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 THE FOLD-OUT ATLAS OF THE HUMAN BODY: A THREE-DIMENSIONAL BOOK FOR READERS OF ALL AGES
 
 The vertebrae are a ladder of moonlight up and out of the perpetual nocturne of the body. I open myself with the casualness of a man having a smoke on a hotel roof. The legs flip down like ironing boards, and when I turn the page each bone is numbered and charted and named in a dead language. When the skeleton folds back, there are the organs— the lungs, two punctured footballs; the tire-tread tendons; fold out the lungs, and a jungle of bronchioles must be macheted through to reach the vertebrae espaliered by arteries. Here and there a floral wreathe of hissing nerves. When the last tears are secreted, and the eyes must be avulsed from the skull, whoever will speak in praise of the passing face?
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 Whoever guessed the prayer book was flesh? The tongue turned all night like a sleeper in his bed, having been possessed. And there below the endlessly crouched ilium is the place where the groin is missing out of tact. The beginning embarrasses us all: the red lights of our musculature are bad enough. Blood washes its hands of blood, there’s nothing behind it, and as for the heart, there is a little door you can open and reach inside: bison drawings, cavemen, mothers, mud. It has dreamed these things we never believed it would.
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 THE HUMAN HEART
 
 There are concealments so deep that to survive them is to no longer be ourselves. But that is another story . . . almost. We could walk to our cars but we could not retrieve every last singed hair that calls our names in spite of us. From the parking lot of the factory, some nights, clouds looked like an X-rayed heart, vaporous, halfheartedly material— ✺ O Heart of Sorrows, I take it back. You were everywhere, you were there. All I can do is have you engine me back to all the squat mudpushers of the feed pens fattened on fodder, and all the lesser mayhems of You my heart grumbled like strikebreakers, my eye uxorious for blood and guts and travel, my endless journey into endless body, and only the midnight whistle blaring. Then it was morning and back inside the blood, though who had left, then a matter of standing on the loading dock while behind in the hide cellar slagheaps of entrails seemed to warrant some design—and salt in piles high as sand dunes corroded the shovels and ate the canvas gloves.
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 Out of the disinfected factory I walked back into the night, my Dolorosa. One of Your Pigs had fallen from a truck to be left there on the road for the brother crows to take back. ✺ There seemed no way out of the body but farther into it— A pig had fallen out of a loading truck, left to spill its guts on tar for days on end and be a text for the donnish crows that instructed its rib cage to open and its skull to roll back its eyes. The steam rising from its snout hurled pity right out of the picture. These black shawls of mourning: out of the corpse came mourning, out of the eater came forth meat, out of the meat came forth those theorists, the maggots awake, dreaming, in it, over it, gorging on it, grieving in and out of its skull, soaring on glorious grief. Someone somewhere in the hide cellar kept a radio on so someone else could be singing some disemboweled song. That dimestore radio and that dimestore moonlight seemed cheap enough to afford some sentiment holy or not. And poetry likes to think it’s somehow better than nothing at all because nobody died there. As for all the lesser mayhems— no one was there, someone was there and there was only the cyclonic pull down the floor drain, back into the heart.
 
 8
 
 MERCY
 
 Our dying cat trying to balance on the level stainless steel isn’t able. She’s trying not to fall inside the noise for fifteen years her blood has made. Inescapable face, our pet grief falls, the heaviest of the little of it, left foreleg shaved to milk-blue, and none of the time does the insufferable poison of mercy seem finished, it always comes back at the speed of light. It’s always pretty much the same, for the dead bodies of our living days sit up in the fire, and soon enough I’m talking about friends, too— the heart, so old it almost outlives shame, pulls back
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 and yet with a growing ease to add to the truth that we always come out to another world: its sun goes down without any shivering resistance, as it always has, the transitory that survives us seems too austere to love sometimes but has exactly our personality. Each star sinks the tip of a needle into night.
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 KRESGE’S, 1963
 
 The Cubans are vaccinating anything live they can find and burning the rest. My childhood pours gasoline over the toppled cows and pigs, the hooves that hooved through mud and the noses that nosed through swill crinkle to ashen tinfoil, and flesh unfolds to eulogy: breathe in and gag. If everything solid burns away, then it does. Communism’s under meteorological siege this year, waves heaping patch-sailed tuna boats on sea walls; Hurricane Flora keeps renewing herself, old Havana royal palms down in the streets, oars lashed to delusion. The tarpaper shacks have been strip-searched and laid bare by childhood. Rats and backed-up sewage flood the promenades, and here in Park Forest—prefab, Arcadian, outermost burb of Chicago— inside and outside the rain that seems eternal, earfuls come over a hundred Kresge’s radios while my mother is thumbing through packages of Burpee seeds, that happy gallery of heavenly bodies. Money is free as oil to spill from hand to hand, earthly sales to be rung up and sacked, the registers’ spooled numbers to run their crazy rotations till the score between buyer and seller evens
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 and while a Puerto Rican boy-god named Luis Aparicio wraps himself in a rained-out prayer in a Comiskey Park dugout that the league-leading Yankees will choke and die this summer and while a magic bullet waits to perform its balletic pirouettes into the official version that the truth doesn’t exist except in slow motion, that a president’s final benediction begins all malediction, my mother who is the squall line of her mother is dragging her microburst son in tow behind her, freely glad to be momently clasped together in our separate needful kingdoms— and the Sale goes on. More and more and more and more rain hovers like a helicopter and the upright pinwheels in front of the hardware store rejoice by trembling, acting alone and alone and alone to all appearances, loose with the truth of the drizzle, little liars about wind’s magnitude: they make it so easy to look so cheerful yet so driven by everything splintered and flooded and swept low. A shark’s tooth nerve-storm crackles over a hundred Kresge’s radios, the posters of Ho Chi Minh have been ripped from Havana barbershop windows and then the windows explode and human hair blows harrowed everywhere. 12
 
 I drift from the glass-case reflection forecasting my face— armadas of Case knives safely harbor like the seven ships nearing the Bay of Pigs to bring on a shower of bullets and save the people— to a little island in Empire that turtles cobblestone, clumped together under a plastic palm. Every pilgrim purchaser is a giant. The shine of her diamond ring like Fat City, my mother’s hand looks unfamiliar as it lowers to the green glower—as if it belonged there— of an artificial paradise and plucks one struggling turtle up from a Styx of hamburg and shit pellets. It doesn’t seem to want to leave its turtle fate. Which is why I think salvation a Chinese take-out box properly folded and sealed with the skill of civility. But I could hear a lost soul in there, too, climbing the walls of blank space. Eternity is so young. The young, the old, the middle-aged, they sit at the counter and eat. Steam unravels from the coffee cup before the quick-eyed cashier can ring it up. Communism is spreading but the Third World War is being won in Kresge’s, and she and I with my doomed and myopic turtle are in it, winning it, buying it, every tall aisle a dry little street for lingering along it
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 while news of a hurricane and a game rained out forever breaks from the clearance wall’s once new line of radio alarm clocks. Eventually music thunders on again, its hundred glowing radium faces glare upon us all. Time is singing, so she buys a clock for a song plus three packages of Burpee seeds: the onion, a moon impossibly afloat above the garden it comes from; green beans, aerial canoes; the beet, red bearded and banded, alien as Mars. The seeds rattle when I shake the pictures, deracinated scratchy celestial voices. O past without gravity, O turtle island, every creature is paid for and every creature is free, my mother’s hand in my hand guides everything. Then homeward car lights blow through the blown and blurring trees, and one pair is ours and all the rest are blind.
 
