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APPARENTLY PERSONAL AND CONFESSIONAL POETRY 

 
 

History and Arguments 
 

I am no suffering poet. I am a balancing act of serious, pensive thought and 

boundless, hopeful energy, like most teachers and parents engaged in their work. While I 

can create characters and conjure voices in my writing, the voice that rings truest is 

closest to my own, so if my work is to be classified, I would say that it belongs to the 

“post-confessional” or “apparently personal” school.  

The term “confessional” was coined in 1956 by M.L. Rosenthal in his review of 

Robert Lowell’s book of poetry entitled Life Studies. Subsequent poets such as Anne 

Sexton, John Berryman and Sylvia Plath, among others, were categorized in this genre, 

which has stretched to currently encompass the term “post-confessional” and threatens to 

become “neo-confessional.” Unless otherwise indicated, I will refer to all three versions 

of this school as “confessional.” There are many variations of the definition of 

confessional poetry, and differing opinions about its validity as a genre, that require 

attention before discussing my own poetry and its place within. The following five 

writers provide a framework of the confessional, and share opposing viewpoints about its 

relevance in today’s poetry. 

Kathleen Ossip, in “No Room in the Booth: An Appreciation of Confessional 

Poetry,” provides a balanced historical overview of the genre and identifies the traits that 

all confessional poems (of the 1960s) share: 
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Autobiographical content, tending toward the shameful and traumatic, including 

emotional breakdown and institutionalization, divorce and separation from 

children, infidelity, hatred of parents, and suicide…the treatment of personal 

material uncovered by psychoanalysis…the equivalence of the poem’s speaker 

with the poet…a stance that assumed the poet’s heightened sensibilities bruised 

by a repressive, alienating society (45). 

While Ossip’s characterization of the poetry of its early era is a good starting 

point for a discussion of confessional poetry, I would argue that a writer with a working 

knowledge of Freudian and pop psychology could shape the narrative of a confessional 

poem without having to have endured institutionalization or psychoanalysis. Further, a 

poet does not have to be the victim of a “repressive, alienating society” in order write 

confessionally. I do agree that most readers of first-person poetry assume that the poet 

and the speaker of the poem are one persona; however, writers who have lived through 

one or more of the things listed in Ossip’s characterization may have a more sensational 

story to tell.  

Ossip is quick to point out that the confessionals may have opened the door to 

“much of the slackest, silliest, windiest, and most naïve poetry being written today,” but 

she explains that this is true only when confessional poetry is written without the formal 

rigor displayed in the work of its earlier practitioners. She provides full disclosure that 

she loves the confessional poets, and offers compelling reasons for this love, including 

“their engrossing readability and entertainment value.” She posits that the confessional 
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poetry of the 1960s is probably the most popular poetry of all time for most of today’s 

readers—and thus the most suspicious (50). 

 Taking a different approach, Joan Aleshire compares the confessional to the lyric 

in her essay, “Staying News: A Defense of the Lyric,” defining a confessional poem as 

one in which “the poet, overwhelmed or intoxicated by the facts of his or her life, lets the 

facts take over.” Using the Oxford English Dictionary she further defines the term 

“confession” as a, “declaration or disclosure…allowed to remain secret…humiliating, or 

inconvenient to oneself; the disclosure of private feeling; a plea of guilty…a formal 

confession made…to receive absolution.” Aleshire explains that confessional poetry is a 

“plea for special treatment” and “an attempt to shift the burden of knowledge from 

speaker-transgressor to listener.” She elaborates by saying that in poems with more 

“gossip (fact, data, raw material)” than “gospel (parable, pattern, truth),” the “pattern of 

experience cannot emerge” (16). This definition of confessional poetry is certainly 

accurate in many ways, especially when compared to the lyric, the subject of her essay.  

 Billy Collins makes no attempt to hide his distaste of some characteristics of the 

confessional in “My Grandfather’s Tackle Box: The Limits of Memory-Driven Poetry.” 

The majority of his argument hinges upon poetry that sticks to journalistic truth rather 

than aesthetic, but follows this discussion with a scene from his classroom, in which he 

joked to his students that Sharon Olds’ abusive, alcoholic father, the subject of a good 

third of her work including a whole volume of poems about his death, was still alive and 

that Philip Levine grew up in Beverly Hills rather than working class Detroit, forcing his 

students to admit by their shocked response that they value the truth over a story told well 
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(88-90). Prior to the joke, Collins makes his best point, saying, “If what you want to say 

in poetry can be said as well or better by some other means…memoir…travel 

piece…diary entry…short story…phone call…email, by all means stop writing poems” 

(84).  

 In a message similar to Collins’, Louise Glück, in her essay “The Forbidden,” 

warns of the “dangerous insulation” inherent in confessional poetry, saying that those 

who criticize it may be accused of “timidity and conservatism, terror in the presence of 

dark truth” (244). I understand Glück’s point here, as I often have a problem grading 

student work which reveals deeply personal information about their lives: ridicule by 

others, drug and alcohol use, thoughts of suicide, and sexual abuse. Glück does not go so 

far as to suggest writing an email to an audience instead of a confessional poem, but she 

does ask why we, as readers, would want to be involved at all in a poet’s personal life. 

She argues that confessional poetry “demand(s)…admiration for unprecedented bravery, 

as the speaker looks back and speaks the truth” (245). In some cases, her point is well 

made, but those who admire confessional poetry also admire a poet’s ability to craft a 

piece in such a way that it becomes triumphant and inclusive rather than self-

aggrandizing. Many readers can find something useful to their own human experience in 

confessional poetry. It seems dismissive not to allow some admiration for a writer like 

Sharon Olds, who beautifully and memorably constructs poems about rape, abuse, and 

her rough family life without the express purpose of “demanding admiration.”  In an 

interview with Salon Magazine, Sharon Olds comments on her intent when writing. 
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The body of the poem is the spirit of the poem. But I do sometimes make an effort 

to use the word "I" as little as possible. I would not have chosen…that word 

appear so much in my poems…not that anyone else wrote them. But we know 

that only people who are really close to us care about our personal experience. Art 

is something else. It has something to do with wanting to be accurate about what 

we think and feel. To me the difference between the paper world and the flesh 

world is so great that I don't think we could put ourselves in our poems even if we 

wanted to (Garner).  

  

Moving forward twelve years, Olds reveals a different perspective on her writing during 

the second annual Poet’s Forum in 2008, where she said, “Of course my writing is 

autobiographical,” putting an end to the debate (“The Autobiographical Self”).  

