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Lock


Reading the lines he loves

he slips them into a pocket,

wishes to die with his clothes

full of torn-free stanzas

and the telephone numbers

of his children in far cities




As if these were

all we need and want,

not the dog

or silver bowl

not the brag of career

or ownership




Unless they can be used

—a bowl to beg with,

a howl to scent a friend,

as those torn lines remind us

how to recall




until we reach that horizon

and drop, or rise

like a canoe within a lock

to search the other half of the river,




where you might see your friends

as altered by this altitude as you




The fresh summer grass,

the smell of the view—

dark water, August paint




How I loved that lock when I saw it

all those summers ago,

when we arrived

out of a storm into its evening light,




and gave a stranger some wine

in a tin cup




Even then I wanted

to slip into the wet dark

rectangle and swim on

barefoot to other depths

where nothing could be seen

that was a further story






Definition


All afternoon I stroll the plotless thirteen hundred

pages of a Sanskrit dictionary

with its verbs for holy obsessions,

the name for an alcove

of coin washers whose fingers glint

all night with dark lead, grains of silver




Here root vowels take

an accent at high altitudes




the way dictionaries

speak over mountains




A single word to portray light

from that distant village

reflected in a cloud,

or your lover’s face lit

by the moonlight on a stage




Landscapes nudge the dialect.

In far places travellers know

a faint gesture can mean

desire or scorn,

just as

a sliver of a phrase thrown away

hides charms within its grammar




—A guru

“someone with a light touch”

derives from that short vowel, alone

and before a single consonant




Wherever you turn

definitions push open a door




The precisely named odour of a man

who is a heart-thief




a word for the highest complication

during a play used also for impregnation




Attributes of character

link themselves to professions

—a metal worker, the river merchant,

the Commissioner of Oaths,

the census taker of birds who

continues the medieval art

of whistling,




those who carry bees on their arm

like a dark flame,




the sullen recluse

who was once the author

of a prayer




This word for a pool before a temple,




or a n s a—“the shape of a shoulder blade”

as in the corner of a holy quadrangle



*


The ancient phrases

give you the coin of escape

—that epithet for those who return

to broken relationships repeatedly

will row you away from confusion




or remain only for remembrance




This is how deep I was lost,

my darling, in a love so narcotic

I possessed unimpaired splendour

having no other want or wish




What was there before

there was the warmth of that word

for your shoulder blade,

or that time before we moved

to a freedom from desire?






5 a.m.


for Stan Dragland and for Kris Coleman




The wilderness of our youth, an empty barn,

dancing with friends into the small hours,

then daylight and the cars swerving away

wordless into the dawn




It arrives all at once tonight,

not as memory, but like a gift

from forgetfulness,

as a desire can wake you




or this poem

based on the accidental change of speed

in a friend’s camera into slow motion.

So now I remember

the rest of our shadows

as we danced, all our heartbeats

under the thunder




and I can speak to you the way

we once sang farewells out of our cars

late at night, when those

goodbyes remembered everything






Wanderer


Let us speak about our enormous flaws as told to us

by others—accountants, wives before leaving—

about how we deceived ourselves, even our dogs

by ignoring their concerned pre-walk, tear-stained howls,

though they rested often on our chests

making sounds like old ships.




For there is only, but always, a small tunnel of escape

for forgiveness. As with any novel or film you hang

onto “character rights” and where you came from.

There’s not much to leave when you’re only fifteen, we are told.




My friend’s family in Warsaw during the war

was fed and kept alive by a German deserter

who roamed Europe like Odysseus, even

joining them in their escape, pretending to be mute

while they taught him Polish. A dissolved genealogy

let him cross borders and war zones with them,

finding a path through various armies.

He knew already the great engines of this world

do not run on faithfulness.




Without a homeland he was for a while

a father to the children.




And later, more than once, needing a passport

he married more than once.




With dialects and port-accented verbs

he could sing in four languages about departure.

He belonged still to himself at fifteen,

waiting for the later years to reach him.




Who had he become? He’d bunked beside Isaiah,

escaped judgement, remained as if impenitent.

He felt comforted only when—as with the dog—

it became difficult to know if accusations

meant damnation or contentment.






Last Things


Dante’s busy writing, say, the Fourth Canto, and anything could happen.

—ADAM ZAGAJEWSKI



1. Work in Progress


The air in the piazza darkens

around Dante Alighieri

stern, high above us

one hand holding a book,

his nose a dagger

in the blackness




Two nights later I dream

Dante’s body is a falling animal,

he crawls out of shattered plaster

a blue rough tongue slithering

from his mouth, as if

at the end of the world

there is this lizard

who will walk up

some staircase in the dark,

a finished book in his mouth



2. The Quick


Adjusting her sandal, losing her hair,

the four of us at breakfast. Our storyline

feels almost continuous these years later

as if we are oaks lining the road

of a linear village, or within

a posthumous diary.




