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Song  

Listen: there was a goat’s head hanging by ropes in a tree. 

All night it hung there and sang. And those who heard it 

Felt a hurt in their hearts and thought they were hearing 

The song of a night bird. They sat up in their beds, and then 

They lay back down again. In the night wind, the goat’s head 

Swayed back and forth, and from far off it shone faintly 

The way the moonlight shone on the train track miles away 

Beside which the goat’s headless body lay. Some boys 

Had hacked its head off. It was harder work than they had imagined. 

The goat cried like a man and struggled hard. But they 

Finished the job. They hung the bleeding head by the school 

And then ran off into the darkness that seems to hide everything. 

The head hung in the tree. The body lay by the tracks. 

The head called to the body. The body to the head. 

They missed each other. The missing grew large between them, 

Until it pulled the heart right out of the body, until 

The drawn heart flew toward the head, flew as a bird flies 

Back to its cage and the familiar perch from which it trills. 

Then the heart sang in the head, softly at first and then louder, 

Sang long and low until the morning light came up over 

The school and over the tree, and then the singing stopped.... 

The goat had belonged to a small girl. She named 

The goat Broken Thorn Sweet Blackberry, named it after 

The night’s bush of stars, because the goat’s silky hair 

Was dark as well water, because it had eyes like wild fruit. 

The girl lived near a high railroad track. At night 

She heard the trains passing, the sweet sound of the train’s horn 

Pouring softly over her bed, and each morning she woke 

To give the bleating goat his pail of warm milk. She sang 

Him songs about girls with ropes and cooks in boats. 

She brushed him with a stiff brush. She dreamed daily 

That he grew bigger, and he did. She thought her dreaming 

Made it so. But one night the girl didn’t hear the train’s horn, 

And the next morning she woke to an empty yard. The goat 

Was gone. Everything looked strange. It was as if a storm 

Had passed through while she slept, wind and stones, rain 

Stripping the branches of fruit. She knew that someone 

Had stolen the goat and that he had come to harm. She called 

To him. All morning and into the afternoon, she called 

And called. She walked and walked. In her chest a bad feeling 

Like the feeling of the stones gouging the soft undersides 

Of her bare feet. Then somebody found the goat’s body 

“Song,” Brigit Pegeen Kelly, from Song (BOA Editions,1995) 



45 | P a g e  

 

 

By the high tracks, the flies already filling their soft bottles 

At the goat’s torn neck. Then somebody found the head 

Hanging in a tree by the school. They hurried to take 

These things away so that the girl would not see them. 

They hurried to raise money to buy the girl another goat. 

They hurried to find the boys who had done this, to hear 

Them say it was a joke, a joke, it was nothing but a joke.... 

But listen: here is the point. The boys thought to have 

Their fun and be done with it. It was harder work than they 

Had imagined, this silly sacrifice, but they finished the job, 

Whistling as they washed their large hands in the dark. 

What they didn’t know was that the goat’s head was already 

Singing behind them in the tree. What they didn’t know 

Was that the goat’s head would go on singing, just for them, 

Long after the ropes were down, and that they would learn to listen, 

Pail after pail, stroke after patient stroke. They would 

Wake in the night thinking they heard the wind in the trees 

Or a night bird, but their hearts beating harder. There 

Would be a whistle, a hum, a high murmur, and, at last, a song, 

The low song a lost boy sings remembering his mother’s call. 

Not a cruel song, no, no, not cruel at all. This song 

Is sweet. It is sweet. The heart dies of this sweetness. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Song,” Brigit Pegeen Kelly, from Song (BOA Editions,1995) 
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The World Calls to Us 

 

by James Crews 

 

 Driving on the state highway, on our way to coffee, I thought the thing I spotted 

in the maple must be a burl, one of those huge knots in the trunk of a tree, or maybe a 

bundle of leaves that served as the nest of a squirrel. “What was that?” I called out, now 

sure I’d seen something special. And because my husband Brad is an avid birder, his 

binoculars always nearby, he turned around and pulled off onto the shoulder. It took 

only a moment before we both saw it—a juvenile bald eagle perched on a branch, 

waiting for his chance to swoop down and feed on some roadkill. He did not yet have 

the distinguishable white head we’re used to seeing, but he was the largest bird I have 

ever encountered up close. I could hardly believe my eyes. 

