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But he who is wisest among you, he also is only a discord and hybrid of plant and of ghost.

—Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra

For my mother and father
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I

 

THE WAY THINGS WORK

 

is by admitting
or opening away.
This is the simplest form
of current: Blue
moving through blue;
blue through purple;
the objects of desire
opening upon themselves
without us ;
the objects of faith.
The way things work
is by solution,
resistance lessened or
increased and taken
advantage of.
The way things work
is that we finally believe
they are there,
common and able
to illustrate themselves.
Wheel, kinetic flow,
rising and falling water,
ingots, levers and keys,
I believe in you,
cylinder lock, pully,
lifting tackle and
Crane lift your small head—
I believe in you—
your head is the horizon to
my hand. I believe
forever in the hooks.
The way things work
is that eventually
something catches.

I WAS TAUGHT THREE

 

names for the tree facing my window
almost within reach, elastic

with squirrels, memory banks, homes.
Castagno took itself to heart, its pods

like urchins clung to where they landed
claiming every bit of shadow

at the hem. Chassagne, on windier days,
nervous in taffeta gowns,

whispering, on the verge of being
anarchic, though well bred.

And then chestnut, whipped pale and clean
by all the inner reservoirs

called upon to do their even share of work.
It was not the kind of tree

got at by default—imagine that—not one
in which only the remaining leaf

was loyal. No, this
was all first person, and I

was the stem, holding within myself the whole
bouquet of three,

at once given and received: smallest roadmaps
of coincidence. What is the idea

that governs blossoming? The human tree
clothed with its nouns, or this one

just outside my window promising more firmly
than can be

that it will reach my sill eventually, the leaves
silent as suppressed desires, and I

a name among them.

WHORE'S BATH

 

But the water will not undress me, and where its coins on my body
accumulate,
the sun builds its church, the soap its greenhouse.
They need remain empty.

Oh when will the whole become a permanent mirage?
Kneeling, I
can go abroad into my face, making both—the real and its proof—
disappear. What a fabric!

Yet what can it fashion, spirit unfastened to reveal
the blackest of urchins losing itself in its love of knots.
Lifting the pan, whitewater starts at the nape and disappears
into the waistline

absolving
each robing of skin
like the brazen descents of continents to water from the single idea
of their summit. The clean

is such a steady garment, such a perfected argument.
Where does it unfasten?
When I stand again I cast an exclamation mark onto the soil,
it is so adamantly

fragile. So believable.
What runs down my body now runs into other seasons than this
but the water is left to venture
round and round like a potential shadow, a suitor, though I

see nothing past the surface now, twisting my hair, a chord
interrupted. Where wind picks up,
crickets like rings
on fingertips…At the last

what I desire is
nostalgia for a moment different from another's moment, undressed,
clean,
all that you cannot give away.

AMBERGRIS

 

Because our skin is the full landscape, an ocean,
we must be unforgettable or not at all.

Squids that are never seen alive surface
to follow the moonlight on the water—anything

that flees so constantly must be desirable.
In doing so they run aground or are caught

by their enemy the whale. Sometimes fishermen
hang paper lanterns on the prows of skiffs

and row backwards towards land. It takes
such a long time to believe

in evidence.
Consider the broken moon over the waves,

the missing scent of moonlight
on salt water—eventually

pattern emerges. The giant squid
is rarely seen alive, but whalers often find it

dead in whales. There
it exudes the powerful fragrance,

its spirits—Joy, Fly By Night, Green
Paradise—always working towards

what must become the finished. Ambergris, what
was her name? it moves before me almost within reach—

jasmine, lavender, bergamot, rose…

TENNESSEE JUNE

 

This is the heat that seeks the flaw in everything
and loves the flaw.
Nothing is heavier than its spirit,
nothing more landlocked than the body within it.
Its daylilies grow overnight, our lawns
bare, then falsely gay, then bare again. Imagine
your mind wandering without its logic,
your body the sides of a riverbed giving in…
In it, no world can survive
having more than its neighbors ;
in it, the pressure to become forever less is the pressure
to take forevermore
to get there. Oh

let it touch you…
The porch is sharply lit—little box of the body—
and the hammock swings out easily over its edge.
Beyond, the hot ferns bed, and fireflies gauze
the fat tobacco slums,
the crickets boring holes into the heat the crickets fill.
Rock out into that dark and back to where
the blind moths circle, circle,
back and forth from the bone-white house to the creepers unbraiding.
Nothing will catch you.
Nothing will let you go.
We call it blossoming—
the spirit breaks from you and you remain.

HYBRIDS OF PLANTS AND OF GHOSTS

 

I understand that it is grafting,
this partnership of lost wills, common flowers.

