
Letter to Kent from Fort Wayne 
 

for Kent Johnson 
 
 
Cows’ breath, she said, from the wisdom of her 
farm, is one of the pleasant smells 
of a barn. So, too, the golden stones 
James Wright described, as he praised the droppings 
of horses. Even the bird dream 
Alberti had, unknowingly, the night Cernuda 
left the body. You’ve left Freeport and all that 
scent behind. Are there hound dogs in Spokane? 
Will they help you flush the comet tail 
Aleixandre left lumped in your throat? The onion 
Miguel Hernández wept over, imagining his infant 
son with only sadness to eat? Who will soothe the burning 
eye, savor the thin skin of this breath 
and that, when quail boil out of the thickets, 
questing for air? 
 
I’ve left the West for the winter, Kent, back now 
among shagbark hickory and elm, sycamore 
and sassafras hollows. Oak. I’m back in Indiana, 
standing in a dry creek bottom, begging the moon  
to split open and let its blood into a cup. 
Sure, the Milky Way is one way out. 
One way into and through. The T’ang Dynasty 
poets are another, the great ones 
you and I somehow read the same years, together, 
all those miles apart. How could we have known 
we’d one day meet at the corner of Wang Wei 
and Vallejo? I’ve said it before, too many times 
to survive: we come into this body again 
and again, meeting those we most need. 
Sometimes those we most bleed. I’ve met 
you two times only, maybe three. But know you 
in ways the wind-swept don’t. There is tenderness 
in stars exploding, fierce, from too much 
heat. And how our bodies are made 
remains the mystery of the green peppers. Cut open, 
exposed, their tiny seeds on the board glisten 
as if Rubén Darío, blindfolded, 
stood against the wall with a final cigarette, 
 
 



relinquishing sunspots of his bed. And a willow 
mated with a river to form our blood. 
 
Please forgive me. I know. Sometimes I say 
and sway and pray too much. Repeating myself 
as wind, then more wind. Then more. Folded into whirls 
of cow’s breath and dung. One good thing, in Indiana 
I can hear the cows breathing you breathing me. 
All these snowfields apart. Poetry is like that. 
We stay up till dawn, tending the moon, sloshing tea, 
sailing down the Milo with Tu Fu. 
Not just in mind. Not just in willow 
branch and sway. But as red-crowned cranes 
in the hollow-boned bodies of the dead. We tatter. 
We exile. We sore-feet and cloak. We partial 
in the parting snows. Words come wrong 
though right into our mouths. To thrive. 
We float with them, a chicken hawk 
circling how and what to say. Partial 
in the parting snows. Part way home. 
 
It could be Fort Wayne, or Spokane, 
or Pine Island, Minnesota. Even the damp 
guard hairs of the hounds bursting through 
brambles or the snowmelt swale to remind us 
to keep our ear to the ground, 
where poems rise through ancestry 
and pain. We test our mouths. Milk our blood. 
We struggle-clutch the way. Words come 
and fall apart like raisins steamed loose 
from the doughy dents of bread. Tell me, Kent, 
how is a human life even possible? 
Imagine the moment of conception, the stinging 
bleed. Our insides milk-loose 
from starlight into another’s sorrow. 
Think, again, to our first tears. How each time 
we arrive weeping, as if already knowing 
how difficult it will all be 
to try to get it right. There, 
in the wanderings of Meng Chiao, 
in Tu Fu’s torn, it could be us again in moldering snow 
amidst the barbarian encampments 
of the north. 
 
                     I want to thank you 
for entering the world this time 



 
the same decade as me. We stir together—partial 
in the partially worn—the night soil 
we know must certainly be banished 
to this plant or that, to Whitman’s beard, 
along with the grit and grief of his belovèd bees. 
As we bow to the sorrow in the sorrow-mouth. 
As we praise the poems we say and do. 
As we circle home with the chicken hawk. 
Search the fields for golden stones, smell the animal 
smells of the barn we were born into and through. 
 
 
 
 
* 
 
 
 
 
Note: There are references in this poem to James Wright’s great poem, “Lying in a 
Hammock at William Duffy’s Farm in Pine Island, Minnesota,” which I assume most 
readers will recognize. However, less evident is the quote in the first three lines, which 
comes from Mary Rose O’Reilley’s memoir, The Barn at the End of the World: The 
Apprenticeship of a Quaker, Buddhist Shepherd (Milkweed Editions, 2000). And I hope 
most readers will either know or will soon seek out Vicente Aleixandre’s wonderful 
poem, “The Comet,” and Miguel Hernández’s equally magnificent poem, “Lullaby of the 
Onion,” referenced in lines nine through twelve.—GK  
 


