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TO JAMES LONGENBACH


TWILIGHT

All day he works at his cousin’s mill,

so when he gets home at night, he always sits at this one window,

sees one time of day, twilight.

There should be more time like this, to sit and dream.

It’s as his cousin says:

Living—living takes you away from sitting.

In the window, not the world but a squared-off landscape

representing the world. The seasons change,

each visible only a few hours a day.

Green things followed by golden things followed by whiteness—

abstractions from which come intense pleasures,

like the figs on the table.

At dusk, the sun goes down in a haze of red fire between two poplars.

It goes down late in summer—sometimes it’s hard to stay awake.

Then everything falls away.

The world for a little longer

is something to see, then only something to hear,

crickets, cicadas.

Or to smell sometimes, aroma of lemon trees, of orange trees.

Then sleep takes this away also.

But it’s easy to give things up like this, experimentally,

for a matter of hours.

I open my fingers—

I let everything go.

Visual world, language,

rustling of leaves in the night,

smell of high grass, of woodsmoke.

I let it go, then I light the candle.


PASTORAL

The sun rises over the mountain.

Sometimes there’s mist

but the sun’s behind it always

and the mist isn’t equal to it.

The sun burns its way through,

like the mind defeating stupidity.

When the mist clears, you see the meadow.

No one really understands

the savagery of this place,

the way it kills people for no reason,

just to keep in practice.

So people flee—and for a while, away from here,

they’re exuberant, surrounded by so many choices—

But no signal from earth

will ever reach the sun. Thrash

against that fact, you are lost.

When they come back, they’re worse.

They think they failed in the city,

not that the city doesn’t make good its promises.

They blame their upbringing: youth ended and they’re back,

silent, like their fathers.

Sundays, in summer, they lean against the wall of the clinic,

smoking cigarettes. When they remember,

they pick flowers for their girlfriends—

It makes the girls happy.

They think it’s pretty here, but they miss the city, the afternoons

filled with shopping and talking, what you do

when you have no money …

To my mind, you’re better off if you stay;

that way, dreams don’t damage you.

At dusk, you sit by the window. Wherever you live,

you can see the fields, the river, realities

on which you cannot impose yourself—

To me, it’s safe. The sun rises; the mist

dissipates to reveal

the immense mountain. You can see the peak,

how white it is, even in summer. And the sky’s so blue,

punctuated with small pines

like spears—

When you got tired of walking

you lay down in the grass.

When you got up again, you could see for a moment where you’d been,

the grass was slick there, flattened out

into the shape of a body. When you looked back later,

it was as though you’d never been there at all.

Midafternoon, midsummer. The fields go on forever,

peaceful, beautiful.

Like butterflies with their black markings,

the poppies open.


TRIBUTARIES

All the roads in the village unite at the fountain.

Avenue of Liberty, Avenue of the Acacia Trees—

The fountain rises at the center of the plaza;

on sunny days, rainbows in the piss of the cherub.

In summer, couples sit at the pool’s edge.

There’s room in the pool for many reflections—

the plaza’s nearly empty, the acacia trees don’t get this far.

And the Avenue of Liberty is barren and austere; its image

doesn’t crowd the water.

Interspersed with the couples, mothers with their younger children.

Here’s where they come to talk to one another, maybe

meet a young man, see if there’s anything left of their beauty.

When they look down, it’s a sad moment: the water isn’t encouraging.

The husbands are off working, but by some miracle

all the amorous young men are always free—

they sit at the edge of the fountain, splashing their sweethearts

with fountain water.

Around the fountain, there are clusters of metal tables.

This is where you sit when you’re old,

beyond the intensities of the fountain.

The fountain is for the young, who still want to look at themselves.

Or for the mothers, who need to keep their children diverted.

In good weather, a few old people linger at the tables.

Life is simple now: one day cognac, one day coffee and a cigarette.

To the couples, it’s clear who’s on the outskirts of life, who’s at the center.

The children cry, they sometimes fight over toys.

But the water’s there, to remind the mothers that they love these children;

that for them to drown would be terrible.

The mothers are tired constantly, the children are always fighting,

the husbands at work or angry. No young man comes.

The couples are like an image from some faraway time, an echo coming

very faint from the mountains.

They’re alone at the fountain, in a dark well.

They’ve been exiled by the world of hope,

which is the world of action,

but the world of thought hasn’t as yet opened to them.

When it does, everything will change.

Darkness is falling, the plaza empties.

The first leaves of autumn litter the fountain.

The roads don’t gather here anymore;

the fountain sends them away, back into the hills they came from.

Avenue of Broken Faith, Avenue of Disappointment,

Avenue of the Acacia Trees, of Olive Trees,

the wind filling with silver leaves,

Avenue of Lost Time, Avenue of Liberty that ends in stone,

not at the field’s edge but at the foot of the mountain.
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