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For Her, in all Her incarnations. 

Sine qua non. 
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When I Ran the River 

 

When I ran the river, 

everything was quiet; 

even the traffic 

along the drive 

hummed a sutra 

to the Buddha. 

My feet would slap 

the pavement, 

but all I heard 

were gentle kisses. 

 

My route was from 

bridge to bridge 

to bridge: 

a five-mile loop 

around the river, 

circumambulating her, 

from the south shore 

to the north, 

and back again 

to where I started. 

I said I ran 

for exercise; 

but truly, it was 

to jog my memory 

of the sacred 

signatures of things, 

inscribed in all our souls 

before their sleep 

and great forgetting, 

when we cross 

the river Lethe 

to arrive here, 

on these sad 
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and deserted 

earthly shores. 

 

Only in motion 

could I find 

the stillness 

to hear 

in a sacred manner; 

to listen for the 

hymns to Hecate 

and the odes 

to joy 

chanted by 

the geese 

and squirrels. 

The car horns 

are really shofars, 

calling the faithful 

to prayer 

and repentance. 

The ram’s horn— 

bleating, bleating, 

bleating— 

reminds us 

that life begins 

in sacrifice, 

and ends 

that way, 

as well. 

 

The winding path 

along the esplanade 

hugged the rhythms 

of her shoreline; 

it took me closest 

to the river’s edge, 
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where the perfume 

of decay, 

from rotting fish 

and wayward 

sewage, 

was pungent 

and most pure. 

This was the aroma 

of Hades’ sacred 

pipe tobacco, 

his all-time 

favorite brand. 

The smoke would rise 

to Mount Olympus, 

as an offering 

to Zeus; 

the ashes stayed 

with him. 

 

When I ran the river, 

everything was quiet. 

For a blessed, 

timeless moment, 

I remembered my 

inscriptions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 9 

The Rhythm 

 

The rhythm of my daily 

walk writes the lines. 

The poem is a waking 

dream that translates 

the harmony of motion 

(and Newton’s Laws) 

into subtle images 

of psychic harmony. 

The body must move, 

or be moved 

to the grave. 

The Word 

must be spoken, 

or the soul will die. 

Which is worse? 

 

When I was a child, 

I played with 

my future. 

I wanted to be 

a poet 

a painter 

a musician 

a sculptor 

and, first of all, 

an actor. 

 

As I grew into what 

we mistakenly call 

maturity, 

those dreams 

were pushed aside 

for more prosaic 

concerns, 
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best expressed in 

dull prose, 

not poetry. 

I came to hold words 

in far less regard, 

the more use 

I made of them, 

and they of me. 

We deserved each other— 

or so I thought. 

 

So it would be, 

that in due course 

I was to meet 

a true poet. 

She would teach me 

more about myself 

than I had ever 

cared to know. 

One thing I learned: 

I had so misjudged 

the Word, giving it 

far too little credit. 

For all those things 

I had wanted to be 

as a child, 

she was, 

in her poems. 

 

The forms of her poems 

were sculpted 

by the same 

mysterious power 

that shaped the 

very contours 

of her soul. 
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The rhythm of her lines 

was the music 

of her heart. 

Her verses painted 

pictures as vivid 

as any watercolors, 

oils, or acrylics. 

And the Word, 

like the actors’ masks 

of ancient times, 

both revealed 

and concealed 

the wearer’s identity. 

She was my teacher; 

the heartbeat of the world. 
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I Wish You Were Born 

 

“I wish you were born,” 

he said with a frown, 

shaking his head 

from side to side. 

I was speechless, 

bewildered. 

I felt his crushing 

disappointment in me, 

as if it were my own. 

His accusation stung 

like an angry hornet, 

burned into my flesh. 

 

When I awoke, 

disturbed and perplexed 

by the sleeping mind, 

I comforted myself 

as a mother soothes 

her crying child 

after a nightmare. 

I cooed, 

reassuringly, 

“It was only a dream.” 

