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for Wally

What more is there to love than I have loved?

And if there be nothing more, O bright, O bright…

WALLACE STEVENS
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Description





My salt marsh

—mine, I call it, because

these day-hammered fields




of dazzled horizontals

undulate, summers,

inside me and out—




how can I say what it is?

Sea lavender shivers

over the tidewater steel.




A million minnows ally

with their million shadows

(lucky we’ll never need




to know whose is whose).

The bud of storm loosens:

watered paint poured




dark blue onto the edge

of the page. Haloed grasses,

gilt shadow-edged body of dune…




I could go on like this.

I love the language

of the day’s ten thousand aspects,




the creases and flecks

in the map, these

brilliant gouaches.





But I’m not so sure it’s true,

what I was taught, that through

the particular’s the way




to the universal:

what I need to tell is

swell and curve, shift




and blur of boundary,

tremble and spilling over,

a heady purity distilled




from detail. A metaphor, then:

in this tourist town,

the retail legions purvey




the far-flung world’s

bangles: brilliance of Nepal

and Mozambique, any place




where cheap labor braids

or burnishes or hammers

found stuff into jewelry’s




lush grammar,

a whole vocabulary

of ornament: copper and lacquer,




shells and seeds from backwaters

with fragrant names, millefiori

milled into African beads, Mexican abalone,




camelbone and tin, cinnabar

and verdigris, silver,

black onyx, coral,





gold: one vast conjugation

of the verb

to shine.




And that

is the marsh essence—

all the hoarded riches




of the world held

and rivering, a gleam

awakened and doubled




by water, flashing

off the bowing of the grass.

Jewelry, tides, language:




things that shine.

What is description, after all,

but encoded desire?




And if we say

the marsh, if we forge

terms for it, then isn’t it




contained in us,

a little,

the brightness?










Four Cut Sunflowers, One Upside Down





Turbulent stasis on a blue ground.




What is any art but static flame?

Fire of spun gold, grain.




This brilliant flickering’s




arrested by named (Naples,

chrome, cadmium) and nameless




yellows, tawny golds. Look




at the ochre sprawl—how

they sprawl, these odalisques,




withering coronas

around the seedheads’ intricate precision.




Even drying, the petals curling

into licks of fire,




they’re haloed in the pure rush of light

yellow is. One theory of color,




before Newton broke the world

through the prism’s planes




and nailed the primaries to the wheel,

posited that everything’s made of yellow





and blue—coastal colors

which engender, in their coupling,




every other hue, so that the world’s

an elaborated dialogue




between citron and Prussian blue.

They are a whole summer to themselves.




They are a nocturne

in argent and gold, and they burn




with the ferocity

of dying (which is to say, the luminosity




of what’s living hardest). Is it a human soul

the painter’s poured




into them—thin, beleaguered old word,

but what else to call it?




Evening is overtaking them.

In this last light they are voracious.










A Green Crab’s Shell





Not, exactly, green:

closer to bronze

preserved in kind brine,




something retrieved

from a Greco-Roman wreck,

patinated and oddly




muscular. We cannot

know what his fantastic

legs were like—




though evidence

suggests eight

complexly folded




scuttling works

of armament, crowned

by the foreclaws’




gesture of menace

and power. A gull’s

gobbled the center,




leaving this chamber

—size of a demitasse—

open to reveal




a shocking, Giotto blue.

Though it smells

of seaweed and ruin,





this little traveling case

comes with such lavish lining!

Imagine breathing




surrounded by

the brilliant rinse

of summer’s firmament.




What color is

the underside of skin?

Not so bad, to die,




if we could be opened

into this—

if the smallest chambers




of ourselves,

similarly,

revealed some sky.










Rope





Our street unspools toward the harbor,

swerving past guesthouses,

the ancient jumble of roses,

fencepickets in a formal tumble

crowded as a Persian miniature:

a crazy quilt,




every corner filled. Where there might

be a vacant spot there’s a boat

in drydock—Clorox, unfortunate moniker—

and an intricate strip of garden

where someone’s knotted a tapestry

of kale and sweetpeas




beside a roped pyramid of lobster traps.

It’s the first place

I’ve ever really wanted to live.

Art, Milton Avery wrote,

is turning a corner, you don’t know

what’s around the bend




till you go there. Our curve

surprises with harbor glitter:

a bobbing dinghy, a sunstruck triangle

of boats, two trawlers

idly going about whatever

their business is…




Here, just where the street bends

is my favorite house: shingled, narrow,

an elaborate Edwardian toaster


of a house, covered with moss

and drifting, almost perceptibly,

towards collapse.




Antony lives there, and Charley.

They walk early or late

to escape the heat; Charley,

the antique spaniel, on his rope leash,

so much time elapsed between steps

you might take him




for porcelain, an incredibly decrepit

Staffordshire figurine,

or a particularly far gone carpetbag

of buffalo hide, something allowed

to molder in a heap in the barn until mice

made of it




their own version of the granaries

of Babylon. He is that old.

I don’t know if Antony would move faster

on his own—I’ve never seen him

without Charley—but his pace

precisely matches




his dog’s, as if together they were

one thing (something submarine,

adapted to the pressure of great depths).

I’ve seen them down on the shore

in the evening, leaning against the shoulder

of an upturned dory;




“We’re soaking up some moonshine,”

Antony calls. The truth is

I avoid them, since Antony delivers monologues

which do not have endings—lucid,


interesting even, but listening’s

a commitment of uncertain,




considerable length. I don’t see them

for days, and then I worry,

since you can almost smell

the fragility of their age,

and when Charley cries a little,

from the difficulty




of picking himself up on those

no longer reliable legs,

Antony cannot hear him.

I am a little surprised,

every time they reappear,

and glad. They stand for hope,




and seem as tentative and constant

as the steeple of the Unitarian church,

which leans a little to the right,

but stands. Lately Charley

is not walking well; a few steps

and those legs buckle




beneath him, so Antony has constructed

a sort of rope harness,

which the good soldier of ongoingness

wears, and when he falls

and looks up from those droozed,

ancient eyes,




which have seen the rise

of empires, from which the face

has sagged away, relinquishing


its form to the steady pull

of earth, Antony can lift him

up again,




even hold him suspended

a while, so that Charley

can move his failing legs

and feel that he has been

for a walk. The neighbors say,

When that dog goes…




But who’d suggest Charley’s lived

long enough? Think of Solomon,

who commanded the child be divided

between mothers; who could cut apart

one living thing, or sever the rope

that holds them both




in the world? It’s frayed as it is.

Art is this strong,

exactly: love’s gravity,

the weight of Charley’s body,

in his rope harness, suspended

from his master’s hand.
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