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~ 

Preface 

 

Appalachian Pen Works Writers, a small group of people interested in writing and poetry, met 
once a month at my local library.  I finally got up the courage to go (all by my scared self) taking 
the few poems I had written, feeling very vulnerable, but it was a wonderful experience. That is 
where I met Sal (Salvatore Buttaci, 1941—2018) and his sweet wife, Sharon, along with about 
five other writers. 
 
Our writing group began to dwindle. Two moved to North Carolina, another was a busy college 
student nearing graduation and life intruded to cull our numbers. Sal had often talked about his 
teaching days. It was obvious that teaching was his passion so I sent him a Facebook message 
asking if he would consider tutoring me. I wasn’t really hopeful because, as he says of himself, 
he is an obsessive-compulsive writer of poetry, flash fiction, short stories, and articles. He is 
also a faithful member and supporter of his church and that always comes first. I wasn’t sure he 
could wrangle another minute out of his busy life. But he found the time and I am so grateful 
for his mentorship.  

As I always say, “I am a persistent WV poet who loves to write to prompts.” The poems in this 
collection were birthed, many in response to prompts, through the years.  

 

Debi Swim 
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Autumn 

Waking to fog-filled mornings 
foretelling winter snows 
August ends like a dry martini 
in small, lingering sips 
that you hate to see go 

September comes swiftly like crows 
gleaning what’s left of the corn 
spider webs dot the fields 
miscanthus flowers dry creamy white 
inviting as a chenille throw. 

October is the realization 
Old Women’s Summer is gone 
sweaters and shawls 
come out of storage 
there’s a chill in the air of fall 
 
Autumn is regrets and revelations 
escalation of time winding down 
a time to scatter, a time to decline, 
a time to wait 
for frost makes the sweet ice wines. 

 

 

Process notes: 
1.For every fog in August, there will be a snowfall. Weather lore, Farmers’ Almanac 
2. A warm period in late autumn is called Altweibersommer (“old women’s summer”) in 
Germany 
3. Ice wine (or icewine; German: Eiswein) is a type of dessert wine produced from grapes that 
have been frozen while still on the vine. 
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An Answer to Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early 
Childhood” 

Birth is not a continuation, not 
a pre-existence of pure light and love. 
We did not dance with the angels. Heaven 
wasn’t our first abode, but a woman’s womb. 
The elements of man and woman met 
and mixed and grew in that primeval stage 
where the soul and matter become new 
then in time pushed into the world without. 
And what’s seen are but shadows on a wall 
intimating a greater glory, story, 
and that is the miracle of our birth— 
the acknowledgement there is more beyond 
this poorly lighted cave and a hand that 
shapes the shadows confirming something more. 
And birth begets our immortality. 

 

Process notes: If you believe in God you have a concept, whether accurate or not, of who and 
what God is and what your relationship to God is. As a child I picked up the thought that 
babies came directly from heaven. I no longer believe that we have always existed but that each 
child is a new and unique being. And if the theology I have been taught is right then birth 
begets immortality. I do believe, as Wordsworth says, there are “clouds of glory” to be seen in 
nature, and though they obscure the whole picture, they do reveal a portion of what’s beyond. 
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Reign Over Me 

I’ve a thirst and a hunger, 
that scratches my throat 
in sandy abrasions and a claw 
in my stomach tearing and 
whumping at its emptiness. 
I want to be filled, sated, 
gorged, glutted, quenched, 
nourished like a calf at the teat, 
like tree roots by the river, 
like sails billowing with wind. 
Life is just not enough, to live 
and to die and to never touch 
the supernal, to become nil. 
Laugh if you will, sneer at my 
simplicity; pity my pining 
for God, for the true mythology 
of the Holiness. 

I’ve a yearning and if you’re alive 
you’ve a yearning, too, the soul 
within craving to connect with the 
soul of the Otherness, the Mysterious. 
That’s why we are drawn to the sea, 
drawn to the stars, drawn 
to things vaster than we. 
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Soul Portal 

If this is all there is 
and then nothing 
if my sole looking forward to 
is fertilizer for the growing things 
or back to starry debris across the 
sea of sky… I have to ask why? 
Why do we gasp with awe 
at the miracle of babies’ birth 
calf, kitten, pup, whelp, infant, 
nebulae, souls, love, poems, art 
where is the wonder in finite? 
We want things to live on. 
We want to be remembered. 
Why is it that we can’t just let go? 
Obscurity is an obscene word, 
Pauper’s graves a silent shame. 
Why is the want to live forever 
so strong in the human heart? 
Is it planted there and meant to be 
or just another human fallacy? 
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Hound’s Tooth Sharp 

Remember that jacket you wore? 
Black and white hound’s tooth, 
wool blend paired with a straight 
skirt, hem just at the knee—sleek, 
sophisticated. It said I am somebody 
look at me, look at me. 
I admired you. You were the prettiest 
Mom of anyone outside of TV I knew. 
But, you always pushed me aside in 
your affections. I was the oldest, gawky, 
plain—I think I reminded you too 
much of a rocky marriage. I was a pawn, 
tug of war, with his parents. Unfortunate 
for me, even after Daddy died. 

The pattern of our relationship 
is hound’s tooth sharp. 
Seems there is always a bite 
behind the smile. I wait for the nip. 
It’s made me gun shy, careful, 
getting just so close, but no closer. 
The irony is that now you want 
to love me and me to love you. You want 
that relationship my daughters 
and I have. I’m sorry we can’t be closer, 
but I can’t break through this pattern. 
Black and white checks hound me. 
I do love you but not wholly. 
I love you carefully, reservedly. I stay 
safely in the margins of the pattern. 
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Life Quest 

I’m in that in-between stage 
of middle-aged and Old but not 
as dirt, nor elderly, but definitely 
senior. I’ve given up on dyeing 
my hair and wearing three inch 
heels or really any heels just a 
wedge but always sensible shoes. 
I’m at that age where there’s more 
time behind than in front and more 
of me than there used to be and most 
of it crinkly but on the positive side 
I wonder more, am less cocksure, 
stance more grey than black and white 
It doesn’t matter near as much 
what I want to be when I grow up. 
There’s aches and pains in all my joints 
and a drunk controlling my gait. 
But, I’ve lived, overcomed, survived, 
thrived, trusted, loved, birthed, laid 
to rest … been human, abided, steady 
to the end and have what I always wanted— 
growing old with someone just like you. 
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Gender Wars No More 

What if I’m not what I’ve been taught 
a bookend to prop-up, balance, support, 
a half that fits perfectly another half, 
Eve, made just for Adam who came first, 
an afterthought, a helpmeet, a second 
fiddle to harmonize? Maybe that’s not 
what God had in mind but man deducing 
from man’s point of view. 

