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Madonna of the Two Scars





Wings of Desire


An angel whispers to readers in the library.


He’s tired of everyone wanting something different.


A trapeze artist dressed like an angel


doesn’t know that real angels are wingless.


I wait for my photo at the machine


and emerge with another face.


This is the world of one-shoed walkers


who shade themselves with borrowed umbrellas,


sign their names with dropped pens,


open doors with lost keys.


Stones come alive. Time can’t heal.


No, time’s the illness.


The first strands of gray hair. An old photo album.


The lost storyteller, lost peace.


A blue ocean, sky. Afternoon coffees.


Cuban cigars. Dragons. A bed.


The world that shrinks to the size of a room.


The choir of young women who come to sing.


The grass tall enough to hide


or make love in.


The deep, fast river you crossed easily


because your beloved was waiting on the other side.


An immortal singer turned organ grinder,


ignored or mocked.


Abandoned railroad tracks. The other side.


The crucifix hanging from the classroom wall.


The plaid uniform your grandmother starched.


Borders. A country with as many states


as there are citizens. Rags pledged to each morning,


folded each afternoon. Shibboleths.


Barbed wire. Private security guards.


The world in color. Sunsets, lonely rooms.


Cherry cough drops. A nurse’s kind face.


Your final bed. The lamp turned off.








June 24


Feast of St. John the Baptist


Today my head has been removed,


traded for a jug of wine, a pluck


of the lyre, a young girl’s careless


dance. In Orthodox icons I hold


myself on a platter; faithful ones


bend forward to kiss. I never knew


this was the price of living


on locusts and wild honey, for preparing


my cousin the carpenter’s way. Today the light


begins its slow death; I know


I will rise again. In two thousand years, a girl


who bears my name will dance


around a bonfire, surrounded by old men and women,


tiniest children, dancers on stilts, young


girls in white dresses with ivy crowns.


She will whirl and whirl, dizzyingly dance


and dance, exalting in her own beauty.


The price will be her head.


A man she thought she loved


will smash her into a wall


and her head will fall off.


She will pick it up, carry it in


a backpack or purse while a replacement


is fitted over the space. Years later, again


on my day, she will sit on a bench on Aliki Peninsula


beside the marble ruins of a basilica


made in my cousin’s name.


She will look at the columns and archways, watch


summer’s highest, brightest light fall


on olive trees. I will come to her,


take her hand. When I wipe away


the painted face, she will open


her purse and offer me


the torn head she holds. My cousin


will come to help me. We will lift it,


place it on her shoulders, suture that wound


as all the scarved women


lighting candles before Orthodox icons


have done for me. We will help her


to her feet, beckon her to join us


in our search for others


who’ve lost their heads.








Once you have seen the beatific vision…


It’s hard to go back. If among ancient red rocks, between sun and moon, you’ve felt the forces that run through the skin of lizards and cacti as well as your own, it’s no fun returning to opaque city smog. If you’ve looked up at stars and remembered to thank the light that lets us move, it’s not easy to move again among the thankless. If you have felt the warmth from lava under your feet, it’s hard to believe in the pairs we form. Plato’s Symposium did not quite get it. We are not severed eight-limbed creatures; we are broken million-pointed stars. We yearn for our original light.








Panic


I met Pan when I was 21. It’s said he, god of shepherds, can be found in mountain fields, but I encountered him on my college campus, in a hidden quad behind a stone building with icicles dangling from the roof, tiny daggers. It was winter. He came alone. He struck me with his staff and gave me altitude; my insides crumpled like autumn’s last falling leaf, shriveled as a sheet of ice hit my shoulder. I lay there. The snow shone gold; the treetops blazed, but no voice emerged from within them, no all-important “I am.” Just the opposite: “I am not.” This is not me. I shook and saw a strange aura around myself, a halo of gold and green. Rats and mice nipped my toes; the ground opened to reveal sharp rocks waiting to tear me into sinews and blood. Beneath them a blue sea waited to caress me and not let go, beauty and terror both too close. At last he turned away. It took a few minutes to trust he wouldn’t be back. The mountain flattened; the blazing trees regained their green. In the distance I heard the bells of sheep, their gentle bleating. A blue sky entered my insides. I stood; I could feel the halo still around me. I could still smell the aroma of meadows after winter’s melting, of soft trilliums drinking the sun between the branches of skeletal trees; I could taste the first mint leaves. Lush pastures rolled through my stomach; my heart broke into cumulus clouds; pink mimosa flowers sprung from my hands. My lungs were filled with the blueness of early spring.








Ghost Dance Krakowiak


Ribboned braids. No fancy dance. Mazurka spun on wobbling knees. 1873: my great-great-uncle, a Polish priest, founded St. Stanislaus Church in Buffalo, NY. Born here, raised here: I used to say my ancestors were back in Poland during the crime. But Poland wasn’t a country then. From colonized land, to colonized land: my priest-uncle landed in a genocide. They say he went to greet Polish immigrants at Buffalo’s train station, brought them to the city, their new settlement. His English was good. 1890: what did he think, reading headlines about Wounded Knee? Did he turn away, “It’s not my concern?” Did he mutter, in Polish, “Serves those heathens right?” Did he feel any pang, any sense that his Jesus might not approve? He has made it into some history books, but this story isn’t there. My Babcia might have known it, but she died a century after that crime. I suspect he believed “this land is my land,” though he never heard the Guthrie song. My mother grew up singing it, and “O Columbia the Gem of the Ocean,” while still learning her parents’ native tongue. She passed that knotted language on to me, along with those slippery songs. My great-uncle was of no one place. Despite what my passport says, neither am I. The beaded vest I wore as a child, the lacy apron that flew as I whirled in the traditional Polish dances: Krakowiak, Kujawiak, Mazurka, Polonez—behind them moved another dance, one that did not belong to me. I could feel it deep in my skin, my bones: the Ghost Dance of those who prayed to be saved, who begged with their bodies for my people—my people—to leave them alone at last. It haunts each dance I do, the polka and waltz of my youth, the salsa and tango and blues I learn today. Red ribbons spin like blood. Ghosts continue to dance. They twist through each step and won’t go away.