 Brad had already grabbed his binoculars and was peering across the highway at 

him. Even with my naked eyes, I could see what I couldn’t help but think of as his face, 

his sharp eyes and curved beak, and his large yellow talons gripping the branch on 

which he rested for now. Wow, I kept saying over and over, more than a little pleased 

that I was the first one to notice this creature with his dark, ruffled feathers. Brad almost 

always sees the birds before I do, and can name them right away. 

 The eagle seemed to grow uneasy and restless the longer we sat there staring at 

him, and so—not wanting to disturb his meal anymore—we turned around again, this 

time pulling up right next to the tree where he perched, taking one last, long look at the 

massive bird, then continuing on our way to the café. But I felt changed after that 

sudden encounter for several days after, amazed at the way nature can still draw me 

out of whatever distracted state my mind happens to be in, bringing me back to the 

moment at hand, the world we actually live in. 

 When I first moved to rural Vermont to be with Brad, I thought I was a nature 

lover, deeply connected to the environment, but I realized I still had so much to learn, 

from the names of wildflowers that shiver up through leaf litter each spring, to the 

names of trees and birds, and the habits of the owls and coyotes that surround our 

house. I find myself looking out of windows more than I ever have, hoping to catch a 

flock of wild turkeys taking a dust-bath on the hillside, or a red-tailed hawk hunkered 

high in a tree, hunting at the periphery of the yard. No matter where we are, whether in 

the woods or in the middle of a bustling city, the world is always calling to us, and all 

we have to do to accept the gift is stay open to what we see. 

 
 

James Crews, from Kindness Will Save the World: Stories of Compassion & Connection (Insight 

Editions/Simon & Schuster, 2023) 
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From an Amtrak Along the Hudson 

 
  
I saw a bald eagle perched on a log, 
the beacon of his white head alerting me 
to his presence in the estuary 
where he stood with the writhing 
silver body of a fish gripped tight 
in talons that would not release 
until his catch had exhausted itself. 
He watched from a distance, undisturbed 
as a much larger silver body slid by 
on the tracks, and he seemed 
to meet my gaze for an instant— 
both of us hunting in our own ways 
for something bright to bring home. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

James Crews, from Every Waking Moment (Lynx House Press, 2020) 
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Winter Morning 
 

 

When I can no longer say thank you 

for this new day and the waking into it, 

for the cold scrape of the kitchen chair 

and the ticking of the space heater turning 

orange as it warms the floor near my feet, 

I know it is because I've been fooled again 

by the selfish, unruly man who lives in me 

and believes he deserves only safety 

and comfort. But if I pause as I do now, 

and watch the streetlights outside winking 

off one by one like old men closing their 

cloudy eyes, if I listen to my tired neighbors 

slamming car doors hard against the morning 

and see the steaming coffee in their mugs 

kissing their chapped lips as they sip and 

exhale each of their worries white into 

the icy air around their faces—then I can 

remember this one life is a gift each of us  

was handed and told to open: Untie the bow 

and tear off the paper, look inside  

and be grateful for whatever you find  

even if it is only the scent of a tangerine  

that lingers on the fingers long after  

you've finished eating it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

James Crews, from How to Love the World: Poems of Gratitude & Hope (Storey Publishing/Hachette, 2021) 
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Planting Trees 
 

Dad taught us that paper 

comes from trees and the word for book 

 

comes from beech. He showed us 

the olive-grey bark, smooth as river rocks, 

 

how to tell the light hues of young wood 

from the gloom of the old 

 

and how to count the rings—starting  

at the centre, working out towards the edge. 

 

He’s unable to move from his bed, 

but when we ask about the row of beech 

 

beside the bridge, he’s clear as a bell, 

my father’s father’s father planted them, 

 

a shelter-belt for a nursery, when the British 

were giving grants for planting trees. 