 14
 
 DEER TRAFFIC
 
 Tonight’s a night the frantic signatures slip off the suicide notes, it is a night that rips up the standing warrants for our arrests till I imagine I can almost see my happiness as clearly as I sorrow for the others. Like the guy who talks to a gingko tree— that living stick without one ruthless entrepreneurial leaf to scowl back at him— advising it not to join the army. Or the woman whose beggarly hands rev up like cars as she directs the movie of an alien poverty she never planned to star in; or the suited buffoon in the phone booth with a fat wallet to vomit all the money in the world and still no quarter, kicking at the Plexiglass constructions of the Republic’s privacies and weeping into the polygamous wives of his two coat sleeves. Bankrupt departures and sad validated fares, in our midwestern Amtrak stop of group seizures, I want to cry like a baby at my good station,
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 watching this orchard of a boulevard— its ripe white streetlights don’t fall— till I can caterwaul my happiness, I can see the traffic almost shine through it bearing a harvest of deer, their tongues unfurled almost upon the salt-spray of the stars and the salt-lick of the moon and into our Holy Mission of charities that don’t exist for them— carcasses strapped to pickup trucks, with such strange distances for faces that even dead don’t seem to want to die.
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 GHOST FOREST
 
 We saw the sun go down without a prayer. We saw the old shoe of a moon get stuck in the broken trees that won’t let go, and have to. We took our photographs of these spires and splinters, and the shadow of the gull climbing on thermals sailed across the lens to where the past begins and the fishing boats become the toys of happiness. We took whole shopping bags of photographs and went to bed and back behind the numbered doors of sleep and wanted still more happiness, and is that such a crime? We wanted our photographs to look at us and long for us. We wanted to find that one special photograph that goes back so far it murders who we are. We wanted to be unafraid because this was America, and before long the fishing boats arrived with more and more photographs of happiness. But saying goodbye to the secrets behind the photographs was finally what each photograph required of us— each as woebegone as a thrift shop at midnight, when the coats and hats of the missing persons take off their clothes and have themselves a good cry. We drove to town and we saw the sun go down, until the earth had almost let us go again. We barely arrived at the beginning of happiness.
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 CAR CRASHES
 
 She is so tired of driving every pore in her body feels like a bottomless well she could fall into a long, long time and not see other worlds, children without number and with children in their arms, all over the earth the faces of living things: from her other world she tells me she is tired, then a long, long time we talk and argue while we huddle moving in our car; the Glaciers jut out of the green surf as a ragged jaw that sinks its teeth into clouds of baby faces, each with its own little vision of the sun going down beneath our epic antique ways of being small. Then stars shine through night as through the skin of a desiccated hide and there are dusty towns all corrugated starlight and cinderblock starlight, starlight built out of litter and topsily running mutts lisping into the darkness that our muttering bodies told us we didn’t know the first thing about, despite having driven inside it for hours of elegant disputes—who hurts more today?— among these Places Where Everything Is Disputed. Out of nothing much left to dispute, these roadside fatality markers sprout. Whitewashed, state-financed fatality markers singly, in pairs, four in a row, Great Wallenda pyramids of sixes and one with ten, no audience beneath them, paper-doll-cut crosses at the worst turns that curved away all view of earth. The future is a pitiful old man who can hurt no one. The past is any fierce lost traveler’s way of avoiding being hurt.
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 The present is the heart of this poem, a hole in the heart the size of the heart. The present is heartless. The present is too much of a disgrace for one heart. The present is perpetual and whosoever enters it shall find his people reduced to a country song. The present is the dashboard’s industrial light show of demarcations, superfluous as soon as dawn’s enormous floodlight hits. The present is this scenic lake I had seen once as a child with my family never again so together. The present is an argument and the silence after. The present is her hand, that steers and holds my own. The lake doubles its mountains with an accuracy that makes the real mountains somehow redundant, even their tremendous indifference a mirage—who needs two earths, who on earth needs all of this earth— water transparent beyond self-doubt— the moment ending by not ending, wind riffling the lake’s mirror in an extravagance of spirit, eradicating half a universe of rock and tree and cloud, this vision, this conquered vision we were given.
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 THE PAST
 
 The sea beyond the lighthouse in the bay— I am married to it and you are married to the sunlight almost a garden on the sea, sunlight over our yard just fifteen minutes ago—: and we are married to the immaterial witnesses, the stinking funereal scentless stars like infidelities, memories like infidelities, the weepy dusk the lights of boats outlast, the malice of consensual realities, the all too reasonable chaos— and five miles out, whether it’s in or out we stare, the sunlight that lit up the dog across the street was our departure—our hypnosis—was—
 
 22
 
 RUIN OUTLASTING SORROW
 
 If we ever get free of our hungry world, what will we have then? The body? It wouldn’t know what to do with itself, it wouldn’t have a prayer. Some obliterating justice? The robin scrounging for a worm might cock its head, then go back to its business. Every living memory would gnarled and writhing pull its stakes from the ground like the deracinated espaliers of ivy hanging to this ruined Cornish chapel, looking half electrocuted, come clean of posturing but only into some last contortion. We wanted no less than to step outside our century into that chapel, walls all ivy, an oak perfectly reroofing it, the nave walls root-choked, the granite altar half root by now, roots throttling roots for a hold, climbing the walls they’d taken into their flesh, barely distinguishable struggle between gray and green. Just outside were the constant sorrows in the bodies of cows
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 grazing above the shipwrecks. There we were in the midst of their tonnage, beyond them and ahead a village of granite hewed from cliffs of sheer catastrophe into the amnesic Irish Sea. Church and inn and pub and piggery sat squat on pasture’s green baize like chess-set pieces, nobody having made a move in centuries. The chapel around us had almost evolved into a tree. To say a few words without sorrow is one thing, but a whole sentence— sorrow, give me a little more time. Overhead passed a dry-ice glint of a jet with its businessmen and -women and small camps of families and plastic cups of scotch and whenever anybody turns backward it doesn’t delay the flight. On earth any moment we stumble into again to stare twice out of its windows is frozen beyond peril. It wasn’t sorrow we were looking out. It was the slow formality of ruin, the people and the labor and the myth and us.
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 Wasn’t there sufficient regard? Is this the terror of being without a last line or a body? Cows lowed misunderstandings by the ton, a little cloud was crawling like a snail, letting the sunlight have its way with it and dispel it, and turning itself inside out all white as fat—like inside the black bear I once watched dissected. The pelt peeled off like that to an interiority all fat. It looked like a cloud on a gurney. It looked intact. It was almost through being purposeful: a few museumgoers with special passes surrounded it with plastic wine glasses and stared as we stared out some chapel without a pew up into some cloud light, like historians who stare out of their studies and judge the instant unforgivable for outlasting history. But in a dissecting room with strangers, we stared at a bear stripped even of nakedness. I still feel the desire to bury it—
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 ST. IVES, WINTER NIGHT
 
