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Hickory Nut Gap

I’ve found a place 
for Ellen's walking stick:
She hitchhiked to this page 
where Rooster drinks in the corncrib
while Grace raises four children.
Clarence hides in the rockslide
from the enlistment agent
while Lola and Mae name their daughter
Lola Mae.

I've found a place 
for mountain movers, drain diggers,
hitchhikers, day drinkers.
They're mostly gone from the Blue Ridge,
dead as hemlocks,
but my father was born here
and knows where to find them
beyond the holler.

I've found this place
for knobby hands 
on table saw and skillet,
for cherry tree and buckeye,
bread pan and sugar,
for rusted eyes I draw with words 
two hundred miles away.
















The Shorters

Daddy knew he was there
by the white planked church
where Uncle Billy married again,

his monument at quarter-tilt,
proof of his life forever,
weathered and cracked.

Grandy bought the stone
because John Shorter had 
no children of his own,

but he scythed with my daddy
and taught him to sharpen
the blade like the Italians.

After twenty strokes,
Use the wet stone
and, You know, Doc

when someone says, 'Don't worry about it', 
what they really mean is, 
'Don't worry ME about it'.

Dad scraped out the J 
and we bent our necks
to bend our mouths

around his name
like his fingers bent 
around a hammer and axe,

like the steel-driving-man
at the Big Bend Tunnel,
a ballad in every step.

His knew the weight of the egg baskets
and the curves of Ester's shoulders,
her name scratched below.

She was as good of a woman
as any can be, my daddy said.
Ester Shorter was sweet,

and rarely, sad--
Granny called them
her black moods.

At thirty-six Esther died
after leaving the farm 
to look after her mother, 

and my daddy was born
thirty-six years after Matilda,
John's second wife.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
Each August twenty-sixth,
they baked the lamb cake
inside a clay mold,

snowy with frosting 
and shredded coconut.
Black woman and white boy

blew out the candles
while her friends
in their peachy cream hats

cooed at the tow-head,
and from their silky purses
brought him crisp dollar bills.

Matilda's body was sent 
back to New Orleans
at her Creole sister's request.

And now blue plastic roses 
on the white people's stones
fray at the tips

while Ester and John quietly
become rich loam beside Nesbits, Lytles, 
McDowells and the others,

and this small leaning rock
by the poplar tree line
grows fresh lichen and moss.









































Turkeys in the Barn	

Two dead turkeys 
tossed on the hay.
The boy doesn't cry 
but clutches two more,
hidden in his shirt
against a bony chest
where their feathered hearts 
patter, and his beats faster,
their young bones
so close to his own.
Can I bring them home?
They're hurt.

His father's boots reply 
with shift on grit
and the calump of wood,
each measured step a thump
on the barn floor.

Fall's cool reprieve
silences cows groaning 
in the pasture as the farmer
checks for plump
on turkeys’ underbellies.


















Ellen Hitchhikes from Gerton to the Grocery 

Today the six-packs are empty.
Today Ellen with her walking stick
and greasy canvas bag 
shuffles beside the road,
thumb up, eyeing each car
till one stops on its way.

Ten miles to go to Food Lion.
He is a goddamn sissy.
I wear the pants, honey.
After forty-two years 
of livin’ together, 
we got married last year
and I told him if he ever hit me
I'd cut off his balls.

From her unwashed body 
and clothes decay seeps into the car,
thickening air with musk.  
Fingernails and teeth
dead and brown, 
Ellen’s shirt falls over bones
like water on rock.

Her chin thrusts out and lips suck 
into pale, hollowed cheeks.
Hand shaking, head nodding, 
grinning, Ellen hitchhikes again,
a specter winding down 
Gerton’s mountain road into 
Fairview and the green valley.



 






Dumbwaiter

I crawl inside the box
inside the wall,
away from sink plate scraping 
and farmers' chatter.
The wood is scarred tan
as my flesh 
where polish scraped off;
I curl up there
on a pile of folded shirts
and socks.

Mark heaves on the rope
and I lurch up
through a hollow in the house
while the cogs
grumble above me, and on both sides,
planks shift,
scoffing as I rise and my brother
yanks on rope,
thick and fraying from the attic
and looping 
to him on the kitchen floor.  