What if I was meant to be a whole, not half, 
a single stand of woolen yarn, full of its 
own strength and color? And what if you 
too were meant to be a whole? Two twin 
buildings standing tall, two thick oaks facing 
the storm, two strands of woolen yarn 
twined, strength doubled, against the fray, 
yet strong alone if that’s meant to be. 

A warrior woman. A warrior man. Defending 
each other back to back, a sword in one hand 
a shield in the other. And even if one is lost 
a whole remains. 

 

 

Process note: Thoughts after reading Love Warrior, A Memoir by Glennon Doyle Melton. 
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Sea of Matrimony 

We’ve sailed these seas for many a year 
set out with high hopes of conquest 
following maps and word of mouth 
to treasures of jewel and gold 
to love both pure and bold 
to quests meant to be retold. 

Through squalls and storm 
both calm seas and becalmed 
we’ve kept our head and heart. 
And the fire that once burned 
is rekindled for the return 
to home with bounty well earned. 
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What The Heart Knows 

When you can look at the star-splattered sky and watch the phases of the moon … hear 
thunder growl a warning, then bay a rumbling attack … when lightning zags in fiery tongues of 
sizzle and illumines streaks of rain … when fireflies on a warm June evening flash their serenade 
silently … when a smile, a touch, a kiss … when the taste of a strawberry, the scent of a rose … 
when these things and a hundred others no longer touch your soul with their bewitching magic, 
their humbling strangeness as miraculous hallowing … Then. Then, the heart knows you are a 
wraith half dead. 

Snow lights on my nose 
the faintest tickle I feel 

life is tender sweet. 
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A Sense of Balance 

All hail to the miseries when 
things look black and bleak 
when I lay myself upon a couch 
and cover my head and feet 
when the phone beeps and dingles 
and I don’t even look to see 
who might be calling to talk 
I want to talk to nobody. 

All hail to ecstasy when 
my heart is lifted high 
when I’m in love with everything 
under the clear blue sky 
when a glint of sunbeam 
can make me happy cry 
Oh, life is rosy tinted 
when nothing goes awry. 

Oh, misery and ecstasy 
I need a little bit of both 
for extremes can be nice 
but to live there I am loath. 
Give me just plain happiness 
with a soupçon of dismay 
a bit of equilibrium 
to balance out the fray. 
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Song in Minor Key 

You ask for a song to sum up a life, 
song of me, as though I should know 
these words and melody not writ down 
nor scored on staff paper. 
I do not know myself. 
Are there those 
who can proclaim with assurance 
This is me. I am thus and thus, page by page 
I can account the totality of I am? 

Some days I’m nice, some days I’m not 
I’ve been unsure, sure, cocksure 
brilliant, stupid, average 
and if I say 
I am a Christian 
born under Cancer 
a female 

what does that explain 
about the me you want me 
to sing about? 
You’ve waited too late 
to ask for my song. 
There was a time I loved to talk of me 
now it is a most boring thing 
to dwell on , and I am tired 
of the subject. 
But, if you’d like we could 
talk all night of William Carlos Williams 
or Emily Dickinson or Billy Collins 
or Billy the Kid. 
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Moments of Plumb 

This morning I awoke and felt … different, not merely happy, not just rested, but lighter, 
buoyant. I’ve felt this way a handful of times in my long life and it is always difficult to 
understand, let alone explain. So, I just enjoy these rare, rare days of … whatever this is. 

Then, this morning, I knew. I knew I fit into this small part of the universe where normally I 
am just slightly out of sync. For these brief moments, I fit snuggly into the puzzle board (the 
wooden one that the pieces fall from so easily), straight, tight, aligned, instead of my usual 
wonky fit. 

Ever out of sync 
befuddled, awkward, askew 

finally harmony 
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Love Takes a Toll 
 
So many hellos 
so many goodbyes 
as the generations 
begin and end. 
And love lavished 
fiercely, tenderly, 
eagerly, reluctantly, 
are the little pieces of me 
given away willingly 
and continue to give 
year after year after year … 
and I’m beginning to feel 
like a desiccated leaf 
lacy and fragile, disappearing 
in beauty and grace 
to sweet remembrance. 
Dust unto dust. 

 

 

Process notes: “I’m Old, Gandalf. I know I don’t look it, but I’m beginning to feel it in my 
heart. I feel… thin. Sort of stretched, like… butter scraped over too much bread.” Bilbo Baggins 
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How Does It Feel? 

When death is summoned to do his duty 
is he emotionless and unyielding 
even as he bends over a child’s bed 
or a man pleading at his wife’s side? 
Are there ever times he drags his feet, 
hunches his shoulders, tries not to weep 
when coming to the scene of a burnt home 
or wretched twisted metal on the highway? 
Does he know some sacred secret that 
eases his conscience, lightens his load? 
Is he a reaper grimly scything the wheat, 
harvesting souls for a fiendish yield 
of banshee screams and sorrow’s tears? 
Do wars, nature’s wrath, and terrorist 
random pickings just fill his inbox with more to do? 
Maybe he is just content with his job security 
on a planet where life is so little valued. 
But, I hope when he comes for me 
he shows a little compassion. 
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Bewitched 

I’ve driven this road a hundred times 
eyes on the white lines and signs, 
busy dictating my thoughts. 
What was so different about today, anyway? 

Maybe it was the way the sunlight slanted 
through the trees on the mountain side 
or the deer and doe beside the road eating 
defiantly on their piece of this earth. 

