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The Spotlight

The lectern in the spotlight 
is simple, utilitarian as a guillotine, 
its glinting blade sharp and bright, 
raised to drop upon the lovely neck.

The field of expectant faces glows  
like so many pale tombstones 
set in even rows, upon rows,  
waiting to be carved by eloquent words.

The prophet who precedes me on the program 
speaks but it’s just a low bass line 
that runs under the rhythm of the bodhran  
drumming a bloody dirge inside my ears.

My hands clench shuddering note cards 
that threaten to spew and whirl 
into the dark audience like shards 
of shrapnel or Ninja throwing stars.

My throat has closed. I cannot swallow. 
Wild heart pounds against its prison bars 
pleading with me to flee, but I can’t allow it. 
It’s my turn on the grisly platform  
and I’ve pulled on my hood of feigned assurance. 

I have already suffered the real punishment 
I now accept the judgment.
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River Fish

This is my favorite spot of late, 
this boulder where the river twines 
around my aimless, empty afternoons,  
where, chin on knees, I contemplate  
the clacking frogs, the insect whine, 
the darting dragonflies.
Here where blue curls ‘round me, 
and sun bends into riffling shallows, 
I can look straight down and I see beneath 
the bright, hard, shell of surface swirls,  
right through the leafy surface picture, 
to clear dimension and detail.
It’s In this beamy space I spot you, 
despite your camouflaged repair, 
like a copper wind vane on your pole, 
yielding to the tracking of the air,  
sometimes pointing here, then there, 
but failing forward progress.
What is it like to be a fish? 
Do you feel the warm sun on your prickly back,  
the cool stones caressing your fish white belly? 
Do you feel the silky press of water purling past your skin 
or is it weightless, imperceptible, like time passing?
How easily you hold your place with a lazy swipe of tail. 
Have you no desires or are you trapped in equilibrium, 
feeding your hunger with whatever floats to your mouth? 
Perhaps you’re waiting for the easy meal, offered  
on a dangling hook, simple, steady, sweetened  
with the promise of long sleep after.
Oh! Suddenly, where you just were, a burst of silt, 
a spreading vee, a surface swell, a  tilt into the air 
so powerful it brings the shattered water with you! 
Then—momentum spent—a fall back, a smack, a dent 
in the glossy finish where spreading echoes 
of your impact circumscribe it.
Did you win the fat fly hovering there? 
I think it doesn’t matter.  
I know you’ll try again and then 
I’ll go chasing with you.
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Atonement

I’ve found a long black rat snake caught  
in net that spares my garden from the birds  
and I know his fate with such dismay I think, 
Get the spade! But I couldn’t do that thing. 
Coiled tail trembling, trapped in knots, he watches  
with white-rimmed reptile eyes, all senses tense 
in ready waiting, steeling his defense, 
stoic in his passion for surviving.
So, I gather my canvas gloves instead, 
a friend with kitchen shears, wry laughs to wrap 
around our inborn fears and prickly dread.  
I  know to grab behind his head, but each time  
he turns to face me there, raised up, tongue tasting 
the air, then strikes with toothless jaws sprung wide 
to swallow whole my craven heart and breathing.
When, somehow, I seize the angry tangle, 
becoming bold at last, three feet of tail  
coil up my arm, and clenching teeth, I gasp, 
(but keep my hard-won stranglehold held fast.) 
I’ve got him! And then, curiously, I’m thrilled 
to hold him in my hands, to realize 
his skin is soft and cool, his wringing grasp  
so like a hand clasp, it seems to soothe me 
(yet, he cannot know we want to set him free.)
He’s heedless of our curious largess; 
his skin exudes a sour acrid smell  
that is the voiceless keen of his distress.  
My friend, who gently snips around the mess, 
finds strands so tightly caught we falter then 
(Oh, I rue this needless struggle that my  
selfish berry net has wrought,) and we are  

tempted to forsake our kind intention.       
Lowest of the reptiles, feared and reviled,  
I think snakes have long suffered a bad rap 
as servant of the devil, tempter of sin,  
wardens of the underworld, vile, deadly,  
dangerous, denied of all redemption— 
deserving of the shotgun and the shovel. 
In fact, this one’s harmless, an eater of rats,  
a friend to man, right now, a helpless thing. 
We work to snip him free from one last snare 
and pause to be amazed by our success. 
I pour his smooth unwinding on the
	 grass where 
he hesitates, for one wary moment, then, 
he’s away---a thin ripple of black water, 
draining back into his inscrutable realm. 
 
We raise our arms. We cheer him! And
	 our hearts  
leap into the trees, free like birds, singing.  


