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Some stories we never hear:

the best-selling novelist
trying to make it as a legal secretary;

the celebrated poet who longs, secretly,
to hold down the night shift
at a fish-packing plant;

that award-winning playwright

who dreams of trading his martini calendar

starred with opera and gallery openings

for entry to a remote, mountain monastery —
okay, maybe we hear that one —

but mostly, we hear the other stories:

the fellow who cleans toilets in government offices
after dark, so he can go home and write all night
about characters forced by the government

to clean toilets after dark.

the girl who foams milk pre-dawn

to fire the city’s bloodstreams,

who nutmegs lattes and tries, tries

to contemplate the light, lilac and rising
outside the café window, a sad, exhilarated
flowering that fades in the morning rush
before she has time to jot down the images
on a crumpled napkin;

the young man playing out his days

as a TV commercial bit-part extra,

who shimmies in his giant wiener costume
among life-sized bottles of mustard and ketchup,
and in between takes, dialogues his own
postmodern tragedy, a one-act

happy ending no one seems to buy.



No wonder the words eke out such heaviness and death,
such malformations of the soul. No wonder
the metaphors emerge bleak-eyed from the cellar,

dragging their rusty chains behind.

While the muse works the nine-to-five
in pantyhose and pumps, struggle,

her shady twin, fuels the story,

throws into the fireplace a sheaf of paper
to lift the blaze and craft the ash heap.

All over the city, smoke hangs its signals,
drifts over the chicken farmer whose hens won’t lay
and whose poems produce nothing but polite rejection,

over the housewife crossing out sentence after sentence
of her opening chapter, while in the backyard

her children throw sand in each other’s eyes,
over the writer whose shadow thrown across his page

is a darkness he’s trying, trying
to understand.
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