Poems by Stanley Plumly

My Mother’s Feet
                              How no shoe fit them,

and how she used to prop them,

having dressed for bed,

letting the fire in the coal-stove blue

and blink out, falling asleep in her chair.

How she bathed and dried them, night after night,

and rubbed their soreness like an intimacy.

How she let the fire pull her soft body through them.

She was the girl who grew just standing,

the one the picture cut at the knees.

She was the girl who seemed to be dancing

out on the lawn, after supper, alone.

I have watched her climb the militant stairs

and down again, watched the ground go out from under her.

I have felt her on the edge of chances—

she fell, when she fell, like a girl.

Someone who loved her said she walked on water.

Where there is no path nor wake. As a child

I would rise in the half-dark of the house,

from a bad dream or a noisy window,

something, almost, like snow in the air,

and wander until I could find those feet, propped

and warm as a bricklayer’s hands,

every step of the way shining out of them.

Blossom

And after a while he’d say his head was a rose,

a big beautiful rose, and he was going to blow it

all over the room, he was going to blast blood.

And after a while he’d just put his head in his one good

hand the way children do who want to go into hiding.

I still can’t get the smell of smoke from a woodstove out of my head.

A woman is frying bacon and the odor is char and sour and somebody

running a finger over your tongue. All those dead years and the grease

still glue on the wall. In Winchester, Virginia, the year the war

ended, the blacks were still dark clouds. My uncle had a knife 

pulled on him holding his nose.

                                                      When the Guard marched eleven

German prisoners of war down from Washington they marched them

right through town, and it was spring and a parade like apple blossom.

Black and white, we lined up just to watch.

I still can’t get the smell of apples out of my head—

trees in orchards all over the country, like flowers in a garden.

The trees the Germans planted that spring looked like flowers,

thin as whips. Even so the branch of a full-grown apple tree

is tested every summer: when I didn’t watch I picked along with

every black boy big enough to lift a bushel. Frederick County.

The National Guard in nineteen forty-five was my father and any

other son who stayed home. Next door the father of my friend

had been home two long years, one arm, one leg gone. He was

honorary. He was white sometimes, and black, depending.

He was leaf and woodsmoke and leaning always into the wind.

And everybody called him Blossom because of the piece of apple

he kept tucked at one side of his mouth. When he was drinking

he’d bring his bottle over and talk to my father about Germans.

They go down, he’d say, they all go down on their guns.

Each five-petaled flower on the tree means an apple come summer.

I still can’t get the bourbon smell of Blossom out of my head.

He spits his apple out and shoots himself in the mouth with his finger.

Button Money

You might as well pray for rain.

In any other form it came in snow

or the aluminum color of the fog.

Or in clear blocks from the back

of the truck, hooked on two sides,

shouldered into the house like

buckets of water. That summer

salt and flour and meat still tasted

like paper, butter never quite yellow.

The war was four years old, poor,

a stone tossed at a train.

You paid for it in small red coin,

in windows bright with the gold

and silver medals of the dead.

Nothing to buy, nothing to spend—

I had my pockets full, burrowing

through the shade on the brickwalk,

head down, hard on my bike for

the iceman. It was always evening,

the radios on on the porches,

the parents at watch as if the day

might end without them. At the corner

you could chip the ice off clean

for a penny, all you could hold.

Out-of-the-Body Travel

1
And then he would lift this finest

of furniture to his big left shoulder

and tuck it in and draw the bow

so carefully as to make the music


almost visible on the air. And play

and play until a whole roomful of the sad

relatives mourned. They knew this was

drawing of blood, threading and rethreading


the needle. They saw even in my father's

face how well he understood the pain

he put them to—his raw, red cheek

pressed against the cheek of the wood . . .

2
And in one stroke he brings the hammer

down, like mercy, so that the young bull's

legs suddenly fly out from under it . . .

While in the dream he is the good angel

in Chagall, the great ghost of his body

like light over the town. The violin

sustains him. It is pain remembered.

Either way, I know if I wake up cold,


and go out into the clear spring night,

still dark and precise with stars,

I will feel the wind coming down hard

like his hand, in fever, on my forehead.

Cows 

Sometimes when you couldn't sleep it off 
you'd go outside and sing to the cows. 
And they'd sing back, moon, moon. 
I could hear you all night from my room, 
a bull in stall, blowing across 
the top of the bottle.  I can hear you now, 
here, in this room, as I have, poem 
after poem.  As just a moment ago, almost 
dawn, you came breaking back into the house. 
My father's house, my room. You couldn't 
sleep it off.  You went out into the dark, 
got lost, almost.  I hear the cows. 
And the moon's still up, the doomed moon. 
And all this time I've stayed awake with you. 

