
‘Criteria,’ for the first time 
 
 
I paused for a few moments,  
collecting my thoughts,  
and then I started  
just like  
I had started  
a couple of months before, with  
that   that   that   that  that 
repeated  repeated repeated  repeated repeated 
note   note   note   note  note 
on the keyboard.   
Soon, Hannah joined me 
with soft, gentle 
strumming on her guitar.   
I began the first verse.   
My voice sounded  
just a bit  
wobbly,  
but I kept going.   
Rachel entered with  
long, plaintive violin notes,  
and Jeremy chimed in  
with an extended roll on the  
cymbals with his brushes.   

 
OK, verse one done.   
 
We were all still alive.   

 
I started the second verse  
with a stronger voice.   
We built up  
slowly  
toward the chorus.   
I heard  
Jeremy switch to drumsticks,  
and  
suddenly  

we exploded into the chorus,  
with guitar and bass and drums and wailing violin  
and then  
my  voice  
soaring above it all. 
 

It felt     

amazing,     
like flying. 

  
 



I was  
screaming into the microphone  
and  
pounding the keyboard,  
and I opened  
my eyes to look at the crowd.   
I wanted to connect with them.     
We were a wall of sound  
embracing them. 
 
Then it was time to start  
stripping back.   
Alex dropped out with one  
last  
long  
chord.   
Nick’s bass fell silent,  
and Jeremy’s relentless drumming became 
quiet brushes of the symbols again.   
As I finished the last verse,  
Rachel ceased,  
and then Hannah, 
and we were back to just the  
repeated   repeated  repeated  repeated  repeated 
piano   piano  piano   piano   piano 
note.     note.   note.   note.   note. 
Then I stopped.   
 

Silence. 
 
Then applause. 
 

Original: 
  I paused for a few moments, collecting my thoughts, and then I started just like I had started a couple 
of months before, with that repeated note on the keyboard.  Soon, Hannah joined me with soft, gentle 
strumming on her guitar.  I began the first verse.  My voice sounded just a bit wobbly, but I kept going.  Rachel 
entered with long, plaintive violin notes, and Jeremy chimed in with an extended roll on the cymbals with his 
brushes.  OK, verse one done.  We were all still alive.  I started the second verse with a stronger voice. We 
built up slowly toward the chorus.  I heard Jeremy switch to drumsticks, and suddenly we exploded into the 
chorus, with guitar and bass and drums and wailing violin and then my voice soaring above it all. 

It felt amazing, like flying. 
 I was screaming into the microphone and pounding the keyboard, and I opened my eyes to look at the 
crowd.  I wanted to connect with them.  We were a wall of sound embracing them. 

Then it was time to start stripping back.  Alex dropped out with one last long chord.  Nick’s bass fell 
silent, and Jeremy’s relentless drumming became quiet brushes of the symbols again.  As I finished the last 
verse, Rachel ceased, and then Hannah, and we were back to just the repeated  piano note.  Then I stopped.    

Silence. 
Then applause. 

 

 

  



Punctuation 

 

The winter blue of your ink  

stares back from the page, 

words frozen to paper 

signaling not a comma, 

not an ellipse, 

but a full stop. 

 

Eyes closed, I still see 

the dissonance of your words, 

hear the texture of letters 

scratched, line by line, 

by your willing hand. 

This is your exclamation. 

 

Why such a bitter blue 

and not the impact of stoic black? 

Five years were yellow brightness, 

but two turned to purple (prose), 

and now this one is blue.   

But who counts anymore? 

 

I will write no reply! 

Instead, I type a new pilcrow 

and the capitalization of a new line. 

My words are bold, bewitching black, 

the font is strong, 

And there is no period at the end 

 

  



Storage 
 
They say my sister looks just like you, 
But I can’t say for certain. 
Our times on this earth did not coincide. 
 
Did you know 
They cleaned out your storage unit 
A few years ago, after Uncle Kenneth died? 
Before the next generation could forget it was there. 
 