But I knew better. 

It was my own daimon 

chastising me, 

because I had 

refused the call 

to become 

my true self; 

to be my soul. 

 

Truly, though, it is 

a blessing, 
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is it not? 

For that which is 

never born 

can never die; 

and what will die 

must not be mourned, 

for it is only what was, 

and not what could, 

and should, 

have been. 

One way or another, 

I will be free. 

No? 

 

Memento mori. 

My heart is too 

far gone 

to reach back 

to you 

now. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 14 

Orpheus Lost 

 

Orpheus lost Eurydice 

twice 

before he was 

cut to pieces 

by the sharp razors 

of his own grief, 

as skillfully wielded 

by the drunken Maenads. 

The first time was Fate, 

or Chance; 

the second, his own 

weakness. 

No magic lyre 

could save him 

from himself, 

and his own fear. 

 

I lost you but once; 

and I don’t believe 

in Fate, or Chance. 

Or karma, either. 

I was unprepared 

for our meeting— 

still less for our 

parting. 

You were my 

singularity: 

the point where 

space and time 

lose all their 

distinctness, 

melt into one, 

and give birth 

to the infinite. 
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Alas, I was not up to 

this singular task; 

I could not merge. 

Just like Orpheus, 

my fear got the 

better of me. 

I, too, looked back, 

not trusting 

the moment. 

 

Now I’m lost in 

the Underworld, 

wandering alone, 

completely at a loss. 

I cross wide deserted 

heaths in the densest fog, 

and cold empty deserts 

at night. 

I stumble through dark 

forests of rot and decay, 

and scramble alongside 

steep crumbling banks 

of red bloody rivers 

that spew fire and 

belch smoke. 

All without guides 

to guide me, 

or company 

to keep— 

just as Plato did say 

would happen 

to the truly lost soul. 

I cannot return 

to the living, 

nor make peace 

with the dead, 
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until I see your face, 

at least once again. 
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Beyond Recognition 

 

The fire that 

consumed us 

left me burned 

beyond recognition. 

All these years 

later, I still 

don’t know 

who I am, 

what I want, 

or what I can do 

with my time 

remaining. 

 

To know again 

implies that 

I once knew, 

but then forgot. 

Too bad, then, 

that I never did 

know anything. 

I was always 

a cipher, 

even to 

myself. 

When I look 

in the mirror, 

no one 

stares back. 

 

Only once, long ago, 

for a brief instant— 

a split nanosecond 

or, maybe two— 

was it all clear 
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and true to me, 

for the very 

first time; 

when I saw myself 

through your eyes. 

Now I am as blind 

as Tiresias, 

without his vision. 

No Phoenix will rise 

from these ashes, 

for they are sacred 

to The Unseen One, 

the slayer of all 

illusions. 
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What So Profit 

 

“For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his own soul?” —Jesus 

 

I think I lost my soul. 

I could have sworn 

he was here 

just a minute ago. 

We were talking 

about me quitting 

poetry for good. 

He looked pained, 

all of a sudden, 

like he had a bad 

molar throbbing 

in his tight jaw. 

Maybe he 

ducked out 

on the porch 

for a quick smoke, 

or took off 

to the liquor store, 

for a six pack 

of ice cold beer. 

Yeah, that’s it. 

 

Man, I just sure as hell 

hope I don’t have to 

go out on some 

idiotic soul search; 

my mission of mercy 

for the umpteenth 

time—no thank you! 

Or hire some phony 

New Age shaman 

to chant gibberish, 
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and bang her 

deerskin drum, 

while she talks 

to her wolf spirit guide, 

or some such bullshit. 

Like she’s really going 

to retrieve my soul! 

Yeah, what a crock! 

 

No, I’ll just wait here, 

and pour myself 

another three fingers 

of scotch. 

I’ll sit on the couch, 

and binge watch 

some crap 

on cable, 

or maybe even read 

a good book or two. 

Ha! Yeah, sure. 

