 
of his broken rib begin to reach back 
toward each other, the light  
of two distant stars meeting. I will watch him 
learn how to heal by himself.   
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Lineage: Wonderlier Bowl 

With the onset of the post-war "baby boom," women  
dedicated themselves to caring for their growing families. 
The "Tupperized" kitchen was born… 

—tupperwarebrands.com 

The bowls unstack like dolls: smallest, smaller, small. 
Each one is birthed from the first one’s belly.  
My sister, marvelous with drool, claps her baby hands, 
reaches to hold an empty bowl. 

Each one is birthed from the first one’s belly: 
this makes two girls sisters.  
I hold up an empty bowl:  
light as cotton, milky clear. Unbreakable.  

This makes two girls sisters:  
to fill a body’s hidden hollow, to float there 
light as cotton, milky clear. Unbreakable. 
To empty a woman. To do this again.  

To fill a small bowl’s hollow, hide a smaller there.  
My sister, marvelous with drool, claps her baby hands 
for me to empty each, to do this again.  
The bowls unstack like dolls: smallest, smaller, small. 
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Brief History of the Face 

What I like is the way a face can be heard— 
parting of lips, slap of hand to cheek.  
A face can be carried. 
When my neighbor went to Afghanistan,  
a grenade blew up in his face so he pocketed  
his eyeball for the mile walk back to camp. 
A face is honest: the eyes dilating,  
brow damp, cheeks splotched, hot. 
It can be opened: my forehead parted  
like a curtain, glare of bone, blood on my shoes. 
A face can be refused. At first my mother was afraid 
to tell me my father only made it as far 
as the hospital parking lot the day of my birth,  
never came inside to see or touch me.  
In the photo I do not have of him,  
his face harbors mine 
the way water holds a gaze for as long 
as it will look. A face can be commanded: 
turn and face me, my mother said 
when my sister asked why my nose was different. 
Why my hair was thin and dark.  
Because it has to be, she said.  
Because is what a mother says when one daughter 
has a father and the other does not.  
But a face can say because too.  
Because of your nose, mine.  
Because you did not look,  
I look and look. Because you are  
no one, you are anyone— 
turned-away flesh of my flesh,  
the endless possibility of you. 
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A Story 

In the house a woman touches 
everything. The blue rims of plates,  
the silk of a shirt, the baby’s feather hair.  
Light opens the windows in the mornings. 
Thistles barb the yard; the clover hums 
with bees. There is a man, too. His silence 
is like a language in which the woman 
is fluent. A small motor churns 
in the house: the baby has learned 
to blow raspberries with her lips. 
Her spit mists about, forms glass pearls 
on her chin and upper lip. She shines,  
she is pleased with her way of sounding. 
Tonight, in the bedroom, the man will put  
his hands in the woman’s hair. 
The baby will blow raspberries as she moves 
through the shifting rooms of sleep. 
In this way they all pray in tongues. 
The dust quivers in the air. No one interprets. 
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Rent 

In the second house we rented—floors slanted, 
faucets pearling droplets no matter how  
we tightened the knobs—we spent most nights 

trying to take back what we’d said. You,  
with your set jaw, your untouchable hands, 
unable to understand what fury  

had just swept through us again. A family 
of cardinals built a nest in the thick vine 
that coiled and trellised the skeletal parts 

of our tilted porch, mezzanines of green. 
The nest balanced there, belonging and not, 
just inside a crest of vine. The mother, 

her blanched yellow head startling apart 
the verdure, flew back and forth for weeks 
with bits of worm and seed in her beak,  

placed these into the insatiable mouths 
of her babies. The father swooped in too 
to help quiet the voracious chorus. 