Or maybe the mist swirling off the river 
like wraiths of tormented souls 
that caught my eye, set the mood, 
and whispers of the linden tree like 

a hymn, a lullaby, an incantation of 
praise and peace reminding me that 
I’ve become estranged from what’s true 
to exist in a matrix of emptiness and lies. 
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Black 

I’m writing an ode to black 
misunderstood, abused, lack 
of frivolity, sober, tacked 
onto the back of despair. Unfair. 
Black has depth and richness 
mystery and glamor within us 
making red redder, enhancing, 
entrancing, like the ebony sheen 
of the raven, the placid shade 
between I lay me down and sleep 
counting dark sheep with a tender 
heart all part of twilight and surrender. 
It is a contender for favorite color— 
hats, cats, licorice, espresso, Van Gogh’s 
background that pop the poppies 
no melancholy in their enthusiasm. 
All praise to the black dark chocolate 
sweet, confident, sassy, bold. A chasm 
of ebony, sable, inky, pitch, coal. 
When truth is told, before 
creation all was black, now 
everything is stitched at the seams 
with black … is beautiful. 
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In Praise of Grey 

Grey with just a tinge of blue 
that coos a sweet sad song 
at the end of day 
holding at bay 
garish primary shades 
when I’ve become tired of 
keeping up … 
I’m fading away 
frayed, scuffed, 
losing that vigor of red 
tossing out scarlet 
shunning crimson 
for the soothing sheen of pearl 
and arctic platinum 
and pigeon grey. 
Grey is an absence and … 
I am a floating cloud 
I am ashes of yesterday 
I am a grisaille. 
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Urban Decay 

After a while the dewy finish is dull, 
cracks, crevices, sagging, dark spots 
mar the once youthful facade and 
rather than maintaining what is there 
you slather stucco and smooth it out 
sometimes in garish colors and tints 
but I hope you know that underneath 
is the real worth and history of you. 

  

Process notes: The title “Urban Decay” is a play on American cosmetics brand 
and the extremes women (and men) go to appear ageless. 
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3-D Memories 

I begin to forget what happened 
just yesterday as 
the distant past loses its sepia 
coloration and is no longer 
one-dimensional, flat, insipid 
becomes a hologram image 
that teleports me 
to those living moments again 
Why? 
I can’t undo it. I can’t right it. 
We’ve all moved on 
carrying yesterday’s weight 
squeezing the baggage 
into the hidden places … 
I’m trying to navigate this 
difficult passage 
between ‘Waiting for God’ 
and ‘Do not go gentle, rage’ 
One seems too passive 
the other too violent. 
But what do I do with these 
years before the end 
when raging doesn’t seem to help 
and capitulation 
like copping out? 

 

Process notes: “Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night” is a poem by the Welsh poet Dylan 
Thomas. “Waiting for God” is a British sitcom that ran from June 1990 to October 1994. 
I woke from a dream into the scene of a past incident. Maybe this was traumatic stress 
disorder, but it felt like I was back in that moment, reliving it with a new perception of 
accountability that left me in tears and rage. I can only hope this is not what old age memories 
are always like. 
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The More Things Change…The More They Remain The Same 

“It’s the want of something that gives you the blues. It’s not what isn’t, it’s what you wish was 
that makes unhappiness.” Janis Joplin 

I’ve been running scared always 
Nazi soldiers goose stepping down my street 
King Kong rising up over the hill 
Sirens in my dreams I cower in the bomb shelter 
underneath the house, stocked, locked 
Wonder who my neighbor is 
a cold war spy dad mowing the suburban grass 
sometimes I feel I’m living 1984 
perpetual war, government surveillance, thought 
crime, privileged elite 
we sing songs of peace mid the riots of Charlotte 
fall to a knee OhSayCanYouSee 
freedoms just another word for what you ain’t got 
I don’t want to be afraid no more 
I don’t want anyone to be afraid no more 
and it’s onetwothreefour 
tell me what we’re fighting for 
we want things to stay the same but things they 
gotta change, they gotta change, 
they—got—to—change. 
Oh, God, we don’t need another Mercedes Benz, 
we just need to live as friends 

 

Process notes: I was born in 1951 and I’m still waiting for humanity and civilization to get better 
and better. I guess dystopian is easier to believe in than utopian because of that pesky “human 
nature” thing. 
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Quiescence 

my world has shrunk to tiny … 
this room where my computer lives 
trips to the grocery store 
a walk on the ridge 
or around the yard 
watching nature ready 
for a long rest. 

maybe a body does that too. 
maybe the decades of living 
and all that entails, 
finally erodes a soul 
till self-repair shuts 
it down to a low hum 
the psyche’s winter of quiescence 

it worries me though. 
weighty things 
have been left behind, 
undesired, not even a whiff 
of incense draws me there 
but, you are everywhere, right? 
Is this sabbatical from life 

normal aging or a 
spiritual malady? 
Have I lost 
my footing? 
my center? 
or found 
a new one? 
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A Winter Vignette 

Sometime after midnight it was to start 
I stayed up late to see the first 
chunky flakes blowing quietly, crosswise 
across the ground. 
Fir trees wavered and through the gaps 
a moonstone glow shown dim. 
Soon the tool shed roof was covered 
the yard disappearing from view. 
I lingered in the beauty and splendor of 
this white out. Somewhere, off in the woods 
a hound bayed, tracking a raccoon, I guess. 

I prayed for all God’s little wild creatures 
everywhere in the cold 
and trundled off to a warm, quilted bed. 
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She Has A Farm In WV 

She is an earth child 
lover of green growing things 
her hands trowels 
to furrow a row 
to plant the seeds 
to nurture with 
love and sweat. 
She is loved in return 
with bounty 
of vine and root. 
Industrious as the ant 
in spring and summer 
and autumn’s scarcity, 
she can fiddle by the fire 
in winter’s paucity. 

  

Process notes: Written for my friend, Farmer, Educator, Activist, Librarian, Wendy Johnston, 
who also fights for the earth she loves and tills. 
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One Long Summer is Not Enough 

Now. Now, I need the change 
It used to be they were abrupt, 
a shock, a dread because I was 
young and youth wants sun, 
fun, long days in which to play. 

