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FROM THE BODY’S QUESTION (2003)






Something Like Dying, Maybe


Last night, it was bright afternoon

Where I wandered. Pale faces all around me.

I walked and walked looking for a door,

For some cast-off garment, looking for myself

In the blank windows and the pale blank faces.




I found my wristwatch from ten years ago

And felt glad awhile.

When it didn’t matter anymore being lost,

The sky clouded over and the pavement went white.

I stared at my hands. Like new leaves,

Light breaking through from behind.




Then I felt your steady breathing beside me

And the mess of blankets where we slept.

I woke, touching ground gently

Like a parachutist tangled in low branches.

All those buildings, those marvelous bodies

Pulled away as though they’d never known me.






Thirst


The old man they called Bagre

Who welcomed us with food

And rice-paper cigarettes

At the table outside his cabin

Was the one who told the soldiers

To sit down. They were drunk.

They’d seen the plates on our car

From the road and came to where

You and I and Bagre and his son

Sat laughing. I must have been

Drunk myself to laugh so hard

At what I didn’t understand.




It was night by then. We smoked

To keep off the mosquitoes.

There was fish to eat – nothing but fish

Bagre and the other men caught.

The two little girls I’d played with

Were asleep in their hammocks.

Even Genny and Manuel,

Who rode with us and waited

While we hurried out of our clothes

And into those waves the color

Of atmosphere.




Before the soldiers sat down,

They stood there, chests ballooned.

When we showed them our papers,

They wanted something else.

One of them touched the back of my leg.

With your eyes, you told me

To come beside you. There were guns

Slung over their shoulders

Like tall sticks. They stroked them

Absently with their fingers.




Their leader was called Jorge.

I addressed him in the familiar.

I gave him a half-empty bottle

Of what we were drinking.

When it was empty, I offered to fill it

With water from the cooler.

He took a sip, spat it out

And called you by your name.

I didn’t want to see you

Climb onto that jeep of theirs – so tall

And broad it seemed they’d ridden in

On elephants yoked shoulder to shoulder,

Flank to flank.




Maybe this is a story

About the old man they called Bagre.

The one with the crooked legs

That refused to run.

Maybe this is a story about being too old

To be afraid, and too young not to fear

Authority, and abuse it, and call it

By its name, and call it a liar.

Or maybe it’s a story about the fish.

The ones hanging on branches

To dry, and the ones swimming

With eyes that would not shut

In water that entered them

And became them

And kept them from thirst.






Gospel: Manuel


There’s a story told here

By those of us who daydream

To the music of crystal and steel.




We brought it down

From mountains built of fog

Where we left the girls we married




And old men married to the earth.

We fed on it when there was nothing.

From hunger, it grew large.




And from that dark spot low in each of us

Where alone we disappear to, breathing

The cool nothing of night, letting the city




Farther inside with each siren bleat

Each assault of neon light, grounding

Ourselves to this world with one hand




Under the head, the other invisible –

From that spot it became a woman.

Part mother, part more.




We learned it by heart

So that each time one of us told it,

He told it tasting smoke and corn




And the red earth dug up

By gangs of faithless dogs.

He told it in barely a voice at all,




Almost not wanting to believe.






Gospel: Miguel (el Lobito)


My brother shook me awake

And handed me our father’s

Hunting gun. I followed him




To the hill that sits between towns.

Below: all of ours

And all of theirs, racing around




like two teams

After a leather ball.

It was a war, he told me.




Whoever won

Would go into the woods

And take whatever grew.




That night, we sat on the hill

Watching the fires burn.

They’ll still be slaves,




He said. Nothing

That means anything

Has changed.






Gospel: Luis


The river we crossed to get here

Is a wide, black, furious serpent

That swells with laughter

When you step close.




At its tail, in a snarl

Of branches where the rocks

Come up high enough and land

Stalls the current,




That’s where they say you’ll find

Bundles of money

And, more than anything, bodies

Of horses and boys like us.




I remember how deep

The dark got.




Nothing we could do but wait.

Even the sound

Of my own voice in my head

Echoed, got lost




In the sound of what roamed,

Eyes lit like sparks

A house gives off when it burns.

I tried to dream of what animal




Would shine like that from far away.






Gospel: Juan


We crossed the border

Hours before dawn

Through a hole

Dug under a fence.




We crossed

Dressed as soldiers,

Faces painted

Mud green.




The coyotes

That promised

We’d make it, gave us

A straw broom




To drag behind,

Erasing our tracks.

They gave us meat

Drugged for the dogs.




Farther off,

There were engines,

Voices, a light

That swept the ground.




We crossed

On our bellies.

I wonder

If we’ll ever stand up.






Gospel: Alejandro (el Monstruo)


And then it was day and we were free,

Riding in the back of an enormous truck,

Laughing, peeing over the side.