Lastly, Judith Harris writes in defense of confessional poetry, directly countering 

Glück’s essay with “Breaking the Code of Silence: Ideology and Women’s Confessional 

Poetry.” Harris provides a definition of confessional poetry that comes full circle to 

Ossip’s, calling it “a poetry of ideas, or acute political consciousness, that demonstrates, 

through testimony, an individual’s relationship to a community” (254). She argues that 

confessionalism “presses toward outrage and blame, not guilt, and [that] this is the first 

integral sign of [a writer’s] social responsibility and moral maturity” (255). Her 

conclusion follows naturally from this statement, as she counters Glück’s question, “Why 

should we care about the private suffering of others?” with the answer, “Why should we 

not?” (267).  
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We read (confessional or “personal” poets) not because they are brave, or 

scandalous, or masochistically enthralling…not because we…or they are, voyeurs 

or missionaries. We read them because they impart truth about cruelty, about the 

need to unify aspects of the self, and because they show the inscriptions of 

collective pain as a language that can be uttered, received and 

transcended…because they plummet through the surface, break the code of 

silence…yield wisdom…touch irresistible pain…recognize the gravity of human 

history that is a succession of atrocities as well as…accomplishments. And we 

should recognize ourselves in them, our…vulnerabilities, in the human truth they 

speak. (Harris 267)   

 

Harris insists that confessional poets speak for the silenced, an idea as American as Walt 

Whitman who, in his “Song of Myself,” dared to say, “I Celebrate myself, / and sing 

myself, And what I assume you shall assume, / For every atom belonging to me as good 

belongs to you.” Whitman’s inclusive spirit, his notion of speaking for those of other 

races and social stations, is alive and well in today’s confessional poetry. 
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Fitting In 
 

As I said earlier, a writer of confessional poetry need not have lived through 

historical violence or suffered crippling addictions in order to have something important 

to say. He just has to remain open to the world around him and develop a poetic 

sensibility in presenting his personal perceptions. Critics like Collins and Glück, as well 

as many readers, may not agree with this rationale, but in writing about my own life and 

experiences, I take comfort in Rachel Zucker’s essay, “Confessionalography: A GNAT 

(Grossly Non-Academic Talk) on ‘I’ in Poetry”:  

There is no need to fear the personal or the Confessional. For one thing, it is 

unavoidable. For another thing, it is all you have…about your own life because a) 

you don’t know the truth b) there is no one truth and c) you are always telling, and 

telling the truth if very different from the truth…if you take your clothes off, you 

are naked but not a Nude, and certainly not a nude painting. The poem, no matter 

how bare, is a Nude, and never really naked. That said, you need to take your 

clothes off to know what your skin really feels like (poets.org). 

 

Zucker’s next suggestion is to “get naked,” though I took it as theoretical 

(poets.org). At some point I have to stop talking and reading about writing poems and 

write them. If that was easy, more people would do it. Writing in my basement, children 

thundering back and forth on the floor above me, I wonder how many tens of people will 

read me one day. This is as humbling as it is invigorating. It is through this process of 
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being humbled and invigorated that my truest voice emerges. I also depend upon my 

readers, both imagined and unexpected. 

I hope that readers find something in my writing—something uplifting, familiar, 

surprising, memorable—but I have tried not to concern myself with what a reader may or 

may not find in a way that limits what I want to say, knowing that, “the reader interacts 

(with me)…supplying his or her expectations, experiences, judgments, interests, and 

needs” (Goldthwaite 61). By writing confessional poetry, I may be seen by some readers 

and critics as writing about myself “possibly at the expense of others (Jackman),” which 

is an argument that I will address shortly.  

Sharon Olds’ poem “Take the I Out,” illustrates the strength and beauty of the “I” 

in confessional poetry, while at the same time validating it. 

…I love the I 

for its premise of existence—our I—when I was 

born, part gelid, I lay with you 

on the cooling table, we were all there, a 

forest of felled iron. The I is a pine, 

resinous, flammable root to crown,  

which throws its cones as far as it can in a fire (24-30). 

 
In some ways, “Take the I Out” is an update of Whitman’s “Song of Myself,” though 

more narrowly focused. The last image, that of the pine tree throwing “its cones as far as 

it can in a fire” is a compelling point of much writing, whether intentional or not: to leave 
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something behind, to mark an existence, perception, a thought. Why else would one 

bother to write poetry, go through the fire that brings poems forth? By turning the view 

so deeply internal, contemporary poets like Olds find their audience in giving voice to 

complex and challenging subject matter.  

There are, of course, some challenges in defining which “I” a writer may choose.  

In my own writing, I write as a husband, a father, a teacher, a son, a boy, and a man of 

my age and culture. For each “I,” I cultivate the voice that works best for the poem, much 

in the way we choose different speaking voices and language to talk to different people. 

Some readers might be surprised to find that the voice in “Plea for the Blank-Faced Man 

in My Minivan’s Manual” is from the same person who also wrote “Family Gathering 

Family,” but both poetic voices contain the same blend of factual and aesthetic truth. Cate 

Marvin writes about this duplicity in “‘Tell All the Truth but Tell it Slant’: First-Person 

Usage in Poetry.” 

The speaker of my poems couldn’t live in my world: she wouldn’t wake for work, 

she’d tell the neighbors to shut up, she’d be arrested for public indecency, she’d 

no doubt be locked up eventually. My life would be far too boring for her to stand 

for more than fifteen minutes (poets.org). 

 

Marvin is not writing about confessional or apparently personal writing, but simply using 

the “I” as a character version of herself, as Sylvia Plath did in creating the “diary I” that 

would serve as the speaker of many of her poems.  Marvin’s speaker says things that 

Marvin would never say, and she finds comfort in “…being assured that (her poems) will 
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not be understood as autobiography,” believing and insisting to her students that “One 

cannot learn how to transform visceral experience into art if one writes with the anxious 

awareness that his or her grandmother may be a potential reader of the poem” (poets.org). 

This is a valid point for someone like me, who struggles with the decision about what 

subject matter to include in his own writing. As frightening as it can be to write as “I,” 

Kevin Poquette, there is a bond developed between the writer and imagined reader that 

comes from writing in the confessional that cannot be found any other way, and that’s 

what makes the first person so liberating.  

In “The Very Act of Telling: Sharon Olds and Writing Narrative Poetry,” Aaron 

Smith defends the idea of keeping the “I” in his own writing, and avoiding “the 

fundamentalist voice of fear and doubt, the voice that eradicates the body and the self, the 

voice of conformity that renders the individual speechless, invisible” (poets.org). Smith is 

writing specifically about his experiences as a gay man, but his point applies to anyone 

who has questioned whether he has something worthwhile or compelling to say. He who 

chases two rabbits will catch neither, and so I have focused on chasing what I believe to 

be the truth as I see it, an often dangerous but necessary trait of apparently personal 

writing. It seems ironic that the more “personal” a poet is, the more accepting readers are, 

although some readers just want “the good stuff” (sex, drugs, madness) revealed as an 

acid test for their own lives. Melissa Goldthwaite says, in her essay “Confessionals,” 

“[M]any readers of academic personal writing hunger for more than a voyeuristic 

moment…they often seek and find nourishing ideas, images, and experiences they can 

translate into their own lives” (62). These are the readers I have in mind when I’m 
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writing—not one of my students looking for dirt on his English teacher, not a relative 

passing judgment, but someone who appreciates my writing for what it is: my life told as 

artfully and honestly as I can tell it.  

Goldthwaite writes that the term “confession” makes her nervous, as if there must 

be some guilty secret embedded in a poem for it to qualify for admission to the club (56). 

At first, some of what I write feels like a confession, as in “After the Bachelor Party,” a 

poem about an uncomfortable but ultimately revealing episode in a strip club with my 

father.  In giving voice to the various experiences that define important relationships, I 

discover meaning through writing.  