 

Tomorrow, I’ll get dressed, 

we’ll go down to see them again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Jane Clarke, from When the Tree Falls (Bloodaxe, 2019) 
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Knud Sørensen, from Farming Dreams Tr. from Danish by Michael Goldman (Duyvil Press 2016) 
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Knud Sørensen, from Farming Dreams Tr. from Danish by Michael Goldman (Duyvil Press 2016) 
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Stone Work  

        for Margaret Hassan  

Here is the split, dark crop 

in the stone's heart. I say, 

as I hold in my hand, stone, 

as in skipping, as in refuse 

to answer. Today on the news, 

another beheading, a woman 

this time. As in leave no 

unturned, black hole of a mouth, 

of a plum, of an eye. I know you 

have stones there, hail, paving, 

ware. Find one. Hold it, As in 

cast the first. As in to death. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Andrea Scarpino, from Once Then (Red Hen Press, 2014) 
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300 Goats  

In icy fields. 
 
Is water flowing in the tank? 
 
Will they huddle together, warm bodies pressing? 
 
(Is it the year of the goat or the sheep? 
 
Scholars debating Chinese zodiac, 
 
follower or leader.) 
 
O lead them to a warm corner, 
 
little ones toward bulkier bodies. 
 
Lead them to the brush, which cuts the icy wind. 
 
Another frigid night swooping down —  
 
Aren’t you worried about them? I ask my friend, 
 
who lives by herself on the ranch of goats, 
 
far from here near the town of Ozona. 
 
She shrugs, “Not really, 
 
they know what to do. They’re goats.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Naomi Shihab Nye, Poetry Magazine (January 2016) 

  

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/naomi-shihab-nye
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Alive  

Dear Abby, said someone from Oregon, 
I am having trouble with my boyfriend’s attachment 
to an ancient gallon of milk still full 
in his refrigerator. I told him it's me or the milk, 
is this unreasonable? Dear Carolyn, 
my brother won’t speak to me 
because fifty years ago I whispered 
a monkey would kidnap him in the night 
to take him back to his true family 
but he should have known it was a joke 
when it didn’t happen, don’t you think? 
Dear Board of Education, no one will ever 
remember a test. Repeat. Stories, 
poems, projects, experiments, 
mischief, yes, but never a test. 
Dear Dog Behind the Fence, you really need 
to calm down now. You have been barking every time 
I walk to the compost for two years 
and I have not robbed your house. Relax.  
When I asked the man on the other side 
if you bother him too, he smiled and said no, 
he makes me feel less alone. Should I be more 
worried about the dog or the man? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Naomi Shihab Nye, from Transfer (BOA Editions, 2011) 
  

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/naomi-shihab-nye
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Bees Were Better  

In college, people were always breaking up. 
We broke up in parking lots, 
beside fountains. 
Two people broke up 
across a table from me 
at the library. 
I could not sit at that table again 
though I did not know them. 
I studied bees, who were able 
to convey messages through dancing 
and could find their ways 
home to their hives 
even if someone put up a blockade of sheets 
and boards and wire. 
Bees had radar in their wings and brains 
that humans could barely understand. 
I wrote a paper proclaiming 
their brilliance and superiority 
and revised it at a small café 
featuring wooden hive-shaped honey-dippers 
in silver honeypots 
at every table. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Naomi Shihab Nye, from If Bees Are Few: A Hive of Bee Poems, Ed., James P. Lenfestey, 
(University of Minnesota Press, 2016) 

  

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/naomi-shihab-nye
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APOCRYPHAL GENESIS 

 

The banal loomed large. Windows fogged up 
and emojis were fingered upon the glass panes. 

Out of the wider bends of Mississippi river mud 

crept the creepers that creepeth, while flames licked 
clay to fashion bricks for the first Savings and Loan. 