He’ll come back; 

he always does. 
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Komodo Blues 

 

I saw them arrest 

a Komodo dragon 

last night; 

he’d clearly had 

too much 

to drink. 

That poor dragon 

couldn’t crawl 

a straight line 

to save his life. 

He bobbed and weaved 

all over the place, 

and finally crashed 

at the crossroads. 

Snoring so loud 

he could wake up 

the dead, 

he was dead 

to the world— 

and almost 

to himself, 

when his tail 

was flattened 

by a huge 

tractor trailer. 

 

He whined 

at the cops, 

as they roused 

him awake, 

poking him 

on the back 

with a stick. 

The first cop 
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shook his head 

in disgust, 

“Damn lizards 

can’t hold 

their liquor,” 

he fumed, 

as he spat 

in the dirt. 

 

Half awake, now, 

and very unsteady, 

the woozy dragon 

made apologies 

for his sad condition. 

“The problem,” 

he sobbed, 

“is my beautiful wife, 

who ran off 

with a sweet-talking 

mongoose 

from Texas.” 

His head drooped 

down to the ground 

as he whimpered. 

 

The second 

blue knight 

let out 

a long sigh, 

glanced at 

his partner, 

then tore up 

the ticket. 

“Well,” he began, 

so thoughtful 

and somber, 
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“I guess that you’ll 

just have to find 

some other way 

to save your 

poor soul 

from perdition,” 

 

The dragon 

just nodded 

and looked 

rather sheepish. 

He ever so carefully 

picked himself up, 

and shook off 

all the road dust 

that had covered 

his lizard skin. 

He crawled away 

slowly, 

without looking 

back, 

his tail 

tucked closely 

behind him. 

 

And that’s 

the last 

that I ever saw 

anything 

of that dragon— 

I think. 
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No Love, Lost 

 

So long, 

it’s been, 

I’d almost 

forgotten. 

I still drink 

my coffee, 

read some 

new books. 

But now 

I’m only an actor, 

playing a part; 

saying my lines, 

rehearsing 

my scenes, 

for what feels like 

the umpteenth 

time. 

Something’s 

held back, 

something’s 

not there— 

I don’t know. 

It’s so hard 

to grasp, 

let alone explain. 

Words fall through 

like sand in a sieve. 

Nighttime grabs me 

and won’t let go, 

not even in the 

bright light 

of morning. 

If only I could, 

I would ask you. 
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Pieces 

 

When I was a child, 

on a rainy day 

we would do a jigsaw puzzle 

to pass the time. 

It might be Venice, with canals, 

gondolas, and churches; 

or a great mountain, 

like Everest or Kilimanjaro; 

or a forest of tall evergreens, 

meandering streams, 

and hiking trails. 

We would always begin 

with the easiest part, first: 

the border pieces, 

with their straight edges 

and pleasing symmetry. 

Then we’d work inwards, 

towards the center, 

with the harder, 

more complicated, 

and irregular spaces, 

until the very last piece 

fell neatly into place, 

with that nice, 

satisfying ‘click.’ 

 

Now there are no 

easy parts left, 

no clear borders, 

or solid boundaries— 

except perhaps death. 

I can discern no center 

within myself; 

nothing to work towards, 
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nor even a clear picture 

of the whole puzzle 

of who and what 

I am, 

to work from, 

as a guide. 

It’s as if I am stray pieces 

from all different boxes, 

tossed in by accident 

by some careless fool, 

or else a true madman. 

Nothing fits together 

anymore. 

If I could, 

I would just 

start over, 

again. 
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Bone Dreams 

 

One night, the ancestors 

came while I slept 

and dreamt fitfully. 

“It is time, it is time,” 

they whispered. 

With care they removed 

one of my ribs, 

and closed over 

the place with flesh. 

At the base 

of the wound, 

they planted 

a golden seed. 

“A healer he will be,” 

they whispered, 

then departed. 

 

From the seed grew 

a tiny shell crab, 

hungry for bone; 

no more, no less. 