Adding “apparently personal” to the tagline “confessional” serves to define a type 

of writing, but it also implies that the poet might be lying. Rachel Zucker invents myriad 

variations of the genre in a spiraling and humorous essay offering definitions of 

autobiographical poetry including: “a raw egg with or without salmonella,” “a hard 

boiled egg with a serrated knife lodged in its center and a tiny tear drop of blood on the 

knife’s handle,” and “half a deviled egg, with no sign of the other half except a thin snow 

drift of paprika on the white plate” (poets.org). Despite the complexity of its definitions 

and the scope of its characteristics, I would still define my writing as “confessional,” as 

autobiographic and personal and observational; if I am lying, it is not intentional.  

I hope those familiar with confessional writing will welcome my work into their 

midst. I certainly want to be respected by other writers. On the other hand, I hope my 

writing finds readers who respond to what I have to say for enjoyment’s sake. Other ideal 

readers are those who know me best: my wife, my parents, my friends and colleagues. 
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Each will find things they have suspected about me, as well as things that might surprise 

them. What do the people we love know about us, and what don’t they know? I do not 

write for the express purpose of communicating with the people in my life, but I admit 

that some topics do not work themselves into our everyday conversation: disappointment 

in my father, the intense degree to which I love my wife and children, my enjoyment in 

teaching English, past cruelties I have perpetuated and endured.  
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Problems This Manuscript May Present for Some: Ask Me About My Wife, My 

Children, My Students and Their Parents 

There are, of course, some potential readers a public high school English 

teacher/poet might be concerned about: my students and their parents. In writing openly 

about my life, I think of them often, but try not to censor myself. Doing so would deprive 

me of what Steven K. Hoffman, in his essay “Impersonal Personalism: The Making of a 

Confessional Poetic,” refers to as the movement in confessional writing from 

“entrapment to qualified liberation” (702). More to the point, it feels good to write openly 

about my life without worrying about being judged by my students or their parents, but 

that doesn’t mean it won’t happen.  

While it might be difficult for current and former students and their parents to find 

my work in the UW-Oshkosh library stacks, I hope to publish one day, and that is where 

the disparity lies between subject matter I am comfortable with and subject matter I am 

afraid of. As an English teacher whose goal is to inspire his students to read and write, I 

have to be a model, like Goldthwaite, who writes “I cannot…teach my students to carry 

out (a poetic) analysis unless I am willing to do it myself” (68). One solution is to use a 

pen name for poems in which there might be controversial material present, but that 

wouldn’t feel right. Admittedly, it feels better than someone taking my work out of 

context and using it to question my role as a public educator, but how worried should I 

be? In the end, I’m writing what I know to be the truth in a way that shows respect for the 

reader, not watering things down or glazing over inconvenient truths. There is so much 
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mild-mannered, generic reading material on the bookstore shelves that I feel a moral 

obligation not to be a part of it.  

I love reading what my teachers and professors have published—doing so gives 

them a credibility that is beyond a list of their accomplishments. Students can say what 

they want about a teacher’s methods or personality, but if that teacher is published, it is 

proof of his/her talent and relevance in the field. I am not Tony Hoagland or Jim Daniels, 

both of whom are teachers, but why would anyone want to separate teaching from 

writing? I agree with Joan Houlihan’s assessment, in “Can Poets Teach?: On Writers 

Teaching Writing,” that not all writers are fit to teach, nor are all teachers fit to write, but 

the potential is there, and each case is different (poets.org). Here, Houlihan is responding 

to Dana Giola’s essay “Can Poetry Matter?”, which outlines the history of the poet’s 

move from bohemia to academia, concluding that “…opening the poet’s trade to all 

applicants…employing writers to do something other than write, institutions have 

changed the social and economic identity…from artist to educator” (“Can Poetry 

Matter?”).  

Giola does not lean heavily on his point about poets as educators, as well he 

should not—how many poets can sustain a living on writing alone? I take an interest in 

my craft because I am an educator. I want my students to be able to express themselves 

well in writing, and the fact that I’m writing suggests I know what I’m talking about. But 

in order for me to earn credibility, I have to provide examples of my work in class. I have 

defined my writing here as confessional; therefore what I write is my truth and, as I teach 

minors, I sometimes fear parents’ potential concerns.  
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The Writing Process 

I have worked in many different disciplines of creative writing other than poetry, 

including the short story, the novella, creative nonfiction, and memoir. For each, the 

galvanizing force is different. Fiction starts with characters or situations and develops (or 

fails to) from there. Creative nonfiction and memoir have a ready-made storyline, so the 

challenge in those areas is in crafting a voice or a compelling framework in which to tell 

the story. As for poetry, this collection is inspired by events that recur in my thoughts and 

dreams: attending rough and tumble Milwaukee schools, falling in love and getting 

married, finding a place in my family and in the world at large, being a father, working as 

a high school English teacher, measuring my life as a man. I think about each poem’s 

material often, whether I want to or not; in writing about events I figure out what they 

mean. Additionally, I have discovered that “normal” is a relative term, and that some 

unique things I have been privy to translate well into poetry.  

As for the writing itself, I get as much as I can in the first draft, typing lists of 

images, songs, smells, people, and movies either directly from the poem’s time period or 

setting. If someone came across my notes he or she would be treated to hot piss on 

blacktop, grass stains on grey corduroys, Han Solo and Princess Leia on the top of a cake.  

My poetic voice is informal. It would be easy to say that my voice suggests how I 

am wired as a writer, but I have also been influenced by the writing styles of Andrew 

Hudgins, Stuart Dybeck, Sandra Cisneros, Bob Hicok, Charles Harper Webb, Kim 

Addonizio, and Dinty Moore, who said, “I don't write ‘for therapy,’ I write for an 

audience…to discover a truth (because) there can be a healing quality to objectively 
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facing the facts of one's life. It is what the Buddhist's…do in meditation; they just don't 

have the need to write it all down later (Schultz). 

My strongest influences, however, are Jim Daniels and Tony Hoagland, whose 

poetry inspires me on many levels. My current work is closer to Daniels’ in that it does 

not reach out to the reader using as much pop-culture allusion as Hoagland, but reading 

both poets has helped shape my voice. In response to a question about the colloquial and 

conversational tone in his poetry, Daniels said, “That’s my poetic voice, for better or 

worse. I tend to be pretty direct…but what I look for when I read poetry is clarity and 

emotional depth” (“A Conversation With Jim Daniels”). My readers could find Daniels’ 

influence in my poems “Family Gathering Family,” “50/50,” and “Nite-Nite.”  

Hoagland, on the other hand, is a different kind of influence. I am drawn to the 

mix of edginess, vulgarity and humor in his poetry. Hoagland alludes to this mix in an 

interview with Elliott Liu for the Academy of American Poets:  

I…would say…there’s a line of vulgarity…important to my work, 

a[n]…adolescent violence…sensibility…language… emotional outburst 

which…validates a poem…makes it seem like a real document of a person who 

has been in the world of experience…and…in the world of speaking at the time of 

writing the poem. (“Tony Hoagland in Conversation”) 

 
Readers will find Hoagland’s influence on my work in poems such as “Plea For the 

Blank-Faced Man in my Minivan’s Manual,” “And You’re Balding, Anyhow,” and 
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“Could You Please Cover Yourself?” The rest of my poems are the result of my 

experiments in finding the best language for each poem’s subject matter and tone. 

