Western

I was four,

holed up

in a hospital

full of nuns,
when I watched
my first man die.

That was after

the redheaded doc
smiled over his bowtie
and slipped me a mickey
in my Seven-Up.

While I was out

they put steel rods

like antennas in my arm
and set it in a plaster cast
the second time that year.

I came to in a room
white as clouds,

and what I saw
between the bars

of the crib beside mine

was a little fella

wrapped in flannel

with tubes sticking in him.
He didn’t cry at all

in our days and nights
together.
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Later they rolled me

across the wide tile

of the hall to a room

with lath-and-plaster walls
painted surgery-green

and dark-stained woodwork
around high windows.

In the next bed lay a quiet man,
younger than my daddy,

who rested his head

in the crook of one arm

and spat tobacco into a can,

and listened to the stories

of the old man in the bed in front of me
who looked like my grandpa

missing a leg,

who chewed and spat

into his own can.

I had a few toys in my bed,

and my folks visited

when they could.

I got my shots,

and the days passed

in the drone of an old man’s voice
and the clink of spit on tin.

*

One day

after a night I bawled,

a starched young nun
came to tell me her story:
Once upon a time

she was so sad
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she cried
the Missouri River.

Her story helped.

I passed the time

wondering what a river was,

and why one had a special name.

One day the old man dressed to leave
in white shirt and suspenders,

one leg of his church pants pinned up,
no tie and his hat square on the bed.

When a nurse came in

and told him he might as well sit,
he waved her off and said, I’ll be fine,
then lost his hold on the bedpost
and fell headlong into the high light
of those old windows,

spasmed, vomited and was still
beside a too-late basin

before a kneeling nun.

*

I was running a green tractor
up and down my cast,

and I saw it all,

and I didn’t cry out

and I didn’t bawl.

It’s an old story.

I finished my time in that room.
My left arm’s not much good since,
and I prefer horses

to tractors of any color.

156



	Article Contents
	p. 154
	p. 155
	p. 156

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Iowa Review, Vol. 36, No. 2 (Fall, 2006), pp. i-vi, 1-178
	Front Matter
	Human Rights Index [pp. v-vi]
	Giant Things [pp. 1-15]
	My Father Invented the Calendar [p. 16-16]
	The State of the World [pp. 17-18]
	The Maiden Ladies [p. 19-19]
	No Wonder [p. 20-20]
	Where He Found Himself [p. 21-21]
	Process [p. 22-22]
	Storms and Wars [pp. 23-43]
	Watermelons [p. 44-44]
	That Nothing [p. 45-45]
	[Death, Why Should I Fear You?] [p. 46-46]
	The Little Green Girl [p. 47-47]
	Heat, Escapes [p. 48-48]
	[Like a Stone in Well] [p. 48-48]
	Song [p. 48-48]
	Naked [p. 49-49]
	Punished [p. 50-50]
	Dragon Slayers [pp. 51-57]
	A Portfolio of Work from the International Writing Program
	A Sudden Death Delayed [pp. 58-59]
	In Our Small Room, Imperceptibly [pp. 60-62]
	An Ordinary Death [pp. 63-65]
	[Back from the Markets of Lust] [p. 66-66]
	[Eyes Are Emissaries, Soft Knocks, Nibs] [p. 67-67]
	Spoken Portrait [pp. 68-74]
	The Dream [pp. 75-79]

	Poem on the Occasion of My MRI [pp. 80-82]
	Hymn for Two Choirs [p. 83-83]
	The Problem with Pornography [pp. 84-85]
	For a Stripper [pp. 86-87]
	The Wolf [pp. 88-100]
	Spiritual Exercise [pp. 101-102]
	Between Wars [p. 103-103]
	Fire Fly [p. 104-104]
	Sonnet [p. 105-105]
	Six Bagatelles for Dancers [pp. 106-128]
	From "The Lace Liar" [pp. 129-131]
	Athens, 2004 [pp. 132-134]
	No War [p. 135-135]
	Courts Martial [pp. 136-149]
	Brotsuppe [pp. 150-151]
	Yellow Hair Blues [pp. 152-153]
	Western [pp. 154-156]
	Memories That Reach Back into Consciousness: An Interview with Lan Samantha Chang [pp. 157-167]
	Notes on the Connecticut Yankee [pp. 168-175]
	Back Matter