Working from femur 

to sternum and spine, 

it ate its way through 

my scaffolding of flesh. 

A shaman, it is said, 

must be rebuilt 

from the inside, out; 

right down 

to the bones. 

Their power comes 

from sorrow—a wound 

that cannot be healed, 

but only transmuted: 
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from pain into vision, 

from fear into courage, 

from forgetting into 

remembering. 

 

You may recall the myth. 

It was Demeter’s wretched, 

disconsolate grief at her 

loss of dear Persephone 

to Lord Death himself 

(her own brother, to boot), 

that caused her to fall 

for that cruel prank 

of sly, impious Tantalus. 

That heartless father 

killed and dismembered 

his own son, Pelops, 

and served him up 

to the gods for brunch. 

Her mind clouded by pain, 

she munched his shoulder 

at that god-awful picnic. 

 

A solid ivory prosthesis, 

the Fates did give 

to the rebooted and 

re-membered Pelops— 

so much the better 

to shoulder his great 

burdens, as the once 

and future mage-king. 

 

Alas, no such gift have 

the Fates given me— 

except, perhaps, 

for a recollection of days, 
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a distant far memory 

from earliest boyhood; 

once upon a time. 

In my mind’s eye, 

I see us together: 

my mother and I, 

at Grant’s five-and-dime, 

where tantalizing aromas 

of freshly popped popcorn 

and too greasy hot dogs 

always filled the stale air. 

 

It was my first Halloween; 

my costume, my choice. 

It was, without doubt, 

my very own finger 

that pointed out 

the fateful box. 

The skeleton 

was outlined 

in bright silver glitter, 

glued in raised relief 

on jet black pajamas; 

the plastic skull mask 

colored death’s 

chalky white. 

I wore it with pride 

to the costume parade. 

 

Was it not the poet 

who wrote, 

that the end 

is in the beginning? 

Was it not the sage 

who observed, 

that something within us 
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just knows? 

And yet— 

I am no shaman; 

I can neither cure 

nor be cured. 

The only healing is art; 

the rhythm of the lines, 

that Song of Songs, 

the poem of our life. 
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I Hid From You 

 

I hid from you, 

you said, 

in my shambolic library 

of old dusty tomes 

with broken spines; 

unread books piled 

high and unsteady, 

in my ivory 

Towers of Babel 

ready to topple over 

by the mere brush 

of a cat’s whisker 

 

You rebuked me 

for my timidity 

in retreating 

to the dull security 

of what you called 

my gilded cage 

of abstractions 

and excuses; 

for my terror 

of venturing forth 

beyond the bars 

of my inhibitions. 

I had clipped 

my own wings, 

you said, 

to keep myself 

from taking off 

into flights of fancy, 

or being carried away 

by the trade winds 

of my own passions. 
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And so, you left. 

 

I grieved your exit 

more than you 

will ever know. 

Then, one day, 

as if by chance, 

a book fell down 

upon my head. 

I took this 

as a sign 

from you 

to read it. 

So I did. 

 

It was the strange tale 

of a silly little man, 

who ate too much bread, 

and drank too much beer, 

at his fine midday meal. 

Tired and groggy from 

his greedy repast, 

he lay down beneath 

a great willow tree, 

and fell fast asleep— 

for a hundred years! 

When he finally awoke, 

everyone he had known 

was long dead 

and forgotten. 

Even his old village 

was sheer dust 

and debris. 

All that remained 

was the rotted trunk 

of the great willow, 
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under whose branches 

he had sought comfort 

and shelter from life. 

 

Such an odd fable! 

What sad fool 

would sleep their 

whole life away? 

What dull clod 

could be 

so careless 

so unaware 

so utterly lacking 

in imagination? 

To hide from one’s 

own true self that way, 

as William Blake did aver, 

is a sin against 

the Holy Ghost. 

This tale, I must conclude, 

is a rank absurdity, 

a farcically nonsensical 

story about— 

me. 
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Eternal Return (The Happiest Day) 

 

The happiest day 

of my life 

was the day you told me 

you loved me. 