When possible, after editing and re-writing until I feel a poem is complete, I like 

to come back to it after a year’s time and see how it has aged. To date, I have not 

submitted anything for publication, but after undertaking this project, I feel more strongly 

about publishing.  
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Why Confessional? 

In a world of often dominated by the negative and sensational, I dare to write 

about loving life around me. I rock my children to sleep, entertain them in the character 

they know as dad, make love to my wife, watch my students grow up, and get involved in 

their lives when I can do them good. My writing is not without its raw material: violence 

in my childhood, poor choices, classroom mishaps, and struggling family ties, but those 

edgier aspects of my writing serve as balance. Like all of us, I am in a constant effort to 

balance my life and make sense of it at the same time. Readers looking for answers will 

only find mine, but I hope they offer the same kind of kinship with readers that I feel 

when I read Jim Daniels’ “The Stigmata” and think of my own father, my own children. 

I hope my son knows when to say 

who needs this shit? 

and never has to say it 

to me. I hope when I’m poking 

a cane into the snow 

he’s opening the door for me 

at the top of the steps (59-65). 

 
In writing confessional poetry I am writing about myself, as Michael Jackman 

warns, “possibly at the expense of others,” which I interpret in two ways: my poems 

allow for one point of view, and their “I” persona does not automatically allow others to 

speak (“Confessional Poetry”). At this stage in my life, writing confessional poetry is the 
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best way I can express myself artistically. This is not to suggest that confessional poetry 

is a phase for me, only that I work to establish a direct connection between my past and 

present, my hopes for the future, and my readers’. Tony Hoagland’s poem “Self-

Improvement” captures the idea of connecting past and present, as well as the idea of 

“practicing” or figuring out how the events in our lives can have meaning, and in giving 

those events meaning, we do so also for our lives.  

Sometimes we are asked 

to get good at something we have 

no talent for, 

or we excel at something we will never 

have the opportunity to prove. 

 

Often we ask ourselves 

to make absolute sense  

out of what happens, 

and in this way, what we are practicing 

 

is suffering,  

which everybody practices, 

but strangely few of us 

grow graceful in (35-47)
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LIFE, LOVE AND BALANCE: APPARENTLY PERSONAL POETRY  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

From the Desk of Mr. Poquette 
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You Kids 
 
I was born with the first name Mister. I know how to spot split infinitives,  
fix run-ons, correct your work and your life. 
 
I sleep under my desk on a bed of vocabulary tests with sheets of journals and quilts  
of research papers. I have no friends but other teachers, and we gossip about you or  
 
your parents or your parole officer or your tattoos and piercings, even the ones you don’t 
think we know about. I stick to a strict regiment: Bench press, box squats, deep lunge,  
 
crunches, yoga, cardio, steamed green leafy vegetables, no carbs, vitamins three times 
daily with eight ounces of chilled water, grammar studies, no YouTube, no Facebook, no  
 
pornography. I call my mother, get eight hours of sleep. I never stole beer or cigarettes 
when I was your age because drinking and smoking is for losers. I never come to  
 
work hungover or make students read quietly while my head throbs. I do not own a bong  
or get stoned and have pseudo-philosophical discussions about  
 
Phish. I never talk about people behind their backs. I don’t break promises, or let people 
down. I do not have impure thoughts. I listen to non-threatening  
 
soft rock or light jazz and I never turn the volume above four. I never swear. I don’t 
speed, I don’t cheat, I don’t slack, I don’t whine. I’m not like you kids. 
 
What’s wrong with you kids? 
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50/50 
 
Who knows what I said  
to set him off, but coach  
told me to get lost during  
gym class and lost was never   
hard for me to get. 
Soon I was standing  
at half court in the darkened  
gym, my hot piss speckled and  
pooled on the varnished floor.  
Nobody thought to pin it on me. 
 
Later I’d spin lazy circles  
in reverse on the fifty yard line 
of the rival high school’s football 
field and bring the beer to weekend  
parties, stolen from the bowling alley 
where I worked.  
 
Now I see myself –the cocky  
boy in my classroom  
eviscerating his peers with 
targeted words, angry at  
god-knows-what, or the girl 
dressed in all black, a plea  
for attention and a shout to  
fuck off at the same time.  
 
I want to pull them aside 
and confess it all: the drugs,  
the angst, the theft, the heartbreak. 
Want to assure them they’ll end up  
all right in the end, but that’s 
not true—it has to be learned,  
so I offer what I can: I watch, 
and when those kids start talking, 
I listen. 
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Assessment—after Jim Daniels’ “The Stigmata” 
 

I've been grading papers all morning 
while sleet fills the gaps  
in my screen door, whispering 
to my six-month-old son. 
 
My course load's up this year— 
I mean horse toad,  
I mean course load, 
and I'm watching the news, 
marking a paper on symbolism 
in Catch-22. It’s not good, 
but I’m writing “decent” 
because my son’s smiling 
from his high chair, 
because the numbers are finally tallied 
and recorded for another quarter, 
and tonight I can watch Breaking Bad. 
 
My earliest school memory is humiliation—  
being pulled from a soccer game 
for being cocky. 
 
  How many times 
will I humiliate my son? 
I'm scribbling my name  
with a pen from a convention in Madison. 
I roll it between my fingers to get some heat— 
it's October here in the North. 
I switch to my Green Bay Packers pen—  
the sleet slides down my window, 
streaks stretch to the pane. 
 
A woman drags a long 11 in the sleet 
with her walker, scraping down 
a crusted sidewalk. She's moving 
to the rhythm of a deodorant commercial. 
A long hair slips from the stack of papers. My son  
reaches for the remote control—he likes the buttons. 
News today: unlimited cell phone minutes,  
a child left in a culvert,  
socks frozen to his feet. 
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I never want to humiliate anyone. 
I know the burn of it, sitting in class 
trying to focus on the next  
assignment, something to ease  
the scorch of students' cruel words; 
the teacher’s brow narrowing, 
his sarcastic remark, classmates’ open laughter. 
 
I seek the mark that means saintliness 
when students come in, but I  
can’t tell the good kids from 
the bad as they walk in. 
Why would God mark  
good kids like they've achieved 
sainthood? How many 
stayed up drilling holes 
in their palms and feet? 
That's how good they want to be. 
 
Though I need Confirmation, 
I quit my classes when I was  
an uninformed sinner. The nuns told me 
I was going to Hell; 
I said who needs this shit—  
found God in filthy concert halls, 
the true churches of my world. 
 
I hope my son knows when to say 
Who needs this shit? 
and has the courage to say it 
to me. I hope when I'm edging  
down the street in old age 
he's opening the door for me 
at the top of the ramp. 
 
