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THE FISHERMEN ROWING HOMEWARD …









The fishermen rowing homeward in the dusk,


Do not consider the stillness through which they move.


So I since feelings drown, should no more ask


What twilight and safety your strong hands gave.


And the night, urger of the old lies


Winked at by stars that sentry the humped hills,


Should hear no words of faring forth, for time knows


That bitter and sly sea, and love raises walls.







Yet others, who now watch my progress outward


To a sea which is crueler than any word


Of love, may see in me the calm my voyage makes,


Parting new water in the antique hoax.


And the secure from thinking may climb safe to liners,


Hearing small rumors of paddlers drowned near stars.






























IN MY EIGHTEENTH YEAR


for Warwick Walcott









Having measured the years today by the calendar


That tells your seventeenth death, I stayed until


It was the honest time to remember


How the house has lived with and without you well.


And I do not chide death’s hand,


Nor can I hurl death taunts or tantrums


Because the washing faiths my father walked are no more light,


And all the gulls that were tall as his dreams


Are one with his light rotting in the sand.







Nor can I hurl taunts or tantrums.


Or blast with syllables the yellow grave


Under the crooked tree where all Lazarus is history.


But greater than most is death’s gift, that can


Behind the bright dust that was the skeleton,


(Who drank the wine and believed the blessed bread)


Can make us see the forgotten price of man


Shine from the perverse beauty of the dead.






























PRIVATE JOURNAL









We started from places that saw no gay carracks wrecked


And where our green solitudes did not look deciduous;


And afternoons after schools, well our aunt Sorrow came,


Disciplined, erect,







To teach us writing. Outside boyhoods chased their leather


Football along the level glare of playing fields, and


Sweated and cursed amiably, while we sat, with slow tears


Shaping the heart’s weather.







It is too early or too late, to ask if we were gifted


With this pain that saw all, yet was no man’s remedy,


Blessed or cursed with vision that saw growth’s long confusion


That time has not lifted?







We learned to hate from too much rumor, friends and masters,


The bully who jeered because we could not swim at nine,


And the blond child, the one with too much money; then liked


These eccentric wasters







Of time, who could not see like us their deep affliction;


Of whom we envy now industrious idleness, their


Ability to forget or postpone death as an


Inevitable fiction.







And love came, cracked the hearts it joined just as love ought,


Was our tallest delight and our deepest affliction,


Taught us more than philosophy did that we wanted


Freedom from, not of, thought.






























LETTER TO A PAINTER IN ENGLAND









Where you rot under the strict gray industry


Of cities of fog and winter fevers, I


Send this to remind you of personal islands


For which Gauguins sicken, and to explain


How I have grown to know your passionate


Talent and this wild love of landscape.







It is April and already no doubt for you


As the journals report, the prologues of spring


Appear behind the rails of city parks,


Or the late springtime must be publishing


Pink apologies along the black wet branch


To men in overcoats, who will conceal


The lines of songs leaping behind their pipes.







And you must find it difficult to imagine


This April as a season where the tide burns


Black; leaves crack into ashes from the drought;


A dull red burning like heart’s desolation.


The roads are white with dust and the leaves


Of the trees have a nervous spinsterish quiet.


And walking under the trees today I saw


The canoes that are marked with comic names


Daylight, St. Mary Magdalene, Gay Girl.







Made me think of your chief scenes for painting


And days of instruction at the soft villa


When we watched your serious experience, learning.


And you must understand how I am lost


To see my gifts rotting under this season


You who defined with an imperious palette


The several postures of this virginal island


You understand how I am lost to have


Your brush’s zeal and not to be explicit.







But the grace we avoid, that gave us vision,


Discloses around curves an architecture whose


Sunday logic we can take or refuse,


And leaves to the simple soul its own decision


After landscapes, palms, cathedrals or the hermit-thrush


And wins my love now and gives it a silence


That would inform the blind world of its flesh.






























A CITY’S DEATH BY FIRE









After that hot gospeler had leveled all but the churched sky,


I wrote the tale by tallow of a city’s death by fire.


Under a candle’s eye that smoked in tears, I


Wanted to tell in more than wax of faiths that were snapped like wire.







All day I walked abroad among the rubbled tales,


Shocked at each wall that stood on the street like a liar,


Loud was the bird-rocked sky, and all the clouds were bales


Torn open by looting and white in spite of the fire;







By the smoking sea, where Christ walked, I asked why


Should a man wax tears when his wooden world fails.







In town leaves were paper, but the hills were a flock of faiths


To a boy who walked all day, each leaf was a green breath







Rebuilding a love I thought was dead as nails,


Blessing the death and the baptism by fire.






























AS JOHN TO PATMOS









As John to Patmos, among the rocks and the blue live air, hounded


His heart to peace, as here surrounded


By the strewn silver on waves, the wood’s crude hair, the rounded


Breasts of the milky bays, palms, flocks, and the green and dead







Leaves, the sun’s brass coin on my cheek, where


Canoes brace the sun’s strength, as John in that bleak air,


So am I welcomed richer by these blue scapes Greek there,


So I will voyage no more from home, may I speak here.







This island is heaven away from the dustblown blood of cities,


See the curve of bay, watch the straggling flower, pretty is


The winged sound of trees, the sparse powdered sky when lit is


The night. For beauty has surrounded


These black children, and freed them of homeless ditties.







As John to Patmos, among each love-leaping air,


O slave, soldier, worker under red trees sleeping, hear


What I swear now, as John did,


To praise lovelong the living and the brown dead.






























I WITH LEGS CROSSED ALONG THE DAYLIGHT WATCH









I with legs crossed along the daylight watch


The variegated fists of clouds that gather over


The uncouth features of this my prone island.







Meanwhile the steamers that disturb our lost horizons prove


Us lost.


Found only


In tourist booklets, behind ardent binoculars;


Found in the pale reflection of eyes


That know cities, and think us here happy.







Time creeps over the patient who are too long patient.


So I, who have made one choice,


Discover that my boyhood has gone over.







And my life, too early of course for the profound cigarette,


The turned doorhandle, the knife turning


In the bowels of the hours, must not be made public


Until I have learnt to suffer


In accurate iambics.







I go of course through all the isolated acts,


Make a holiday of situations;


Straighten my tie and fix important jaws,


And note the living images


Of flesh that saunter through the eye.







