
FENCES  
 
They were built before  
I was born, some to separate 
pasture from pasture in order 
to clarify the prairie, others to bind  
the farm around  
and keep the world out 
and the cows in. 
Between the barbs designed  
and patented to bloom 
at intervals measuring  
the span of a hand, redwing  
blackbirds scolded  
both nations of grass 
the fence divided. 
The posts that stood 

  
knee-deep in limestone  
had begun to lean 
like men made to march 
into the wind. And where  
oak saplings had had  
the audacity to grow  
between the posts, 
they had no choice 
but to swallow the wire 
into their bark, remembering  
via rings the anniversary  
of that first summer 
they sensed the wire tapping  
their bodies, then began,  
tentatively, to accept it, 
to take it in, feeling 
the wire tauten  



in the grip of their flesh 
until they began  
to believe they themselves 
needed it to stand. 
 
 
THE RACCOON TREE 
 
Winter to winter  
we never quite knew  
where it was,  
and so would have to 
find it again,  
part of me doubting it  
had ever existed,  
or, if it had, wondering  
whether it had been  
felled by wind. 
But then there  
it would be,  
still with the dark  
slit in its side,  
darker if the ground  
around was aglow  
with snow. 

 
peering in, seeing  
nothing but darkness  
until our eyes adjusted.  
Sometimes the darkness  
was all there was to see.  
But sometimes there  
appeared a pair  
of green eyes,  
then around them  



the black mask,  
then the grayish mass 
of the body itself,  
as if eyes are the first fact, 
which everything  
else must follow. 
Another winter 
and the hollow  
tree was still standing, 
and the raccoon,  
who we believed  
to be the same  
one every year, 
had again slipped inside  
to wait for us  
boys to come  
darken the world. 
 
 



 