Marks? I've got no marks 
to prove my worth. Sometimes 
my sins blister inside 
with fire that never goes out. 
I blister my name onto papers overdue 
papers imagined, papers doubtful, 
papers gnawing with disdain and fear. 
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A decent paper on my lap, 
a smiling baby, 
a pen from Madison, 
the sleet whispering, 
slicing the day 
like old regrets 
 
My son and I keep smiling 
as I envision the year's first snow 
and he heads into 
his first winter. 
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Could You Please Cover Yourself? 
 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
I’m finding it difficult enough to talk about gerund  
and infinitive phrases to an uninterested class, even  
if it will be on the test tomorrow, without having to  
think about your ill-covered breasts. Let me rephrase  
that, using “thinking” as an intransitive verb, as they,  
your breasts, are not the subject of my thoughts; although  
they are fine, healthy breasts for a girl your age; rather,  
“I think that I, your male English teacher, see too  
much of your flesh in this public high school classroom  
where I am dutifully teaching grammar, and do not need  
to know that today you chose to wear a lacy bra.”  
Not transitive, not actively comparing your breasts to  
ripening buds as the participial phrase, “thinking about  
your breasts” may have indicated. 
 
Please help me. I am not a pervert, but a caring intellectual 
in a room of blossoming young women in various stages  
of undress. I have played out the following reprimands,  
none of them satisfactory: “Please cover yourself.” Why, were  
you looking? Fucking pervert. “I think your shirt is too  
low cut to be school appropriate.” Ew, Mr. Poquette was 
checking me out. “A young lady does not need to reveal  
so much.” Huh? Omigod!  
 
I understand that you are trying  
to acquire a mate of the opposite sex, and that it isn’t me.  
I’m fine with that, but if you wish to receive a proper  
education, you have got to consider the tantalizing effect  
you must be having on weaker-minded males. Please help 
remedy this situation by taking more pride in your appearance,  
putting some faith in your intelligence, and covering those  
babies up. I am also concerned that you must be cold. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Mr. Poquette 
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Dad’s Home 
 
I have blasted the schoolday from  
my ears, loosened the tie, and those  
papers in the back seat might just stay there. 
 
Warm light spills from the windows  
of my house. It shouldn’t be dark  
so soon, but it’s November, and, faintly, 
I make out the frozen grid of our lawn. 
 
When my eldest, five, turns his head and   
sounds the alarm from behind the window  
glass, I forget about the girl fight I broke  
up in the hall: the blonde said  
she’d knock the black off the black girl. 
 
The kids are being quiet, trying to surprise  
me, but I see their six little feet blocking  
the light, so I rattle my thermos against  
the garbage can to hear them titter and squawk. 
 
“Who’s home?” my wife asks. 
“Daddy Bald Head!” my daughter cries. 
“WHO?” she asks again, 
and our one-year old stammers “da-da, da-da,”  
and I forget about formal observations, 
common assessments, paper loads, 
passive-aggressive helicopter parent  
e-mails and declining budgets. 
 
Mr. Poquette won’t bang on the door, 
stomp in like a giant and lift the nearest  
writhing belly to his face, but Daddy will.  
 
Daddy can chase screaming children out  
of the kitchen, pinch mama’s butt on the fly,  
shed work clothes on railings and stairs, tackle  
the giggling mass of blankets and cushions 
inside the couch fort, and pull three sweaty  
children close, hold them all for a short, bright moment  
before they squirm and struggle away, enough  
for a real smile.  
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Lowboy 
 
After the scuffle, when one runs  
past the library into the parking 
lot, the school detective knows to 
question: Jared. The boy who stands  
apart, flinches, laughs too eagerly when 
another boy threatens or turns on him,  
studying everything that boy does, hoping  
one day to be cool enough to steal a  
pack of smokes or feel up a passed-out girl. 
 
The detective pulls Jared into an empty 
classroom, knows Jared’s type, knows  
Jared will give up the name of the  
kid who ran from the fight, even give 
up the bad kid’s phone number if he has it. 
I wonder what else this detective knows  
just looking at Jared. Can he make  
him reveal who’s sleeping with who  
or who stole beer from what gas  
station, like some burnout historian?  
 
I can tell Jared is just an informant 
to the detective, he doesn’t  
want to help Jared. I do. I want to sit  
in during the interrogation, talk to this  
broken boy, warn him that soon those  
guys won’t have use for him, he’ll  
just be the kid pulled from class to fill out  
last-ditch pass packets. I want this to be the part  
of the movie where the loser stands 
up for himself.   
 
I watch the detective emerge from that 
empty classroom. He’s halfway down 
the hall, speaking the name he wanted 
into his walkie-talkie. The other boys 
look over their shoulders as Jared  
approaches, then slump away. One 
boy with a struggling moustache 
walks back from the herd to Jared,  
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fakes a punch to his face before  
backhanding him in the crotch. Jared 
imitates their mirthless chortling,  
follows from a distance.  
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Last Tuesday 
 
I still have the lights off, 
pouring coffee, 
checking e-mail, 
my lunch on the desk 
when Shawn Casper stalks through  
the door of my classroom, puts his  
hands on my desk and leans in. 
 
“You gave me a zero last Tuesday. 
I did it. Why didn’t I get credit? 
I’m about the only one who did 
do the chapter nine assignment, 
but you gave me a zero.” 
 
Shawn is shaking as he speaks, and 
he is right, I don’t have to look, but  
I open my online gradebook, to do something. 
He paces while we wait for the colored 
boxes to fill the screen, then I make the 
change and apologize sincerely.  
 
I think about his foster mother  
sitting across the same desk at  
last month’s conferences. She’d  
leaned in to hear me, asked the  
wrong questions, taken voluminous  
notes. Someone’s going to get it 
no matter what I say.  
 
I had another of her kids years ago. 
He wrote letters to the state about her 
dirty house and shaming punishments.  
I gave him the stamps. 
He marked off the days until he was 18.  
 
“I got yelled at all night,” Shawn  
says, and I believe him. That isn’t 
as bad as I’d imagined: a leather belt,  
a cold basement, rancid food. 
 
When I apologize, he stops shaking. 
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I want to apologize, too, for his shitty life 
but I can’t save everyone, so after he  
leaves, I call my wife to tell her what a  
fucked up morning I’ve had. 
 
She’s driving our son to kindergarten—it’s 
loud with his morning songs in the van—  
she tells me I only have 30 years to go.  
 
I take my coffee to the high school’s 
social worker, talk for ten minutes.  
I think of my son singing in the car.  
For the rest of the morning  
I murmur his songs to myself.  
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Nite-nite 
 
 
 

 

Rocking my one-year-old to sleep I sing you are my sunshine 
my only sunshine until his eyes cross and lids drop. As we 
move back and forth in the dark his chest rises and falls 
against mine and I swell up inside with his life. There in the 
dark—the last quiet place on Earth—I wonder how I will 
soothe my children to sleep after their first move away from 
friends, the first dead pet, the first heartbreak. This one is  
still in babyfat. Already he’s got my heart. It’s terrifying—
first my wife now three children—and I wonder if there will 
always be enough to go around. When he calls me dada I want 
it to not grow too big to kill me. And what of my students? 
High school students need men to be men. But I love the girl I 
pretend not to notice texting in her purse under the desk when 
I’m talking about feminism, and the boy who doesn’t even 
bother with a look of apology when he comes in late each day. 
They can only hurt me as much as I let them.  
I do not know as much about the boy who has long fallen 
asleep, the weight of his head slowing the blood to his father’s 
arm. 
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The Family Man 
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Never Too Tired for Love 
 
The folded laundry means you love me. 
The gleaming toilet means I know. 
And I know you’re tired—darling? 
What was it I used to call you? 
 