Until from all I turn to think how


In the middle of the journey through my life


O how I came upon you, my


Reluctant leopard of the slow eyes.
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CANTO II









Voyaging,


           In the first strong wind, gathering purpose,


We observed the wreckage drifting at morning,


Signifying


           Land, and flotsam of other purposes,


And then the sun,


     White birds, blue wave arched with porpoise,


To the left


             A rim of fragile islands, virginal,


             Noise of leaves in sails, purple underside of gulls,


             Fishpots and canoes,


Other existence sharpening the senses.







Talk less of solitudes, corners of lonely talent,


Behind the meek applause and mental skirmishes


Solitudes are sucked like sails and dreams will drown.


The ghosts vanish, stars fall like eyes,


And only sour legends of the sea and oily winds remain


To sprawl my boyhood on a dung of words.


When I see children walk a light of mildness,


Wearing in their flesh the hope I was,


I cry to time of the hoax of martyrdoms,


I would warn, fearing


To break old enchantments. A heart cracked early


Never heals.


O wrong river, salt as tears.


The years bring honors, prefect, wise at school,


Solemn investigation of inch-high corruptions;


Responsibility comes long before


The first shaving set.


Islands curved like the fling of a stone to sea,


Beach white at morning, a cloudless sky,


The first island unhaunted, quiet.


We put into a bay with a wide beach eager to land,


There was


                        No tenant sound of bird in the dry season,


                        No awful ruin, broken temples in the clearing,


                        Or sudden departure from camp, fire still smoking,


                        No wailing bird or marauder,


                        No cracked crucifix, only


The doomed lushness of a green mind


Beginning to nurse its death with images, ambitions,


Unwilling to exile the fine anxiety.


The gifted, seeking out gnarled holes of solitude,


Separate in crowds, lonely and laughing,


Transfer their hate of self to love of objects,


Early are nursed by nature to the hermitage,


Instinctive always with migratory companions,


Nursing neurosis like a potted plant.


Younger, painting meant honesty to us,


Sexless as statue we felt her passionate mouth


Bury us in desire for freedom. Rebellion


Is the death I suffer from; that hope


I fished like dreams at noon, prevents and stores me up


And will not let me live like animal.







Not with excesses, but thoughtless and satisfied,


While like an arrowing pylon by hardening talent


Shot to the clouds, the boy I was is weakening.


I hear the power I possess knock at my roots,


And see the tower of myself whose height attracts


Destruction, begin a crazy crack and waltz of ruin.







In that villa, overlooking the town


We did not learn much, but we were secure


On Saturdays, in the smell of oil and paint.


With the dry leaves rustling outside like the sea,


Like wind in sails, leaves scraping along the roof like rats.


Outside


The hill looked on a neutral summer,


The low peninsula, the smooth invitation of the bay,


The rocks warm, dotting the slope,


The sheep punctual and pastoral crossed the hillside grass,


And then at evening again the broad light dying


From the exiling sea.


In a seclusion that only tempted thought,


All actions inform retreat is safest.


Supine or pained, thought troubles us, sirs,


When I am twisted in bed like yesterday’s paper. 
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THE DORMITORY









Time is the guide that brings all to a crux,


Who hangs his map will move


Out of the mere geology of books,


To see his valley’s palm wrinkled with loves.







These sleep like islands, and I watch sleep lick


Their arms’ flung promontories, remove


With individual erasure all their love


Of muscle. Now towards the sea there, I look







Where rippling signatures of water break


Over the sighing dormitories of


The drowned whom soft winds move,


Here these inquiet mouths like rivers speak.







Or from these boys, who in the uncertain luck


Of sleep, expect to live,


The breath curls from their separated lips like


Mists of time that over valleys grieve.






























TO NIGEL









O child as guiltless as the grass,


From that green country of your eyes,


I cannot tell you how you pass


Into this country, where the skies


Are ominous all afternoon;


Into the cold and adult lies


Around a naked guiltless past;


Into this country where the leaves


Drop in incalculable waste


Of what was young and therefore dies;


Into this country where the light,


Being kind and murderous to the trees


Will not teach itself how to last


But bleeds again into the night


Then breaks into a pox of stars.


O boy, whose breath, however slight


Shakes my grown tree of veins to toss


And bury innocence in leaves,


And shatters an enchanted glass,


And cuts the mooring of a kite.


O boy, my nephew, wasting these


As the day spends its coins of light,


Ghost of my growing, sleep, while night


Locks up in dark the light that kills,


Till time, a thief at your barred eyes


Pries open bright interstices.






























HART CRANE









He walked a bridge where


Gulls’ wings brush wires and sound


A harp of steel in air,


Above the river’s running wound.


Natural and architectural despair.


Life was a package in his restless hand,


Traffic of barges below, while wind


Rumpled his hair like an affectionate teacher.







Liberty offered God a match.


Dusk smoked. There was no cure,


The bridge, like grief whined in the air


Marrying banks with a swift signature.


The bums spat, cursed, scratched.


O distant Mexico, Quetzalcoatl


Not, by gum, Wrigley’s and Spearmint, and spitting jaws


O the red desert with nomadic laws.







Bye, bye to Brooklyn,


The bay’s lace collar of puritan America


And bye, bye, the steel thin


Bridges over barges, the wharf’s hysteria,


The canyons of stone.


The whirlpool smiled—“Knowledge is death alone.”







The sea was only ritual, he had


Already seen complexity go mad


In the asylum, metaphor. He stood


From Brooklyn, on the brink


Of being, a straw doll blown


From Manhattan to Mexico to sink


Into that sea where vast deliriums drown.






























THE SISTERS OF SAINT JOSEPH









Behind the stained water of the lucent panes, they


Bend their white monotony of prayers,




Their lips turn pages of their meditation,


Selling identity for coins of faith.




A life devoted to whispers. Are they


Secure from doubt, do work and prayers




Postpone the heretic, Thought, the anemic meditation,


Chapped hands and a prayer’s palm is all their faith.




Does that one in gardens, cultivating rows of prayers


To the Little Flower, remember Wales or Mayo? They




Are expressionless as gowns, their laughter


Faith makes hysteria, deepening meditation.




Early to rise and hard to die, does the bell’s cracked faith


Weary or win, do the young nun’s prayers




Offend the wrinkled sister who clucks at meditation


As interrupting cooking? O how assured are they?