 Nights this long of only you and me the universe seems one brief lucky cry. We live in it darkly, brightly. They say that for the dead to fly, man or woman, wings would have to stretch all the way from birth to the very instant of death. All the distances on all the trade routes are going to have to be covered at that moment when time rushes upon itself incestuously. The whole family will be there but few allies may call out. People disappear all at once when you die or when you tell a bad joke. What a cloud could sing if it had an audience. All day schoolyard voices cried till crying couldn’t think up one last child. It’s winter, I write, the tourists have vanished, the sober lights of the shops have been turned off, the pub lights go next, the sun comes back, how did my friend stand her last moment. The sound of the guy wires smacking metal masts is the sound of Charon turning up a new upturned shoe, its eyelets rusted, its tongue sticking out, a shipwreck of a shoe. The poor ones on the shore still feel the urge to warm their hands over the shadows of tyrants. All rivers lead to the sea but the sea doesn’t have the heart to say: stop. I have one less friend to admire about myself. The schoolchildren call the pony we feed carrots to Fat Boy. Scorn, like education, is without end, without a final point. Why can’t their shadows blow away when it’s this windy? Shipwrecks only sink so far, while working ships pass over these like wooden clouds. In the Italian bureaucracy called the imagination it takes eternity for anyone to get off the dole. It turns out pubs are waiting rooms for other pubs, and the same can be said about funerals. At least she was not there at hers even if her hands were, the ones that said everything in a hurry because the mouth can’t say it all in a lifetime of talking.
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 HOLBEIN’S CHRIST, WITH GEESE AND THE IRISH SEA The sea’s a smarter grave. —Thomas Browne
 
 The geese each day see us race for the beat-up Volvo inside and outside the squall, looking up from their studies at two dummies with rain pushed to our faces, o to the creatures we must look so dubious. We’re trying to start the car, our lives, the morning— we cross their minds each day just once, like lost thoughts. They tell us something and anything, everything makes these squat lopsided water cans squawk like rusty pumps their life-belittling riot acts. To them we are audience and barely that, transient as church bells pealing away from a church that squats like a chess rook for a thousand years untaken, knelling and knelling its birth-and-death-knocked belfry tongue. In it an altar-faring schooner hangs by monofilament in memory of William Proctor, who tried to sail one-handed around the globe, and drowned one-handed. That schooner, miniature boat that belongs in a bottle, shark’s tooth triangle for a sail,
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 we’ve christened with stares until it almost drifted away past heart and mind and weight and scale— past flat eggplant-glossy rhomboid rocks huge as garages cleft by tide, past the dry-docked church and its inch-thin slate tongue-depressor gravestones for lead-lined coffins standing by like lifeboats till the resurrection. The church is named St. Senara. Its mermaid chair is roughly her. She’s carved topless. Instead of a pagan orange she holds an oak-grained Christian mirror— the orange used to stand for fruition, she for the intermingling of land and sea. Now she stands for vanity— our bodies put us on and keep us in the dark. Christ’s black-and-white blood like a weak cry cries, if sight cries— that look of Christ keeps trying to break outside the blood, to be a little less in the dark, but after two thousand years we ought to be able to smell this corpse keeping quiet till it kills us, kills our fathers and mothers and even back of that
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 kills the grass and even the graveyard— surely inside his eyes there’s no other way out but to bleed black and white in this mass reproduction in a run of tens of thousands of editions. The dead alone tally such multiplications, the streets of Increase are as repetitive as faiths. And what does blood believe? That every cell in our body can kill itself so fingers can emerge? Black and white we say when we want something in writing— what do I want when I try to line the words up right? All the way from the cow barn I can hear milk drill into a metal pail. Our landlady’s. Pip. Milk, her cash-crop staple. She’s Wiccan, and her earthblood’s tidal pull probably says to hell with Christianity, but says it softly. The face of God’s son, the “father’s economy,” banned by the Byzantines, replaced with a Byzantine then an X then a Y then a Z face, his chest wound fountaining a global disgrace,
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 is emulsified black and white in this freely purchased mass reproduction. Freud said death is never representable in dreams and only in art acceptable— there’s no acceptance inside this cell. If we were to analyze this analysand he is no more than a handful of sand all pixel— a thimbleful— the pixels say the analysand isn’t exactly flesh and blood— as sometimes after wars there are pools of blood with no one in them to pity. What does blood believe? Skeletons studying skulls? Death ships? Phantom horses? Every cell in our body can kill itself so fingers can emerge, and merge. But shed blood can only sing that look, that business at the exact point when all our errors end without our ending that look—no one I know—: it is so honest it is no longer strictly human. The bare-brained cauliflowers today are all dew-jeweled involution and the geese now cry like ratchet wrenches when they look up from their work,
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 a charnel field of potatoes, smashed skulls, leprous fists, feet without toes. The hay bales could well blow away in an everlasting gale between cottages when wind starts up with rain in winding sheets and living things return to mist. Times we can hear the geese we half hate for their weakness half for the reverse screech through it all from their pen as if even shelter were the voice of a passing nakedness— of all throats, these. Today in perfectly splendid September light they waddle from feet to feet their disregarding faces a few thousand more nights above the sea— the deeper face of the sea, no face climbs out of a face— the sea which out of the sea can’t climb isn’t finished trying— it may kill us over nothing just to grasp the living.
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 ON PROPHECY
 
 A titmouse cracks a sunflower seed and its breakage calls out like a gunshot miles away. Maybe someone is being murdered or executed somewhere, and maybe each tree grins like a candelabrum soon to climb down into a sickroom, but this day, not even the oncoming rain from the unendurable afterlife can snuff the maples.
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 THE STORM CHASERS
 
 Just short of danger the camcorder stops; one van keeps plodding forth past the rain-beaten YIELD sign in the headlights, past Andover, Kansas, farm kids stationary beside stationary pickups (the engines must still be clicking, hoods still warm), past even the squad car pulled to the side of the road and the sheriff holding up his end of astonishment, watching a string of streetlights pop like flashbulbs as someone’s farmhouse is shriven into tinder. Behind them the past goes abnormally clear for once, ahead of them the future is crossed by the sheering force we who have been twisted into apperception call form. . . . I used to look for tornadoes over my parents’ country-club golf course and car lights used to glow through stable trees like long grievous letters to those who are already dead, those who, on their separate voyages, hear nothing troublesome as they dispatch from our grief at practically the speed of changeling light, the awkward beings we knew as ancestors. What was there to do but watch the houses darken to wilderness while the streetlights shone prematurely, the green-flags snapping in wind and yet there was nothing bereft about it, so much space all the grief in the world can’t begin to fill that space. Then, once, the first blue-black tenuous twist or two of cloud stuff, a single careless lock of heaven, and then the houselights rising and rinsed clean as if out of amnesia they surfaced, negotiating hope, far off as a moral out there in the offing of recall—
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 and the insinuation went back into its cloud. It turns out I had seen one after all— the unlikely twisted beginning of a funnel, a faint ringlet of cloud like the wisps of hair my mother turned and turned around her index finger. Worry tracked down the remainder of her freedom. It was as if there were nothing but haystacks of lightning for her troubled nights to pile up on the horizon. In dreams the shape of worry constantly changes: strange chalice stems, then wriggling ceaseless revisions roar across dreamed prairies of sleep paralysis. Awake, the earth with its streets prematurely lit and scrub oak lifting glowing earfuls of cicadas had already ended aeons ago, the storm could do its worst yet not erase a thing— as if the earth were merely ending all over again. I don’t remember anything else of the hugely agitated except how the final fairway shone like the deck of an air-force carrier upon the face of the void. I used to time-lapse lightning over that golf course, set the f-stop at a long preternatural minute, and let emulsion go varicose with chaos theory till above the horizons loomed a latticework of trouble that would outshine the sun if we could see all time at once. Every dawn across the greens the tarantulas made their shadows. Twenty-three, I thought my parents insufferable that summer because I lived insufferably unemployed with them and every storm I errored and looked for disaster until each storm exampled every storm, the first storm and the last ever to be except for the fact that long after the clouds have been removed and the last raindrop has ticked through the ratchet leaves there’d be another storm to chase, another firefly to take up its place in its intolerable weakness—
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 and every dawn across the greens the tarantulas made their shadows and every night the streetlights of the universe blinked on above me lying down lost in dazzling explanations of the heart— remembering already, as if they were ancient, soon to come in but for one careless instant patinaed green in unearthly possibility, two parents freeze-framed by distant lightning, statuesque on the eighteenth green— like beings permanent after all— each bolt echoing the hour our universe, when it could no longer take eternal confinement, exploded into everyday heartbreak.
 