Nephophobia


Fear of Clouds


I need to move to Arizona


but can’t afford it.


Buffalo, New York, is where I’m stuck.


Buffalo, land of misty


lake effects, seven days


without the sun.


Day and night, day


and night, they cast their shadows


over the land. I fear those too.


People would laugh if they knew


this is why I can’t hold down


a job, why the computer’s glare


is my refuge, why I stare at the


goldfish bowl and watch the white-and-


orange striped creatures open


and close their mouths. They’re not stupid.


They must know they’re getting nowhere


as they circle around that bowl.


I can’t recall how it first started –


maybe my first airplane flight


when we spent what felt like hours


inside, when I learned they weren’t


made from cotton candy, that if the plane’s engine


were turned off, we would fall.


Maybe it was when I learned that rain


wasn’t sent by Jesus sprinkling us


with some heavenly baptism.


Maybe it was the time when, while walking


the dog, I got caught in the rain


and saw lightning electrocute the ground.


Cumulus, soft, fake comfort; nimbus, thick


with anger, stratus, cold foreboding.


Cirrus are the worst, wispy fingers


of some divine monster


I may or may not meet.


I ask for the purity of open blue,


clarity, light. I ask for the security


of a rainless sky. And yet there’s much


I miss—green reeds under fresh water


I’d wade in, jeweled sand, soft algae


and ferns that caress my feet,


the smell of mint and


lavender, everything I can’t


bring in. I miss


the moon.








Mycophobia


Fear of Mushrooms


For Margaret Randall


They are made of death.


I knew that


before anyone told me.


They do not belong


in the lush green of the forest,


among these ferns,


these conifers, this smell


of maple leaves and holly. They surge


in the night, surrounding me


with a constant fear


of what I will become.


For years I didn’t understand


my fear, until the day I learned


the truth: before I could speak,


one entrusted to love me


held me down, placed a terrible


mushroom deep in my mouth, and choked


my narrow throat. It was too much reality


for a three-year-old in a pink party dress,


patent leather shoes, too soon for one


so recently born to be thrust


into death’s slippery truth.


Language was what let me out;


words were the breadcrumbs


I followed to escape


the cannibal witch’s cottage,


the wizard’s laboratory of poisons.


But even today the path is still lined


with those horrid white weapons,


those terrible stalks


that sprout up


from the dead.








What Rafa Writes


Managua, Nicaragua, July 2018


“My country is burning.”


I sift through pictures


of singed cars,


protesters running from riot police,


shredded flags.


Ten years ago


I came to your country


to teach English to the rich


and plant the occasional mango tree.


I climbed your volcanoes, marched


through the streets to the cathedral


in the Good Friday procession,


admired your blue-green national bird.


So many mornings


I lay in a hammock in the garden


and said the whole world


should be this way.


I knew nothing then


of William Walker, Somoza,


Iran-Contra, The School of the Americas,


The Central American Free Trade Agreement.


We met one Saturday morning


at the Centro para Niños Abandonados


where I taught English


even though you were not at all abandonado.


You had two sisters and a mother


who worked sixteen-hour days sewing at the maquila


while you dreamed of crossing borders


and earning the money to let her stay home.


I promised to help you


but then went back


to skyscrapers and Sephora,


Nordstrom and Starbucks,


to a university library


shaped like a peacock


where I hid


behind novels and poems.


Today you write, “Two hundred sixty-four


have died. Hundreds more


have disappeared. Priests and nuns fear


for their lives. You wouldn’t recognize this place.”


Today you’re twenty-four,


the age I was


when I first taught you


the English alphabet.


I picture the bus you’re boarding


mustard-yellow


discarded from a school district


in Kansas or Delaware.


You tell me you’re seeking a new life


in Panama or Costa Rica.


My country—the one you dreamed of—


refuses to let you in.








Garlic


Cancer fighter. Memory booster. Vampire defeater. Base of the fettucine alfredo, lasagna, gallo pinto. You can never have too much garlic, my mother assured me every time I put one extra clove into the sauce. But when Magdalena moves in, she tells me “no.” I like the taste, just not the smell. At first I don’t understand. Garlic-breath never bothers me; I never worry about an offensive kiss. Magdalena, maker of tamales with mushrooms, chicken soup punctured by the hottest chilies shipped by her mother in Guatemala—the reddest reds, the spiciest pimiento—waits a year before telling me the reason. When we were crossing the border, we stuffed our pockets and shoes with garlic. It was meant to keep the dogs away. My smile vanishes; jokes about vampires shrivel and fade like the bodies of the dead as my favorite food turns to pungent white pain. Today Magdalena no longer shares my home; the smell of her chili no longer waters my eyes. She has moved to another house, in hiding from the ones who would seize and jail her. Garlic again fills my soups and stews, but the delight is tinged with yearning for a world without desert walls, without dogs bred cruel, a world where imaginary lines don’t stop anyone from breathing.
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