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THE BURNING OF THE BARN

The barn at last is finished burning.

People who have come to do

The damned little they could do

Are counting fingers, thinking

Of washing the smoke from clothes,

The smell of damp straw afire

From their hair. Men look over

The backs of their sleeves to make sure

In the effort they haven’t ripped a shirt.

Children are out in the field rounding up

The last of the animals. The youngest woman present,

A bride not more than six months,

Is the last to walk out of the house with water.

No one takes the glass she carries.

A man with boots older and more useless

Than those worn by anyone else

Walks into the ash, sees for himself

That fire, given the barn an hour ago,

Will not want the backyard as well,

Will not think of needing the house.

Still in his nightshirt and yesterday’s pants,

The man whose barn has come down

Brings out the only two bottles of bourbon he owns,

The flask of rum he has borrowed from the nearest neighbor.

His wife inside is cooking, the stove

Pushed to as hot as it will go: coffee

For the women, biscuits for the men.

Rain for tomorrow.


THE NEIGHBOR OF THE SEMI-RETIRED PSYCHOANALYST

He doesn’t think it is a good idea to pry

Into people’s dreams. All the popular literature

And late night movies might give it high marks,

But trying to turn a person inside out, and for pay

At that, still seems, to him, a bit left-handed.

Not that he’ll make any less of a good neighbor.

Both he and his wife will go over just after

The last of the hired movers drives off,

Bring their own pot of coffee and enough rolls

For conversation, dinner, and to fry tomorrow morning.

He will talk about the soil as though

The man who bought the land intended

To grow anything by design on it. Phone numbers

Will be exchanged, the names of children,

Gossip about the strip of road near the county

Package store, and skeletal information about what families

Can be counted on to do what the community

Has for years assumed to be their sum purpose.

He will tell his wife that he really doesn’t mind

As long as the man practices in the city,

And no one for miles has the spare change to put into it.

But still, for weeks, his dreams will have a shell about them;

And even with them being straight lined and without

Language, he will worry somehow they will leak out,

The neighbor will get hold of a corner and pull

Until the last fifty years unravel. He might try

To put himself into a mind for black, thoughtless sleep -

But his dreams will come back yellow and naked

And maybe twice in a week he will wake his wife

To put to good use the energy left from them.

She will be thinking why couldn’t the neighbor

Have moved in thirty years earlier, and why

Can’t he move away now.


LEG-HOLD TRAP

He howled near two hours before anyone found him.

Serves him right. The land for miles

At waterside is half under-burrowed,

And a pelt will bring a dollar seventy-five.

Besides, put in collards or lettuce

And they’ll gnaw the seedlings flat to ground.

Half-drunk he was, until the leg-hold snapped shut,

And then he came up sober pretty damn quick.

A bit of sense and he could have freed himself,

But as it is he’s only a little hoarse, the bone

Has a clean break, and the cast will keep him

Away from the McClellan girl long enough

For somebody else to move in. The story

Will keep small children careful for weeks, and away

From the marsh for days. Two weeks,

Two dozen signatures on the plaster, even to

The man on crutches it will be a hell of a fine joke.

I sit by the dock, watching muskrats race the water,

Muskrats that would have my yard full of holes

Were it not for the depth of my new-car expensive bulk-heading -

Their geometrically pure wakes, their sense

Of going somewhere on purpose, their twistless

Twists around weed and dives that are falling without noise -

Ease in the doing, a home in the act, more grace

Than in my best dreams of the best women I can dream.

I’d shoot them from the bank if it weren’t for ricochets.


MCCLELLAN SHOOTS HIS DOGS

I heard them singing. Had we slept

With the window closed I’d

Have missed it. Having no time

To dress or even find at the back of the closet

My robe, I threw the covers across you

And made for the back door. Twice

Crossing the yard I stepped in animal droppings,

Stubbed my toe on one of the child’s blocks.

I heard them singing. Turning the barn,

At the fence I saw all four of them,

Smallest to large, lined on the lowest rail,

Their mouths guilty with the act.

You said the siren had just gone by,

The fence the boundary nearest the noise.

I could have dreamed the most of it,

Rushed out still half asleep, put

The actual together with the imaginary

And out of such genetics come up

With occurrences rational to explain only what

There never was. I remember shivering

In the morning not quite six o’clock,

My four dogs lined on the rail, excrement

Between my toes and I trying to cover my nakedness.

And then you behind me in a housecoat.


AN ABANDONED WOMAN BECOMES THE LOCAL SCANDAL

I see myself with both feet stuck in the marsh,

The tide coming in faster than children out of a school bus.

Anyone nearby who hears a scream thinks it is

A young girl beset by boys who don’t know yet

What sex is. I end up standing there

Until the tide reaches its peak only neck high,

Turning glad of the help the water is in holding my body up.

Tide in, tide out, it must be a good sized forever I wait,

Knowing that as long as I don’t put my hands in the muck,

And there are no storms to force a surge onto my fists,

I can last as far as my body is willing to be worthwhile.

It is difficult not in slack water times

To put both hands down, reach into the ooze

Shoulder deep. I see myself

Upright, and not as tired as I might be.

Then one day a man with nothing better to do

In a boat passes and before turning back to rescue me

Yells Damn fool, what would you be doing

Out here, all by yourself? And I think,

Even as I thank him luxuriously for pulling me in,

If I had had a boat we might soon be talking

About something other than my shoes that always

Will remain a foot and a half buried in the shallows.
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