 37
 
 EXPLOSION
 
 Here is the injury that’s impossible to see. Here is the eye-gauzing light before the bandages, the fire before the light, the flash before the burn, the deafening instant, domesday mortar and pestle, just as I left it. Here is the universe still getting over itself. Here is the explosion I have tried to stop wearing. Here is my face, my adolescent face, my ear-splitting homemade face, my face blown dark-side moon-pock, the detonated homemade powder blowing up my face. I can hear gunshots and squealing tires: the rec room TV. My father’s voice—o no o no o no—each word drawn out like one of those rags that yogis stuff through one nostril and pull out another to cleanse the nasal cavities. Filth and corruption begin to sob for me and my agony begins to be heard through vaguely, the family by now some crazy island of crying trees— all mixed up are my father’s bottomless sobbing, my brother’s ghastly logical voice, my Mother of Worry’s inutterable voice. Down the driveway, solid yet tipsy as a pirate plank, to our car, half-melted soap shape; no matter how many times I close my eyes, I can’t see all I couldn’t see— it’s singed, wan, selfish, ineducable, adolescent, Satanic. They wrap me up for two weeks with the face of a mummy; family coming and going to it, looking and not looked at by it: then good night: the nurse’s breath a cold steel furniture— Will I remain there and rule, laid out sheeted? It’s almost back. . . .
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 The wasn’t. The hospital light with the blindfold on. The was I what they couldn’t stand to see? Or why must they wrap up my face? It can’t see. The faces: no faces. Voices forced to be bright for me. All the blinding light of the universe they couldn’t face, could I? Was Augustine wrong? Was the darkness far heavier? Somebody’s hand would lower as far as my cheek and a voice would have to tell me whose down there where I still can’t see the faces— each voice standing out from all the rest, totally strange—and the darkness keeps us talking.
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 CRYOMETER Jason Willis, an average lawbreaker, died at the entry to Mount Home Cemetery, Kalamazoo, after a high-speed chase ending in violence. For months his mother, Karen Willis, marked the spot daily with flowers, till she died at the hands of her husband. Years later and the flowers keep reappearing, by whose good hands no one knows.
 
 The city of his future is disposable as the strange starry perhaps of a first snowfall but these blunt, broad-shouldered red-brick row houses of the present weight our hearts because they will outlast us— their very shadows look more permanent than we. Even the vacant ones have faces and profiles, pasts as deep as ours with seasons lost, sunflowers and peonies, ants journeying the stalks. These are influences we need not defend: they are not ours. If you could lop a face off with a knife. . . . Long curved streets, each oak leaf a key drawn clumsily to a door that opens to a limitless place where there are no acorns and no sunlight, if you could cut through the suburban surface with a knife and not scar it, just take a glance around on the other side, we left behind. . . . But the dead will have to forgive us their afterlives and when we defend the inner life, are we defending something there past perjury, and yet alive enough to attach us to all we saw when the fireflies drew the heavens from our yards? The truth is that the truth alone outlasts us. Bars unfold their lights like plastic roses. The only lines we trust are on the true lie of the tennis courts where the young men wheedled their serves past graphite forehands,
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 no creaking yet in their strokes, one of them picking at the strings, a barely audible guitar— but mostly the courts were empty of us. Wasn’t it our own eyes we saw all this with— a scared homeboy got shot by scared cops— Main Street, below Mount Home Cemetery, the city’s giant Santa and the candy canes and all the city bric-a-brac existing for the sake of something larger and more meager than the single soul, some civil cheer that doesn’t require us any longer? It is snowy enough, no real concern at all if we can’t make out the citizens of darkness. And the people who told us the inside didn’t matter weren’t people but a mass opinion with no love in its arms. Then let us dissect the eye that cries and find the source of tears, which cannot see itself. This moment we’ve waited our lifetimes to lose let the midwife’s hands raise living gloves of blood— a thin rain has begun, like the falling of hair— hospital babies screaming their way into their breath, making up fresh faces as they go, wintry streets stretched out intestinally step by slippery step past morgue-sized mansions, light four-square on snow more stolid than an ethics, light thrown around and around by the oars of ceiling fans. That light always seems unoccupied, vacated, as if nobody lived there if you didn’t live there. Let us leave sentiment now and stare as Vesalius might have where the face of a criminal should be, —the gravedigger’s shovel of its lower jaw— it’s long after the last confession, whose mouth is opening to say this, whose emotions threw shadows through windows staring as if they were alive,
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 oak leaves chattering on lower branches like prank teeth— solitude, and language, and its mute ecstasies have finished looking out of us. The skull cracks open like a gourd, some hand lowers the scalpel below the light of day, flesh sloughs off like wallpaper, and all the arguments we recount against ourselves stream across the crying face of the moon along with the pinpoint echolalia of the bats, and summers that grasped a straw long gone down with the straw: our future’s become what they call a college town, yet ineducable, and at times inhuman, no head for sullenness, tears, or rue. The future never knew how to love, never looked into my eyes the way you have, or apologized the other black and blue— love, we are snowing through our own hands. ✺ The spaceship of the fridge opens, a half-eaten muffin, the bludgeoned stick of margarine, the milk carton with blurred photos, like high-rise windows, of missing kids, and the little red thermometer there to measure just how cold the blackness gets when the light goes out— death merely was, and loss was everything else— Vesalius had it that man was a bubble but something out there doesn’t sound of loss— there, where no scalpel shall inquire, let us look inside past rigor to this neighborhood
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 as hushed all day as a morgue is by night. Another and another little dusk was up, finished with looking out of us and though there was more than enough light by dawn at the bus stop a kid starts crying because. To be at all sounds of being too cold. By the oil-stained asphalt cemetery road across from the ghosts of tennis courts a mother’s daffodils daily mark the spot where six police aerated her dear son— out of thin air and the whole passionate hatred they gesture like the hands of a saint held outward to make room for how we have come to this— snow, eraser of tennis courts, continue, may a Vesalius enter into the crypt or a Leonardo gut the corpse and true be truer yet, and may the corpse at which the scalpel no longer labors find its nerve, may one part insert back into and receive another, and the eye which is fluid resecure swiftness, if only for a normal life span of troubles, as poles to tents and walls to houses may the bones be molded round with covering and may the coterminous nervous system shade the light or the blackness inside like a tree over the sleeper on the public bench— and even if the dead aren’t laughing, aren’t even a joke, and even if the tears themselves start crying, even if all our secrets are secreted, and tears remain an utter mystery. Let the skeletons be decently clothed and tell us what our future has to say. And may Jason Willis, turned out of his name,
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 stand again and hurt like hell if he must, as if life had the choice, as if the body, and may the police it’s pointless to despise throw away their badges and shy up to him standing there while snow falls without ever grasping itself, and stare down not in shame or public grief, but that their eyes lower below revulsion, below the bloody snow that’s bloody gone.
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 KISS ME DEADLY
 