Rumbling into blackness,
the wooden box
hanging on its long metal cable
shakes me
with each jump higher,
the beams 
shout from both sides
and shut out
a dim sliver of kitchen light.
Mark sniggers
as I push where the door upstairs
should open
but won’t; it's locked
and I'm caught
in the throat of this old house.


Old Horse Trails

Passing by oak and dying hemlock, 
these dirt paths fork to switchback curves,
seaming together the piecemeal land.
The apple orchard, the rockslide, 
the icicle caves, the pine groves
and boxwood nursery are scraps of quilt 
draped over Ferguson Mountain,
branching from the old farmhouse. 

Up to the spring box the trails wind,
tripping over fallen birch and black gum
to drink fresh water, then amble on
over slippery rocks. A change of mind:
they turn back to face east, and puddle
under the hemlock where hooves rest
before the path charges up a vertical 
scramble to the ridge, drinking light 
and air from the peak, then circles back 

down the mountain, across the road, 
through the driveway. Trails pulse 
toward the house day and night,
haunting our door, pleading for passage.



















Potato Bugs

feasted on the coarse foliage
of rows of plants, gnawing 
holes in the underbellies
of hairy, veined leaves.

We squashed them
between thumb and forefinger,
pinching orange bugs,
finger-painting yellow guts on green.

On the way back to the truck,
fingers sticky with slaughter,
we surveyed the field, knowing
they'd be back tomorrow.





























Tobacco Queen:
Lena Zimmerman, 1946

My great-granddaddy
and all the rest are proud
at this Farmer's Federation Picnic
in July where I imagine 
a dozen men in cheap suits 
behind the photographer,
dazzled by Appalachian royalty.

Two-cent cloth
tied around breasts,
Burley leaves tucked
at the belly and fanning
down pale thighs, 
Lena poses alone, sovereign
over this Canton field
where yesterday men
sprayed at blank shank,
blue mold and hornworms,
then plucked suckers
and slashed stalks into spikes
of green-cut tobacco 
that will wilt and dry in the barn,
curing green to yellow
then brown. She stands
barefoot, bare arms
guarding the broad-leafed patch
while tobacco wings flap
like American Copper,
flighty and beautiful
in search of nectar.

Women in their button-down 
dresses, moist and limp
in the summer heat,
hold children’s grubby hands
and shade their eyes
to squint, fascinated by
queen and camera.

Springhouse

Outside, a pipe
rising from the earth
spouts crisp water
into a stone basin:
those tall enough lean over 
and cool their faces
in the steady stream
while children scale rocks	
to slurp, then stop 
to catch their breath,
then purse lips again 
to suck at the waterfall,
cheeks rosy and wet.

Between a gap in the stones
water sweeps inside
the small building
and runs the length of the wall
through a cement canal 
where stew congeals 
in metal pots and cider waits, 
half-submerged in the icy flow.
Clarence brings soiled eggs
to cool on planked shelves
twice a day before Hanifa
totes them to the old kitchen
to wash, clucking, 
then returns cartons
labeled Hickory Nut Gap Farm
Grade A Large. 

Beneath whitewashed walls
and flickering shadows,
the current pushes 
a lonesome pebble
around squat pots and jugs 
till it sticks in a wire grate
at the end of the channel.
Water pipes to the horse trough
a hundred yards down,
then the pig pen
and the chicken coop,
soaking back slowly
into soil below.










































Doug Smokes Marlboro Light

See the tired threads
stretching the length
of the pack that jabs
from his pocket?

His hands go itching
when nobody sees 	
until the white twig
bones from his mouth.

As a boy, behind the woodpile
he practiced the lipped tilt
and fumbled with smoke
until breathing came 

easy as the flowering smolder.
He hid stolen cartons 
behind the headboard;
his mum bummed a few

and on the porch tapped
ashes over the railing.
Now we rest together,
father and daughter

by the hole we are digging
for the grape arbor,
leaning on rusting shovels.
Blowing smoke to the west 

he relaxes, a tight build 
of sinew and brawn,
calf muscles staircasing
into loose socks,

shorts sagging from his hips.
I go for water and return
to the sunlit patches
in his silvering hair.



II.































My Birth 

The midwife stacks
wooden blocks under
blotched legs and Aunt Annie
puts wool socks laced with hay
on my mother's feet.

In her womb our heartbeats
touch in the dark,
her pulse folds my body
in steady melody, 
drumming valves
and the long violin diastole.

