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Age of Chivalry





Love came to stay at our house. It 
hadn’t any money and its feet stank. I 
said, flush the toilet when you’re done, 
would ya? 

It shrugged. Bad for the environment. 
In the Sudan, they’d kill for a glass of 
water. 

We’d finally had it when Love insulted 
Julie’s cooking. Um, ever hear of al den-
te? it said. 
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Now it’s down at the Campbell’s, smok-
ing Sweets with the children. 

What a relief, Julie said, her face getting 
old. 

*



I gave Richard Hell a broken nose. He 
said, damn, what a left hook.

I asked Bowie if he took milk. He said, I 
wish.

I went to Deborah Harry’s favorite café. 
The waitress said, she’s not welcome 
here anymore.

I wanted to give a party. Everyone said, 
no. I said, why? They said, we’re tired, 
tired, tired.

Another Time

*





I had to get the gold to my mother. I had 
to!

I ran down the alleyway, and standing 
in a door were two men. Stop! said one 
man. We’ll destroy you, said the other.

I ran for two hours. When I got to my 
mother, she was sitting on the floor.

Did you get it? she said.

I handed her the gold, and she poured 

Saturday



it out and counted it. There’s a lot, she 
said.

I knew what would happen next. I went 
into the basement. I was there many, 
many days. 

*



Ray had to get his beagle across the 
river, and we kept shouting to him from 
the bottom of the waterfall. “Ray! That 
stone’s loose. My god, Ray, be careful,” 
while Poky hung limp in his arms, 
licking her long teeth, her big blue heart 
beating in cadence with his. Over their 
heads, we saw the pines that swung in 
the sky, roots touching rock that touched 
the roots of the mountains. 

We met Ray back at camp, a flat space 

Blue Ridge



between stones. We’d set cooking pots 
in the crooks of hemlocks and laid damp 
shirts over the bushes, until it was some-
thing like ours. Wherever we spilt water, 
the forest looked up at us to grin. 

“Ray,” we said, “How’s Poky?” and he 
pointed at her, sleeping in the weeds. 
We saw the long, deep gash up Ray’s 
leg that still dripped blood. But we 
wouldn’t mention that. He’d be angry 
and embarrassed. 

We ate scrambled eggs and pepperoni 
and sat back to smoke. The woods gath-
ered close, shimmered, and the river we 
couldn’t see through the trees chimed. 
Our hands made interesting animals. 



Finally, Poky woke with a whimper. She 
raised her head to look at us and smile. 
“Ray, she’s happy you saved her.”

He fiddled with his shoes, his belt buck-
le. “That old dog,” he said.

“You’re her hero.”

But he just spat, leaned back to look at 
the tops of the trees, the golden birds 
flickering in the lichen.

*





He dreamt of a sewing needle and of 
becoming smoke so as to pass through 
its eye.

As he got to work, he realized the scales 
had fallen from his sight. He saw the 
patch of missed whiskers under his 
boss’ ear, how the sweat pooled in the 
palms of the office girls as they flaunted 
their haircuts. 

He had to call maintenance about 

Constellations



the hole in the carpet under his desk. 
“There’s something sticky that holds my 
feet,” he said. They said, “We’ll be up 
as soon as we tighten the boiler.” Low 
beneath their conversation, a man was 
speaking of elephants. 

It wasn’t until lunch that he understood: 
The slack stuffing of the world was be-
ing squeezed from its cracks. 

He left the restaurant and walked to 
the ugly fountain in the square. Boys 
were in to their knees, stealing pennies. 
“Hey!” he said, impropriety on his 
tongue. “Do you belong here?” The boys 
in their topcoats did not.



He went home that evening to wrap this 
up. He felt at loose ends, as if he were 
living only the unthreaded highlights 
of the day. He picked out the stars that 
made shapes in the sky. There, there 
was the seamstress. There, there was the 
flower unfurling. 

*





Outside, the city burned. We could see it 
flicker like television on the windows as 
we ate.