Now, I crave each season as it comes 
and as it ages comes to the end 
I’m ready for the next to begin. 
Continuity is what I love as the year 
slips gently into its fourths 
and forth again, again, again, again. 

I need the spring of shoots and buds 
the summer of flowers and slinky days, 
the fall a time to wind down 
and winter a time of rest and mending. 

I need them all as the earth needs rain 
and sun and harvest and a cooling down 
They seep into my innerness and connect— 
a symbiosis of life to life, content. 
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Fireflies in the Summer 

Stars dot the evening sky above, combust 
In fiery, swirling, clouds of gas and dust, 
Twinkling carelessly in heartless beauty 
(And invite our fondest wishes come true) 
But never yet I think made a child laugh 
Like fireflies in the summer always do. 

 

 

 

Process notes: Debi’s poem communicates with Robert Frost’s “Fireflies In The Garden”.  
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The Covid Years 

are evergreen fog, grey-green 
tranquil it would seem to some 
rather it is a surrender to drab, 
dull, bordering on disillusionment. 

Follow the science became a corn- 
maze of miscues, lies, guesses, hopes 
leaving people in a fog of uncertainty 
and pointing fingers, scared into total 

collapse of sanity, commonsense, 
political power gone amok. Shortages, 
hoarding, disinfectant seeping into 
the rugs and atmosphere—we are afraid 

to take a deep breath. Evergreen fog 
shades us all. Here’s hoping in years 
to come for some sunny, enlightened 
hues of health and trust and good will. 

 

 

Process notes: Sherwin-Williams has named its “Color of the Year” for 2022, and this time it’s 
Evergreen Fog—a tranquil gray-green hue that takes inspiration from nature. 
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Wrinkled Dreams 

What will I dream now that I am old 
Now that I’ve seen them come and go 
What will I feel now that my dreams 
Have floated along on ruffled streams 
What will I long for in my old age 
At this last, lingering, lonesome stage 
Warm summer breezes during the snow 
Custards and ice cream under willows 
Dead-heading blossoms drooping and brown 
and turning the seeds back into the ground 
Maybe I’ll live to see another spring 
With kites of all shapes on taut cotton string 
Maybe there are still things to be desired 
and like small shaky embers will burst into fire. 
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Red in Tooth and Stamen 

Consider the lily of the field 
which neither toils nor spins 
Consider the Giant Hogweed 
family of Queen Anne’s Lace 

Consider the giant water-bug 
of ponds, marshes and streams 
Consider the small house cat 
domesticated, purring feline 
Consider nature and her splendor 
and remember her hazards 
Consider that there is beauty 
yet jeopardy dwelling in each 
benign and treacherous 
So, tread charily upon earth 
for even into Eden crept peril 
amidst the splendor and glory. 

 

 

Process Notes: Annie Dillard’s book, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, gave me a new perception on 
nature and the nature of creation. As I’ve gotten older, I have been able (somewhat) to come to 
terms with life and its inconsistencies and its treacheries. I have a friend who wrings her hands 
and demands of God to fix this and fix that. I’m not against prayer but I’m beginning to think 
God just might know better than me. Whether He made a perfect world and we screwed it up 
or whether He made the world so that we would have to tread softly, I don’t know. The reality 
is we don’t have a perfect world and so, we tread charily and with respect. 
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Hanging Up the Sickle 

I sowed my youth 
in naïve dreams 
crystal castles in the air 
came crashing down 
to rebound 
and live a life 
I’m satisfied with 
and yet 
I think of the times 
I held back 
played it safe 
conformed 
out of fear, duty, religion 
And maybe I didn’t 
square bale the moon 
preserve the stars 
pickle a rainbow 
from my garden 
when I could 
… and 
the field lies fallow now 
I’ll not plant again 
but live on the bounty 
of star dust and rainbows 
caught and clutched 
close to my heart 
from those green years. 

 

Process notes: “The true harvest of my life is intangible—a little star dust caught, a portion of 
the rainbow I have clutched.” Henry David Thoreau 
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Skeleton Leaf 

How beautifully leaves grow old. 
Tender green buds unfurl, straighten, 
strengthen and flutter in the air. 
And after the blush of autumn 
has drained to parchment brown 
the leaf becomes like fine lace, 
delicate, fragile, wispy tatting. 

And she has become a frail leaf, 
beautiful gossamer leaf, 
leaving behind 
the remnants of a beautiful life. 

 

 

Process notes: “How beautifully leaves grow old. How full of light and color are their last days.” 
John Burroughs 
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Vernal Hope 

The robins flew in unannounced 
and wrenched worms from a 
greening yard. The air was soft, 
tepid, tempting tender shoots 
to peep aloft. A hint of spring, 
an insinuation of vernal hope. 
And as it seems so often the 
cold surges back. The robins 
shiver, fluff their wings and 
carry on. They’ve learned. 
I’ve learned, too. This hope 
is not a false hope 
but a hope briefly deferred. 

 

 

 

 

Process notes: We had been visiting in Alabama, enjoying the warm weather, yellow daffodils, 
and trees clouds of white blossoms along the avenue. We came back to West Virginia to mild 
temperatures and a forecast of high winds, frigid air and possible snow the result of a nor’easter 
off the coast. It is disappointing to go from warm to brrrrrrr but I take heart from the robins. 
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Shouns, Tennessee 1961 

I wish you and I could both be ten again, visiting the house where I grew up on a particular day 
that piled snow almost halfway to the bottom of the windows. We’d make a snowball and roll 
and roll till it was as big as we. I would run into the kitchen and sneak out grandma’s old 
butcher knife and wield it like a lightsaber cutting the round shape into an armchair, then sit 
down like the Snow Queen. You’d come forward as though to bend in obeisance but instead 
kiss me on the cheek then touch it with your tongue. I’d be completely shocked and ask why 
you did that. You’d say you wanted to see if it would stick like on a metal flag pole. I would 
hurl myself at you in mock outrage and we’d roll around in the snow, clumps sticking to us like 
frosting. But our cheeks would betray the lie of icy hearts with their cheery pinkness. And, 
you’d be my Kai and I’d be your Gerda, friends forever. 