That only perfection can be kept, not
its perfect instances. Snap-

dragon what can I expect of you,
dress of the occasion?

So I am camouflaged,
so the handsome bones make me invisible.

It is useless. Randomness,
the one lost handkerchief at my heart,

is the one I dropped and know
to look for. Indeed, clues,

how partial I am to bleeding hues,
to clustering. Almond,

stone fruit,
you would be a peach, an apricot—

but see how close you can come without
already being there, the evening pulled in

at your waist, slipping over your feet,
driving them firmly into place,

the warm evening saying Step, anywhere you go
is yours, sweet scent in a hurry, to bloom is to be

taken completely—.
White petals, creaseless and ambitious,

may I break your even weave, loosen your knot,

and if I break you are you mine?

ANGELS FOR CÉZANNE

 

The almost invisible
shuttlecock at dusk
floats over the fine net,
coming to bloom in
the empty gardenia bush.
Not because happiness
exists, but because
it can be deduced
from continuities
such as these—yew
trees, dark windows
holding back dark sky,
white flower. Here
at the edges of belief,
the boundary the kites
have crossed breaking away,
it is what holds still
too long that belongs
to us. The gaps
between the trees
move more rapidly.
You can feel them
in your kite's crisp
desire the moment before
it leaves you. Above,
in the garden clouds,
home away from home,
tails drawn back in and
tucked into the pattern,
the gentle kites
find suddenly
what cannot hold them—cone,
cylinder, sphere and
signature like breath
scoring the pane
between us.

CROSS-STITCH

 

There is a cricket I can't find, trapped in this house, loud and lost
though thoroughly at home. He sings
when I turn the lights on.
Nothing is louder

than his perpetual failure
to recall just how he came here. Within our life
is another life, a second memory of the same event, where we
forget. Without,

we are able to listen to someone else's story, believe in
another protagonist, but within,
his presence would kill us.
In our best world, the absolute

fragrance of fully ready pears, becoming their portion of sunlight,
opens into us, arriving
by losing its way: Theirs is
another destination,

a form of pride
that blossoms into ours, taking its measure. In that world
of lost directions
the catalpa have dressed in their fringes for the single occasion

of our interest,
and the willows reach further than the soil to lock their fingers
with the weeds. Yet outside
the perfect arrivals of their green circuit,

anything can translate
its loss into ours. This cricket, for instance, finding the way
from there to here,
and finding the way to lose it.

STRANGERS

 

Indeed the tulips
change tense
too quickly.
They open and fly off.
And, holding absolutes
at bay, the buds

tear through the fruit trees,
steeples into sky.
Faith is where we are
less filled
with ourselves, and are
expected nowhere—

though it's better to hurry.
The starlings keep trying
to thread the eyes
of steeples.
It's hard, you can't
cross over. The skin

of the pear tree is terse
like the pear, and the acorn
knows finally
the road not taken
in the oak.
We have no mind

in a world without objects.
The vigor of our way
is separateness,
the infinite
finding itself strange
among the many. Dusk,
when objects lose their way, you
throw a small
red ball at me
and I return it.
The miracle is this :
the perfect arc

of red we interrupt
over and over
until it is too dark
to see, reaches beyond us
to complete
only itself.

DRAWING WILDFLOWERS

 

I use no colors, just number threes,

and though I know there are gradations I will miss, in this manner change

is pressure brought to bear, and then—
as if something truthful could be made more true—

the spiderwebs engraved on all successive sheets, flowers inhabited
by the near disappearances of flowers.
Having picked one
I can start anywhere, and as it bends, weakening,

ignore that.
I can chart the shading of the moment—tempting—though shading
changes hands so rapidly.
Yet should I draw it changing, making of the flower a kind of mind

in process, tragic and animal, see how it is rendered unbelievable.
I can make it carry my fatigue,
or make it dying, the drawing becoming
a drawing of air making flowerlike wrinkles of the afternoon,

meticulous and scarred.

Brought indoors and moored to vases, unwavering light, I can take my time,

though passage then is lonely, something high and dry and
gotten used to,

something noble.
A bouquet is another thing—purple lupine, crimson paintbrush, pink
forget-mes clash. One can try, in imitation,
indication by default—

a suggested real, though not the same, a difference
from which not enough is lacking.
Watercolors could achieve the look of it, two mapped but hostile lands
resigned to their frontiers—but it's an abstract peace, magenta meeting

crimson; crimson, scarlet.
But these in our fields, the real, the sheet of paper, the bouquet,
will not negotiate, and how I love
my black and white and the gray war they make.
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