I’m going to call you something new  
from now on, something sexy, after 8:30, 
when the kids have been sleeping  
at least twenty minutes. 
 
What matters is that I’m unloading  
the dishes sensually—pressing each spoon  
into its mate, the way I might be pressed  
into you after the weather report. 
 
You’re coy—asking about paint colors  
and picture frames. I know what’s on your mind. 
Look past the black dress socks and athletic shorts 
as I look past your flannel nightgown.  
 
I know what’s under there. Have you seen  
how I rub the mop across the floor? 
My tongue on your back. And I’m thorough,  
look at those lines mowed into the lawn.
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Thirteen Ways of Looking at Fatherhood 
 
I. 
Trotting downhill to retrieve my daughter,  
her sled still spinning, her left boot buried. 
Digging and warming. 
“Again daddy, again.” 
 
II. 
With my son’s Spongebob underwear  
over my face, I become a luchador.  
 
III. 
Knowing I will never get to eat 
the bacon ordered at breakfast.  
Remembering the taste of food  
from my father’s plate.   
 
IV. 
Convinced when my daughter tells me about 
the nighttime monster in her room. 
Lying next to her, watchful. 
 
V. 
Pretending to be tickled  
by little hands when I am not.  
Controlling myself when I am. 
 
VI.  
Not forgetting the stun of a son 
wearing makeup to be like mommy. 
Considering that first reaction long after.  
 
VII. 
Singing along with “The Ladybug Picnic” 
on the iPod shuffle  
when I’m driving alone. 
 
VIII. 
Getting a balloon down from  
the rafters by jumping with  
a long stick. Enjoying being  
a hero for nothing more. 
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IX. 
Knowing I can rest my eyes  
for six minutes 
reciting Goodnight Moon 
or The Hungry Caterpillar.  
  
X. 
Lying on the floor to conserve 
energy while playing—my body  
is a constant source of amusement 
the kids will climb, pinch, and attack.  
 
XI. 
Dancing and singing with my kids  
in public, though I’m not much 
for either.  
 
XII. 
Yelling when they walk into traffic 
or poke at the outlets, 
but not when I step on their 
toys barefoot. 
 
XIII. 
Letting my heart break a little when they  
want mama. Enjoying it that much more 
when they want me, instead.
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Blessings and Toasts 
 
I. 
 
I make small talk with the priest—“White  
robe with gold embossing? Gold robe with white  
embossing? Which one is for weddings?” he asks.  
 
It’s just chatter. I’m elsewhere, looking out  
from the vestry at families gathering in  
the aisles, thinking how this day marks me  
 
a man, no longer Terry and Carol’s son, but a  
man in his own right, while my imminent bride,  
unseen in her gown, silently pulls at me from beyond 
 
stained-glass and wooden doors. Her love deems  
me man enough for the world, and fills the love from 
my family with her own. The Father smacks me  
 
on the shoulder, casts his white mountain face  
sidelong to mine and winks. He proffers me through  
the archway and to the altar, a smile in his eyes. 
  
Family chatter dims to gestures, to here we go’s,  
to vamping echoes of shutter and flash on candle and brass. 
She glides along the bursts—each a strobe light  
 
glinting off into the ceiling. Her smile magnetic,  
heads turn and necks strain to take her in.  
I pinch and bend my cold fingers behind  
 
my back until she takes them in hers, equally  
cold. I study the home-printed brochure during refrains, 
my name in the middle, listed next to hers.  
 
From now on we make our own luck.  
 
II.  
 
Up spotless marble stairs, 
along rubbed teak walls, 
through cherry wood doors, 
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I find glowing the copper pots,  
graceful silver coffee necks, 
platters heavy with glazed  
 
carrots and winter squash. 
We sit, elevated before  
our families, and accept  
 
blessings and toasts. 
I watch my new wife  
embrace my grandmother, 
 
then receive the first filled  
plate from a server, his  
gloves starched white. 
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A Winter Evening 
 
The little one leaves a trail  
of trains and plastic bananas. 
The girl brings me ladybugs, 
dead and alive, and the big guy  
chants “Hey dad, hey dad,” throwing 
a happy fun ball at my face. 
 
It’s beautiful, this basement of  
Thomas tracks, cymbal crashes  
and drawings strung up like  
experimental laundry. 
Our three children move 
independently, chronographs set to  
different galaxies, and I don’t 
know which of us is happiest— 
Balls fly and careen,  
wooden train tracks clatter,  
and my daughter’s gaze traces  
something winged arcing across  
the room. If the Indiana Jones theme 
repeats from the iPod one more time 
we’ll hear it in our dreams.
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Morning Aubade 
 
Sleep did not come  
but minutes before the alarm, 
your hand on my hip, 
 
its heat and weight, 
permeate my dream; 
you sidle closer 
 
and crush yourself 
against my back. 
I feel every curve, 
 
nuzzle of neck 
and press of palm, 
a moan my response. 
 
A thin wisp of morning  
creeps around the drapes 
in gray and red, your 
 
hair across your eyes, 
nightgown gathered 
at your neck.  
 
Not a word between us 
but the same thought: 
don't wake the baby.  
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The Other Life Lived 
 
I confess my guilty glee in taking my leave 
these mornings, the kids still dreaming in their beds— 
hot coffee on the long drive, forty minutes  
of The Arcade Fire and Interpol to clear my head. 
 
I’ll chat with colleagues and students at school 
while my wife awakens to cries and calls. 
Right now I’m checking e-mail,  
fooling myself into believing, like hers, 
 
my job is challenging and important, once and for all.  
The ugly truth?  
As much as I love my kids and wife, 
a block away I also love my other life 
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Ode to a Saturday Morning 
 
O sunlight fallen on my eyelids, 
I am not late for work 
but on time for toast and sausage. 
 
O bad breath and bedhead 
and eyes rubb'd 
and muscles stretch'd, 
 
O coffee my coffee, 
not to be gulped for false alacrity 
but ground and brewed and savored and inhaled. 
 
O child still sleeping 
with diaper dry 
and stomach full. 
 
O eggs and cheese and bacon 
I hate your cholesterol, 
yet love you despite. 
O glowing wires and bread browned 
and oil heating on blackened skillet 
and crumbs under bare feet. 
  
O Click and Clack - talk cars! 
O Michael Feldman - whaddya know? 
O Zorba - you know all! 
 
O list of things to do today 
with leaves, laundry, garage, paint, 
and the promise of Menard's. 
 