               Friends first make the best 
               lovers in this lonely world 
               You, Kai and me, Gerta 

 

 

Process notes: My sister, brother and I did this once, made a huge snowball and cut it into an 
armchair style throne. I was thinking about this today in a fit of nostalgia and the idea of sharing 
it with my husband. 
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Time Laughed 
 
I rub the remnants of dreams 
from gritty eyes, yawn, stretch 
and face the dawning day 
Discerning there are just so many and no more. 
A measured number known to God, meted one by one. 

I’ve spent my life like a man with pockets full 
of gold and no fear or thought of running out. 
The days ahead stretched long and smooth, 
so I thought, in foolish youth. 
Time laughed at my poor innocence. 
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Patina Means it’s Timeworn 

Old age is a greened penny 
minted with a long ago date 
that then was bright shiny copper 
worth more then than now 
now it won’t be picked up from 
the hot asphalt of a parking lot 

but soon it will be polished up 
shine once again and placed 
upon satin in a box and people 
will come by and remember 
all that penny used to be worth 
then close the lid and bury it 

with only a label etched in stone 
what was will never be again. Amen 

 

 

Process notes: My father-in-law is dying in quiet indignity at the age of 95. I came across the 
poem “To Waken an Old Lady” by William Carlos Williams and that led to this. 
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To All the Dogs on the Bank 

There’s a dog howling 
I walk through the house 
looking out windows 
trying to see where it is 
I can’t pin down its direction 
silence 
I relax 
then the howling begins again 
somewhere in the trees 
but the trees are all around 
and I can’t decide if it is 
from the housing development 
on the hill behind poplars 
or the house to the right 
hidden by maples and pines 
where a dog is kept tied up 
or behind the house 
where sometimes 
dogs chase after the deer 
through the trees and underbrush 
baying and howling 
like the hounds of hell 
then I remember 
the dogs 
buried on the hillside 
and across the road 
beloved little dogs 
life cut short by cars 
one by illness 
one by my permission 
eighteen years old 
with so many things wrong 
but all I can see are brown eyes 
that loved me, trusted me, 
and he lies in a favorite 
blanket, snug, turning 
back into dust 
maybe that was goodbye 
or a howl of outrage 
or a greeting to the other dogs 
that romp and run these woods 
on phantom paws 
and I wish I could be buried 
on a bank between the woods 
and howl my delight 
or outrage 
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and run on phantom feet 
through the woods and underbrush. 

 

 

 

Process notes: "A Dog Has Died", By Pablo Neruda. 
The last dog we will probably ever have died in Dec 2018. He, and other dogs we have loved, 
are buried on our property. I love that they are near. 
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Flat 

I’ve lost a good portion 
of taste, of smell, the textures 
of life that rough up the edges 
like corduroy, like wool, 
that feels itchy, scratchy, 
a little bit dangerous. 

Blame it on aging but it began 
before I was old though maybe 
I got old early. Maybe it was 
the corduroy roads, bumpy, 
jarring, uneven pavement or the 
irritating scrape of wool emotions. 

But what has that to do 
with taste? With smell? 
I’ve lost the savory of life. 
The MSG additive, spice, 
that fifth sense, that enhances 
all the senses. 

I remember the savor of being 
when I was young. I think, then, 
it was the mystery of life 
all the things yet to be experienced. 
And now? What’s left except 
the mystery of death? 

I’ve loved, deeply, unwisely, wisely 
I’ve suffered bitter slings and arrows 
and the exquisite lightness, sweetness. 
The saltiness of sweat, labor, 
a sea of buoyance, near drowning 
in emotion, passion, fire, 

spirit and soul of life but maybe 
those neural pathways are singed, 
insensitive, used up, atrophied. 
Remembering isn’t enough. 
I want to feel again, see again, 
taste again, smell again, hear again … 

‘not fall into my grave like an old dog.’ 
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Process notes: “I don’t say he’s a great man. Willy Loman never made a lot of money. His 
name was never in the paper. He’s not the finest character that ever lived. But he’s a human 
being, and a terrible thing is happening to him. So attention must be paid. He’s not to be 
allowed to fall into his grave like an old dog. Attention, attention must be finally paid to such a 
person.” Quote from The Death of a Salesman 
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Halcyon Years 

We lived with 
Grandmother and Grandfather 
in the four room cinderblock house 
Grandpa built 
after Daddy died. 

We carried water 
from a spigot he installed 
in the front yard 
cold, sweet water 
from Aunt Elsie’s well. 

Electricity we had 
but no central heat, 
a coal stove in the living room 
where we rotisseried ourselves 
back to front, front to back. 

Food we had plenty, 
common country fare, 
enough to wear 
and security and love 
to last a life time. 

The yard and hills 
were our playground 
fireflies and June bugs in summer 
snowmen and sledding in winter 
and big puddles after the rain. 

The happiest, safest, idyllic years 
reside there in the eastern most 
corner of Tennessee 
in days long past from which 
time has exiled me. 

No way, no way back 
though I yearn to return 
to slamming screen doors 
and skillet fudge 
and gnarled, loving hands. 

 

Process notes: I have been gone from this childhood home for almost fifty years and yet those 
days live as fresh as yesterday. That child ever lives inside somewhere. 
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Luther Herman Tilley 

Luther Sherman Tilley you were born 
but liked Herman better so changed it, 
still everyone called you Luther 
‘cept me, you were grandpa to me. 
You talked with a wuffle 
Cause you had no teeth 
Though your lips didn’t cave in as 
Toothless ones do. 

Your Irish red hair dulled to sand 
topped a face weathered by time and fights 
from your hot tempered youth. 
A broken nose, blinded right eye, missing fingers, 
relics of work accidents in the mine and mill, 
could have looked harsh and unkind 
but softened under your 
leprechaun grin. 

You carried a small knife in your pocket 
A multi-purpose affair of handiness 
That cut off corns, 
Sliced apples into bite sized nubs 
You mushed with strong gums, 
Daubed Vick’s down the back of your throat 
To sooth a cough, 
And plucked tiny splinters from tiny fingers. 