If I could choose to live 

that day 

over and over again, 

for all eternity, 

I would. 

 

This would not be, 

as Nietzsche says, 

the Greatest Stress. 

On the contrary, 

it would be 

my greatest joy. 

I would not be Sisyphus, 

pointlessly toiling away, 

rolling rocks 

up mountains 

forever. 

 

I would be the Mountain, 

over the Lake; 

serene and peaceful, 

arms outstretched, 

reaching upwards 

towards the heavens 

in joyful supplication, 

as your waters continually 

refreshed me from below. 

Stillness and movement 

together always; 

the condition 
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of a quiet 

heart. 
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The Stones 

 

The stones 

by the lake 

make the best 

of friends: 

they always 

support you, 

without being asked; 

they listen to your 

complaints, 

without adding any 

of their own; 

and they never, ever 

give advice, 

without first being asked. 

The old shamans 

knew how to ask. 

They knew how 

to talk 

to the stones 

because 

they knew how 

to listen. 

 

The stone is such 

a lowly thing, 

insignificant; 

yet highly prized 

by some philosophers, 

who can see 

its true value. 

This special stone, 

it is said, 

can turn lead 

into gold, 
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and death 

into life. 

This stone 

is the Holy Grail 

that fell 

from Heaven 

to Earth: 

the saving grace. 

Where is it? 

Where is 

the Grail? 

 

Look around, 

It is everywhere! 

It is in your heart 

(and theirs, too), 

and right under 

your foot. 

If you can 

only listen, 

and see 

the stones, 

you will 

know. 
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I Wish, I Wish 

 

You came to me, 

radiant and shy, 

wearing a simple 

cashmere sweater, 

the color of ripe 

summer peaches. 

You were so 

happy I’d waited 

for you, all this time, 

that I could barely 

contain my own joy, 

to see you there, 

in my parents’ house, 

waiting for me. 

We held hands, 

then walked, 

arm in arm, 

to the living room, 

to receive my 

mother’s blessing. 

Dressed in white robes, 

like a high priestess, 

or a corpse, 

she was ready 

to receive us 

and bestow her 

benediction. 

And I was elated 

to be finally 

home. 

 

I awoke from my 

deep slumber 

to remember 
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with a shock, 

that you were 

long gone, 

and she, 

long dead. 

But, much to my 

surprise, 

my joy 

did not dissolve, 

like sugar melting 

into pools of hot 

sorrow and remorse. 

Why? I wondered. Why? 

 

Then I came to know 

the legend: 

At the end of the world, 

say the Taoist sages, 

stands the peach tree 

of immortal life. 

The taste of but 

one ripe fruit, 

they say, 

bears the gift 

of three thousand 

years! 

 

My dream, I realized, 

was an invitation; 

your peach sweater, 

an incantation, 

a sacred symbol 

of life eternal. 

My task of tasks 

would be to gather 

an intrepid expedition— 
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like Jason and his 

crew of Argonauts—- 

to undertake a journey 

to end of the world, 

to find the Peach 

Tree of Immortality. 

For you will be there, 

waiting for me, 

and we shall 

both eat, 

and live 

forever. 

 

For good crew and 

company, who will 

I take with me 

on my journey 

to the East? 

Not fair Orpheus, 

who twice lost his 

beloved Eurydice 

to the clutches of Hades. 

Nor crafty Odysseus, 

who made himself 

so much trouble 

in getting back 

to faithful Penelope. 

No heroes of sword 

and cunning, 

no demigods with 

magical powers, 

need apply 

for my retinue. 

 

My sole companion 

on this fateful trip 
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will be an old 

Taoist sage, 

bent over 

like a twig 

by heavy snow. 

For by practicing 

the art of not resisting, 

he will surely know 

the gentle Way back 

to kindness, 

and love. 