Admirable sacrifice, since they are human, that they


Young in direction, bend sapling strong to faith,




Faith. A worn carpet under an old nun’s feet, and prayers


A novice’s candle nervous with meditation.



























KINGSTON—NOCTURNE









The peanut barrows whistle, and the ladies with perfumes


And prophylactics included in the expenses


Hiss in a minor key, the desperate think of rooms


            With white utensils.







Walking near parks, where the trees, wearing white socks


Shake over the illicit liaison under the leaves,


Silent on the heraldic sky, the statue grieves


            That the locks







Have still to be tested, and stores shut up their eyes


At the beggars and hoodlums, when the skin breaks


From the city and the owls, and maggots and lice,


            Strike alight the old hates.







THE WRATH OF GOD flames like a neon sign on railings, they


Scatter their cargo of sleepless fleas,


The nightclubs wink like sin, and money hushes


            Heals all disease.







By lanternlight the pocomania of the Second Coming when


De Lawd say Him going tyake us by the hand, or in antiphony


A calypso wafts from the pubs, and Ulysses again


            Postpones Penelope.







The theaters are wounded with midnight, and the lymph


Of the innocent and guilty pour from their sides,


The housewife, the young lovers, the soldier, the nymph-


            Omaniac in their tides.







And always to the alone, the stone villas with the prosaic


Essay on façades, wink out their yellow welcomes, one by one,


And down dog-forsaken boulevards, the Arab mosaic


            Of stars, the Morse of doom,







Point some to a wife warm bed, or the arms of lice


Kneeling to the shout in the street, and sleep’s equation


Lays the black down with the white, and death at half the price


            Suggests her house.
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Green Night
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A FAR CRY FROM AFRICA









A wind is ruffling the tawny pelt


Of Africa. Kikuyu, quick as flies


Batten upon the bloodstreams of the veldt.


Corpses are scattered through a paradise.


But still the worm, colonel of carrion, cries:


“Waste no compassion on these separate dead”


Statistics justify and scholars seize


The salients of colonial policy.


What is that to the white child hacked in bed?


To savages, expendable as Jews?







Threshed out by beaters, the long rushes break


In a white dust of ibises whose cries


Have wheeled since civilization’s dawn


From the parched river or beast-teeming plain;


The violence of beast on beast is read


As natural law, but upright man


Seeks his divinity with inflicting pain.


Delirious as these worried beasts, his wars


Dance to the tightened carcass of a drum,


While he calls courage still, that native dread


Of the white peace contracted by the dead.







Again brutish necessity wipes its hands


Upon the napkin of a dirty cause, again


A waste of our compassion, as with Spain.


The gorilla wrestles with the superman.







I who am poisoned with the blood of both,


Where shall I turn, divided to the vein?


I who have cursed


The drunken officer of British rule, how choose


Between this Africa and the English tongue I love?


Betray them both, or give back what they give?


How can I face such slaughter and be cool?


How can I turn from Africa and live?






























RUINS OF A GREAT HOUSE







though our longest sun sets at right declensions and makes but winter arches, it cannot be long before we lie down in darkness, and have our light in ashes …


BROWNE, Urn Burial









Stones only, the disjecta membra of this Great House,


Whose mothlike girls are mixed with candledust,


Remain to file the lizard’s dragonish claws;


The mouths of those gate cherubs streaked with stain.


Axle and coachwheel silted under the muck


Of cattle droppings.







                        Three crows flap for the trees,


And settle, creaking the eucalyptus boughs.


A smell of dead limes quickens in the nose


The leprosy of Empire.







                        “Farewell, green fields”


                        “Farewell, ye happy groves!”







Marble as Greece, like Faulkner’s South in stone,


Deciduous beauty prospered and is gone;


But where the lawn breaks in a rash of trees


A spade below dead leaves will ring the bone


Of some dead animal or human thing


Fallen from evil days, from evil times.







It seems that the original crops were limes


Grown in the silt that clogs the river’s skirt;


The imperious rakes are gone, their bright girls gone,


The river flows, obliterating hurt.







I climbed a wall with the grill ironwork


Of exiled craftsmen, protecting that great house


From guilt, perhaps, but not from the worm’s rent,


Nor from the padded cavalry of the mouse.


And when a wind shook in the limes I heard


What Kipling heard; the death of a great empire, the abuse


Of ignorance by Bible and by sword.







A green lawn, broken by low walls of stone


Dipped to the rivulet, and pacing, I thought next


Of men like Hawkins, Walter Raleigh, Drake,


Ancestral murderers and poets, more perplexed


In memory now by every ulcerous crime.


The world’s green age then was a rotting lime


Whose stench became the charnel galleon’s text.


The rot remains with us, the men are gone.


But, as dead ash is lifted in a wind,


That fans the blackening ember of the mind,


My eyes burned from the ashen prose of Donne.







Ablaze with rage, I thought


Some slave is rotting in this manorial lake,


And still the coal of my compassion fought:


That Albion too, was once


A colony like ours, “a piece of the continent, a part of the main”


Nook-shotten, rook o’er blown, deranged


By foaming channels, and the vain expense


Of bitter faction.







                        All in compassion ends


So differently from what the heart arranged:


“as well as if a manor of thy friend’s …”






























TALES OF THE ISLANDS







CHAPTER I




      la rivière dorée …







The marl white road, the Dorée rushing cool


Through gorges of green cedars, like the sound


Of infant voices from the Mission School,


Like leaves like dim seas in the mind; ici, Choiseul.


The stone cathedral echoes like a well,


Or as a sunken sea-cave, carved, in sand.


Touring its Via Dolorosa I tried to keep


That chill flesh from my memory when I found


A Sancta Teresa in her nest of light;


The skirts of fluttered bronze, the uplifted hand,


The cherub, shaft upraised, parting her breast.


Teach our philosophy the strength to reach


Above the navel; black bodies, wet with light,


Rolled in the spray as I strolled up the beach.





CHAPTER II




      “Qu’un sang impur …”







Cosimo de Chrétien controlled a boardinghouse.


His maman managed him. No. 13.


Rue St. Louis. It had a court, with rails,


A perroquet, a curio-shop where you


Saw black dolls and an old French barquentine


Anchored in glass. Upstairs, the family sword,


The rusting ikon of a withered race,


Like the first angel’s kept its pride of place,


Reminding the bald count to keep his word


Never to bring the lineage to disgrace.