“This meat is awfully tough,” I said, 
pulling against it like a dog. “It tastes of 
kite string.”

My wife didn’t answer, her eyes rising 
slowly, then falling quickly, over and 
over, as if she imagined waterfalls.

There was a sudden boom and things 

Fly



sailed past our window, parts of auto-
mobiles and people, streaks of burning 
oil. 

“I’d like a port,” my wife said. “Like 
they have in Portugal.” She studied the 
palm of her hand. “I can imagine how 
red it would be, almost the red of gar-
nets, almost black.”

“That would be soothing,” I answered. 
“And warm.”

She stood and leaned toward me. Her 
breasts funneled the light down her 
shirt and off the gold of her belt buckle. 
“Kiss?” she said and kissed me.



We woke to the sound of helicopters 
turning the air and the vacuum suck of 
oxygen from our apartment. It seemed 
we hadn’t much time, and I said so to 
my wife. “Are you going to be okay 
with that?”

With her thumb, she traced a No on my 
forehead, and smiled. “Of course. Of 
course, my dear.”

I rolled away to look at the wall. A fly 
cleaned its cellophane wings and blew 
away.

*





1. One Brother

I caught a snake today, six feet long and 
blue like oil. I took him to my room and 
lay him on my bed. He coiled a num-
ber 8, stuck out a yellow tongue. He 
watched the birds flick by the window 
and listened to my radio. The music 
made his eyes turn to milk. 

My brother came into my room, licking 
his fingers. Oh God! he said and ran 

How Come



down the stairs. When he came back, he 
held the long-handled bread knife in a 
sticky hand.  

With one cut, the snake was two, and 
both writhed to the floor. They curled 
and flipped and searched for one anoth-
er until they slid beneath my bed.

How come? I said and backed my broth-
er to the wall. I pushed my thumb into 
his throat. How come? 

He coughed and gagged and tumbled 
over. I saved your life, he screamed, as 
I pressed my knee into his backbone, 
leaning with all my weight.



2. Another Brother 

I was watching cartoons and eating 
jam as the robots destroyed the City of 
Glass. The storm was coming in like a 
sky of ice cream, and I went up the stairs 
to ask where Mom was.

How come! My brother wanted to know. 
It had come apart so easy, a snapping 
green bean, its oil leaking everywhere. 

I don’t know, I cried. My brother was 
killing me and it hurt like ice. My back 
was splitting in two. 

How come?



3. A Snake

First I was one and the air tasted of pink 
and yellow noise. It was a noise that set 
a flat darkness in my head. The world 
was soft beneath, a strange and heavy 
soft.

Then suddenly I was two. I had two 
thoughts and both said, Hide. 

I couldn’t find the way, the pain came 
from everywhere. My bodies rolled 
and twisted and then finally sensed the 
shadow. I rolled toward it, my two coil-
ing together, touching the other’s pain.



Overhead, I heard the barking of the 
men. They struggled, pressed toward 
each other. Then all light drained from 
me, and I became clay. I tasted nothing, 
just a sliver of thought. 

I don’t know, I said into the clay. And 
then it asked again. 

*





Repose

There is no rest in the silver cup of the 
desert. How will you sleep without the 
bony lips of the trout beseeching God?

Extremity

Three things fall from the edge of the 
world: the old wind, the dust from the 
bottom of your shoes, the nails that hold 
the mountains together.

Aphorisms



Conclusion

You will yet live four days. Unpack the 
gauze from your smiling heart! 

*



I was in a dead room of wooden walls 
and floors. Outside the window was a 
red forest, the leaves glowing green in 
the dead light. The birds were dusty 
with sun.

I turned to the desk against the wall. 
The varnish was nicked and cut. At rest 
on the sheet of green blotter was the iron 
typewriter. Each of its thin fingers was 
tipped with a B or Q or H, each its own 
whorl. 

Letters



I began the letter: 

“Dear, Sylvie: I have many things to tell 
you, about our child, her growing teeth 
and hair, our garden, the dry soil shot 
with grass and weeds, our old, yellow 
car….” 

