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PROGRAM NOTE 
All we are given we cannot hold was commissioned by the Barlow Endowment for Music Composition at 
Brigham Young University and is dedicated to and written for my friends in the Haven Trio––Lindsay 
Kesselman, Midori Koga, and Kimberly Luevano. The songs are settings of poetry by my friend 
Robert Fanning, selected from three of his incredible collections of work: Our Sudden Museum, The 
Seed Thieves, and the forthcoming All we are given we cannot hold. All of the poems connect in some way 
to the idea of the fleeting––the ephemeral––often capturing some small, seemingly ordinary moment, 
and finding a profundity and beauty within it. These poems remind me of advice once given to me 
by a friend. We were talking about how my children often snuggle up and cuddle with me, and she 
was reflecting on how her grown child no longer does that when she said, “cherish those moments. 
They are so special and beautiful, because you won’t realize until later that it was the last time that 
they did that seemingly small thing.” There are so many moments in life like this, and my hope with 
this piece is to reflect on their poignant beauty in an attempt to live in them more fully. 
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TEXT 
 
1. The Darkness, Literal and Figurative  (ca. 4:00) 

—for Gabriel and Magdalena 
 

Neither should frighten you, but both will. 
Tonight it’s the literal darkness, figuratively:  
your day’s stuffed animals now poised  
shadows ready to leap and devour you. 
Now I’m here with you,  
your living father, literally, arms around you,  
to say: As your known shapes take misshapen forms,  
know: everything you can’t fully see  
suggests more than it is. 
 
Later, it’ll be the figurative dark, literally: 
the stuffed shadows of your dazed anima poised  
now ready to leap and devour your loves.  
Later, I’ll be with you here,   
your dead father, figuratively, arms around you, 
to say: As your unknown misshapen shapes take form,  
know: Everything you can’t see fully  
suggests more than it is.  
Neither should frighten you, but both will. 

 
 

(from Our Sudden Museum) 
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2. One and a Half Miles Away from Dying  (ca. 4:00) 
 

the people in this car, unaware 
their sacred closing moments are here,  
exhaust their last travel game. 
In the back seat the girl hums,  
 
braiding her sister's black hair. 
The boy traces his name in breath 
on the back window, each slow letter  
squeaking the chilled glass, making his mother  
 
shiver. Like a fish trapped in thin pond  
ice, gasping, she stares into the car  
through the visor vanity mirror. 
Her lips glisten under the lipstick wand.  
 
Yawning, the driver's face is caught wide open  
in passing headlight amber, his left hand  
draped over the wheel at the wrist. 
His other hand tries to retrieve the lost  
 
voice of The Late World News reporter,  
her words garbled by cloudbursts  
shattering over the flat horizon, east.  
Shutting the radio off, he tries to lure  
 
his kids to sing one they know by heart.  
He turns the rearview mirror until it  
holds their three faces. Half in shadow,  
placid, they peer at him below,  
 
his cheeks splashed green by dashboard light.  
The clock's last digit clicks one more minute.  
Beyond the blind curve, a truck's hulk 
of silver screeches over the median wall. 
 
An oil tanker, sparks raging, airborne,  
careens toward this side of the freeway  
—meteor tail of flame, like a missile shot  
astray. Back in the car, before the turn,  
 
it is quiet. The people smile  
doing last minute things:  
one scratching an ankle,  
one blinking,  
one taking a breath preparing to sing.  

 
(from The Seed Thieves) 
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3. Watching My Daughter through the One Way Mirror  (ca. 2:30)  
      of a Preschool Observation Room 

 

Maggie's finishing a portrait  
of our family, gluing googly eyes  
       onto a stately stick figure  
 
I hope is me. Now she doesn't know  
who to play with, as other kids,  
        posie-pocketed, all  
 
fall down. She wears my face  
superimposed. I almost tap  
        the glass, point her toward  
 
the boy with yellow trucks.  
Lost, she stares out the classroom window  
       toward snow-humped pines  
 
 
beyond the playground.  
When I'm dead, I hope there'll be a thin pane  
       such as this between us. I'll stand forever  
 
out in the dark to watch my grown children  
move through their bright rooms.  
       Maybe just once they'll cup  
 
their hands against the glass, caught 
by some flicker or glint, 
        a slant of light touching their faces.  

