Ellen Wehle has taught poetry and creative writing,
sold timeshares on the beach, and once edited at an ad
agency—where she learned more about cruise-ship
cabins than she ever wanted to know. She lives with
her husband and two dogs in Chicago, where she does
her best writing while hurtling underground on the L.






ELLEN WEHLE

The Ocean Liner’s Wake

Shearsman Books
Exeter



First published in the United Kingdom in 2009 by
Shearsman Books Ltd
58 Velwell Road
Exeter EX4 4LD

www.shearsman.com

ISBN 978-1-84861-071-2
First Edition

Copyright © Ellen Wehle, 2009.

The right of Ellen Wehle to be identified as the author of this work has
been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and
Patents Act of 1988. All rights reserved.

Acknowledgements

ACM, Blue Mesa Review, Christianity and Literature, Colorado State Review,
Crazyhorse, 88, Epoch, FIELD, The Grove Review, GSU Review, Gulf Coast,
The Iowa Review, Larcom Review, LUNA, New England Review, The New
Republic, Notre Dame Review, Oregon Review, Poetry International, Runes, Slate,
Southern Humanities Review, The Southern Review, Versal,
Washington Square, Web Conjunctions, West Branch, Westerly.

‘Face’ received the Chicago Literary Award from Another Chicago Magazine.

“The Song of 10’ was reprinted in Poetry International, appeared on Poetry
Daily, and was included in the anthology Strange Attractors: Mathematical
Love Poems.

Special thanks to The Poetry Center of Chicago, The Rehoboth Beach
Writers’ Conference, and The Elizabeth George Foundation, without
whose generous support I could not have completed this book.

Cover image, ‘Starry Night of Brazil’, copyright © Babak Tafreshi, 2009.



Contents

Given Happiness Like Water

I

The Song of 10

Saturday Morning

How to Get Struck by Lightning
Gravity

Absolute Zero

Key Hidden In Case of Emergency
Flute

Hymn

Soul

Houdini Escapes

Poem Ending with a Line from the Pharaohs
Five Variations on a Theme

Five Forms Prayer Takes

Call

Consciousness

There is a Country Called the Past . ..
[lium

II

Michaelmas

Custody

We Say the Wind

Face

Loft

Fortieth Birthday as Bosch’s Death and the Miser
Calamity

To Destruction

13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
23
25
27
29
30
32
34
35

41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48



To the Boys Skateboarding on Boston Common 49
To the Bride Posing for Photos in Millennium Park 50

Leave Your Doors Wide Open 51
Collective History Verging on My Sleep 52
I

Snow Fall All Morning, I Read the Egyptian . .. 55
In Key West the Kids Want to Tour Ripley’s Museum 57
Chronic 59
Sunday Mass 60
Pyromancy 61
The Book of Hours: January 62
The Fall of the Rebel Angels 63
Building the Cathedrals 64
Gargoyle, Sainte Mére Eglise 66
The Hanging of Judas in Reverse Order 68
If Not the Bliss We Were Promised 69
Fragment of a Tomb Wall 70
Sharps 72
v

The Dream of the Hive 77



For my husband,
who gave the possible life






Given Happiness Like Water

Who wouldn’t be the reed basket, rain-hollowed stone?
Always borne aloft in other arms

God knows we are only half-human

That truth is a spiral staircase

Why should we grieve

Windrows of tasseled corn flowing past the road

Like the wake of an ocean liner

Astronomers track the star’s signal backward to time’s
Source, its cloud of dust and gas like the wake

Of an ocean liner, windrows of tasseled corn flowing
My darling why should we grieve

That truth is a spiral staircase

God knows we are only half~human

Always borne aloft in other arms

Who wouldn’t be the reed basket, rain-hollowed stone?












The Song of 10

From the Roomans’ decem our decibels and decimal
system, O tenfold the sorrows of Israel, Decameron

tales told over ten days in December, solstice month
frozen in moondrifts of snow. Our fingers and toes.

Kingly ten-point stags ruling Europe’s greenwoods,
for miners a measure in tons of coal or type of tallow

candle weighted ten per pound, the legion poor sewing
by its glow. What else is there to say? Higher than nine.

A number whose power is great to multiply, comprising
one and nil, wand and egg, spindle and heavenly wheel

of goddess Fate who turns time and tides; or what our
parents say summer evenings, hearing our voices dart

and flicker in neighboring yards before we dance from
them into darkness and the world ends, I’ll count to ten.
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Saturday Morning

Once when I was a child I ate a wand of the Hansens’ forsythia.

Why? A frenzy of lust—March skies, forsythia blowing like spray
off a fountain.

How I wrestled with that bush. Wood fresh and full of sap, I can’t
say it was easy.

Is it Piaget who speaks of differentiation, knowing you are this

because you are not that?

Honey-scented it lay across my palm. It was not me.

A lifetime ago and still I taste that betrayal. Goddamn forsythia
bitter as radishes, as cellar dirt. The Hansens staring from
their breakfast table.

Yellow fire dripping off my tongue.
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How to Get Struck by Lightning

Court destruction. Barometer plunging,
keep tapping the glass. Anger the gods,

make absurd claims, My works shall
live forever. Throw open windows, smash

the willow china. Know treetops shake
in ecstatic fits. At sky’s first electric tongue-

flick, transformation enters the story:
Medusa-like your hair will lift, veins fizz.

Relax, it’s normal. Calculate odds,
place your stake—yourself—laughing

on the shingled rooftop, a steeple. Ignite.
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Gravity

People don’t jump off bridges because they want to die. Perched
on the swaying cables, we have never loved life more. Clinging,
hands gone dumb, the pigeon shit, the strata of molted feathers.
Exultation: two dark wings, a door.

*

When I was sixteen the Blue Route hung unfinished in the sky,
phantom sections of highway that would connect Philadelphia to
Allentown. No reason. We’d park and scale the cliff up to girders:
me, the boy who loved me. A single catwalk strung over the valley.
Edging out. Stars hot as spilled rocket fuel.

*

I look for it still. Body bowing out from the iron struts, gravity
a key dropped from my lap. Then .. .slowly ... the letting go.
Right strut. Left. His hand between my shoulder blades; my life
locked in his fist. Far below, a rumble of wheels, the magnificat
of freight trucks passing.
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Absolute Zero

Matter’s lowest attainable point; electrons stop circling.

Four a.m. Awake again.

Tenth grade, that guy at the 63™ Street terminal. Hey girl, wanna
get high?Voice dipping. Wanna fuck?

Zen concept of relation: energy transferred through the collision
of individuals.

Of course I kept on walking.

We are given this weapon of ourselves: our napes, the small of our
backs. Yesss rising from my solar plexus.

And the soul? A blackboard of equations.

Certain words, he once told me, carry enough current to light up
entire cities.

Tonight’s droning faucet.

Fuck ...fuck .. .f...
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Key Hidden In Case of Emergency

Secret forgotten I circumnavigate our house

*

Always the trellis, ornamental, refusing human weight

*

Train that bore me here long since gone

*

Moon keeps her counsel on whatever gleams, jewel-like,
Cut to fit my palm

Abracadabra 1 say but the eyelid only flutters

*

First this latch, then that
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