Then boiling blood 
and tearing flesh,
mum's sacrifice
a violent love.
Her curly black hair
is limp with sweat
but thighs and back 
are stout from tossing bales 
into trucks. Mum’s grunt 
was the first noise
I ever heard.

Held to her breast,
our heart beats slow.
Aunt Annie looks on,
checking to see 
if I have latched.










Rebirth

	I climbed into the bosom
of the Chinese Cherry tree,
	shaking blossoms
	onto the stone path 
	and Big House porch
like love notes in April:
I stained my skin 
with lenticel ash,
	and did not know then that
	that me would die,
leaving her small body 
wrapped around branches,
childish fingers 
clutching pink petals.

	I was reborn
in the horse trough
where I skinny-dipped 
every day for a year,
sometimes breaking ice
then sprinting home in snow,
lashes frozen.
	Come summer again
that me died, she floated 
down the drain with spring water.

	I remember a me
drunk on sunlight
that bleached my hair 
and burned my back 
	till all the rows 
	were hoed
	and pumpkins planted
in clay soil 
across the road 
from the dairy barn.
	When the thirsty seedlings
	dried up and broke, 
I died too
in the summer heat,
only to be born again
running to the peak 
of Ferguson mountain,
just like the me I am today 
	will die
	and wake
	renewed.
 


































Our Green 

On the map rivers are blue
like me,
	   thin and sad but calm.
You are yellow, your hair and paintbrush
sure and bright. Together our green
is hope, Dante's cape that we wear 
when we are together. Green
like grass;
	       Sweet Grass, Indiangrass, 
Switchgrass, and June Grass
lining the Grand River, remeandered
after being tugged straight. 




























Break

They finally came: the letters
in the mailman's leather bag.
He brought them to the girl
where she sat, legs twisted
like ropes in the doorway,
guarding empty rooms beyond.
All the other students were gone
to the beach or the mountains 
where they would drink away
the long ripe nights.

What was she still doing here?
	Waiting for the letters of course, 
from Asheville and San Francisco,
stamped with ships and flags.
 And how long had she been sitting 
on the stoop in the shadow of the door
if not for these notes than for someone 
else to arrive, or to witness
the birth of a season from grey
to emerald budding leaf?
	The past few hours were strewn
about her in little scraps of colored paper
cut and glued to cards
addressed to Brevard, Sylva.

The deliverer, aged and fit 
in his stiff blue shirt, collected
envelopes from the metal box 
above her head, the silent mouth
worshiped and fed.









Menstruation in Spring 

It was the dance, 
that slow death
I'd die to dance again
in my purple dress,
his hand damp
on leg, and back,
sinking to my stomach,
tight and getting tighter.
He dropped me once,
I laughed and caught 
a strong forearm.

March leaves sprouted pale green
while I shivered and bled
a knife digging out 
my gut. Then a late frost 
killed buds and the blood
retreated to organs
like my receding breasts.

Two months later
we climbed rocks and swam 
down at Paradise Falls,
tracing the curves 
of the Tuckasegee River; 
I felt red creeping
into my abdomen,
ants tickling.












The Night in Thailand

1.

A mosquito squeezes
through my bed net.
The night ripens 
like fat mangos,
banana leaves crinkle 
in the breeze: the buzzing 
dives at my nape, 
its ringing digging
under my flesh.

2.

Thinning and limp,
tangled clumps of hair 
knot in a matted lump
like a small dead animal. 
A catharsis of shedding 
clogs the drain. 

3.

My feet find their place
on porcelain ridges
set into the floor, 
weight on my heels, squatting,
I relax, and release a stream 
into the bowl: it sprays 
back onto my ankles
so I shift to check my angle 
and yellow splashes 
into my eye.

4.

Unfed juices froth
in my stomach, wide awake.
I press into the thin mat 
while hunger prowls
through this succulent night.


5.

When I finally sleep,
papayas swell. Passion 
fruit simmers like frog eggs 
swimming in jelly,
seedy and sour on a vine.
































The Other Farmer

I’ve heard of rows in the thousands, 
splayed foliage flecked
with roundup over nitrogenous
San Joaquin soil in Fresno and Kern,
and tan pickers bent 
over juicy Champions as they shuffle and drip
without bending a stalk, then break
in their trucks by the field’s edge.