 
 

(from Our Sudden Museum) 
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4. The Thorn Birds       (ca. 4:00)   
—for my mother  

 
“...Then, singing among the savage branches, it impales itself upon the longest, sharpest 
spine. And, dying, it rises above its own agony to out-carol the lark and the nightingale. 
One superlative song, existence the price. But the whole world stills to listen, and God 
in His heaven smiles. For the best is only bought at the cost of great pain.... Or so says 
the legend.” —(Wikipedia, Gospel of Thomas, Ch. 9)  

 
Through the nettles of casual chatter  
the question flutters in again. 
For the fourth time this week, you ask  
what it was—the title of that novel  
you’ve read so many times.  
The one you loved so much you once  
framed its cover and hung it on your wall.  
This morning, I open a window of time,  
hoping it will help: let’s give it a minute—  
let’s see if it comes to you. You glance up,  
fingertip to your lips—the way I imagine  
you might have as a girl, given a problem  
to solve. Everything goes, you’d said 
only yesterday of the teeth, the ears, 
the eyes, before the white-coated  
ophthalmologist swooped in to stick 
a needle into both of your irises. 
Now you squint into the ink black 
vines of yet another thickening dark 
toward the sting of what escapes you. 
The way you’ve pressed your heart— 
your whole life—toward the face of God  
and love: readying to sing its missing name.  

 
 

(from All We Are Given We Cannot Hold) 
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5. Model Nation      (ca. 3:45) 
—for Gabriel  

 

As you speak, new worlds rise in your eyes. 
A voice within your voice—do you hear it, too?—  
could fill a whole sea with whale song. It sings  
fathom and league, sings launch and conquer. 
It is ocean wide now, this good force of your going.  
Yet still, my heart fumbles to fasten some small rope  
around the dock—and so love is—wishes for a way  
to keep us here. Too late. That little boat you were,  
giggling in the tub as I blew bubbles, is oceans away.  
Sailboat, tugboat, yacht, steamer, freighter, 
I've been watching from the dock and hear already  
the growing ache and groan of giant chains clanking  
an iron hull, the long horn of adulthood calling you  
with its sweeping wall of mist and fog. 
When you look back and see me wave, may I be 
the ocean's shoulders ever rolling beneath you. 
Please—know me not as a country fading 
from view, but as one who carried with love 
the great world you now carry in you.  

 
 

(from All We Are Given We Cannot Hold) 
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6. Body of Work      (ca. 4:30) 
 

 

Because we want it brighter. Because we want our own beauty bared  
before us. Because we've lived long enough with the room's 
deep forest print, we take to the wall. Faces masked,  
 
we begin the task of peeling off the torn, dog-eared green, opening  
the story of our house. Years bleed up from beneath the heat 
of steam: solids, stripes, prints and florals unfurling  
 
as we score and scrape—decades of blues and deep reds, of pastels  
and pale yellows, a spectrum of dust-wet flesh sloughed 
off, pages falling in strips and flakes at our feet.  
 
It's more than a century of layers with their pentimento stains of breath  
and voices before we reach bone, breaking through 
plaster holes we patch later, before, at last,  
 
the last wet swaths of our chosen painted shade dry; we finish  
in the day's fading gold. This is the work of house 
and body. Every decorous self a patchwork  
 
of seams and glue, a mashup of lives to make one. Each accretion  
of wound and scab a making and unmaking, the flesh 
a roll of film, a wall of swatches in the shifting  
 
fashions of light. How I've peeled back year into year, hoping to see  
the face of the child I was, the one breathing just beyond 
this last brittle layer of blue, whose shadow  
 
blossomed into this life, this room. 
Who blooms through his million lids of sleep, his chorus  
of bruise and roses. Who sings and sings: Be true, be true.  

 
(from All We Are Given We Cannot Hold) 
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7. Cuttings       (ca. 4:15) 
 

On the porch at dawn I watch  
my childrens' commingled curls  
wander toward my feet, 
 
tumbleweeds in a coming storm's  
unsettled air. Last evening they each  
stood here wearing a black plastic bag, 
 
their heads poked through the ripped  
neck hole, as my wife snipped at bangs,  
her trimmings making scrunched noses itch.  
 
I should get the broom to whisk these tufts  
into a bag—she likes to keep their hair.  
But I watch them drift instead, these  
 
little nests of them we left and cannot bear.  
The wind will take what we forget  
to sweep. And cannot keep. 
 
 

(from Our Sudden Museum) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All poems used with permission from the author.  
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