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SOMEWHERE TO FOLLOW

No one knows where this trail goes.
No sign at the trailhead lists the miles,
the destinations. No map is marked
with a dotted line. And yet the path
appears at your feet, disappears

between two trees, an invisible door.

Once you set out this slender way,
do not look back, for the trail
will have vanished behind you.
No one else can come this far:

this path is a lamp for your feet only.
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CAMPFIRE PROGRAM

There in front of the fire circle, in your big-brimmed ranger hat,
you stand at ease, arms waving hundreds of voices into song

under the flashing redwood trees. On Top of Old Smokey,

O My Dm’ling, She’ll Be Comin’ Round the Mountain.
And the singers, in their plaid flannel shirts, their pedal-pushers,

roasted marshmallows still sticky upon their fingers,

all swell in time and in tune as your palm now makes
invisible triangles in air, lofting the measures to the stars.

This is America in the Fifties, relieved to be quit of the good war,

and proud to have won it, and glad to have issued
from their roomy canvas tents parked next to their automobiles.

And look there, Ranger, your young wife from the orange grove

is sitting on the split-log bench in the front row, your two-year-old
pulling on her sleeve—your young wife who is tired and queasy

and four months pregnant with me, and about to come down with polio,

though she does not know it and neither do you. She is gazing
at you with admiration, and you think, yes, O my darling,

one more verse, folks, and just the women this time.

—Big Basin Redwoods State Park
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CRIME AND PUNISHMENT

I am six years old. My brother and I are trampolining
on my bed on a summer morning, and I end up on a dismount

between the mattress and the wall, chin on the covers.

My brother senses an opening—or a closing, rather—
and shoves the bed against the wall, trapping me tight.
“Help!” I call, hoping Mom is in earshot. “Help! Help!”

He shoves harder, and there goes the air from my lungs.
“Hel—!" I say, not making it to the final p. Mom comes

limping into the room, hands red and wet from washing the dishes.

“Mom!” he cries, his face contorted in pious horror.
“He said Hell” Mom plucks me from behind the bed,
not even noticing, which is unlike her, that I am half-asphyxiated.

She holds me firmly at arm’s length, tells me what I already know.
“But—->but,” I say. “No buts,” she orders. “Your father will deal
with this when he gets home.” Over her shoulder, my brother grins.

That afternoon, Dad takes me solemnly into the backyard.
Asks me to drop my drawers. Tells me that this hurts him

more than it hurts me. But when his hand comes smacking

down across my rear, I can only think through my hot tears,
through the wet snot bubbling out of my nose,
that that just can’t be true. Hell, it could never be true.
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IN FEAR OF ART

When Mrs. Albright visited

our classroom in her busy smock,
I cowered while the others cheered.
How could one line possibly

lead into another?

And why smear charcoal

where we might form letters

of the alphabet, the beautiful letters
pulling in a heavenly train

on parallel tracks above the board?

For this I knew, as well

as | knew that Jesus loved me:
Thou shalt make no graven image.
But write thee all the words

I have spoken upon the scroll.

So I sat there, quiet, staring

at my empty paper, watercolors
ready at hand. And all around me,
classmates freshening their dreams,

calling like sparrows across the room.

Mrs. Albright, why are you
still grabbing the paintbrush
out of my fingers, making it dart

like a thin blue lizard

across the desert of my page?
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