You laughed when I said these words, 
babies and father, when I crowed  
what a good mother she was, what vigilant 

watch she kept for any quiver of threat— 
namely, me, moving too quick to the door 
to watch her. In April the winds picked up— 

flourishes of gusts tried our lopsided walls, 
whistled through the rusted mail slot  
in the water-warped door, even swayed 

the streetlights. Sirens pierced the streets. 
I worried, crossed the dark and shifting floors 
those disquieted nights to know the nest 

had weathered the wind, an anchor  
of grass and thread sunk in the leaves 
that kept it. Until one morning 
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it hadn’t. The vine wind-ripped, askew, 
the nest dangling and empty.  
For so long I thought the wild out there 

was nothing to the wild in here. I was wrong. 
I’d forgotten damage could be visible, 
a hurt other than the one we caused 

and soothed in each other. What did you expect, 
you asked. But your eyes— 
be devastated, said your eyes.  

49



Miscarriage 
—for C 

The bleeding began the night of the first blood moon 
in five years. Slow, rutilant, your dark womb  

emptied: arils spilled from the fruit. Pod slipped 
from the husk that held it. All night you kept 

close to the bathroom’s white sear. You thought 
the tinged moon wanted free; it twisted, caught 

in your windowed sky. A larger body hid it from light. 
(Yours. Yours. Oh God let it not be right.) 

Who mutinied? Progesterone, antibodies? 
Corpus luteum? No body. No, body,  

it’s not a foreign object. The hours pulsed a deeper sanguine 
until the alignment broke. Your grief scene  

diminished to white tile, flushing water. And the stars  
(small as poppy seeds) flared to count up the huge dark, 

to give it a shape and a name. 
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The Spinning Place 

Thomas Stevens took a giant spin, becoming the first person to complete a 
trip around earth by bicycle.  —The New York Times 

Sometime on the third day of Hungary 
she joins him. Day and night, day 
and night, propelled by the will of his legs, 

he has been alone. Until now. 
She is light and deft, a quixotic velocity. 
She points at churches, at gypsies, 

laughs and floods the unraveling road 
with a language he cannot understand. 
The inflection of asking lifts the hem 

of her words. To him each note in her 
impossible tongue asks, what are you afraid of? 
When will you live in one city again? 

Above them, a hawk spirals and dips. To it the world 
is a brambled field, each day as simple as the hunt 
for what invisible feet tunnel there.  

He sees the twentieth century loom before them. 
Buildings rise and fall. Great crowds cross 
borders. Capitals change names. Call of birds 

gone extinct. There are no cities, he says, only this 
pedaled cartography of unbelonging. 
The blue distills into granules of stars  

and the air is hymnic, honeyed 
with last light. He has not said what he meant. 
She turns to go back the way 

they came, the distance between them unspooled 
and irrevocable, held in place by the flash 
of spinning spokes, that bright and restless carousel. 

51



Apology 

Sunday, halflight. Cooling floors and windowsills. 
Across the table I see the drift  

of memory in your face—there,  
the slight pout and part of your lips 
as though to kiss or begin a word.  

Some days we do not speak much. 

Outside, wasps find gardens, eaves,  
even the underside of a child’s finger: 

his wail rises from a nearby yard.  
You, as a boy, once thrust your stung hand 
through your pocket, which tore open 

like a cloud—pennies and quarters 
pouring loose to your socks.  

Your finger pulsed with pain, invaded   
by a sliver thin as the thread your mother would use 
to mend your pocket closed,  

your mouth around a curse  
(the quick thrill of a forbidden word).  

Some days our quiet 

is the threatened wasp striking.  
And others it is your mother easing 

your tender finger into a spoon of milk.  
Outside, the world shakes out tablecloths 
and brings the wash in from the line. 