Devouring Time, which blunts the Lion’s claws,


Kept Cosimo, count of curios, fairly chaste,


For Mama’s sake, for hair oil, and for whist;


Peering from balconies for his tragic twist.





CHAPTER III




      la belle qui fut …







Miss Rossignol lived in the lazaretto


For Roman Catholic crones; she had white skin,


And underneath it, fine, old-fashioned bones;


She flew like bats to vespers every twilight,


The living Magdalen of Donatello;


And tipsy as a bottle when she stalked


On stilted legs to fetch the morning milk,


In a black shawl harnessed by rusty brooches.


My mother warned us how that flesh knew silk


Coursing a green estate in gilded coaches.


While Miss Rossignol, in the cathedral loft


Sang to her one dead child, a tattered saint


Whose pride had paupered beauty to this witch


Who was so fine once, whose hands were so soft.





CHAPTER IV




      “Dance of death”







Outside I said, “He’s a damned epileptic


Your boy, El Greco! Goya, he don’t lie.”


Doc laughed: “Let’s join the real epileptics.”


Two of the girls looked good. The Indian said


That rain affects the trade. In the queer light


We all looked green. The beer and all looked green.


One draped an arm around me like a wreath.


The next talked politics. “Our mother earth”


I said. “The great republic in whose womb


The dead outvote the quick.” “Y’all too obscene”


The Indian laughed. “Y’all college boys ain’t worth


The trouble.” We entered the bare room.


In the rain, walking home, was worried, but Doc said:


“Don’t worry, kid, the wages of sin is birth.”





CHAPTER V




      “moeurs anciennes”







The fête took place one morning in the heights


For the approval of some anthropologist.


The priests objected to such savage rites


In a Catholic country; but there was a twist


As one of the fathers was himself a student


Of black customs; it was quite ironic.


They lead sheep to the rivulet with a drum,


Dancing with absolutely natural grace


Remembered from the dark past whence we come.


The whole thing was more like a bloody picnic.


Bottles of white rum and a brawling booth.


They tie the lamb up, then chop off the head,


And ritualists take turns drinking the blood.


Great stuff, old boy; sacrifice, moments of truth.





CHAPTER VI




Poopa, da’ was a fête! I mean it had


Free rum free whiskey and some fellars beating


Pan from one of them band in Trinidad


And everywhere you turn was people eating


And drinking and don’t name me but I think


They catch his wife with two tests up the beach


While he drunk quoting Shelley with “Each


Generation has its angst, but we has none”


And wouldn’t let a comma in edgewise.


(Black writer chap, one of them Oxbridge guys.)


And it was round this part once that the heart


Of a young child was torn from it alive


By two practitioners of native art,


But that was long before this jump and jive.





CHAPTER VII




      lotus eater …







“Maingot,” the fishermen called that pool blocked by


Increasing filth that piled between ocean


And jungle, with a sighing grove


Of dry bamboo, its roots freckled with light


Like feathers fallen from a migratory sky.


Beyond that, the village. Through urine-stunted trees


A mud path wriggled like a snake in flight.


Franklin gripped the bridge-stanchions with a hand


Trembling with fever. Each spring, memories


Of his own country where he could not die


Assaulted him. He watched the malarial light


Shiver the canes. In the tea-colored pool, tadpoles


Seemed happy in their element. Poor, black souls.


He shook himself. Must breed, drink, rot with motion.





CHAPTER VIII




In the Hotel Miranda, 10 Grass St., who fought


The Falangists en la guerra civil, at the hour


Of bleeding light and beads of crimson dew,


This exile, with the wry face of a Jew


Lets dust powder his pamphlets; crook’t


Fingers clutch a journal to his shirt.


The eye is glacial; mountainous, the hook’d


Nose down which an ant, caballo, rides. Besides


As pious fleas explore a seam of dirt


The sunwashed body, past the age of sweat


Sprawls like a hero, curiously inert.


Near him a dish of olives has turned sour.


Above the children’s street cries, a girl plays


A marching song not often sung these days.





CHAPTER IX




      “le loupgarou”







A curious tale that threaded through the town


Through graying women sewing under eaves,


Was how his greed had brought old Le Brun down,


Greeted by slowly shutting jalousies


When he approached them in white-linen suit,


Pink glasses, cork hat, and tap-tapping cane,


A dying man licensed to sell sick fruit,


Ruined by fiends with whom he’d made a bargain.


It seems one night, these Christian witches said,


He changed himself to an Alsatian hound,


A slavering lycanthrope hot on a scent,


But his own watchman dealt the thing a wound


Which howled and lugged its entrails, trailing wet


With blood back to its doorstep, almost dead.





CHAPTER X




      “adieu foulard …”







I watched the island narrowing the fine


Writing of foam around the precipices then


The roads as small and casual as twine


Thrown on its mountains; I watched till the plane


Turned to the final north and turned above


The open channel with the gray sea between


The fishermen’s islets until all that I love


Folded in cloud; I watched the shallow green


That broke in places where there would be reef,


The silver glinting on the fuselage, each mile


Dividing us and all fidelity strained


Till space would snap it. Then, after a while


I thought of nothing, nothing, I prayed, would change;


When we set down at Seawell it had rained.






























RETURN TO DENNERY, RAIN









Imprisoned in these wires of rain, I watch


This village stricken with a single street,


Each weathered shack leans on a wooden crutch,


Contented as a cripple in defeat.


Five years ago even poverty seemed sweet,


So azure and indifferent was this air,


So murmurous of oblivion the sea,


That any human action seemed a waste


The place seemed born for being buried there.


                        The surf explodes


In scissor-birds hunting the usual fish,


The rain is muddying unpaved inland roads,


So personal grief melts in the general wish.







The hospital is quiet in the rain.


A naked boy drives pigs into the bush.


The coast shudders with every surge. The beach


Admits a beaten heron. Filth and foam.


There in a belt of emerald light, a sail


Plunges and lifts between the crests of reef,


The hills are smoking in the vaporous light,


The rain seeps slowly to the core of grief.


It could not change its sorrows and be home.







It cannot change, though you become a man


Who would exchange compassion for a drink,


Now you are brought to where manhood began


Its separation from “the wounds that make you think.”


And as this rain puddles the sand, it sinks


Old sorrows in the gutter of the mind,


Where is that passionate hatred that would help


The black, the despairing, the poor, by speech alone?