 Irony. Sincerity. In spades. Both irony and sincerity can take a bullet. It takes two hours to get to the video place and back because of other needs, and shiny things above. We turn on the tube and the earth turns a few hundred miles. And a hundred extraterrestrial religions are turned to ashes by internecine struggles we can’t begin to imagine but the bottom line is this pleasant passage of time. Popcorn. Mike Hammer. About to send his secretary-moll out on a mission to wheedle information from a mobster, he says to her, ironically, “Give him some of that sincerity.” All that happens are the usual plot twists with new frozen mud roads through the northern countries of double entendres. All that happens is the box that contains the big light that may end the world. The name of the movie is Kiss Me Deadly. The tube goes off with a hiss and with an incredible shrinking star. Darkness is magnanimous to our love, the starving world is darkness. I want to be honest with you, but what do I want when I am being honest? Let sincerity and irony be those Siamese twins arguing over whose stomach grumbles loudest, whose loins ache most, whose heart breaks most for the other.
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 FIREFLIES IN THE NEW WORLD
 
 Our sun in thermal death will be a white dwarf compacted inestimably denser than a billiard ball, the quarks and their zany cousins the weightless neutrinos getting incestuously cozy, like a Sunday family reunion at Gull Lake crushed in a trash compactor—sunlight, mosquitoes, and all, even the lake itself, even the tan arms trailing tendril wakes. But here on the coral shelf of the twentieth century, wind moves great galaxies of fireflies across the new world, where the gray moonlight lets the fireflies in, to die on till dawn. Where once Cortez’s ships and the hanged met their end, and men with long black hair and tattooed bodies paddled out from islands to the caravels in canoes, the first word stolen from paradise. Soon all along the coast, plague and smallpox shake voices dark like matches, our bullets tied to strings of blood were pulled from bodies. A history to keep us from drifting out to grief and rapine is nowhere to be found, and now as this last thought learns the trick blood knows of thinning itself invisible when you plunge your wound into salt water, all the global suicide can go to hell, for here comes one more indispensable dusk, translucent as a caddisfly’s wing plucked from the thorax with an entomologist’s tweezers to occupy the twilit loneliness of research. Here sits one more citizen watching the dusk
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 decant its tinctures everywhere the clouds stall out, piling like infernal suburbs on the horizon. Nights will cook, window shutters will close, one day a six-mile-wide meteor will bring the force of forty thousand hydrogen bombs, ashen cities feel homesick for the apocalypse. The moon will find houses with nothing left in them to eat. But it’s summer now, and the vagrant fireflies sail the short-lived blistering breezes, cross a field where junked cars photofinish in their race through unloved knapweed to rust and dry-rot. Fireflies sail past warehouses boarded up to keep the dark inside and fireflies outside, fireflies loiter among cement trucks parked for the night behind barbed wire beaded with fireflies like some crazed abacus. So there are flashes one might learn to stay inside forever if only the countless days rolled on like tanks toward an eternal summer. But this neighborhood will blow toward cooling sunlight, then be beneath the maple propellers that land upon the wooden shoulders of lawn windmills, among flotillas of plastic baby geese and their plastic mother towering above them in its own plastic time. Soon October roars its way into everything about us that changes, working mysteriously backward like human regret into the very tip of the leaf where no tip is, till the cyclic suicide blankets streets and sidewalks with the crimson of the Huron Indians: who once rowed across lake water long after the sun had gone down behind pine trees. Dark will be dark that you can see beyond, nothing but memory remaining of fireflies that lived in the suburbs of Earthly Paradise—
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 above rusted tricycles and plastic pools sparrows drink from—dimming into grass. Fireflies will be the last of everything we can do to the night. Already every summer has room for fewer, everywhere the dark would let them in to resurrect the stubborn body— my brother and I called them bright butts, fireasses as we glazed our names on sidewalks with them. Now I pass under and look up at just enough to make a sort of skybound neighborhood of streetlights, and I am afraid tomorrow may bring no fireflies to pave the bottom of this rapt bewilderment. Our childhood lawn chairs sail so far away from us, so much gray moonlight: we gazed at the same stars slave traders charted courses toward astronomical profit. Tonight’s maples have the eyes to watch us. Each day’s desire to be the last goes translucent, one more dusk as brittle as a caddisfly wing. Let the scrape of quarks and neutrinos in this sentence summon fireflies across the crew-cut lawns toward cooling nights but let me please remember islands that revealed so much to burn, and childhood stars the slave ships sail their live and dead and dying new-world slaves by, let me see one last firefly above a deep place here and there sail to the ends of the earth.
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 ASTONISH MEANS “TO SET THE TEETH ON EDGE”
 
 When I see the trumpet swans in winter preening themselves, I now know they do so to disperse an oil secreted by a neck gland: this keeps them warm in the most bitter weather. They seem to be making themselves comfortable, luxurious sadness, but they are actually insulating themselves. It’s the same when we rant, on and on. We seem to be preening ourselves, but we are actually insulating ourselves. In the middle of a huge artificial pond swans can’t feel all that threatened. Weak as us, though, and weakness hates weakness. It’s nearly time to go home. But clearly as this life the end never happens. What happens is that the door of every winter slams and shuts us inside. What happens is a huge room where we can put on our darkness and complain about our darkness. A crow strops its beak on a phone wire. Oak leaves chatter on lower branches, new contrails score the smudged ones. The seer is seen: so? Reciprocity can’t stop the bulldozer that will plow up these trees by spring. Even the day-moon craps out— look at it up there, it’s lost like a dog. The shiftings, hope-thin ice, fat drops from the icicles. And a crow: make no mistake, it cries. As clearly as this life.
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 TO A FLY London
 
 Somewhere between love and death I find Sunshine ripped from the sun, children enjoying the day, On my shirtsleeve a fly all eyes For a face. Face, don’t sicken of us If I’m fretting stupidly at the taken cab. Leave me in the dark, squinting And the rain to come, steady and hard To take every direction too far Then stop abruptly, without warning And sunlight not strictly alive bear down, Light ripped and stripped of sickness and of health, Light that doesn’t smile and doesn’t read Bear down on punks and colorless punters and pigeons. As for the doxies, they will always be with us, Night wraps each streetlight in a shawl of always. Life is so scrutable, so scrutable, Frugal fires, frugal psychologies, frugal cities. You who moonwalk upon the human smile And land on the baby’s brow, or break up the first kiss, You who require no grip on passing things, You have your littlest voice and that voice sings.
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 TO THE HUMMINGBIRDS FROM THE 1893 COLUMBIAN EXPOSITION, CHICAGO
 