When I saw the hills, how they resembled

The bodies of our women, I knew this country

Never stopped being our country.




But there are people who don’t know

And will never care. White faces,

Black faces that move past us




Like empty plates.

That’s what they think of us.

I work and work. At night




I climb to the sixth floor

Carrying bags of beer. I sit up

With whoever’s awake and before long




We’re floating. Embriagados.

Happy as we’ve ever been. Half listening

To the music, the voices outside.




Sometimes, we make ourselves believe

We never left, the traffic

Nothing but wind against the roof.






Gospel: Jesús


I’d like to smash a goblet in my fist.

Instead, I watch my hands baptize each piece,

making piles of the things I have watched myself

make new.

I watch my hands

until I am watching out from my hands –

now in air, now water, each element

a shadow of the other.






Drought

1.


The hydrangea begins as a small, bright world.

Mother buries rusty nails, and the flowers

Weep blue and pink. I am alone in the garden,

And like all else that is living, I lean into the sun.




Each bouquet will cringe and die in time

While the dry earth watches. It is ugly,

And the earth is ugly to allow it. Still, the petals

Curl and drop. Mother calls it an exquisite waste,




But there is no choice. I learn how:

Before letting go, open yourself completely.

Wait. When the heavens fail to answer,

Curse the heavens. Wither and bend.



2.


We go to the lake. I am the middle son

And most beautiful, my face and chest,

All of me, brown with sun. I ride to the lake

With my brothers and sister, and the smells

Of asphalt and dirt fill me with happy rage.

I am twelve, and the voices I carry know how to obey.

When the blades of grass catch my spokes,

There is a quick twit when the blades snap.




The others giggle near shore but I am swimming

Toward the island in the center, a vacant country.

The black water bids me farther.

Out past the people speckling the lake

To the cold, cold center and that island’s empty shore.

The syllables of my name skip across like smooth stone,

And when they reach me, my lungs shrink to fists.

I flail upright and the waves lash out in my wake.



3.


Not the flame, but what it promised.

Surrender. To be quenched of danger.

I torched toothpicks to watch them

Curl around themselves like living things,

Panicked and aglow. I would wake,

Sheets wrinkled and damp, and rise

From that print of myself,

That sleep-slack dummy self.

Make me light.




No one missed my shadow

Moving behind the house, so I led it

To the dry creek-bed and laid it down

Among thistledown, nettle,

Things that hate water as I hate

That weak, ash-dark self.

I stood above it,

A silent wicked thing that would not beg.

I crouched, and it curled before me.

I rose, and it stretched itself, toying.




And the brambles whispered.

And my hands in their mischief.




A spasm, a spark, a sweet murmuring flame

That swallowed the creek-bed and spread,

Mimicking water. A gorgeous traffic

Flickering with light, as God is light.

I led my shadow there and laid it down.

And my shadow rose and entered me.

And on the third day, it began to speak,

Naming me.






Betty Blue


I have always been this beautiful

And this dead.




Like pages ripped from a passionate book,

I have always been stitched




To the inside of someone’s greatcoat,

Someone’s tender cheek.




From my soft cot, I look only up,

Never out, glad




For the implacable pale blue of this room

Where I’m bundled and belted down,




Waiting for something that happened long ago –

Before medicine, before intermission,




Before that warm weight above me or below,

Breathing and saying my name.




The shapes of words enter and play

At making sense. A globe




Of daylight, like a cat, caught

In tree boughs.




I wanted a different kind of pain. For it to come

From inside and want out




And to rip its way there, howling that fat, flat way

Life does.




To lift up my skirt and forget for once

What to expect.






Appetite


It’s easy to understand that girl’s father

Telling her it’s time to come in and eat.

Because the food is good and hot.

Because he has worked all day

In the same shirt, unbuttoned now

With its dirty neck and a patch

With his name on the chest.




The girl is not hungry enough

To go in. She has spent all day

Indoors playing on rugs, making her eyes

See rooms and houses where there is only

Shadow and light. She knows

That she knows nothing of the world,

Which makes the stoop where she kneels

So difficult to rise from.




But her father is ready to stuff himself

On mashed potatoes and sliced bread,

Ready to raise a leg of chicken to his lips,

Then a wing; to feel the heat enter through his teeth,

Skin giving way like nothing else

Will give way to him in this lifetime.




He’s ready to take a bite

Of the pink tomatoes while his mouth

Is still full with something else,

To hurry it down his throat

With a swig of beer, shrugging

When his wife says, You’re setting

A bad example. It doesn’t matter –




Too many eyes without centers

For one day. Too many

Dice, cards, dogs with faces like sharks

Tethered to chains. It gives him

An empty feeling below his stomach,

And all he can think to call it

Is appetite. And so he will lie

When he kisses his napkin and says

Hits the spot, as his daughter will lie

When she learns to parrot him,

Not yet knowing what her own appetite

Points to.
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