O wife waking, 
child crying, 
dishes dirtied, 
morning moving into day. 
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Weekday, Summer 
 
Two watch a video downstairs 
another sleeps soundly in his crib. 
I lock our bedroom door, 
arch an eyebrow at my wife, 
“How fast can you be?” she asks. 
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On Being a Man 



 

 

45 

And You’re Balding, Anyhow 
 
The perky stylist fingers the thickets of hair  
from the left side of my head, chatty about  
summer movies and concerts, her travels abroad.  
I tell her I’m writing a book. “That’s so  
interesting! What’s it about?” Swack swack  
as she absently ushers my hair to the floor  
with a mosquito-batting wave, and it plummets,  
even bounces, onto linoleum.  
IwasnevergoodatEnglish, moreofamathgirlIguess. 
 
Is she flattering me? Swack swack. She’s had  
this pain in her lower back, just above her hips,  
a pain her boyfriend used to rub away.   
Now he’s gone. 
 
The middle-aged woman in the corner to the left, 
her head in the hair-cooking bucket, looks up  
from her Redbook, scandalized but curious. 
As I catch Perky in the mirror again, a sweaty  
encounter lances through my head; her thighs  
parting, her grabbing my dick and telling me  
what she wants. 
 
 I know just how to fix your back, I hear myself  
say, and relate my own bad-back saga, its  
subsequent remedies, chiropractic recommendations,  
in-chair yoga demonstrations of the  
“downward-facing-dog,” “the plank pose,”  
a spastic rendition of my high school football  
warm-up routine, complete with up-downs  
and partner hamstring pushes. 
 
She’s a bit less chatty as she finishes the right  
side, considers the top of my head, her fingers  
scrabbling across the widening expanse, the 
scissors no longer struggling through fifty  
or so lonely squatters; cold blade now surgically  
lifting and dropping  
tip tip 
tip 
tip tip tip  
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Then she blows curtly across the top of my  
head, plucks errant strands with her painted  
nail tips, and as they feather to the floor, each  
one settling nicely apart from the others, she  
turns her sore back to get the hand trimmer, 
and I tell her I’m buying a minivan. Her sister  
got a Honda she just loves. “Um-hmm,” she says.  
“I’ll have to try those stretches.” I tip her  
thoughtfully, wondering if my overtipping  
will be misconstrued. 
 
After she checks her work again, gives my  
mostly bald head a dismissive glance, I will  
go home to my wife and rub her back,  
sore or not. 
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After the Bachelor Party 
 
Tomorrow morning this stale, smoky 
smell will linger, and we will drive  
the car back to my sister with the  
windows down, but for now,  
we’re pensive as we drive—I with regret 
and a prayer to forget the evening. As 
usual, dad is unreadable, his face glowing 
ghoulishly in the instrument panel lights.  
 
As the guy with the pregnant wife 
I should have begged off,  
volunteered to nap in the van while 
guys sent dancers over to each other 
and my father smirked into his beer— 
a man in his glory. 
 
Maybe for him, the party was an overdue 
father-son bonding night. My protests  
got weaker as each stripper’s pout made  
me smile absurdly. One became a lie 
I would tell my wife the next day,  
a complicated transgression. 
 
Was it the woman or the pride in 
my father’s eyes that told me  
to trust him, to make  
the old man proud? 
 
When she told me her name and 
rubbed her breasts in my face,  
I wondered if all he’d ever wanted 
was a son who might pay to send 
a woman back to him. 
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Great America—after Sharon Olds’ “San Francisco” 
 
When we’d go to Great America, my father would 
seek out the log ride roller coasters, sit behind us  
at the back of the boat and snicker with delight,  
his face bright as a Looney Tunes dreamsicle, 
his eyes shifty as rattlers, 
black hair tumbling in the gathering 
breeze as the conveyor tilted the ruddy wooden 
nose of our log up and squawked us along.   
He kept his eyes on me, beginning  
the ascent, nearly vertical, 
the log about to tumble backwards 
on its black rubber tread, and then 
he’d try to lift me,  
his hands under my arms, as if  
offering me to the water gods 
as we rose slowly, until we hung,  
chugging upwards, far above 
the other riders in the park. 
Over the pull of blacktop, the summer heat 
fading below, dad lifted me higher  
and higher, most of me out of the ride, 
my sneakers desperately wedged in the sides 
of the log, lost campers in a tornado.  
As we neared the drop, he waved me side to side  
and then pulled me down to him, whoo-hooing until 
I lost myself, screaming and crying and laughing,  
my face rippling to my ears, and when 
we’d hit bottom, log bumping 
and shimmying true into its corral,  
he splashed me from his seat behind, 
a manchild.  I smelled 
the sour sweat of his cheap thrill,  
tears hidden by the splash, and imagine 
the way I had looked to my mother 
from the fairground below: his strong hands 
raising me, showing me off to the world. 
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Boy’s Life 
 
I kept score on page 34 of a Boy’s Life magazine, 
alongside helpful illustrations of the Monkey’s  
Fist and Double Fisherman’s Knot; expecting 
to go blind and then drop dead after one hundred acts.  
 
The ninety-ninth and one hundredth times  
did not scare me so much as someone else  
finding my series of hash marks in different  
colors on that well-thumbed page. 
 
The first mark, red: Playboy’s Miss February  
1983, borrowed from my father’s stash under  
fresh towels in the family bathroom. A 
blue mark for the story of the woman who  
blew the UPS guy in the back of his truck, and  
wrote to Penthouse about it. The black  
marks for Valerie, who ran up to me on the  
playground once, kissed me on the lips   
and dashed away, giggling to her friends. 
 
How many times had I tied a Portugese Sinnet 
Knot after each sweaty episode?  
When mother’s keys hit the counter, when 
father’s lawnmower engine stopped, they’d find me  
twisting and bending that old rope.   
When my sister and her friends burst in  
for Kool-Aid, I’d hold out some giant gnarl.  
Nobody masturbating here! 
 
Now I can’t see a knot without 
feeling that mingled sense of joy and guilt 
I knew when I was twelve—the only boy 
who deserved a merit badge for masturbating. 
Each mark should have meant something more 
than hurry up, flush the toilet, wash your hands  
before someone catches on.
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Bully 
 
When my parents box up  
my old toys for my son, 
I turn seven again, trying 
to explain why one Joe  
is good and the other is not, 
but then when I see your initials 
nail polished under 
the bad Joe’s foot, I remember 
your name, each syllable a  
smoldering chunk of lead, 
remember the cowardly  
times I feigned sickness to  
avoid walking past your house 
when I knew you’d be waiting.  
Did you sizzle all day,  
incomplete without my morning  
beating? Did you think of cruel  
names to call me, faggot  
or retard?  
 
I prayed you would not  
come bounding from behind  
a tree and grip me in a choke hold,  
kick my feet out from  
under me, face me down,  
stomp your foot and snort through  
your nose like a bull, then put your  
head down and charge my soft belly?  
 
I have not forgotten your ringing our  
doorbell politely, then calling my mother 
a cunt and a bitch when I came out to play 
 
It helps to imagine you drunk  
and yelling at infomercials, dogshit 
in the yard, vile little bombs 
on you ex-wife’s answering machine. 
 
