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Gettysburg: July 1, 1863 
The young man, hardly more 
than a boy, who fired the shot 
had looked at him with an air 
not of anger but of concentration, 
as if he were surveying a road, 
or feeding a length of wood into a saw: 
It had to be done just so. 
 
The bullet passed through 
his upper chest, below the collar bone. 
The pain was not what he might 
have feared. Strangely exhilarated 
he staggered out of the pasture 
and into a grove of trees. 
 
He pressed and pressed 
the wound, trying to stanch 
the blood, but he could only press 
what he could reach, and he could 
not reach his back, where the bullet 
had exited. 

He lay on the earth 
smelling the leaves and mosses, 
musty and damp and cool 
after the blaze of open afternoon. 
 
How good the earth smelled, 
as it had when he was a boy 
hiding from his father, 
who was intent of strapping him 
for doing his chores 
late one time too many. 
 
A cowbird razzed from a rail fence. 
It isn't mockery, he thought, 
no malice in it. . . just a noise. 
Stray bullets nicked the oaks 
overhead. Leaves and splinters fell. 
 
Someone near him groaned. 
But it was his own voice he heard. 
His fingers and feet tingled, 
the roof of his mouth, 
and the bridge of his nose. . . . 
He became dry, dry, and thought 
of Christ, who said, I thirst. 
His man-smell, the smell of his hair 

 

Gettysburg: July 1, 1863 (continued) 
and skin, his sweat, the salt smell 
of his cock and the little ferny hairs 
that two women had known 
 
left him, and a sharp, almost sweet 
smell began to rise from his open mouth 
in the warm shade of the oaks. 
A streak of sun climbed the rough 
trunk of a tree, but he did not 
see it with his open eye. 
 

Let Evening Come 
Let the light of late afternoon 
shine through chinks in the barn, moving 
up the bales as the sun moves down. 
 
Let the cricket take up chafing 
as a woman takes up her needles 
and her yarn. Let evening come. 
 
Let dew collect on the hoe abandoned 
in long grass. Let the stars appear 
and the moon disclose her silver horn. 
 
Let the fox go back to its sandy den. 
Let the wind die down. Let the shed 
go black inside. Let evening come. 
 
To the bottle in the ditch, to the scoop 
in the oats, to air in the lung 
let evening come. 
 
Let it come, as it will, and don't 
be afraid. God does not leave us 
comfortless, so let evening come. 
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Mosaic of the Nativity: Serbia, Winter, 1993 
On the domed ceiling God 
is thinking: 
I made them my joy, 
and everything else I created 
I made to bless them. 
But see what they do! 
I know their hearts 
and arguments: 
 
“We’re descended from 
Cain. Evil is nothing new, 
so what does it matter now 
if we shell the infirmary, 
and the well where the fearful 
and rash alike must 
come for water?” 
 
God thinks Mary into being. 
Suspended at the apogee 
of the golden dome, 
she curls in a brown pod, 
and inside her mind 
of Christ, cloaked in blood, 
lodges and begins to grow. 
 
Otherwise 
I got out of bed 
on two strong legs. 
It might have been 
otherwise. I ate 
cereal, sweet 
milk, ripe, flawless 
peach. It might 
have been otherwise. 
I took the dog uphill 
to the birch wood. 
All morning I did 
the work I love. 
At noon I lay down 
with my mate. It might 
have been otherwise. 
We ate dinner together 
at a table with silver 
candlesticks. It might 
have been otherwise. 
I slept in a bed 
in a room with paintings 
on the walls, and 
planned another day 
just like this day. 
But one day, I know, 
it will be otherwise. 
 

Happiness 
There’s just no accounting for happiness, 
or the way it turns up like a prodigal 
who comes back to the dust at your feet 
having squandered a fortune far away. 
 
And how can you not forgive? 
You make a feast in honor of what 
was lost, and take from its place the finest 
garment, which you saved for an occasion 
you could not imagine, and you weep night and 
day 
to know that you were not abandoned, 
that happiness saved its most extreme form 
for you alone. 
 
No, happiness is the uncle you never 
knew about, who flies a single-engine plane 
onto the grassy landing strip, hitchhikes 
into town, and inquires at every door 
until he finds you asleep midafternoon 
as you so often are during the unmerciful 
hours of your despair. 
 
It comes to the monk in his cell. 
It comes to the woman sweeping the street 
with a birch broom, to the child 
whose mother has passed out from drink. 
It comes to the lover, to the dog chewing 
a sock, to the pusher, to the basketmaker, 
and to the clerk stacking cans of carrots 
in the night. 

It even comes to the boulder 
in the perpetual shade of pine barrens, 
to rain falling on the open sea, 
to the wineglass, weary of holding wine. 
 

  



The Sick Wife 
The sick wife stayed in the car 
while he bought a few groceries. 
Not yet fifty, 
she had learned what it’s like 
not to be able to button a button. 

It was the middle of the day— 
and so only mothers with small children 
and retired couples 
stepped through the muddy parking lot. 

Dry cleaning swung and gleamed on hangers 
in the cars of the prosperous. 
How easily they moved— 
with such freedom, 
even the old and relatively infirm. 

The windows began to steam up. 
The cars on either side of her 
pulled away so briskly 
that it made her sick at heart. 
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