 

Process note: The title comes from a song of the same name by Cat Stevens/Yusuf Islam. 
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At Twilight 

 

At twilight, 

I see so much better 

than I ever did 

at morning or 

afternoon. 

Those hours 

were too bright 

with the burning 

of ambition 

and desire 

to see clearly. 

The second light 

gives second sight, 

if you are open 

to receive it. 

 

The home of the sun 

is the Underworld, 

its natural place 

of rest. 

Only the chariot 

of noble Phoebus 

moves the sun 

from below 

to above, 

and east 

to west, 

in its daily 

round 

of brilliance. 

I can only imagine 

how happy it is, 

on the last leg 

of its trip, 
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so close 

to returning 

home. 

 

The light in the dark 

lives in the palace 

of dreams— 

the soul’s home, too. 

At twilight, 

I no longer 

judge my dreams; 

I let them 

judge me. 

This is the true 

Last Judgment: 

to see the bottom 

as top, 

and the top 

as bottom. 

At twilight, 

I see so much better 

than I ever did 

before, 

because it is all 

inside me, 

now. 
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I Met My Soul Last Night 

 

I met my soul last night 

in a dark and dingy bar. 

It was filled with smoke, 

the odor of stale booze, 

and seedy-looking patrons. 

As soon as he saw me 

walk into that dive, 

he smiled and waved, 

just like an old buddy, 

then motioned me over 

to join him. 

 

He sat all alone 

at a back corner 

table; 

a half-empty 

bottle of scotch 

and two 

shot glasses 

for good company. 

 

I noticed right off 

he was dressed 

to the nines: 

in a shiny black 

Zoot suit, 

white shirt, 

and black tie. 

The dapper white 

fedora he sported 

with class, 

was pulled down low 

over his forehead— 

you know, that rakish look, 
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and not a little bit sinister. 

 

In the background, 

I noticed the strains 

of a vaguely familiar tune 

from a time long ago: 

       “Bei mir bist du schoen, 

           please let me explain. 

         Bei mir bist du schoen 

            means you're grand.” 

 

As I pulled up my chair, 

he poured me a drink. 

“Do you know 

where you are?” 

he asked, 

grinning slyly. 

“And do you know 

who I am?” 

I hadn’t the slightest, 

so I said what I thought. 

“You’re the Devil, 

and this is Hell.” 

What else 

could I say? 

 

He laughed 

so damn hard 

that the glasses 

both rattled. 

“No, my dear friend; 

this is the bardo, 

the state in between 

life and death, 

or life and life. 

All you see here 
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is of your own 

making. 

Your mind 

is the devil; 

I am your soul,” 

 

I was flat 

speechless, 

open-mouthed 

mute. 

What kind 

of crazy dream 

is this? 

I thought 

to myself. 

“This is no dream,” 

he said with 

a flourish. 

“And yes, 

I can indeed 

read your mind! 

Why not? 

Since your mind 

is mine.” 

 

My soul 

was like nothing 

I’d ever imagined: 

flamboyant, assertive. 

with a style 

all his own. 

While my plan 

was always 

“fit in, 

don’t offend,” 

he was my 
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opposite— 

nothing bland 

or blended 

about him. 

 

“You have but 

one more chance,” 

he warned me 

so sternly. 

“to become 

what you are— 

which is me.” 

Not to imitate 

his style, 

or mimic his 

grand gestures, 

to be sure. 

But to find 

my own way, 

without fear 

of rejection 

or hope 

of reward. 

 

I awoke the next 

morning 

feeling tired 

and burnt out; 

as if I’d been 

on a bender, 

or stuck at some 

boring seminar. 

Then “Bam!” 

I remembered; 

it all came rushing 

back. 
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That character 

in the bar 

who said 

he was 

my soul; 

our surreal 

discussion 

of life and truth; 

that ancient 

Andrews Sisters 

tune playing softly 

in the background. 

I just shook my head 

in sheer disbelief, 

as I put on a big 

pot of coffee. 

“My unconscious 

needs a vacation,” 

I joked aloud 

to no one. 