You wore plaid shirts and striped pants 
To Mom and Grandma’s annoyance, 
You smelled of Aqua Velva in the morning 
and hard work at night. 
You watched Matt Dillon and Ben Cartwright religiously 
And read your Bible, cover to cover, worshipfully 
And that is the picture I carry in my head, 
you in your favorite chair with God’s word on your knee. 

 
 

 

Process notes: My father died when I was six years old so my mother, brother, sister and I 
returned to live with my mom’s parents in Shouns, TN until I was thirteen. My grandparents 
were my roots and security and this poem reflects my love and thankfulness to my grandfather. 
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The Electric Grandmother  

She should have green eyes. No, blue. Why not brown? 
And her nose a button nose. No, Greek. No, aquiline. 
White hair caught in a bun. Salt and pepper! Mousy brown. 
Grandmothers come in varieties 
pick the one you want 
and so we did 
but eventually outgrew her 
and her usefulness. 
Then she sat alone with 
other grandmothers 
telling each other 
about their grandkids. 

Seems a bit of a waste 
of grandmothers though 
the real ones end up in a cemetery 
and ours, oh, ours, came back 
when we were old 
and combed our hair 
calmed our fusses 
and took care of us until 
we ended up in the cemetery. 

Oh, I wish I could have 
a forever grandmother, too. 

 

 

Process notes: My favorite movie of all time is a sweet, nostalgic one called The Electric 
Grandmother, TV movie, 1982, based on Ray Bradbury’s "I Sing the Body Electric". A trio of 
children and their father, get a very special robot grandmother to assist them. 
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Élan vital -- Evolution of My Soul 

In the Sedona hills someone built a wood covered platform and added plastic chairs. It looks 
out on a Buddha statue sitting on red dirt and scruffy growing things. I sat with him in the dry 
heat of the day, he quietly placid faced and I pensive, still. I had just seen the Chapel of the 
Holy Cross slender, reaching toward the clear open sky from a clutch of rock. My sister says 
the ancient rocks hold a spiritual vortex, place of healing, crystals, finding one’s self and center. 

Shaded from the sun in the shadow of Buddha I think of Sanctity. 

She speaks of the line of light snaking up the slopes of chanting, drum beating, singing, 
worshipful souls in the late evenings sometimes. People don’t want a religion but they desire a 
connection. In the pure peacefulness of an open sky dotted with a billion stars there is a feeling 
of Otherness there. A deep-seated desire for union with, understanding of, acceptance, 
wholeness, a filling of the emptiness we call a spiritual journey. 

Our lives are a journey toward what has always been waiting for us to find. 

 

  

Process notes: I visited my sister in Sedona and was impressed with its beauty and sacredness. 
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Blue Sleeved Time 

Later I caught him, Time hurrying by, by 
the blue sleeve, and I harangued him 
For his impertinence of rushing me along 
For letting me think there was a measure ahead 
not noticing the bulk was behind 

I berated his poor proffered gift 
that he shoved in my face on a golden 
platter. Memories of tender moments … 
and what good are they? I ranted 

Where is the touch, scent, substance? 
Nothing to grasp, to cling to, dust, 
it is all just fairy dust, all sparkle 
no heft. I scolded his second rate 
offering as cheap. A trinket. Carny trick. 

Time jerked the blue sleeve from my grip 
and whispered, what more do I owe you? 
You took every second I gave and if you 
didn’t understand the repercussions … 
He smoothed his cuff, smirked and said, 
well, do you want your money back? 

 

 

Process notes: “Rhapsody”, by Mary Oliver 
“Later I caught him, Time hurrying by, by 
the blue sleeve, and I harangued him’ 
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April Fool 

I have a vivid recollection of it 
the night was comfortably cool 
the exhibitionist moon a jewel, 
the perfect setting, I admit. 

The night was comfortably cool 
as I recall, hand on fevered brow 
spring breeze tickling a bough 
and I, as I think of it, an April fool. 

The exhibitionist moon, a jewel 
mounted like a diamond solitaire 
seemed to be offered to me, I swear 
I never knew he could be that cruel. 

The perfect setting, I admit 
but I was just a naïve girl 
my head in a love sick whirl 
I couldn’t recognize counterfeit. 

I have a vivid recollection of it 
the night was comfortably cool 
the exhibitionist moon a jewel, 
the perfect setting, I admit. 

 

 

Process notes: Poem form: catena rondo. 
First line from “I Have A Vivid Recollection of It” by Jimmy Roberts found in the poetry 
anthology, The Traveler’s Vade Mecum, edited by Helen Klein Ross. 
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Reflections On Love 

Who can understand love? 
It is a tarnished mirror distorting 
images, little chinks of 
silver missing, reflecting poorly. 
It is algebra, quantum physics, 
a nursery rhyme of counting 
one, two buckle my shoe. 

It is a recipe with vague measures … 
a sprinkle of salt, a pound of butter, 
enough flour to make wet dough, 
sweeten to taste and bake in a hot 
oven. We never seemed to get the 
ingredients just right, the measure 
near enough. Must we throw it out? 

Let’s try something new like chicken 
tikka masala or the old math, with no 
division, only the multiplication table 
at which to eat our fill of love. 
Let us get rid of this ancient mirror 
and gaze into each other’s eyes. 
Let’s be clear in our reflections. 
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Alzheimer Dreams 

Her mind goes back 
and further back 
to days of long ago 
to things of which 
she is fond 
June bugs, fireflies 
pollywogs in the pond 
grass tickling her toes 
screen door slams 
homemade jams 
and wildflowers 
picked for mom 
climbing trees 
summers free 
her childhood 
over and over again 
This is where she lives 
till her mind gives out 
her body gives in 
and existing is finally done 

 

 

Process notes: Watching my mother-in-law wither away. 
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Picturing You 

Old photographs and 8mm home movies 
boxed and stored away waiting for a 
rainy day of perusal and the usual 
smiles, embarrassed grins, tears and yens 
for those old days, gone days, nevermore days. 

