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I.


The Poem I Was Working On Before September 11, 2001

after Louise Bourgeois

Say something awful, say

“She leaned on the fork”

Say something beautiful, say

“Eyes smudged with soft kohl”

Now lead the way under

the spiders, yes under the spiders

where a bad woman rules. Glassy

white eggs in a wrought-iron

grid—she almost goes through

with it. Engulfed in a perfect

day, the pressure lifts—

urban life is OK as long as

there is still wind, something new

to breathe, though do you want

to know what that strange smell is

Well I’ll tell you it’s the fumigation

of the lizards in the subway system,

KEEP CLEAR, DO NOT INHALE

O you’re so gullible. But can I breathe here—where?—

in this tiny circle, where the homunculus

is hopping on the gamelan and playing

the song of joyful death—just think

about that. Say something nice, say

“Your sexiness is necessarily an aporia,

but that just means nothing can ever

demolish it.” Now that we’re grown up

and have no willpower (of all things!)

The absurdity is I hope this will never, ever end—

not the banging on the can, not the dark brown liquid

in the blue glass. I love it here, on earth—I don’t care a fig

for what comes next, which is exactly what

the suicide bomber said of the Israelis he killed yesterday

at the discoteque. There is something bestial

in me, it wants to be drunk on saliva, and

there is something ugly about me, which has to do

with my fear of dying of hives. But above all

there is something very lovely about today,

the day I wandered beneath a great spider

and the city opened itself up as if to apologize

for its heat and changing ways.

Don’t sit there slobbering all over

the thermometer! The least you could do

is try to capture an enigma with an image,

or don’t sweat it—out West my mother

is fondling the stone bellies of the Three Graces.

She waters everything at night now, she is

the night-gardener, she goes out with a flashlight

and looks for insects doing their deeds. Looks

for all that oozes underneath. Yesterday I saw

a man burn a strip of skin off his arm—

he just threw the skin in the trash

and for a moment we all stood there, staring

at the bright white streak on his arm. It didn’t look like

anything. Then the red blood started to perk up

around the edges, it was quite eerie and beautiful,

it was the skin under the skin, it was

the flesh. Our flesh is often so red

in the photos that get taken of us, and I admit

that something about life overheats me, but nothing like

the teenager who overdosed on Ecstasy and was found

on her kitchen floor with a body temperature of 104 degrees.

I saw it on the News, the News whose job it is to scare me.

It would seem by such a lead story that

these are decadent and peaceful times, but there is

much else. But the rest doesn’t count. The bottom half

always drops out, as George W. dines along the Venice canal.

But today—just today—I felt new for the first time this century—

no one noticed me—I was unsexed!—I stood

in front of Les Demoiselles d’Avignon;

I could take it or leave it. I read Dr. Williams

in the park, he says the sun parts the clouds

like labia (I guess he would know). Looking up

from my book I became momentarily afraid

of the polar situations that may arise between us,

but then I let it all go. I’m tired of small dry things.

I want to nestle into the clammy crack

between conscience and id—speaking of which,

I’m so glad you turned me on to donut peaches—

they will taste like this summer until

they taste like next summer, but why

think about that yet? You never let me see you naked

but when you do it is like a rain of almonds, your soft spots

smell so tart and floral, and you don’t pull me into you often

but when you do you pull me into you. All of this

is worth fighting for. We may be called upon

to do so, in which case there will be no more Ovaltine,

no therapy, no crackers. Praying is just thinking

about nothing, or trying not to think about

the lines of cows, their fat nipples squeezed

into the machines. (I’m surprised the milk

still comes out!) Through a hole in my head I imagine

my brain seeping out, in shell-pink ribbons

as the village moderates itself into night:

bottles are getting recycled, objects are left behind

in moving vehicles, people remove their earrings and war-paint

and get ready to sleep. Tomorrow is Saturday,

and the city will rise. There could be a planet out there

whose inhabitants are watching our demise, but enough

already about the living dead! There may be

neither space nor time in the space and time

in which I love you, and thus our love

will remain iridescent forever, and have only

as much sternness as the universe has to offer

(which may or may not be much). There is a world

that I think, but it is not different from this one.

The great spider and her shadow, the clouds

moving across the mirrored Cineplex—they’re real, too.

Twin of sheen

Twin of sheen

Sit with me tonight

Tell me all you’ve seen

Your monsters bright

Your shapely disease

Stay until day

Promise to be

Thickest with me, bathe

Me in the sea-smell

Of your flood

Your little hell

Your little hood

Your sly walk

Your aching thought.

Brightness

I like a pinto bean now and then

words rattling in a cage

a light show in a jar
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