The fury shakes like wet leaves in the wind,


The rain beats on a brain hardened to stone.







For there is a time in the tide of the heart, when


Arrived at its anchor of suffering, a grave


Or a bed, despairing in action, we ask


O God, where is our home? For no one will save


The world from itself, though he walk among men.


On such shores where the foam


Murmurs oblivion of action, though they raise


No cry like herons stoned by the rain.







The passionate exiles believe it, but the heart


Is circled by sorrows, by its horror


And bitter devotion to home.


And the romantic nonsense ends at the bowsprit, shearing


But never arriving beyond the reef-shore foam,


Or the rain cuts us off from heaven’s hearing.







Why blame the faith you have lost? Heaven remains


Where it is, in the hearts of these people,


In the womb of their church, though the rain’s


Shroud is drawn across its steeple.


You are less than they are, for your truth


Consists of a general passion, a personal need,


Like that ribbed wreck, abandoned since your youth,


Washed over by the sour waves of greed.







The white rain draws its net along the coast,


A weak sun streaks the villages and beaches


And roads where laughing laborers come from shelter,


On heights where charcoal burners heap their days.


Yet in you it still seeps, blurring each boast


Your craft has made, obscuring words and features,


Nor have you changed from all of the known ways


To leave the mind’s dark cave, the most


Accursed of God’s self-pitying creatures.






























POCOMANIA









De shepherd shrieves in Egyptian light,


The Abyssinian sweat has poured


From armpits and the graves of sight,


The black sheep of their blacker Lord.







De sisters shout and lift the floods


Of skirts where bark n’ balm take root,


De bredren rattle withered gourds


Whose seeds are the forbidden fruit.







Remorse of poverty, love of God


Leap as one fire; prepare the feast,


Limp now is each divining rod,


Forgotten love, the double beast.







Above the banner and the crowd


The Lamb bleeds on the Coptic cross,


De Judah Lion roars to shroud


The sexual fires of Pentecost.







In jubilation of The Host,


The goatskin greets the bamboo fife


Have mercy on those furious lost


Whose life is praising death in life.




Now the blind beast butts on the wall,


Bodily delirium is death,


Now the worm curls upright to crawl


Between the crevices of breath.







Lower the wick, and fold the eye!


Anoint the shriveled limb with oil!


The waters of the moon are dry,


Derision of the body, toil.







Till Armageddon stains the fields,


And Babylon is yonder green,


Till the dirt-holy roller feels


The obscene breeding the unseen.







Till those black forms be angels white,


And Zion fills each eye.


High overhead the crow of night


Patrols eternity.






























PARANG


… THE SECOND CUATROMAN SINGS.









Man, I suck me tooth when I hear


How dem croptime fiddlers lie,


And de wailing, kiss-me-arse flutes


That bring water to me eye!


O, when I t’ink how from young


I wasted time at de fêtes,


I could bawl in a red-eyed rage


For desire turned to regret,


Not knowing the truth that I sang


At parang and la comette.


Boy, every damned tune them tune


Of love that will last forever


Is the wax and the wane of the moon


Since Adam catch body-fever.







I old, so the young crop won’t


Have these claws to reap their waist,


But I know “do more” from “don’t”


Since the grave cry out “Make haste!”


This banjo world have one string


And all man does dance to that tune:


That love is a place in the bush


With music grieving from far,


As you look past her shoulder and see


Like her one tear afterwards


The falling of a fixed star.


Young men does bring love to disgrace


With remorseful, regretful words,


When flesh upon flesh was the tune


Since the first cloud raise up to disclose


The breast of the naked moon.






























A CAREFUL PASSION







Hosanna, I build me house, Lawd,


De rain come wash it ’way.


Jamaican song









The Cruise Inn, at the city’s edge,


Extends a breezy prospect of the sea


From tables fixed like islands near a hedge


Of foam-white flowers, and to deaden thought,


Marimba medleys from a local band,


To whose gay pace my love now drummed a hand.


I watched an old Greek freighter quitting port.







You hardly smell the salt breeze in this country


Except you come down to the harbor’s edge.


Not like the smaller islands to the south.


There the green wave spreads on the printless beach.


I think of wet hair and a grape-red mouth.


The hand which wears her husband’s ring, lies


On the table idly, a brown leaf on the sand.


The other brushes off two coupling flies.


“Sometimes I wonder if you’ve lost your speech.”


Above our heads, the rusty cries


Of gulls revolving in the wind.


Wave after wave of memory silts the mind.







The gulls seem happy in their element.


We are lapped gently in the sentiment


Of a small table by the harbor’s edge.


Hearts learn to die well that have died before.


My sun-puffed carcass, its eyes full of sand,


Rolls, spun by breakers on a southern shore.


“This way is best, before we both get hurt.”


Look how I turn there, featureless, inert.


That weary phrase moves me to stroke her hand


While winds play with the corners of her skirt.







Better to lie, to swear some decent pledge,


To resurrect the buried heart again;


To twirl a glass and smile, as in pain,


At a small table by the water’s edge.


“Yes, this is best, things might have grown much worse …”







And that is all the truth, it could be worse;


All is exhilaration on the eve,


Especially, when the self-seeking heart


So desperate for some mirror to believe


Finds in strange eyes the old original curse.


So cha cha cha, begin the long goodbyes,


Leave the half-tasted sorrows of each pledge,


As the salt wind brings brightness to her eyes,


At a small table by the water’s edge.







I walk with her into the brightening street;


Stores rattling shut, as brief dusk fills the city.


Only the gulls, hunting the water’s edge


Wheel like our lives, seeking something worth pity.






























A LETTER FROM BROOKLYN









An old lady writes me in a spidery style,


Each character trembling, and I see a veined hand


Pellucid as paper, travelling on a skein


Of such frail thoughts its thread is often broken;


Or else the filament from which a phrase is hung


Dims to my sense, but caught, it shines like steel,


As touch a line, and the whole web will feel.


She describes my father, yet I forget her face


More easily than my father’s yearly dying;


Of her I remember small, buttoned boots and the place


She kept in our wooden church on those Sundays


Whenever her strength allowed;


Gray haired, thin voiced, perpetually bowed.







“I am Mable Rawlins,” she writes, “and know both your parents”;


He is dead, Miss Rawlins, but God bless your tense:


“Your father was a dutiful, honest,


Faithful and useful person.”


