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 FROM Threats Instead of Trees




 Speaking

I'm speaking again

as the invalid in a dark room.

I want to say thank you

out loud to no one

I want to suck my cracked lips in

on the sound, as the sound

dissolves slowly like a man living.


 


I'm painfully grateful there's breath

to make noise with, and many words

have meaning I feel lucky

when hello doesn't hurt.

On a bus, I could love anyone.


 


It's not terrible to be alone.

Last night I talked to a person

so haltingly I might have been looking

for a word that wouldn't change.

That made her misconstrue everything.


 


Did she feel what I thought she was feeling?

Did she feel me concealing

the pleasure that keeps me going,

as I circled that pleasure

like a dog around its master?

This pleasure, for me, is speaking,

as if words enclosed the secret

in myself that lasts after death.



 The Myth

For a long time, nothing happened.

Then ancestors whispering, then fragments

of a forgotten life disturbing ordinary actions:

handling a stone, or bathing,

you might think of the brain as a diamond.

Even thought was clear, like watching your lover

explore the bottom of a deep lake.

Everyone became friends,

mirroring one another's most personal gestures.

The leaders said this happiness

is round like bowls, and devised simple rituals

in which touch wasn't a form of searching—

a finger's curving could articulate anything.


 


Still, some looked for damage

in the hard scars on our bodies

They reminded us of the years of pain,

when anticipation meant only disappointment,

and any object we desired

would cut brutally through the skin.

Shouldn't we be ashamed?

Isn't this history we imagine

in that one's ugly movement

of his arms? Her clumsy legs?


 


Reverting to privacy,

we began to see less distinctly.

Sometimes, during an intimate talk,

you'd swear you caught your best friend

closing his eyes, as in sadness

at his own reflection.


So we tried exhaustion, swimming alone

for days. Slowly we noticed our bodies

becoming smooth and beautiful,

and the air seemed less necessary

the deeper we dove. Maybe

we forgot we were actually underwater,

forgetting, as we did, all harm done,

all we couldn't be for one another. 



 The Blind Swimmer

We know he's out there,

swimming slowly, searching for corners

in the sea where the dark has rubbed away.

Each breath he takes takes him deeper

inside his mind where voices without sources

scream "Swim!" and even the ocean

is missing Still, he swims.

The water fills his cupped hands

like breasts, the one constant in a crowd

of waves pushing him nowhere, the blue

salt glued to his eyes like braille

What do his dead eyes say?

The body that keeps him buoyant is a room,

the pain would stop if he just walked out?


 


On the shore, our feet planted like roots,

we watch for a sign. Some of us yell

at anything: a wounded dolphin breaking

into air, the torn edge of a fin

mistaken for his hand The ocean doesn't

stand for our common life, what makes us

need one another, but we still fear

drowning So, safely together,

we wait for the blind swimmer

to walk out of the sea and say it's all right,

you can swim alone without seeing.

Some of us wait a long time.


 


I know he's out there.

He smells the ocean, doesn't he, that old

naked woman? She takes his tongue

in her mouth, doesn't her mouth open?

I hear him going under,


quietly as memory enters dreams, his dream

nothing I can imagine, tasting water so deep,

light is terrible and fish see through their skin.


 


 for Thomas Lux



 Pastoral

The trees bending in wind like inflections

in our discussion of love, that widow


 


lifting her underclothes to show how lonely

she has been, and you do address her


 


if only to say yes we're very different

my husband is so gentle these evenings,


 


as through the window above our headboard

the animals wash each other for sleep,


 


the dead ones entering their gestures

and our discussion of love only as inflections


 


like trees bending in the wind.



 Prothalamion

The love we've defined for ourselves

in privacy, in suffering,

keeps both of us lonely as a fist,

but does intimacy mean a happy ending?

I'm afraid of marriage.

Driving past them at night, the shadows

on a drawn curtain hide terrible lives:

a father stuck in a job, his daughter

opening her blouse to strangers.


 


And your hands, for example,

like a warm liquid on my face

don't evaporate as you take them away.

Nor are our betrayals silent,

although we listen only in passing.

We're learning how to walk unlit streets,

to see threats instead of trees,

the right answer to a teenager

opening his knife. The answer is yes.

Always we couldn't do otherwise.



 Hitting Fungoes

Hitting fungoes to a bunch

of kids who asked me

nicely, I'm afraid the hard

ball they gave me might

shatter the stained-glass

window of the church

across this abandoned lot

I see it all now, in

the moment the ball leaves

my hand before it smacks

the bat: we scatter

in every possible direction,

but the pastor, sensing

a pervert, screams

to the cops to chase

the big one, and there

I am: trapped. I pull

my old Woodrow Wilson

Fellowship Letter out

of my worn suit pocket,

wave it wildly, but they

smell last night's sex

on my breath, condemn

me to jail for failure

to escape my terror of failure

itself. I swing without

thinking, the only way,

and the crack

is a heretic's hip-bone

ripped from its socket

on the rack Not bad.

Not too deep, but a nice

arching loft. One kid,


who runs faster than the others,

makes a spectacular

diving catch and throws it back 



 Letters from an Institution

The ward beds float like ghost ships

in the darkness, the nightlight

above my bed I pretend is a lighthouse

with a little man inside who wears

a sailor cap and tells good old stories

of the sea. The little man is me.

Perhaps I have a dog called Old Salt

who laps my hand and runs endlessly

down the circular stairs.

Perhaps he bites like sin.

I dream of ships smashing the reefs,

their bottoms gutting out,

the crews' disembodied voices screaming

Help us help us help somebody please

and there is no one there at all

not even me. I wake up nervous,

Old Salt gnawing my flesh. I wake up nervous,

canvas bedstraps cutting my groin

The night nurse, making the rounds,

says I bellow in sleep like a foghorn

***

Nothing moves at night

except small animals

kept caged downstairs

for experiments, going

bullshit, and the Creole

janitor's broom whisking

closer by inches

In the ward, we all


have room for errors and elbows

to flail at excitement.

We're right above the morgue;

the iceboxes make our floor

cold. The animals seem to know

when someone, bored with holding

on, gives out: they beat

their heads and teeth

against the chicken wire

doors, scream and claw

The janitor also knows.

He props his heavy broom

against his belt, makes

a sign over himself

learned from a Cajun,

leaves us shaking

in our bedstraps

to drag the still

warm and nervous body

down from Isolation.

***

 I have a garden in my brain

shaped like a maze

I lose myself

in, it seems. They only look for me

sometimes. I don't like my dreams.


 


The nurses quarrel over where I am

hiding I hear from inside

a bush. One is crisp

and cuts; one pinches. I'd like to push

them each somewhere


 


 They both think it's funny

here The laughter sounds like diesels

I won't come out because I'm lazy.

You start to like the needles.

You start to want to crazy.
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