Houses teethe window shards 
not unlike the shape of this state, 
fanning into South Carolina
and pointing west, full of empty
bedframes rusting brown 
beside fields laced with atrazine 
where August Estivas fall off the vine,
untouched in Lenior, Duplin, Wayne.
Now male frogs in Okanogan
mate with one another
while cancer grows thick in their lungs.




















El Camino de Santiago

I. 

Like ants carrying their loads we filed 
towards Santiago, blistered and hungry, 
leaning into the slope of the northern route
as we traced the pilgrims' way,
our prize the Botafumeiro and St. James' bones.

II. 

Ribboning Guernica’s gymnasium floor:
two hundred boots, half as many packs,
and bodies twitching and snoring on mats
while nationalists studying Picasso's print
whispered Euskara in the dark.

Each morning began in darkness, head-lamping 
for signs under the draping leaves of window-flowers   
or the oak post gate pointing into the sheep pasture.  
Passing by the flock, I vaguely remember 
telling Oscar about my favorite chocolates. 

III. 

The blue pack a shadow's hunchback on the road 
lined with yellow arrows urging us all on our way.
Pooling money bought wine and jamón 
after blisters were popped and burnt backs rubbed.
The Irish boy heated his fingers on mandolin strings,

yearning for Molly Malone, while day clothes 
dried on the stoop. Lobo, the wolf man,
stole a head of lettuce for a pilgrim feast
and left me his concha, a scallop shell,
for protection on the steep primitivo path. 

IV. 
 Crab apples pooled beneath Galicia's stilted granaries,
rising like farmers' temples steepled with crosses.
Then the real cathedral spiked above the city,
a saint blessing the crippled with incense,
priests heaving at the giant cord.

And finally Finisterre, dotted with cairns,
begging pilgrims for socks and shirts to burn
under a field of stars on the Way of St. James 
where his body was found covered in shells
at the end of the world and the Coast of the Dead.


































Sarah Said

I want to do something little, 
flinging her tight black curls 
around a pretty little head.

Her words I twirled to coils
like a patch of fiddleheads,
a whorl of spores wound tight

around my fingers till the tips
blushed red with blood,
ripe as cherry tomatoes.

So we dug with hoe and spade,
sprinkled heirloom seeds
into a modest plot of earth, 

folded manure on top,
then waited, hungry,
with our bread and salt.





















Mum's Bread

I like the way she dances 
in the kitchen,
gloved hand pumping 
like Michael Jackson's,
mouthing the words
in painful determination 
while mixing oats,
barely and walnuts.
Hanging pots and pans shudder 
at her stomp and thrum
till her hands return 
to the dough,
seeded and grainy 
as the pinfeathers of a pillow 
sticking into my cheek at night,
reminding me to be sensible. 

Sometimes she kneads 
rhythmically, cascading a pulse 
through body and bread,
and sometimes she pauses,
tastes the air dusty 
with yeast, flour.

Mum's frame planted 
between table and sink,
she shapes and flattens,
rolls and kneads
on the big cutting board,
then folds the mass
in a dish towel 
to grow in the fridge.
When the dough climbs 
over its metal rim, 
she separates the whole 
into loaves to bake at 350. 

Soon there will be bread 
with a tight brown shell 
slipped onto cooling racks,
then bagged and fitted,
frozen between the chickens
we killed last winter and vegetables 
from the summer garden.
One loaf will be left out for eating.
Mum will smile as crust crackles
and moist air escapes 
from between slices of tender flesh.


































Tearwater Tea

Dad mourns in the kitchen
for pencils with the tips broken off,
shoes that are too tight,
bicycles with rusted chains.

In the black chair he grimaces,
wheezing and cooing
for birthdays without any cake,
holding the chipped teacup

beneath his red eyes
to catch tears
salty and warm
for a box of broken crayons. 

My head I rest on his thigh,
and Charlie pats his knee.
He asks us to drink from the cup
for flat basketballs, paper cuts,

when the frozen ponds
melt before we can skate,
and we willingly sip
for pigs getting out in winter.

For years we believe
he sobs in the kitchen 
beside the ticking clock, the salt, 
and the teapot, water just boiled.











My Dad Can

not quit,
he can do anything
except quit
smoking:

I found out in Wyoming
in a hiking cabin,
while he tickled my back
before bed.

All day we'd been trudging
up mountains,
Dad helping us over
the rocks,
and now he was weeping,
said he had stopped
for a couple weeks
a couple times,
but since five had
smoked to breathe.