For such plain praise what fame is recompense?


“A horn-painter, he painted delicately on horn,


He used to sit around the table and paint pictures.”


The peace of God needs nothing to adorn


It, no glory nor ambition.


“He is twenty-eight years buried,” she writes, “he was called home,


And is, I am sure, doing greater work.”







The strength of one frail hand in a dim room


Somewhere in Brooklyn, patient and assured,


Restores my sacred duty to the Word.


“Home, home,” she can write, with such short time to live,


Alone as she spins the blessings of her years;


Not withered of beauty if she can bring such tears,


Nor withdrawn from the world that breaks its lovers so;


Heaven is to her the place where painters go,


All who bring beauty on frail shell or horn,


There was all made, thence their lux-mundi drawn,


Drawn, drawn, till the thread is resilient steel,


Lost though it seems in darkening periods,


And there they return to do work that is God’s.







So this old lady writes, and again I believe,


I believe it all, and for no man’s death I grieve.






























BRISE MARINE









K with quick laughter, honey skin and hair


and always money. In what beach shade, what year


has she so scented with her gentleness


I cannot watch bright water but think of her


and that fine morning when she sang o’ rare


Ben’s lyric of “the bag o’ the bee”


and “the nard in the fire”


                                    “nard in the fire”


against the salty music of the sea


the fresh breeze tangling each honey tress


                                     and what year was the fire?


Girls’ faces dim with time, Andreuille all gold …


Sunday. The grass peeps through the breaking pier.


Tables in the trees, like entering Renoir.


Maintenant je n’ai plus ni fortune, ni pouvoir …


But when the light was setting through thin hair,


holding whose hand by what trees, what old wall.







Two honest women, Christ, where are they gone?


Out of that wonder, what do I most recall?


The darkness closing round a fisherman’s oar.


The sound of water gnawing at bright stone.






























ANADYOMENE









The shoulders of a shining nereid


Glide in warm shallows, nearing the white sand;


Thighs tangled in the golden weed,


Did fin flash there, or woman’s hand?


Weed dissolves to burnished hair,


Foam now, where was milk-white breast,


Did thigh or dolphin cleave the air?


Half-woman and half-fish, or best


Both fish and woman, let them keep


Their elusive mystery.


Hurt, the wound shuts itself in sleep,


As water closes round the oar,


And as no oar can wound the sea.


Confused, the senses waken


To a renewed delight,


She to herself has taken


Sea-music and sea-light.






























A SEA-CHANTEY







Là, tout n’est qu’ordre et beauté,


Luxe, calme, et volupté.









Anguilla, Adina,


Antigua, Cannelles,


Andreuille, all the l’s,


Voyelles, of the liquid Antilles,


The names tremble like needles


Of anchored frigates,


Yachts tranquil as lilies,


In ports of calm coral,


The lithe, ebony hulls


Of strait-stitching schooners,


The needles of their masts


That thread archipelagoes


Refracted embroidery


In feverish waters


Of the sea-farer’s islands,


Their shorn, leaning palms,


Shaft of Odysseus,


Cyclopic volcanoes,


Creak their own histories,


In the peace of green anchorage;


Flight, and Phyllis,


Returned from the Grenadines,


Names entered this Sabbath,


In the port-clerk’s register;


Their baptismal names,


The sea’s liquid letters,


Repos donnez a cils …


And their blazing cargoes


Of charcoal and oranges;


Quiet, the fury of their ropes.


Daybreak is breaking


On the green chrome water,


The white herons of yachts


Are at Sabbath communion,


The histories of schooners


Are murmured in coral,


Their cargoes of sponges


On sandspits of islets


Barques white as white salt


Of acrid Saint Maarten,


Hulls crusted with barnacles,


Holds foul with great turtles,


Whose ship-boys have seen


The blue heave of Leviathan,


A sea-faring, Christian,


And intrepid people.







Now an apprentice washes his cheeks


With salt water and sunlight.







In the middle of the harbor


A fish breaks the Sabbath


With a silvery leap.


The scales fall from him


In a tinkle of church-bells;


The town streets are orange


With the week-ripened sunlight,


Balanced on the bowsprit


A young sailor is playing


His grandfather’s chantey


On a trembling mouth-organ.


The music curls, dwindling


Like smoke from blue galleys,


To dissolve near the mountains.


The music uncurls with


The soft vowels of inlets,


The christening of vessels,


The titles of portages,


The colors of sea-grapes,


The tartness of sea-almonds,


The alphabet of church-bells,


The peace of white horses,


The pastures of ports,


The litany of islands,


The rosary of archipelagoes,


Anguilla, Antigua,


Virgin of Guadeloupe,


And stone-white Grenada


Of sunlight and pigeons,


The amen of calm waters,


The amen of calm waters,


The amen of calm waters.






























IN A GREEN NIGHT









The orange tree, in various light,


Proclaims perfected fables now


That her last season’s summer height


Bends from each overburdened bough.







She has her winters and her spring,


Her molt of leaves, which in their fall


Reveal, as with each living thing,


Zones truer than the tropical.







For if by night each golden sun


Burns in a comfortable creed,


By noon harsh fires have begun


To quail those splendors which they feed.







Or mixtures of the dew and dust


That early shone her orbs of brass,


Mottle her splendors with the rust


She sought all summer to surpass.







By such strange, cyclic chemistry


That dooms and glories all at once


As green yet aging orange tree,


The mind enspheres all circumstance.







No Florida loud with citron leaves


With crystal falls to heal this age


Shall calm the darkening fear that grieves


The loss of visionary rage.







Or if Time’s fires seem to blight


The nature ripening into art,


Not the fierce noon or lampless night


Can quail the comprehending heart.







The orange tree, in various light


Proclaims that fable perfect now


That her last season’s summer height


Bends from each overburdened bough.






























ISLANDS


for Margaret









Merely to name them is the prose


Of diarists, to make you a name


For readers who like travellers praise


Their beds and beaches as the same;


But islands can only exist


If we have loved in them. I seek


As climate seeks its style, to write


Verse crisp as sand, clear as sunlight,


Cold as the curled wave, ordinary


As a tumbler of island water;


Yet, like a diarist, thereafter


I savor their salt-haunted rooms,


(Your body stirring the creased sea


Of crumpled sheets), whose mirrors lose


Our huddled, sleeping images,


Like words which love had hoped to use


Erased with the surf’s pages.