Strindberg dying in bed felt his pillow take shape,

heard crickets and birds singing within it.

Everything around him felt alive.

Or Agha Shahid Ali before his death

writing in a ghazal,

“Before the palaver ends, hear the sparrows’ songs,

The quick quick quick, O the quick of it all.”



3. Below Dante


I had been alone for weeks when we met there,

below Dante. The three of us lounged in a pensione,

I was writing a book about a dying man.

Twenty years later, you were in a bed,

on Brunswick Avenue. And I kissed your feet,

Connie, one of my shy farewells.




It was your year of last things,

but you were luminous,

within those final fires.




Earlier, alone in that city, I had dreamed

the statue falling brutal from its noble height,

and the poet crawling through plaster,

so near to where we met

in that piazza those years ago.




Now we gather our days together—

the countless meals, laughter and argument,

four of us at vicious canasta

(those small and essential feints),

margaritas, the dancing, and once

drunk in a car on some island or other,

all those small recalls of this and that

before our walk up a staircase into the dark.




for Connie and Leon Rooke, Florence, Spring 1990

—Toronto, Nuit Blanche, October 2008






Dark Garden


What was the month you stepped, barefooted

(a rabbit’s cage fallen open on the grass

below your gaze) onto a nail.

A winter month in the tropics. One of your daughters

recently born. This is all I know of the story.




Not your gasp, or the half collapse

whatever that month was, or even the year.




Where was I in the late sixties?

Somewhere in the middle of a book,

a western with distant violence, and

Sallie Chisum stepping barefoot onto a porch

with Billy to pull a splinter out of her heel.




That faraway echo and coincidence.




So I did not hear the gasp, see her stillness,

or her unheld in that dark garden

during the collapse of everything, a marriage,

no ointment in the house, the children




unawakened, unaware

on that December or perhaps April night

when the darkness took forever to die.




Where is that unmarked calendar for 1969

when she cleaned her blood off the mat floor.

A single mother in those missed years,

with only the small glimmer of possibility or luck

still years away from us.






The Then


A strange awakening thought at 7 a.m.




to erase this life, and desire what I might have known

in photographs of you before we met




where I could have circled you

at a tactful distance, being told only

about your husband




but nothing of the rules you owned

about yourself, how you raised your children,

were in constant argument with Kailua city planners




Or even before, during that slow crawl

of tectonic plates across the Pacific

into the future with us unaware

of each other at some high-school dance,

a drunken party, or the boy

who was invited to your heartbeat

under a kimono

The then.




All that history until we met

in furious chaos when I loved first

your face, then loved how you

had become what you were




How long did all those possibilities sleep

during the years

before this emerging






A Night Radio Station in Koprivshtitsa


for Miroslav Penkov



1.


Crossing the mile-wide ten-mile depth

of the San Andreas Fault and three time zones

to reach you, be in your company

in what feels like some museum of the night.

We stand under a medieval firmament

of bruised clouds, thunder, old chaos,

a spoke of light hovers to articulate

each noble star and I want to rest

my hard, busy, thought-driven head against

your naked neck and inhale everything there,

any hint of desire, catch the surprising gasp.




When you are surrounded with ornaments

of the old world, you need to hear one living vein.



2.


Ottoman rule prohibited the building of churches

higher than a horse and rider,

so deep pits were cut into the earth

to begin new monasteries.

The breaking of rules in this way

made invisible, as they would be

that nameless night, when you touched her,

but she would not touch you.



3.


The candles in the sunlight of this Bulgarian church

flicker sideways to imitate a village dance,

but above in dark murals the devil pisses

into a bowl, witches stir ointments.




There were the 38 Martyrs of Plovdiv

and 19 Female Sinners whose fates

remain unknown. Just as in painting after painting

of the seemingly never completed Last Supper

there’s no betrayal or treason, only a busy table

of garlic, onions, local bread, a squid, a fish.




Most stories remain unresolved,

undiscovered, like the breaking of a rule.




The secret of a famous poet’s glass eye

revealed only when found beside

his body in a mass grave near Sofia.



4.

HOW TO PAINT AN ICON


If there is only one eye, ignore the other.

Remove dogs from the upper portions,

they exist only in lower zones, licking the sores

on a beggar or the feet of a returned prodigal.




Depict new rain whenever it arrives over the hills.

No sunlight. Everything is sunlight.




Country eggs in tempera to depict warriors.

City eggs to glisten the serene pale

faces of women in court,

or the imprisoned. Or a saint.



5.

