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Cowbird

All of this damage is already done:

the meadows inflamed and gone blonde

       with rash goldenrod. Nothing ever stays

where it ought: runoff dragged into the river

by summer rains from shit-covered fields—

       my thickly perfumed Vermont. The morning

glories creep up the shafts of the garden

vegetables, their seductive curls choking

       out my small plot. Sometimes we can’t see

the dangers we feed, that we nurture,

like the warbler who cares for the cowbird

       planted in her nest, a deep and doubling

hunger fed as the nestlings starve

in their crowded bowl. I know

       I’m not invited. I want

to love something. Not to open my mouth

like the long, smooth flower

       of a ravenous weed.




I




Travel Narrative

There was too much moon over the night in Middlebury

so I put a man’s face in front of it, and then I loved

that man. There was too much hair soaked in sweat

along the trails in Galicia, so I cut off my head

and put a man’s face in front of it, and then my love

poured out like water over a copper bust, or the rain

along the trails in Galicia, where I cut off my head

and kept walking. There were too many monuments

pouring water over their copper busts, a verdigris rain

on the fountain of the Hamburger Rathaus. Too much to remember

so I kept walking, learning the names of too many monuments.

I wanted to go home. I do remember

the Hygieia fountain at the Hamburger Rathaus. Remember

there were too many shadows and they changed too often.

Remember I wanted to go home,

which was a shadow, so I didn’t.




On Beauty

He run out of propane and the cold licked the trailer like a dog with a hurt paw. Pa, my brother would have called him, if I’d had a brother, if I’d a been him, had he been at all.

All night the whimpering hills. Transmission on the truck’s broke. Winter pushes my father and his home and his froze-up pipes and piles of scrap to a grater and grates. These gift-basket ideas solve little. Awful nice a ya, wheezes Pa. Sometimes my brother speaks through me.

How’s the new beau, he coughs. He took me to the city, I says, and we went to the Met and I loved the Picassos and Degas and when he watched me stumble over a Cézanne, he says it’s challenging. So I stood there all night trying to meet that messy landscape’s glance, massaging its junk, snapping its bra, growling lowly in its ear, baring my teeth.

I will not back down from the challenge of “the Beautiful,” but like my brother, I study it as a battlefield. Learn its ins and outs until I feel it, real as the rough, brown wool of my grandmother’s crochet owl that still hangs on my father’s wall amidst the howling, where winter is a tunnel and what’s beautiful is as easy as spotting the light. Spotting the deer in the field.




Field Music

Wringing out the wind chimes, the night leaves

a hole for a spotlight and my hands callous

over the goats’ singing. Somebody killed

my cat, not in the way Dad made the sheep

click. You know, I’ve got half a mind to halve

you, hot as a Salamander, foul as a skidsteer.

I ain’t chicken. I saw Cat Ballou, the horse

that fell through the ceiling. She was unbridled.

I hope when I grow up, I marry a boy I know

so we both know what to listen for: the sound

of falling tips the stirrup in the ear. Mom says ancient

like ank-shint and every time I hear eggshells

or ankle-shins. I stay up at night, the goats

bleating in the barn, the barn bleeding

into the goats, wind-jiggled, like Dad’s trailer

where I sit alone, waiting for the cockcrow to blear

the fields. In the parking lot of the deli, pulling onions

off a sub, my mother shrieks, Crimus ditch, but I hear

the four-wheeler’s back tires, two weeks ago, tearing

up the mud pit, thrown back like a spooked horse.

Dad says he can sing like a Kawasaki. He says

he’s got some good idears. I know how to shoot

a gun. The .22 kicked my weak shoulder but I lied

and said it was fun, just like I lied at my first confession,

scared the priest would ask me to think harder or speak

up. I never talk down. I never say shit. The gravel

nibbles my toes. I know about sex. It’s not a cardinal

flying into the wrong window. The neighbor’s

puppies vacuum the gravel from the bitch.

I don’t like to call her that, but Jimmy does. We dig

a hole under the uprooted hickory and wiggle

our split ears into the culvert. The line of trees

laid down after the ice storm slicked them. Dad hit

Grandpa till the state troopers strobed

the kitchen, staining my sweater. Grandma says

creek like crick and I wait for the violins.

If you keep kicking somebody, music

will come out eventually.




Syrinx

We don’t play songs here; we touch

them. Like elephants mulling

over the dead, music is a handling.

Listen to the sounds

of a touched thing: a body, the panpipe,

the waste garnishing the roads

that lead out of Cusco. Tocar is creation.

On the bus, two young boys sing

“Ojos Azules” like a couple of tanagers

that trill and stir the passengers.

I felt something once. A broken reed

licked my foot on the slick banks.

Ojos azules no llores. Take and cut

my soft frame into parts, arrange

by size, bind by catgut. No llores

ni te enamores. I never sing

as a thrush in a natural spasm,

but as a ghost of that fit.

As a long sigh that brushes

the bones. A whisper rolled

through the stalks. Llorarás

cuando me vaya. To be touched,

       ultimately, by a sickle—

       cuando remedio ya no haya—

       and feel only the wind.




My Love

Turn a latex glove inside out—

       that’s what it looks like.

              Every part of me aches

its belligerence in your direction.

              Did I wake you. Show me your teeth.

My love swims you, your shoulders

       like hard sails under the green curls.

              Doesn’t sink. Doesn’t stink at all.

Small powder around the moon.

              No, an eggshell. I was baking. Slight odor.

Call it a fragrance. I fall it sometimes,

       sleeping. Didn’t laugh that way.

              Why are you angry. Something hurts very badly.

Look I’m bleeding it. Hold your body up against mine.

              I’m a pool noodle with too many feelings.

Look good in that dress though.

       That thing that happened once happened again.

              In a kitchen in Brooklyn.

At a rooftop screening. Under the table in Middlebury.

              Happened to me differently. It depended me to you.

I’m off the deep end, but I’m buoyant.

       Your hard plastic body cuts the waves.

              You are my mean hero. Give me some too.

Dance silly for me, honey. Baby. My love. I fall it sometimes

              but I laugh well, walking backward out of myself.




Geosmin

Her shoulders were much smaller

than mine. I wasn’t sure

how to touch them. If a man

ever felt this way about my body,

how could he

go on touching me?

It was surely a very bad thing.

The wet earth

smelled richer then,

in Vermont, when it let the rain

all the way in, let itself

be soaked through.
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