So, like a diarist in sand,


I mark the peace with which you graced


Particular islands, descending


A narrow stair to light the lamps


Against the night surf’s noises, shielding


A leaping mantle with one hand,


Or simply scaling fish for supper,


Onions, jack-fish, bread, red snapper;


And on each kiss the harsh sea-taste,


And how by moonlight you were made


To study most the surf’s unyielding


Patience though it seems a waste.




























FROM


The Castaway
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(1965)

























THE CASTAWAY









The starved eye devours the seascape for the morsel


Of a sail.







The horizon threads it infinitely.







Action breeds frenzy. I lie,


Sailing the ribbed shadow of a palm,


Afraid lest my own footprints multiply.







Blowing sand, thin as smoke,


Bored, shifts its dunes.


The surf tires of its castles like a child.







The salt-green vine with yellow trumpet-flower,


A net, inches across nothing.


Nothing: the rage with which the sandfly’s head is filled.







Pleasures of an old man:


Morning: contemplative evacuation, considering


The dried leaf, nature’s plan.







In the sun, the dog’s feces


Crusts, whitens like coral.


We end in earth, from earth began.


In our own entrails, genesis.







If I listen I can hear the polyp build,


The silence thwanged by two waves of the sea.


Cracking a sea-louse, I make thunder split.







Godlike, annihilating Godhead, art


And self, I abandon


Dead metaphors: the almond’s leaflike heart,







The ripe brain rotting like a yellow nut


Hatching


Its babel of sea-lice, sandfly and maggot,







That green wine bottle’s gospel choked with sand,


Labeled, a wrecked ship,


Clenched seawood nailed and white as a man’s hand.






























THE SWAMP









Gnawing the highway’s edges, its black mouth


Hums quietly: “Home, come home …”







Behind its viscous breath the very word “growth”


Grows fungi, rot;


White mottling its root.







More dreaded


Than canebrake, quarry, or sun-shocked gully-bed


Its horrors held Hemingway’s hero rooted


To sure, clear shallows.







It begins nothing. Limbo of cracker convicts, Negroes.


Its black mood


Each sunset takes a smear of your life’s blood.







Fearful, original sinuosities! Each mangrove sapling


Serpentlike, its roots obscene


As a six-fingered hand,







Conceals within its clutch the mossbacked toad,


Toadstools, the potent ginger-lily,


Petals of blood,







The speckled vulva of the tiger-orchid;


Outlandish phalloi


Haunting the travellers of its one road.







Deep, deeper than sleep


Like death,


Too rich in its decrescence, too close of breath,







In the fast-filling night, note


How the last bird drinks darkness with its throat,


How the wild saplings slip







Backward to darkness, go black


With widening amnesia, take the edge


Of nothing to them slowly, merge







Limb, tongue and sinew into a knot


Like chaos, like the road


Ahead.






























A VILLAGE LIFE


for John Robertson







I




Through the wide, gray loft window,


I watched that winter morning, my first snow


crusting the sill, puzzle the black,


nuzzling tom. Behind my back


a rime of crud glazed my cracked coffee-cup,


a snowfall of torn poems piling up


heaped by a rhyming spade.


Starved, on the prowl,


I was a frightened cat in that gray city.


I floated, a cat’s shadow, through the black wool


sweaters, leotards, and parkas of the fire-haired,


snow-shouldered Greenwich Village mädchen,


homesick, my desire


crawled across snow


like smoke, for its lost fire.







All that winter I haunted


your house on Hudson Street, a tiring friend,


demanding to be taken in, drunk, and fed.


I thought winter would never end.







I cannot imagine you dead.







But that stare, frozen,


a frosted pane in sunlight,


gives nothing back by letting nothing in,


your kindness or my pity.







No self-reflection lies


within those silent, ice-blue irises,


whose image is some snow-locked mountain lake


in numb Montana.







And since that winter I have learnt to gaze


on life indifferently as through a pane of glass.





II




Your image rattled on the subway glass


is my own death-mask in an overcoat;


under New York, the subterranean freight


of human souls, locked in an iron cell,


station to station cowed with swaying calm,


thunders to its end, each in its private hell,


each plumped, prime bulk still swinging by its arm


upon a hook. You’re two years dead. And yet


I watch that silence spreading through our souls:


that horn-rimmed midget who consoles


his own deformity with Sartre on Genet.


Terror still eats the nerves, the Word


is gibberish, the plot Absurd.


The turnstile slots, like addicts, still consume


obols and aspirin, Charon in his grilled cell


grows vague about our crime, our destination.


Not all are silent, or endure


the enormity of silence; at one station,


somewhere off 33rd and Lexington,


a fur-wrapped matron screamed above the roar


of rattling iron. Nobody took her on,


we looked away. Such scenes


rattle our trust in nerves tuned like machines.


All drives as you remember it, the pace


of walking, running the rat race,


locked in a system, ridden by its rail,


within a life where no one dares to fail.


I watch your smile breaking across my skull,


the hollows of your face below my face


sliding across it like a pane of glass.


Nothing endures. Even in his cities


man’s life is grass.


Times Square. We sigh and let off steam,


who should screech with the braking wheels, scream


like our subway-Cassandra, heaven-sent


to howl for Troy, emerge


blind from the blast of daylight, whirled


apart like papers from a vent.





III




Going away, through Queens we pass


a cemetery of miniature skyscrapers. The verge


blazes its rust, its taxi-yellow leaves. It’s fall.


I stare through glass,


my own reflection there, at


empty avenues, lawns, spires, quiet


stones, where the curb’s rim


wheels westward, westward, where thy bones …







Montana, Minnesota, your real


America, lost in tall grass, serene idyll.






























A TROPICAL BESTIARY







IBIS




Flare of the ibis, rare vermilion,


A hieroglyphic of beak-headed Egypt


That haunts, they claim, the green swamp-traveller


Who catches it to watch its plumage fade,


Loses its colors in captivity,


Blanches into a pinkish, stilted heron


Among the garrulous fishwife gulls, bitterns and spoonbills


And ashen herons of the heronry.


She never pines, complains at being kept,


Yet, imperceptibly, fades from her fire,


Pointing no moral but the fact


Of flesh that has lost pleasure in the act,


Of domesticity, drained of desire.