Christmases, birthdays, picnics, family reunions, 
graduations, weddings, babies, toddlers and teens, 
the years fly by like a dream, a stream of poignant 
memories and faces no longer seen. Alive then, 
long time gone now, just a hiccup, an interrupt 

in the continuum of life. And the rain pours down, 
peters out, the sun comes blaring through the clouds 
and the seconds fly by and here am I wondering 
who’ll be next. Someday, on another rainy day, 
who will be looking for my face? 
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Evolution of Inspiration 

Just for arguments sake, let’s say, 
there are a million words in English 
to choose from, winnow through, 
shift like flour, cogitate over for exactitude 
of meaning, shades of consideration. 
From a fevered few come the pure 
elixir of, draughts of, casks of heady phrases— 
ambrosial scrumptiousness. A potent breath. 

Who whispers in my ear a magic incantation? 
What sharp stab of pain birthed such beauty 
that pierces my soul with splinters of grace? 
A muse? A ghost? A fairy, elf or gnome? Gift of God? 
Divine wind, Ecstasy, altered state of consciousness? 
There must be an ether field of dead poets’ dreams 
that seep into my insentience to school my tongue 
in winsome ways of poetic petit-four delights. 
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Death of a Poet 

I have become an empty cistern 
A dry river bed, bleached bones 
Have forgotten the smell of rain 

I am words stuck in the throat 
A horse without a whisperer 
A pot untended, boiled away 

I am parched, athirst, panting 
Where is the well that I may sip 
Where is my Erato? 

Am I singing my swan song? 
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Resurrected Words 

The sound of goodbye. 
The final lingering look. 
It will never be enough 
I’ll want one day more 
and then one day more, 
so much left to leave, to say, 
so I must fill my days with 
what will fill your heart 
with remembrances 
pieces of me written on paper 
to make you sigh, smile, relive 
our best selves, childhood, 
dreams and our awkward moments … 
and though in the end it means 
very little to the world it will matter 
maybe to you, family, a few friends 
and I will be somewhere smiling 
perhaps as you read and together 
we’ll laugh though you’ll only hear 
the crisp flip of pages and whispers 
of words … I’ll come forth 
a body of proof 
to my existence. 
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Poetry on the Menu 

When my soul’s a ’hungered 
for sunshine and there’s only rain 
or for rain and there’s only sunshine … 
when my heart is starving for bill and coo 
and you are far away 
or when I need to rant and rage 
against the wage of man’s sin 
or feel ravenous for a gentler time, 
famished for tranquility 
midst this rat eat rat a tat incivility 
I sate my appetite on syllables 
sibilant, round, quiet, loud, 
that tickle, sooth, incite, unbowed, 
unashamed to ravish language 
like an alchemist turning base 
into gold, distilling the elixir of life. 
I am replete, for you see, 
“I’ve been eating poetry” 

 

 

Process notes: The line, “I’ve been eating poetry” is borrowed from Mark Strand’s “Eating 
Poetry”.” 
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It is the Nature of the Beast 

See the wisteria’s jumbled limbs? Their tightly clasped leaves just beginning to unfurl makes a 
green lacy pattern against a clear sky. Soon it will be a jungle, a maze of hidey holes and 
perches for the birds. The feeder hangs from a low branch. All day juncos, grackles, jays, 
cardinals and their cousins dash and jostle, scrabble and fuss for a place on the ledge. A 
woodpecker swoops in, hangs by its claws, half its body underneath dangling like an acrobat. 
The nuthatches fling seed hither and yon—picky eaters—while below on the ground heavy, 
clumsy doves clean up their mess. Turkeys come early morning and late evening scratching the 
spot beneath the feeder for leftovers furrowing a patch that will become a muddy mess with the 
next rain. 
Marvel at the chipmunk as he climbs the thick, twining base and gracefully, agilely jumps to the 
feeder, the squirrel, too. Deer come, mostly fall and winter and butt the feeder with their 
heads, then munch on the splatter at their leisure. 

                In every season the feeder an oasis, a cheery café. 

And yet, this happy scene is marred by an ominous shadow. A circling hawk is attracted by the 
activity below. His keen eyes on the prize, he waits for his chance, sees a careless chipmunk 
scampering across the lawn and with a noiseless plunge scoops his prey in deathly grip of talons 
and carries the limp bundle away. Imagine the calamity of it on a peaceful, ordinary day. The 
swiftness of the attack, the scurrying of the creatures and then the waiting, with trembling and 
skipping hearts till one brave bird dares the feeder again and all becomes normal again. 
It is the way of nature and of the world. But, at least nature is not malicious. It does not attack 
out of hate and erroneous ideology. It is only survival. Let man take notice. 

                Greed, terrorism, hate, ways of the human order, nature’s greatest foe. 
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Lord, Have Mercy 

Delicate bones under dried leaf skin 
fingers clasped loosely in her lap 
tributaries of green in ropy veins 
and her thumbs go round and round. 
She sits and stares into the past … 
a burning house, she upstairs 
a jump into the banked up snow. 
She sees it all again. 

I know she’s thinking of two small graves 
and she whispers “Lord, have mercy.” 
And her thumbs go round and round. 
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Rainbow Hollow Good News Tent Revival 

In the field back of the houses it stood 
as though the gentle overnight shower 
had mushroomed it into being. 
We kids dropped our bikes, awed, excited 
and entered that great tent, its flaps raised 
to let in what bit of breeze was stirring. 
Straw was scattered over the stubbled 
ground, dusty, musty, hot smell of barn 
and row on row of folding chairs, empty, 
waiting to cradle sinners’ sorry selves. 
A lectern at the front stood 
full of grave responsibility for tonight’s 
Rainbow Hollow Good News Tent Revival. 
Giggling, I stood behind the lectern, 
motioned the others to sit and preached a 
rousing, shouting, glorious story of 
sin and death, and born again. Then 
we ran out lest the Holy come down 
at our possible sacrilege (though I 
think He would have smiled at our game) 
ran out into bright sunshine of 
biking and tag and country lanes. 