Wrong Side of the River 

I watched you on the wrong side 
of the river, waving.  You were trying 
to tell me something.  You used both hands 
and sort of ran back and forth, 
as if to say look behind you, look out 
behind you.  I wanted to wave back. 
But you began shouting and I didn't 
want you to think I understood. 
So I did nothing but stand still, 
thinking that's what to do on the wrong side 
of the river.  After a while you did too. 
We stood like that for a long time.  Then 
I raised a hand, as if to be called on, 
and you raised a hand, as if to the same question. 

Sonnet 

He says it's all one big bed anyway, 
the whole fucking world.  Sooner or later 
all the lines of communication cross. 
The girl wanders back and forth between 
rooms.  What does it matter?  The body's 
sweetbread:  the open grave of the soul. 
I lie down in you with others.  Freud says 
every fuck is a foursome.  I love 
you.  But the bodies are piling up. 
And the girl wanders back and forth 
between rooms.  There's a dead planet out 
there for each of us.  That's why we fill 
the earth with rooms and lie down together. 
That's why I lie down in you with others. 

Rainbow 
                                                              Taking its time 
through each of the seven vertebrae of light 
the sun comes down.  It is nineteen forty-nine. 
You stand in the doorway drying your hands. 
It is still summer, still raining. 
The evening is everywhere gold:  windows, grass, 
the sun side of the trees.  As if to speak 
to someone you look back into the dark 
of the house, call my name, go in.  I know 
I am dreaming again. Still, it is raining 
and the sun shining. . .You come back out 
into the doorway, shading your eyes.  It looks 
as if the whole sky is going down on one wing. 
By now I have my hands above my eyes, listening. 

Wildflower

Some--the ones with fish names--grow so north

they last a month, six weeks at most.

Some others, named for the fields they look like,

last longer, smaller.

And these, in particular, whether trout or corn lily,

onion or bellwort, just cut

this morning and standing open in tapwater in the kitchen,

will close with the sun.


It is June, wildflowers on the table.

They are fresh an hour ago, like sliced lemons,

with the whole day ahead of them.

They could be common mayflower lilies of the valley,


day lilies, or the clustering Canada, large, gold,

long-stemmed as pasture roses, belled out over the vase--

or maybe Solomon's seal, the petals

ranged in small toy pairs


or starry, tipped at the head like weeds.

They could be anonymous as weeds.

They are, in fact, the several names of the same thing,

lilies of the field, butter-and-eggs,


toadflax almost, the way the whites and yellows juxtapose,

and have "the look of flowers that are looked at,"

rooted as they are in water, glass, and air.

I remember the summer I picked everything,


flower and wildflower, singled them out in jars

with a name attached. And when they had dried as stubborn

as paper I put them on pages and named them again.

They were all lilies, even the hyacinth,


even the great pale flower in the hand of the dead.

I picked it, kept it in the book for years

before I knew who she was,

her face lily-white, kissed and dry and cold.

Now that My Father Lies Down Beside Me

We lie in that other darkness, ourselves.
There is less than the width of my left hand
between us. I can barely breathe,
but the light breathes easily,
wind on water across our two still bodies.

I cannot even turn to see him.
I would not touch him. Nor would I lift
my arm into the crescent of a moon.
(There is no star in the sky of this room,
only the light fashioning fish along the walls.
They swim and swallow one another.)

I dream we lie under water,
caught in our own sure drift.
A window, white shadow, trembles over us.
Light breaks into a moving circle.
He would not speak and I would not touch him.

It is an ocean under here.
Whatever two we were, we become 
one falling body, one breath. Night lies down
at the sleeping center—no fish, no shadow, 
no single, turning light. And I would not touch him
who lies deeper in the drifting dark than life.
Infidelity

The two-toned Olds swinging sideways out of
the drive, the bone-white gravel kicked up in
a shot, my mother in the deathseat half

out the door, the door half shut--she's being
pushed or wants to jump, I don't remember.
The Olds is two kinds of green, hand-painted,
and blows black smoke like a coal-oil fire. I'm
stunned and feel a wind, like a machine, pass
through me, through my heart and mouth; I'm standing
in a field not fifty feet away, the
wheel of the wind closing the distance.
Then suddenly the car stops and my mother
falls with nothing, nothing to break the fall . . .

One of those moments we give too much to,
like the moment of acknowledgment of
betrayal, when the one who's faithless has
nothing more to say and the silence is
terrifying since you must choose between
one or the other emptiness. I know
my mother's face was covered black with blood
and that when she rose she too said nothing.
Language is a darkness pulled out of us.
But I screamed that day she was almost killed,
whether I wept or ran or threw a stone,
or stood stone-still, choosing at last between
parents, one of whom was driving away.
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