Orchid labella unfurled—someone leaned in and said, 
my, my, my, while God kept laying two-dollar pony bets 

and losing his shirt and wrinkling down the foreskin 
of a paper sack and tilting his bottle filled with god 

knows what. The sky not yet entirely aflame. Face 
of the waters of corporate fountains still profitable, 

and on the sixth day, a ragtag group of engineers 
slipped on the condoms of creation and flagged 

the first outpost on Mars as you overslept (king-sized) 

and missed your own coronation. Waters did rise 
and rise and the polar caps were like, Whatever, 

which was the typical response from their generation. 
Whatever, said the mountains laid plane, and, 

Whatever, said the reefs melting like candle wax. 
Whatever, said the carboniferous bones sludging 

the tarpit remains where once proud jungles stood 
and brought forth friendlier cyclones. Raindrops 

tapped against the stream of consciousness like a junkie 
looking for his one good vein, waiting for the last 

wild thing in Heaven to become undeniably reasonable. 

 
 
 
 

Travis Mossotti, from Apocryphal Genesis (Saturnalia Books, 2024) 
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CONTEMPL ATION OF A LIVE OAK IN SAN ANTONIO 

                —for Naomi Shihab Nye 

 
If I contemplate this tree the wrong way, 
I might conclude it’s not a tree at all, which 
may indicate that all beauty has evaporated 
at last from the world leaving only what 
shocks us awake at night, and what good 
would that do anyone? No, I conclude this 
crooked finger reaching from the earth 
is, in fact, a tree—not a symbol or sign 
of the density of solid matter. Not a theory 
bending towards uniformity or grace under 
the pressure of indifferent weather. Not 
a new breed of cancer or the pummeling 
of hammer on rock. Not bread or discourse 
or atmospheric anomaly. I admire how 
the skin of the tree stiffens to bark, gray 
as a man’s beard in the autumn of his life, 
and its leaves rest still upon the still air. 
One could paint this tree for hours on end 
and the only noticeable change would be 
angled light, hues, shadow filling the bark’s 
crevasses, darkness spilling over into deeper 
shades of black and then the moon grinding 
its teeth while dreams begin convalescing: 
anger and faith and mild forms of retribution, 
telescopes scraping deeper into the womb 
of the universe in the way we’ve all become 
accustomed to. By nature, I’m not an alarmist, 
but I believe this single tree is a problem 
we’ve yet to solve and it’s so obviously here, 
just an arm’s length away, jutting up from soil 
and compacted rock and breathing, yes 
breathing, and speaking the language of time 
so we might venture to touch it and feel 
for once some peace we’ve forgotten 
or given up on entirely. There it is though, 
in the space between the whirl of electrons. 

 
 

Travis Mossotti, from Apocryphal Genesis (Saturnalia Books, 2024) 
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MISSING THE FARM 

 

Here’s the orchard someone else will tend to. 

And the crawl space beneath the porch 

of the house where someone else’s barn cat 

will slumber through the summer nights 

dreaming of long-tailed mice in the high grass. 

Over that field, the light dips and refracts 

through the broken glass of the muck pond 

where a catfish will take someone else’s bait 

and hook—that it might meet the refined 

heat of a skillet. The ghosts of a thousand 

head of cattle walk through the woods at night 

in someone else’s dream while the windows, 

cracked slightly, let a mild breeze pass 

through the empty rooms like an appraiser. 

There is no death that cannot be undone 

by simply turning the compost with a pitchfork 

or by scattering scratch in the dirt for chickens 

who sing each time they lay, but every repair 

is only a gesture against the torment of slow 

winds and steady rain and heavy sun. It will be 

someone else who grows too old to climb 

the ladder into the barn’s cool loft or the flight 

of stairs that lead to and from their own bed. 

It will be their hand weighing the mortgage. 

It will be their face forgetting its smile. Listen, 

if the well pump kicks to life at dawn, it will be 

someone else drawing a bath for the last time— 

joints relaxing as their form submerges, body 

recovering and failing in the same held breath. 

 

 

 

Travis Mossotti, from Apocryphal Genesis (Saturnalia Books, 2024) 
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EVIDENCE 

 

Fungus rehearses 

its communion underground 

as night rain coldly taps 

 

a wooden cane, and the old 

hound asleep by the door 

twitches, dreaming the long 

 

chase has ended with escape. 

A peppering of lightning 

followed by the arrival 

 

of thunder. Neither stay. 

Everything ephemeral 

recedes back into waiting 

 

while the sun raps 

its mallets against the timpani 

of horizon and fog 

 

drags its bow evenly across 

the rosin. Each woolen 

sock slides over a heel. 