I stopped there, unrolled the paper and 
added it to the pile of letters, all more 
or less the same—dry and sweet and 
broken. 

I decided to walk the forest. I found my 
stick and headed through the dusky 
tunnel the trees and red brush had 
made. I saw a snake and a toad, both 



ochre and bluish, among the leaves. 
Both were still as I touched their flaking 
skin. 

I walked until I was thirsty and tired 
and found a wide rock to sit on. I took 
a drink from my bottle. The shock was 
nice against my throat, but it opened 
something up, and then I cried. 

I sat on the rock until I felt drowsy. The 
leaves clicked in the breeze and put me 
into a state. I began to hear voices, wom-
en warning, men rising occasionally to 
subdue them. They frightened me, but 
I couldn’t make them quit. It was their 
forest, marked with their stones, and I 



was just a tired man with a damp chest.

I plodded back through the woods. I un-
latched my door and entered my room. 
There was the desk and the typewriter, 
and my girl, Genevieve, in the chair. She 
had my letters in her small-girl hands. 

I wanted to take them from her, protect 
her, but she’s stronger than me. I sat on 
my bed and waited for her to finish. As 
she turned the pages, she whispered 
what she read. Her voice was much like 
her mother’s, but much like my own.

*



“Sometimes you have so little to say.”

I point at my mouth and shrug.

“You think that’s cute?”

I lie on my back and waggle my limbs 
like a baby.

“You’re an impossible asshole.”

This one is tough. All I can think of is to 

Like Dark



sit perfectly still and imagine the edge 
of the universe flaking off like pie crust, 
hope she can see the mystery of it in my 
eyes. 

She gets up and leaves, slamming the 
iron gate in front of our apartment. She 
isn’t mad though, this is just to keep us 
from getting bored. She’ll go down to 
the docks and watch the sea lions swim, 
then come back, smelling like creosote. 

“Where’d you go?” I’ll ask, and she’ll 
shake out her caliginous hair. 

*



When we finished setting up the Christ-
mas tree, with all the lights and bulbs 
and tinsel, we saw it was crooked in its 
stand.

“That sucks,” Madeleine said.

My dad came halfway down the stairs. 
“Hey, they caught Saddam.”

We all went up to look at the TV in 
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Grandmas’ room, because it’s the big-
gest one and I guess we wanted to see 
the rage and agony on his face at a pow-
er of two.

“He looks like an old man pulled out of 
bed,” Madeleine said.

“He looks like he should be pushing a 
shopping cart full of dirty blankets,” I 
added.

We went back downstairs and studied 
the tree. It leaned so much to the right 
that the angel had to hold on to keep 
from falling off.



“Looks like a strong wind blowing,” 
said my dad.

“Or a steep climb,” I added.

Madeleine nodded. “Looks like it will 
make it ‘til Christmas.”

*





They were kissing in the sand when a 
wave ran up the beach. Before his lips 
left hers, they were floating in a 3 foot 
column of cold water. 

The wave receded and dragged them, 
their yellow lab, and their picnic out to 
sea. While he rose to the top, she sank, 
fading among the silt and strands of 
kelp. 

He broke water, sputtering, in time to 
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see his dog and a sea lion regard each 
other from the crests of parallel swells. 
The lab, and then the sea lion, began to 
bark. 

He between them—frightened, lungs 
filled with water, wife nowhere to be 
seen—became referee in the mirror of 
chance. 

*



He watched her walk toward him, her 
small hips rocking, forearms tanned. 

He watched her walk away, her dress, 
her hair, the slight small of her back. 

Love Story

*





I was watching my girlfriend cry. “I 
can’t believe you went to see her,” she 
said.

Her dog got up from the grass and put 
his long nose in my crotch. “Pet me,” it 
said.

A little boy, playing with his truck in the 
sand, shook his head. “No privates!” he 
said.

Park Bench



My girlfriend yanked the collar of her 
dog. “You see?” she said.   

*