OCTOPUS




Post coitum, omne animal … from love


The eight limbs loosen, like tentacles in water,


Like the slow tendrils of


The octopus.


            Fathoms down


They drift, numbed by the shock


Of an electric charge, drown


Vague as lidless fishes, separate


Like the anemone from rock


The sleek eel from its sea-cleft, drawn


By the darkening talons of the tide.


Pulse of the sea in the locked, heaving side.





LIZARD




Fear:


            the heraldic lizard, magnified,


Devouring its midge.


                       Last night I plucked


“as a brand from the burning,” a murderous, pincered beetle


Floundering in urine like a shipwreck shallop


Rudderless, its legs frantic as oars.


Did I, by this act, set things right side up?


It was not death I dreaded but the fight


With nothing. The aged, flailing their claws


On flowery coverlets, may dread such salvation,


The impotence of rescue or compassion.


Rightening a beetle damns creation.


It may have felt more terror on its back


When my delivering fingers, huge as hell,


Shadowed the stiffening victim with their jaws


Than the brown lizard, Galapagos-large,


Waggling its horny tail at morning’s morsel


Held for the midge.


                       Mercy has strange laws.


Withdraw and leave the scheme of things in charge.





MAN-O’-WAR BIRD




The idling pivot of the frigate bird


Sways the world’s scales, tilts cobalt sea and sky,


Rightens, by its round eye, my drift


Through heaven when I shift


My study of the sun.


                        The easy wings


Depend upon the stress I give such things


As my importance to its piercing height, the peace


Of its slow, ravening circuit of a speck


Upon a beach prey to its beak


Like any predatory tern it seizes.


In that blue wildfire somewhere is an Eye


That weighs this world exactly as it pleases.





SEA CRAB




The sea crab’s cunning, halting, awkward grace


is the syntactical envy of my hand;


obliquity burrowing to surface


from hot, plain sand.


Those who require vision, complexity,


tire of its distressing


limits: sea, sand, scorching sky.


Cling to this ground, though constellations race,


the horizon burn, the wave coil, hissing,


salt sting the eye.





THE WHALE, HIS BULWARK




To praise the blue whale’s crystal jet,


To write, “O fountain!” honoring a spout


Provokes this curse:


                        “The high are humbled yet”


From those who humble Godhead, beasthood, verse.







Once, the Lord raised this bulwark to our eyes,


Once, in our seas, whales threshed,


The harpooner was common. Once, I heard


Of a baleine beached up the Grenadines, fleshed


By derisive, ant-like villagers: a prize


Reduced from majesty to pygmy-size.


Salt-crusted, mythological,


And dead.







The boy who told me couldn’t believe his eyes,


And I believed him. When I was small


God and a foundered whale were possible.


Whales are rarer, God as invisible.


Yet, through His gift, I praise the unfathomable,


Though the boy may be dead, the praise unfashionable,


The tale apocryphal.





TARPON




At Cedros, thudding the dead sand


in spasms, the tarpon


gaped with a gold eye, drowned


thickly, thrashing with brute pain


this sea I breathe.


Stilled, its bulk,


screwed to the eye’s lens, slowly


sought design. It dried like silk,


leisurely, altered to lead.


The belly, leprous, silver, bulged


like a cold chancre for the blade.


Suddenly it shuddered in immense


doubt, but the old jaw, gibbering, divulged


nothing but some new filaments


of blood. For every bloody stroke


with which a frenzied fisherman struck


its head my young son shook his head.


Could I have called out not to look


simply at the one world we shared?


Dead, and examined in detail,


a tarpon’s bulk grows beautiful.


Bronze, with a brass-green mold, the scales


age like a corselet of coins,


a net of tarnished silver joins


the back’s deep-sea blue to the tail’s


wedged, tapering Y.


Set in a stone, triangular skull,


ringing with gold, the open eye


is simply, tiringly there.


A shape so simple, like a cross,


a child could draw it in the air.


A tarpon’s scale, its skin’s flake


washed at the sea’s edge and held


against the light looks just like what


the grinning fisherman said it would:


dense as frost glass but delicate,


etched by a diamond, it showed


a child’s drawing of a ship,


the sails’ twin triangles, a mast.







Can such complexity of shape,


such bulk, terror and fury fit


in a design so innocent,


that through opaque, phantasmal mist,


moving, but motionlessly, it


sails where imagination sent?






























GOATS AND MONKEYS







… even now, an old black ram


is tupping your white ewe.


Othello









The owl’s torches gutter. Chaos clouds the globe.


Shriek, augury! His earthen bulk


buries her bosom in its slow eclipse.


His smoky hand has charred


that marble throat. Bent to her lips,


he is Africa, a vast, sidling shadow


that halves your world with doubt.


“Put out the light,” and God’s light is put out.







That flame extinct, she contemplates her dream


of him as huge as night, as bodiless,


as starred with medals, like the moon


a fable of blind stone.


Dazzled by that bull’s bulk against the sun


of Cyprus, couldn’t she have known


like Pasiphaë, poor girl, she’d breed horned monsters?


That like Eurydice, her flesh a flare


travelling the hellish labyrinth of his mind


his soul would swallow hers?







Her white flesh rhymes with night. She climbs, secure.







Virgin and ape, maid and malevolent Moor,


their immoral coupling still halves our world.


He is your sacrificial beast, bellowing, goaded,


a black bull snarled in ribbons of its blood.


And yet, whatever fury girded


on that saffron-sunset turban, moon-shaped sword


was not his racial, panther-black revenge


pulsing her chamber with raw musk, its sweat,


but horror of the moon’s change,


of the corruption of an absolute,


like a white fruit


pulped ripe by fondling but doubly sweet.







And so he barbarously arraigns the moon


for all she had beheld since time began


for his own night-long lechery, amibition,


while barren innocence whimpers for pardon.







And it is still the moon, she silvers love,


limns lechery and stares at our disgrace.


Only annihilation can resolve


the pure corruption in her dreaming face.







A bestial, comic agony. We harden


with mockery at this blackamoor


who turns his back on her, who kills


what, like the clear moon, cannot abhor


her element, night; his grief


farcically knotted in a handkerchief


a sibyl’s


prophetically stitched remembrancer


webbed and embroidered with the zodiac,


this mythical, horned beast who’s no more


monstrous for being black.
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