A small thing—a wasp?—meets our window 

with its body, sudden as blood, as affection. 
Why have I not loved you as well?  
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Zoomancy 
—divination by animal behavior 

After his goats ate the clusters of bunched red berries 
that speckled the small trees—the odd white flowers 

like six-pointed starclaws, heady as bergamot— 
they romped and riled, elated to overleap  

each other, the baby ones butting horn-tender heads 
together, the whole gray fleet of them bleating 

and darting off the path home. Untamable  
as wind-driven sparks. And so this goat-herder, 

halfway in time between Christ and America, 
ventured back to pluck the ecstatic berries  

for himself. Inside each drupe two seeds, 
sheathed in silver and parchment skins,  

a twice-hidden gem: coffea arabica.  
The skin’s pepper snap between his teeth, 

the seed’s hibiscus burst on his tongue 
there and gone: thrill in the blood,  

heart unraveling like the spool of a kite.  
Day after day his hands plucked whole islands 

of plantations into being, though no ship 
would cross that cerulean dream of sea 

to find those shores for another 
five hundred years. Day after day 

he and his goats swayed home  
in their strange dance, borne by the sizzling 

current in their blood, their bodies tossed 
and pitched like ships on open sea. 

And how could he know? What burdens a body 
of water will bear. What bodies—the dark seeds 

of slavery in a ship’s belly, the hands and faces, 
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ferried westward to till a new world. 
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Turn 

Outside, the season devolves 
into a revelry of citrine and crimson, 

pecan tree wind-shucked and particled 
across leaf-licked lawn, 

shards of the striped, bitter husks 
wedged secretly in the crenellated 

soles of our shoes, or ferried indoors 
by the dog’s mouth— 

such seamless breach of threshold. 
This evening, bedded, trussed 

in linen duvet and lamplit privacy, we turn 
separate pages, ease toward sleep. 

If I could with such finesse 
breach the threshold of you— 

to be a flit of syllables held in your eye, 
last sip of whiskey in your mouth— 

I would barter my long, carnal inheritance 
with the god of briefer things. 

St. Carousal. St. Prodigal. 
Squander me, my tame tongue 

and touch, my bodied exile, 
with all the usual theatrics. 
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Part 3: Fields of Praise

56



The Spinning Place 

They billow up from warm estuarial waters, 
blooming toward that brilliant, ever-shattering pane. 

So many of them—the ones that are left— 
already bear the marks of this collision, the touching 

of one world to another. Water to sky. Vault to vault.  
The elephantine flesh of their backs 

is slashed and hatched, indelible history  
of what it takes to breathe. They billow up 

toward shifting islands of shade: boats hover 
on the face of the deep, indistinguishable from cloud shadow. 

There, carving water from water, propellers spin 
and do not flinch from flesh. But the manatee’s need 

can be met only where two worlds meet, 
at the bright seam that holds them together 

and apart. So gored, bleeding, they descend again, 
lungs full, just enough breath to sing in their wounds. 

57



Divination by Spheres (The Soccer Ball Speaks) 
for Mark 

All ruin already in the boy’s 
nearing ankle, flint 

& gradual chip of the seven bones 
becoming burrs in chutes 

of scar tissue & swell—the anguish 
of his coming years. 

Mine, now, that ruin. & the infinitesimal 
hope he will miss. 

But crack of his cleat, right along 
the shoelace lattice, & my devastation 

unfolds again. Up, spin, arc, 
I see girls on swings in nearby yards, 

clouds shooing east, tree—nest— 
shudder of egg— 

but the parabola must curve out 
my fate. The tide  

in the earth pulls me as it does all things. 
And still—even as I crane 

beyond, toward heights claimed by stars & rain, 
& the vista lowers to crossbar, net— 

still there is the corona of light 
about his hair & face. 

Such loveliness & fire 
in the hold of his eyes. 

How I love & dread him, his legs 
already gathering 

toward me again (the glitch 
not yet in his step: 

all burning things 
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burn themselves last). 
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Shoulder 

She flies south to visit me 
though it is deep summer. 

Curved in ink  
up her hind left shoulder— 

its fine filaments splayed 
as though in wind-riled disarray— 

a solitary plume. 

* 

Curved in ink— 
needle ink.  Jade ink, violet. 