You’re the guy looking  
down women’s shirts on school 
family night, or gripping his  
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son by the upper arm in the strip mall 
parking lot, muttering he’ll 
give him something to fuckin’ cry about. 
Tonight I will read my son three stories, 
kiss him and hug him, turn out the lights,  
tell him I love him, and return to the basement,  
to soak bad Joe’s foot in paint thinner, 
waiting for your initials to dissolve. 
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Second Grade  
 
The slosh snick of the scissor blade knifes into the temple of my skull, 
a truck tire mired in rubbery mud. The thrower, another child, holds his 
hand over his face, aghast, as I run about the room, flailing and 
bleeding and shaking, the blade holding firm, its mate swinging freely, 
the hinge squeaking faintly and the thumb hole bumping against my 
neck. Everywhere I run, they run away. An amoeba shifting around 
bone, oil dropped in the water. Who can blame them? We are only 
seven, the splash and glint of blood is not familiar yet. I scream. They 
scream. We all scream for the scissor blade stuck in my head. The 
voice of authority thunders what the hell is going on and get back in 
your seats until she sees me standing alone, hand raising tentatively to 
the blade, the hole larger now from running and jostling, hair matted 
with blood and sweat, a rivulet slicing a path along my neck, pooling in 
the pits of my muscles held taut. I slide my index finger upriver against 
the blood to the gash, bump it and shudder. Curling a finger around the 
cold blade, I pull slowly, a spoon in day-old oatmeal. The voice of 
authority hushes, breathes—color drains from her face—then she 
crumples among painted blocks and tiny feet. I look closely at the 
shallow metal ridges of the industrial grade blade, traced with a sheen 
of red. I clatter them to the polished wooden floor, then sway and dance 
with myself 
pulse thump throb 
pulse thump thud 
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Family Gathering Family 
 
I make small talk with my uncle— 
a recent article on stem cells, a cousin in  
Seattle who could not make it, have I lost  
weight have you lost weight you look great. 
 
We all hover in the lobby while 
my grandfather, lonely in his casket, 
silently pulls at us from beyond 
the near-ancient wood and glass doors. 
The Father takes my father’s elbow gently, 
leans his pink moon face into my father’s  
and whispers.  
 
He beckons; smiles with closed lips. Our  
chatter sputters to whispers, to I’ll see you  
later’s, to coughs and nose honks to ginger  
shuffles of footleather and heel clicks on polished  
stone, each step finds my grandfather and  
echoes off of the laquered casket. 
 
The Father, Our Father Who Art In Heaven 
my father holding my grandmother’s hand. 
I study the yellow brochure  
during hymns. My name three  
generations under his.   
 
Down stained orange stairs, along  
fake woodgrain walls, I find dull chrome:  
steaming black coffee, tureens of pulled  
turkey, baked beans and potato salad, wilting  
paper plates and cold folding chairs. 
 
I watch my grandmother clasp hands,   
accept a plate from some cousin. I sit with  
the children, corral stray carrots and open  
grape sodas. 
 
I will be married in three days. 
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The Tracker, an Elegy 
 
Tonight, in my comfortable, quiet, safe,  
powerful, fast, metronomic car with  
the baby seat, parking pass and New  
Car scent, I miss you terribly. 
 
In high school, I smoked the tires from 
the first day and drove you like a madman  
ever after for nine years and 130,000 miles. 
A downshift of death scattered your  
gearbox, the knob going loose in my hand  
like a broken limb. I coaxed you through the  
empty intersection, neither of us 
ready to stop just yet. 
 
I called dad, told him where we were,  
and described the burnt toast  
wafting from the engine. He proclaimed 
you dead on the spot, and in the same  
breath asked when I would like to  
look for another car.  
 
You were a trooper, a cherry red  
convertible 1990 Geo Tracker to be exact.  
I can still smell your vinyl plastic ragtop,  
cheap molded dash and exhaust sneaking  
through the back window. 
 
Test me: I could still find the radio presets:  
a Hootie and the Blowfish  
sticker covered by The Beastie Boys covered  
by Nirvana covered by Tool beneath  
the gearshift. The side windows rattled  
at fifty-two, whined at seventy,  
let rain in at any speed. 
On heavy snow days I often found 
drifts in the back seat. 
 
I didn't mind wearing a hat to block the  
cold draft that blew across my scalp  
in winter. I didn't mind  
the cancerous rust, locks lost in the  
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keyholes, the sprayers not spraying, 
driving was Zen-like for me  
if terrifying for the passengers  
holding the "oh shit" bar built into the dash. 
 
Those in the back heard nothing but  
Miami Bass Wars or even Bob  
Uecker baseball, bass. I took corners  
too fast for a jeep but confident in gravity, 
only slowing for the occasional parent  
passengers enduring the smell of a fall's  
worth of soccer matches and the Kodiak 
spitter, spilled onto the carpeting, tobacco 
frozen in place like metal filings. 
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Plea for the Blank-Faced Man in my Minivan Manual 
 
The pale yellow manual contains  
no chapter on the loss of your balls. 
However, it’s obvious that the  
blank-faced white guy, first seen 
fastening his seatbelt on page A-6,   
just as happy as shit to be doing so,  
has long lost that which makes him man.  
 
Did a sharply-dressed, Mustang-driving  
CEO sit down with the artist, finger his  
Blackberry, gesture cryptically, then  
deliver his downcast minivan manifesto:  
“draw a man who may have lost the will 
to live, but is oddly pleased  
to have acquired a minivan” ? 
Does his broad back indicate the man’s  
athletic nature? Athletic men  
drive minivans, too, don’t they? 
This blank-faced guy is missing  
the cocksure smile and stylish haircut– 
minivans flout the norm. Anyone  
can drive a Corvette, but it takes a  
real man to pull off the famvan. 
And for that matter, is there a cock  
at all, in those shapeless pants? 
“Make him a little stooped– 
Tom Hanks’ hair and pleated Dockers,”  
the CEO would say, wolfishly  
eyeing the artist’s wife,  
“but pleased to be so.” 
 
I calculate 
three children, 
one sleepless wife, 
twelve juiceboxes,  
twenty-four diapers, 
two Wal-Mart strollers, 
three coffee mugs,   
a Mapquest map, 
gentle starts and smooth stops, 
playdates and daddy I’ve gotta pee, 
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Raffi and Barney singing the  
friendship song 
again. 
I have no choice. 
 
Paging through subchapters  
I’m desperate for manliness– 
the blank-faced white guy crowd surfing, 
slamming coffee after an all-night bender  
with Henry Rollins, catching a nap  
with the seats folded beneath the floor– 
but there’s nothing in the table of contents. 
 
I have no choice, but still I worry that I  
will become that blank-faced man: muscles  
atrophied, struggling to throw a football  
with my bespectacled, blank-faced son,  
my blank-faced wife gazing longingly upon 
the trendy and muscular motorcycle rider  
in another pamphlet, who can keep an erection  
long enough to please her multiple times  
without his crying afterwards. 
 
And I swear, re-reading page D-6,  
that Mustang-driving CEO does not  
know me or any man, does not know  
I will keep my balls right where they fucking are 
and I will throw a tight spiral sixty yards  
away to my sprinting son, and I will 
kick that goddamn motorcycle  
over and haul its rider on his ass, all  
while growing a magnificent hard-on 
that will make my wife hastily pack  
our myriad blank-faced children, 
and their juice boxes and toys in the  
ample storage area of our Honda 
and beg me to take her home. 
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