 

The kettle clears 

its throat. You take a long 

knife across a lemon 

 

as the kitchen window lets in 

dawn. You stand there 

quietly sipping, looking out. 

 

 

Travis Mossotti, from Apocryphal Genesis (Saturnalia Books, 2024) 
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THOREAU AT THE TRAILHEAD 
 
I’m apex, bitches. I kick open 

the door to my feral country 

disparaged by snow 

and burn the moon’s long tongue 

down switchbacks gorged 

and strafed by bootcrush 

to the river I canoe open 

like a knifing of willow flesh. 

I fashion a sway bridge 

from bear sinew and heart strings 

and cross wherever I please. 

I cast a glisten and a bramble 

and a canopy of coyotes 

riffing a full-throated note 

deep into the milky Milky Way. 

To survive is mean, and I mean 

to survive—if need be for weeks 

on the fat of others and loose 

berries and tubers I dig up 

using my teeth like a shovel. 

I make myself scarce and lonely. 

I lilt like murdered sunlight. 

I cache myself under a mountain 

for when wild goes out of style. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Travis Mossotti, from Apocryphal Genesis (Saturnalia Books, 2024) 
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James Kimbrell, from Gatehouse Heaven (Sarabande Books, 1998) 
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Highway 45 Truck Stop 

—Hamilton, Mississippi 

It’s simple. You scoop ice 

into a bag. After you pack it tight, 

you spin the bag at the neck, 

then clamp the tie. You 

carry each bag to the freezer 

in front of the store. The monotony 

keeps your body moving 

in the early morning 

before the farmers 

sit in the window booths, 

hawked over cups of coffee. They 

speak loud enough 

for you to catch phrases: 

The cows are running free, 

or, She can’t get pregnant, 

but there is no context, except 

for the nickels 

tolling in your ears, 

and for each bag of ice, 

one falls into your pocket, 

which is already filled with 

so many nickels 

you don’t know where 

you’ll put them. Maybe you’ll buy 

some music 

or shoes. You won’t. 

You never do. 

The shoes you are wearing 

are good enough for 

the job, and later, there is 

college, you hope, but 

aren’t sure, so you take the scoop 

in your hand and thrust it 

into ice. You spin the bag. 

You clamp the tie. 

There are many like you, but 

you are still young, 

and you tell yourself, 

I won’t get stuck. You 

say it every day, until it happens. 

Kerry James Evans, from Kenyon Review Online (Spring 2015) 
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The Woods Lament For Me 
 

—For William Loren Katz, who wrote Black Indians: A Hidden Heritage, and in it 

he wrote: “But beyond the pain were armed Black Indian communities named 

‘Hide Me’ and ‘The Woods Lament For Me.’ They were home for some of our 

earliest explorers and pioneers.”  

 

Beyond folktales are awe-inspiring stories 

that stretch far into the woodlands 

of San Miguel de Gualdape 

in what became these United— 

 bowls from bark  

 

simmering spices cupped from terra cotta pots 

ancient as Indigenous and Bantu lessons 

on the Pee Dee River. Yams made perfect 

with sweet potatoes—  

and home had become wherever the sun  

and all its warmth shined on a Black face  

ascended    free from worry.  

 

Secrets among the leaves 

leaves full of history— 

as told by the Seminole who 

raised maize to make a way 

for the strangers who frequently 

found themselves hungry 

on their way to freedom, 

 

refuge in the swamps or deep in the forest 

is where earthenware bubbled with recipes shared 

like heirlooms: 

 a gifted arrowhead or handmade drum  

            deer antler atlatl or mahogany mask cast in  

            wood from a tree that never knew  

            strange fruit.  
  