Emerald, black.   
Indelible accoutrement 

to her camisole’s silk strap, 
the peacock feather’s eye 

will not blink back.  
Wielded ink, truth-or-dare ink, 

it stalks me, brazen,  
will not unmeet my shy eye. 

I close my eyes: the afterimage 
is green glare, flash of sun 

succumbing to horizon. 

* 

Truth-or-dare ink.  
Truth: in a tattoo parlor, 

you can choose your pain,  
tell it where to go, what to be. 

Dare: against our mother’s counsel, 
she’s new in her skin 
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for the second time,  
flesh welted red and tender, 

the hurt of what it took to arrive here— 
in time, in body— 

already vestigial and dwindling still, 
like sun-blanked, rain-rinsed 

chalk ebbing back into sidewalk, 
the last blue silt carried off  

in a sudden wind. 

* 

Vestigial and dwindling still, 
the sear of late light solves 

her shirt’s thin cotton 
as she walks away from me— 

a parsed wing silhouetted there, 
faint as shadow, and as fixed. 
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Hope 

For a while my mother left notes,  
one on each stair, in the hope 
that if my father came home he’d follow them,  
some compulsory trail, up to where she slept. 
Remember Asheville, they might say,  
or please can you make some sweet tea? nobody else 
makes it like you do, or simply his name. 
An arrow pointing to the next step. 
My sister and I found them unbearable,  
the baldness of her pain too bright  
to look at. We buttered toast in the mornings, 
made sandwiches for school, bad sweet tea 
we carried up to her in the afternoons. 
Hope is like that sometimes. 
We said if we ever left that house  
we’d take the pictures off the walls  
but strew the nails across the stairs. 
We imagined the prick, the dewdrop of blood, 
the O of his startled mouth in the hollow house. 
And even then we wanted that pain  
for ourselves—a pain we could point to,  
that would interrupt our lives.  
A pain that would come as a surprise. 
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A Stubborn Ode 

after Jack Gilbert 

All of it. Somewhere girls being herded 
at gunpoint into vans. The violence 
of the housefly toward the window.  
A man in kerosene clothes 
touching the flame to himself.  
The child calling her mother’s name until it is no longer 
a word, but a pulse, unrelenting. 
Kyler’s upturned face intent, rapt—his mitt  
compelling him sideways to catch the ball  
thrown by the second father to come into his life.  
The brazenness of saying one pain is like another. 
The inferno of California valleys. A pastor mouthing the name 
of his God in a prison. The plane somewhere 
and all the bones accounted for. The small colony 
of tree lobsters living on an island of rock 
in the Tasman Sea, surviving 80 years  
on one plant. Believed extinct. Flightless.  
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Sink 

Years earlier Billy had installed  
one of those dishwashers—a factory 
of clang and swish she did not trust 
and so stored full of cloths and towels. 
She preferred the faucet’s yield to her touch,  
the cool aluminum where she’d bathed 
all four babes, who as they grew dropped 
spoons and cups into the frothy water 
as a ship tosses cargo it cannot carry. 
She plumbed that shifting seabed of sunk relics, 
each dish and utensil scrubbed smooth,  
chastened as by a salt tide, held to her salvor’s eye. 
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Lullaby in a Drought 

In the drawers, in the cabinets, 
we find pecan casings and pellets, 

the answer to the question 
of what patters in the walls at night. 

We are not the only lovers here. 
If the lights go out, we used to say, 

you pour the wine and I’ll find  
the matches. But we dare not tempt them 

in this tinder town—where sycamores shed 
parched unready leaves, where yards are fringed 

with thistle barbs. If the waters rise, 
we used to say, you pour the wine  

and I’ll tear out the best pages. 
But now the baby’s in her seventh week, 

pulled from the secret waters 
of my body into a rainless topography. 

Who is more sorry?  
She sleeps the sleep of rivers. 