He said he'd never seen
his own father cry,
so Zoe and I lay
under the pique covers
and the light scratch and fumble
of his callused fingers
on our shoulder blades:
we told him it was okay,
he didn't have to quit,
and he didn't.









My Sister's Violin

I've come home for the violin, 
its low vibrations and slender 
wooden pegs. I've come to bow across
an inch of taut wire and shiver 
with its murmurs; slow here and hold 
a note like honey, seeping so you hear
your reflection in my vibrato
or the glow on my drifting surface.

I've come for a chord I have not heard 
in the grovel of radio, TV, traffic.

My wrist reins the horsehairs, 
resinous dandruff dusts the bridge,
and I wonder what craftsman
coaxed this thin wood into its bent form,
shifting light and guiding its curves 
into darkness and shadows 
where it might have cracked
under pressure from lesser hands.

I've come home for Zoe's violin
now that she doesn't play
the way she did when we were young,
although it's out of tune 
and I am out of practice,
slipping on the down-bow
in Cripple Creek then Minuet.












Hospice 

Translucent figures call for you 
in the dark of night
at the Elizabeth House, 
to sponge their flaking skin
or rub crooked feet 
with peppermint lotion.

Here, Jesus holds one hand
and you hold the other 
to trim yellow nails 
and peel layers like onions,
shells veined with turquoise
beneath cotton gowns.
 
These men and women
might have been my ancestors
passing tired nights 
under your tired watch,
but they are near the end.
Death is the orderly they need.
























III.






























Blue Ridge
Western North Carolina

The past three hours
driving home from school
have been leading up 
to this moment, when
through the pollen smeared 
window a dim grey-blue haze 
connects heaven and earth, 
the axis mundi of the south.

Mountains thicken to texture
the horizon and become 
what this smooth landscape
has been craving all along:
a pale blue wall, 
an unwavering bulk of granite 
and zirconium crystals
beneath the crust of Balsam 
and Roan. Here my father
and his mother and her parents
roamed, and before them 
Cherokee then Scotch-Irish tribes, 
endemic to these knolls and glens
where trillium and ginseng hide 
and the lungless salamander 
breathes through its skin.
	
I return to the tumulus mounds,
the same where my father 
took me digging for arrowheads 
in the chamomile field.
We found them tucked 
in parched soil: years later 
after chestnut and hemlock 
and his parents died,
we sprinkled ashes 
from Ferguson's peak,
returning bodies to soil,
dusting land and laurel below.

A Psalm for Dirt

Dirt under my fingernails,
loud dirt, sing song dirt:
I am the seedbed,
give me your hands.

I am fertile for digging in
heels and elbows
and I paint them with shades
of the Earth's damp skin.

Loose and cascading
from shovels and palms,
dirt veils and unveils
treasures within.

Moving mountains to valleys
and all in between,
I offer a body adorned
with stones and trees.

Come share my dirt,
give me some of yours;
we will pour into each other
and be all the richer for it.
















Farm

I.

Elspeth trims flower stems,
zinnias, dahlias, poppies, and phlox. 
The metal mouth clippers away
hollow tubes of cellulose that fall 
scattered on the blue-grey porch, 
skeletons rolling along the slant.

Standing on the green bench 
beside Granny, I spear floral frogs
as we pair the dark of rose 
with sunflower. The nasturtium, I eat.

We wash eggs, filling 
the sink hot in the old kitchen
to soak a full basket, and scrub 
shitty brown off speckled shells.  
In the cartons, the little end
always points up.

When the brittle shells
crack on the table and cement floor,
she spanks me for spilling 
Granny's gold, then makes up 
with a cup of milk and honey.

2.

Doug wedges a Marlboro
in one corner of his mouth
and takes shears to the wisteria.
As a boy he planted the vine
by the old kitchen out back, 
then trained it to wrap around
the wrap-around porch. 

Now, he builds fences 
and paints them white
with me, his little girl.
I spread the painter's cloth
over the inlaid stone
and open a can of primer.

3.

Granny made raspberry jam:
Two years ago we found a jar
behind the dumbwaiter 
at Christmas dinner. We slathered 
Aunt Susie's sweet potato biscuits 
with the fruits of Granny's labor
while she looked on, twelve,
from her golden frame on the wall.

4.

Hanifa scolds weeds in the garden,
then croons to baby cabbages and corn:
You know, in Kosovo I planted
in the garden every morning 
before school -- I start with 
something simple, onion and carrot,
and I just check on them and talk to them
because they have feelings too, you know.