 Why should such lovelies break and have to endure so long, you sorrows? Why not be taken up in miniature by one needle’s angels? You are tucked tight and tiny beyond the lion’s eyeteeth, you are so minute even past the grave. The lion and the lioness and their stuffed pride showcased in a glass motel of never-never have fallen out of love with time to a strange forever, the egret like a milk-glass vase has fallen out of love with time, you never asked to fall out of love with time along with them, you may have thought you’d get away by being small, time just happened. The sun put its cinder out for you thousands of times and left you the lightest straw: your clay homes you shaped like Mesopotamian potters, your straw homes you wove like Anasazi basket weavers, and your beautiful little hogans of yellow down glossed from the undersides of sycamore leaves. I’m trying to haul you up from the sarcophagus now. But the heaven of aesthetics is a naphthalene mausoleum. Thousands of you thumb-sized cherubs in refrigerated cabinets. When my guide pulls out the drawer, a trap is sprung, it’s lovely’s inevitables, it’s my dumb admirations, it’s my heartsicknesses for the living flash here in the least likely of afterlivable graves, luminous teals, blue-throated blues, wine-drunk crimsons, rubies, done launching from twigs to snap up the whining mosquitoes empowered by blood so delicately tugged.
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 You overwhelming rainbows, you starved fragilities, brought here to grace a great white fleet of buildings it took a few glittering days of summer rain to sink. You’ve outlasted the war waged on good taste by this flotilla. I look at the photographs of it, the great bright vistas that augured the past and the future at once, the first electric cookstove, the novel “light bulb,” the world’s first Ferris wheel. An “ultimate Manhattan,” wrote William Dean Howells. Pyramids of giant pumpkins, temples made of ears of corn, giant barns— Whitmanic cornucopias of sheer enthusiasm— “A diamond shirt-stud, paper collar,” wrote Henry Adams. There he is still riding the flashwheel dynamo, towering 264 feet above the ground in a trolley as large as a streetcar, dreaming of Little Egypt doing the hoochie coochie. I look at the photographs of her, they outstare me every time. The past is what survives the past— even its little pigeons are ghosts. Frederick Law Olmsted, Louis Sullivan, MacNonnies, Saint-Gaudens, Mead & White, Mary Cassatt to mural the Women’s Building, there they are in the distance, just up Lake Shore Drive, they’re all here, and they’re gone, they never were and now their city never was, the Golden Door to the Transportation Exhibit opened and opened and opened and now it’s right there in front of my nose and it’s the past which is my love. Of all my silent forebears none can sit beside me any longer in the White Star Steamship. Manifest Destiny was always all chest-beating alabaster white. White the Western Electric Electricity Building,
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 White the Horticultural Building with its Liberty Bell made of oranges, white-featured the life-size knight made out of prunes, white the hundred moony arc lamps of the esplanades, the incandescent bubbles that beaded the white quays right before my face which is also a facade. They banned the burning of coal to keep the White City white— a “whited sepulchre,” Frederick Douglass wrote. The Sioux Chief posed before the Sioux Chief cabin, the Javanese gamelan music turned—as the Ferris wheel turned— on wax cylinder, as the protomovies turned, and yet this song suspended seemed—like You Preserved Hummingbirds— frozen just before change, never fully aired, unrotatable. In your offing would be faceless public housing for the unassimilable. My affections are undergoing a great upheaval. That floating city, now, always, even then, a dream, so touching—it seems now I can’t bury it, or reach the top of it, lost and found of faces, facades of industrial plenty and industrial blight facing the flaming sky to the west and the flaming lake to the east, wind blowing sand into the gates as the organ-grinder sang, city closing its eyes happily and living for an instant. . . . But which ascending building were you encased in? What moony faces rose and crossed the sky and set for you, what giant bicycles glided by your pavilion, which pavilion melted under the shadow of Cabrini Green? You little pills of electricity, is Empire an existential film set? I can’t believe you are here and the architects are not. Here where to speak and sob together can’t be done,
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 where what can’t ever be the future became the look of things, White City Frank L. Baum turned into the Emerald City, where there’s no place like home: which is why we’re sick. I got you all today, you moments, you nanoseconds, you gorgeous tenements of motion, you filaments whom tweezers might have plucked from a rainbow’s eyebrows, you pilots whose last ambition was to fall out of the sky forever: you who, having posed for us, could not quite be disposed of, your skinny grape-stem feet twined so surely, radiances without invention, the lovely lasts but goes from heart to heart, from east to west, from soon to late to past. It just goes. Out from the Field Museum, I take a train like a concert hall thundering with applause. What kind of curtain call is tenderness? Glacial graffiti the size of stolen televisions, these ice blocks doused with gas and set on fire, nouns and nouns and nouns and not one verb to predicate —are you still there—; faces pressed like orchids against hothouse windows, some commotion inside us weeping little by little from permanence, watching, being watched, sleeping, awake—given over— wondering what darkness was that we wished to emerge from it.
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 ELECTRIC CHURCH I either play very very soft or very very loud. —Jimi Hendrix
 
 Peace and love are shit but I believe no napalm fell out of the American heavens, no cities burned when Johnnie Allen Hendricks burned his Strat at Monterrey. No demons were in the neighborhood— when that fey spring of the Summer of Love went up in lighter-fluid smoke and the final buzz-saw grace note fed the sweet leaping flames, something other than Armageddon happened, than mere hallucinogens. It was as if the roar of those killed dead would never stop and that last subway rush of feedback was not apocalypse but animal memory, a full sustain of consciousness freaked to keening, smoke that never burns making its way in time—
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 it lasts. It exceeds the strictest ember. It wastes its little heat while the heart, breaking on and on, merely is, and loss is everything else and what this means, already over, is just beginning. Someone said that somewhere into the murderous suspended bridge of “Wild Thing” he bore his Strat above his head and the damned thing played without him and gasped like someone crying as this someone’s country dies and dies. Years of idolatrous viewings and I believe that he was not a Voodoo Child but some motherless family’s little man, to whom the feedback sounded as a big plane had lumbering through Georgia skies to an enlistee parachutist, a Screaming Eagle, throwing open the cabin door— falling away from the sound of a howling machine
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 down toward a quiet air-force base, its thousand Quonset huts a regiment of endless mailboxes, its airfield of silenced moths . . . and the surrounding farms, red roads, and everyday casualties— the one, unbroken, rising, deafening world.
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 DEATH OF THE BLUES
 
 Blind Lemon Jefferson, plump little boy, sixth and last, with sort of a gift for wandering far from the porch and not getting lost, chased rabbits across the black oil waste and shrieked at the false disasters, his brothers and sisters, those voices that couldn’t hear the wind sear and sing through scrub as he could hear it, blues in the sky, blues in the kitchen, blues in the stars on high, blue night, blue future, blue infuckingcredible guitar, blue Wortham, blue Dallas, blue Chicago bus stop, blue blind snow, blue headlights who knows whose, blue fingers cupped and breathed into and steaming the same blue steam rising through sewer gratings, blue face. It goes. The lonely go. Blue everything.
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 LE GRAND ST YLE Magritte, de Menil Collection, Houston
 
 1 What if this painting were right and the earth were groundless, a globe pushed into space on the tip of a frond like a ping-pong ball at rest on a jet of air and what if that acrobatic stasis painted with pigment of yolk and oil on the tip of a horsehair brush didn’t even begin to fill the firmament— a cataracted bead of blue a calyx cups— and what if every agonistic university and every cathedral mortared with human dust and human blood and human shit and human offal were equally groundless? What if murder grew smaller the oftener we did it, little elegies stuck between our teeth? What if we could shuttle off the horizon and above corridors of clouds still Mercurochromed with dawn until the voices of generalissimos were soft and almost far away and when the blooded statistics we never cared for anyway fell from our floating clipboards and we rose we saw our earth condense to a single soap bubble, a paste bauble, one malathion-lacquered grape, a child’s little blue ball lost in the tall weeds
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 of a vacant lot the city doesn’t know what to do with, a gift toy sick of goodbyes, green clock face eternally striking wrong hours, dewdrop, ghoul pear, orphaned pea, ghastly BB? And when the mother of the child Magritte had thrown herself in the river that ran through town, an eyelet lace nightgown wrapped round her face, what if the Belgian child then caught on fire? “A child on fire,” he said, “will surely move us more than a planet burning out.” What if death which moves everything were a lie
 