In my notebooks I have written of the silence in icons. As well as of the two great rivers painted onto arched windows in earlier times—the blue of the Tigris and Euphrates—remembered by linen masters journeying to work in Edirne or Thessalonica when there was not enough sunlight to work during each winter in their own villages.

There’s always been this deafness in icons. You rely only on gestures from the hierarchy you find yourself within while what appears beyond those painted windows remains silent. You hear no rush of water, or the buckling of clouds. The world outside is icon-less. A metal arm that heals a damaged Madonna is constructed by blacksmiths, not faith. A mother searching for food during famines, who moves from village to village as if from mural to mural, finds only faces turning away. Her son enters a market of artisans to locate the one person to cut down a hazardous thorn tree that contains the madness of his father.

Icons do not travel. They are visited only by the wise during Annunciations. While the Christ child is bathed in a basin, they ignore the far hills where the weather more closely resembles illegal or uncertain histories—a monsoon that once may have travelled a thousand miles, its swirling air plucking every leaf from a forest as it journeyed in some apocryphal Asian tale to eliminate the war at Troy by disguising the location of all those night stars in order to confuse the ships that approached the doomed city. So later there is no evidence in any archive of that historical war. The world beyond icons always remains artless with unpainted lightning, broken coasts.

I tell you all of this quickly for now the hour darkens and a bishop walks through his town towards a home-made fire.

6.

HOW TO PAINT AN ICON II


Egg tempera on pine or poplar, or beech,

the Russian variant. Orthodoxy moved

to Moscow—The Third Rome—in 1453.




All lines of focus in the architecture of an icon

meet at the spectator.




Holy faces are rarely in profile.

Judas is always turning away.



*

Though even icons’ lives can be unpredictable. They will now and then need to journey into specific villages to be repainted—to revive their black eyes with a burned pine resin or Egyptian blue. While their figures also need reconstruction, despite being static for centuries. These travels are usually attempted during a peace treaty between wars or near the end of a dynasty. Rejuvenation assures icons of their familiarity—the precise measurement of a narrow arm that holds a Christ child, the aging skin of an advisory saint. Even that complex swerve in the shoulder of Judas turning away.

Those month-long journeys from Athens, to Sofia, to Koprivshtitsa, to Plovdiv and beyond, allow them to witness local history as they travel the rutted roads, as if they too are moving now within murals of altering despair, poverty, disorganized lives, while transported by cart and later by salt-merchants on ships that eventually tether themselves and their sacred cargo at ports along the Black Sea, where they will remain for a season being rebuilt within the safety and assurance of carefully recorded sea levels.

*

One night in the village of Koprivshtitsa, where Miro and his father and I paused for a night on our journey east, we entered a barely lit dining room in a local inn, where the dial of the small radio lit up its various stations like a miniature firmament. We could hear what sounded like tentative confessions in varying languages.

When Miro and his father went up to their rooms, I remained behind. Sometimes I would recognize a refrain or line from a poem. But most of what I heard was perhaps being attempted for the first time and sounded embarrassed. “Every time I saw you,” a man was saying, “I was crazy about you. Even the time you came up to me in that bar and asked me to dance as the jukebox played ‘Wild Horses,’ and I said no, even then I was crazy about you.” A few minutes later a female voice—“Sometimes you don’t want to love the person you love / you turn your face away from that face whose eyes lips might make you give up anger ….” The radio host gathered these calls from numerous cities without judgement. As if we all were, as a writer once said, “anonymous among thousands, waiting in the dark at great stations on the edge of countries.”

I crouched by the black cube broadcasting those excuses that once had rejected someone’s desire. Perhaps it was a too carefully protected relationship in that person who now realized it had become with time an untruthful permanence. Perhaps the object of desire had feared the possibility of a capsizing life; but now a refusal felt worse than unfaithfulness, worse than trespass. The confessing voices continued to be broadcast into Koprivshtitsa by this radio station, as if their only intent was to reach just one person who might now perhaps whisper back to them through the dark and alter a previously scared response—on a night when he had touched her, but she would not touch him.

Brighton girls are like the moon, a rough male voice was singing, as that evening of voices began gradually to be replaced by music.

Now and then I hear confessions like these in my own life. I have often listened to a friend who felt self-damned. And once there were three women I sat next to in a bar all evening in Heisler, Alberta, who complained of a mutual friend they had once been obsessed with, eventually singing he was the first to entice me when I was young again and again until the words became a chanting when removed from their melody, making it stark judgement, a curse.

I was aware of all this in the darkness of that room in Bulgaria while outside the traffic of carts was transporting delicate objects wrapped in heavy cloth. The atmosphere was of some earlier decade. When the radio’s volume began to fade I pressed myself closer against the speaker to hear of someone who touched a woman’s neck so she had drawn
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