In the nights I sit cradleside when she wakes, 
humming Brahms’ famous notes— 

a song he wrote to sway an old love. 
So we are always singing  

what we cannot change.  
The walls fill with patter, rain clouds 

form somewhere else. The wine 
grows older, finer. If the winds come, 

if the snow gathers. 
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Ode 

Like the geese, your hair migrates south for winter, 
arrowing down from your temples, darkening your cheeks, 
chin, and upper lip in a swarthy hope for warmth. And in spring, 
when blue bonnets clot the meadows, you clear the fields 
of your face but for the mustache you think it funny to grow 
and make Tom Sellek jokes I endure for days.  
In summer, your face knows better the razor’s thin glint, 
though after two days’ neglect your cheek finds mine 
like a pumice stone, exfoliant caress. And your hair,  
soft as a baby’s brush—bristles silken and nearly textile to touch— 
froths your ears and neck until you declare yourself  
unfit to be seen. So you are off, now,  
to the barber, quoting as you always do an old poet 
who once told you he fell asleep in the barber’s chair, 
and though your going out for a trim is commonplace  
as emptying the dustpan or peeling back the swath of dryer lint 
from its sieve, I feel, this time, some pang of sorrow. To picture 
the cuttings that will halo the worn checkered tile  
around your swivel throne, cuttings that bear my fingerprints,  
oil of my skin and invisible dust of pollen and ash, windgrit,  
the shed cells of the hand you passed through your hair 
when we spoke in tense tones and sighs— 
these cuttings will not transplant, never greenly root  
and sprout in the soil of elsewhere. So hurry home, 
auraed one, with the silver blonde tolling the bells 
of your temples. Rush home, shorn, kempt love, 
absent your handful of down that would tip no scale, 
and I will touch and tend you new until you are 
overgrown and unruly with season, until I am 
smoothed and polished by the rough of you, until I shine. 
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The Only Barber in Decatur County Moves Away, 

the shop’s checkered floor swept of all trimmings, 
     the helical stripes by the door no longer turning. 

The heads in this tucked-away, cornfield 

county are fewer and fewer. The milliner 
     stacks her hat boxes in the empty bay windows, 

dusts the bare shelves a last time. 

The florist left a few months ago 
     with her tissue paper, her painter’s eye, 

her secrets: who really loved who. 

The mortician long gone, the lawyer, the pharmacist. 
     Those left look out in the mornings 

to where the blue grain silos rise 

like steeples. The lunch horn still calls at noon 
     like a one-lunged calf. At twilight 

the old men lie down in the fields, 

let the crickets vault their bodies: 
     buoyant needles sewing them to the earth. 

Tufts of white hair crawl toward their ears. 
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While Shopping for a Mattress 

Impossible not to think of nights  
you won’t sleep at all, your restless body beside me, 
nights your feet are light as the moon 
on the floors of our house— 
though the salesman’s nearing face,  
his calling out do we like the extra-firm,  
why not just try the king size, see if  
we wouldn’t like more space,  
makes it harder to wonder at our lives  
passing in dreams, in sex, in what we murmur 
in the last minute of the last hour  
we are awake each day, wonder if there will be 
many nights you turn off the lamp  
without a word exchanged between us,  
my shoulders angled away from you,  
and no, I do not want more space,  
a bed is not meant to be a field  
but more like a garden, which is why 
it too is called bed, and I want 
to be beside you as floribundas 
are beside tea roses, close enough 
so that in full bloom their edges touch— 
how not to think of the smaller bodies 
our bodies will sow in other beds,  
our one mattress become two, three 
other mattresses we will need to buy— 
but now you are rising, moving toward 
that pillowtop in the window,  
and though I am sad to leave  
the life in which we are roses, I see 
in your neck, the span of your shoulders, 
where the years will soften you,  
pull you toward another sleep,  
a current you cannot refuse, 
and because I promised, I follow you  
through the store and lie beside you 
into the years of sleep we will choose,  
even into the one we will not.  
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