 2 called outer space, and what if this vacuum were the solitude we never spoke to the priest, and what if nothingness were merely lonely childish silence of this unknown painting by Magritte, not yet reproduced in glossy thousands, not yet carted and trucked to a newest vanguard show, hardly known—our earth—our one earth— balanced absurdly on a tendril without earth for it to take root, itself holding up the earth that should hold it— were tomfoolery, the para-usual surreal? I have to reconfab the memory of it, my aloneness
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 with it a moment and I may not have it right, there were probably distractions in the blackened room, were more lonelinesses and these so astronomical whereas the settled dead who lie in the dark don’t cry at all, they don’t cry at all, they crumble in the loam there is in life and dream of understanding us, and what if they do and worse what if they don’t and what if the dead and the living have had enough of each other already—
 
 3 while each day never enough mail comes and the mailman goes and each night, down my block, collegiate partygoers get to the point of each other before the bash is over, it’s summer, friendship is sticky, suspicion is lonely. What if even the surrealists who called society “a cultivated and stratified scab” got lonely? In loneliness we execute the murderers we loved not nearly enough, in loneliness the stars so far away seem a plagiary of being.
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 But what if it were even less to have no summer and no forgotten evening and no one life—what but it—, no planet to stop talking about, no Magritte who understood it better than he ever could himself; not even the voice that came out from the all-night Dairy Mart with its naked face hopelessly announcing a lucky ticket or the voice that dragged its child into a car and slammed the car door quiet with a bang as if the quiet were a writ served on the child for not being heard.
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 ON ECKHART, AND A MOOSE
 
 He said many prayers to god to rid himself of god. He would have been tried by his church had he not had the good luck to die first. If I knew that fly on the windshield had a soul my decrepit own might still turn away from it, whereas he would have kissed its bristly little skull for luck. He claimed the soul got younger all the time and called the body an evening knowledge and was convinced that when the angels knelt to creatures without a god, twilight blessed both. But even he wondered how we could finally give our lives away if no one particularly wanted them, and whether the merchants of death would ever burst with kindness. This is what death likes, the yearly ice ages, June, fresh snow, new aspen flocked with it, primped white clouds of it impaled by branches or wedges between twigs, asphalt’s intestinal shine, a pond to beam even late evening, the arrowhead already far unfurled, one face of evening to feed on all this sweet rot. You and I could hear teeth grind to speak more of these matters. I think I could have heard my own death if I got quiet enough, and then I could hear clear profit, and laugh at the tactical ecstasies as its head laddered into the flowery phrases, to vacuum clean both sweet and rotten, and the lilies rode the bull’s-eye ripples, and ropes of water streamed when the head pulled up, the eyes— its face was dark—we didn’t know what that or any darkness was— he said that when the moment was full all time fell from us, or should have,
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 and that’s how all the roads back home unroll their bolts of black fabric all the way to all the goodbyes and all the vast brief mouthfuls, the narrowing years, and the widening minutes.
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 ON PLANS TO DECIMATE THE ENTIRE BRITISH HERD
 
 Every day to stand in the piss and shit of self which pools and pools to the bottom of things— the very hoofprints are drowned mouths sucked up— or to stare down a green slope to the sea, lowering the automotive engine of the head, the head looking and listening. A calf has a face that looks to have risen shining from the soaked grass. The mother this calf has been nuzzling against like a boat against a dock moves off to a coffin trough and she drinks from her face. Not one has a prophecy, my heart going out to all this tripe and gristle, the spinal cords soon scattered to used-up spools. Their faces do not mean to alarm me from my delusions, their faces tolerate the flies that hug the lee sides— out of the wind—but out of the little sun, too— it’s getting cloudy again, and cold, let alone later— their faces have them forge deltas of their own shit that has come of waiting: dumb conjecture, their faces outlive the unreal, and eat the real, and bow their heads to it, give their hunger over to it.
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 INDIGO BAY Zennor, Cornwall
 
 We are the speaking animals and we’d be dumbstruck at the headland where the crops drop off with our glee and common sense. Dusk bay looks as if it thought itself up. Indeed it skies far higher than the earth. To all the life in it this bay is blind. The sight of everything is leaving as our loves are sentenced out of our mouths every day. But we wouldn’t be here as long as the sight of everything, so I’d try to think for lack of myself, a little above that incoherent element, all of this would last about five seconds— and I would see the past staring out of your face for news of anything that wasn’t us. Our faces shut yet open to the last. Behind us, like electrodes, cottages thought up from the skull shone the same bright unimpeded hoarded light. Inside the blood it’s just as dark as night, even when there’s sun, even when our eyes graze on the emerald pastures where the sunlight is practically edible, cows and calves bawling, husbands and wives. Crying used to be the lawful proof of life. It may be a cry is a brilliant thing to have. It may be like a dumb glad cow inside us. It may be the lies stand looking out of us, out of the body with no lights on inside,
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 out of every shade of shade of shade, out of the father and out of the mother, out of love evolving out of lack, and the bay blue in the face from revealing it all—
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 FACE
 
 To make, or merely to shine, to appear, to peer from the eyewater in an eyewink— but that’s the verb of it—the dying noun and all its old light revealed a hunter’s woods. The hands of his wristwatch spun and spun like a little train with faces at every window. The knife-edge hands of that face press the future back past midnight but time’s face just can’t end, so anonymous and we who are his lost thoughts must seem almost over before we cross the floor. An elder down to a few scant friends, trying to smile, my old friend who’ll die afraid for every leaf never farther from his songs, his lives, in this inhuman effortless place that came out of our skull with the catheters and the drip, the wounded world inside him fed by tubes. This hospital of a world happens to be a hospital—veins tethered to a metal tree. This is a woods wherein the face will pale to some appalling verbal funeral, but no death mask, nothing that stuporous, nothing will be impossible, nobody knows anything for sure the light will speak, light of some pain pill from a twilight of pills, light bared and sometimes barred and strapped, gnawed and drooled in little braids of lace. One day the faces of clouds could disperse, and they do. An ageless confusion will stare from us, small vast stratagems outridden unto the last, out of our element even in the face of our loves—
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 there is no world except we face it down— enfeebled by inscrutable refusals, notch by notch diminished, less and less disguised— boredom and its hyperactive cousin dread making the face a never-ending landslide, face with a name strapped to a calcined wrist, name posting the rented room no more. The used-car salesman reads a face better, the souk shopkeeper, the executioner, and the luck-stricken can’t tell happy from sad. . . . Time to slow down, the cadences will say, for life as well as death to last forever, bitterness to serenely drag its talons down a face that is no more a face, inside the blood that is no more, the past so timely, staring out us, open to the last— time to turn inside out, from seed to leaf. His skin seems to have come from inside him, like breath upon a window: out of his veins all sorrow was to drain, his face was to gleam like a corner store gliding under its streetlight for the night, with aisles of unassailable mopped light, fruit still in cans, and all needs honestly met. But now look at it, its eyes see two or three friends and everything else but themselves, by all the sickly life inside. Eyes wide . . . inside the blood but less in the dark than blood, inside so long inside is no inside: and saying so is bloodless: we look down, all we see is our shoes, their tongues bound, not one rusted tear falls from the metal eyelets. And yet, if not just yet, I am drinking this face,
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 this wooden bowl cut from rain and fire and grass sight must take to its lips, and gently tip his kind look merely rain and flesh and grass— his look looks up, its handsomeness intact, touched, shaken, shrugging off little dead regrets.
 