So, yeah, when the crazy war started
and we go to refugee camp, I know 
we can't go back, so we come to America
and now I am here again in a garden, 
so it's kind of funny like that.

5.

Clarence watches the apples rot,
sees horses sinking into them,
and remembers the weight  
of a sixty-pound sack of fruit
on his back, filling wooden bins 
with their signs: Cameo, 
Braeburn, Empire, Roman Beauty,
Mutsu, Stayman Winesap, Jonagold.
He works on the broken tractor
in the orchard, an orange rust settling 
on his skin like fungus. Standing to rest,
he sets his gaze on the knobby trees.

6.

We've been paying taxes on the farm
with weddings every weekend
in the ball field below the orchard.
Brides come in white lace 
and pose before the springhouse
or the garden's tall flowers.
They lean into suited grooms,
silhouetted by mountains and sun.
In the pink room they gaze 
into Granny's mirror 
with big eyes and soft curls 
while their mothers steal silverware 
from the kitchen, unwatched.

7.

If I ring the lunch triangle
hanging at the north end of the porch,
clang the metal rod around
and around until it bounces 
vibration and chime into my arm,
no one will come--

Except maybe Stella Luna, 
the black dog. 

Raspberries are rotting in the garden,
heavy and soft, fermented,
and the tomatoes are too many
for Uncle John and Aunt Annie to eat
alone in the Big House.
The blight will kill them all.


8.

A baby calf was born last night,
coat sleek and wet, cry pitiful. 
This morning she tottered from barn 
to mom and back again, tripping
on hay then leaping and kicking,
exploring the strength of her new body.



































Skinny Dipping in the Horse Trough

I peel clothes to bare skin:
this is my favorite layer,
all knees and breasts.
Wasn't I made to look like this?
I just came from the garden 
where Hanifa tugged at thistles 
and I nibbled on sour currants.
Oh yes, little bird, she said,
you are the best little bird.
You always come home.

Sun rests on my back
and warms the old dirt road 
and the tin-roofed barn
beside me. From the shadow 
two horses watch me leap 
to the cement edge
of the rectangular trough,
high as my waist.

How many times have I
taken this bath?
My parents brought me here 
after picking up hay or hoeing
when we needed
fresh water to clean
our sweaty faces and legs.
We unplugged the drain 
at the bottom to scrub 
green algae from walls 
with horse brushes.

Now I plunge in again,
like I will every day I am here
on the farm in this body.
We all need a poem
or a prayer: mine spews
from the mouth of this pipe, 
shouting verses of water, 
my daily baptism.
Ben Fishing

From the school bus Ben shoots 
up the winding dirt road, 
backpack flapping like wings.
He leaps Crawdad Creek
and ducks under the fence
built for horses and goats
his father keeps there
on Bear Wallow Mountain,
twenty miles from town.

At the edge of the pond
where his fishing pole lies
Ben catches his breath,
then follows the flick 
of catfish and trout,
silver pinballs that glint
in the shimmer and dart
of jewels in the water,
luring cast after cast.

A flip of the wrist
and a whirr of the line:
a plop sends ripples
that fade in the wave
to the grassy bank
where the level is level
and Ben has a chance.

Like the trunk of the loblolly
pine behind him, Ben stands
erect, toes anchored in dirt,
arms bent like branches 
barely swaying in wind,
holding tight to the pole
while the woodpecker thuds
in a sycamore tree,
cocking its head capped in red,
and the wren darts from tree limb
to dirt and back again.

In this world of small gestures
Ben listens intently
to crickets and frogs,
he asks for nothing
but waits for carp scales
to tickle the worm 
on the end of his hook.



































Goat Milk Soap

Four children swarm Molly,	
skin glowing creamy
white as the froth she draws 
from nannies grazing in clover.

Milk stirred with lye
she heats in the bowl,
then mixes in oil and beeswax
with the potato masher

and pours thick liquid
into molds the size of a palm,
a lemony brick to cure
a month in the shed.

When I arrive to babysit
little cousins, I know
she's already lathered 
behind their ears and between toes

the way my own parents did 
till pale skin blushed.
The oldest girls first,
then the younger two boys,

washed and dried
before the water cooled. 
Even at my age Molly knew
how to mix lye from ashes.