 

Jason Vasser-Elong, from Sapiens (Feb 2023) 
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Secrets among the leaves 

leaves full of history— 

as told by an Ibo who 

after bondage in this foreign land 

fled to a community in the woods 

free from Dogma,  

where Animists believed  

in the sacredness of animals  

and streams that did not take but gave  

freely like friendship, was sacred like  

 

life lived by those who 

braved the winters 

in deer skins and cow hide 

who knew the seasons came and went 

on a passing wind, deep in the 

South Carolina forests you’ll find remnants 

older than Jamestown in the east— 

 

where the land holds space for those 

        who bonded over the common enemy  

             familial 

 

and generations hence 

there are stories of blended lineages 

               an inheritance of resilience  

               that is ours to keep,  

               something that can never,  

               never be taken away.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Jason Vasser-Elong, from Sapiens (Feb 2023) 
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Lunar Eclipse  

Though I marked my calendar, I’ll forget to watch 

earth paint the moon gray, then black, then white again. 

White as toothache, dry elbow skin, a crown of bones, 

as, I imagine, a narwhal’s tusk, though I’ve never seen one. 

Tonight I’d dip that tusk in my wine glass 

to prevent all future hangovers, all future gloomy 

moods where I pretend I’ll look up the etymology 

of melancholia, but don’t. Where I pretend I need 

a spouse to soothe me—but I don’t. Like—I won’t say 

earth or moon—but like a shovel, I’m purposeful 

but often idle. Collecting cobwebs is a passing, 

though fulfilling hobby. Someday I hope to be less 

shovel, more soil. Prepped for roots, for thriving— 

Love, I want to say (to whom, I’m not sure), 

I’ve come to a different power tonight. 

This is the self stripped of alimonies, stripped of pearls. 

Unforgiveable, unrelenting, cherished by no one— 

not you, wife, nor you, husband. Not even you 

dear moon, whom I want to see cloaked 

but won’t. Clouds tonight. Bats beading them. 

At least, I think so. Maybe smaller darknesses 

are just that—smaller, and thus, personable. 

 
Amie Whittemore, from Academy of American Poets Poem-a-Day (2016) 
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Trophic Cascade 

 

After the reintroduction of gray wolves 

to Yellowstone and, as anticipated, their culling 

of deer, trees grew beyond the deer stunt 

of the mid century. In their up reach 

songbirds nested, who scattered 

seed for underbrush, and in that cover 

warrened snowshoe hare. Weasel and water shrew 

returned, also vole, and came soon hawk 

and falcon, bald eagle, kestrel, and with them 

hawk shadow, falcon shadow. Eagle shade 

and kestrel shade haunted newly-berried 

runnels where deer no longer rummaged, cautious 

as they were, now, of being surprised by wolves. Berries 

brought bear, while undergrowth and willows, growing 

now right down to the river, brought beavers, 

who dam. Muskrats came to the dams, and tadpoles. 

Came, too, the night song of the fathers 

of tadpoles. With water striders, the dark 

gray American dipper bobbed in fresh pools 

of the river, and fish stayed, and the bear, who 

fished, also culled deer fawns and to their kill scraps 

came vulture and coyote, long gone in the region 

until now, and their scat scattered seed, and more 

trees, brush, and berries grew up along the river 

that had run straight and so flooded but thus dammed, 

compelled to meander, is less prone to overrun. Don’t 

you tell me this is not the same as my story. All this 

life born from one hungry animal, this whole, 

new landscape, the course of the river changed, 

I know this. I reintroduced myself to myself, this time 

a mother. After which, nothing was ever the same. 

 

 

Camille T. Dungy, from Trophic Cascade (Wesleyan University Press, 2017) 
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October Sonnet  

—after Ted Berrigan 

Even on the 13th floor of a high building, Chicago’s   

wind winds its slick way through any unsecured   

window on its singsong to the lake. It’s fine-tuned,   

perfectly pitched in this sinister season   

of cackling jack-o’-lanterns & candy corns   

nobody eats unless they’re the last sweets left. 

Bags of fun nonsense for all the little ninjas   

& ghosts. It’s true, I weep too much when   

the seasons partition: snack-sized tears dropping onto   

tear-sized leaves swirling in the autumn   

of my reproduction. Occasional receipts & parking   

tickets, too, yellowed during their own windy migrations.   

Like the rest of us gusty apparitions, every   

untethered thing ends up at the lake shore seasonally.   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Adrian Matejka, from Academy of American Poets Poem-a-Day (2023) 
 