 FOR JOHN WOODS, IN MEMORY
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 SMOKE FROM MY MOTHER’S MOUTH
 
 I’d rub my eyes as I had in the family room and in the family car and at the family restaurants— decades of disbelief— even as I’d rub my eyes she kept reappearing inside smoke, returning a look I swear almost too tender to be happiness— then whiplashed to some harangue of a eulogy— some old story told on me— and lit another one. Vaporous innocence: such as would break our heads— but we couldn’t talk or cry out of each other’s way. And the birthday gifts opened to very little, as much as they could. And the drive to see the goslings . . . those golden jots, bobbing among their lighthouse-tall mothers and fathers, their sentimental, sentimental crap all over the golf greens. Geese in a child’s sloppy V flew across the sky, crying but using the cry to travel on. And made their way, and made her cry. I hated tears, I hated the secreted tears. I hated the second guessing, how just before the presents were unwrapped, she’d say these are lovely. What were gifts to require her to cry? The smoke never cried . . .
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 never would. She could laugh, and smoke repeat what it had never said before. Smoke I’d seen so many years it seemed eternity had the blues. Nor would smoke ever know the ravaged graces, the gravities condensed to a sigh. To drift away and where the wind knows not—, but it wasn’t a heavy thing, it was, like our loves, taking leave. Like them it rose from our words.
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 TO A GODCHILD Guangzhou
 
 1 Will we be forgiven if, our last moment, earth no longer seems a place to begin, this grove of gnarled hands reaching up from the lopped-off trunks of plane trees— the bark peeling off, fractal fright-wig twigs without a price tag— below, two scrawny cats neither immortal nor human in a birdcage looking like browbeaten gargoyles. Their happiness is so disregardful. One licks the other again and again, its turret ears peak to tufted tips and twitch from listening to everything. In the infancy of a market economy when dusk is orphaned by the afternoon are there any unsold animals in this country? Frogs piled in plastic buckets shiver from a heat the past will never shoulder and in another birdcage by the cats a cicada to be sold for a household pet puts out a plaint loud as a pneumatic drill
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 but its weakness deafens I’m sure for a reason— weakness can’t shut up—. The beaks of canaries open to fireplace bellows, the sunset lineates their gullet veins, one with its head and its one eye askance to regard me like a jeweler would a paste diamond— shopping has ebbed to a trickle. I carry you on a stainless-steel American contraption on my back, I haul your billion unfrightened hopes that don’t in any language say a word, shining like the bureaucratic bicycle spokes, the street a long black eye— this will be a good place to begin and end, this market of antlers piled as produce near a stall of legal land turtles and a hill of illegal sea turtles the moment safely shells, the time being. Being’s a live ideogram, one live eel squirms out of its stainless-steel vat and slithers onto sweating flagstone and the two cats are the property of weakness.
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 2 May memory one day open all its cages, starting with the smallest of the smallest, this jailed cicada— or has our weakness come to stay? Averted eyes signify submissiveness but you look at me with a joyousness which the textbooks on our emotions say entraps the other in interactions— and even impassiveness is expressive, the past is tender but the past is weak— the weak we despise we are, a cicada swinging, screaming its head off— it’s to be a pet now for the eaters. Two illegal tiger paws fasten to description and try to claw their way into recall, red tendons sticking out of cleaved wrists like a maze of bare trip wires where the rest of the tiger should be crouched ready to consume us and drag us into the past where there are still poems hanging on trees. The past we love by trying not to hate it is wise to us and years gaze into us with all the best intentions for the scared child you are and I am and anybody is in the midst of Han Shan’s “haze way”—
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 weak Victorian buildings lopped off glacially without regard for living rooms. The child is hunger and the child is multiple, but if the child says Dusk the sun begins to set— sunlight and cloud-stricken light and light particulate with particles of coal, neon afloat on the slow crestfallen river, lusterless reflective Turneresque tatters, the Pearl River—two coal-clinker silhouettes fishing for trash fish look alive enough to wash their hands of us. Their gabbing crosses the hemmed and stitched and cross-stitched neon as faintly as that of mosquitoes our hands interrupt to heaven: because weakness is everywhere— the very life itself could disappear. But the shining black eye of that street— it has a million stomachs for sadness. From bamboo scaffolding, trouble lights hang so the sunny hard hats can flock the girders, hoist the girders up above our moment, while outstripped by our bus’s forward movement, those little bureaucrats the gleaming spokes of bicycles shackled to unearthly trees, noodle shops, shiny lotuses of weakness,
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 all the store shops, aisles of met needs, mopped streetstores and here is one at midnight with a family of hands paper-toweling a window, light thought up by the skull, unassailable mopped aisles baring their bright, sold subsistent habitable light. And other windows darkened—not even weak— the canal boats stuck like seeds right there below our bus for you whose first word shall be light and whose last word can wait—
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 VOICES FROM NEAR DR. SYNTAX’S HEAD
 
 Here near Land’s End and the end of the world the very voices thread through cobbled closes narrow as a dream of a string of spit that winter turns to ice but it’s not winter yet, it’s two weeks before Christmas, and the shop doors close on these voices desperate to feel the pleasure. Close earlier and earlier and earlier, the pub lights go out last, till the only light drunk or sober is from a Cornish Quick Stop where a clerk with a humor dry as a handprint in ash looks very much forward thank you to the last voice and the last glad-handled purchase though maybe he wouldn’t end the world, just the voices, and even then just at closing— voices with midnight bread, voices amidst the aisles and the freezers of ordinary longings. Sometimes I hear my own interest close down the same time of the day as if there must be an end, a final point to land and sea, and voices, to the cloud-occluded moon over our little travels, to the names of the boats that rock with the boats and with many decommissioned mouthy waves
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 that try and try to toss themselves to heaven off the deaf face of the sea, to the clerk anchored inside a hoarded, unimpeded inner light, to the threadbare shoelace of the Zennor stream that tries to kill itself over nothing and hasn’t the heart to stop, its fall keeps carrying it over.
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 BLACK GLOBE
 
 There’s dust on it. Someone hasn’t taken care of it, someone has let it go from the smiling glance of fingertips. A hunk of junk with a rakish tilt, shores cancerous with populated dots, seas riddled and zippered by plane routes, impaled by its axis, the Southern Icecap haloed by twelve timeless giant clocks, tattooed with old-style planes, crosshatched by dashed-off demarcations, creased with puckering seams, the poor Atlantic
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 mightily dimpled. The Caribbean has chips out of it the size of states. We bought our world from an antique shop specializing in stolen graveyard angels. Three dollars. It’s on a bureau below our silk screen from Guangzhou— a yellow silk moon spouting ideograms into a smudged charcoal flowering plum. Neither moon nor earth are unbuyable. Earth can be hurt time and again, its final mercy its vulnerability. It lives for us and on it we live and it can hurt and suck us in,
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 but not this globe. Its seas are tar, bituminous childish nightmares, as much in the dark as blood pulsing beneath the temples. It is alone, so we bought it a blue sister, a child’s globe, a lawn-sale find, a shrimplet version—. It is alone, though with its glowworm analemma, fifty years old. Soon my age. And it moans now when it spins, and its spin wobbles, but the beautiful names don’t fall off, it still spins here in this light as my grandfather’s spun my childhood off the map. And if the adult can stop it
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 please don’t. This dust ball could break the heart of outer space. Come in come in— our satellite dishes are starved for a friendly word. I can see my face, a shadow shawling black a little blacker, without a single feature, upon vast tribulations. Its words are white and ghosted but I can read them.
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 NOTES
 
 “The Fold-Out Atlas of the Human Body” The Fold-Out Atlas of the Human Body, Alfred Mason Amadon, M.D., 1906. “Kresge’s, 1963” For Edward Hirsch. “Cryometer” For Mary Ruefle. “Le Grand Style” The poem tries to recall an hour spent in front of the Magritte painting half a decade ago. “Indigo Bay” The poem takes its title from a Patrick Heron painting. “To a Godchild” For Daneen and Lian Wardrop.
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