Chicken Killing Day

Speckles of blood dried to his face,
he can’t hide the evidence
but guides the axe down with forceful precision
while holding the frantic chicken. 

A body of feathers, organs, and bone
insists on a final exploration,
flapping into the forsythia den,
resting in a tangled grave.

I crawl into the nest on my stomach,
drag the chicken out by the foot,
toss it into a stack of red, orange, white, 
a fire of blazing feathers and bloody heat.

Machines do not play hide and seek 
with a pinfeather, taste iron 
on their metal lips, keep hands warm in winter
by pulling out intestines and liver.
Machines don't smell death like my father.

Esoteric knowledge;
murder is like peeling an orange,
when the rind gets stuck under fingernails 
and citrus stains hands for hours.

My eyes are closed
when I pin four chickens to the ground,
clawing and squawking till
warm blood splashes across my neck.











Horses

	King David broke his leg so dad shot him and we buried his body at the bottom of the hill. A horse's leg can't heal like a human's can. We rode the blind pony, Clover, in the Big House. We sat on her round back and held onto her mane, tangled into braids and decorated with little pink clovers. Dad led her onto the porch and into the living room where his twin brothers, Billy and Bobo, beamed in their portraits, one dead now, her hooves clomping pretty on the old wooden floors.
	Mum broke her collarbone, racing dad before I was born. Now the strap of her orange dress always falls off her slightly-lower left shoulder. Dad hardly rides anymore, but when he does he's the only person who can control Avalanche, last in line and lighting a cigarette on the bucking paint. 
	Cotton Patch was hit by an eighteen-wheeler when a miniature mule opened the pasture gate. We saw her on the foggy drive to school, lying in the field. Her foal, Jackson, kept nuzzling her bloody neck. Did he know she was dying? Galloping up Ferguson on Merry Legs, my brother behind on Annie Mae, Mark's horse fell on top of him, four legs clawing at the air; I thought I had killed him like Reno killed Tiffany with a kick in the head when the girl spooked the black mare by the horse trough.
	A horse’s scent is something like sun or sweet musk, hay dusty and fresh.  Racing is the closest I can get to flying, horses legs moving so fast beneath me they become smooth and I glide. Wind tears blur the road and all I can do is hang on. 





















Berries for Days

I bent below a stray sunflower
in the raspberry patch to pull clumps 
of plump ambrosia from white spears:

down there I felt what shelter   
might be for moles and mice,
if I'd been born a different size

and chosen that jungle as my own,
where the stems and stalks anchored 
in the ripe earth, and above me 

berries spilled from their blue bowl.
I stayed like that until I picked 
all the red within reach.

























Apple Tree

Rough bark bites skin red
and pulls at my hair
caught in limbs
unpruned, the way a boy
tugs at his sister's:

I pluck fruit into my
shirt basket, hugging
its trunk as I steal 
kisses stippled with  
aphids and scabs.





























Eve Picks Apples in the Orchard

Eve bit into a Cortland 
and, finding its meat unpleasantly soft,
tossed it aside
to pluck an Arkansas Black 
with crimson skin and tart flesh. 

She filled her bushel basket
with the good fruit
and hauled it down the orchard
to Adam, sitting on the porch,
naming the animals. 

Below, Arabian horses 
nibbled over buttercups, 
while Holsteins grumbled for alfalfa, 
and hens, Rhode Island Red, 
glared from their high perches.

Adam surveyed the valley 
and Blue Ridge Mountains beyond 
and knew it was very good
while clever Eve slid a platter 
of sliced apples to his side.

What a treat!  Did Clarence
help you pick these while I was busy
thinking up names? Eve smiled 
at her simple husband, naked 
and naive in the rocking chair. 











Smokehouse

From rafters carcasses dangled 
and hooves clapped, 
pig, cow and sheep reduced
to sinewed shadow and fascia.
Here is the altar where the Sherrills
burned hickory to dry limbs and deny flies, 
pounded salt into animal flesh
for preservation and flavor
long before my ancestors arrived. 

The oldest building in Buncombe County,
it squats between the Big House and the toolshed.
Smokehouse boards deep as my forearm
are carved with holes once passing bullets.
Now ants file through the tunnels
carrying bits of the garden into the dark
where I've never seen meat swinging,
only cardboard boxes and empty egg cartons 
tumbling to the hum of freezers 
packed full of animals.






Spring House

Pty