 

 

Process notes: Every summer, in the small community of Rainbow Hollow in northeastern 
Tennessee, a tent revival appeared like magic for a week of hard preaching before moving on 
to the next little town, an attraction (not unlike the generic carnivals that were small town fare in 
those times) to the children filled with wonder and yet a thing to laugh about, too. 
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Tangled Thread 

We fought and scratched, loved and hated, name called and bullied, laughed at and cried with. 
We were loyal to a fault. We lived up to the expectations as to oldest, middle and baby. Each 
of us were anxious to get away from the other and forge our own identities as we messily 
weaved a tangled tapestry of family. Now we can see it isn’t tangled at all but woven to encircle 
and hold us all.  And we continue to weave a tangled beauty of children and grandchildren into 
that needlecraft. What a lovely coat of arms. 

Golden haired children 
we will be to the other 
in our silver years 
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Pax 

Winter is a sulky bitch pitching 
her fits into spring when she 
should be gracefully walking away, 
instead a hissy fit of jealous ire 
before she retires to sleep. 
She’d been all silvery glittering sway 
in her heyday but like an aging beauty 
queen she fades. Age spots on the porcelain 
skin, hair dulled to dishwater drudge, 
a sludge of cinders and salt, she peppers 
her talk with indignant spit and sputter. 

But Spring knows you catch more flies 
with honey sweetness. She persists, 
gently insists on having her day, 
replaces the glitter of snow and ice 
with buds and blossoms, scents of spice, 
as we long for her to stay awhile, warm 
the grass, swell the lilac limbs with nubs, 
spread maternal love to birds nesting in trees. 
She wafts health to body and mind 
and I’m buoyant with a zest for living. 

 

Process notes: Saturday and Sunday we had around fourteen inches of heavy wet snow. The 
electricity was out for twelve hours and by Thursday the temperature got to 78 degrees. I was 
ecstatic. Friday, overcast and cool. Last night a heavy frost. Today promises to be nicer and 
tomorrow even better. Snow flurries are forecast for Monday. GAH! I wish Winter and Spring 
would quit bickering! 
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Saying Goodbye 

And someone will come and do my hair 
one final time, make-up my face, clothe 
my body in a favorite outfit and fold my 
hands one over the other and I’ll repose 
as though I’ve just closed my eyes for a 
moment. I’ll even wear my glasses which 
is ironic but I guess after all this time I 
wouldn’t look natural without them. 

That’s what the old people say as they 
pass by the coffin trying to look like 
they’ve just dropped by for a short visit, 
Oh, doesn’t she look natural. No, I want 
to shout, I look waxy and my smile is 
a Mona Lisa smile of let’s get this over 
with. A millimeter short of a smirk. Finally, 
they close the lid. 

I know there is music and the preacher will 
say all the right things. You’ll say I was a good 
wife and my sister and brother will tell the 
funny stories of our childhood. I imagine the 
children and grandchildren wiping their eyes 
as tears spill but I am alone in this ornate box 
smiling my tight little smile, immune to grief, 
keeping a stiff upper lip. 
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Collateral Damage 

grief did not ask if it could come. 
nor beg my leave. nor was civil 
in any respect of civility … barged 
in, she did and changed my life 
again. Beside the thin ghostly 
lines marked in rows over my heart 
she, with surgeon’s precision, scalpel’s 
keenness cut the wound with one swift 
straight slice removed another part 
of my heart, daubed the blood, and sewed 
with the finest measure and skilled hand 
the daintiest seam that would in time 
leave the faintest trace of white. But, I 
disappear one small piece at a time 
leave behind the rasp of withering husk. 
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Intertwined 

There have been times … 
when the mountains push against the sky 
when milky mist crowns its proud head 
when the sun shines forth to shrivel the fog 
and the mountains gleam in golden liquid light… 
(Oh, my soul soars in wondrous delight) 
and I think I can never leave such a world. 

There have been times … 
when love seemed beyond repair 
when fearful dread abducted my peace 
when a casket sank into the ground 
and I turned from that empty space 
(Oh, my soul became a chill and lonesome place) 
and I think I don’t want to live in such a world. 

Death at times is a heavy weight 
at times a great release 
I have prayed for both 
to live, to die 
and yet there is a time for each. 
(Oh, my soul these twin twigs you pleach) 
and I think what a lovely arbor to walk beneath. 
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A Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy 

When my time is ended 
and God calls me home 
and He says, one thing, 
only one thing can you bring. 
What would I be clasping 
tightly in my fist … 
jewels 
gold 
photographs 
a sentimental trinket? 
I can’t think of a thing 
to grab hold of 
and clutch to my breast. 
What would I miss? 
 
I’d miss glorious sunrises 
and tender, calm rains 
mountains of blue 
in a long leafy range 
I’d miss so many people 
but I’d not bring a one 
that must not be done 
not their time yet. 
 
My memories take up 
just a little space and 
I carry those in my head. 
So I think I’ll just open 
that tightly clasped fist 
and empty-handed 
start all over again. 
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A Line In The Sand 

I look at earth, sea, air and all things therein. The detail, design, intricacy, variety, purpose, how 
things work together and it is a sign to me of something supernatural … other than. I see in all 
peoples a bent toward worship, service, and some acknowledgement of God that interprets 
itself into a religion. The very few who eschew the concept of a creator have rejected one God 
for another. They become their own god living for their own ends, gratified in their ability to 
shape their own lives, and answer to no one but their own conscience. It is all a choice. That I 
choose one over the other doesn’t make me more enlightened—or less so. I speak for myself, 
not for you. I’ve drawn a line between what I believe and what I can’t believe and those things I 
will take on shaky faith. 

In this universe 
immense and mysterious 
there’s room for magic. 
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What I Leave Behind 

Maybe it was the mist rolling 
low over the fresh mown field 
obscuring fine details of day, 
pressing a cool hand against the 
brow of an Indian summer. 
Or maybe it was just the faded 
colors and imminent coming of 
winter that awakened the sadness. 
And yet, not really sadness, I think, 
but a kind of surrender, a concession, 
to the pattern of life, beginnings and endings. 

The seasons come and go, come and go, 
each with a story to tell, a work to do. 
And the earth remains, though I will not. 
Maybe this is my abiding work, to tell my story 
in prose and poem and memory. 
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