There were quilts made of flour sacks 
Stacks and stacks of them, made for no one in particular. 
Dad says you used to dress him in clothes made from flour sacks 
I guess you were into recycling, original eco-warriors 
(Like my grandfather was into solar power –  
his whole farm was powered by sons). 
 
Row upon row of canned goods 
Stockpiled away, just in case the bad times came again. 
Poverty and suffering never really goes away, right? 
You can suppress, push it out of your mind, 
But the habits are ingrained for life. 
 
My dad always says he never had a real childhood 
But inside the storage unit was his precious collection of marbles. 
You had kept them all of those years 
Even after he moved away, fought wars, and escorted VIPs 
To nearly every country in the world. 
Was he still just your little boy? 
 
My sister inherited your old sewing table. 
Inside were treasures, 
Buttons to who knows what, 
Old thimbles, worn thin by constant use. 
Pencils, sharpened with a knife, 
The same way my dad sharpens them. 
Some things are passed down, 
Like how my sister looks just like you. 
 

 

 

  



Paris, je t’aime 

“You call them,” I say. 
“No, you call.  You took more French than I did.” 
“I’ve forgotten it all!” 
“Too bad.  You want dinner, you call them.” 
 
I guess it’s only fair. 
I make him speak Spanish in Spain and Argentina. 
 
I make him go into the other room 
of our rented Parisian appartement 
and I try to collect myself. 
Mon Dieu! Zut alors! 
Madame Daniel, don’t fail me now! 
Monsieur What’s-your-name, don’t fail me now! 
 
Trembling fingers dial the numéro de téléphone 
Someone answers 
I assume they say the name of the bistro 
Merde!  What if I called the wrong number? 
 
As my clammy hands nearly drop the phone 
I stutter into the receiver 
«Je… voudrais…   
un-reservation-pour-ce-soir, 
s’il vous plaît» 
 

«Ah, oui.  A quelle heure?» 
 
Fuck.  Fuck! 
How do you say eight o’clock again? 
Why didn’t I make him call?! 
 
Oh wait! 
A flash of brilliance! 
«Á huit heure, s’il vous plait.» 
 
Rapid-fire français bursts into my ear 
No clue what he is saying 
No clue how to ask him to slow down 
So, I’m just going to assume it’s all set. 
«Merci!»  
I trill, 
Like a native Parisienne. 
And I hang up the phone 
Secure in the knowledge that making it through 
Fourth Semester Honors French 
Means I can half-ass a dinner reservation. 
  



Freshman Year, University of Arkansas, 1995 - 1996 
 

I remember 
our first room, with carpets that stained feet, 
with box fans and no air-conditioning, 
and chock-full of beds, desks, your cow-print stool, 
and my chair that folded into a bed  
and weighed twelve million pounds, 
because it had a real mattress with springs and everything. 
 
I remember 
the almighty combination of 
Funyons and Jolt Cola and Slim Jims,  
the breakfasts from the nacho bar, 
the soft-serve Coke floats, 
the Mardi Gras feasts in Brough Commons, 

the endless bags of Fischer brand sunflower seeds, 
and the fifteen pounds we both gained. 
 
I remember 
dancing to eighties new wave, 
commandeering the practice piano 
to write our failed hit synthpop song, 
teasing our hair in beehives 
just for the hell of it, 
and creating fake music videos 
in front of the giant mirror. 
 
I remember 
How you got your hair dyed blue 
at JC Penney in Midland, Texas, 
and every two weeks I would dye it again, 
and you would dye mine 
although we never quite made it purple, 
and you, Ryan, and I  
looked like the American flag with our hair. 
 
I remember  
sliding down the snow-covered hills 
on borrowed cafeteria trays, 
dressed as Robert Smith 

(myself as regular Bob 
and you as “Lullaby” Bob), 
and coming back, exhausted 
only to make fake Dr Pepper commercials. 
 
I remember 
Talking to you only three hours ago 
about how your job sucks, 
and how much fun you had 
with your son at the Tulsa zoo, 
and how I have to write four poems tonight, 
and how much I miss you, 
and how I will always know you, 
no matter where we live. 