 

Oddest of all, 

when I went 

to my closest 

to find something 

to wear, 

I could not find 

one blessed item, 

not one piece of clothing, 

that suited my fancy. 

Nothing felt right; 

nothing truly fit. 

I looked in the mirror, 

and it was He 

who stared back, 
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laughing at me. 
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Burning Down the House 

     (for Orfeo Angelucci) 

 

How did I survive 

the fire so intense 

it melts glass and steel? 

My old life in ruins 

I am a bewildered tourist 

gawking at the rubble 

of a terminal moraine. 

At glaciers end, 

where nothing moves, 

my nostrils burn 

from acrid smoke 

and arctic air. 

Fire and ice: 

I am Shiva, dancing; 

a plague for Athens 

in its twilight hours. 

 

Water logged shingles 

drop like rotted teeth 

from an old man’s gums, 

through charred cross 

beams and empty air 

(no ceilings or floors), 

to land in heaping piles 

of Wednesday’s ashes. 

 

I survey the debris: 

certificates of security, 

burned beyond recognition; 

keepsakes of friendship, 

brittle and broken; 

memories of joy, 

twisted into grotesque 
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masks of mourning 

and mordant self-pity. 

 

Fragments of lost souls— 

crescent moon-shaped 

curls of iridescent ectoplasm— 

swim blindly around my feet, 

squiggling like headless tadpoles 

in a turgid pond, 

lamenting their dire fate 

with shrill cries of anguish. 

A Greek chorus of woe. 

 

With an angry groan 

the floor collapses; 

the cellar cracks open, 

as if by earthquake split 

into a deep depression 

ringed by sheer rock cliffs. 

I am caught by a ledge 

altogether too narrow 

to sit, or stand, or lie; 

my right ankle grabbed 

by the outstretched crook 

of an ancient gnarled limb. 

I dangle precariously 

over the dark abyss, 

strung upside down 

on the thinnest of threads. 

 

From the dim vale below, 

the voices call up to me 

in a sonorous echo: 

“Orfeo! Orfeo! 

Orfeo of the bright angels! 

Come down to us! 
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Descend to our kingdom 

of restless shades 

to reclaim your lost life!” 

 

The call goes unanswered. 

For I am The Hanged Man, 

suspended in space, 

my perspective askew— 

caught between worlds— 

unable to move, nor 

take a full breath. 

I am King Minos, 

trapped in my palace of doom, 

avoiding my Minotaur, 

who sleeps, 

dreaming fitfully, 

alone in his labyrinth. 

I am The Fisher King, 

with nowhere to go 

in the land of waste, 

and no hope for the grail 

to cure what ails me. 

 

How do I survive 

the six degrees 

of separation, 

the sixth extinction, 

the six feet apart, 

with no seventh to rest? 

I wait for a miracle. 

Where is the mothership 

to ferry me home? 

 

Process notes: 

Orfeo M. Angelucci was an early member of the club of UFO contractees in the 1950s. His case and its archetypal 
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aspects was analyzed by C.G. Jung, in his late, classic work, Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth of Things Seen in the 

Skies (1958). Other works referenced include those of Joseph Campbell, T.S. Eliot, and, of course, Talking Heads. 
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Traces 

 

“You would not find the boundaries of soul, even by travelling along every path, so deep a measure does it have.” —

Heraclitus of Ephesus 

 

I have searched 

myself. 

Gone down 

every damn highway, 

back road, country lane 

and city street; 

from wide avenues 

and posh boulevards 

to grimy back alleys; 

hiked every forest path 

and steep mountain trail 

of my soul, 

hoping to find you 

not there. 

 

But everywhere I’ve been, 

you’ve left traces behind. 

Like the canyon paintings 

of some lost native tribe, 

vanished into a dream. 

Or the papyrus fragments 

of old Gnostic secrets, 

buried in the desert, 

sealed in ancient jars, 

dug up by accidental 

fools robbing graves. 

