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“What was pointed out to me was never there; only what was there was there.”

—Fernando Pessoa

“All the images of darkness hovered for me in the Mexican sunlight.”

—P.K. Page

“—What is the weight of light?”

—Clarice Lispector

“She does not paint time, but the moments when time is resting.”

—Octavio Paz (from a poem about the painter, Remedios Varo)
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The Light of Poinsettias




Ahora

Oracular, binocular, what can you see?
—brown metal silhouette of a bull on a hill,
on the hill the broken ahora.

Today, across the top of the temple,
sound of stone boots.

Then comes the red animal god,

adoration occurring a few km underground.

In the deep canyon below the volcano
little black ribbons of water come and go.

I will learn to read by the light of poinsettias.
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If I ever get to sleep,
       if I ever get to sleep on the Aeroméxico flight

with the joyous Mexican families returning to Tijuana
and the pink-skinned gringos en route to gringolandia

the luggage lost two weeks
and the xylophone duet in the zócalo,

headache from the altitude, not the fifth
bottle of Sangre de Toro.

Below, navy blue mountains and serge plains,
convolutions resembling images of brains
and down the aisle dispersing peanuts and que quieres
para bebir come the Mexican goddesses

cunningly disguised as stewardesses,

serpents coiled in their braids.
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My Mexico City is filled with unusable red

hidden beneath Frida’s cobalt walls,
in the shade of casuarina trees,

in a hot humming ball in the lower left
of Siqueiros’ mural in the Castillo—

crimson to earth

carnation to smoke

lily to dust

luminous crystal to nothingness.
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At night the kinkajou climbs down the tree on tiptoe, long tongue first,

and the larger-than-life papier mâché dolls
perk up, go hustling through the walls

out into the cobbled streets of Coyoacán,

mischievous, playing silly tricks.

Or are they you, awakened
from your spent but passionate slumber,

uneasy, volatile, cigarette
in one hand,

stiffened paintbrush in the other?
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Women in white lace
              in fields of marigolds and poppies.

A headless god behind glass.

The Angel of the Revolution
              painted into a corner.

At Xochicalco a vermillion flycatcher flares among the trees,

the serpents exhale a last smoky breath,
       curl at the foot of the temple.
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To cross the Isthmus of Tehuantepec
requires a moonlit wooden boat,

Captain Donkey sporting a woven cap.

The sail a white dress shirt.
Atop the broomstick mast, a pink banana flower.

Let us go now, my love, row and row.
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Oaxaca in 1795 in Nueva España lies between the Rio Atoyaque
and the Rio Xalatlaco.

One section of the city is parrot yellow, one
oxblood, one pale mandarin orange,

the fourth section no colour at all.

One hundred stone masks, blank-eyed, in a field of dark pink lilies.

Half a watermelon, a skeleton perched on a fish.

DH Lawrence strikes for Dorothy Brett a provocative pose
atop the aqueduct. It’s 1924.

A flower in my hair all I ever wanted.
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A celestial band of diminutive trumpet flowers
circles el centro, makes the stones quiver.

Those of us left standing are shaken.

From the church entrance Santo Domingo descends
       headfirst.

       The long swim upriver from the Gulf of Mexico
must account for the dazed expression
of the blue-tailed mermaid.
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There are two paths to your body. I travel on one, wavering.

The other is dry heat, almost tropical. Along it
a fifteen-year-old beauty

climbs out of a white jeep, decorously

wends her way among the pillars of the roofless basilica.

Volcanic cantera in amber and pale green
sucks in the light and emanates it, centuries old, complex,

dense, framing all our bodies in gold.
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New year in Oaxaca, old year too.

Of the seven trees of January, el tule
is the one I can’t lie to,

overwhelming as Paradise.
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Night the blue of armadillo
after the firemen have quenched the stars.

Up on the pitted table she swings a single leg in plaster
and a bottle of something green.

The plants in the Botanical Gardens below

trade stems, leaves, blossoms
in the dark.

Incandescent in a scarlet suit, the thin architect at his desk
overlooking the hotel lobby

plots the erratic course of love.




The Flower Carriers

In Chapultepec Park a hundred coffins, followed by weeping widows,
ride on the bronze backs of Botero’s beautiful horses.

On some lips El Día de los Muertos is like the taste of honey.

Why we are here is not a question that preoccupies the beggars
along the streets in the Zona Rosa. The flower sellers
were deified by Diego Rivera but he only painted them
on their knees. They haven’t yet learned to rise.

I buy a thousand faces of Frida Kahlo and a pet monkey
and wake up with white calla lilies instead of eyes.

River made of moonstone, of obsidian, of salt.
Mist with its small ivory noise.
The death of the sun: on this day the volcano will erupt
and the rain god ride down from the sky
on the coiled tails of rattlesnakes.

No, I’m not dreaming. My sisters and I are the four
directions of the compass, each one assigned a symbol
and a road to follow to the Temple of the Moon.

In the mirror the transvestite sees not his elegant
flowered dress or his scarlet nails, but his necklace
of tiny skulls interspersed with winged demons, too heavy
to fly. The face behind the face in the mirror
we confront.

As I was saying: here is this empty life. Fill it
with rain and flowers, a feathered coyote disguised
as a comet leaving a trail of hairless dogs
and chihuahuas to populate the Valley of Mexico.

When I was here at 25 it was like this: the middle of April,
jacaranda trees spilling purple blossoms
onto the sweaty shirts of shoeshine boys in the plaza.

Ahead of me in the crowd at the anthropology museum
I see that younger self. I place gold frogs in my ears
and it begins to rain. I refuse to pray
and the angels hear me.

We have found answers but are lost, looking
for the questions. Is fuchsia? A question Diego
might have asked Frida as they travelled
on a crowded bus with their arms full
of flowers and loaves of bread and little daggers
in the form of kisses.

Everything arrives too late except in the movies,
like a lover one wanted years ago who visits unexpectedly,
a little rumpled, with apologies and a good bottle of wine.

Across the night sky streak pencil-thin forks of lightning.
A girl is hit and struck dumb. Now not even the weather
is a safe topic.
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