Memories of you 

still etched in solid rock, 

or seeping up through 

the groundwater 

that flows beneath, 
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fire neurons 

long dormant 

and forgotten. 

 

I am a reluctant 

archaeologist 

of my own psyche 

excavating down 

to prehistoric layers 

of geological strata, 

hunting stray artifacts 

untouched by your passage, 

or the fossilized remains 

of some prelapsarian 

garden of bliss, 

not cursed with 

inedible forbidden fruit— 

not poisoned 

at the source. 

 

Yet, no matter how far 

I have ventured, 

I see no evidence 

of your absence; 

nor can I even recall 

why it was 

that you left. 

I keep searching, 

but I find no traces 

of myself 

without you. 
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Process notes: The first line that came to me is the first line of the poem, “I have searched myself,” which is fr. 8 of 

Heraclitus’ Cosmic Fragments. The epigraph is fr. 42. For literary detectives, there is another borrowed line in the poem, 

this one from John Gardner’s novel, Mickelsson’s Ghosts. 
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No Heroics, Please 

 

No heroics, please. 

I do not yearn 

to go on a quest 

to save the world, 

a people, an idea, 

or even myself. 

I have no desire 

to fight battles, 

slay dragons, 

have visions, 

or return from 

an adventure 

with boons 

to bestow. 

 

I have no wish 

to conquer anyone 

or anything; 

to venture forth 

into mysteries, 

merely in order 

to solve them. 

I refuse to steal 

the ambrosia 

of immortality 

from arrogant gods 

or lethargic giants, 

too lazy or foolish 

to guard their own 

dearest treasure. 

Pass the holy grail 

to someone else, 

and let them take 

the hero’s journey. 
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No, I would rather 

invite the dragon 

to my house 

for high tea, 

served in the parlor. 

We will share 

the Victorian loveseat, 

sip Earl Grey from 

fine bone china cups, 

and feast on hot 

buttered scones 

and watercress 

finger sandwiches. 

We will discuss 

my looming death, 

and how she might 

incinerate the cancer 

of my self-regard, 

with but a single blast 

of her fiery breath, 

in due preparation 

for my final 

metamorphosis. 

 

If she should reciprocate 

and invite me to her lair, 

I will go down 

into the darkness, 

where the shadow lives 

in ashes, dust, and grief. 

I will go as a suppliant, 

bearing gifts of fine wines— 

sauternes and tawny ports— 

smoked meats and fishes, 

dried fruits and baguettes. 
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I will bring with me 

no torch to light the way; 

only a single candle, 

so easily extinguished. 

 

 

Process notes: When the first line came to me, I recognized it as the title of a poem by Raymond Carver, which appeared 

in a collection of his posthuma, also titled, No Heroics, Please. My other chief inspiration is Joseph Campbell, especially 

his seminal work, The Hero With a Thousand Faces. 
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There Is A River 

 

There is a river 

by the river 

you can’t step in twice. 

A place where time 

must have a stop, 

and the hooded monks 

in sackcloth robes 

the color of 

pomegranates 

chant these words; 

“Holy, Holy, Holy.” 

The air is electric 

there; it crackles 

and sings with life 

in all its colors. 

 

I have been there twice: 

once, by accident, 

by myself entranced; 

and once, by design, 

just to gaze at you, 

from the yonder side 

of the riverbank. 

It took me eight years 

to make that journey, 

across blazing deserts 

and the perilous seas 

of my moth-eaten soul. 

 

Our eyes met, 

and you smiled at me, 

knowing that, at last, 

I’d found the courage 

to make the trip. 
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Much was given up, 

and even more 

forgiven. 

The air buzzed 

with aquamarine, 

and tasted of late 

Beethoven quartets, 

as the monks chanted 

in synchronous rounds: 

“Holy, Holy, Holy.” 

And I knew then, 

in that timeless now, 

that we would never 

be parted again. 
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Emil Sinclair is the pseudonym of a sometime poet and a longtime philosophy professor in New York City. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


